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Iknew they were onto me, had been for the last thirty minutes or so. Strolling along Lower Ormond Quay, the River Liffey's murky waters to my right, I feigned ignorance of my shadowy follower. I'd just rolled back into Dublin after a spell in London, and the last thing I craved was a showdown.

I caught the whiff of goblin lurking nearby, but couldn't be certain without clapping eyes on the little vermin. Those wiry bastards had a knack for blending in, invisible until they pounced.

Veering down a deserted side street, I baited my pursuer to follow. My mind raced through the spells at my disposal: I could conjure a doorway in the adjacent wall and vanish inside the building; or evaporate into thin air; or even levitate to the rooftop of a nearby structure and escape.

But the truth was, I detested wielding magic in broad daylight, even with no one watching. Hell, I rarely called on the magic coursing through me, despite being blessed with a connection to the Void—the wellspring of all sorcery—like every other Touched being on this godforsaken planet.

No, I was no sorcerer, just a musician who preferred to weave enchantments with my guitar, casting spells that touched the souls of my listeners. I had no taste for the destructive force of the Void.

Still, Void magic had its uses. Like now, as I whirled around and spat the word, "Impedio!" I felt the Void's power surging through me. Yet, peering down the street, there seemed to be no one there.

But I knew better.

I backtracked and came to a halt beside a dumpster. Crouched behind it was a small, wiry figure with dark hair and pinched features, glaring up at me—immobilized by the spell I'd cast.

"Let me guess," I sneered. "Iolas caught wind I was coming back, so he sent you to tail me? Maybe off me, like he did my mother?"

Anger simmered within me as blue magic crackled across my hand. Eight words, that's all it would take to snuff out the pathetic goblin's life, to shut down his vital functions and leave him a lifeless husk. It would've been so easy, but I wasn't a killer... not yet, anyway.

The goblin strained against my spell, barely able to twitch a muscle. To the mundane eye, he looked like an ordinary man—a slight, rakish fellow in his thirties with thinning hair and dark, oversized eyes. But through my Touched vision, I saw the goblin's true form beneath the glamour he wore to hide it. And to be honest, it wasn't that different from his mortal guise. His eyes were larger and darker, his mouth wider and packed with thin, razor-sharp teeth that jutted out at odd angles, barely concealed by rubbery lips. His skin was paler, and his ears large and pointed.

"I don't know what you're talking about," the goblin snarled when I released him from the spell. He straightened up, barely reaching my chest. "I'm just enjoying a fine summer evening stroll, until you assaulted me like this..."

I shook my head, disgusted. What had I expected, a full confession of Iolas' orders? Of course, he was going to play dumb, because he was dumb. He knew nothing, except that he had to tail me and report my whereabouts. Iolas, the paranoid bastard, wanted eyes on me now that I was back in town. At least, until he decided what to do with me.

"Fine, asshole," I snarled, magic sparking in my hand, making the cocky goblin jittery as his enormous eyes flicked from my face to the magic dancing in my palm. "Before you fuck off, make sure Iolas gets this message, will you? Tell that smug elf... tell him..."

The goblin scowled, his dark eyes boring into me. "Go on, tell Iolas what?" He goaded me, the sneaky little shit. "That you're coming for him? That you'll kill him for supposedly snuffing out your witch-bitch mother⁠—"

Blind rage ignited within me. Before the goblin could utter another foul word, I summoned my magic, thrusting my luminescent hand towards him while bellowing, "Ignem exquiris!"

In an instant, a fireball the size of a baseball erupted from my hand, striking the goblin square in the chest. The force slammed him against the wall, flames engulfing his clothes.

"Dholec maach!" the goblin screamed, frantically slapping his burning clothes.

"What were you saying again?" I taunted, tilting my head as if waiting for an answer.

"Dhon ogaach!" The goblin ripped off his flaming jacket and tossed it aside, then extinguished the remaining flames licking his linen shirt. The stench of scorched fabric and charred goblin skin filled the balmy air.

"Yeah? Go fuck yourself, too, after you've apologized for insulting my mother."

The goblin snarled, quivering with rage and shock. "You won't last a day here, wizard! Iolas will have you fed to the vamps!"

I lunged forward, grabbing the goblin by the throat and slamming him against the wall. "First, I'm a musician, not a wizard. And second—" I turned my head, gagging on the stench of burnt goblin flesh. "Second, I'm not afraid of your elfin boss or his bloodsucking buddies."

Gasping for breath, the goblin choked out, "Is that why... you ran away... like a... little bitch?"

I glared at him a second longer before releasing my grip. He slid down the wall, his black eyes still defiant. I almost admired his tenacity.

"I've had enough of your shit, goblin," I said, quelling my anger. "Turn tail and get the hell out of here before I incinerate you completely." I held up my hand, showing him the flames that danced in my palm, eliciting a fearful look. "Go!"

The goblin didn't need to be told twice. He scrambled up, darted down the street, and stopped ten yards away to face me.

"You've signed your own death warrant, Chance!" he shouted. "Iolas will mount your head above his fireplace!" He grinned a twisted, sinister grin, then turned and bolted, disappearing around the corner.

"Son of a bitch," I muttered, shaking my head.

Maybe coming back was a mistake.

I should've stayed in London, played gigs every night, or even headed to Europe, the States, or Japan. Instead, I returned to Ireland to rip open old wounds... and, unavoidably, to inflict new ones.

Shaking my head at the way things were going already, I grabbed my guitar and luggage bag, heading towards the place I called home before my life imploded two months ago.

As I walked along the Quay, I took in my surroundings. It was a balmy summer evening, and the city was in a laid-back mood. People strolled about in flimsy summer clothes, savoring the weather, knowing it could turn dull and overcast at any moment, as Irish weather tends to do. Despite my earlier reservations, it felt good to be back. While I enjoyed London (as much as I could while mourning my mother's death), Dublin was my home and always had been. I felt a connection to the land here that I experienced nowhere else, and I'd been to 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 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'll let him get away with murder, he's sorely mistaken.

Just ahead of me was Chance's Bookstore—the shop my mother opened over three decades ago, now mine, along with the apartment above it. It was a medium-sized store with dark green wood paneling and a quaint feel. It was also one of the oldest remaining independent bookstores in the city and the only one that dealt with rare occult books. The store attracted many Untouched with an interest in all things occult and magical, as well as its fair share of Touched seeking hard-to-find books on magic or some aspect of the occult. My mother, before her death, had formed contacts worldwide, and there was hardly a book she couldn't acquire if someone requested it—for a price, of course.

As I stood in front of the shop, my mind awash with painful memories, I glanced at my reflection in the window. I saw a disheveled imposter in need of a shave, haircut, and change of clothes—my favorite dark jeans and waistcoat hadn't left my body in two months.

Looking away from my reflection, I opened the door to the shop and stepped inside, locking it behind me. The scent of old paper and leather enveloped me, stirring more painful memories and images of my mother. Closing my eyes for a moment, I moved through the shop, every square inch deeply familiar and linked to memories that threatened to overwhelm me.

Until they were interrupted by a mass of swirling darkness near the back of the shop, out of which emerged an equally dark figure, its eyes faintly glowing as they glared at me.

Before I could summon any magic or even express my surprise, the darkness surrounding the figure lashed out, striking me across the face so hard I thought my jaw had broken. I stumbled back, cursing the gods for 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 my stinging right cheek. 

Dalia made a hissing sound at me. “I should drag you through the Thorns into the Otherworld and dump you there!”

Although she could make good on her threat, I didn’t take her seriously. She was just pissed at me, as I 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 for less than two hours.”

“Serves you right,” Dalia hissed, her anger subsiding. 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 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 from each side of her head, making her look like a demonic deer. Her slightly glowing yellow eyes set into her pale face, under which more darkness undulated, only added to the disturbing effect. 

The first time she revealed her Fae form to me five years ago, I nearly shit myself. She could be intimidating enough before the Fae kidnaped and transformed her into a Demi-Fae. Now she was scary biscuits times ten. Most of the time, she remained in her mundane form until her emotions got the better of her. Like now.

She growled as she glared at me. “I should imprison you in darkness 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 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 stuck with her own kind—other Demi-Fae 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 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 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 snatched 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 a reason you couldn’t call to let me know where you were 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 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 Demi-Fae.”

“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?”

“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 precisely 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. On one level, she was still the same person, but she was also different on many other levels, some of which I still struggle to understand, or have given up on trying to understand at all.

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.”

“You’re such a wicked bitch, you know that?” I said, smiling myself now.

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 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 Demi-Fae. 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 worked its way up from my balls.

My breathing shuddered 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 Demi-Fae who do.”

She smiled. “Yes, I do.”

“Anyway…”

Without missing a beat or dropping her stare from me, she changed the subject. “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 lie low until I can formulate a plan.”

“There’s no lying 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.”

“Haha…”

“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 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.”

Her words cut deep. “You should become a motivational speaker. You’re 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 in an unfelt wind before landing on the desk. 

“I let myself in. I 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 you're 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 for me to consider him my best friend. Good friends, I guess you could call us, despite 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 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 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 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 see.”

Dalia did her best to smile. She found Monty a little too overbearing, even before she became a Demi-Fae. “Monty,” she said, coming to stand next to me as if she didn’t enjoy 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.” Monty smiled, and I couldn’t help smiling back. “Fuck 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… three-hundred-and thirty-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—”

“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, flying two inches into the air before fizzling out. “Unexpected,” he finished.

“You’re still a fucking eejit.”

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 big bitch.”

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

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

“That pointy-eared fuck murdered my mother. Do you really think I’m going to let him get away with that?”

“No, bro, of course not,” Monty said, looking serious. “That’s why we’re going to get him, right?”

“We?” I asked.

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 fucking saint. Everyone knows that. I loved her. So yeah, I will help you do this thing.”

“Do what thing?” I said. “I haven’t decided on what thing I’m doing yet.”

“Revenge, bro, cold hard revenge. That’s what the fuck 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, then,” Monty said, seeming a little too excited by everything. “That’s why we need a plan. A good plan.”

“I don’t intend to make a bad plan.”

“I know, but some plans are better than others.”

“Yeah, and even good plans rarely survive first contact with the enemy.”

“Are you being a defeatist? Why are you being a defeatist?”

“I’m not, I just know how hard this will be. I mean, it’s fucking Iolas.”

“Everyone has a weakness,” Monty said. “We just need to find Iolas’ weakness and exploit the fuck out of that shit. You feel me, bro?” He had his fist clenched against his chest.

I couldn’t help smiling at him. “You’re fucking crazy, you know that?”

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

I looked at each of them. “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 out of their hard-earned extortion money? Do you remember that?”

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

“Exactly,” Monty said. “I owe you, 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.

“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 tonight, anyway, to get some footage for my YouTube channel. I have some awesome new tricks to try out.”

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

“You want me to stay?” Dalia asked.

“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 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 against my skin. “I’ll be around tomorrow so we can continue discussing how to save your bacon.”
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The apartment above the shop was spacious, with two bedrooms, a large living room with an adjoining kitchen area and a small terrace, if you fancy sitting in some fresh air. The place was kept smart and tidy, how my mother used to keep it herself. She believed a good presentation was essential for anyone to take you seriously in life. This was even more important when it came to politics and the work she did for the Council. 

The Council comprises the thirteen most powerful families in the Touched world. The headquarters are in Manhattan, the Council’s influence and oversight cast far and wide, with proxy councils set up in almost every major city around the world, including Dublin. My mother was one of three proxies here until she was killed. The other two proxies are a dwarf named Dhorbeg McQullian, and my nemesis, Iolas Tasar.

Everywhere I went in the flat, there were signs of my mother’s former existence: bookshelves in nearly every room, filled with books old and new; photographs on every wall; her extensive 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. 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 scolded 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 in 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. 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 thanks to her Touched nature, which slowed 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 it 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 such as Iolas doesn’t do his own dirty work. I would find others complicit in the murder and I would⁠—

Kill them.

I’d been thinking about it for so long now that I’d hardly given a thought to whether I meant it. I wanted to kill those responsible for my mother’s death. But did I have it in me to do so? Could I deliver the death blow when it came to it, or would I capitulate under pressure?

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

Tomorrow I would make plans.

[image: ]


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, 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 terrifying seconds, I thought the monster in my dream had somehow crossed over into reality (which isn’t unheard of), but before I could even scream with fright, a massive hand shot down and wrapped around my throat, gripping it 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 shocking exit from the bed, I looked up to see that there were two figures in the room with me. One of them 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-blond hair and tribal tattoos on his face. 

“We’ve already used a blocking spell on you,” the other said, a dark-skinned brute who, like his companion, sported dangerous-looking tusks that jutted upward out of a cavernous mouth. 

Not one to believe every word I’m told, especially by two orc thugs, I uttered the words, “Invisibilis Factus” to make myself invisible, but nothing happened. My connection to the Void appeared to be blocked. It seemed the orcs weren’t bullshitting.

The blond 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, worried my ribs were now 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 breathe properly. Still clutching my stomach, I stood up and grabbed my clothes off the floor next to the bed, hurriedly pulling them on. 

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

“Where are 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 kill me.

Not yet, anyway.
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Iwas 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 lain 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 could not 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 near Killiney Hill Park, right on the coast facing Dalkey Island. Iolas had many properties throughout the country, but the Killiney mansion was where he spent most of his time. My mother worked alongside him for years, and so she knew quite a lot about the elf. Despite the proxy Council, everyone in the Touched community was aware 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 to stare in at me like I was some vermin they had captured in the city.

“Right, worm,” the blond 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 blond orc punched me in the stomach as I jumped out of the van, causing me to land in a heap on the gravel. Bastard. If he didn’t break my ribs before, he sure fucking did now. 

“The only place you’ll be strolling is in that fucking sea at 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 they broke my ribs. Does that count?”

“Apologies. Allow me.” The elf placed a hand on my abdomen, and I felt warmth travel through me, concentrating around my broken ribs. Before the elf even removed his hand, the previous sharp pain I endured 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?”

“Em… because your boss is a gangster who murdered my mother?”

Smiling coolly, 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. Oil paintings adorned the walls, mostly depicting members of Iolas’ family, along with what looked to be paintings of various Sidhe, and scenes depicting dark goings 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 on the door once, lightly, then waited. 

What’s going to happen to me? I wondered. Is 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 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 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 farther 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 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.” He threw me a withering look. “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 even darker than Iolas’.

Much darker.

Jesus Christ. It can’t be…

My eyes moved past Iolas to the corner as I peered hard into the shadows. The rest of the room was 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 amid all that darkness I saw two red eyes glaring right at me—a look that chilled my blood, for I knew it was a vampire standing there.

What the hell is a vampire doing here? 

The vampire’s power was palpable inside the enclosed room, and when Iliphar left, I felt like a rabbit trapped with two greyhounds, about to mercilessly be 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 blond hair spilled over the shoulders of his dark suit, and his piercing blue eyes bore 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 which 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 would not come back here. Yet, here you are.”

“Here I am,” I muttered, aware that the vampire was staring at me.

“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 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 princes from up north, maybe even the one responsible for killing my father years ago.

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

Iolas stared at me for a long time. Then he stood to tower over me. “Your mother was a dear friend of mine, and I miss her greatly. It offends me that you would even 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 the head of some conspiracy 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 ridiculous plot?”

I shrugged as my eyes darted nervously toward the vampire. “As 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 long passed.”

Doing my best to remain outwardly calm and reasonable, I nodded, even though it felt like Iolas was trying to bait me into some 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 turned away and walked back to his desk to pour himself some wine from a crystal decanter. “Would you like a drink, Corvin? We can 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, most beautiful humans I’ve had the pleasure of knowing.”

I gritted my teeth as I formed a tight smile. “To Teresa.”

We both drank, 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 swallowing 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 of 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 fuck? 

Okay, I would humor him, if only because I had glimpsed an opportunity that might allow me to take him down, though the vampire in the room wasn’t making me feel very confident about doing so.

“So what would this work entail?” I asked.

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

The elf flashed another wintry 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 otherwise. It was in their breeding to behave like superior beings, although most of them weren’t 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 immortal. And for immortals, the mortality of humans was merely another flaw that allowed the immortal races to go on being superior. “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 have 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 would use his magic to kill me, which he could’ve done as easily as blinking. But 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 there was no further discussion needed. “You can go now, Corvin. One of my associates will be in touch, which I don’t expect will be very long. Many 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 in 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.

“Jesus,” 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 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 for 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 fucking 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 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 for 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 heavily, I ended up declaring to whoever would listen that Iolas was the one responsible for my mother’s death. 

Council members were there, having traveled over from the States to attend the funeral, and also to conduct their own investigation into the death of my mother. As they concluded, like everyone else, that my mother had 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 mother’s funeral and banished from the country the 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…”
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The night I found my mother dying in the street, I was walking back from a gig at the Temple Bar. The gig went well, and the crowd seemed to enjoy 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 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 mostly, the place was always closed by about six or seven. 

Which is why I was surprised to see that the lights were still on. 

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, but her eyes opened when she heard my voice. There was so much blood soaking her white dress and pooling on the surrounding cobbles, I was 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. 

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 raised 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, 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. 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 kneeled 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. They 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 it, 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 wrote 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 after she had gone. 

I hadn’t expected to be reading the diaries so soon, but I knew if I was going to find answers anywhere, the diaries 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 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 again speak to her. I broke down twice before I could finally take out the most recent journal.

The journal was 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 the quill and ink to write with. I asked her once why she didn’t use a normal pen, 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 started on a date six months before she was killed, skimming over much of the stuff relating to the Council, which was more often than not a description of petty grievances she had helped to sort out between members of the Touched community here in Dublin and the outlying counties. 

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. Mostly though, it was the thoughts of a happy woman content with all the good work she was doing. She mentioned me a lot 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 dated two weeks before her death, 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 about 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 theirs. 

The Manhattan members were not amused by this arrogance and threatened to send an envoy to Dublin to force the vampires into compliance. Attacks on humans are strictly forbidden, so the Council would not 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, 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 know Iolas well, and I know 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 was always 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. 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 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. 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 remained 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 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 would say even before she spoke.

“Everything you just said is circumstantial Corvin, you realize that, don’t you?” I felt her dark eyes on me as I stared at the fireplace. “I can see now why the Council did nothing.”

“Fuck the Council,” I snarled. “Both my parents have died 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 at me in her 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 people now… the Demi-Fae.”

“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 or not you know it. 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 magic-slinger if he believes in miracles?”

“There are other powers in the universe besides the Void.” Her eyes went black for a moment, that mysterious 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 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 preferable to my current existence. Maybe you could take me to the Otherworld and leave me there.”

Her head snapped up, and her eyes darkened again. “Don’t even joke about that. As much as it opened my eyes to wonder, the pain and horror I experienced far outweighed any pleasure I gained from the experience.”

“What about the Seelie Court? Wouldn’t things be easier there, among the light Fae?”

Dalia shook her head and sighed as if I knew nothing. “There are no ‘light’ Fae, Corvin. There are Fae who are too indifferent to humanity to bother with it 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, any more than there are light or dark humans. So even if I dropped you at the Seelie Court, you would still suffer 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 turns out to be Iolas?” she asked. “What if Constantine had a hand in it, which he most likely would have if he’s 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 my ma… and my da.”

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

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

“You were doing what you thought you had to. You’re here now. That’s all that 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 my ma saw…”

“It makes sense,” Dalia finished.

“Yeah. The two are definitely in cahoots.”

“But why?”

“I’m not sure, but I will find out.” I paused. “Will you help me?”

She took offense as she shook her head. “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 seductive 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, someone knocked on the door to the flat. 

Dalia looked at me. “Who’s knocking that hard, the fucking police?”

“I’m not expecting anyone…”

“Especially at this time. Maybe it’s Monty, here to grace us with his mad skills again.”

“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. 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 like 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.

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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Istared 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.”

She looked past me toward Dalia, 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 to say something inflammatory, so they could 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 Dalia’s remark to incense her, 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 leather jacket. “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 fucking 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. “I just don’t want you to get hurt, that’s all.”

I 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?”
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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 down the street, the tires on the Dodge screeching 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, 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 again 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 goodwill toward Amelia, mainly because Iolas was her uncle, which in my mind made her the enemy. “So what am I even doing here?”

“You’re here because Iolas wants you here.” She threw me a glance. “If it were up to me, you wouldn’t be here at all. I don’t need any help in 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?”

“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 McDonald’s 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. Do you like music?”

“No.”

I stared at her for 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. A goblin of the same name ran the shop. 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 old 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 pawnshop was like a treasure trove, and pretty much how I remembered it from the last time I was here a few years ago. 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 were racks 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 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 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?”

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 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’d acquire a certain item for him, and you didn’t.”

Oh yes, I’d forgotten the pawnshop also traded in rare and valuable artifacts of the magical variety, a fact known only by the Touched.

Haknet did his best to give Amelia an appeasing smile, though a bead of sweat running down his forehead said he was far from relaxed. 

“I’m having a little trouble acquiring said item,” he said. “If you just give me another week, 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 shot a hand out and grabbed Haknet by his tie, pulling him right onto 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 as it was my problem if I got into business with someone like Iolas, which 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.

“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 first. 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 for a moment, her beautiful features gradually hardening into stone. “Motherfucker.”

She leaped over the counter with 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. “Haknet! You better be in here!”

But he wasn’t. I knew the second the goblin disappeared that he’d be sprinting for the back door. It was well known Haknet had a gambling problem. Clearly, he’d 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 done that, I wouldn’t have had the chance to catch him myself and foster some goodwill 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, and thus passing myself through solid objects such as the ceiling of the shop. Fairly quickly, I rose 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 pawnshop that led 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 fast speed, leaping from one rooftop to the next.

“Fuck it,” I said as my adrenaline pumped. “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 sprinted across the rooftops after Haknet. When I’d covered three of the buildings, I soon 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 would be a considerable jump to the next row of buildings, though I knew the goblin would make it, especially given his motivation to avoid capture. He would then probably go down a fire escape and drop 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. 

Speaking of which, Amelia was catching up to 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 gripping the roof to stop himself from falling 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. Unlike me, she hadn’t even broken a sweat. Nor was she out of breath like I was.

“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?”

“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 for 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.

“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 in 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 on her face.
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“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.”

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 stole nothing. 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 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 pawnshop one day to find Haknet was missing a finger or an eye… or worse.

“So what now?” I asked Amelia as we drove out of 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 know nothing 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.

“What for?” I asked.

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

She was right about 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 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 at Trinity College. Monty, who was there as well, became convinced one of his professors was a pedophile. His uncle sexually abused Monty 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 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 leaving college altogether. I also vowed never to gaze upon another soul, for fear of what I might find.

But now circumstances have 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 see little 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. There was joy 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. 

We sat in a heavy silence for long moments. Then she started driving again.

“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?”

“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?”

“He did.”

“When did he start you working for him?”

“You ask a lot of questions.”

“I’m just making conversation. Have you always been this abrasive?”

She seemed miffed by the 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.

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 was 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 inside the sprawling and strangely deserted estate. 

She eventually 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 anything 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 they were 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 thinking it might be worth persisting with, given how useful she could be if I got her on my side. She clearly hated me, 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 have any trouble carrying him. 

“What the fuck?” I said as Amelia went around the back of the car and opened the trunk, 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?”

“That’s not your concern.”

“Not my concern?” I said indignantly, knowing she wouldn’t allow me to press her further. 

A thumping sound started in the trunk as the man there seemed to come around and 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 in exasperation. “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 front of the car and watched as a man in his forties emerged from the trunk, 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 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 nature 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.

“How are you, bro?” he said upon answering. “What’s the craic?”

“I’m okay,” 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.”

“Anything, as long as it doesn’t involve me moving off my couch as I’m a bit hung over.”

I rolled my eyes. “Partying last night were you?”

“I ended up with a load of English birds out on a hen night.”

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

“It was some craic, I tell you.” 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 with her⁠—”

“Yeah, tell me later,” I said, cutting him off. “I have little 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 few knew about them. He preferred to keep it that way, as when it came to hacking, anonymity was everything.

“Okay,” Monty said. “Find out 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 band years ago, you remember?”

Monty laughed. “Jesus, how could I forget about all that corpse paint and fake blood. Fun times, bro, fun times. You mind those campers who came across us?”

I couldn’t help but smile at the memory. “They thought we were all devil worshippers.”

“Called the Guards and everything they did.”

“And by the time the Guards came, the shrooms we took had kicked in…” I smiled at the memory. “Jesus, what a farce that turned into.”

“Grand times, though. We should totally get the old band back together. Black metal is still popular these 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 and see what you can find?”

“Sure thing,” Monty said. “How do you know about this, 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. “What the fucking hell⁠—”

Iolas was coming across the driveway now, heading toward me. “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 as Iolas reached me. “Important call?” he asked, his stern features looking down at 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 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.

“Back in his shop I should think.”

“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… gangster-ish.”

“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, 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 know 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 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. 

“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.”

“I’m sure the feeling was mutual.”

Iolas stared at me for 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. 

Putting the autopsy report in my pocket, I joined Amelia in the car. As she drove me into the city, we hardly spoke. Not that I minded, since my thoughts were mostly on the report, 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…”

At 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?” I asked.

“Around seven,” she said, her eyes bright now. “I’ll pick you up here.”

“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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Iproved my instincts right as I entered the bookshop. 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 a trance as Dalia’s dark energy surrounded her, probing the woman in various places.

“What the fuck?” I said.

Dalia jumped as though I’d startled her, and the dark energy surrounding the woman suddenly disappeared as it retreated inside Dalia. 

“Corvin,” she said, vaguely embarrassed, as though I’d just caught her in a 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 as though 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.

The woman noticed me standing there. “Hello,” she said a bit uncertainly, as though she still wasn’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 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.”

“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 whiskey. “Until I prove Iolas killed my 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, her curiosity piqued, it seemed. “A cease and desist order?” 

“No, smartass, it’s my ma’s autopsy report.”

The smile vanished from her face. “Oh, sorry.”

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

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

“Let me see.”

I gave her the report, and she read it over for a few minutes while I finished 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 that 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 shows 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. It felt like Iolas was playing with me, and I didn’t like it. 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 can 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 changes nothing, 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. “Not much, just that it was a curved blade. The length of a blade is hard to determine, although…” She reread the report.

“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, maybe made from Obryx like goblin knives, or…” 

“Or what?”

“Dudrasium, like Elven blades.”

“That’s just speculation, Corvin.”

“Maybe, but I know a way we might be able to find out for sure.”

“How?”

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

“You think he’ll be able to identify the knife?”

“I hope so, and maybe even the fingerprints on the magic.”

“Sounds like a long shot.”

I stared at her. “When it comes to my 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 to go 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 has bought up most of that industrial estate. A few more purchases and he’ll own the whole place.”

“Why would he do that?”

“I don’t fucking know,” Monty said. “Maybe he needs the storage space.”

“For what?”

“His cuddly toy collection, perhaps?”

I chuckled. “I doubt that.”

“Well, your guess is as good as mine. Anyway, I have to go now.”

“Thanks Monty, I appreciate your help.”

“No problem, bro. Keep me informed, won’t you?”

“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 an enticing 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 the outfit, topped by a pair of expensive sunglasses. 

As I walked into the Library Bar in the Central Hotel just off George’s Street, my scruffy self felt 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 sincere, 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.”

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

I thought about what I’d seen and felt as I gazed at her soul. “No, far from it.”

“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 intimidated by my dazzling good looks and winning personality.”

She laughed 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 am.”

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 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.”

“What do you like to read?”

“History books mostly. Lately, a lot of alternative history.”

“Interesting. I’m a history buff myself. Irish history especially.”

“Most history is false and 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 for a moment. “I am.”

“I’m sorry for your loss. 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 would shut me out again as 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 looked out the window to the street outside, I settled my gaze on her, taking in her flawless complexion and delicate bone structure. Until I met her, I’d never had much to do with elves, especially female ones. Elves ran 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, which 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, something I noticed she often did, as though her inner torment exerted a constant pull on her.

Amelia sighed 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 for a moment, my smile turning into a mild chuckle. “Not what I expected to hear.”

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

“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. “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 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’s only fair that 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 an 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 seen 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. 

There was a moment of awkwardness, which I filled 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.

“I’m that predictable to you?”

She smiled. “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 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 out 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 reach out and firmly grip the back of my neck as she pulled me toward her to kiss me. I was shocked for a second as her soft lips contacted mine, but I soon relaxed as I gazed into her eyes, which were unflinching as she held the kiss for another few seconds.

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

“Does there have to be an explanation?”

“No.”

“Well then.” She refilled our glasses just as someone sitting at the bar drew her attention. “See that guy over there?”

I turned my head 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? Do 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.”

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 polished off the whiskey in my glass, 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. 

“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, 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 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 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 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 impressive 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, except for 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 is, given 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 would 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 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. Even so, their gigantic size never failed to intimidate me. As the orc started swinging his massive fist at my head, I did my best to avoid his punches, taking advantage of my smaller size to duck underneath them mostly, at the same time well aware that it would only take one of those punches to knock me into next week, and 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, 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 too close to him, which meant I 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 I’d buried my whole thumb deep in the orc’s wide eye socket. The big bastard screamed in pain, and then I dropped to the floor. I took a few seconds to recover as the blood rushed back to my brain, but even before my vision had wholly 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, 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 that I have heard no one 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 stood beside her. “I’d advise you to take the first option,” I said to Cletus.

Cletus smiled. “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 squeeze 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 try, I will take that gun and shove it up your green-skinned ass. Then I will squeeze 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 she was even 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 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 as well, 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 since he knew Amelia was probably telling the truth. There would be no end to Iolas’ wrath if Amelia was 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 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 now 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 would 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 after another tense moment. “Pick your men up and get out of here, Cletus, and never 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?”

“Just go before I change my mind.”

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 came 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 expected it to 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 climb on top of me and press her lips hard against mine as she furiously kissed me, her hands dropping to undo my belt and open my trousers. A little overwhelmed by her sudden passions, I responded in kind, sliding my hands under her short skirt, finding to my delight that she was sans underwear. Soon, she was pressing herself down on me, and I almost exploded there and then as her silky wetness enveloped me. Then she ground 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.

“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 as she peered out from under a black hoodie. 

“Jesus, D,” I said. “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 sat on the edge of the desk. “Then why are you giving me the 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 and seemed to sniff the air. “Isn’t the type to be rushed, eh? I can smell her sex off you, Corvin.”

Smiling, I looked away for a moment. “Things may have gotten… heated.”

“I’m sure they did,” she said, making a face. “I can’t believe you're 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. “You’re too much sometimes, D, do 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 for 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. “Let’s go. We’ll have to take my ma’s car.”

“Cool,” she said, 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 only used 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, in which case I would end up cleaning the flat or running errands instead. My mother was nothing if not fair.

I kept the car in a private garage not far down the street, a garage that I would have to pay for myself once the lease ran out in a few months. As we walked down the street, Dalia picked up her line of inquiry 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 wasn’t wrong on that score. “It was no different from 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 vehicles parked next to each other. Hers was a dark blue MIII Triumph Spitfire that was manufactured 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 awkward 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 learned 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 on this whole island, most of it blood-soaked.”

“It’s what makes us who we are.”

“True, although I thought being a Demi-Fae would’ve affected your sense of identity these days.”

She turned her head to look at me, 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…”

“Have you ever met 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 keep to their own kind. They’re worse than elves that way, even though elves fraternize with the lower classes occasionally… 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.”

“My 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 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 Byrne, 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 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 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 butcher’s apron that had crimson splashes on it. 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 for a moment as he stood staring back at us like it was normal to answer the door looking like a serial killer. 

“Jesus, Davey,” I said. “We could’ve been anybody.”

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 Byrne 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 one’s going through official channels, especially if the dead person in question died from foul play or through the use of malicious magic. A regular 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 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 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 the 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 many 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 man, his corpse covered in coarse hair, his facial features distorted and pushed out. 

“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 stared quizzically at her for a moment until I introduced her.

“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?”

“Come around here, and I’ll show you what to do.”

Staring around the room, I wondered what kind of creatures all those jarred body parts belonged to. There were as many 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 to this guy?” I asked 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. 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 Unseelie 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 entranced by the light reflecting off the steel. “Just cut where I tell you to. When we remove the heart, I’ll add it to my collection.”

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

“Thanks Davey. That’s actually why I’m here.”

“I tried to get 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 expect him to know much about Iolas or his relationship with my mother. Davey mostly kept 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 it inside a steel dish, looking very pleased with herself as she did so. 

“What now?” 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 the Fae took me,” 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 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 on 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. Do 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, it’s Dalia.”

When Dalia started up the saw, Davey watched her for a bit until he was 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 isn’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 for 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 is,” 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 live on in the 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. “That’s a lot trickier.”

“But it can be done?”

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

“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 can do, given everything your mother had done over the years.” He then turned to Dalia. “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 might 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 at 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. 

“Did you enjoy that?” I asked her.

“It was awesome,” she replied. “I think I’ve found my calling.”

I smiled. “I think you have too.”

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 pickax, a spade, two shovels, a couple of flashlights, plus Davey’s bag of tricks—in the trunk. 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. My guts churned at the prospect of going back to the cemetery, a place I hadn’t been since I buried my mother. Thanks to everything that had happened with Iolas at the funeral, my memory of the place had been soured. Then there was the prospect of digging up my mother’s body. 

Jesus, I thought as we pulled into the cemetery carpark, how has it come to this? 

Regardless of how wrong it all felt, however, we were doing what had to be done. At least, that’s what I kept telling myself.

As it was after midnight, the cemetery was closed, but that didn’t present a problem for 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 Demi-Fae powers, became like a pure shadow and crept underneath the massive 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 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. I think she still missed her 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 cemetery’s darkness, 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 was. Dalia especially seemed taken by the statues of angels dotted about. “Some say the Sidhe are Fallen Angels,” she said, her voice low in the cemetery’s quiet.

“Having met one or two Sidhe in my time,” Davey said. “I don’t think that’s true. I 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’re 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 think it would explain a lot if the Fae turned out to be alien.”

“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 so 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, more 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 gravestone erected right next to my father’s. What would he say if he were 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 to use a little magic to break 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 to prepare 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, excited. “I’ve never seen one.”

“They keep out of sight mostly,” 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 my 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 tremored, before cracking apart as if an earthquake was taking place.

“Don’t go too deep,” I said, “or you’ll break the coffin apart.”

“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. Grabbing a shovel, I went to hand it to Dalia, but she had disappeared. As I looked around, I saw her moving away in the ghoul’s direction. 

“Dalia!” I hissed at her, but she continued walking away like she had never heard me, or more likely because she was ignoring me. “Fuck’s sake!”

“I think she’s gone to observe the ghoul,” Davey said.

“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 topsoil thanks to Davey’s magic. 

“So, Corvin,” Davey said after he’d lit his pipe and was sitting puffing contentedly on it, as though he often sat in graveyards at night. “What are you doing with yourself these days? Still trying to make it as a musician, are you?”

“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 in college. You had a promising academic career ahead of you before you dropped out.”

“It wasn’t for me, Davey.”

“You have a good head on your shoulders. You should use it more.”

“I’m using it to figure out who killed my 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 would have made it by now if it was.”

I went back to digging. “So tell me, what do you think my purpose is?”

“That’s for you to find out, not me. But you’re 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 put to good use to help other people.” He paused for 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, the pile of earth beside me growing ever larger as I went deeper into the grave. Then eventually, I felt the shovel scrape something hard—my mother’s coffin. 

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 out his hand 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 crypt and crouched beside her. She hushed me with a finger over her lips, and then concealed me with her dark energy, wrapping it around me like a cloak. 

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 an animal. 

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 once human, but its limbs were thin and twisted, its body hairless; grayish-green skin sagging on its misshapen body. Its head appeared misshapen also, its mouth wide and twisted, its eyes dark and squinty. 

And in the creature’s 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 to munch 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 and 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. Come on, 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 the 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 shovel and put the earth back into the grave, which didn’t take me very long. 

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 further discuss her apprenticeship with him, which Davey didn’t seem to mind. The impression I got was that he was glad for 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 feel like sleeping, so 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 to switch off my thoughts for a while, and playing the guitar was usually the best way for me to accomplish that. It was like meditation, only not as boring, plus I still got some 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, 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 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 speaking with.”

“Who?”

“The person who killed your mother. I’ll expect you soon.”

He hung up, 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 game with me. But an elf like Iolas didn’t play games, which meant he actually was 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 off 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 who had killed her? 

That was the central question going through my mind, to which there were only two possible answers. One is that Iolas was telling the truth, and that he had the actual 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 them? 

If it turned out it 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 the 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.

Amelia stood in the room near to her uncle. Leaning against the bare stone wall, her expression was grave and serious as she nodded hello at me. Iolas himself was standing near the center of the room, with the sleeves on his blood-speckled white shirt rolled up. The man he stood before was 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 because 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 death when he called earlier. 

“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, but I didn’t. His face was swollen thanks to Iolas beating on him, and there were strange wounds on his body; missing pieces of skin, as if someone had ripped them off. His body also held burn marks, as though Iolas had been pressing lit cigars into the man’s flesh. Frankly, I was 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 do 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 an electric chair without a skullcap. “It wasn’t me…”

I’d had enough already, and I turned to Iolas. “You’d better have proof this man killed my ma, or I’m walking out of here right now.”

Iolas stared back at me like he couldn’t understand my hesitation or my apparent squeamishness. 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 that 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 a small mark at the end of the inscription where the engraver had messed up. My mother used to joke about the mistake with my father, saying it summed up their marriage. 

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 melted as if Iolas was pressing a cigarette lighter into him, and he screamed.

“Stop!” I shouted at 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 stretched and then snapped 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 can sense his magic, and it’s nowhere near strong enough to inflict the damage that was done to my ma.”

Iolas stared at me for a long time before speaking. “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 my 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 snapping 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 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 asked.

“Get the fuck out of my 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 to 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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Ididn’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 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, its close ties with ancient Egyptian Druidism, and the fact that much of the Christian religion has its basis in the old 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. 

“How are you, Corvin?” Óisín greeted me when I went into the pub. Standing 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 sunray, 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 newspaper 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 hardly any gray showing 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 that.”

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 look after?”

“Yourself, as most people see it.”

“Sure, isn’t that what’s wrong with the world today? No one gives a shite anymore.”

I give a shite, I thought. I give a shite about taking down that bastard Iolas.

I just didn’t know how I would do it yet.

“You look troubled, Corvin,” Óisín said as he leaned on the bar. “You must be finding it difficult with your mother gone. I know I miss the hell 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?”

“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.”

He stared at me with a sympathy in his eyes, but also an 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 would not 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 thinking with 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 moment.”

Óisín nodded as if he understood. “I hear you’re going after Iolas Tasar. Do you think 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’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 the Tasar’s,” he said. “They are one of the oldest Elven families in Ireland, and back in the day, they used to share power with the vampires. They also dabbled heavily in ancient death magic. Supposedly, their constant use of dark magic poisoned their bloodline, so all Tasar’s are of a much darker bent than they should be, given that the 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 that 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 you have proof, then go to the Council with it. Let them sort him out.”

“That’s just it, they won’t. For whatever reason, the Council fears Iolas.”

“They fear the instability that would erupt here if they went against him.”

“Exactly. Politics. Same as it was when Prince Constantine killed my da.”

“Sure, it’s never been any different in this small country of ours,” Óisín said. “If this was Manhattan, things would be different. Iolas would be surrounded and outgunned, so to speak. Here, he’s safe on this island, and in a good position to defend himself if need be. The Council knows that, which is why they gave 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 clearer on that. I only say it because I care about you.”

“I know you do, Óisín, but I don’t have a choice. No one else will stand up for my 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 this,” he said, placing a smallish dagger on the bar between us. “If you’re determined to go down the road of retribution, I think you might need this. It’s an ancient Druidic dagger that’s been in my family for centuries.”

Putting down my pint, I picked up the dagger. It 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 on either side. As for the blade, it appeared to be silver, with one side ending at a forty-five-degree angle. At the center of the blade were intricate engravings, 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, 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 think you might need it, don’t you?” 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 the 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 vampires as well?”

Óisín frowned. “Vampires? Why do you ask?”

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 were obvious.

“I know.”

“You’re not thinking of going after Constantine, are you?”

“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 the 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 wandering down the street when my phone rang.

“Corvin, thank fuck. Where are you?”

“Monty? What’s up? Why are you shouting?” 

“Eh… Can you come to my apartment?”

“Now?”

“Yeah, now. I’m in a… bit of a bind.”

“What sort of bind?”

“It’s probably best if you just come around.”

“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 down 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 he shouted from inside that he couldn’t, which made me frown. Using the spare key from under the doormat, I opened the front door. 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. Clearly, Monty had thrown one of his famous parties last night.

“Where are you?” I shouted.

“The bedroom,” came the reply.

Stepping over the trash 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 naked, with both arms secured to the bedpost with handcuffs. 

“What the fuck?” I said, unable to keep from smiling.

“Thank fuck you’re here,” he said, sighing with relief. “Get me out of these cuffs, will you?”

I continued to stand by the door with a smile on my face. “What happened? Did someone forget to leave the key?”

“All I’m going to say is, never sleep with a witch if she’s taken too many mushrooms.”

“What happened?”

Monty made a snorting sound like the whole thing was ridiculous. “Well, she was sitting on my face like, and all I did was⁠—”

“On second thought,” I said, holding my hand up. “I don’t want to know. Why haven’t you got yourself out of this yet?”

“She fucking put a spell on me, didn’t she? Blocked my bleedin’ magic.”

“Oh well, I’m sure the spell will wear off soon. I’ll catch you later, bro…” I went to move out of the door again.

“Hey! Don’t you fucking leave me like this!” 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 fucking handcuffs.”

As I approached the bed, I noticed his mobile phone lying there, and I stared at it for a minute. “How’d you get to your phone?”

Monty puffed his cheeks out for a second. “With great fucking effort, that’s how. Luckily, my jeans were still on the bed, and I used my feet to dig my phone out of my pocket.”

“So how did you press the buttons?”

A mischievous and satisfied smile spread across Monty’s face. “With superior acrobatic skill,” he said, thrusting his pelvis up slightly.

I couldn’t help laughing. “No way.”

“Yes way.” He gazed down. “I used me magic wand.”

“Unbelievable,” I said, still laughing.

“They don’t call me Magic Cock for nothing.”

“What? Who calls you that?”

“I do now, after what I’ve done. Just open the fucking cuffs, will you?”

“Is there a key lying around?”

“That freaky witch made off with it. You’ll have to 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. Now put some damn clothes on, Magic Cock.”

Monty smiled as he sat on the bed, rubbing his wrists. “Thanks. Where would I be without you?”

“Still handcuffed to that fucking bed, poking your phone with your magic wand.”

“Right enough. Do us a favor and go brew up some coffee while I get decent.”

“It’s a fucking butler you need,” I said as I turned to leave the room.

“Are butlers expensive, do you think? I reckon having a butler would 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. 

“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 on it. 

“What a night,” he said, looking around, before collapsing onto the couch. “I never meant to throw a party.”

“You never do,” I said, sipping on my coffee.

Monty smiled. “You gotta go with the flow. You know what I’m saying?” His smile faltered when he saw I wasn’t smiling with him. “What’s up with you? Did something happen? You look a bit haunted there.”

Haunted was as good a way as any to describe how I was feeling. “A lot of shit has gone down.”

“Like what?”

I told him about the phone call from Iolas, and what followed. “He’s a psychopath,” I said, referring to Iolas. “He just broke that guy’s neck like it was nothing.”

“That’s fucked up. I’m sorry you had to see that, bro.”

“So am I.”

“Maybe you should back off now before you end up with a snapped neck.”

I threw him a look. “I’m not backing off anything.”

Monty nodded. “Fair enough. I’m just saying, you should be careful, especially after what I found out about Iolas.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, I dug a wee bit further into Iolas’ business dealings.”

I sat forward in my seat. “What did you find out?”

“It seems he’s been buying up properties all over the country,” Monty said. “A lot of businesses and industrial properties. Most of them bought within the last year or so.”

“Why would he be buying those kinds of properties?” I wondered aloud. “And why so many?”

“I don’t know, but I discovered something else.”

“What?”

“Iolas was a silent partner in most of these deals. I only stumbled across this fact by accident when I looked at the deeds for a factory building he bought.”

“So who’s his partner?”

“Prince Constantine.”

I didn’t need to ask if he was sure, because I knew he was. He just confirmed what I’d known all along and what my mother had known, which is that Iolas and Constantine had formed some sort of partnership. “Two psychopaths working together, but to what end?”

“Not sure,” Monty said with a shrug. “But with a vampire and an elf working together, the outcome can’t be good. I thought the vampires only kept to their own kind, anyway?”

“They usually do.”

“Maybe they’re trying to take over the country.” Monty was smiling when he said it, but it didn’t sound like a joke to me. 

“Did you find anything else out?”

“No, just that, but I’m sure it’s enough to go to the Council with, right?”

“The Council? 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. They swept both my parents’ murders under the rug, didn’t they?”

“So what are you planning on doing? Taking Iolas and Constantine on yourself?”

I placed my half-empty coffee cup on the table and sat back on the couch, suddenly aware of the dagger inside my jacket as its weight pressed against my ribs. “If I have to.”

“You won’t have to,” Monty said. “I’ll always go into battle with you.”

“Into battle?”

“What else do you think it will be? Iolas and Constantine aren’t the types to take things lying down.” He paused while he stared at me for a moment. “They’re gonna try to get rid of you at some point, especially if you persist in investigating their dirty dealings. That’s why I’m sayin’ that maybe you should seek the help of the Council⁠—”

“Fuck the Council! That’s just going to make things worse. What do you think Iolas will do if I put the Council onto him?”

“Kill you?”

“Exactly, and then I’ll just be another victim conveniently swept under the rug.”

“And Iolas will be free to carry on,” Monty added. “Unless we give the Council irrefutable evidence that Iolas is up to bad shit.”

“Which we don’t have.”

“So I’ll keep diggin’.”

“Cheers. I might have something in the pipeline, though, now that you mentioned it.”

Monty’s eyes widened as I told him about the visit to the cemetery. “Jayzus Christ. You dug up your own ma?”

“Don’t say it like that, for fuck’s sake. I did what I had to do.”

“I’ll say one thing for you. You don’t do things by halves.”

“Hopefully Davey will turn something up.”

“And if he does? What then?”

I rested the back of my head against the couch as I thought for a moment. “Then I do what has to be done.”

Monty shook his head as if the whole thing was becoming too heavy for him, especially with his hangover. “You talking about killin’ somebody… for real? Killin’ Iolas or whoever it turns out killed your ma? That’s a whole different level. I 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.”

“Fuck off, will you?” He shook his head almost in anger. “You think I’d let you deal with this shite alone? I 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.”

“To killin’? I hope not, for your 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,” 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 this about?”

“Iolas again. He had family on that plane, and I want to know what happened.”

“Sure, I’ll see what I can dig up. There should be records somewhere.”

I clasped Monty’s hand before I left. “Do me another favor, will you?”

“What?”

“Don’t sleep with any more crazy witches.”

Monty laughed. “You’re asking too much of me there, but I’ll try…”
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As I was walking down Parnell Street coming past Rotunda Hospital—the oldest, 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 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 for 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 tack and probably a highly competent wizard. 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.”

Was he implying that I was being watched? The feeling made me uncomfortable, and I was glad when the car finally stopped in Grafton Street, outside the park there. Getting out, we headed through the granite Fusilier’s Arch, which was said to be modeled on the Arch of Titus in Rome.

“So,” I said, breathing slightly easier now that we were outside in the pleasant surroundings of the park. “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 waterfowl that paddled gently across it. “I love city parks. They’re like an oasis, aren’t they? They offer 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.”

“I can’t say if you are right or not, not without a fuller investigation.”

“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.”

“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 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 his insensitivity finally. “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 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 are seeking now, you will just mess up a larger operation.”

“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 exhumed 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 I might as well see what he wanted first. Sighing, I walked 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 the 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?”

“Lots of things, but mainly colluding with vampires in a plot to take over this country.”

I went silent for a moment. Things were making sense. At least now I knew why Iolas had partnered with Constantine. “Are you aware of the property Iolas and his silent partner, Prince Constantine, are buying up?”

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 not in the way they want to. If Iolas and Constantine have their way, they’ll make every human on this island their servant. People will be herded and treated like cattle. Obviously, we can’t allow that to happen.”

“The Council allowed this to happen. If they’d come down harder on Iolas and Constantine in the past, instead of being afraid of them, things might not have gotten this far. My ma would still be alive.”

Benedict said nothing for a while as we continued walking around the park until he eventually stopped and looked at me. 

“Listen, I 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 where they 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. 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 for your help in assisting us with this problem.”

“Why should I when you won’t even reveal the identity of my ma’s murderer?”

“If I tell you what you want to know, you will fly off half-cocked and ruin this entire 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’s murder, 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 will 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 my 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? 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 my ma’s murderer, when in fact it was just some junky who found a bracelet that belonged to my ma. 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 and that you believe this Arthur person was the actual killer.”

“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, 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. 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 too 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 where I come in. You want me to steal the book.”

“Precisely.”

“I can’t see me ever getting access to something so valuable to Iolas. What access I did have was limited.”

“What about this Amelia you mentioned, Iolas’ niece? Would she have access?”

“Possibly, but…”

“But what?”

“I told her to fuck off too.”

Benedict smiled. “I’m sure she’ll forgive you. Just use your Irish charm.”

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, 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. “And what about Constantine? He got away with killing my father.”

“Did he? I know nothing 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. 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, 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 sure 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 my ma. That’s it.”

“Of course,” he said. “It wouldn’t be like a Brit to tell an Irishman what to do, now would it?”

I laughed slightly. Despite who he worked for, I was beginning to like Benedict Bonneville. 

“So, what now?” I asked him as we walked back toward the Arch again. 

“Now you go back to Iolas and try to locate that book.”

“And then steal it.”

“Yes.”

“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. 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 it 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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Iwent 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—I would dedicate some time to the bookshop by ordering in new stock and finally get 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. Nor 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 customer service, as my mother used to say.

Just before closing time, Monty phoned me. “All right, bro,” he said, sounding like he was back to his energetic and cheerful self after the previous night’s partying. “I hope I didn’t interrupt you touching yourself or anything.”

“I hope you didn’t use your dick to dial the phone,” I said, smiling as I sat behind the desk.

“It’s strangely satisfying when you finally get through to the person. You should try it sometime.”

“I will. Next time someone leaves me handcuffed to a bed.”

Monty laughed. “Sure, it’s all a bit of craic, isn’t it? Something to tell your grandchildren about, am I right?”

“You’re going to tell your grandchildren about your sexual misadventures?”

“Sure, why not? My exploits will make for perfect bedtime stories.”

I laughed. “You’re a sick man. Why are you phoning anyway?”

“To tell you I did some digging into that plane crash you told me about,” he said. “Or rather, the lack of a plane crash.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I mean there’s no record of any plane ever crashing thirty years ago.”

“What? Are you sure?”

“Positive. No plane that ever left Ireland crashed anywhere that year, or the year after. The only crash before that was five years previously.”

“Interesting,” I said.

“What’s this about? Iolas?”

“Yeah, or rather, his niece. This was helpful, Monty, thanks.”

“No problem, brother.”

“Listen, there’s a plan in motion to get Iolas. I may need your help at some stage.”

“You know me. I’m always willing to lend a hand. Just call me when you need me.”

“Awesome, thanks Monty.”

“Oh, and by the way, check your YouTube channel.”

“Why?”

“I may have used one of your songs as a backin’ track to one of my videos, and guess what? People are diggin’ it. I sent them all to your channel, so you should end up with lots of 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. “Anything for you, brother.”
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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 navigate all the bloody rush hour traffic. Dalia was on Suffolk Street, standing under the awning of a cafe, dressed in black as always, despite the suffocating warm weather. 

She was staring straight ahead as I approached, her dark eyes appearing not to notice the constant flow of people on the street, some of whom gave her strange looks, as if she freaked them out. Not that she cared about that, mind you. Dalia has long since gone past the point of caring about what people thought of her, especially Untouched. 

“Hey,” I said as I stood beside her. “Has 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. “She won’t be long, though. It’s almost closing time.”

I leaned against the shutter of the now-closed cafe. “How long have you been here?”

“Not long. How are things?”

“The plot has thickened. I’ve got 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 close shortly. As I stared across, I soon spotted a woman coming out the front door alone. She was in her late twenties, dressed in a navy pants suit, her long dark hair tied up in a bun atop her head. As she turned around and I clocked her face, I almost shuddered. 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, only a piece of old wood really, endowed with Fae magic to look and act like the person she was supposed to replace, which 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 all thought the Other Dalia was the real thing. They had no idea they were 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. She had ended up developing a creepy fascination with the Other Dalia, however, 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 her Other, but I thought perhaps that she liked to see what 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 joyless beings, as they were really only a shadow of the person they replaced, 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 tire of seeing this… person?” I asked her as I stood beside her. “She’s not you, D. She’s just a magic trick; an illusion.”

“I know,” Dalia said while she watched her Other move down the street, until she finally disappeared around a corner. “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 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. “Maybe I expect to see her break down someday, 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?”

“You’re the creepiest person I know, D.”

She punched me on the shoulder as I smiled at her. “Screw 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 sipped on some 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 about that.”

“Which is?”

“I’ll tell you when I’ve thought about it 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 would take a few days.”

“The magic was potent, 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.

“C’mon, D, who the hell are you looking at?” 

“No one, just a fellow Demi-Fae.”

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 or something?”

Dalia smiled as she looked at me. “You’re not the only one who’s allowed to have fun, you know.”

“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 a brooding silence as I thought about Iliphar and his outwardly civilized manner. This whole time, it was fucking him. Obviously, he was acting on his boss’s orders, but that made no difference to me. He would still pay for what he did.

“I’m going now,” I said, standing up. “You need a lift?”

Dalia looked over at the other Demi-Fae in the pub. “You go on,” she said. “I’ll be fine.”

“I’ve no doubt you will,” I said as I glanced at the object of her growing desire. “I’ll call you later.”
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When I got back to the bookshop, it surprised me 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 pants and a sleeveless white top that showed off her perfectly toned arms and midriff.

“Nice car,” she said. “Is it yours?”

“It was my ma’s,” I said, still seething at her over what happened. 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.”

“Iolas insisted I be there.”

“And you obeyed his command like a good little doggy, right?”

Her face flushed with barely concealed anger. “Fuck 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 but like her still. 

“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 are things I’d like to discuss with you.”

She frowned. “What things?”

“Things that will affect 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 at her slender form. “I get little time to read these days. I’m too busy with other things, like finding out who killed my 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.”

“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 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 my ma killed, Amelia, and I know who he had do it.”

“Who?” she asked.

“His faithful servant, Iliphar.”

Amelia stared at me and then looked away, lapsing into silence for a long time. 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 asked.

“A Council rep told me.”

“The Council knows about this?”

“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.”

“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 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. 

She put her glass on the table for me to refill. “A few years later, 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.”

“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 ostracized and 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 you. 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 for 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. 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. “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 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 you’re afraid of him. So am I, for fuck’s 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 my 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 and paced slowly around the bookshop as though she were considering everything. I knew it was a lot for her to take in, so I sat back in my seat, poured another drink and gave her as much time 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 will 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.” 

“All we need now is a plan.”

“Let me worry about that. In the meantime, I need to get back into Iolas’ good books.”

“How? He’s washed his hands of you since you walked out on him. He thinks you’re weak.”

“We’ll see who’s weak. Anyway, I thought I could bring him something, a token gift, along with an apology and the belief that Arthur Cartwright was the actual 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. Before she left, I told her I would see her once I visited Iolas’ mansion bearing gifts. When she was gone, 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. My mind wasn’t playing ball, however, and I felt unable to focus, so I got dressed and went for a walk at nearly three in the morning.

As I walked down the Quay with the broad river flowing turgidly alongside me, it struck me—as it often did—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 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 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 esoteric 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 so 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 brothers who commissioned the work in 1899 being knee-deep in magic and occultism, as most of high society was back then, 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 off the stonework, I started to look around. At this time of the morning, I wasn’t surprised that no one else was around, but I still couldn’t shake the sense that someone or something was following me. 

Turning away from the building, I headed back to the flat. But as I walked up the street, I heard something scurrying along the rooftops of the buildings to my right. Moving out into the road so I could see better, I looked up, thinking 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 would steal it from him without getting caught. A plan was forming, one that would involve Dalia and Monty if they helped 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 sneak into the room where Iolas kept the book. The plan was sketchy, maybe even insane, but I had to trust that I could make it 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 was attacking me.

A vamp.

Vamps are lower vampires, filthy and animalistic, 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 it bared its fangs as it dripped saliva on my skin. 

Given the ferocity of the vamp’s attack, there was no doubt in my mind that it intended to kill me. It underlined this 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 faded, 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 ending its life.

I stood up 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 didn’t understand what it said. Nor did I have any more time to ask, as the creature’s body 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 on my cheek and over my left eye. As I picked the dagger up from out of the remaining ashes, I looked around, slipping 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? 

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?
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Iused 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 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 proper mindset so I could do what I had 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 have to 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 lust impede your judgment. 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 for helping 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 much fun you two are having together, 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 the 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. “Half drunk, maybe. I went to see Meshuggah last night in Vicar Street. I had a backstage pass, so I ended up drinking with those Viking gods of metal before moving on to that new nightclub in Hawkin’s street with two birds from the gig.”

“Who the hell is Meshuggah?” Dalia said.

“A band who create a glorious wall of sound unmatched by any other band, that’s who.”

Dalia shook her head. “They sound awesome.”

“They are,” Monty said with a yawn, before looking at me. “Jayzus. What the hell happened to your face? You get into a scrap with an alley cat or something?”

“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. “This shit is getting serious, man.”

“I killed it.”

They both looked at me for a moment. 

“Nice one,” Monty said, holding his hand out for a high five. I left 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 you have 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 I caught him up on the situation. 

“So,” he said. “You’re saying that once you knick this book of death magic from Iolas, the Council will send a team in to arrest him?”

“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 how are we gonna knick the book then?” Monty asked. “Something tells me Iolas will have it 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 could 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 to kill you himself,” Monty said. “You ever think of that? A vampire targeted you. If Constantine wants you off the scene, you can bet Iolas does too.”

“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.”

“First,” I said, “the Council won’t move on Iolas until they have the book, and second, 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 with you, bro. Whatever you need. Right, 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.”

“What kind of distraction?” Monty asked. “I could show all the security guys my dick-dialin’ trick. You think that’ll work?”

I smiled 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 was for me.”

“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—”

“Distracting?”

“Something big that makes a lot of noise and fucks things up.”

I could almost see the cogs turning in Monty’s head. “Leave it with me. I’ll come up with something crowd-pleasing.”

“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 what are you going to 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,” Monty said, sucking air through his teeth. “Men make them, and God laughs at them.”

Both Dalia and I looked at him. “Shut up, Monty!” we both said at the same time.
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The plan was set. Monty and Dalia went off to Monty’s place to get organized and 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 pawnshop. 

“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 put 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 pawnshop. 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 to 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 to 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 again.” I smiled. “Now, doesn’t that sound awesome?”

“It sounds risky, not to say suspicious. I thought you worked for Iolas?”

“I’ve never worked for that bastard. That was just me… working an angle.”

“So what angle are you working now? One that will get you killed, 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 for 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. Do 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 for 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 can 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 vampiric script. 

“What is this?”

“A death magic spell. Iolas is very into that stuff.”

I stared at him for a second 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 pawnshop, 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 overcome with a wave of anxiety at the thought of walking into the lion’s den hoping the lion didn’t eat me alive. 

For long, intense moments, I considered abandoning the entire plan and getting on the next flight to London, or even America. Taking on someone like Iolas and winning seemed not only ridiculous but also 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 were Dalia and Monty, who I was taking along on this death-ride with me. 

What the hell was I thinking?

On the verge of walking away from it all, I looked 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, 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 taken in 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 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 them and got out.

“All set?” Monty asked me, half smiling and coming across like he was getting ready for one of his magician gigs instead of a fight to the death.

I nodded as I stood next to Dalia. “As I will ever 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 guys get closer without being seen. I’ll send a text to your phone, Monty, when I need you 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. “Good luck, bro.”

“Thanks. You too.”

Dalia hugged me as well after a brief hesitation. “Please don’t die,” she whispered into my ear.

I hugged her tightly. “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 blond one.

“Are you now?” the orc said. “What if he doesn’t want to see you?”

“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 would 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 like 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 nauseous. Once again, I was wracked with doubt and uncertainty, and a voice in my head warned me to call the whole thing off; to drive away and never to return. After a few deep breaths, however, I got myself under control. 

“Remember why you’re doing this,” I told myself and then got out 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 blond hair out of place on his head, his face as impassive as ever as he looked at me with an 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 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. It’s 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 stared at me, but said nothing.
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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.

Taking one more deep breath to 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’m surprised to see you.”

“You’re the second person to tell me that,” I said, hovering awkwardly by the door.

Iolas smiled 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. “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 observing me, 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 severe expression for an uncomfortably long time. So long, in fact, that I felt confident he knew 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 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 cunt.

“Well, if it’s all right with you, and with Amelia, I’d like to resume working for you again.”

Iolas nodded as he put the scroll in a desk drawer. “Good, because you don’t want to be my enemy, Corvin. That would be terrible 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 entrance hallway.

“Yes, what do you take me for?”

“Just checking.”

“The door is locked, but I’m sure you can handle that.”

“What, no key?” I asked, smiling.

She shook her head at me. “You seem very relaxed, considering.”

“Believe me, I’m not. I don’t know if I want to throw up or have sex. Is that weird?”

She did her best to suppress a smile. “That’s the adrenaline talking.”

As we were about to emerge from the hallway, Iliphar 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 entrance hallway into the west wing, looking over my shoulder just in time to see Iliphar staring down at me suspiciously before he disappeared 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 off their magic show outside, Iliphar would 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 handprint to open, though I wasn’t worried about that. Looking to either side of me to make sure no one was coming, I quickly used a spell to turn myself into 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 off 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 a noise coming from outside the house. First, I heard an unearthly roaring that sounded like some monster was on the rampage. 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 rushed to deal with whatever Monty had conjured.

Not wishing to waste any more 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 has an unmistakable vibe to it, and the same goes for the written spells. So I ran my hands over all 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, but there was no sign of what I was looking for among the other artifacts.

“Fuck!” I exclaimed. “It’s supposed to be in here!”

Maybe Amelia has been playing me this whole time. Maybe Dalia was right, and I couldn’t trust Amelia after all.

“No…” I knew I could trust her. The book had to be here somewhere. It was probably just hidden.

“Yes, hidden…”

As I was about to use a spell that would reveal anything that was hidden in the room, the door 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 would walk away from this encounter. He knew it, and I knew it.

“Flat Fulgur!” 

I released a lightning bolt from my hand and sent 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 a 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 of 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 no match for 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 seal my mouth closed, thus preventing me from uttering another word. He laughed to himself as he watched me feel with my hands where my mouth used to be, no doubt delighted by the look of shock on my face when I realized I no longer had a mouth, but 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 break your neck and be done with you. Say hello to your mother for me, won’t you?”

He was close, so he didn’t notice me slipping my hand inside my jacket. Then, as I felt him 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 left him, so too did his magic, and after a moment the spell he cast on me wore off, allowing me to speak again. 

“For my mother,” I snarled as tears stung at my eyes and I twisted the blade in his chest. Pushing him back, 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 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 remains, Iliphar was just a tool wielded by his master. Iolas still had to pay. He was the real murderer, 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 any more time. I had to find the book and get the hell out of here before Iolas and his orc henchmen turned up.

Standing up, I cast the Reveal Spell, hoping it would reveal the book that had to be hidden somewhere in the room. And indeed, once I cast the spell, 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 that sought to seep not just into my body and mind, but also into my very soul so it could begin 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 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 entrance hallway, half expecting to run into a load of orcs or elves, but I encountered 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 back across the entrance hallway, landing several feet from the door as I skidded 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 were 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 your friends have caused, I’m just going 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 asshole because he killed my 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 stop. I could almost smell my insides cooking as I convulsed on the floor.

But then it stopped, and in the background, I heard a commotion and the squeaking of boots on the marble floor, and then my name was called.

“Corvin! Get up!”

As I sat up, I saw Amelia standing there. Iolas was lying on the floor several feet away from her, 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 her gaze between Iolas and me. “Hurry!”

As quickly as I could, I 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!”

Iolas shook his head. “You don’t understand, Amelia, I had to…”

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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Iwent through the door and stepped out into the thick, dark fog that seemed to cover everything, 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 surrounding fog, shouting and sometimes screaming as they went. 

The reason for their screams was the giant 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. All 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 above the thick fog she had created. Her dark energy seemed to hold 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 area. She lifted her victims high into the air before tossing them away into the gardens somewhere. 

As I stood staring up at her, I marveled at how awesomely powerful she seemed, and also at how damn scary she was. I’d never seen her flex her powers so much, 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 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. “This is fucking awesome!” he shouted as he held up his phone.

I stared at him in disbelief. “Are you fucking filming this?”

“T’be sure. It’s not every day you get to witness such a wicked spectacle.”

“Put the damn phone away, Monty.” 

He shook his head as he stopped filming. “I see you got the book then.”

“Yeah, I got it… just about.”

“You run into trouble?”

“You could say that,” I said 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 in the air and that the thick fog surrounding the whole house was dissipating, revealing as it did several 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 make your pet disappear now, whatever it is,” I said.

“But he’s my finest creation yet!”

“I’m sure it is, but we don’t need a bloody monster running around the countryside, do we?”

“Aye, I suppose you’re right.” 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.

“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.”

“Grand idea,” Monty said. “C’mon, let’s get out of here.”

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.”

“He’ll probably kill you too if you go back up there,” 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 her, 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 and meet Benedict.”

“You’re not the full fucking shillin’ headin’ back there,” 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 and pulled me in tight. “You better come back to me,” she whispered.

I said nothing as I hugged her back and then clasped hands with Monty as he pulled me into a hug as well. “Be careful, brother.”

After giving them each a last look, I turned and sprinted toward the house, having no idea if I would find Amelia alive or dead.
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When I went back inside the house, I didn’t know what I was going to be walking into. Before I left, Amelia seemed to have been getting the better of Iolas, so I hoped 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 entrance hallway, jammed into the marble floor, was a wooden crucifix conjured by Iolas, and on it was Amelia, her hands and feet nailed to the wood, 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 blond hair disarranged and hanging around his blood-speckled face. 

“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 my ma.”

Iolas shook his head as if he was sick of hearing about it all. “You have no clue, do you?”

Confused, I asked, “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 baffled. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“There’s much you don’t know,” Iolas said, smiling. “And sadly for you, you will never know.”

He said something in Elvish then, and out of nowhere, a huge red-backed serpent appeared in front of me, its yellow eyes staring right at me, its frighteningly long fangs bared as it hissed with menace. 

“Jesus Christ!” I shouted as I went to scramble back, but the serpent was fast, and before I could do anything, it coiled its body 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 crack, I still smiled. “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 swarming into the house, 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 to kill me. 

Once again, I shut my eyes in fear but opened them again when I heard a loud bang. The serpent’s grip loosened 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 pulled 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 looked around for Iolas, spotting him lying face down on the floor, surrounded by men in black. But I didn’t care about Iolas anymore. I was more concerned about Amelia. Benedict’s men had got 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 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 care of you.”

“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 would be locked up for the rest of his long life.

“It’s over,” I told Amelia. “We got him.”

She barely smiled before slipping into unconsciousness again.

Benedict arrived over then, along with a uniformed man and woman. 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.”

“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. “You 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 would be proud.”

I nodded, thinking about what Iolas said, all that talk of serpents. “I know.”

“Come on,” Monty said. “I think we’ve earned several drinks. First round is on me.”

“That’s a first,” Dalia said.

“Don’t get used to it,” Monty said, smiling.

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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Ispent 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 mother—happy even—but in reality, I felt little 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 call him when I’d made my decision.

Amelia was still in a Council medical center off Dame Street. She phoned to tell me she was doing okay, but that it would take another while to heal the injuries Iolas had inflicted on her. She also thanked me for saving her and said she would come to see me when she was able. 

Inevitably, my mind kept turning to what Iolas said at his house. He had called me ‘Serpent Son’, and I did not know 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 would come and bite me in the ass?

Time would tell.
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That night, as I slept in my bed, I was awakened 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 were two burning suns above me. “I will not kill you because you are not worth it, and because, despite myself, I respect your tenacity. You took 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 felt 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 Dalia walked in, 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 her 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. “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 Queen who took me found me again?”

“Yeah.”

“Well, it turns out she can find me in this realm, anyway.”

“The Fae Queen who took you tracked you down? Why?”

Dalia folded her arms across herself, still shook up. “I was dragged through the Thorns to the Unseelie Court, thinking I would be held there again.”

“Obviously not, if you’re here now.”

She nodded. “That’s the only upside to this. The downside is I’ve been ordered to do something by the Fae Queen.”

“Do 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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It was long past midnight, and Dalia and I were standing in a field in the center of a Megalithic stone circle—known locally as the Druid’s Altar—east of Glandore in County Cork. Above us, the clear sky was carpeted with stars that shone like jewels on velvet. The full moon, flanked on the left by the red orb of Mars, glowed a deep orange and hung so low it felt like you could reach out and grab it. Nothing else lay around us but a patchwork of fields that were mostly cloaked in darkness. The only sounds to be heard was the gentle rustling of the wind, and the occasional squeal of a nearby fox out hunting for one of the pheasants crowing in the distance. It was hard not to be affected by the serenity of the surroundings and palpable sense of ancient magic in the air. 

Except I couldn’t really enjoy the peacefulness as much as I would’ve liked to. The gnawing in my gut wouldn’t allow it.

“When is this person going to show?” I asked Dalia, feeling the need to speak quietly in such sacred surroundings. “We’ve been here for over an hour now.”

Dalia was sitting on the only recumbent block of stone in the circle, the other thirteen surviving stones all being standing. She wore a long, black sleeveless dress, and with her hair hanging over her face, she looked like some ancient pagan priestess sitting there. “Hedrema is not a person,” she said. “She’s a Fae. Completely different.”

“Whatever, you know what I mean. And why here, anyway?”

“She said to meet her in Cork.”

“I know, but why in the middle of this Druid circle? I thought Fae could enter this realm from anywhere.”

Dalia sighed slightly, as if she didn’t have the patience for all of my questions. She had remained mostly silent on the five-hour drive down from Dublin. We’d arrived at the house I had rented for us in Mizen Head earlier that day, and between then and now, Dalia had maintained her broody silence. I could tell she was worried—shitting herself actually—that she would end up a permanent resident in the Otherworld again, the place from which she had fought so hard to escape from not all that long ago. I tried to console her, but she was having none of it, and would merely shake her head and sigh like I understood nothing. 

“There are only certain places where you can enter or exit the Otherworld, this being one of them. Anyway, don’t waste your time trying to work out the motivations of a Fae, Corvin. They are—we are—different from you and everyone else.”

Speaking of which, I still wasn’t sure why I was even here with her. Whatever this was, it was between her and her former Fae Mistress. I wasn’t sure how this Hedrema would react when she saw me. According to Dalia, Hedrema was dangerous, not to mention unpredictable, so who knew what she would do to me when she saw me. Dalia had explained all this to me before we left Dublin, telling me I shouldn’t go with her just in case something terrible happened to me. But even as she was saying it, I could tell she desperately wanted me to accompany her. The thought of going alone was crushing her. There was no way I would’ve let her come here alone. Even forgetting about the fact that she had risked her life to help me with Iolas, Dalia was my best friend and the person I loved most in the world. Whatever danger she was in, I would always make certain I was there for her, as she would do for me.

“You get the feeling we’re being watched?”

“We probably are, if not by members of Hedrema’s court, then by some other Fae.” She gestured around her. “We’re in the wilds of Ireland. The Fae rule these places.”

I looked around as if I could see eyes watching, but in reality, I could see nothing in the darkness. “You haven’t really told me what this Hedrema said to you before we came here,” I said, now sitting beside her on the ancient block of stone. “Did she tell you what she wanted from you?”

Dalia shook her head as she moved her hair from her face while she gazed up at the stars. “I was walking through the park when she just reached out from the Otherworld and pulled me into the Thorns. As a Demi-Fae, the Thorns shouldn’t have cut me, but she made sure they did as she dragged me through them. I was cut to pieces by the time we got through. Then she had me dragged to her castle by two of her court members. They locked me in a dark cell for three days, and I stayed there bleeding on the floor.”

“Three days?” She hadn’t been gone that long from this realm, but I knew time worked differently in the Otherworld. “I’m sorry, D.”

She shrugged as she kept gazing at the stars. “Anyway, I was taken to her throne room after that. After healing me, she let it be known she was none too happy about me escaping from her, but that she would forgive me—if she can even forgive anything—if I did something for her. She said if I do this thing for her, then she would consider allowing me to remain free.”

“She sounds like a right bitch,” I said. “Why did she wait until now to find you?”

Dalia shrugged once more. “Knowing her, she just wanted me to get used to my freedom. That way, it would hurt all the more when she dragged me back.”

“Jesus, D, have you been living in fear all this time?”

“I sort of got used to it, and eventually, I just forced myself to live despite the fear.”

I put my arm around her shoulders and pulled her into me. “You’re my hero, D, you know that?”

She raised a smile as she bumped me with her shoulder. “You can still leave. You don’t have to be here.”

“Wise up. You’ve gone through this alone for long enough. I’m staying, no matter what.”

“You might not feel that way when Hedrema comes.”

“We’ll see.”

We didn’t have long to wait to find out. There was a sudden flash of light in the center of the Druid Circle, as the fabric of reality itself seemed to tear open, out of which stepped a dark figure. Dalia and I immediately got to our feet, me as much to await my fate as anything else. I swallowed in fear as I felt myself enveloped with dark Fae magic, which put me on edge if I wasn’t on edge before. Void magic I was used to. I was familiar with it, and I understood it, for the most part anyway. Fae magic came from a different source, a much more mysterious and primordial source. Like Dalia’s magic, the magic heralded by Hedrema felt alien and unknowable to me, like it was only meant for a certain type of being, namely the Fae.

The light behind Hedrema soon faded until there was just her standing there under the pale moonlight. My first impression of her was that she seemed as scary as Dalia had made her out to be. Her presence alone was frightening in its intensity, made all the more unsettling by how she looked. She wore a long, flowing black dress that seemed made from silk. The dress was sleeveless, and the neckline plunging enough to display her ample cleavage. Her skin was as white as porcelain and seemed to glow in the moonlight. Her hair was as dark as her dress and very thick, hanging just past her shoulders, framing her fine-boned face. Atop her head was a crown made from branches, which seemed to twist around her head a few times before sticking up at either side, making her appear as if she had long horns. There were things tied to the longer parts, but I couldn’t make out what they were. In her right hand was a staff which was twisted like the crown on her head, the top parts bending out in different directions. Something whitish was attached to the staff at the top, and it took me a moment to realize that it was a skull, possibly human or Fae. As well as this, Hedrema also wore a gold bracelet that twisted the whole way up her right forearm, and the fingers on both of her hands held various rings.

She was quite an imposing sight to behold, never mind the dark magic and fiendish intent that emanated from her. Like Dalia, she was beautiful in her own way, but also scary fucking biscuits. If it wasn’t for Dalia, I’d’ve fled away across the fields by now.

Hedrema stood for quite a long time just staring at us both, though more so at Dalia. When she finally spoke, she did so in Gaelic. “Tá áthas orm go raibh an dea-chiall agat le teacht, mo pheata bealach,” she said, her voice deep and sultry.

My Gaelic isn’t great, but I took it she said she was glad Dalia had the good sense to show up. I was also sure she referred to Dalia as her “wayward pet”. When Dalia replied, she did so in Gaelic, her tone as about as respectful as I’ve ever heard it. “Ba mhaith liom ach mo Queen, le do thoil,” she said, which meant that she only wished to please her Queen. 

I have to say, it was a little weird, not to say unsettling, to hear Dalia bow down to someone as much as she did. I was so used to her habitual irreverence and complete lack of respect for authority that to listen to her now, I was reminded of my own subservience in the presence of Iolas. But that was just an act on my part. Dalia’s subservience toward Hedrema was no act. She had the demeanor of someone who was in the presence of their abuser, being meek and fearful, probably hating themselves for feeling that way. It was difficult not to feel anger toward the Fae Queen, which she must have sensed, for she suddenly turned her attention to me as she continued staring from the center of the Druid Circle. When she addressed me, she did so in English, as if I wasn’t worthy of being spoken to in the sacred tongue.

“You are Dalia’s little friend from this realm,” she said almost mockingly. “She spoke of you more than once. What are you doing here? I told Dalia to come alone.”

Before I could answer, Dalia broke in. “He merely accompanied me here. I can send him away if you like.”

I looked at her, about to protest, but Hedrema hit the ground with her staff and said, “No, he stays.” She seemed to smile as she looked at Dalia. “Maybe I’ll keep him as one of my pets, like I kept you, Dalia.”

I didn’t like the sound of that one bit, nor did I like the way she was goading Dalia like some sadistic bully. “I’ll do whatever you want,” I said. “As long as Dalia gets the chance to earn her freedom.”

Hedrema stared at me, and for a second, I thought she was going to do something awful to me, like turn me into a deformed rabbit, cursed to roam these fields forever, shunned even by the foxes, who probably couldn’t bear to go anywhere near me. You probably think I’m exaggerating, but I know enough about Fae magic and what a Queen like Hedrema is capable of. It would be nothing for her to turn me into whatever she liked. “You’re loyal,” she said eventually, then looked at Dalia. “I admire loyalty. Isn’t that right, Dalia? Not that you would know anything about that, given that you abandoned me like you did.”

Dalia merely nodded. “That’s why I’m here, my Queen, to make amends.”

“No!” Hedrema’s coal-black eyes intensified as she banged her staff on the ground, this time eliciting sparks of reddish magic from the twisting branches at the top. “You are here because I summoned you here. Don’t pretend that you care when you clearly don’t!”

Even I dropped my gaze when she raised her voice, feeling like a frightened school kid in the presence of some hard-nosed bitch of a schoolmistress, at the same time wondering in amazement how Dalia had put up with someone like Hedrema for so long. But then, what did I expect? Hedrema was a Fae of the Unseelie Court, and therefore hardly likely to be all sweetness and light. 

She stood glaring at the both of us for a long time, as though she were contemplating annihilating us out of existence. The impression I got was that she would have done so under other circumstances, but that she needed us, or at least Dalia, for something. She was therefore being forced to hold back her obviously unforgiving nature.

Hedrema eventually waved her staff in front of her, and another portal opened up in the darkness. “Come,” she said. “We shall discuss things further at my castle.” She seemed to look around her for a moment as if she wasn’t the only one who thought we were being watched, though she made no comment about it as she stood waiting for Dalia and me to step into the portal.

Dalia looked at me as if to say she was sorry. My response was to take her hand in mine and walk toward the shimmering doorway. “After you,” I said to her, and she stepped through the portal, disappearing from sight.

Hedrema stood looking at me with a slight smile on her face. A face that promised my eyes would be opened as soon as I went through the portal. “Well, what are you waiting for?” she said. “Are you afraid?”

“I’m afraid for Dalia.”

The Fae Queen stared at me with her black eyes, her face changing expressions, until she finally settled on a look of indifference. “Your fear may yet be warranted, mortal. Why don’t you step into my world and find out?”

Not the answer I had hoped for, but there was no going back now. Taking a deep breath, I stepped through the portal and into the Otherworld, a place my mother once warned me was no place for humans or the sound of mind, which at least I wasn’t the latter.
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Like most people who knew of the Faery Otherworld but who hadn’t actually been, to me the place had always represented a world of mystery and strange darkness that never failed to arouse a feeling of fear when one considered what unknown horrors might lie within. An undeniable excitement laced this same fear, especially when one considered what wonders the Otherworld might hold alongside its horrors. From what I’d learned over the years—thanks to anecdotal evidence and whatever books I had read about the place—the Otherworld was like the Earthly Realm… but different. It was a place where magic reigned supreme, and many weird creatures resided, their motivations unknowable, their way of life only to be guessed at. Even when Dalia escaped the Otherworld, she talked little about it, as though doing so would be too harrowing an experience for her...and me. This alone made me think of the Otherworld as more of an Underworld in the classical sense, a place where everything was twisted and fueled by raw antagonism.

Now, after stepping through Hedrema’s portal and walking a pathway through dense thorns that writhed like snakes all around us, I finally found myself standing in this mythical place at long last.

A place I thought I would never get to see with my own eyes. A place that no longer existed in the realms of my imagination. 

Now it was all real.

And as always when reality bites down hard, I was feeling the pain. 

Literally. 

For no sooner had I taken my first steps into the Otherworld, when something bit me hard on the leg, causing me to cry out in shock as dozens of needle-sharp teeth sank into the flesh of my right calf muscle. 

“Jesus fuck!” I shouted as I immediately looked down to see some ugly-assed little creature about a foot high hanging off my leg. I flung my leg back and forth to dislodge the vaguely humanoid creature, but its teeth were so far in it had no trouble hanging on for dear life while my blood seeped out from around its mouth. “A little help here!”

Dalia went to rush to my aid, but Hedrema stopped her by putting her staff across Dalia’s chest. “No, leave him.”

Fucking bitch, I thought. Did she find this amusing or something?

Reaching down, I grabbed the creature by its small head and started pulling, but it bit down harder as it looked up at me with malicious, dark eyes. The harder I pulled, the harder the little bastard held on. “Fucking little shit!”

I used my magic then, not even sure if it would still work in this place, but it seemed to as I cast a Fire Spell, which immediately ignited the creature’s back. The second it realized it was on fire, the wizened creature let go of my leg and made a high-pitched screaming sound as it flung itself down on the ground and rolled around in an effort to douse the flames now peeling its skin away. Its squeals of pain elicited no sympathy from me, I’ll tell you that. The large bite mark on my leg was burning like hell, making me wonder if there was some sort of acid in the creature’s saliva. I could almost feel my flesh melting away bit by bit.

In a burst of anger, I raised my hand over the still squealing creature to burn it once more, only this time to death. But I was stopped from doing so by some force that slammed me up against a nearby oak tree and held me there. 

The next thing I knew, Hedrema was in front of me, pushing one of the sharp branches of her staff up into my chin. “You would kill one of my kin just to save yourself some pain?” she said, sounding disgusted.

“The thing bit me,” I argued, pointlessly.

“You’d better get used to things biting you around here.” She pressed the point of the branch harder into my skin, forcing my head right back until it could go no further. “You will kill nothing here unless I tell you to. Is that understood?”

I would’ve nodded if I could. “Yes.”

She removed the staff from under my chin and pointed it at the creature that had bitten me, which was now back on its feet, making faint mewling noises. The smell of its burned skin was sickening. “There there, my kin,” Hedrema said soothingly, just before a blast of dark red energy erupted from the head of her staff and hit the creature full-on, instantly exploding it to pieces, sending blood and guts flying everywhere.

Jesus Christ, I thought as I looked at Dalia, who appeared unaffected by the sight of the blood and gore. What have I gotten myself into here?

Hedrema turned to look at me. “Only I say what lives or dies in this realm. You’d do well to remember that, human.”

She released me from her hold, and I dropped to the ground as my leg gave out from under me. When I looked at the wound, my mouth fell open at the sight of the gaping hole there. Something was burning its way through my flesh. If I didn’t do something soon, my damn leg would fall off below the knee.

I was about to cast a healing spell to repair the damage, but Hedrema stopped me. “Wait,” she said, and then crouched down next to me, putting one hand over the wound as she stared at me with her dark eyes, which I now noticed weren’t all black. There was a hint of color in the center that seemed to change the more you looked. It was strangely hypnotizing, and I found myself unable to look away. “There, like it never happened.”

Suddenly the burning pain in my leg was gone, and so too was the wound itself. “Thank you,” I said, still holding onto my distrust of her despite what she did.

Hedrema smiled. “You need your wits about you in here, boy. There is much you can fall foul of.”

“I’m seeing that… clearly.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly, and then she gave me her wintry smile again. “Come, let us continue to the castle. And try not to die before we get there.”
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The Otherworld is a mirror image of the Earthly Realm it hides behind. As I walked just behind Dalia, with Hedrema strutting on ahead, I noticed the landscape was almost the same as it was before we entered the Thorns. We were essentially still in Cork as we tramped through fields and up rocky hills. But here in the Otherworld, the landscape itself shifted constantly because everything in it was sentient. A copse of trees would amble across a field like grazing cattle. Or an enormous boulder would roll its way up a hill. Even the grass on which we walked seemed to dance and sway to its own rhythm, and if you stood in the same spot for more than a few moments, the grass would grow up around you, winding its way around your feet and up your legs. Then it would let go as you started walking again, or it would try to hold you in place, in which case you would have to pull hard to free yourself from its tight grip. 

And besides the sentient features of the landscape itself, there were also many creatures who dwelt within it: some small and wizened like the creature who bit me; others tall and spindly, as if formed from tree branches; still others that were indescribable, so misshapen were they. Thankfully, the local wildlife maintained a respectful distance from us, which was no doubt because of Hedrema. If I had been walking on my own, I doubt I would’ve gotten very far before being attacked or molested by creatures who had eyes on us. Creatures that were all Fae of some description, some of them even looking like they were human once, perhaps pets of Hedrema who had been turned out to fend for themselves.

It was twilight here, but I got the impression that no dawn would come soon. This being Hedrema’s realm, and she being of the Unseelie Court, darkness was most likely a permanent fixture here. In the part of the Otherworld occupied by the Seelie Court Fae, daylight probably reigned there. I’d also wager that the Seelie Court Fae themselves weren’t as nightmarish as the creatures in this part of the Otherworld.

After walking for what seemed like quite a long time, Hedrema led us into a dark forest, lighting the way with her staff. 

“Welcome to Rotbloom Woods,” she announced. “The place where everything rots and blooms in an endless cycle.”

I looked around to see what she meant, and sure enough, I noticed the vegetation rotting at an incredible pace, and then blooming again almost as quickly. It was like watching a piece of speeded-up film, and the same process of birth and decay was taking place across the whole forest. Even the trees would fall and rot, only for saplings to rise and grow into immense trees again in the space of just minutes. 

“This place is crazy,” I said quietly to Dalia so Hedrema wouldn’t hear. “But also breathtaking.”

Dalia nodded as if she knew full well how I was feeling. “You haven’t seen crazy yet. Wait ’til we get to the castle.”

I didn’t ask her what we would find at the castle, for I knew I’d find out soon enough.


3


[image: ]


Hedrema’s castle loomed into view as soon as we exited the Rotbloom Forest. My eyes widened when I saw it, for it was much bigger than I expected it to be. Constructed out of dark stone that seemed to eat what little light there was, the castle reached high into the dusky sky, with some of its towers being so tall that you couldn’t see where they ended. The castle even had a wide moat all around it, and a drawbridge came down as soon as we approached. 

“Welcome to my abode,” Hedrema said, sounding immensely proud of her oversized home. As she walked across the drawbridge, the massive main doors opened and out ran several small creatures that carried themselves on short, spindly legs. They were greenish, with large heads and long, pointed ears. About half a dozen of the short-statured creatures went running up to Hedrema, who greeted them like a person would greet their dogs when they arrived home from work, crouching down to pet their heads and make cooing noises at them. 

When Hedrema’s pets realized that Dalia and I were on the bridge also, they immediately turned their beady eyes on us, a few of them even snarling. I was about to prepare a defensive spell in case one attacked, but then realized Hedrema wouldn’t be too happy if I did anything to hurt her pets. So I was forced to stand there impotently, hoping the creatures would stay put, which thankfully they did.

“What the hell are they?” I asked Dalia as we continued across the bridge, Hedrema’s pets now firmly glued to her side.

“They were once human children,” Dalia said, making me wish I’d never asked.  

“How long have they been here to look like that?”

“Some have been here for hundreds of years, others less so.”

“Jesus…”

“Keep your head down in here. Do whatever she asks of you, and we might get out in one piece.”

“Whatever she asks?”

“If you know what’s good for you.”
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The inside of the castle was as gloomy as I expected it to be, even though there were torches set into most of the walls. The flickering lights and the shadows they cast only made the place more spooky. We followed Hedrema through a number of narrow corridors until we finally emerged into a large hall which turned out to be the throne room. Hedrema crossed the stone floor and settled herself into her high-backed throne. It appeared to be made of metal, perhaps bronze, with bones and skulls grafted onto it. Massive pillars made of skulls also flanked the throne, and I couldn’t help but wonder who the skulls once belonged to. 

Just as long as mine or Dalia’s don’t end up there, I thought.

As Hedrema settled into her throne, she crossed her legs and kept hold of her staff. Her pets settled in around her, some of them gently stroking their mistresses’ feet and ankles, which Hedrema didn’t seem to mind, and even appeared to take a curious pleasure from. 

Dalia and I stood a few feet in front of the throne as if awaiting judgement. But before Hedrema could address us, a very tall Fae creature came walking out of the shadows to our left. The Fae was at least seven feet tall, its muscles and sinews as gnarly as a millennia-old tree. Its eyes and mouth were no more than deep hollows, although the eye sockets had a faint light burning in them. A mass of smaller twigs and branches stuck out at all angles from the creature’s head. I’d never seen a more bizarre being in my life. I also noticed that Dalia couldn’t even look at it. She stared toward the ground as though she was afraid to make eye contact with the creature which had now stopped to stand and stare silently at us, its gaze as withering as any I’d encountered.

“Twig,” Hedrema said. “Do you have news for me?”

Twig? I thought. That thing’s name is Twig? I would’ve laughed if I thought I’d get away with it.

Twig finally turned his head away from Dalia and me to approach the throne and bend his long torso at the waist to speak to Hedrema. I could see his mouth opening and closing as Hedrema listened, but I couldn’t hear what he was saying. Whatever news he was imparting to his Queen, she didn’t appear to like it. Her jaw set and her nostrils flared slightly as she seemed to struggle to keep herself in check.

Great, I thought. Now she’s in a bad mood. Cheers Twig.

When Twig had finished talking, he creaked himself back up straight again and remained standing by the side of the throne, looking like he’d just been planted there. 

“Come forward, you two,” Hedrema demanded.

Dalia and I walked a few steps toward the throne, our heads bowed slightly as we stood in front of the Faerie Queen wondering what she had in store for us. Twig looked down upon us, staring as if he knew what was coming next for us, even if we didn’t.

Hedrema’s stare was scathing and mostly directed at Dalia. “I can barely look at you, Dalia. Every time I do, all I can see is your foul betrayal. You disgust me, everything I did for you, everything I gave you… everything I made you. Tell me why I shouldn’t banish you to the Realm of Shadows?”

I had heard of the Realm of Shadows. It was located in the farthest reaches of the Otherworld, and it was the place where the darkest and foulest of Fae creatures dwelled, those who lived in perpetual darkness and existed only to spread evil, misery and suffering. Thankfully, they tended to stick to their own realm, preferring to influence this world and the Earthly Realm from afar. “Because I will do whatever you ask, my Queen,” Dalia said after a long silence. “And because you need me for something, otherwise you would’ve dealt with me already.”

Hedrema’s nostrils flared as I tensed at Dalia’s boldness. “I could deal with you yet, you little wretch.”

Dalia bowed her head. “I would understand if you did.”

I wasn’t sure if Dalia meant what she said, or if she was convinced somehow that Hedrema had no intentions of following up on her threat. 

“Do you remember Sorcha?” Hedrema said eventually.

Dalia seemed surprised for a second before answering. “Of course. Is she still here?”

The muscles in Hedrema’s jaw clenched for a moment. “No, she isn’t. You haven’t seen her, have you?”

“No, my Queen, I haven’t. Why would I?”

“Because she escaped!” Hedrema shouted, leaning forward for a moment. “She betrayed me, just like you!” She sat back and shook her head. “Humans! I give you everything. I make you beautiful, powerful, and what do I get?” She leaned forward again. “Nothing but betrayal!”

I would’ve shaken my head at her if I’d dared. She seemed to believe she was doing people like Dalia a good turn, kidnapping them, keeping them captive, all the while twisting them into some version of herself. It was despicable, though I would hardly say so.

“You!” Hedrema’s attention was suddenly on me, and for a terrifying moment, I thought she had somehow read my thoughts and was about to punish me for my insolence. “What do you think? Is such betrayal not despicable, disgusting… unforgivable?”

I could only stare at her dumbly for a moment. What was I supposed to say to that? “I think Dalia can redeem herself if you let her.”

Hedrema stared hard at me for a long moment as I struggled to maintain eye contact with her. Then a slight smile appeared on her face. “That’s a very… diplomatic answer. What is your name, human?”

“Corvin Chance.”

“Corvin Chance.” She seemed to mull the name over. “Your mother was recently killed.”

How the hell did she know that? 

“Yes, she was.”

“As much as I hate your world, I still keep abreast of what’s happening in it. Knowledge is power, as you humans are so fond of saying. Did you avenge her death?”

I nodded, thinking of plunging the dagger into Iliphar, and of Iolas being taken away in handcuffs. “Yes, I did.”

Hedrema seemed impressed. “I admire your loyalty, and you seem to get things done. I may warm to you yet, human.”

I was just about to ask for permission to speak—so I could argue Dalia’s case—when I noticed movement behind Hedrema. My eyes went to a column of skulls, and then I saw something slithering around it—a huge green serpent. As soon as its massive head came into view, I couldn’t help but think of the serpent that Iolas had conjured to kill me, and I was suddenly nervous in the serpent’s presence. It uncoiled itself from around the column and made its way up the back of Hedrema’s throne, coming to rest its head on her shoulder, its light green eyes seeming to stare right at me as its tongue flicked in and out of its wide mouth. 

“This is Osaba,” Hedrema said as she reached up to stroke the serpent’s head. “She’s my closest advisor.”

Osaba soon made her way down off the throne and onto the floor, raising herself up in front of me so that her head was mere inches from mine. It was all I could do not to step back away from her, but I knew if I did, Hedrema wouldn’t be pleased, so I gritted my teeth and stayed put while Osaba stared into my eyes and flicked her forked tongue around my face as if she was tasting me. When she opened her mouth and showed me her fangs, I stopped breathing for a moment as I felt sure she was going to bite me. But Osaba suddenly darted to the side and reared up in front of Dalia instead. Then, in a lightning-fast movement, she struck at Dalia, sinking her fangs right into Dalia’s shoulder, who screamed as the serpent bit down on her. I wanted to help her, but I knew I couldn’t. The second I did, either Osaba or Hedrema would stop me. Hedrema herself was smiling as she watched Osaba force Dalia down to her knees. 

When the serpent finally released her grip, she spoke in an expectedly hissing voice. “I’ve misssed you, Dalia,” she said. 

Despite her pain, Dalia stared defiantly back at Osaba. “I’ve missed you too, Osaba,” she said through gritted teeth.

Osaba’s fangs dripped with blood. “Ssstill ssssuch ssssweet flesssh you have…”

“Enough, Osaba,” Hedrema said, as though she was suddenly bored by the whole display of dominance. 

Osaba hissed at Dalia one more time, and then looked at me, her emerald green eyes full of knowing, though I did not understand what. She slithered back to the throne and then shocked everyone by suddenly striking at one of Hedrema’s deformed pets, sinking her fangs into the smaller creature’s skull as it screamed horribly and struggled to free itself from the serpent’s grip. As the sickening sound of bones being crushed filled the air, Osaba then swallowed her prey as she kept her eyes on me. Hedrema’s remaining pets had all scrambled around the other side of the throne, keeping well away from Osaba as she continued to eat their kin.

“Really, Osaba?” Hedrema tutted. “What have I told you about eating my pets? They don’t grow on trees, you know.”

Twig made a noise as he looked down at Osaba, a sound that could’ve been a laugh of amusement.

“I’m glad you find it funny, Twig.” Hedrema suddenly conjured a fireball in her hand and threatened to throw it at the now frightened Twig. “That’s what I thought.”

I looked at Dalia, who was getting back to her feet. “Are you alright?” I asked her.

She nodded grimly. “I’m fine.”

Her shoulder was drenched in blood and her face was full of pain, so I doubted she was fine. “Do you want me to heal you?”

“No, she doesn’t,” Hedrema said. “She can take the pain. Dalia has always been good at taking pain.”

I was getting sick of Hedrema and her callous ways, and angry at her sadistic, bullying attitude toward Dalia. I just wanted to grab Dalia and get the hell out of this crazy place, but I knew if I did, I wouldn’t get very far. So I was once again forced to bite my tongue and hope the ordeal would be over soon.

“You mentioned Sorcha,” Dalia said as she held her injured shoulder. “Why?”

Hedrema shook her head dismissively. “She has disappeared, that’s why, and she took something of mine before she did.”

“Why can’t you find her? Is she in this world or the other?”

“She’s in the human world. She was seen escaping, forcing some of my kin to carry her ill-gotten gains. After that, she disappeared, the conniving little snake.” She looked down at Osaba, who was busy digesting her meal. “No offense, Osaba.”

“You said she took something,” Dalia said. “What did she take?”

“She stole the Arc of Annihilation. Do you know what that is?”

“No.”

“The Arc of Annihilation was created millennia ago by beings in the Realm of Shadows. It was meant to allow those foul creatures to escape into the human world, and this one, resulting in assured annihilation of both worlds.”

“Why did you have such a dangerous artifact?” I asked her as respectfully as possible.

Hedrema glared at me for a second. “I was keeping it safe, as it cannot be destroyed.”

I resisted the urge to give her a look and instead remained silent.

“You have something to say, human?”

“No.”

“Good, because you will help Dalia retrieve the Arc, along with Sorcha.”

A mild sense of relief washed over me when she said that. At least we were getting out of this place if nothing else. “I can do that.”

“You will do it,” Hedrema said, then looked at Dalia. “You and Sorcha were close in your time here. If anyone can find her, it’s you.”

“If she’s in the human world, I’ll find her,” Dalia said, causing me to wonder if she was just telling Hedrema what she wanted to hear. I mean, even Hedrema with all her power couldn’t locate this Sorcha girl, so why did Dalia think she could find her? On the other hand, Dalia probably knew better than to mess with Hedrema, so she must have had some confidence that she could find her former companion.

“You had better,” Hedrema said. “For if you don’t, the consequences will be dire… for all of us.”

“Don’t you have kin who are looking already?” I asked.

“Yes, of course, but my kin don’t know the human world all that well. You, on the other hand, and Dalia here, know the human world very well.”

“Do you at least know where in the world she is? Is she still in Ireland?”

Hedrema nodded. “I can still feel the Arc’s power, so yes, she’s still here somewhere.”

At least that will make things easier, I thought.

“How does this Arc work?” Dalia asked. “Why hasn’t Sorcha used it yet?”

“The Arc gets its power from living sacrifices. Thirteen of them.”

“Thirteen people have to be sacrificed?” I said. “Humans?”

“Anything with a soul will do—if humans can be said to have souls, wretched as most of you are.”

“Do all the sacrifices have to be at the same time?” Dalia asked.

“No, each soul must be sacrificed individually over thirteen days. Once the last soul is sacrificed, the Arc will be activated and… you know the rest.”

“How long has Sorcha been gone?”

Hedrema hesitated a moment before answering. “Ten days in the human realm.”

“And you waited all this time before asking for help?”

Hedrema glared at me. “I thought I would find her. Clearly, I taught her too well.”

“Three days doesn’t give us much time.”

“Well,” Hedrema said as she got out of her throne to stand before us. “You had better skedaddle then, hadn’t you?”

Dalia and I looked at each other. “We can go?” Dalia said.

“Yes! Go!”

As we turned around to leave, Hedrema called after us, “Do not fail in your task, or the Shadow Dwellers will be the least of your worries, believe me…”
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I’d like to say that I thought I could breathe again when we finally exited the gloomy castle, but my chest was tighter than ever. Assuming Hedrema was telling the truth (and we had no reason to doubt her at this stage), then the world as we knew it was close to being annihilated by unspeakable horrors from the Realm of Shadows, and it seemed to be on us—me and Dalia—to prevent this from happening. Such pressure didn’t make me breathe easier at all.

“Well, that was fun,” I said as we walked across the drawbridge and into Rotbloom Forest again. “That bitch is crazy. This whole place is crazy. That snake, Osaba? I thought she would eat me.”

Dalia laughed a little, clearly relieved to be out of the castle and away from Hedrema. “Now you know what I had to put up with all those years, and you haven’t even seen a fraction of the crazy shit that goes on here.”

“There’s still a certain beauty to the place, though, right?” I gazed upon the continually changing forest as if to affirm my belief. “There’s no doubt it’s magical. I’d like to see the Seelie parts of this world.”

“The Seelie courts are just as bizarre,” Dalia said as we trekked on through the forest. “Though not as dangerous.” She winced then and felt her shoulder where Osaba had bitten her.

“Here,” I said, stopping. “Let me heal that for you.” I did the Healing Spell, which at least closed up the puncture marks and stopped the bleeding. “Better?”

Dalia nodded. “Thanks. I thought my arm would fall off.”

“What the hell was that about, anyway?” I asked her. “Why did that serpent bite you? Has it done it before?”

“You could say that.”

“What is it, some sadistic Serpent Fae?”

“Sadistic? Yes, most definitely. You don’t need to worry about Osaba.”

“As long as we don’t fail Hedrema, right?”

Dalia said nothing, and we carried on walking, soon emerging from the forest a short time later, trekking back into the fields as we headed toward the Thorns and the door to the Earthly Realm. The creatures which I saw roaming around before were still there, though some of them didn’t feel the need to keep their distance anymore now that Hedrema wasn’t here. Boulders rolled alongside us as if they had come to check us out, and small humanoid creatures danced around us in the fields as they spat what sounded like insults in a language I didn’t understand. Some of them had wings, and they flew past our heads at high speed, missing us by inches. Most seemed to be more curious than aggressive. 

At least that’s what I thought until something resembling a bull on two legs suddenly charged out from behind some nearby bushes, coming to a halt right in front of us.

“Leaving so soon?” the Bull Fae asked. Its face was part human, and two thick horns curved out of its head.

Dalia stared at the Bull Fae like she was in no mood to be fucked with again. “Step aside or I’ll be forced to hurt you, bovine.”

The Bull Fae puffed his massive chest out, and for the first time, I noticed his genitals. His balls were massive. “How would you like these banging against you?” he asked me in a gruff voice, smiling crudely.

I shook my head. “I’m okay, thanks.”

Laughing, the Bull Fae reached down and ripped up a bunch of grass, and I swear I heard tiny screams from the blades of grass as he shoved them into his mouth. “I’ll let you pass,” he said in between chewing. “But first, you must answer my riddle.”

Dalia shook her head impatiently. “For god’s sake, we don’t have time for this. Move!” She extended her dark energy to shove the Bull Fae aside, but the Bull Fae was quicker than he looked and evaded the attack, as he did with Dalia’s next three attempts to swipe at him.

“We could dance around like this until the cows come home,” he said, chuckling at his joke. “Or he could just answer my riddle.”

“All right, fine,” I said. “Just ask me so we can move on.” I had noticed by this stage that several boulders had rolled themselves around us now as if to block us in. The Fae in the long grass were also watching us intently, most of them grinning as if they were expecting to see something funny soon.

The Bull Fae snorted through his large nostrils as he prepared to ask his riddle. “The more you have of it, the less you see. What is it?” Upon giving me his riddle, he folded his burly arms across his chest and smiled smugly, his human fingers tipped with small hooves rather than nails.

Sighing, I shook my head as I thought about the riddle. I’ve always hated riddles. They perplex me to no end. The answer to this one, however, just seemed to come to me as I stared into the amber eyes of the Bull Fae. “Darkness.”

The Bull Fae smiled as if I impressed him, though not too much. “Very good, but unfortunately, not the answer I was thinking of.”

“What? What other answer is there?”

“The one you seek.”

“I know what it is,” Dalia said.

“No!” said the Bull Fae. “He must answer, not you!”

“This is ridiculous,” I said. “Just let us pass. The world is at stake here, for god’s sake.” As I went to walk, I found I couldn’t move, for the grass had grown around my feet, winding tightly around my ankles, securing me to the spot. “Jesus Christ.” I could’ve tried to use my magic at that point, but I somehow knew it would only end up causing more trouble. The second I got aggressive, every Fae in the field would be upon me, including the enormous boulders and the very grass on which I stood.

“Think, Corvin,” Dalia said, resigned to the situation now it seemed. “It’s not that hard.”

The Bull Fae snickered to himself. “For him, it is.”

I tried to contain my anger while contemplating the riddle.

The more you have of it, the less you see… the more you have of it, the less you see… the more⁠—

“Ah ha!” I shouted suddenly. “I know it!” It was ridiculous how absurdly pleased I was with myself. “The answer is ignorance!”

The Bull Fae’s eyes widened, and for a moment, he seemed annoyed, pissed off even, that I’d come up with the right answer. But then he smiled as if his intent all along was for me to get the right answer. “Yes,” he said. “Ignorance. You can go now.”

“Thank Christ,” Dalia said. “Come on, Corvin.”

The grass unraveled from around my feet, and the boulders rolled back. The Bull Fae stepped aside. “Remember, human,” he said as we walked away. “The more you have of it, the less you see.”

“Is he trying to tell me something?” I asked Dalia as we approached the Thorns.

“They’re always trying to tell you something around here,” she replied. “Don’t worry about it.”

Silly moo, I thought as I stepped into the Thorns.
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The house I had rented was a little two-bedroom cottage with a view to die for. As I didn’t know how long we would be in Cork before we arrived, I rented the place for a week, just in case. Mizen Head, the place we were in, was located at the extremity of the Kilmore Peninsula, about as far South West as you can go on the island of Ireland. The cottage was built on a slight slope at the edge of a field that led directly to a cliff. Beyond the cliff was the vast expanse of the North Atlantic Ocean. We were an hour’s drive away from the Glandore Druid site where we had to meet Hedrema earlier, but this was the closest place I could get at such short notice.

Even though we had been in the Otherworld for hours, only several minutes had passed in the Earthly Realm, so it was still the early hours of the morning. Dalia and I sat out at the back of the cottage, looking out across the field to the cliffs and sea beyond. The stars were still out in force, and the orange moon seemed to be bigger and lower than ever in the pitch-black sky, with Mars still glowing ominously alongside it. Across the way, on top of the far cliffs, I could just make out the remnants of a round tower that was no doubt built by Druids centuries ago.

“This place is amazing,” I said as I sipped on a filtered coffee. “The landscape makes me feel at peace.”

“I know,” Dalia said as she cradled her own coffee. “Pity the world is about to get fucked.”

I looked across at her. “Unless we stop it getting fucked. Do you believe Hedrema was telling the truth about everything? No offense, but the Fae aren’t the most reliable of beings.”

“She wasn’t lying. If she didn’t need us, we’d still be in her castle, getting subjected to who knows what.”

“That guy Twig freaked me out. Why did he keep staring at you?”

She stared straight ahead for a moment. “Twig is the equivalent of Hedrema’s head of security. He also likes to torture her pets when it pleases him.”

“Did he torture you as well?”

“What do you think?”

I went silent as I looked out upon the stars and the sea below. The world is a messed up place when innocent people like Dalia can be dragged into a life of pain and subservience for no reason at all. Maybe this world and the Otherworld deserve to be fucked. The girl, Sorcha, obviously thinks so. 

“You know,” I said as I gazed out at the water. “Years ago when people emigrated from here on boats, they would’ve passed by here. This would’ve been the last time they saw their homeland before heading out into the ocean, to be stuck below deck on some scabby boat for months on end.”

“People did what they had to do,” Dalia said.

“Do you think this Sorcha girl is doing what she has to do as well?”

Dalia shrugged. “She obviously believes so.”

“Tell me about her. Hedrema said you two were close. Is that right?”

“I suppose so.” She sipped her coffee before continuing. “Sorcha was taken just before I was. She looked after me when I arrived. We became friends, or as friendly as Hedrema would allow us to be. Hedrema is paranoid that people are plotting against her all the time, so she doesn’t allow friendships to form between her pets.”

I made a tutting sound. “Her pets. Who the hell does she think she is, keeping people like that, degrading them?”

“She’s a Faery Queen,” Dalia said as if the answer was obvious. “She can do whatever she likes.”

“But this Sorcha girl got the better of her, didn’t she? It couldn’t have been easy stealing something as big as an Arc right out from under the Queen’s nose and getting it out of the Otherworld. I’m impressed.”

“You won’t be saying that when the world goes to shit.”

“Only if we don’t stop her, which we will.”

“You sound confident.”

“We don’t have a choice. There’s no room for doubt here.”

“Speak for yourself. You don’t know Sorcha.”

“What do you mean? How powerful is she?”

“More powerful than me or you, anyway. Unlike most of Hedrema’s pets, Sorcha embraced the transformations that were forced upon her. She opened herself up to the Faery magic and allowed it to change her however it saw fit. Even Hedrema was surprised by how powerful Sorcha became, and eventually put a tight leash on her, fearing Sorcha would try to harm her.”

“Well,” I said. “Obviously the leash wasn’t tight enough if Sorcha got one over on Hedrema.”

“Hedrema brought this on herself. She was cruel to Sorcha, keeping her locked up most of the time, to the point where I hardly ever saw Sorcha anymore. Which is what Hedrema wanted. That’s when I chose to escape.”

“It must’ve been hard, leaving your friend behind.”

Dalia’s jaw clenched as she turned her head away and sniffed back tears. “It was.”

I reached over and took her hand in mine. “There was nothing you could’ve done to help her, even if you’d stayed.”

“Don’t you think I know that? It doesn’t stop me from feeling like a traitor.”

“Maybe this is your chance to get closure,” I said. “If we ever find the girl.”

“Closure? There’ll be closure all right, probably the death kind.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

“Of course it will,” she said, letting go of my hand. “Do you think Sorcha wants to destroy the world because she wants to live? She won’t stop until everyone is dead, or she’ll die trying.”

The situation wasn’t looking good. Even if we found Sorcha, going by what Dalia said, she would inevitably try to kill us. Dalia especially. Meaning we might have to use lethal force, something I wasn’t happy about. I’d already killed one person, an act of self defense that weighed heavily on my soul. I therefore had no wish to kill anyone else, even though I might not have a choice. 

“So we have less than six days to find this girl,” I said after a long silence. “Any idea of where we should start? You think she’s remained local?”

Dalia shrugged. “It’s difficult to say. There’d be no reason for her to go further afield than here, but you never know. She would’ve sacrificed seven victims by now, so maybe we should see if anyone has gone missing around here lately.”

“I was thinking we could use magic to find her, like a Location Spell or something.”

“You’d be wasting your time. If Hedrema can’t even locate her, how could you? Sorcha has used her power to remain invisible.”

“She won’t make it easy for us then.”

“More people will die before we find her… if we find her.”

Taking a deep breath of sea air, I sat back and thought for a moment. “Right, well, I think the best thing to do is to check the local papers first for mysterious disappearances over the last seven days, assuming there are any. If there isn’t, we’ll have to think of another way to find her. Any ideas?”

Dalia sat cross-legged on her seat and pulled her hood up against the increasing wind coming off the Atlantic. “The only thing I can think of is the weather.”

“The weather?”

“Sorcha’s powers are closely linked with the weather. She can affect it however she wants. She also affects it without meaning to, depending on what kind of mood she is in.”

“Okay, so we look for… what? Freak weather occurrences?”

She shrugged. “I guess so.”

I turned my head back to the sea again. Finding Sorcha would be like finding a needle in a bloody haystack.

We’re fucked, I thought, though I said nothing to Dalia.

She knew this already anyway.


6


[image: ]


Later that morning, we drove along the narrow mountain roads into the nearest village, which was Goleen. The village was tiny, with a main street containing a petrol station, a few pubs, and a handful of shops. Despite its minuscule size, however, the village was crawling with tourists, many of whom sat outside the pubs drinking, even though it was barely 10:30 a.m. Most were in shorts and T-shirts, deeply tanned from sitting around in the blistering sun all day. 

“Plenty of tourists around here at this time of the year,” I said to Dalia as I parked the Spitfire in a small parking lot next to the village’s only convenience store. “Plenty of victims for Sorcha to choose from.” 

When we got out of the car and walked to the store, the tourists and locals gave us some queer looks, more so Dalia as she was dressed from head to toe in black as always, even though the sun was blistering. Not that I was dressed for the hot weather either in my dark jeans, shirt, and waistcoat. The half-naked tourists seemed offended by our garb as they stared at us while holding their pints. 

“You should’ve worn your bikini top,” I joked to Dalia as I put my sunglasses on.

“I don’t own a bikini top,” she said.

“Maybe you should get one then.”

“If you want to gaze upon this body, Corvin, you only have to ask.”

“You’re such a floozy, D.”

She elbowed me in the ribs as we entered the shop. “I’m not the one who throws himself at any girl who waves their pussy in his face.”

I burst out laughing, then stopped when I noticed a few people in the shop giving us disapproving looks. “Not every pussy,” I said, keeping my voice down as I picked up a few of the newspapers from the stand. “Just the ones I like.”

“You must’ve loved mine then. You were balls deep in it for long enough.”

I smiled. “You know I did.”

As we walked to the counter, a middle-aged woman in a summer dress gave us a dirty look as she shook her head at us.

“What?” Dalia said to the woman. “You don’t have a pussy or something?”

“Jesus, D,” I said, wincing. “You’re going to get us lynched.”

She stared after the woman as she left the shop. “Looking at me like that,” she said. “I should⁠—”

“Yeah, D, I get it. Let’s get the papers and go.”

The young girl who was serving behind the counter kept looking at Dalia like she was her hero or something, as if she had never met anyone like her, which I could guarantee she hadn’t.

“How do you stand them?” Dalia asked the girl when she noticed her staring.

“Who?” the girl asked shyly.

“All of these stuck-up tourists. I’d have them all imprisoned in their own darkness by now if I worked here.”

The girl just looked at Dalia dumbly, as if she didn’t know what Dalia was talking about.

“Don’t listen to her,” I said to the shopgirl. “She just hasn’t had her morning coffee yet.”

Dalia snorted. “It’ll take more than coffee for me to like those sun-bathing mother⁠—”

“Yes, right, she gets the idea,” I said, cutting her off and steering her out of the shop.

As we walked back to the car, Dalia stared over her shoulder at the sitting tourists outside the pub, most of whom had angry looks on their faces by now, probably having heard of Dalia’s offensive language inside the shop. Then, before we reached the car, there was a scream as if someone had just witnessed something horrible. As I stopped and looked behind me, I saw the woman from the shop—Dalia’s nemesis—standing there pulling her hair out as she continued to scream uncontrollably while everyone else stood around her in a panic. “What did you do, D?”

Dalia had a smirk on her face as she got into the car. “I just gave her a brief glimpse of her worst fear, that’s all.”

Sighing, I started the car and prepared to leave the village before we really did get lynched. “Jesus, D, I can take you nowhere…”
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When we got back to the rental cottage, I made us coffee, and we sat inside at the small kitchen table as we started reading through the newspapers.

“This place is boring,” Dalia said as she scoured one of the papers. “Nothing happens in it.”

I smiled at her. “That’s the way most people like it in this part of the world. Are you missing the big smoke already?”

“Not at all. I’m enjoying being here, despite the circumstances.” She smiled softly. “I’m enjoying being with you.”

We stared at each other for a moment as we seemed to share a longing to be together again, which Dalia appeared to feel more than me. I loved Dalia to bits, but we had been just friends for so long now I wasn’t sure if I could go back to being with her in that way. Dalia seemed to sense this herself as her smile became plaintive, and she looked away. I continued staring at her a moment longer, feeling slightly bad now, but I said nothing and eventually went back to reading again. Both of us sat in silence for a long while as a palpable tension arose, a tension that we both keenly felt but which neither of us particularly wanted to deal with at the moment. I was therefore glad when I came across something of interest in the Southern Star, West Cork’s local rag. “Here’s something,” I said. “Dublin tourist reported missing from Skibbereen. That’s not too far from here. It’s also about twenty minutes from Glandore and the Druid Circle.”

“What does the report say?” Dalia held her coffee while she stared at the paper.

“A thirty-three-year-old woman from Dublin has been reported missing after she disappeared three days ago. Apparently, the woman was last seen walking near a local beach in the early evening. Her husband is reported to have turned around for a moment, and when he turned back, his wife was gone.”

Dalia raised her eyebrows. “Sounds suspicious.”

“Someone disappearing so suddenly? Smells like Fae to me.”

“And you know all about what Fae smells like.”

Laughing, I shook my head at her. “Are you feeling frustrated or something?”

“It’s all this talk of death,” she said. “It just makes me want to have sex. Is that weird?”

“Not at all. I always get a hard-on when the end of the world is nigh.”

She reached out and felt my crotch suddenly. “Liar.”

“I can’t believe you just did that… and you can remove your hand.”

Pouting slightly, she pulled her hand away. “I’m sorry. Since becoming… what I am, I have difficulty controlling my urges.”

“Your urges?”

“Yeah, my urges.”

“Well, try to keep your urges in check, at least until we find your friend.”

She turned around in her chair and went back to reading the newspaper in front of her. “I doubt she’s my friend anymore.”

“So you don’t think you’ll be able to talk her out of what she’s doing if we find her?”

“I seriously doubt it. I left her behind, remember?”

“You didn’t have much choice.”

“I could’ve stayed there, in the Otherworld.”

“What for? Sorcha was locked up anyway, wasn’t she?”

“Yes.”

“Well then, there was nothing you could do to help her. I’m sure she’ll understand that.”

Dalia just stared at me. “You really don’t know Fae, do you?”

“I know you.”

“Okay, fine. So let’s say I was the one locked up in that castle, and you left me there to rot. How do you think I would feel toward you?”

“You’d probably want to kill me.”

“Exactly. Talking Sorcha down is not an option.”

“So what are our options? Detain her?”

“Or kill her.”

“You would really kill her?”

She shrugged one shoulder. “If I had to.”

I stared at her for a moment. “Killing someone isn’t easy.”

“You killed that elf, Iliphar.”

“He wasn’t someone I used to call a friend, plus he killed my mother. And even at that…”

“What?”

“I feel like… I don’t know, like I’ve stained my soul or something.”

“My soul is not like yours.”

“How do you know?”

“It just isn’t. Half my humanity was taken away, replaced by Faery magic. I doubt you would even see a stain on my soul.”

“I beg to differ,” I said, staring at the newspaper again. “You’d still feel it.”

Sighing, Dalia said, “Let’s find her first. We can play things by ear after that.”

I nodded, satisfied for now. “Let’s keep checking the papers, see if anything else turns up.”

Over the next half hour, we read through all four newspapers, finding reports on five more missing persons: a farmer who disappeared five days ago outside Skibbereen; a young tourist girl from up North who vanished four days ago; an older woman who was last seen three days ago in her home in Church Cross; a man who was out walking his dog; and another tourist last seen on a local forest trail. Tearing out the reports, we laid them on the table. “So, do you think these are all Sorcha?” I asked Dalia, who nodded slowly.

“Of course,” she said. “How many people would usually go missing around her anyway, and in such a short space of time?”

“That’s what I was thinking, although the police haven’t said much about it. They obviously don’t see the disappearances as being related.”

“It’s too much of a coincidence. It has to be Sorcha.”

“There are still four victims unaccounted for, assuming she’s been plucking one a day since her escape, which I’d say she has. I mean, she wants to end the world, so why wait, right?”

“That’s what I was thinking too. The other victims may not have been reported as missing yet, or they have, and the papers haven’t reported them yet.” She stared down at the cuttings. “Either way, we should still have enough to go on. It’s clear she’s operating in this general vicinity.”

“So, where does that leave us?” I said as I stared at the reports. “They all seem to be in the same general area around Skibbereen, but even at that, there’s still quite a distance between each of the sites. How is she getting around? I doubt she’s driving.”

“She’s teleporting.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Fae can do that?”

Dalia nodded. “The more powerful ones can, and as I said, Sorcha was powerful.”

“So why didn’t she just teleport out of her prison cell?”

“Who says she didn’t? Sorcha didn’t teleport when I was there, but there’s nothing to say she didn’t learn it eventually.”

“I’m surprised Hedrema didn’t curb her powers more.”

“Again, she probably did, but knowing Sorcha, she found a way around whatever restrictions Hedrema placed on her.”

“This Sorcha sounds very strong-willed,” I said. “Like she will be hard to stop.”

Dalia stood up and stretched slightly. “Make no mistake, she will be.”

“Maybe we should sic Hedrema on her when we find her… if we find her.”

“No.” She shook her head emphatically. “I wouldn’t do that to her.”

“To Sorcha? Why not? As long as she’s stopped⁠—”

“I have to give her a chance. I owe her that much.”

“And when she inevitably tells you to fuck off?”

“Then we deal with her ourselves.”

I would’ve preferred the other option, but I wasn’t about to tell Dalia that. This was personal for her, as Hedrema knew it would be when she summoned Dalia here. 

And as Dalia had backed me against Iolas to the bitter end, I was sure as shit going to do the same for her.

To the bitter end.
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Around early afternoon, we left the cottage so we could investigate the areas where the disappearances took place. They were the only leads we had to go on, so we were hoping to get at least some idea of where Sorcha could be. Although to be honest, our prospects seemed bleak. The radius we had to cover was large and consisted mostly of rugged terrain that stretched for miles along the coast and further inland, where there were also vast swathes of forest. As it was highly unlikely that Sorcha had just checked herself into a hotel, that meant she was holed up in the wilderness somewhere, according to Dalia. She was Fae and therefore used to living in nature. There was also the fact that she was keeping herself all but invisible, given that Hedrema and the other Fae were still trying to find her. And to top it off, she could apparently teleport, so if by some miracle we located her, she would probably vanish immediately.

“What do we know about these Shadow Dwellers?” I asked Dalia as I pulled over to the side of the narrow road for the umpteenth time to let yet another car full of tourists squeeze by.

“Why?” Dalia asked, looking at me through her dark shades. 

“I just want to know what we’re in for if we don’t stop Sorcha.”

Dalia stared at me for a moment. “Well, imagine that Cthulhu and all the Ancient Ones and all of their inbred spawn rose from the Depths so they could make this world and the Otherworld their new home. Imagine that, and you might get somewhere close to knowing what an invasion of Shadow Dwellers might be like.”

I shook my head, wishing I’d never asked as all sorts of images came into my head of colossal creatures who devoured everything in their path, including the very light from the sun. It was depressing to think about, and even more depressing that the odds of such a thing happening were better than good. If I were a betting man, which I’m not, my money would have to go on Sorcha and the Shadow Dwellers she would ultimately release.

“Maybe we should get some help with this,” I said as we drove along the coast, captivated by the spectacular sea views despite the heavy mood inside the car.

“Help from who?”

“I don’t know. Monty, maybe?”

“And what’s he going to do, lure her in with card tricks?”

I almost laughed. “Monty has skills, and you know it.”

“Yeah, he has, with technology and conjuring, two skills we aren’t exactly in need of right now.”  

“So, what skills do we need then?”

“We have me,” she said. “I know Sorcha better than anyone. I know how she thinks.”

“You did know her, you mean? She’s probably changed.”

“That’s possible, but I doubt she’s changed that much.” She turned her head and stared out the window at the passing rocky landscape. “There’s no time to be calling in any cavalry. I just need a little time to assimilate, and then I should be able to trek her.”

“I hope you’re right...for all our sakes.”

As we were coming up to a junction, something odd happened, causing me to stare at the windshield to make sure I didn’t imagine it. “Is that…”

“Rain drops,” Dalia finished, taking her shades off and frowning as I was at the large drops of water splashing onto the glass and then the roof of the car as they increased in number.

“How the hell can it be raining on a day like this?”

By the time I stopped the car at the junction, the rain had increased in ferocity, and soon it felt like there was a deluge coming down on us. Then lightning flashed, and a moment later, a massive crack of thunder rattled the old car.

“This can’t be right,” Dalia said. “This has to be…”

“Sorcha,” I finished.

No sooner had I said her name when a figure floated down just in front of the car. As I stared through the windshield in amazement, I saw a girl in her late twenties, with very long dark hair that billowed wetly out around her as the storm she wrought continued to rage. The black and white dress she wore seemed frayed at the ends, the thin material pulled taut against her curvaceous body by the wind. Floating there in front of the car, she looked like a Banshee or some crazy escapee from the local nuthouse. I also couldn’t help but notice the bloodstains on her dress, which only added to her menacing appearance. Her eyes were dark and firmly fixed on me. All I could do was stare back, caught in her strangely hypnotic glare. I was glad when she finally switched her gaze to Dalia, her anger appearing to rise as she did.

Dalia stared back, saying nothing. She seemed even more distressed than I was.

“What do we do?” I whispered. 

“Nothing,” Dalia said. “No magic. She’ll kill us if you do.”

“That’s right,” Sorcha shouted. “I will kill you. Both of you.” Her gaze on Dalia intensified, forcing Dalia to look away.

Despite the rain, I wound the window down a little. “You have to stop this!” I shouted out over the noise of the storm.

Sorcha’s response was to make a bolt of lightning strike the road just inches from the car, causing me to startle. Satisfied that she had silenced me, she then turned her attention back to Dalia. “So the Queen calls and you come running,” she said, then shook her head in sheer disgust. “Well, you’re too late! Leave here now, and maybe I won’t kill you both, even though I should… Dalia.”

“I’m sorry,” Dalia said quietly as she dropped her head in shame, though I wasn’t sure if Sorcha heard her. Even if she did, I doubted she cared. I’d never seen anyone look as fiercely determined as she did. 

Then, as if to prove what she was saying, she snapped her head around to stare at me once more, only this time her eyes seemed to glow a dark green, and the next thing I knew, I couldn’t breathe. My hands instinctively went to my chest as I tried to get air into my lungs, but it felt as if my whole breathing apparatus had seized up. In a panic, I looked at Dalia for help, who had now turned in her seat to face me. I could feel her try to work her magic to counter the magic being used on me, but whatever she was doing, it was making no difference. All too soon, my face turned purple, and my brain, starved of oxygen, began to shut down.

“Stop this!” Dalia screamed through the window at Sorcha. “You’re going to kill him!”

Through wide, bugged-out eyes, I saw Sorcha smile as if she was enjoying seeing Dalia’s reaction to my pain. “I should let him die. Perhaps then you’ll feel some of the pain I felt when I realized you had left me to rot in that prison cell.”

Dalia shook her head, her face now showing her panic, her helplessness. “Kill me then! Leave him be!”

Sorcha continued to glare at Dalia for another long moment before seeming to punch the air with her fist. Dalia reacted to this movement by slamming back into her seat as her hands folded over her belly as though she had really been punched there. Sorcha then looked at me again, and a blessed second later, I could breathe once more. I held onto the steering wheel with one hand, the other on my chest as I took in huge gulps of air to fill my lungs back up and oxygenate my starved brain. There was such a head rush that I almost fainted. 

When I finally looked up, Sorcha was still floating out there.

“You have sealed your fate coming here,” she said, her gaze on Dalia. “Goodbye, Dalia.”

Sorcha then floated back into a dark fog, disappearing into it even as it lifted. Then the rain stopped, and the storm clouds above us dissipated. A minute later, bright sunlight was streaming through the window again, and the sky outside was cloudless and a deep blue. Breathing a sigh of relief, I sat back in my seat and looked at Dalia, who seemed as shaken up as I’d ever seen her. “Are you all right?”

She was holding her belly. “No, I’m not.”

“What did she do to you?”

Dalia shook her head dismissively. “Nothing. A mere energy punch to the belly.”

I frowned at her. “Are you sure?”

“Yes. Are you alright?”

I took a deep breath and blew it out. “Fine, I guess. That was…unexpected.”

“Unexpected, but hardly surprising.”

“You knew she would find us at some point, didn’t you?”

“I had a feeling.”

“If you’d said we could’ve been more prepared.”

Dalia stared at me with angry eyes. “Prepared? How do you prepare for what just happened?”

I looked away from her, noticing two cars coming up behind us. Putting the Spitfire in gear, I started driving again, having no idea of where I was supposed to be going. After what just happened, it seemed foolish to go chasing after Sorcha again, since she would unhesitatingly follow through on her death threats. 

We needed a better plan.

“Where are we going?” Dalia asked.

“Where I always go when times are bad,” I said. “The pub.”
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After what happened with Dalia and the woman from the shop earlier that morning, I skipped Goleen and drove to the next town over, which was Schull (pronounced Skull). Schull is a seaside town that, although small, is as close to cosmopolitan as you will get in this part of the country. It’s one main street with a few side streets, a harbor, and a small park area. Unsurprisingly, it was also crawling with tourists, many of them browsing at the little market near the port. I parked the car on the main street, and then we walked into the nearest pub, which, although it was tiny and full of holidaymakers, we still got a quiet spot in the corner away from them.

Dalia sat in broody silence for quite a while as she nursed her drink, as did I. It was one thing knowing what we were up against, but experiencing it in the flesh was a different matter. Sorcha and her powers had become real now, for me at least. For Dalia, Sorcha’s appearance had probably confirmed what she had secretly feared all along—that we stood little a chance against Sorcha, at least as things currently stood.

“I still think we need Hedrema with us,” I said after swallowing a mouthful of Guinness. “We can’t stop Sorcha by ourselves.”

“I agree,” Dalia said. “But she won’t accompany us out here.”

“Why the hell not? It’s her world at stake here as much as ours. Why does she have to be such a dick?”

Dalia smiled slightly. “She can be a dick alright, but that’s not why she’s reluctant to join the hunt. She didn’t tell you everything back at the castle.”

“What do you mean?”

She held her empty glass up. “Get me another drink, and I’ll explain.”

Sighing, I got up and went to the bar, ordering two more drinks. As I waited on the barman to do his thing, a holidaymaker saddled up beside me. “You’re a Dublin man, are ye?” 

I turned to see a man in his forties standing there, wearing a red football jersey. His eyes were a watery blue, and he seemed half drunk as he stood holding a near-empty pint glass. I smiled politely at him and nodded. “I am.”

“North or South?”

“North.”

The man winced and shook his head as if he felt sorry for me. “I’m a Southsider meself. How’d you end up in this forsaken place? Me wife dragged me here. I wanted to go to Spain, you know, on a proper holiday, like. But no, Spain’s too expensive according to her, so we end up in this fuckin’ hole in the hedge instead.” He glanced at the young barman, who had just given him a dirty look. “No offense like, young lad.”

“There are worse places than this,” I said, having no interest in talking to the man.

“I suppose like. We could be up North, den we’d fuckin’ know about it, wouldn’t we?” He laughed drunkenly. “Bunch of hard-nosed bastards up there, aren’t they? All that bombin’ and shootin’ has made them fuckin’ cuckoo.”

Jesus, I’d never heard such nonsense. “If you say so.” I turned away from him, wishing the barman would hurry with the drinks.

“Listen, fella,” he said, nudging my arm to get my attention once more. “I can’t help but notice you’re one of the gang, if you know what I mean.”

“One of the gang?”

He leaned in conspiratorially, his breath reeking of lager. “Touched.”

“What if I am?” I said, pushing him away slightly.

“Well, I was hoping you could do me a favor, like. You know, ’cause we’re on the same team, so to speak.”

The barman set up the drinks I had ordered, and I handed him a note and told him to keep the change so I wouldn’t have to hang around any longer listening to the drunken buffoon next to me. “Sorry pal, but there’s someone waiting for me.”

“Ah right.” The guy looked behind him at Dalia, who was staring at us. “Well, this won’t take long. You’d really be helpin’ me out.”

He was standing right in front of me now, blocking my path. “I said, I can’t.”

“Please,” he said, seeming desperate now. “I’ve lost me wedding ring, you see, and I need some help to get it back. If I go back to the wife without it on me, she’ll bleeding’ kill me, for she’ll think I’ve been messin’ round with some young thing.”

The idea of this man messing around with some young thing, as he put it, seemed preposterous. “Why would you need me to get your wedding ring back? Where is it?”

“It’s somewhere I can’t get it.”

“Clearly. Why not?”

He sighed, his reeking breath wafting in my direction again. “Even though I’m like you and all, I don’t use me magic much, so it’s kinda weak. I need someone with strong magic to retrieve the ring. Please, you’d be savin’ me life.”

After a moment, I called his bluff. If he was telling the truth about his missing ring, then fair enough, I’d help him out. But if he was messing with me, I would make sure he paid for it as I was in no mood to have the piss taken out of me. “Alright, fine. Give me a minute.”

The man grinned with some relief. “Good man yerself. The name’s Paul, by the way.”

“Corvin,” I said. “Wait here.”

When I went back to the table, I placed the drinks down and explained the situation to Dalia. “Are you serious?” she asked. 

“Unfortunately. I won’t be long.”

Paul seemed slightly nervous as he stood at the bar waiting for me, though I don’t know why. I put it down to his drunkenness as I walked out of the bar with him. 

“It’s this way,” he said as he took me down toward the harbor and then onto a pathway that ran alongside the shore, finally coming to a halt right next to a large wooden box that appeared to be made of pallets. The box was filled with pieces of wood, clumps of straw, and broken red bricks, all of which were held in by chicken-wire around the outside. The words BUG HOTEL were painted on the small roof. Obviously, someone thought a bug hotel would be cool for kids to look at, but there didn’t appear to be any bugs in it.

“It’s in there,” Paul said, pointing at the box as he appeared to be keeping his distance.

I just stood shaking my head as I looked from the box to him. “You lost your wedding ring in a bug hotel?”

“It’s what’s in there that took it.”

This is getting weirder by the minute, I thought. “What’s in there?”

He looked around him as if to check that no one was watching him. “Unfortunately for you, lad, you’re about to find out.” Before I realized what he was doing, the sneaky bastard cast on me. “Subtraxerim utilium!”

“No!” I shouted, but it was too late. Within seconds, I felt myself shrink to tiny proportions until I was no bigger than a mouse. Suddenly the world seemed like a much different place and much more dangerous, especially when Paul’s massive hand reached down and wrapped itself around me, lifting me until I was level with his sunburnt face and reeking alcoholic breath.

“I’m sorry about this,” he said, his voice booming in my tiny ears. “It’s the only way I can get me weddin’ ring back from that… thing in there.”

I struggled pointlessly against his grip, screaming at him, calling him all the lying tricksters of the day. When I went to cast my own spell to make myself normal-sized again, I found that my magic didn’t work. 

The bastard was blocking my magic! 

“I’ll kill you!” I squeaked. “You are so dead! You’re going to… wait, what are you doing? No, don’t put me in there!”

He was now moving me toward the bug hotel, and as he did so, I glimpsed a horrible face peering out through the chicken wire. It was the face of a gray-skinned Fae-creature with huge bright yellow eyes and long ears that appeared to point downward. The round face also had a wide mouth that was filled with needle-sharp teeth, and the creature appeared to have tufts of grass for hair. The delight in its eyes as it watched me coming toward it was frightening, and I felt like Alice about to go tumbling down the rabbit hole. 

“Yes!” the Fae screeched. “Perfect you will do!”

Before I knew it, I was being pushed through the chicken wire and then let go of so that I fell into a cramped space that was lined with branches and broken bricks. As soon as I landed, I jumped immediately to my feet to stare at the Fae, who I now realized was standing beside an enormous gold ring, which it hauled across the floor to that bastard Paul’s waiting fingers. “Thankin’ you!” his voice boomed. “No hard feelings, Corvin, eh?”

“Screw you!” I shouted, though I doubted he could even hear my tiny voice. “When I get out of here, I’ll make you wish you’d never met me, you fucking twat!”

If he even heard me, he gave no indication of it as I listened to his thundering footsteps walk away. With him now gone, it was just me stuck inside a bug hotel with the ugliest goddamn Faery I’d ever seen. The thing was standing by the chicken wire window, grinning at me like a Cheshire cat, its eyes full of some unknown hunger. I could now see that the creature had wings that appeared to be fashioned out of sycamore pods, and short, stumpy legs that struggled to support a huge potbelly. Clumps of coarse hair poked out from the Fae’s armpits, and rather disgustingly, from between her two saggy breasts as well. Once again, I tried to use my magic to make myself bigger, but it seemed the Fae was blocking me.

“Just you and me it is now,” she said, rubbing her gnarly hands together. 

“What do you want?” I asked her, trying not to sound too freaked out by the whole situation.

“Corvin is your name. I heard him say it.” She grinned again, still rubbing her hands together. “Belch be my name.”

“Nice to meet you, Belch, but I think there’s been some mistake here⁠—”

“Mistake no! I tell him to bring somebody here!”

I shook my head helplessly. “What for?”

Belch kneaded her swinging breasts as she came toward me, causing my stomach to turn when I noticed a milky fluid squirt from her large nipples. “Belch need friend… to make tiny Belch’s.”

My jaw dropped open as I backed away from her. This can’t be happening, I thought. Sorcha must’ve put some hallucinatory spell on me. I must still be in the car. Something like this can’t happen. It just can’t.

But it was happening. This was no hallucination. This was real, as underlined by the musky smell emanating from the still advancing Fae. “Baby Belch’s we make… rut like beetles you and I.”

She was almost upon me, so I made a break for it, hoping to reach the chicken wire so I could dive through it. I didn’t care if the fall ended up killing me. Death was surely preferable to having to mate with this disgusting creature. 

But as soon as I went to run, Belch jumped in my way with lightning speed, and the next thing I knew her bony fingers were around my arms, holding them down as she forced her face toward mine, her maw opening to reveal a long, pointed tongue that probed its way toward my mouth. Struggling fruitlessly, I could only make fearful groaning sounds as I tried to turn my head away to avoid that slimy appendage coming my way. But no matter how far I turned my head away, it wasn’t far enough, and the next thing I knew, that tongue ran its way slowly up my cheek before bending around into my mouth, causing me to gag uncontrollably. 

As all this was happening, Belch made continual moaning and groaning sounds as if she was getting off on the whole situation already. She then lifted me and slammed me down to the filthy floor, immediately mounting me, grinding her hips into me, kneading her breasts once more as they continued to drip their foul milk.

“Oh, Jesus!” I cried. “Please stop!”

“Stop when Corvin’s seed inside me,” was her sickening reply, to which I thought:

I’m getting raped by a Faery. How did this happen?

Not that I had time to debate my bad luck mind, for Belch was now pulling at my pants. “Seed!” she screeched as she bared her teeth at me. “Fill me with it, you will!”

As much as I struggled, I couldn’t get her off me, for she was too strong, the weight of that massive potbelly holding me down. In my mind, any hope I had of escaping the situation had well and truly gone, and I was now left with the stone-cold reality that this was going to happen, this gross violation of my body that, if I ever got out of this hovel, would haunt me for the rest of my days, if not traumatize me into becoming a mute. Things were so bad that I prayed for someone to come and help me, knowing even as I did so that no one would.

But I was wrong about that, for my prayers were answered when the roof of the bug hotel was suddenly ripped off as if by a powerful tornado. Then, hovering up above in the shimmering sunlight like the face of God, I saw Dalia’s face looking down, her huge eyes registering shock, dismay, and disgust in rapid succession. “Help me, Dalia!” I squeaked. “Get her off me!”

Dalia immediately reached down and plucked Belch off me, lifting the screaming Fae high into the air, where she examined her for a second before tossing her away. Then she reached down and gently gripped me between her fingers, lifting me up and out of the bug hotel before holding me in her palm. “I can’t believe you,” she said, sounding like a giant. 

“Put me down,” I said, and she placed me gently on the grass next to the bug hotel. Straight away, I cast a spell to make myself big again, and a few seconds later, I was back to my normal size. “Oh, thank Christ…”

Dalia just stood staring at me. “I can’t believe you got played like that.”

“Stop it,” I said. “Where is that fucking thing? It nearly raped me!”

“I could see that. I tossed it away in the long grass. It’s gone now.”

I shook my head, still shuttering from the horror of the situation. “How did you know?”

“That you were here? I nabbed that guy you left the pub with. I knew something was up just by looking at him.”

I felt my anger rise. “Where is the bastard? I’m going to kill him.”

“He won’t be bothering anyone for a while,” Dalia said. “I left him in the pub toilets, trapped in his own mind, inside his worst nightmare.”

“That’s too good for him.”

“It’ll have to do. We have more important things to worry about.”

“Sorcha, you mean?”

Dalia sighed as she looked around for a moment, seemingly to make sure no one was watching her. Frowning, I watched her then lift her dress until it revealed her belly. “I mean this.”

Aghast, I saw her belly was spider-webbed with what looked like black veins. “Holy shit, D. What is that?” 

“Sorcha,” she said as she allowed her dress to fall again. “She cursed me with her magic.”

I shook my head, thinking this day couldn’t get any worse. “How? I never even seen her do anything.”

“Her thoughts were enough.”

“So what did she do to you exactly? Are you sick now?”

“I’m slowly weakening,” she said. “The dark magic is spreading quickly.” She looked at me with wet eyes, as pained as I’d ever seen her. “I think I’m going to die, Corvin…”
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“Stay with me, D!”

On the drive back to the cottage, Dalia’s condition deteriorated rapidly. The dark magic in her spread from her belly to her chest and then worked its way up her neck and down her arms. It was like it was trying to consume her from the inside out, and as it did so, it brought agonizing pain with it, for Dalia soon started screaming that she couldn’t take it anymore. 

At that point, I pulled the car over by the side of the road and used a Healing Spell on her. For a moment, it looked like the spell was working, for the black veins receded a bit. But before I could breathe any sigh of relief, the poisonous magic started spreading again unabated, even more rapidly this time than before, pushing its way up into her face, turning her skin a greenish-black. As Dalia continued to scream in pain, I sat in a panic, wondering what to do. All I could think was that I had to do something, or she would surely die, and there was no way I would let that happen. 

Besides Sorcha, there was only one other person I could think of who could help, and that was Hedrema. 

So I turned the car around and drove like a maniac to Glandore, a journey that seemed to take far too long, and during which Dalia slipped in and out of consciousness. When she would come to, she would do so with a tortured scream that chilled my blood and brought despair to my heart.

When I finally reached Glandore, I all but abandoned the car at the side of the road and carried Dalia across the fields to the Druid Circle, hoping there would be no tourists there at this time of day, which thankfully there wasn’t. I was glad that most of the tourists were more interested in sitting in the pub or on the beach than checking out the local heritage.

As I laid Dalia down inside the Druid Circle, she emerged from a long bout of unconsciousness and gripped my hand in her own, just as a bout of extreme pain caused her to arch her back off the ground, making her look like someone who had just been hit with a thousand volts of electricity. The best I could do was to hold her hand until the spasm passed, at which point I used another Healing Spell on her, which again, only slowed the progress of the poison by a small amount, though it was enough to bring her into full consciousness again.

“Corvin…” she breathed.

“I’m here, D,” I told her. “You hold on, you hear me? I’m going to get you help.”

Dalia barely nodded as her head fell to the side, and she closed her eyes, unconscious once more, but still breathing. Barely.

“Hedrema!” I screamed the Fae Queen’s name, hoping she could hear me. “Hedrema! I need you here now!”

Maybe not the best idea to be making demands on someone as volatile as Hedrema, but I was desperate and terrified that Dalia would die.

Behind me, I heard a rustling noise, and when I turned around, I saw a tiny Fae creature no bigger than a baby rabbit emerge from the long grass. The little creature stood staring at me, a grave look on its squashed up features as it realized something was wrong. It seemed to sniff the air for a second, then said in a deep voice, “She’s dying.”

I shook my head at the Fae. “No shit! Can you get Hedrema here?”

“No one orders Hedrema anywhere,” the little Fae said.

“Fuck’s sake! Hedrema! Hedrema it’s⁠—”

“No need to scream, I know it’s you, human.”

I snapped my head around to see that Hedrema had appeared by the edge of the stones. “Thank god!” I said in relief.

“Which god?” she said.

“What?”

“Which god are you thanking?”

I held my hands up and tensed them, trying to contain my anger. “What does it matter? Dalia is dying. Sorcha did something to her, poisoned her with dark magic.”

In a flash, Hedrema was standing next to me as she stared down at Dalia, who was still unconscious, her face almost covered now by the creeping poison. “Did you say Sorcha? You saw her?”

“Yes,” I said, not having the patience to explain it all to her. “She appeared to us, told us to stop looking for her, and the next thing…”

“Dalia is dying.” She stared down at Dalia as though she weren’t too concerned.

“Are you going to do something?”

“About what?”

I swallowed hard as I struggled to keep from flying into a rage, even though I knew the likely consequences if I did so. “About Dalia. Are you going to save her?”

Hedrema shook her head, the skulls and bones hanging from her headdress swinging back and forth. “There’s only one person who can save Dalia, and that’s Sorcha. This is her magic, so only she can reverse it.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “But you’re a Queen. You have more power than Sorcha, surely!”

Hedrema snapped her head around, a fire burning in her black eyes. “It doesn’t work like that. Beyond a certain level of potency, Fae magic cannot be reversed except by the one who cast it. You’re a Touched human. I thought you would’ve known this.”

“No,” I said, sick to my stomach. “I didn’t know.” I dropped to my knees beside Dalia and took her hand. “So, she’s going to die?” Just saying those words tore at my insides.

“Did I say that?”

I looked up at her. “But you said⁠—”

“I know what I said, and it’s true, but… I can halt the progress of the poison, at least for a while. She’ll get no worse than she is now.”

After a moment’s pause, I breathed a half sigh of relief, realizing it was the best news I would get next to Sorcha reversing the curse. But that wasn’t likely to happen soon, if it happened at all, though I couldn’t allow myself to think about that. “All right,” I said. “Help her as best you can.”

“You realize this changes nothing,” Hedrema said. “You will still have to find Sorcha.”

No shit, bitch.

“I know, and I need to talk to you about that.”

“Really?” She didn’t seem to relish the prospect of discussing anything with me, a mere human. “What do you need to know? I’ve already explained everything to you.”

“Not everything.”

She raised one eyebrow. “Meaning?”

I looked her straight in her dark eyes. “You know what I mean.”

Hedrema continued staring for a second before looking away and saying nothing. Then she clicked her fingers, and out of the long grass, about half a dozen of her pets appeared, the same ones that were gathered around her like puppies at the castle, minus the one that Osaba ate. The Fae creatures swarmed around Dalia and then lifted her unconscious body off the ground. “I’ll take her back to my castle,” Hedrema said. “I’ll put her on ice, as you humans might say.”

I nodded. “Just make sure she doesn’t die.”

A scowl came over her face. “We need to chat about the proper way to speak to a Queen. No one gives me orders.”

“We can talk all about it later. I assume you know where I’m staying?”

“I’m sure I can find you.”

She walked away then, waving her staff to create a portal back to the Otherworld. Her pets carried Dalia through the portal first, and then Hedrema stepped toward it, throwing me a look over her shoulder before disappearing along with the portal.

Then it was just me standing there in the middle of the Druid Circle, feeling alone as the crows cawed ominously overhead. I closed my eyes for a moment as tears welled up in them. Then I went to the recumbent stone, the one Dalia and I had sat on together before. Dropping to my knees, I put both hands on the ancient stone and closed my eyes again. “Please,” I whispered to whatever god might be listening. “Don’t let her die… please don’t let her die…”

Above me, the crows continued to circle and caw like harbingers of doom.
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The sea before me was vast and beautiful as the sun glinted off its surface. Still, as I sat outside the cottage with a bottle of whiskey, the sublime Atlantic Ocean, unfortunately, gave me no answers, nor offered me much solace. As calming as it was to watch the gentle waves roll across the deep blue surface of the water, I derived no comfort from doing so. Nor was there much comfort to be found in the whiskey I was downing like there was no tomorrow (ha!), or the cigarettes I was smoking, even though I quit the things years ago. 

I’d never felt so depressed in my life, and never so hopeless. The person I was closest to in the world was on the brink of death. Hell, the whole damn world was on the brink of death, and to make matters worse, I was the only one who was trying to do anything about it. There are so many powerful beings in this world—gods, demigods, immortals, Fae, and a host of Touched and supernaturally charged beings—yet where were they all in this time of dire crisis? Where were the Sidhe, the Fae royalty? Why weren’t they trying to stop Sorcha? Were they so indifferent to everything that they were willing to leave the fate of the world in the hands of chance (Chance)? 

I shook my head as I drained the whiskey from my glass. This world truly confounds me at times. My mother used to say that everything happens for a reason in the universe and that we have to have faith that the universe knows what it is doing, even in times of dire struggle and strife. Even when an apocalypse looms on the horizon. 

All I could say to that was, I hoped the universe knew what it was doing.

Because I sure as hell didn’t.
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I was halfway through the bottle of whiskey when I heard my phone ringing inside the cottage. Sighing, I got up and went inside to locate it, finding it on the couch in the living room. Looking at the screen, I saw it was Monty calling. For a moment, I almost didn’t answer it because I knew I would have to tell him about Dalia, and I wasn’t sure if I could without breaking down. But Monty was my friend, and he was Dalia’s friend, so he had a right to know what was happening.

“Hello?” I said upon answering.

“Jayzus, finally!” Monty said, sounding as cheerful as ever. “You know how many times I’ve called you?”

I shook my head, having no idea. I’d hardly looked at my phone since arriving in Cork. “Sorry, mate. I’m in Cork.”

“Cork? What the hell are you doing in that neck of the woods?”

I spent the next ten minutes explaining everything to Monty as he listened without interrupting for a change. When I got to the part about Dalia, it was all I could do to stop myself from bursting into tears. “And so she’s with the Fae Queen,” I said. “And I’m here, twiddling my fucking thumbs.”

“Christ,” Monty said, his former cheerfulness now replaced with solemnity. “Poor Dalia. I can’t believe that. She’s gonna make it, though, right?”

I breathed out slowly, thinking, Why’d he have to ask that question? 

“I honestly don’t know.”

Monty lapsed into silence for a moment, then said, “I’m headin’ down to you. You need me help.”

“No, listen,” I said, shaking my head. “There’s not much you can do here at the minute.”

“Bollocks to that! I want to help.”

“I know you do, and you can help.”

“How?”

“Find me a way to stop Sorcha. There must be a spell or an artifact or something out there that I can use to take her down.”

“What about your Druidic Dagger, the one you killed that elf Iliphar with?”

“I have it here with me, but I don’t think it would do much good. I wouldn’t be able to get near her with it.”

“Keep it on you. You never know.”

“I will, don’t worry.”

“Alright,” Monty said. “I’m gonna start looking for something that might help you, and then I’m comin’ down there. I should be there for Dalia, at the very least. And hey,” he joked, “if the world ends, at least we’ll all be together, right?”

I laughed. “Yeah, I guess so.”

“But that’s not gonna happen, cos I have faith in you. Everyone thought you were mad to go up against Iolas, and you still took the wanker down. You’ll do the same with this Fae bitch.”

“We’ll see,” I said, not sharing his confidence or his faith in me. “Just see what you can find and get back to me. If I hear anything this end, I’ll let you know.”

“You’d better.”

I hung up the phone and sat back on the couch, having at least a modicum of hope that Monty would turn something up. 

In the meantime, I needed to have that chat with Hedrema to see what the hell she was playing at. If she showed up, that is. With nothing else to do but wait, I went back outside to stare at the sea again as if it had all the answers. 

Which I wish it did.

[image: ]


I had gone through nearly the full bottle of whiskey and was fairly drunk when Hedrema finally turned up. It was full dark outside, and the stars were spread across the endless sky, as though the gods themselves had woken up and were now shining their mysterious light on the world.

“I do enjoy the night sky in this realm,” Hedrema said when she appeared out of nowhere to the side of me. She stood looking out toward the sea, seeming to breathe in the air as she gazed up at the stars. “The jewels of the sky are rarely seen in my realm.”

I hardly flinched when she appeared, partly because I was drunk, partly because I had been expecting her. “How’s Dalia?” I asked her, a question I’d been dying to ask since before she arrived.

Hedrema turned to look at me, seeming to blend into the darkness as she stood clutching her staff. “She’s holding on to whatever life force she has left… for now.”

Her answer wasn’t exactly comforting, but I knew it was the best I would get. “As long as she’s holding on.”

Hedrema came closer to me as I remained seated in my chair. “You seem to have a lot of love for her, as she does for you. It would be touching if it weren’t so foolish.”

“I’m sorry, foolish?”

“To you humans, love is the be-all and end-all; a dominant force that holds the world together.” She caressed the skull attached to her staff, as though she once knew the person it belonged to. “Love is not a force for good; it is merely a weakness in the human psyche that you mistakenly believe to be a source of strength.”

“So, what’s your source of strength?”

“Power,” she said, smiling. “Power over the world and those who dwell in it.”

I snorted. “Well, all that power isn’t doing you much good now, is it? In fact, your power created this situation. You made Sorcha who she is. This is all your fault.”

Under other circumstances, I wouldn’t have dared to say such a thing to a Fae Queen of the Unseelie Court, but I was drunk and pissed off, and therefore, couldn’t help it. Although I regretted it when Hedrema suddenly pushed the head of her staff into my chest, pinning me to my seat.

“Be careful. I won’t tolerate such insolence from a mere human. I’ve put others to death for less.”

I stared defiantly at her. “Sure, we’re all dead anyway. What’s the difference?”

Her dark eyes glared at me for a further moment, and then she removed her staff and turned her back on me while I sat rubbing at my sore chest. “You wish to know why I can’t put an end to Sorcha myself?”

“Yes, I would like to know.”

She turned around to face me again, her eyes seeming different, her usual antagonism diminished somewhat. “It’s because she is my progeny.”

“She’s your daughter?” I said in disbelief.

“If you want to put it like that, yes.”

“But I thought you stole her from this realm.”

“I did, but only after I got rid of her.”

“Got rid of her?” I shook my head at her choice of words. “Not exactly the actions of a loving parent, is it?”

Hedrema sneered as if she couldn’t care less about my judgment. “She was an inconvenience I didn’t need. I was in the midst of a war with an Unseelie Court King. The last thing I needed was some… dependent.”

Jesus, I thought, astounded by her callous attitude toward her own blood. “So, you just tossed her away into the human realm?”

“I switched her with a human baby, and she was raised as a human for twenty of your years.”

“Until you stole her back. Why?”

“I was merely curious to see how she turned out.”

Staring into her dark eyes, I thought I could see something else there besides coldness. Perhaps the merest hint of caring for her wayward daughter, though I couldn’t be sure as Fae don’t feel emotions the way humans do, especially Unseelie Court Fae. 

“So was she a chip off the old block?” I couldn’t help but smile.

Hedrema’s narrowed her eyes at me as though she was contemplating banishing me to some desolate realm for all eternity. “She turned out to be powerful. More than I expected her to be.”

“So who’s her father?”

She shifted her focus to the skull on the staff. “He was.”

I hardly knew what to say to that, so I just shook my head as I reached for the whiskey bottle on the ground next to me and took a large swallow.

“You think me a monster,” she said eventually, sounding like she didn’t care either way.

Yes, I do.

“We are who we are.”

“You can never hope to understand the way of the Fae, so don’t even try.”

“I’m not.”

“A wise choice.”

“I’d still like to know why you can’t stop Sorcha if you care so little for her. Killing her shouldn’t be hard for you.”

“Killing is never hard for me,” she practically sneered. “The taking of a life is a constant in my world. Unfortunately, with offspring, there are rules.”

“Such as?”

“A Fae may not kill their own progeny. We lose our power if we do.” She shook her head as if she found the rule ridiculous. “We Fae are not good at breeding. We rarely fall pregnant, and if we do, the offspring often come out deranged.”

I wanted to say that the Fae were deranged anyway, but I dared not. “Did Sorcha come out deranged?”

“Somewhat, though not as bad as most. I think living with you humans made her more deranged than anything. When I stole her back, she was a resident of one of your, what do you call them… mental institutions.”

“The nuthouse?” That figured.

“Yes, the nuthouse,” she said, as if the name was alien to her. “She did not understand what to do with her innate power, and I think she may have hurt some other humans in trying to figure it out.”

“Hurt?”

“Killed.”

A real piece of work then, I thought. “So you stole her back and then helpfully aided her in learning how to control her powers, is that right?”

“Yes, in a way. I thought perhaps she could sit by my side.” She shook her head. “A silly idea, as it turned out. I could never share my power with anyone.”

“So, you locked her up instead.”

“Yes, it seemed the best option.”

“So why didn’t you get one of your minions to kill her, like Osaba or Twig?” Hedrema sighed, suddenly looking uncomfortable, and I soon understood why. “You couldn’t do it, could you? You couldn’t bring yourself to have her killed.”

Hedrema turned her back on me as she looked out toward the sea. “Don’t read too much into that,” she said, glancing over her shoulder slightly. 

“What am I supposed to think? You obviously feel something for her.”

She turned around again as though she thought me insolent. “Don’t presume to know me, human.”

I held my hands up. “I’m not presuming anything. I’m just saying it would be perfectly natural if you held some love for your daughter.”

“Love?” She seemed to struggle with the concept and then dismissed it out of hand. “The Fae do not know love. That’s a human construct.”

“Maybe,” I said. “But you feel something. If not love, then some protective instinct.”

She seemed more at peace with this way of looking at things. “Sorcha and I share the same blood. I suppose it was inevitable some connection would occur. Still, she has become a thorn in my side.”

“And you want that thorn pulled out.”

“Indeed.”

“Can’t you just talk to her?”

She looked confused for a second. “And say what?”

“I don’t know,” I said, puffing my cheeks out. “That you… forgive her, maybe?”

“Forgive her? I could never forgive her. She stole my property and is now causing me all this trouble. How could I?”

Unsure if she wanted an actual answer to that, I just shook my head, tiring of her obstinance. “Look,” I said eventually. “Whatever you think of her, that’s between you two. I just want Dalia to stay alive, and I need Sorcha for that. So I’m asking you, as respectfully as possible, to help me find Sorcha and then to help me talk her into lifting the curse she put on Dalia.”

Hedrema shook her head. “You humans, you always make everything about yourselves, don’t you?”

“I don’t think I’m being unreasonable here. Either way, Sorcha has to be stopped.”

“Perhaps, but I can’t take the chance that she would force me to kill her, and then I would lose my power.” She seemed to shudder at the thought. “I’d rather die than lose my power.”

“Well, I’ve news for you,” I said. “You are going to die anyway, along with everybody else.”

“Not if you stop Sorcha first.”

Sighing exasperatedly, I sat forward in my seat as I lit a cigarette. “How the hell can I stop Sorcha on my own? For a start, I don’t even know where to find her, and even if I did, what chance would I stand against her?”

She took a step forward, seeming very tall as she stood in front of me. “What if I could give you that chance?”

Now I was curious, but also wary of what she might say. “What do you mean?”

“Out there,” she said, gesturing her staff toward the sea, “is an artifact of sorts that will help you find Sorcha, and then when you find her, the artifact will allow you to drain her of her power.”

It sounded too good to be true. “What is this artifact? Where is it?”

“It is called the Hand of Drakkar, and it lies in a box beneath the sea.”

My heart sank. “How am I supposed to get something like that? It could be anywhere out there.”

“True,” Hedrema said. “But there is someone out there who can help you find it.”

“Who?”

She hesitated before answering, as if she daren’t say the name. “Manannán mac Lir.”

“Manannán mac Lir?” I blew out a stream of smoke as I thought for a moment. “Are you talking about the old Irish god of the sea? I thought he was just a myth.”

She gave me a look as if she thought I was overly naïve. “There is no myth, just history. Manannán was formerly a Druid of the Tuath Dé Danann. As a merchant also, he possesses many artifacts, of which the Hand of Drakkar is one.”

“And what, he’s just going to hand this thing over to me? What would he want in return?”

“You would have to ask him that.”

I shook my head at the thought of some terrible price that would have to be paid, most likely in blood. “How do I find him?”

Hedrema stepped to the side to allow me to see the sea beyond. “You simply go out there and call him.”

“That’s it?” I said. “Go out to sea and give him a shout? Sounds too easy.”

“Not if you have to swim out.”

I stopped dead with my cigarette halfway to my mouth. “Are you serious? You want me to swim out to sea? How far?”

“As far as you can. For Manannán to show, you must show your commitment to summoning him.” She looked down at me. “You must keep swimming until you start to drown. At that point, you call his name, and he will save you from drowning.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “That sounds fucking insane, no offense like.”

“Insane or not, it’s true. If you want Dalia to live, you must go to the edge of death.”

“The edge? I’d say drowning myself is slightly over the edge, wouldn’t you?”

She sighed as if I was overreacting. “Manannán will save you. We are talking about an act of faith here. You humans talk much about your faith. I’m sure you have plenty.”

I sat in silence for the next while as I smoked the rest of my cigarette, finally extinguishing it in the ashtray next to me. “This is the only way?”

“For you, it is, yes.”

I stood up and stared out at the dark sea with a sense of foreboding. “It looks like I’m going swimming then.”
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After Hedrema had left, I got a phone call from Monty, informing me that his search hadn’t gone well. Apparently, there were a few artifacts that would likely stop a Fae like Sorcha, but they were scattered to the far corners of the world, and to get them would take too long, if we managed to get them at all. 

Monty was apologetic, but I told him not to worry as I had a lead on something else, though I didn’t tell him what it was. He also tried to insist that he was coming to Cork, but I talked him out of it for the time being. 

Tired and still drunk, I sat outside and smoked a last cigarette as I got my head around what I was soon to do. The thought of swimming out into the vast ocean scared the shit out of me, if I’m being honest. I’m not the strongest of swimmers, and I hadn’t been in the water in years. I probably wouldn’t make it out too far before I tired, at which point I would have to keep going… until I couldn’t.

“This is madness,” I muttered as I dumped the rest of my cigarettes into the trash, along with the empty whiskey bottle. 

Then I grabbed my keys and headed out into the night to all but drown myself in the cold sea.
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There are beaches scattered all along the peninsula, so it didn’t take me long to find a jumping-off point, so to speak. The beach I stood on was bathed in twilight, the sky being a dark gray as the first beams of light from the coming dawn seeped into it to dissipate the darkness. A stiff breeze blew around me as I stood in the wet sand with the waves crashing gently onto the shore. In other circumstances, it would have been a peaceful scene, but I was too full of foreboding even to contemplate the natural beauty of it. All I saw in front of me was a cold, dark sea just waiting to swallow me up.

When I stripped down to my boxer shorts, I placed my clothes in a neat pile on a nearby rock, wondering at the same time if I would ever need clothes again. 

Not if I ended up in the bottom of a watery grave, I thought. 

I couldn’t imagine that any of what Hedrema said was true. I knew there were greater beings out there—gods and monsters from a more ancient time—but to expect one to come along and save me just because I called his name was asking a lot. 

I also told myself that if Hedrema wanted me dead, she probably wouldn’t go to such lengths and would’ve just killed me herself, though you never know with Fae, tricksters that they are. The only thing I had to go on was faith, that human construct that Hedrema was so quick to pour scorn on. Whether or not faith was worthy of scorn, I didn’t care. Faith was all I had to go on. Faith that I would somehow save Dalia. It was the only thing that would allow me to step into the great unknown.

I stood on the shore for a few more moments, my arms folded across me as I stood shivering while the water lapped at my feet, its icy touch causing my muscles to tense and my breath to catch in my throat.

“You can do this,” I said as I shook myself loose, as though I was limbering up for a race. 

When I had finally psyched myself up enough, I walked out into the sea, crying out in shock as the freezing water rolled onto me. It was all I could do to keep going and not run straight back to the shore again. When the water reached my groin, I yelped again as my breath left me for a moment, and I stood where I was, unwilling to go any farther. 

But I knew I had to. There was no turning back now.

Deciding just to go for it, I dived forward into the water, feeling like I’d just plunged into an ice bath. When I came back up, I gasped in shock as I struggled to regulate my breathing. I couldn’t feel the bottom with my feet anymore, so I bobbed in the water for a moment as my body adjusted to the shocking temperature. The only good thing about all this was that since it was high summer, the water was reasonably warm, once you go used to it. If it were winter, I wouldn’t have lasted long before hyperthermia set in.

As soon as I swam, I soon became shocked at how quickly I seemed to tire. I was doing a rather shoddy breast stroke to conserve energy so I could get as far out as possible, but even at that, it still felt like I’d been swimming for hours after just a few moments. When I stopped and looked behind me, the shore seemed like it was very far away. It already felt like I’d passed the point of no return.

“Keep swimming,” I gasped. “Just keep swimming… be like fucking Dori…”

I swam for another few minutes until it felt like my limbs were turning to lead and that I would sink at any second. Stopping, I did my best to regulate my breathing as I looked behind me again. I could hardly see the shoreline at all now. About the only thing I could see around me was a blanket of gloomy dark gray thanks to a thick fog that seemed to have come from out of nowhere. I couldn’t even be sure which direction I was supposed to be swimming in, so I made my best guess and carried on.

I had swum barely a meter when something exploded out of the water in front of me. 

A dark shape that seemed massive from my viewpoint. Stopping, I looked around, soon getting the feeling that there were things swimming around beneath me, though I didn’t know what. Sharks were my first guess, as it inevitably would be. But then something popped its head up from out of the water not too far in front of me. Whatever it was, it was black with a head shaped like a dolphin. Two bright yellow eyes stared right at me, and when the dolphin, or whatever it was, opened its mouth, it was close enough for me to see that it had rows of sharp, needle-like teeth. Then it made a sound halfway between that of a dolphin and that of a human who was screaming. It was an earsplitting noise, and so unnerving it chilled my blood, if it was even possible to chill it any further. Soon, another head popped out of the water, and then another and another, until a dozen of the creatures surrounded me.

As I trod water, my body became more fatigued by the second. I wasn’t sure how much longer I could last before I slipped under. “What… do you want?!” I shouted at the strange dolphin creatures, hardly expecting them to answer me, but not knowing what else to do.

In response, the dolphins made that horrible noise again as they furiously bobbed their heads up and down, pinning me in the middle of their cacophony. I couldn’t even cover my ears because I needed my arms to stay afloat. 

The only thing I could think to do was to swim. It was that or drown, and even though I was supposed to drown (or nearly), I couldn’t bring myself to do it yet, so I started swimming again, right toward the dolphin in front of me, who increased its cries as I neared it, while the rest of them swam around crazily, churning the waters so much that it became almost impossible to keep swimming. And thanks to the fear the dolphins were stirring up in me, my adrenaline was pumping madly now, which only tired me out further.

Just a few feet from the dolphin in front of me, I had to stop, knowing I couldn’t carry on. My limbs were too heavy to keep moving, and I slipped beneath the surface as I struggled to stay afloat.

It’s now or never…

“Manannán!” I screamed the name as loudly as I could, and the second I did, the dolphins went wild, all of them swimming madly around me, erupting from the water to launch themselves over the top of me from every direction, showering me in so much water that it felt like I was beneath the surface already.

With my lungs burning, I tried to scream Manannán’s name again. But as soon as I opened my mouth, it got filled with water, and the next thing I knew, something latched onto my leg and dragged me beneath the surface, taking me down, down, down…

Down into the darkness.
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Iawoke in a panic, gripped by terror, and the first thing I did was take in a massive lungful of air. Shocked that I could even breathe, I soon coughed uncontrollably, until my body turned to the side of its own accord and ejected the salty water that had filled up my lungs. 

When I finally stopped coughing, I just lay there as my vision slowly came back into focus. It was with much relief that I realized I was no longer in the water, and that I was lying on something solid. Above me, I saw the sky, which wasn’t dark anymore but filled with a cold light. Turning my head to the side, I saw I was lying on wooden boards that were much worn. Then I became aware of a rocking motion beneath me, as if whatever I was lying on was moving. As I forced myself to sit up, I soon saw that I was on a boat of some sort. 

No, not a boat, something else…

On either side, I could see huge, spoked wheels jutting out of the water. 

This was no boat I was on. 

This was a chariot. 

As I looked behind me, I saw a giant of a man at the front of the chariot, and I shook my head in awe and disbelief. 

Could it be him? 

It had to be.

Gingerly, I got to my feet at the back of the chariot to see that nothing but sea surrounded us. Up ahead, a massive steed was pulling the chariot, its hooves impossibly traversing the waves as it pulled us along at speed.

It all clicked then. I was aboard Scuabtuinne—also known as the “Wave Sweeper”—the great sea-faring chariot fabled to be ridden by Manannán. 

And indeed, Manannán himself stood at the front, holding the reins. From behind, he stood at least eight or nine feet tall. His brown hair spilled down over a long cloak, which itself covered most of the dark purple armor he wore underneath. At his side, an enormous sword hung, which I knew from legend went by the name of Fragarach, or The Answerer. The cloak he wore was also magical and reputedly enabled him to become invisible. 

Feeling slightly fearful and somewhat insignificant in Manannán’s godly presence, I cleared my throat and said, “Hello…”

Manannán didn’t turn around immediately, and for a moment, I thought he didn’t hear me. But then he pulled back on the reins and slowed his steed to a stop, saying, “Woah Enbarr.” The steed came to a stop and stood atop the water as though it were standing on solid ground.

When Manannán finally turned around to face me, his ruggedly handsome features immediately struck me. He had striking blue eyes and a jawline that any movie star would be proud of. Age-wise, he looked around his mid-thirties, though he was thousands of years old at this point. When he spoke, his voice was expectedly deep, given his huge size, but it was also unexpectedly soft. “Dia duit, mortal,” he said.

“Dia dhuit,” I said, finding myself bowing my head slightly in a gesture of respect. “My name is Corvin Chance.”

“Well, you know my name.” He spoke in English now, thankfully, for as I’ve already mentioned, my Gaelic isn’t the best. “Those Black Dolphins almost drowned you before you said it.”

I had forgotten about the Black Dolphins, and the mention of them made my heart race. “What are they?”

“Dark spirits of the sea who have no problem drowning any man foolish enough to swim out to sea in the darkness.”

I looked away from his intimidating gaze for a second, feeling as foolish as he implied I was. “I’m afraid I had no choice.”

“Clearly, if you were willing to court death just to get my attention.” He crouched down, so he was almost level with my face. “What is it you so desperately need?”

My body shivered uncontrollably as I stood with arms folded tightly against myself. “A b-blanket would be nice,” I said, smiling awkwardly.

Manannán waved his hand, and a blanket magically appeared around me, cloaking me in its warmth, bringing an immediate sense of relief and comfort. “Better?”

I nodded. “Yes, thank you.”

“Well, now that you are warm, perhaps you can tell me what you are doing here. I take it you need my help with something?”

“I’ve come for the Hand of Drakkar.”

Manannán reacted little to what I said. I’m sure I wasn’t the first mortal to end up on his chariot begging for his help. “Why would you need such a wretched thing?”

“To save the world?” I said, laughing slightly. “And my friend, who will die if I don’t help her.”

“To save the world? You fancy yourself a hero?”

“A hero? No, I just… got roped in.”

Manannán smiled. “That’s always the way, and why I like to steer clear of the shore. There’s always trouble on the land.”

“You got that right.”

He laughed as though he knew all about it. Then he stood up straight, his great cloak billowing in the wind. Behind him, Enbarr neighed like he knew all about mortals and their destructive ways. “So,” Manannán said. “You come here seeking the Hand of Drakkar.”

“Yes.”

“I can retrieve it for you, but its possession comes at a price.”

Dread filled me. “What price?”

“A hand for a hand.”

Jesus…

I did my best not to seem too rattled as I pulled the thick blanket tighter around myself. A hand for a hand. What did I expect anyway? That he would pass it along to me for free? There’s always a price. I was just too caught up in things to consider it before. I’d come this far, and there was no turning back now. If losing a hand meant I could save Dalia, it was a small price to pay. 

“Okay.”

Manannán stared at me for a long moment, as if he wasn’t sure I knew what I agreed to. “So be it,” he said, eventually. He then turned to the side and held up both hands, closing his eyes as he spoke loudly in Gaelic. And as he did so, I could feel his power in the air, like nothing I’d ever felt before. 

God power.

After a moment, the water next to the chariot began to broil as it looked as though something was about to break the surface. A few seconds later, something did. A wooden box that hung in mid-air for a second until Manannán drew it to him, eventually taking the dripping box in his massive hands. 

Opening the box, he removed what was inside: the Hand of Drakkar. 

As he held the severed appendage, it looked to me like an ordinary human hand, with a slit of sorts in the middle of the palm. “This once belonged to a very evil Magi,” Manannán said. “Are you sure you want it?”

I nodded, even though it was the last thing I wanted. “I’m sure.”

Manannán put the hand back in the box and placed the box at his feet. Then he drew his massive sword, the blade of which seemed to glow in the breaking daylight. “Are you ready to pay the price?”

Swallowing hard, I nodded again. “Yes.”

“Hold out your right hand.”

A voice started up in me then, saying I was crazy if I allowed him to cut off my casting hand, but I silenced the voice and shakily extended my arm out in front of me. 

“Do it,” I said, my face tense with anticipation.

No sooner did I put my arm out when Manannán suddenly brought his sword down in a movement that my eyes barely comprehended, so fast was it. One second I was looking at my hand, the next I was looking at a bloody stump, and my severed hand lay on the floor of the chariot in a small pool of blood. I stared at the stump for long seconds as I waited for the pain to start. When it did, it came as a shock, and I breathed heavily as I tried mightily not to fall to my knees, clutching my wrist. On top of the physical pain, I also felt a massive sadness at the thought that I might never play the guitar again.

Manannán didn’t seem at all disturbed by the sight of my bloody stump and casually picked up the Hand of Drakkar from the box. Then he took hold of my arm and pushed the Hand of Drakkar against the cleanly cut stump. Immediately, I felt the hand bond with my arm as my tendons and skin conjoined with it. It was a painful process, but one which lasted only a moment. 

Before I knew it, it was like the Hand of Drakkar had always been a part of me. I held it up and flexed the long fingers, which were longer than the fingers on my other hand. Then I turned the hand around to look at the palm, at the strange slit in the middle, and when I did, the slit suddenly opened to reveal a human eye staring right at me. I couldn’t help but cry out in shock as I quickly turned the hand around, so I didn’t have to look at that evil eye. 

“Who’s eye is that?” I asked.

“Drakkar’s,” Manannán said, as if the answer was obvious. “It is what will give you sight.”

I slowly turned the hand again to look at the eye once more. The retina was a dark green, and the pupil was big and saucer-like. The look it gave me was nothing less than giddy malice, as if it couldn’t wait to get using its powers again. Not only that, but I could feel a sense of evil intent spread through me as though it was trying to take over. “What about my own hand?”

Manannán picked up my severed hand between thumb and forefinger and then turned around and gave it to Enbarr, who, to my horror, ate it. Manannán then turned back to me. “You won’t be needing it again.”

Still in shock at the sight of the steed chowing down on my severed casting hand, I stood in shocked silence as I thought I had made a huge mistake in sacrificing it for something that was pure evil. “What have I done?” 

Manannán put a giant hand on my shoulder, his touch gentle. “Heroes must make sacrifices,” he said, his blue eyes full of compassion for my plight. “It is what makes a hero. Go now and save your friend.”

I looked around and saw nothing but open sea. “Go?”

That’s when he picked me up with both hands and held me over the water. “Tread carefully, Corvin Chance, for not everything on the hero’s path is at it seems.”

I was about to ask him what he meant by that when he suddenly thrust me down into the water and held me under. Instinctively, I thrashed around until eventually I felt his hands let me go, and I pushed myself upward. 

When I broke the surface, it surprised me to find that the chariot had disappeared, along with Manannán and Enbarr. 

“No…” I said, thinking he had stranded me at sea, but when I turned around in the water, I saw land and realized it was the shore I had started from.

With a sigh of relief, I swam to dry land.
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It was as though something alien had attached itself to me; a parasite bent on taking over my body and mind. Still in shock after everything, I was driving back to the cottage as I tried not to look at the bizarre appendage now attached to my right arm. Every time I looked at the strangely clawed hand, I felt slightly sick to my stomach, especially since I knew the hand belonged to some evil Magi from years ago who probably left a trail of blood and death behind him before he finally died a no doubt violent death. 

I missed my own hand. Somehow I had thought I would get it back after I was done with Drakkar’s, but Manannán soon shattered that notion when he casually handed it to Enbarr to chow down on. Just the thought of the steed crushing my flesh and bone between his huge teeth turned my stomach further. 

I was now left with the question of what I would do about my new appendage once I was done with it, assuming I didn’t die first. Was I supposed to chop it off as Manannán had chopped mine off, and discard it once more to the sea? I had no idea and decided I didn’t need to know until I had found and stopped Sorcha. 

As I drove along the peninsula with the morning sun now beating down vigorously, I would notice occasionally that the Hand would make movements on its own, with no conscious direction from me. They were just slight movements, like gripping the steering wheel harder than necessary, or the fingers would flex themselves, but they were enough to freak me out slightly and to make me wonder if the Hand was gearing itself up for full autonomy. 

By the time I made it back to the cottage, I couldn’t help wondering if the Hand of Drakkar would be the death of me.
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Inside the cottage, I made myself a coffee but refused to do anything with my new right hand. I kept my arm tight to my side so I wouldn’t have to look at the Hand, nor let it touch anything. Everything I did, I did with my left hand, including taking a piss. There was no way I would let that thing touch my junk. 

Despite keeping the Hand out of the way, it still found ways to get my attention, like tapping me on the leg or pinching the skin of my thigh. Once, it even made a tight fist for long seconds before unclenching itself. It was like having another living entity attached to me.

When I sat on the couch, I took a drink of coffee and then closed my eyes for a second, allowing a certain sense of relief to wash over me, more so because I was still alive and hadn’t drowned in the open sea. As dire as things were, that was at least something to be grateful for. 

When my phone rang next to me, I picked it up without thinking with my new right hand, but dropped the device once I realized what I’d done. I picked up the phone again with my left hand, pushing the Hand of Drakkar under my right leg to trap it there. 

Answering the phone, I thought it would be Monty, but I was pleasantly surprised to hear Amelia Tasar’s voice on the other end. “Hey there,” she said. 

“Hey yourself,” I said, glad to hear her voice. “How are you? Have you recovered yet?”

“I’m getting there. I’ll be out of this place soon.”

“I hope they’re treating you okay,” I said, referring to the staff at the Council Medical Center.

“They are.” She paused. “Your friend Benedict came to see me last night.”

“Oh? What about?”

“He wanted to know what will happen with Iolas’ empire. More specifically, he wanted to know if I would take it over.”

“And are you?”

“I don’t know.” She went silent for a moment. “I might just dismantle the whole damn thing.”

“Iolas may have gone too far, but I can’t deny he kept the criminal element in line. Without a General, things might get out of hand.”

“Someone else will fill the position.”

“Yeah, some other psychopath probably, like Constantine.”

“You are sounding like Benedict. He said the same thing.”

“Maybe he’s right. Better you than someone else.”

I heard her snort her dissent. “And what about me? Don’t I get a choice? I’ve spent most of my life in service to this bullshit.”

“I know you have.” I paused for a second as I felt the Hand flex against my leg, and I shifted my weight onto it more to stop it from moving. 

“Are you alright? You’re making weird noises.”

“Fine,” I said. “Just a bit… uncomfortable at the moment.”

“Why?”

“It’s nothing. Don’t worry about it.”

“Why do I get the sense that you’re in trouble again?”

I looked away for a moment as I wondered if I should tell her about everything that was going on, but I ultimately decided not to bother her with it. She would only insist on helping, and she had been through enough already. “I’m just helping Dalia with something.”

“Your little Fae friend?” 

I couldn’t help but notice the mild scorn in her voice. “Yes, the one who helped save your life.”

“I know. Tell her I’m grateful. What’s wrong with her?”

“She’s …sick. Very sick.”

“What happened?”

“She was cursed by another Fae.”

“Is she going to make it?”

“I hope so.”

“I’m sorry, Corvin. Can I help?”

“No, I’m handling it. You rest up. Maybe we can go for dinner or something when I get back.”

“Get back? From where?”

“Cork.”

“You’re mixed up in something, aren’t you? With the Fae.”

“Yeah, but as I said, I’m handling it.”

“You sure you don’t need my help? I do owe you.”

“You owe me dinner, nothing more.”

I felt her smile down the phone. “I can buy you dinner,” she said. “Then afterwards, I can show you just how grateful I really am.”

A smile crossed my face. “Is that place making you frustrated or something?”

She laughed. “A little, yeah.”

“Well, hang in there until I get back.”

“I’ll do my best, Lothario.”

We said our goodbyes, and then I hung up the phone, wishing I was back in Dublin with her. The idea of spending a week in bed with Amelia filled me with longing, but the Hand pinching my leg soon got my attention instead. Almost angrily, I pulled the Hand from under my thigh and held it up in front of my face. “What?” I demanded. “What do you want?”

The eye in the center of the palm suddenly opened to stare right at me. A second later, I noticed a whispering voice that seemed to fade in and out, as though someone was turning the volume up and down. To make matters even creepier, the voice sounded like it was saying my name. 

“Corvin…” the masculine voice whispered.

I tried to ignore both the voice and the Hand by trying to force it down to my side again, but the Hand didn’t want to be moved this time. Somehow it locked my arm, so it remained in front of my face, that eye still staring right at me. As much as I wanted to, I couldn’t tear my gaze away from it.

Then the visions came. Images that flashed in front of me as if they were real. Ghastly images awash with blood and death, lingering pictures of mutilated bodies and screaming faces, followed by the sounds of actual screams mixed up with unmistakable laughter in the background. Laughter I knew was coming from Drakkar himself, whose evil spirit still lingered within the Hand.

“Stop!” I shouted as I jumped to my feet, doing my best to shake the nightmarish images from my mind. 

The images soon stopped, but the heinous laughter continued, growing louder in my ears until it became unbearable. Not knowing what else to do, I went to the kitchen and looked in the drawers for something to cover the Hand with. Finding a black trash bag, I wrapped it tightly around the Hand, glad that I no longer had to look at that unblinking eye. As soon as the Hand was covered, the sound of laughter dissipated until it finally stopped, and a moment later, I had control of my arm back.

“Goddamn it…” I stood shaking my head, unable to believe that I now had to put up with this evil appendage. Something told me that if I didn’t get rid of it soon, it would do its best to take me over completely, and perhaps force me into doing unspeakable things on its behalf, and I couldn’t have that. As soon as I found Sorcha and got her to lift the curse from Dalia, the Hand of Drakkar was coming off one way or another.

But first, I had to use it to find Sorcha.
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Sitting back down on the edge of the couch, I tentatively unwrapped the Hand of Drakkar, even though it was the last thing I wanted to do. But I had gone to so much trouble to get it for a reason, and now it was time to make good on that reason.

The eye was already open as I removed the trash bag, and the fingers clawed and flexed as the unblinking orb stared challengingly back at me, as if it was waiting to see what I would do next.

“Alright,” I said, staring at the eye. “Show me where Sorcha is.”

My demand was met by faint laughter that echoed menacingly in my ears. Not the response I was expecting. Nonetheless, I persisted.

“Where is the Fae Sorcha? Tell me where she is!”

More laughter sounded, only this time, it was accompanied by a hissing voice that said, “Sacrifice…“

I shook my head. “Sacrifice? I’ve already cut off my bloody hand!”

“Blood… sacrifice…“

“Blood sacrifice?”

“Blood!“

I stared straight at the eye of Drakkar. “No more blood!”

The eye in the center of the palm widened as if in a fury, but I didn’t care how pissed off the Hand was. Or at least I didn’t until it suddenly launched itself at me. I was powerless to stop it as the Hand wrapped its bony fingers around my throat and started squeezing. Unable to breathe, I used my other hand—my own hand!—to pull at the Hand of Drakkar to get it off me, but it was stuck there like a damn Facehugger from Alien. And the more I pulled, the tighter the grip got until I thought I would pass out. But then the Hand suddenly loosened its grip, allowing me to breathe again as it slowly pulled away and positioned itself in front of my face, the eye doing a grand job of communicating that I had to do as it said or else it would kill me.

When I got my breath back enough to speak, I growled at the Hand. “Pull a stunt like that again, and I’ll go all Bruce Campbell on your ass with a fucking chainsaw. Got it?”

I don’t think the Hand had much of a clue what I was talking about, but I’m sure it got the gist. It didn’t seem too concerned by my threat to cut it off. Instead, it started its whispering again, only this time its demands for a sacrifice were accompanied by a series of gruesome images that depicted a figure in a dark hood who I took to be Drakkar himself, using a sacrificial dagger to slit some poor girl from gullet to groin, before plunging his hands inside the resultant cavity to scoop out his victim’s intestines. Thankfully, the images ceased before I could have time to see what Drakkar did with the innards.

“No way,” I said, firmly shaking my head. “No way am I killing any innocent people, and especially like that.”

“Sacrifice!” the voice of Drakkar demanded once more.

“No!

“Sacrifice! Sacrifice! Sacrifice! Sacri⁠—“

“NO!”

Having had enough, I grabbed the trash bag to cover up the Hand again, but before I could, the Hand made a fist and punched me in the face, hitting me right on the cheek and eliciting a yelp of pain from me. Then it hit me again, this time on the nose, causing blood to flow instantly.

And it kept on hitting… and hitting…

As much as I tried to stop it, the Hand was too strong for me, and before I knew it, it knocked me right into oblivion.
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When I came to, I was still lying on the couch, and the Hand was still in front of my face, its knuckles reddened with blood. My face ached as I tentatively touched it with my left hand, and my nose felt broken as I had trouble breathing through it.

The eye stared at me as if it now expected my total submission.

“Fuck you,” I said eventually. “I’m not killing anyone.”

The eye positively quivered with rage as the Hand started attacking me again, hitting and hitting until all I saw was blackness once more…
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The next time I opened my eyes, the Hand was still there in front of my face, and I found I could only see out of one eye. Not only that, my entire face felt misshapen, as if it was cracked all over. My mouth was so busted I could hardly speak.

“Sacrifice!” Drakkar, or what remained of his spirt, demanded once more.

I didn’t answer this time. Instead, I got up quickly from the couch and rushed to the kitchen, where I grabbed the biggest knife I could find. Then I slammed the Hand down onto the chopping block. 

“I’ll find another way to stop Sorcha and save Dalia,” I said as I raised the knife, intending first to stab the eye, and then to cut the Hand off altogether. 

But as I brought the knife down, the Hand inevitably resisted by springing up and grabbing my wrist, slowly turning the blade of the knife on me, pushing it toward my throat. As the knife got nearer, I tried to use my magic against the Hand for the first time, but I wasn’t surprised to find that I couldn’t, for Drakkar was blocking it. I couldn’t even drop the knife as the Hand was holding it in place, ensuring I couldn’t open my left hand.

The point of the knife had reached the hollow of my throat by the time I relented. “Stop!” I said. “I’ll do it…”

The Hand pulled the knife away slowly, keeping it just in front of me. “Sacrifice…“

I sighed helplessly. “Alright, I’ll give you your damn sacrifice, you evil son of a bitch…”
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Drakkar’s evil spirit, asshole that it was, wouldn’t allow me to access my magic so I could heal the damage it had done to my face. I guess it wanted the pain to be a reminder not to mess with it again. The Hand ceased its autonomous movements for the time being and stayed by my side where I kept it, so I didn’t have to look at it.

“I can’t believe I’ve agreed to murder somebody,” I said to myself as I sat on the couch and wondered what I would do. There wasn’t much choice but to do as Drakkar said, for the Hand could kill me anytime it wanted. It had already made that abundantly clear. 

It wanted a blood sacrifice. 

The only question now was where I was going to get one. Someone had to die, but who? No one was innocent, that was for sure. But then again, would it matter? Everyone would die if I didn’t do as Drakkar asked, anyway. Still, if I had to murder someone, I wanted to at least make sure I murdered someone who deserved it if anyone deserved to be killed. But there was no time for moral debate. If I didn’t stop Sorcha, and soon, the world would be over, anyway.

Eventually, I lifted my phone and called Monty. “Hey,” I said. “I need a favor. I need you to find me someone to murder.”
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With help from Monty, I found a suitable candidate for sacrifice. 

I know how that sounds. You might be thinking I’m as evil as Drakkar for even contemplating ritually murdering someone, but before you go judging me, remember what’s at stake here. 

Besides, the person Monty had found for me deserved what was coming to him, at least according to Monty. It was a child killer by the name of Glenn Morely, an Englishman who came to live in Cork several years ago when he got chased out of Manchester for being a known pedophile. Morely lived in Cork City until it was discovered that he was responsible for the deaths of three children under the age of ten. According to Monty, Morely was suspected of kidnapping and murdering three other children, but there wasn’t enough evidence to convict him on those. Monty even turned up video footage that Morely had posted on the dark web, showing a masked Morely vilely abusing one of his victims for the entertainment of the international pedophile ring he belonged to. There was no doubt in anyone’s mind that Morely was an evil piece of work that didn’t deserve to foul the earth with his footsteps any longer. Monty, being a victim of past abuse himself, told me to make it as painful as possible for Morely. 

While I understood the sentiment, I planned on doing just the opposite. If Iolas’ treatment of poor Arthur Cartwright had shown me anything, it was that I took no pleasure whatever in torturing anyone. Although, in saying all that, I suspected Drakkar’s spirit would take over anyway, leaving me no choice but to go along on whatever ride Drakkar took me on. 

Whatever it turned out to be, I can’t say I was looking forward to it.

Morely was being temporarily housed in the medium-security Cork Prison in the city. Once the courts sentenced him, he would be transferred to a maximum-security facility somewhere and left to rot in solitary for the rest of his life, and that’s if he didn’t get killed by the other inmates first. People of Morely’s ilk rarely lasted too long in prison. Not that any of that mattered, as I was about to kill him, anyway. 

Or rather, the Hand was.

Cork Prison isn’t the biggest of facilities, housing only about three hundred inmates, most of them low-level criminals. Monty had helpfully dug up the blueprints for the prison and had planned out the quickest route for me to reach Morely’s cell. With the help of my magic, I didn’t expect that it would be very hard to get inside the prison. Nonetheless, I waited until dark before making my move.

Sitting in my car a few streets away from the prison, I held up the Hand to address it. “I need access to my magic if I’m going to do this,” I said, staring at the eye.

The eye blinked once, and a second later, I felt my magic flowing through me once more. 

When I got out of the car, I stood in a block of shadow under a doorway, then used my magic to turn myself invisible. As soon as I was ready, I walked to the main gates of the prison. 

“Nebulam, fumum, vaporem tu debes evadere,” I whispered, turning my physical body instantly to vapor, which allowed me to walk straight through the gates unhindered. 

On the other side, everything looked gray and ghostly, as if a thick fog had come down to shroud everything. This was because I was now in the Astral Plane, a place I never feel comfortable in for all sorts of reasons, chief among them being that it’s bloody dangerous because of the amount of entities—malevolent or otherwise—that dwelled within it. Becoming vapor may have been a useful trick, but if I stayed like it for too long, there was real danger I could end up trapped within the Astral Plane forever. For that reason, as soon as I was through the gates, I quickly made myself solid again.

The route that Monty had mapped out for me didn’t involve going inside the prison itself until I had reached the place where Morely’s cell is. Having memorized the route, I made my way to the exercise yard, turning myself to vapor again whenever I came across any security fences or doors. The small yard ran alongside the solitary confinement wing, and I walked exactly sixty-six yards by the whitewashed wall, stopping just under a tiny window. On the other side of the wall was Morely’s cell, according to Monty.

While I stood facing the wall, the Hand agitated, flexing its fingers as if in anticipation of getting them wet with blood. 

Sighing at what I was about to do, I turned myself to vapor again and walked through the wall into Glenn Morely’s prison cell.
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The dark cell I ended up in was narrow and claustrophobic, with dirty white walls and a toilet in one corner. Apart from that, there was nothing else in there, except, of course, for the inmate who was sleeping on the small single bed. I knew it was Morely because I had already seen the picture of him that Monty had sent me. The child murderer was in his early fifties, with thinning gray hair and gaunt features, his chin and hollowed cheeks stubbled with thick whiskers. Looking down at him sleeping, I tried to decide if he looked like an evil murderer, soon deciding that he didn’t. Like nearly all such people, Morely looked unremarkable, normal even. 

Except he wasn’t normal. Far from it.

The Hand of Drakkar was soon hovering over Morely’s face as the eye seemed to examine him. I could already feel the pleasure of anticipation coming from the Hand, a pleasure which flowed through me as well, though I tried to resist it. 

The energy in the room soon changed, as if it had become charged with electricity. This was followed by the sound of many whispering voices that seemed to come from everywhere at once, though who the voices belonged to, I had no idea. There was dark magic—darker than any I’d ever felt—at work in the room, and as much as I wanted no part of it, I still found myself at the center.

As the Hand continued to hover over Morely’s face, the man himself must have sensed something, for he flung his eyes open, which soon widened in fear as if he could see the eye of Drakkar looking down on him, which he obviously couldn’t because I was still maintaining my invisibility. The room itself was so charged with energy that I knew Morely felt it himself, which probably accounted for the look of fear on his face, and his darting eyes. He looked like he was about to scream, so frightened was he by the invisible presence in the room with him, and the unnatural coldness in the air. But before he could make a sound, I felt my arm shoot up and then back down again as the Hand swiped across Morely’s throat, the long, sharp fingernails slicing into Morely as easily as any knife would. As the Hand finished its sudden movement, a spray of blood splattered against the white wall, forming a dripping red rose.

Morely’s hands immediately went to his throat to stem the bleeding, but it was no use. The cut was deep, and the ruby red was flowing out of him like wine from a bottle, saturating the bed he was lying on. The laughter of many voices echoed around the cell as Morely lay choking on his own blood, his eyes wide with shock. As much as I thought the bastard deserved to die, I took no pleasure in watching it happen. It wasn’t long before the smell of urine and excrement filled the cell, turning me sick.

“He’s dead now,” I whispered. “Time to go.”

But the Hand of Drakkar wasn’t done yet. It ripped off Morely’s saturated clothes until his thin torso was exposed, then it used its nails to puncture Morely’s belly. As the fingers dug deeper into soft flesh, I had to look away, which was difficult considering the Hand had control of my entire arm. I ended up shutting my eyes when the Hand pulled hard and ripped out a bunch of Morely’s intestines, placing the pile of stinking innards on the man’s bare chest. The smell, not to mention the sight of all that gore, was too much for me, and I ended up vomiting on the floor, spewing my DNA everywhere, which luckily for me, there was no record of on any system. 

As I spat out the last of the vomit, the surrounding voices got louder as they chanted something in unison in a language I couldn’t understand. I didn’t care what they were all saying anyway, though I was worried that someone else might hear them. I still wasn’t sure if the voices were in my head, or if they existed outside of it. If the latter was the case, there was no doubt one of the screws would come and check soon.

Not that the Hand seemed to care as it dipped itself in Morely’s innards, and because the Hand was obviously attached to me, I was forced to endure the slippery feel of the innards. 

“Enough!” I hissed, just as another voice sounded from outside the cell.

“Everything all right in there?” It was the screw alerted by the noise.

Before I could say anything else to the Hand, the cell door opened to reveal a young male guard in his twenties. His wide eyes went first to the sight of Morely’s mutilated body, and then, to my surprise, to me. As the guard looked right into my eyes, his face drained of blood, and his lower lip quivered in fear. That’s when I realized he could see me. In the course of the ritual, my invisibility spell had worn off.

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph!” the guard exclaimed as he made the sign of the cross on himself, and then promptly ran screaming.

“Great!” I said. “He saw my bloody face!”

Immediately, I cast another Invisibility Spell, just as I heard footsteps running down the corridor toward the cell. The Hand must’ve known it was out of time, because it now hung loosely by my side, Morely’s blood still dripping off of it. Just as two more guards appeared at the door, I turned myself to vapor and went through the wall, leaving a bloody mess behind me.

Once I was outside, I ran as fast as I could back to the car, started the engine, and drove off like a maniac. When I was back in the countryside again, I pulled the car over by the side of an empty road and banged on the steering wheel. “Shit, shit, shit!”

The guard had seen my face, which wasn’t good, though I doubted very much he would remember me. It was dark in the cell, and the young guard was probably so frightened and freaked out that he most likely couldn’t be sure what he saw. There was also the fact that Morely was despised by everyone, so I doubted anyone would look too hard for his killer. With any luck, his gruesome death would forever remain a mystery.

Soon, the smell of blood in the car got too much for me. Combined with the fresh images of what had just happened, it was enough to make me open the door and vomit onto the road, though there wasn’t much left in my stomach to bring up by that point. 

When I closed the door again, I realized I was drenched in Morely’s blood, which was smeared all over the interior of the small car. Making a tight fist with my left hand, I squeezed my eyes shut as I tried to get a grip on myself. Things had gotten so crazy. It felt like I was on a rapid descent to Hell. 

“Keep it together, Corvin,” I told myself, and then brought the Hand of Drakkar up in front of me, which was completely covered in blood, except the eye in the middle that stared out at me. “I’m going to get cleaned up now,” I said in a voice that was weary but firm. “And afterward, you will show me where Sorcha is.”

I stared at the Hand, waiting for a response that never came. 

The eye just stared coldly back at me.
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After taking a shower back at the cottage (trying not to look at the Hand the whole time), I felt slightly better. Not soiled anymore, at least on the outside. A sense of calm also emanated from the Hand, as if the bloodletting had sated Drakkar’s spirit. 

I couldn’t help but wonder how long this would last, though. How long before it demanded another sacrifice? 

Hopefully, not before I’d confronted Sorcha. I’d given the Hand what it wanted. Now it was its turn to provide me with what I wanted. 

So as soon as I was dressed again, I went outside. The sky was dark and cloudy, as if a storm was brewing. The air itself felt positively charged with energy, though not all of it from the coming storm. There was another energy at play, one which I knew had to have had something to do with Sorcha and her ritual to activate the Arc of Annihilation. Something told me she was on the cusp of completing her process to usher in the apocalypse, which meant there was no more time to mess around.

Holding the Hand of Drakkar up in front of me, I stared at the eye. “You got your blood. Now show me where Sorcha is.”

The Hand moved my arm toward me, bringing itself to rest on my forehead, the palm slightly out so I could still see the eye only inches from my own. The eye’s stare was intense, as if it was trying to burn a hole in my head. Then, images forced themselves into my mind, taking me away from my current surroundings to somewhere else. Suddenly, I was standing in a field in front of a Megalithic round tower with a hexagonal base. The sky above was pitch black and full of broiling clouds, and as I looked up at the tower, I saw a figure standing on top of it, who I instantly recognized as Sorcha. Her hands were raised as if in praise, and then she looked down at me as if she could see me. That’s when the vision ceased, and I found myself back at the cottage again.

The vision wasn’t much to go on, but it was enough. There was only one round tower in Cork that was fully intact, and that was Kinneigh Round Tower. It was also the only one in Ireland with a hexagonal base, so there was no doubting where Sorcha was. The only problem is, the Kinneigh Tower is nearly an hour and half’s drive from my current location. I didn’t foresee myself making it there in time to stop Sorcha, given that she had already begun her ritual, which was also probably her last one before the Arc became activated.

I had little time to think about any of this, though, for seconds later, I found myself in the midst of another vision. In this vision, I appeared to be looking up from the ground. Kinneigh Tower was in the background, but the dark figure of Hedrema was blocking most of it out. In her hand was a large knife, which she soon brought down on me in a stabbing motion, but before I could feel any pain, the vision ended suddenly.

“What the hell was that?” I asked the Hand as I held it in front of me, the eye staring back at me with a look of knowing. “Did you show me the future?” The Hand’s index finger flexed slightly as if in response. “Great, so Hedrema will try to kill me. But why?”

The Hand gave no response this time, and in fact, the eye in the palm closed, as if to show that it was done helping me. If indeed it was helping me, and not messing with my head by showing me something it knew would throw me off balance. Given Drakkar’s sadistic disposition, I wouldn’t put it past him. Either way, I knew I had to be careful.

As driving to Kinneigh Tower wasn’t an option, given that it would take too long to get there, I knew I would have to use my magic instead. I was in possession of a spell that would create a portal, supposedly to wherever I wanted to go, but I had never used it before, mainly because my mother used to warn me about such spells, telling me that opening portals was a dangerous business because they were so hard to get right. It was all too easy, she said, to end up somewhere you didn’t want to be, which included other worlds that wouldn’t take too kindly to a human showing up in them. For that reason, I’ve always been afraid to use portals, but at this point, I didn’t have a choice.

To cast the spell, I would also have to use my left hand, which I wasn’t happy about either. You get used to using a certain hand when casting magic, and over time, the casting hand becomes as important as the words to the spell itself, so I wasn’t sure how things would turn out.

Still, having no choice, I said the words to the spell. “Ianua sit!” 

Then I moved my left hand around in a circular motion, focusing my magic in front of me as bright blue energy soon trailed behind my hand, coloring in the black of night as the portal formed. As the portal widened, I concentrated hard on the place I wanted to go to, and soon the portal was formed. All I had to do now was step into it, though I hesitated before doing so, afraid that I would end up on the other side of the world, or in some other world altogether, trapped and unable to get to Sorcha. Then it would be all be over.

As my fears increased, I almost closed the portal up again. But then a voice popped into my head, a memory of my father, about to leave on the night that he ended up dying at the hands of Constantine. At nine years old, I didn’t want him to go. I knew his job was dangerous, and I told him I was afraid that something terrible would happen to him. I wanted him to stay so he could read to me in bed like he did most nights. In the memory, I saw my father come to me and place his hands gently on my shoulders as he smiled reassuringly. “You don’t have to be afraid, Corvin,” he said softly. “Fear is just in your mind, and you can conquer it if you want to.”

“How?” I asked him tearfully.

“You chose not to be afraid.”

I didn’t understand what he meant. How can you choose not to be afraid? Fear is fear, and it grips you whether or not you want it to.

But I understood now that even if fear grips you hard, only you can give it power over you. All you had to do was choose.

So I chose not to give my fear any more power and stepped forward into the portal.
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For a horrifying moment, as I stumbled out of the exit portal, I thought I had emerged into the wrong place. For I now found myself in the center of a raging storm. Near gale force winds were driving heavy rain, and overhead thunder boomed and lightning flashed, all of which made visibility difficult. 

As the portal closed up behind me, however, I soon saw that I was standing in the middle of a field, though I still did not understand where. Looking around me in the pitch darkness, it was difficult to see beyond a few feet, especially with the rain, which was coming down in sheets. I was drenched within moments. 

“Shit!” I said as I continued to look around, wondering which direction I should move in, all the while hoping that I was at least close to the tower. 

Then a bolt of lightning flashed, illuminating the tumultuous sky, and for a split second, I caught sight of the looming tower in the distance, seeming to be about half a mile away. 

“Thank god…”

I ran toward the tower in the distance, tramping through the sodden field, pushing my way through the driving rain until I eventually reached an old graveyard right next to an abandoned church. The tower was only fifty yards from the church, and as the lightning flashed again, I saw Sorcha still on top of the tower, though this time, I could see she wasn’t standing on the tower itself, but that she was floating just above it. I also observed something like a long box floating there, which I took to be the Arc of Annihilation the way its metal surface reflected the lightening. 

To my horror, I also saw a person lying across the top of the Arc, naked and screaming, a woman by the sounds of it. As the lightning flashed once more, I caught the sight of Sorcha standing over her victim, both hands raised above her as she held onto something that could’ve been a sacrificial dagger, meaning she was about to make her final sacrifice and unleash the power of the Arc.

“Sorcha!” I shouted as I ran toward the tower. 

When I reached the hexagonal base, I cast a Levitation Spell and levitated to the top of the twenty-two-meter high tower, stopping when I was level with Sorcha. She still wore the same tatty black and white dress, and her long dark hair seemed wilder than ever as it blew around her face. Her dark eyes were wide and slightly crazed as she held the long dagger aloft in her hands. The naked woman splayed across the top of the Arc seemed to struggle against restraints that weren’t there, which meant Sorcha was using her magic to hold the woman down. When the woman saw me hovering there in the rain, she screamed for me to help her.

“I told you to stay away!” Sorcha shouted over the noise of the thunder overhead. 

“You need to stop!” I told her. “You don’t have to do this!”

Something like a smile creased her lips. “You do not know what’s happening here, do you?”

“You’re trying to end the bloody world!”

She shook her head. “Not end it, darken it.”

“What?”

Before she could expand any further, Hedrema suddenly rose out of nowhere and made her way around to Sorcha. “The fool knows nothing,” she said as she glared at me. “Finish this, daughter!”

Confused, I stared at them both, wondering what the hell was going on. Then Manannán’s last words to me echoed in my mind…

Tread carefully, Corvin Chance, for not everything on the hero’s path is at it seems…

Clearly bloody not. 

Though before I could have time to think much about it, I saw Sorcha bring the dagger down toward the woman on the Arc. Without thinking, I sent a bolt of electrical energy her way, hoping to knock her off her game long enough so that I could rush forward and wrestle the dagger from her hands. But with Hedrema there, I should’ve known my attack wouldn’t work. She merely used her staff to block the energy bolt before it could hit Sorcha.

That’s when I remembered the Hand of Drakkar. The whole reason I had gone to great lengths to get it was so I could not only find Sorcha but drain her of her power. Even if she plunged the dagger into the woman below her, without her power, the ritual wouldn’t be completed. It takes blood and magic to activate an artifact like the Arc.

But besides that, there was also something else, something of much greater consequence that I could barely bring myself to think about. If I used the Hand to drain Sorcha of her power, then she could no longer lift the curse off Dalia. By using the Hand on Sorcha, I would effectively kill Dalia at the same time. 

But if I didn’t use the Hand, Sorcha would kill a lot more people. Even if the Arc did something different to what I initially thought it did—to what Hedrema said it would—I knew the effects would still be dire for the human world. Sorcha hadn’t done everything she did for nothing, which was especially true since it now seemed she had been acting under the guidance of Hedrema all along. 

Sorcha had been working with her mother this whole time, not against her.

I thrust the Hand out in front of me as I focused on Sorcha. “This is the Hand of Drakkar,” I warned her. “I’ll use it to drain you of every drop of power you have.”

Sorcha smiled as if she wasn’t worried at all, which threw me slightly. She was about to say something when her mother stopped her. 

“Go ahead,” Hedrema said. “Just know that in doing so, you will kill Dalia.”

Sorcha lowered the dagger as if she was waiting for me to make good on my threat. Both of them now stared at me expectantly as I kept the Hand thrust out in front of me, even though I did not understand how to use it. 

“What does the Arc really do?” I asked them, stalling for time as much as anything else.

“It will release the power of nightmares into the human world,” Hedrema said. “On this island, at least. Humans have become so distracted by everything these days that nightmares don’t have the power they once did. The Arc will ensure that every human is plunged into a world of terror every time they enter sleep. Eventually, their souls will become darker, and all that darkness and terror will be directed outward, on each other, blackening the collective psyche of the entire population on which I shall feed, and it shall grow my power exponentially.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “You lied to me. You lied to Dalia. Why?”

She pointed her staff at the Hand of Drakkar. “You are holding it, you fool. I wanted the Hand, but there was no way Manannán would ever give it to me himself, so I needed someone to get it for me, someone foolish enough to not even ask what its real power is.”

“Real power?” 

“Use it,” Hedrema said. “Drain Sorcha of her power. I dare you.”

I didn’t need to use the Hand, at least not to drain Sorcha of her power, because I knew it wouldn’t work. It would never work because that’s not what the Hand did. As I remembered the vision of Hedrema attacking me, I realized what the Hand’s real power actually was. 

It foretold the future.

“You just wanted the Hand all along,” I said dumbly.

“Yes,” Hedrema said, smiling. “Along with the power I will gain from the Arc, the Hand will allow me to stay one step ahead of my enemies so I can crush them all and reign supreme.” Then, as if as an afterthought, she added, “With Sorcha by my side.”

I looked at Sorcha. “Do you really believe that? She abandoned you, had you locked up. She doesn’t give a shit about you.”

Sorcha’s former self-assurance faltered as she stared back at me. “I am her daughter,” she said, as if trying to convince herself.

“No,” I said. “You’re a mistake, something she never wanted. She’s only using you to get what she wants, which is more power. That’s all she cares about, not you.”

“Silence your mouth, human!” Hedrema said. 

Ignoring her, I kept my gaze on Sorcha, who looked uncertain about everything now. “She might not care for you, but Dalia does. Dalia was your friend, and yet you would let her die. Die for someone like⁠—”

That’s as far as I got before Hedrema let out a blast of energy from her staff that sent me sailing back through the air before I fell toward the ground. Before I could do anything to stop myself, the ground came upon me, and I slammed into it, landing on the wet grass with a heavy thump. For long moments, all I could do was lie there, afraid to move in case something was broken, like my back. But I soon realized the soft grass had cushioned my fall enough to prevent any actual injury. If I’d hit the gravestone just a few inches away, things would’ve been different.

I sat up, intending to levitate to the top of the tower again to confront Sorcha once more, but before I could, Hedrema suddenly appeared in front of me and pinned me back down with her staff. 

“You’ve served your purpose, human,” she snarled. “I’ll dispose of you shortly once my daughter has done what she’s supposed to do.” She turned her head to look up at Sorcha, who was still floating at the top of the tower, the woman below her pleading for her life. “Finish it, Sorcha! Complete the ritual! You are the only one who can.”

Helpless to even move, I stared up in horror at Sorcha as she raised the dagger above her head once more. From this distance, she was just a silhouette until the lightning flashed, and then I saw her face; saw the torturous indecision there, the anguish of being mentally torn. 

“Don’t do it, Sorcha!” I screamed.

Hedrema, furious now, took her staff and jabbed one of its points into my belly, pushing down until it staked my flesh, sinking deep into my stomach. Then she pulled it out again as I screamed in pain, my hands automatically covering the wound as blood seeped through my fingers and mingled with the pouring rain.

“FINISH IT!” Hedrema screamed at Sorcha. “OR I WILL FINISH YOU INSTEAD!”

Lightning flashed, and Sorcha’s face lit up as she stared down at her mother, her eyes wide and full of realization. Then she brought the dagger down, but slowly, as she continued to stare at her mother.

Hedrema started shaking her head. “No…”

Sorcha tossed the dagger away from her, and it landed in the grass below somewhere. She then stared at her mother one last time before disappearing.

Hedrema stared up at the tower for a long time and then let out a scream of rage as she snapped her head around to look down upon me. “This is all your fault!” she screamed. “You will die for this!”

I tried to move the staff off me, but it wouldn’t budge, so instead, I used my magic. Or tried to, as Hedrema was blocking it with her own. There was no way she was letting me escape without first incurring her wrath, which no doubt would be terrible. I could only watch in horror as she jammed her staff into the ground and then magically produced something in her hand that looked like a curved piece of bone, which I knew straight away was some kind of blade, the same blade in fact from the vision the Hand had shown me. 

“Hedrema, wait—” I pleaded as blood continued to pump from the puncture wound in my belly.

Before I could say anything else, Hedrema quickly dropped on top of me, causing me to scream as she straddled my abdomen, her eyes wild and furious as she glared down at me. Then she grabbed my right wrist and held it flat on the ground, the blade held up in her other hand. 

“First, I will take what is mine,” she said, slightly breathless, the rain running off her in rivulets. “And then I will let Osaba eat the rest of you.”

Osaba? 

I looked past her to see that the giant serpent had appeared in the background. She was slithering over the top of a gravestone as she glared at me with her bright green eyes. Standing next to her was Twig, who also glared at me like he wanted to eat me, but only after he had tortured me. Looking back to Hedrema again, I realized there was no way I was leaving this graveyard alive.

A thought which the Fae Queen cruelly underlined by suddenly bringing her blade down onto my wrist, slicing right through it in one fell swoop, detaching the Hand of Drakkar. Having my hand lopped off for the second time—even though it wasn’t really my hand—was no less shocking or painful than the first time that Manannán did it, and I screamed like a Banshee.

Hedrema now had a satisfied smile on her face as she held the Hand of Drakkar up in front of her like it was the most precious thing she had ever seen. “Finally, you are mine,” she said, as though she were speaking directly to Drakkar.

As Hedrema admired her new possession, I did my best to stem the blood pumping out of my severed wrist, but I knew there was no way I could stop the blood without using healing magic, which I couldn’t do. On top of that, Osaba had slithered closer and had raised herself a few feet away, as if excited by the smell of blood.

Hedrema remained on top of me as she stared down. “I should thank you for this, but I’m not going to,” she said. “Maybe I’ll keep Dalia alive instead.” She smiled wickedly. “Or maybe I’ll just let the poison finish her.”

“No—” I said, all but certain now that I would die. “Please let her live. She doesn’t deserve to die.”

She snorted slightly at that. “Says who?”

I was about to say something else when I suddenly heard a loud whistle, and then a familiar voice somewhere behind me, a voice I couldn’t believe I was even hearing. 

“Hey, She-Bitch! Get the fuck off my mate!”
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Icouldn’t see Monty, but I knew it was him. There was no mistaking that voice, nor the total irreverence for anything which might kill him, which, in this case, was Hedrema and her two acolytes. After I’d got over my disbelief, I was initially glad he was there, but then I thought, Damn it, Monty, you’re going to get yourself bloody killed…

Hedrema looked past me to wherever Monty was, not at all worried by his presence, a sneer on her face as she said, “I see your friends have arrived.” 

I frowned. Did she say friends? 

“No matter, Twig, and Osaba will take care of them. As for me…” Hedrema got up off me just as Osaba slithered in closer. “I’m going back to my castle now. I can’t say it was a pleasure knowing you, Corvin Chance. I’ll tell Dalia all about your pointless heroics here… just before she dies.”

“No…” I went to grab her, but she merely stepped back away from my feeble attempt. Then, with a final sneer, she disappeared as suddenly as Sorcha did earlier, leaving Osaba to slither over the top of me, her crushing weight keeping me pinned down as her head swayed over my face.

“I will enjoy eating you,” she hissed, and then opened her mouth to show me her huge fangs, which seemed to glow in the dark. Her head moved down toward me slowly as she got ready to strike, intending to fill me with her poison before swallowing me whole. But as her head neared my face, something suddenly hit it with a blast of blue energy that knocked her to the side and forced her to hiss loudly in anger. Wasting no time, I scrambled back as best I could along the wet grass, trying to put as much distance between her and me as possible.

But Osaba was merely dazed by the energy blast, and she quickly recovered, raising herself as she slithered toward me once more. “There isss no getting away,” she hissed.

Woozy from the extreme loss of blood, I couldn’t even bring myself to get up. All I could do was lie there and stare at those green eyes as they got closer. Soon, Osaba was rearing back as she prepared to strike, but as she did, I sensed a blur of movement by the side of me, and then I saw a bright flash that seemed to go right through Osaba’s body. The next thing I knew, the serpent’s enormous head fell off, and the rest of her body collapsed at my feet.

On the verge of blacking out from the blood loss, I looked up through the rain to see a familiar face standing over me, though I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t hallucinating. 

“Amelia…” I said, just before lapsing into unconsciousness.
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When I came to, I did so with a start, looking fearfully around until I saw a face in front of me. “Amelia,” I said. “It is you.”

Amelia, with rain dripping off her silver blond hair, stared at me with her striking blue eyes. “What the hell kind of mess have you got yourself into down here?”

“Don’t ask.” I looked at my wrist to see that a layer of skin was now covering it, forming a stump where my right hand used to be. I also checked the wound in my abdomen and found it to be closed up.

“I did the best I could,” Amelia said, her eyes now going behind me as if something was happening, and for the first time, I noticed she was holding a sword. “Can you fight?”

“Fight?” 

I stood up and looked behind me, now astounded by the scene before me. The whole graveyard was swarming with creatures big and small, most of them attacking a massive troll that was doing its best to knock the creatures away with a gigantic club, roaring as it swiped viciously at the attacking Fae. Just behind the troll, I could see Monty, who was blasting with magic any Fae that made it past the troll he had probably conjured himself. 

Directing the Fae was Twig, who now had his head turned to look at me. Slowly, he lifted his twisted arm and pointed a long finger at me, at which point half the Fae creatures turned away from the troll and started running toward me instead.

In seconds, a tall, horned Fae that appeared to be covered in moss confronted me. The creature swung at me with a thick branch, which I ducked under before using my left hand to blast the creature with my magic, sending it flying back to crash down upon two smaller Fae.

After that, things got really crazy. 

Swarms of Fae soon moved toward me and Amelia as the two of us stood back to back, she using her sword and magic to keep back the attacking hordes; me using my magic and occasionally my boot to keep the Fae away from me. Hedrema wanted to make sure we didn’t get away alive, which, to be honest, wasn’t looking too likely at this point. Even with Amelia’s formidable fighting skills and Monty’s massive troll doing severe damage, there were too many of the creatures to contend with. As Twig stood directing them all, the Fae soon overcame the troll, and as the troll fell back onto the ground, the Fae stabbed, beat and tore it apart until it was no more. Monty was also doing his best, but it was obvious he would soon be overwhelmed by the sheer numbers, no matter how agile he was being in avoiding them.

“There’s too damn many!” I shouted to Amelia.

“Keep fighting!” she screamed back as she continued to swipe at the Fae with her sword while blasting magic out of her other hand.

A small Fae creature jumped at my throat, and I caught it with both hands (well, hand and stump), holding it away from me as it snapped and snarled with a mouth full of sharp teeth. Then two more similar creatures latched onto both my legs and bit, causing me to scream as I suddenly toppled over. I blasted the Fae I was holding away from me, but within seconds I was being attacked from all sides by creatures who may have been small in stature, but who made up for it with aggression and pure blood lust.

As more and more Fae piled on top of me, I thought I was a goner until something happened that made all the creatures freeze for a split-second and then suddenly start scrambling away from me as they held both hands over their ears, screaming as if in extreme pain. Confused now, I looked around to see the Fae creatures all lying on the ground now, rolling around with their hands over their ears, in pain from a noise that I plainly couldn’t hear. 

When I got to my feet, I saw Amelia a few feet away, who was also looking around in confusion, until we both turned to see the reason the Fae had suddenly stopped attacking us. There seemed to be a dark figure hovering just in the center of the graveyard. It took me a second, but I soon saw that it was Sorcha. She was the reason the Fae suddenly found themselves disabled. 

All except Twig, who stood several feet away from Sorcha, immune to whatever sonic weapon she was using. Twig stared at Sorcha for long moments before he waved his hand and opened up a portal next to him. As soon as he did, the smaller Fae creatures all got up and dashed toward the portal, diving through it like their lives depended on it.

Sorcha then turned her head to look at Twig just before he went through the portal himself. “Tell my mother I’m coming for her,” she said.
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When all the Fae had disappeared, there were just the dead ones left, of which many were scattered around the graveyard. But as I watched, one by one, the bodies transformed into something like dark smoke that was soon dissipated by the howling wind until there was nothing left of them.

As Sorcha continued to hover just above the ground with her hands by her side and her hair blowing wildly around her, Amelia and I stood to stare at her, as did Monty from his position to the left of her. I could tell that even Amelia, for all her fearlessness, was unnerved by Sorcha’s presence. Looking at the Queen’s daughter, it was difficult to tell what her next move was going to be.

“Thank you,” I said as I moved toward her, wincing at the bites on my legs and arms. I was, of course, well aware that she was partly responsible for everything that had happened, but it wasn’t like I was going to call her out on it right now. Not only was she too powerful to mess with, I needed her help to save Dalia if it wasn’t already too late to do so.

Sorcha raised her head to gaze at me with her dark eyes. “I neither need nor deserve your thanks,” she said, her voice still sharp. “I’m doing his for Dalia. I shouldn’t have…” She shook her head as she trailed off.

“Where’s the woman?” I was referring to the woman whom Sorcha was going to murder earlier.

“Gone.” 

“Gone… as in dead?”

“Gone as in safe.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “And the Arc?”

“Destroyed.”

“Good.” I paused for a moment, unsure of how she’d take my next statement. “I’m going to the Otherworld with you to get Dalia.”

She stared at me a moment. “What is Dalia to you?”

“Everything,” I said. “She’s my friend.”

The fierceness in her eyes left her for a second, replaced by regret it seemed like. “She was my friend once too.”

“She didn’t want to leave you behind, you know.”

Her fierceness returned. “Yet she did.”

“She regrets her decision.”

“I’m sure she does now.”

“Will you help me save her?”

Sorcha stared at me for a moment. “I will if my mother hasn’t already killed her.”

“Let’s hope not.”

Monty joined me, putting a hand on my shoulder. “You all right, bro?”

“Thanks to you,” I said. “How did you even find me?”

“A simple Location Spell was all it took. You didn’t think I would let you die in this Green Hell, did you?”

Amelia came and stood by the side of me. “I owed you,” she said. “It’s the only reason I could spend so much time stuck in a car with him.”

“You offend me,” Monty said, anything but offended. “I thought we had a bit of craic on the journey.”

“He never stops talking,” Amelia said, causing me to laugh slightly, feeling so much better now that they were both here.

“Are you all finished?” Sorcha was staring darkly at us. “If you have, we should go.”

She opened up a portal to the Otherworld, and the three of us followed her through, uncertain of what awaited us on the other side. 
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When we emerged from the Thorns, I was fully expecting hordes of Fae to be waiting on us, but I was surprised when I saw no one, not even any boulders or talking bushes or⁠—

Wait. 

I saw someone walking down a slope toward us. 

The Cow Fae. 

“Jayzus, what is that?” Monty said. “A bleedin’ cow-man?”

“Something like that,” I said. “There’s a lot of weird shit in here.”

Sorcha immediately turned to the Cow Fae as if to deal with him, but he raised his cloven hands as he stopped a few feet away. “Hold your horses there,” he said. “It is just I, Brontus. I’m here to deliver a message.”

We didn’t need to ask from whom. “Go on,” I said.

“Hedrema said to tell you all to turn back now, or she will kill the girl, Dalia.” He seemed to smile almost apologetically at Sorcha as if to say that he was just the messenger, and not to kill him for it.

Despite this, Sorcha thrust her hand out and used her power to lift the huge Cow Fae off the ground, seeming to choke him at the same time. “If you see her before I do, tell her I will destroy her either way.” She then moved her hand down sharply, and Brontus all but bounced off the ground with a loud moo.

“What are we going to do?” I asked Sorcha. “Your mother doesn’t mess around; we both know that.”

“We don’t have a choice,” Sorcha said, already moving on. “I’m not leaving here until she’s dead.”

As much as it pained me, I knew she was right. If we wanted to save Dalia, we had to carry on and take the chance that Hedrema might not make good on her threat. Though I suspected she wouldn’t, and that she would keep Dalia alive, if only to use her as leverage against Sorcha. That’s what I hoped, anyway.

As I walked past the fallen Brontus, he mooed at me to get my attention, then smiled. “Remember what I said, human? The more you have of it, the less you see…”

“Yeah, ignorance,” I said and promptly booted him in his massive balls, causing him to shriek loudly and roll over onto his side as he clutched his sack with both hands.

“I see you’ve made an impression here already,” Amelia said.

“In a way,” I said.

“You see the size on that thing’s bollocks?” Monty said. “I’d bet he’d be a right hit with the girls around Dublin.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, as much to relieve the nearly unbearable tension that had built up in me as anything else. Even Amelia smiled and shook her head at him.

“You’re an idiot,” she said.

“I’ll find that sense of humor of yours yet,” he said.

“Wrong time, wrong place.”

“There’s no such thing as far as he’s concerned,” I said.

“Seriously, though,” Monty said, falling in beside me, with Amelia on my right. “Are we gonna be able to save Dalia from this Queen doll?”

I merely shook my head and said nothing, before jogging ahead to catch up with Sorcha as we neared the Rotbloom Forest. “Do you have a plan?” I asked her.

“A plan?” she said, barely looking at me. “I’m going to kill her.”

“Hedrema?”

“Who else?”

“She’s your mother.”

She snorted. “Call her what you want, but she isn’t that.”

“Then why did you go along with her plan for so long?”

She didn’t answer for a long moment as we entered the forest. Then she said, “I don’t know, and if I did, it would be none of your business.”

Fair enough, I thought. I didn’t particularly care anyway, as long as she helped save Dalia.

“Jayzus, look at this place,” Monty said as I fell back in beside him again. “It’s mad.”

“It’s a strange place all right,” I said as I watched a giant oak tree decay completely before my eyes, before shooting back out of the ground again as a tiny sapling that then grew at a rapid rate. Even Amelia seemed captivated by the place, as she stared in wonder while we walked along the pathway.

As enchanting as the surroundings were, however, I knew we would soon come to Hedrema’s castle, a fact that filled me with dread, for I did not know what would happen when we did. Hedrema was so unpredictable, as was Sorcha, that anything could and probably would happen. And in the midst of it all, I had to get Dalia, and Monty and Amelia, back out alive.

Whatever happened, I was certain of one thing: blood would be shed.

The only question was: Whose blood?
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When we got to the bridge leading over the moat, it did not surprise us to see that the massive wooden doors to the castle were closed.

“I guess she doesn’t want company, this Queen doll,” Monty said.

“No surprise,” I said, wondering now how we were going to get inside, my first instinct being to use magic. I even raised my right hand to do so but ended up staring at the stump on my wrist in sheer confoundedness instead.

“Sorry about the arm,” Monty said. “Does it hurt?”

“The pain I can handle. The loss, however…”

“I feel you.” He elbowed me good-naturedly. “Between that and the scar on your face, you’re turning into a right warrior.”

“I’d rather still be a guitar player. I’m never going to play again.” It was all I could do to keep my emotions in check, especially now that I knew I got played by Hedrema and that I didn’t need to get the Hand of Drakkar. I was sure there would’ve been other ways to find Sorcha at the time without having to sacrifice my hand and then murder somebody. I gritted my teeth as I quelled my emotions. All but my anger, which I let course through me unabated.

“Are you alright?” Amelia asked.

“Not really. I just want to get in there, get Dalia, and then get the hell out of this place.”

“Let’s get her then.” Amelia swung her sword like she was ready for action again.

“There’s the wee problem of the door,” Monty said.

Amelia nodded at Sorcha then, who was standing in the middle of the bridge, facing the massive doors. “I think she is about to take care of that.”

As we all watched, Sorcha raised both her hands as if she was gathering up all her power, which she then threw at the doors in one forceful motion. The three of us jumped back when the doors exploded as though a bomb had been hurled at them, the wood splintering into pieces as it rained down all around Sorcha, who remained motionless in the center of the bridge.

“Jayzus,” Monty breathed. “That’s one way to do it.”

Even Amelia looked impressed by Sorcha’s power. “Remind me never to cross her.”

With the entry unblocked, Sorcha marched into the castle, and the three of us soon followed. Once again, I expected to be greeted by Hedrema’s minions, but there was no sign of anyone. It was as if Hedrema knew there would be no point in sending anyone up against Sorcha. Her daughter’s power was too great, her rage too intense to stand in the way of, for which I was glad because I doubted I would’ve stood much of a chance against Hedrema myself, even with Monty and Amelia with me.

As we made our way through the dark hallways, Monty kept making jokes about how creepy the place was. He was clearly scared by what we were walking into, and I didn’t blame him. The Fae are formidable foes, that being the reason no one usually messes with them. 

Except for those foolish enough to do so… or those of us who don’t have a choice.

It wasn’t long before we emerged from the hallways and went into the throne room. I wasn’t surprised to see Hedrema seated in her huge throne, with Twig standing by her. I was even more surprised to see Dalia floating in the air just in front of Hedrema. Her head was dropped back slightly, and her arms and legs hung limply just off the ground. She was also unconscious. It was all I could do not to go rushing up to her, but I knew if I did that, either Twig or Hedrema would probably kill me on the spot. So I took a breath and exercised my restraint.

“Daughter,” Hedrema said, seeming unconcerned by Sorcha’s presence, or ours. “I’ve been expecting you.”

Sorcha stood in the middle of the room, several feet away from the throne. “I’m not your daughter,” Sorcha all but snarled. “Don’t pretend that I ever was.”

Hedrema stared at Sorcha for a moment, then smiled. “I won’t pretend then. You were just a mistake, and I won’t deny that. But there is still a place for you here… if you want it.”

“Mother of the year,” Monty whispered to me, though I paid him no attention as I was too busy staring at Sorcha wondering when she would lift the curse from Dalia. Then maybe we could leave Hedrema and Sorcha to have at it all they wanted, though I doubted Hedrema was just going to let us walk out of here. 

One way or another, there would be trouble.

“I’m taking my friend, and we’re leaving,” Sorcha said, extending her hand as if to draw Dalia toward her.

In response, Hedrema extended her own hand, and I noticed with mild horror that she now had the Hand of Drakkar attached to her. “I knew you would do this,” she said. “I know every move you’re going to make, thanks to the Hand of Drakkar.”

Sorcha seemed to increase her efforts to pull Dalia to her, but Dalia wasn’t moving. “Let her go!”

“Make me,” Hedrema said.

“Just let her go,” I said, walking toward Sorcha now. “Dalia has nothing to do with this. This is between you and Sorcha.”

Hedrema snapped her head around to look at me. “Silence, human! No one asked for your worthless opinion. In fact—” She glanced at Twig. “Take care of them.”

“Stay where you are, Twig,” Sorcha warned.

Twig growled as he came to stand in front of Dalia, his eyes on Sorcha.

“Why do you care about them?” Hedrema demanded to know.

“I don’t,” Sorcha replied. “But I’m sick of your despotism.” She stepped forward a little. “I’m giving you one chance… mother. Release your hold on Dalia or I’ll⁠—”

“You’ll what, daughter? Kill me?”

“Yes.”

Hedrema suddenly stood and banged her staff on the stone floor. “You can try. Just remember that I know your every move before you even make it.” She extended her hand then and used her power to raise Dalia high toward the ceiling, allowing Dalia to stay there as though she were floating in space.

As mother and daughter faced off, Twig turned his attention to us, saying nothing as he moved toward us slowly. In response, Amelia stepped forward with her sword and suddenly rushed at Twig with great speed, going in low to cut through the trunk of his abdomen. I half expected Twig to sidestep in defense, but he just stood there and took the full force of Amelia’s blow. I was as shocked as Amelia was when her sword broke in half upon impact, the top half clanging off the stone floor, the other half held uselessly in Amelia’s hand. Twig seemed to laugh before he swiped at Amelia with his long, twisted arm. Amelia was taken aback because her sword had broken, so she didn’t move in time to avoid Twig’s blow, which caught her full force across the chest, sending her flying across the room.

“Amelia!” I shouted, panicking when I noticed she wasn’t moving as she lay on the floor. I wanted to go to her, but Twig was already advancing toward Monty and me, so we both knew we had to do something. 

Behind Twig, Hedrema and Sorcha were now hurling spheres of energy at one another, and I became even more dismayed when I saw Sorcha take one of those energy blasts to the chest, which sent her flying back on the floor, although she got immediately to her feet again.

“I told you,” Hedrema said smugly. “I know every move before you make it. Give it up now, and I might consider not throwing you back in a prison cell.”

As Sorcha ran forward screaming for her next attack, I turned my attention to Twig just in time to avoid a swipe from that arm of his, which was no doubt like being hit with steel if he could withstand the full force of a sword blow. As I ducked under and ran to the side, Monty unleashed a blast of energy that hit Twig on his side. He growled more out of annoyance as he was rocked back only slightly by the force of the attack. Then he shot out his arm toward Monty, an arm which seemed to grow until it extended right up to Monty and grabbed him by the throat before either of us knew what was happening. 

His arm now several feet long as he held Monty in his grip, Twig extended his other arm toward me, which I barely avoided by sliding in behind a stone pillar. Or at least, I thought I avoided it until the arm wrapped itself around the pillar, now holding me there as if rope bound me. As much as I struggled, I couldn’t move, especially with my arms pinned by my sides. Then, just as I noticed that Sorcha and Hedrema were spinning around in the air now, with Sorcha attacking furiously and Hedrema easily avoiding those attacks, the arm around me pulled tighter until I couldn’t breathe anymore. And if I couldn’t breathe, sure as shit Monty couldn’t either. If we didn’t do something, we were both going to die, and soon.

With Amelia still lying unmoving on the floor, I used my very last breath to say the words that would turn me into vapor, which then allowed me to pass right through Twig’s gnarly arm and escape his death grip. As I became solid again, I crouched over for a second as I got my breath back, then I turned to face Twig, who was still gripping Monty with his other arm. His face scrunched up when he saw I was free from his grip, and he immediately unwrapped his arm from around the pillar and tried to grab me again.

But I was ready for him this time. As he swiped at me, intending to slap me into next week with his huge hand, I did a move that would make even Jackie Chan proud, in that I dropped and rolled across the floor, immediately coming back up to shout the words, “Ignem exquiris!”

A second later, I released a fireball from my left hand and sent it hurtling toward Twig, whose face registered his shock as he helplessly watched the large ball of fire hurtling toward him. In his panic, he let go of Monty as he tried to move and avoid the fireball, but he was too late. Once it hit, the fireball exploded over him, the flames immediately spreading to every part of his body as though he were made of nothing but the driest of tinder. A long, agonizing moan escaped from Twig’s mouth as he flailed helplessly around, using his long arms to extinguish the blaze. But he may as well have been doused in kerosene, so quickly did the flames spread, the heat from them increasing with each passing second until he finally fell to the floor, his body spitting and cracking as the flames burned deeper still.

At that point, I ran to Monty, and picked him up off the floor. Still choking, he held onto my arm as we headed over to where Amelia lay. Crouching down, I gently tapped her cheek to wake her up. “Amelia…”

She came around slowly, sitting up and holding the side of her bleeding head. “That was like getting hit by a steel girder,” she groaned.

“Tell me about it,” I said, helping her to her feet as she soon noticed Twig’s burning body not far away.

“The bastard is firewood now,” Monty said, his neck blackened from Twig’s cruel grip.

The three of us then turned our attention to the battle that was still ongoing between Sorcha and Hedrema, and I wondered if Hedrema really knew everything that was going to happen. Did she foresee me burning Twig to death? I wondered. If so, she didn’t seem to care that she had sent her loyal servant to his doom. She was too busy anyway, avoiding Sorcha’s continued attacks on her. “She can’t kill Sorcha,” I said to Monty and Amelia. “She’ll lose her power if she does.”

“It doesn’t seem to matter,” Amelia said as Sorcha attacked Hedrema with her fists now and her magic, as if her rage and frustration were getting the better of her. As powerful as Sorcha was, however, Hedrema was still more so, not to mention more experienced, and she didn’t seem to be having much trouble defending herself against Sorcha. It was becoming obvious to anyone watching that Hedrema would inevitably overwhelm Sorcha eventually, and then she would subdue her completely, leaving her free to kill us… and probably Dalia, who was still surreally floating near the high ceiling.

“We have to help Sorcha,” I said.

“How?” said Amelia. “When she probably knows what we’re going to do before we even do it?”

It was looking unlikely that any of us could stop her. 

Until that is, a crazy plan entered my head. 

At first, I wasn’t at all sure where this plan had come from, as it seemed too out there for my unconscious to throw up. 

Then I heard a familiar whispering voice in my head…

“Corvin Chance… listen to me…”

The voice of Drakkar. Somehow, his spirit could still connect with me, even though I no longer wore his hand. As I listened for a moment, Drakkar’s voice told me of a way to defeat Hedrema. The plan was solid, but the consequences of it were almost unthinkable. He wanted free from Hedrema’s hold over him, just so his spirit could take over the body of another, thus allowing him to emerge from his dormancy into the world again. So to have any chance of stopping Hedrema and saving Dalia, I would have to allow a depraved, evil warlock to roam free in the world again to do god knows what, and to sacrifice god knows how many innocent people to maintain and increase his own power. It would be like unleashing a plague upon the world.

As my mind tied itself in knots trying to decide what to do, I watched as Hedrema finally grasped a completely exhausted Sorcha by the throat. 

“Time to put you back in your box, daughter,” she said, looking pleased that she had won. Her head turned toward us. “Maybe I’ll throw your friends in with you… or maybe I’ll kill them and leave their corpses to rot in your cell with you.” 

She smiled over at us after she said it, and I knew then that I didn’t have a choice.

I would have to do as Drakkar said, and deal with the consequences later.
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Iquickly explained the plan of attack to Monty and Amelia before stepping forward and shouting at Hedrema, “Hey! You want to kill us? Then come and get us!”

Hedrema stared at me for a moment as she continued to hold Sorcha, looking more annoyed by my interjection than anything else. “You wish to die now, is that it?”

“I don’t plan on dying.” Even as I said it, I still had my doubts. For all I knew, Drakkar could be playing me, but it was a chance I have to take.

“Do you realize you can’t beat me?” She held up her hand—the Hand of Drakkar. “I’ve already seen your pointless maneuvers. But—” She turned and pushed Sorcha toward the wall, pinning her against it with her power so Sorcha couldn’t move. “If you insist on this folly, I’m happy to oblige.”

Inwardly, I smiled. You can always rely on an ego-maniac for their arrogance.

Alright, I thought as I prepared my attack. You better not be messing with me, Drakkar…

As Hedrema floated down to the floor, she stood staring at the three of us with an almost bored look on her face. “This should be good,” she said.

Oh, it will be.

As I unleashed a continuous stream of lightning at the Fae Queen, Hedrema thrust out the Hand of Drakkar to absorb the energy I was directing at her. Monty moved around to Hedrema’s front and used the same attack as me, directing his energy at Hedrema as she used her staff this time to absorb it. 

While we were keeping the Fae Queen distracted, Amelia was sneaking around the back of the throne where Hedrema couldn’t see her. I increased the ferocity of my attack as Amelia crept closer, still under Hedrema’s radar, which meant Drakkar hadn’t warned her with any visions.

A second later, however, Hedrema made a thrusting movement with her staff that redirected Monty’s magic back at him, the impact of which sent him flying across the floor. My eyes darted to the right to see that Amelia was almost upon Hedrema, and she had the remains of her sword in her hand.

“Give it up,” Hedrema said to me as she pushed forward on me now, knowing I couldn’t keep the energy stream up for much longer.

But I didn’t have to. For just as my magic waned, Amelia silently rushed forward the last few steps and used the broken sword to chop down on Hedrema’s extended arm, slicing off the Hand of Drakkar while also allowing my energy stream to punch Hedrema in the chest, sending her reeling back as she emitted an ear-piercing scream of rage. 

Bolstered by the success of the plan, I dug deep and strengthened the stream of magical energy pouring forth from my hand, which I continued to direct at the wrong-footed Fae Queen. Amelia directed her own powerful stream of reddish energy at Hedrema, the two of us driving her back onto the floor as she struggled to hold our energies at bay with her staff. Her staff was the only thing protecting her, but Monty soon took care of that as he blindsided the now deeply unsettled Fae Queen and kicked the staff right out of her hand. Then he started blasting her with his own magic, the three of us now directing our energies at her, driving her onto the stone floor as she screamed in pain.

The screams must have reached the ears of Sorcha, for she evidently found the strength to break free from the bonds her mother had her in. She came flying down from the air to land on the floor beside her mother, planting her boot onto Hedrema’s chest as Monty, Amelia and I ceased with our attacks.

Hedrema was beaten, and she knew it, though she remained defiant as she stared hatefully at us, her gaze finally settling on Sorcha. “What are you going to do now, daughter? Kill me? You don’t have it in you.”

No one believed, Hedrema most of all, that Sorcha couldn’t kill if she wanted to. She had already sacrificed a load of people in service to her mother. Nonetheless, she looked down at her mother and said, “I will do to you what you would do to me. I will lock you up in a room where your power is useless… and leave you there.”

Hedrema’s face was aghast at the thought. “No, Sorcha, please… we can work this out, can’t we?”

Sorcha shook her head sadly. “No, Mother, we can’t.”

She then reached down and grabbed hold of her mother. A second later, the two of them vanished.

The three of us stood for a moment as if we didn’t know what to do next, until Monty said, “I tell you what, I’m glad I played football for all those years. You see how perfectly timed that kick was? It was a bleedin’ marvel…”

I smiled and shook my head at him. “You did well,” I said, turning to look at Amelia. “We all did.”

“What about that thing?” Amelia said, pointing at the Hand of Drakkar lying on the floor nearby. “I think you need to destroy it.”

“Yes,” I said, wondering why I hadn’t thought of it before. “I think I should.”

Without further thought, I raised my hand and sent a fireball flying at the Hand, fully expecting the smell of burning flesh to fill the air as the Hand melted away like wax.

But nothing happened. The flames around the Hand fizzled out, and the Hand itself remained unaffected by the scorching temperature. I shook my head in confusion and dismay. “What the hell…”

“Maybe you need to try something else,” Monty said. “I suggest just leaving the damn thing here.”

As I went to agree with him, a sudden excruciating pain in my chest brought me to my knees, and I cried out in shock as I clutched at my chest, hardly able to breathe. As the pain continued, Monty and Amelia rushed to my aid, but there wasn’t much they could do except hold me up.

Then I heard a familiar voice echo inside my head.

“You cannot destroy me… but I can destroy you.”

The pain in my chest intensified, to where I thought my heart would burst. “All… right…” I said, and then the pain stopped as suddenly as it had begun.

“You will find me a body, Corvin Chance…”

“Corvin, are you okay?” Amelia asked. “What’s happening to you?”

After taking a few deep breaths, I got to my feet. “It’s Drakkar,” I said, still breathless from the unbelievable pain. “He has some kind of hold on me. He wants me to find him a body.”

“A body?” Monty said. 

“He wants his freedom.” 

“You can’t allow a spirit like that to be free to do whatever evil shit it wants to do,” Amelia said.

Taking off my jacket, I wrapped the Hand up in it and left it on the floor. “I don’t have a choice, I’m afraid. Besides, I have more important things to worry about.” I looked up to where Dalia was still floating near the ceiling. “Sorcha!”

A moment later, Sorcha appeared out of thin air near her mother’s throne. She was bloodied, and her face was grim. “You rang,” she said wearily.

“Where’s Hedrema?” I asked, still wary of her.

“Where she belongs, locked up in a magically sealed prison cell.”

“Good enough for her,” Monty muttered.

I pointed up at Dalia. “You need to help Dalia now.”

Sorcha nodded as she raised her hands and drew Dalia down from the ceiling, gently resting her on the floor in front of the throne. Immediately, I kneeled beside her. Most of her body was black with poison, including half her face. It also seemed like she was barely breathing.

Sorcha stood over Dalia for a moment and then hovered both her hands over the top of her as she whispered a few words. It gladdened my heart to see the poison in Dalia soon disappear, as if it was all retreating to the center of her body. Sorcha then clasped her hands together before moving them out again, as if she was discarding the dark magic she had used to make Dalia sick. But even though the curse had been lifted, and the poison had gone, Dalia still wasn’t waking up.

“What’s wrong?” I asked Sorcha. “Why isn’t she waking up?”

Sorcha said nothing as she stared down at Dalia.

“Maybe give it a minute,” Amelia said. “She was almost dead.”

A tense minute soon passed, and Dalia remained unconscious.

Sorcha shook her head. “I don’t understand…”

“D,” I said, gently tapping her face. “You better wake up now… c’mon, you aren’t leaving me again…”

My heart soon leaped when Dalia suddenly opened her eyes. As she focused on my face, she smiled weakly. “I wouldn’t dream of it,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“D, thank god.” I hugged her tight as she sat up. “I thought I’d lost you.”

She hugged me back for a long time. “Lucky for you, you didn’t.”

Smiling, full of ecstatic relief, I helped her to her feet, where she stood facing Sorcha. Sorcha had her head bowed slightly, as though she could hardly bring herself to look at her former friend. “Dalia,” she said.

“Sorcha,” Dalia replied as the tension grew between them.

“Sorcha helped us defeat Hedrema,” I said to break the tension that had arisen between them.

“Is that right?” Dalia asked her.

Sorcha nodded. “She’s locked up now… as I was.”

Dalia swallowed as if her throat were dry. “I’m sorry for leaving you, Sorcha.”

“You did what you had to do, Dalia.”

Dalia nodded and then leaned forward and hugged Sorcha, and the two of them stayed that way for a long time.

“Can I get some of that action?” Monty interjected after a while.

Dalia broke off from Sorcha and turned around with a smile on her face. “How did you end up here?” she said as she moved toward him.

“You know me,” Monty said as he put his arms around her. “I can’t resist a good scrap.”

Dalia then looked at Amelia, who was standing somewhat awkwardly, which was unlike her. “You’re here too.”

Amelia nodded. “Yes.”

Dalia bowed her head slightly. “Thank you.”

Amelia bowed her head back. “You’re welcome.”

Dalia then turned back to me and looked at my severed wrist. “I thought I was seeing things, but no. What the hell happened to your hand, Corvin?”

I puffed my cheeks out as if it was all a long story. “I’ll explain it all to you once we get out of this Otherworld.”

“About that,” Dalia said. “I’m going to stay here a while.” She turned and looked at Sorcha, who was now sitting on her mother’s throne. “Sorcha and I have things to discuss.”

I didn’t ask her what things, as I had a fair idea. “Okay. We’ll talk when you come back.”

After hugging her again, I retrieved the Hand, and then Monty, Amelia and I all left the castle, but not before Dalia called after me. “Hey,” she said. “You should see Davey about that hand… or lack of it. He might help you.”

“What’s he going to do, take one from out of a jar and graft it on?”

“Just go and see him.”

I nodded. “Will do.”

It made me uneasy to be leaving Dalia behind, especially with Sorcha, as unpredictable as she was, but I knew there was no point in trying to change her mind. She’d come home when she was ready.

On the way back through the fields, the Fae seemed to have returned from wherever they were hiding, most of them keeping a respectful distance from us now. Even the grass seemed to retreat as we advanced. 

In the last field before we approached the Thorns, I wasn’t surprised to see Brontus perched on a rock as he chewed the cud. “How’re your balls?” I asked him.

Brontus gave me a withering look. “Don’t hurry back here,” he said.

“Believe me,” I said before stepping into the Thorns. “I won’t be.”
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Monty drove his own car back to Dublin. Amelia had to drive mine since I couldn’t drive with only one hand. She refused to spend another four hours alone with Monty again anyway, much to his disappointment. 

“I was hoping to regale you with more stories,” he said before we left Cork.

“I’ll just read your memoirs when they come out,” Amelia said before squeezing into the Spitfire.

At which point, Monty acted like a lightbulb had just gone off in his head. “Me memoirs. Now there’s an idea.”

“You’ve got plenty of time to think about it on the way home,” I said, giving him a tight hug. “Thanks for your help, bro. I guess I owe you one now, eh?”

He looked me in the eye, deadly serious for once. “You’ll never owe me, bro.”

I smiled. “We’ll see. Something tells me I may need your help again soon.”

“You know where to find me.”

“Yeah,” I said. “In bed with some floozy probably, getting handcuffed.”

“You know it, brother!”

I was almost sorry to be leaving Cork as Amelia drove away from the cottage. As much as my time spent here had been a nightmare, I was in love with the landscape and the deep sense of ancient history contained within its hills and mountains. Someday, I thought, I will move here to live out the rest of my days, though hopefully not alone. At the very least, Dalia would be with me, and the two of us could grow old while staring at the mighty Atlantic and its surrounding cliffs, secure knowing that if no one else would have us, at least we’d have each other. 

On the way back through Schull as the mid-morning sun broke through the clouds, who should I see sitting on the side of the road outside a pub with a tin of beer in his hand, but Paul, the bastard that sold me out to that demented faery in the bug hotel. He was sitting on top of a suitcase, as glum as anyone I’d ever seen, having the look of a man who had just lost everything, and I stared at him as we drove past. His eyes said it all, as did the conspicuous absence of his wife, who had clearly gone her own way, perhaps for good. I was tempted to smile smugly at him, but he looked like he was on the verge of tears as it was, so I merely stared at him for the few seconds it took to pass him by.

“Karma’s a bitch,” I muttered.

“What?” Amelia said. “Do you know that sad-sack?”

“Sort of.”

“Who is he?”

“Just a man who wishes he had kept it in his pants, that’s all.”

Amelia shook her head as if she didn’t understand, and we drove on toward Dublin.
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When Amelia parked the car near the bookshop, I told her she could take it if she wanted, in order to get home. “I have a penthouse near Grafton Street,” she said. “I don’t have far to walk.”

I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “Really? I thought you’d still be staying at Iolas’ house.”

“Not likely. Not after everything that happened there.”

I got the feeling she wasn’t just talking about recent events, but also events long past as well. “Fair enough. Have you spoken to Iolas since his arrest?”

“Nope. He can rot.”

“Amen to that.”

She paused at the front of the shop as I opened the door. “I had the chance to do a lot of thinking while I was in the med center,” she said.

“Oh yeah? Always a dangerous thing.”

She smiled slightly. “Maybe. Anyway, I’ve been thinking about the past, and certain things that happened, like why Iolas would have my parents killed, and the strange things that went on in that house of his.”

“Strange? What like?”

“You remember that ritual you saw when you soul-gazed me?”

I nodded. “Yeah.”

“I’d like to know what that was about. There are other things I haven’t told you about as well.”

“The past is a foreign country,” I said. “Maybe you should forget about going there.”

She made a face at me. “Really? You of all people are telling me that?”

I smiled as if she had a point. “I guess we can’t escape the past.”

“Anyway,” she said. “I could use your help in doing some digging.”

“Sure, it’s the least I can do.”

She stared at me a moment and then smiled, a rare trace of sentimentality in her face. “I’m glad we met.”

I kissed her. “Me too.”

“I’ll call you.”

“You sure you don’t want to come in?”

She shook her head as she walked away. “See your friend and get that hand sorted out.”

I held my right arm up. “What, you won’t sleep with me until I miraculously get a new hand?”

“That’s not the hand I was talking about.”

“Oh,” I said, realizing that she was talking about the Hand of Drakkar, which was still wrapped up in the car’s trunk. 

Amelia laughed to herself as she walked away, seeming lighter of being since breaking away from her despot uncle. I smiled after her for a moment, and then turned and went inside the shop, locking the door after me. 

Inside the bookshop, it seemed desperately quiet and empty, my mother still painfully conspicuous in her absence. Going to the desk, I poured myself a whiskey and sat sipping on it for a while as I couldn’t help but stare at my stump. Every time I looked at it, all I could see was Manannán’s great steed chewing my severed right hand to bits before swallowing it. It was an image that would stay with me for the rest of my life, even if I did somehow magically replace the lost hand.

When I’d finished my drink, I went upstairs and slept for a few hours, eventually being woken up by a familiar pain in my chest. A pain I recognized as that caused by Drakkar, and although it wasn’t as extreme as the last time, the pain was enough for me to get the message Drakkar was sending me.

He wanted a body.

And soon.
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That evening, I called a taxi to pick me up and take me to Davey Byrne’s place on the North Circular. The taxi driver, a large middle-aged man with a tattoo of a swift on the side of his neck, turned the radio up slightly when the news came on. I was almost shocked to hear that the murder of Glen Morely was headline news, though I don’t know why I was shocked, given how bloody brutal and mysterious the murder was, at least from an outsider’s perspective. 

I couldn’t help tensing and shifting uncomfortably in my seat—with Drakkar’s hand in a plastic shopping bag in my lap—as the radio broadcaster relayed the details of the murder, or what details they made public. The newsreader said that Morely had been murdered under very mysterious circumstances and that the police had no suspects yet, for which I breathed a sigh of relief. Authorities were keeping the full details of the murder under wraps, probably because they couldn’t explain what happened. The entire case would probably be buried along with Morely and forever remain a mystery, which was fine by me.

“Good enough for the bastard, eh?” the taxi driver said.

“Yeah,” I said. “Good enough for him.”

After the taxi driver dropped me off, I went up to Davey’s front door and knocked. Davey appeared a moment later, dressed in dark slacks, shirt, and buttoned cardigan. Thankfully, he didn’t come to the door covered in blood this time. “Corvin,” he said, smiling. “What a pleasant surprise.” His smile faltered when he noticed my stump.

“I know,” I said, holding my arm up. “It’s why I’m here. Plus, this.” I held up the plastic bag containing the Hand. 

“What’s that?”

“A pain in my ass.”

Davey nodded as if he understood. “Come in, son, and we’ll see if we can get you sorted out.”

Liking the sound of that, I followed him into the dimly lit house, down the hallway and into the large living room, which appeared to have turned into more of a library over the years, as there were books everywhere, with one wall being entirely taken up by them. “This is quite a collection,” I said admiringly as I looked around.

“This is just a fraction,” he said as he went about pouring two whiskeys. “I keep bringing books in here to read, and they end up staying. I must clear them out at some point, though since it’s just me these days, I don’t really see the point.”

I nodded as I gratefully accepted the whiskey he gave me. “I get it.”

Davey smiled as he sat down in a well-worn armchair, groaning slightly as his bones creaked. “I know you do, son. You take after your mother in that way. She was empathic too. It’s what made her a people person.”

“I wouldn’t call myself a people person exactly,” I said as I sat down on the couch. “I’m more of a loner.”

“Even loners can know people.”

“I hardly know myself, Davey.”

Davey chuckled slightly. “Does anyone? We’re all a mystery, even to ourselves.” His eyes went to the plastic bag in my lap. “What have you got there, son? The suspense is killing me.”

Downing my whiskey, I placed the empty glass on the floor and unwrapped the Hand, holding it up for Davey to see. “The Hand of Drakkar.”

Davey reared back slightly as if he wasn’t happy about such a thing being brought into his home, but he also seemed somewhat fascinated by it. “Drakkar,” he said. “The Magi?”

“You’ve heard of him?”

“I’ve heard a few stories of an evil Magi by that name who lived around the sixteenth century. I thought they were just myths, to be honest.”

“Clearly not. His spirit lives on inside this hand, and now he wants a body to put it on.”

“A body? Why would you aid him in that?”

“It’s a long story, but the bottom line is, I don’t have a choice. Drakkar, or his spirit, will kill me if I don’t do as it asks.”

“I see,” Davey said. “And you thought I could get you said body.”

“Yes.”

“I’m reluctant to give such an evil spirit its freedom.”

“So am I, but it beats dying. If it comes to it, I can always hunt Drakkar down.” A sudden pain in my chest let me know Drakkar was listening. “Once I break the hold he has over me, that is.”

Drakkar’s familiar laughter echoed in my head. “Good luck…” he hissed.

“Okay,” Davey said after giving it some thought. “I suppose you’re caught between a rock and a hard place on this one. I’ll help you out. I have a fresh body in the basement, an old wizard that was murdered. The Council gave his body to me because they didn’t know what else to do with him. He has no family, and the Council didn’t want him going into the system, so they gave him to me to dispose of.”

“Sounds ideal,” I said, just wanting to be rid of the Hand at this point. “Let’s do it.”
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Down in the basement, the body of the man Davey was talking about lay naked on the autopsy table. The body was thin and withered by death, the flesh on the old bones gray and limp. 

“Where’s Dalia?” Davey asked as he put his green apron on. “She was supposed to come and work with me again.”

“She’s a little tied up at the moment,” I said. “I’m sure she’ll come and see you when she’s ready.”

“She’s a good girl. I like her. Quite suited to this line of work, which I can’t say about many people.”

The fact that she almost died passed through my mind again. The sense of relief I felt when she didn’t still hadn’t left me. “She likes you too. She likes the work here.”

Davey nodded as he picked up a scalpel and cut through the flesh of the dead man’s right wrist. “I’m glad. It’s important work that needs to be carried on. I won’t be around forever.”

“You’ve got a while left yet, Davey.”

He smiled as he picked up a bone saw. “These old bones of mine would disagree with you.”

I turned away as he sawed through the bones of the dead man’s wrist. On the shelf next to me, I saw jars filled with various body parts, including hands. “Do you plan on giving me one of these?” I asked him.

“Yes,” he replied as if that was the very reason he kept them.

“I’m not sure I’d be comfortable wearing someone else’s hand.”

“Well, it’s that or go without.” He had finished sawing off the dead man’s gnarly hand, which he was now waving at me. “You can have this one if you like.”

I made a face at him. “No, thanks.”

Davey laughed as he placed the severed hand in a dish. “Give me Drakkar’s hand.”

I hesitated before handing the wrapped appendage over to him, knowing what would happen when I did. But just in case my doubts were getting the better of me, Drakkar sent another bolt of pain into my chest. “Here,” I said, giving the Hand to Davey like I couldn’t wait to get rid of it.

Davey took the Hand and examined it, flinching slightly when the eye in the center of the palm suddenly opened to stare at him. “Well, hello there,” he said grimly.

“Just place the hand near the wrist. It will do the rest.”

Davey set the severed Hand next to the wrist of the cadaver, and within seconds the two knitted together. “Well, isn’t that something. It’s almost seamless.”

I wasn’t as fascinated by the process as Davey was, having seen it happen before. I was also more anxious about what would transpire next, and I didn’t have to wait long to find out. Within moments of the Hand connecting itself to the old man’s body, the corpse suddenly opened its eyes, causing Davey to step back in surprise.

Here we go, I thought, having no idea of what would happen next. It was all I could do not to go running back up the stairs to get myself far away from the now fully animated corpse. As Davey came to stand beside me, I noticed him reaching out to a drawer, opening it and taking out a revolver. “You’re going to shoot him?” I said. “He’s dead already!”

“I know,” Davey said. “I was thinking it might slow him down, though, if he tries any funny business.”

“Like trying to bloody kill us, you mean?”

“Exactly.”

As we both watched in horrified fascination, the corpse of the old man, now possessed by the spirit of Drakkar, slowly sat up like some mechanical thing and stared right at us. The eyes were milky and well, dead-looking, but behind the necrotic tissue, I could see Drakkar’s spirit moving around in there as it filled out its new, and no doubt only temporary, vessel.

What the hell have I done? I thought as Drakkar slid the stiffened legs of the corpse off the table and unsteadily got to his feet. He stood for a few moments as if getting used to his new vessel, and then he slowly turned his head to look at us, his neck creaking horribly as he did so. The body was full of rigor mortis, so when Drakkar walked toward us, he did so as if he had to drag his near useless legs and arms behind him, shuffling along like a stereotypical zombie from The Walking Dead.

As Davey and I resisted the urge to step back, Drakkar finally came to a stop just in front of me and peeled back his bluish lips into a rictus grin. He tried to speak at that point, but the old man’s voice box had long since ceased up, so the only sounds to come out were garbled groaning sounds as his jaw moved grotesquely up and down.

“You’ll have to speak up,” Davey said.

I turned slightly and looked at him in disbelief. “Are you taking the piss?”

“Yes.”

“Well, don’t.”

Drakkar shuffled closer, his dead-eyed stare focused on me now.

“You’ve got what you wanted,” I said to him, hoping he wouldn’t come any closer. “What now?”

His voice suddenly sounded in my head. “You have freed me… Corvin Chance. Thank you…”

“No need to thank me,” I said aloud. “You can just go, though I don’t know how… or where you will go looking like that.”

“Perhaps he’ll get laid,” Davey said out of the side of his mouth. “I’m sure it’s been a while.”

“He’ll lay you in a minute if you don’t be quiet,” I whispered back.

“Would you like to see your future?” Drakkar asked, again telepathically.

I shook my head. “Not really.”

“What?” Davey said.

“He’s talking telepathically.”

“Oh, I see. What’s he saying?”

“Nothing much⁠—”

“My gift to you…” Drakkar said. 

And then, with a speed that came out of nowhere, he suddenly lurched forward and planted his icy hand on my forehead. Instantly, I was hit with a barrage of images that I could barely take in there were so many of them: Prince Constantine baring his fangs as he hissed angrily, just before flying at me; many images of robed individuals, some of them performing strange magic; an image of a man in long, white robes holding a great staff aloft as he seemed to cast some immensely powerful spell; a gigantic figure striding across a blackened wasteland; and finally, blood; lots and lots of blood that washed over everything until it looked like I was seeing the world through a red lens.

When Drakkar took his hand from my head, I reeled back disorientated, Davey grabbing my arm before I fell against a shelf full of glass jars. 

“What the hell did you do to him?” Davey asked Drakkar angrily.

As I regained my composure, Drakkar gave us his rictus grin. Then he sent his last words to me. “We’ll meet again, Corvin Chance. Slán…”

Just as he turned to smoke before our eyes—a smoke that soon dissipated as he disappeared—Davey shouted, “Don’t kill anyone!”

When Drakkar had gone completely, I turned to Davey. “Don’t kill anyone?”

“Do you think he’ll listen?”

Sighing, I shook my head. “I seriously doubt it.”

[image: ]


After pulling a bottle of whiskey from between two jarred livers on a shelf, Davey poured us each a drink, which he gave me in a stainless steel cup. “What is this?” I asked, holding it up, wrinkling my nose at the strange smell.

“Just a cup,” Davey said as he drank from a similar one. “I use them to collect the urine from the bodies.”

My mouth was full of whiskey when I suddenly sprayed it all over the floor. “What?!”

Davey laughed. “You should see your face, son… I was kidding. They’re just cups.”

“Hilarious.”

“I mix blood in them sometimes, but the whiskey should sterilize them.”

Giving him a look, I put the cup down on the empty autopsy table. “I think I’ll pass.”

“Suit yourself.” Davey downed the rest of his drink before putting the empty cup next to mine. “Now, about this hand of yours.”

I turned to look at the jars of pickled hands, wondering who they all belonged to. “I really have to choose one of these?”

“What? No.” Davey shook his head. “I was just pulling your leg about that. I will grow you a new one. All I’ll need is your DNA.”

Relieved that I didn’t have to have another stranger’s hand grafted onto me, I asked, “How?”

“Magic and science,” Davey said. “Although some would say they are the same.”

“I didn’t know you could do that.” I paused as a tingle of excitement passed through me at the thought of getting my hand back, or at least a copy of the original, which would do just as well. “How does it work? Is it like a 3D printer or something?”

Davey moved his head from side to side. “Hmm… in a way. It’s a complicated process and the result of my many years of experiments. I’m not at the stage where I could grow a full human being yet, but I can grow parts of one.”

“That’s bloody awesome, Davey,” I said as I looked down at my stump. “You wouldn’t believe how much you miss a part of yourself when it’s gone.”

“Maybe this was a lesson for you.”

“A lesson?”

“Drakkar showed you visions, didn’t he?”

I nodded. “How did you know?”

“It wasn’t hard to work out.”

I was back to being uncomfortable now as I frowned deeply at him. “Were you in my damn head as well?”

“No.” He paused as he stared at me a moment. “I don’t need visions to know what your future holds, Corvin. You’re on a dark path now, son, I can see that. A path that will lead to much blood and violence… even death. But I can also see that it’s a righteous path, though a dangerous one.”

I stared back at him a moment as I took in what he said. “What does serpent son mean?” I asked.

Davey frowned. “Serpent son?”

“Iolas called me that just before he tried to kill me. He implied that my mother was involved with something that led to her death. Do you know anything about that?”

“No,” Davey said as he shook his head, though I couldn’t tell if he was lying or not, or even why he would lie. “I don’t.”

I stared at him a moment longer before nodding. “Okay. Just thought I’d ask.”

“Fate has a way of providing us with answers, eventually. No doubt it will do the same for you.”

“Yeah,” I said, thinking of the blood-drenched visions shown to me by Drakkar. “No doubt.”
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Davey said it would take a day or two to perform the procedure of growing me a new hand, so the next day I paid a visit to my parents’ graves at Mount Jerome Cemetery. A taxi took me there, and I told the driver to wait for me while I went in.

It was a cloudy afternoon with a notable nip in the air, signifying that fall was just around the corner, which I didn’t mind because the Rotting Season is my favorite season. All that heat over the summer had become tiresome, anyway. I don’t know how people live in places where it’s hot and sunny every day. Personally, I like my weather to be changeable, which in Ireland, it is. As the saying goes, if you don’t like the weather in Ireland, wait twenty minutes, although the blistering summer sort of undermined that saying.

The cemetery seemed different during the day, at least compared to how it was the last time I was here with Davey and Dalia to do a spot of grave digging. It was less ominous in the daylight. There was also no chance of bumping into any ghouls this time, since they’d all be lying up in some dark hole as they awaited the night to fall so they could begin their feasting again.

As I crouched down in front of the two gravestones, I felt a sense of peace come over me, partly because of the serene surroundings, and partly because a growing sense of purpose was stirring in me, which is something I hadn’t noticed until now. Before the death of my mother, I had little a sense of purpose. I clung to the flimsy idea that I would continue to pursue my music—the thing I loved the most—but that idea didn’t seem to fit with me anymore, not after recent events. 

Things had changed, and there was no going back. 

Where these changes would eventually take me, I didn’t know, as I was still figuring everything out, trying to sort out my place in the world. I just knew that getting justice for my mother, and to a lesser extent for Dalia, felt good. 

More than that, it felt right.

“It looks like you were right, Ma,” I said. “As always. Maybe I am meant for other things.”

I thought about the visions that Drakkar had shown me. They’d been on my mind ever since they happened and I was constantly turning over their meaning in my head. Most of all, I wondered if my future was set in stone, or did I have the power to change it?

Time will tell, I thought as I turned my attention back to my mother’s gravestone. 

“I did it, Ma. I got Iolas, and that bastard Iliphar. I’m not sure you would’ve liked how I did it, but…I did what I had to do. You can rest easy now,” I said as my voice cracked a little and tears welled up in my eyes. “I miss you, Ma…”

Wiping my hand down my face, I took a deep breath to gather myself, before staring at my father’s gravestone. It had been twenty years since his death. A long time for someone to be gone and easy to forget what they were like. My memories of my father were sketchy, yes, but I’ve never forgotten how I felt when I was around him, which was loved, and proud that he was my father.

“It’s been too long, Da,” I said. “You deserve justice. You deserve to rest in peace, and I will make sure you do.” I paused as I set my jaw. “Constantine will pay.”

I stood up then and wiped the last of the tears from my eyes as a steely sense of purpose grew in me.

“People think I’m on a dark path,” I said as I walked away. “But they haven’t seen dark yet.”
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There are many beautiful places on the island of Ireland, many of which I have visited over the years. These places, although scenic and steeped in fanciful history, are also more often than not, steeped in blood and permeated with a darkness unseen unless you knew what you were looking for. 

Glandalough, a glacial valley nestled in the hugely expansive Wicklow Mountains, was no different. The place was known chiefly for the Early Medieval monastic settlement founded there by St. Kevin in the 6th Century. It is an area that contains two round towers and several small church buildings that are surrounded by oak woodland. On the surface, the area seems like a serene place of natural beauty, a place that attracts many tourists, hikers, and even rock climbers. 

But underneath all the natural beauty and mundane history lies an even more ancient aspect of Ireland’s character, and that is the Fae. Just like in Cork, the Fae rule the whole of the Wicklow Mountains, doing so behind the facade of the Otherworld. Mostly, the Fae bother little with the humans who trek the paths and hike the hills of Wicklow. Sometimes, however, people would go missing. Usually, it was assumed that these people had gotten lost somewhere, which is easy to do if you don’t know what you are doing out there in the wilds. Sometimes bodies are recovered, sometimes not. Rarely did such disappearances draw much attention.

Until lately, when it was reported that five young women had gone missing around Glandalough in the space of a month. It was enough to make local authorities angsty, and for the national media to report the strange disappearances. Search parties had been sent out to find the missing women, but none of the women were turned up, alive or dead. People were mystified. Some even said there must be a serial killer operating in the area, a theory that not even the media took that seriously. 

Some more informed people in the local area had, however, talked about “evil faery’s,” and as far as I was concerned, they weren’t far wrong. The disappearances had Fae written all over them. If a werewolf or some other carnivorous creature had taken the women, their remains would likely have been found by now. Werewolves and creatures like them tended not to clean up after themselves. They dragged their prey to a quiet spot to feast upon their flesh, and then they walked away from the remains, making no attempt to hide them.

No, this was Fae. 

I knew it in my bones the moment I read about the disappearances in the papers. And since I was at something of a loose end, I drove to Glandalough myself to see if I could understand what was going on. 

Alone, I might add. 

Dalia was still in the Otherworld with Sorcha, and Amelia was busy with her own stuff. Monty was in Edinburgh, making some new videos for his YouTube channel. 

So that only left me.

Not that I minded being alone. Since getting back from Cork over a week ago, I hadn’t much felt like company. The things I had done there, especially facilitating the murder of Glenn Morely, weighed heavily upon me. However much Morely may have deserved to die, it was still murder. His blood was all over my hands, along with the blood of Iliphar. 

I had crossed a line, and there was no going back. That kind of thing changed you deep down. I now felt like my soul had been blackened, and that some inner light in me had been extinguished forever, leaving nothing but darkness behind.

Coming to Glandalough to help the missing girls was an attempt by me to recover that part of myself which had been lost, even though I knew deep down that I would never recover it. 

But that wouldn’t stop me from trying. 

I had already spent the whole of yesterday trekking through the surrounding woodlands and hills to find some clue as to the whereabouts of the missing girls. That search drew a blank. 

Now, I was standing on the west edge of the Upper Lake, surrounded by wooded hills as a mild breeze blew across the surface of the water. The air here was crisp, and it felt rejuvenating as it filled my lungs. Nearby lay the ruins of an abandoned lead mining village where I had just come from after finding nothing there. Near the southern shore, there was a small rectangular church known as Temple-na-Skellig, and near that was a cliff that hosted a cave called St. Kevin’s Bed, both of which could only be accessed by boat. 

I had a feeling the cave might be a hideout for whoever or whatever was taking the girls. I couldn’t be sure, but it seemed like a better proposition than spending another day trekking through endless woodland. As peaceful and scenic as the woods were, it was also hard going making your way through them, especially since the weather was still relatively warm and stuffy.

As I didn’t have access to a boat, I used my magic to take me the half-mile or so to the southern shore. Raising my arms out slightly, I said the words to a Levitation Spell and raised myself a foot or so off the ground before floating out over the water at roughly walking speed. 

A few feet out, I uttered the words, “Invisibilis factus!” 

This spell turned me invisible. The last thing I needed was for some hiker to video me on their phone as I levitated across the water. Next thing you know, I’d be on YouTube as millions tuned in to see the “Risen Messiah” walking on, or at least hovering over, water. No doubt Monty would find such a video hilarious. He would inevitably leverage it for his own gain, touting himself as the new Messiah’s manager or some such bullshit, and I’d be running around like the guy from Monty Python’s Life of Brian, screaming at the hordes of people following me that I was “not the Messiah!”

As I was amusing myself with this little scenario, I suddenly heard a splashing sound just behind me, and when I stopped and turned around, I witnessed a naked figure raise itself out of the water. The figure was female and looked human, but I knew it wasn’t. The deep amber eyes, long pointed ears, and almost bluish flowing locks told me it was a water nymph. As she held herself perfectly still in the water, the nymph stared at me somewhat warily, but also mischievously. I wasn’t surprised that she could see through my Invisibility Spell.

“Hello there,” I said. “Can I help you?”

The nymph smiled shyly, though I knew she wasn’t. Fae had a way of acting small and unthreatening until they weren’t. “It’s not every day a human flies across my lake,” she said in a girlish voice. “I came to investigate.”

I nodded. “I’m more levitating than flying, but anyway. The name’s Corvin. Nice to meet you.”

Still wearing her butter-wouldn’t-melt smile, the nymph moved around me slightly. “Nice to meet you too. They call me Nyxie.”

“Nyxie. Very apt.”

Nyxie frowned. “Apt?”

I turned myself around slightly to follow her as she moved in circles. “You look like a Nyxie, that’s all.”

“Oh.” She smiled, taking it as a compliment. “Thank you.”

“I’m heading to the southern shore,” I said. “I’m trying to find some missing humans. Five girls. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

She stopped moving and sank down into the water until only her head and shoulders were visible. “You seek the dark one.”

“The dark one?”

“The buggane.”

“Buggane?” The word sounded familiar, and after a moment, I realized I had heard it before, or rather read it in a book. “A dark faery?”

“Dark, yes.” Nyxie disappeared under the water for a moment, then came back up the other side of me, closer this time. “I advise you not to go to shore. Turn back.”

“This buggane, it’s definitely there?” I asked, gesturing to the nearby southern shore. 

Nyxie nodded. “He is vile… Unseelie.”

“What did he do with the girls? Are they still alive?”

“Maybe… maybe not. I don’t know. I stay in the water.” Somewhat annoyingly, she dived under the water again and came back up the other side of me. “It’s safer in here.”

“I’m sure. How powerful is this buggane?”

“More powerful than you, human,” she said without hesitation, not exactly filling me with confidence. “Powerful enough to kill you.”

“Aren’t they all?”

“Who all?”

“It doesn’t matter. Do you know where this buggane hangs out? The cave is it?”

Her bright amber eyes stared back at me as rivulets of water ran down her face, her glittering hair spread out across the surface. “The cave, yes. That’s where it takes the human females. Into its labyrinth.”

“Labyrinth?”

“Yes, it runs through the entire mountain. Those who go in⁠—”

“Let me guess. They never come out.”

Nyxie dipped further into the lake until only her head was visible. “And neither will you.”

For a moment, I considered turning around and getting some backup before trying to tackle the buggane. But I had come this far…

“How do I kill it?”

“Only with a silver blade.” She raised herself up and made a stabbing motion at her chest. “Through the heart.”

“Which I don’t have.”

Nyxie frowned. “You don’t have a heart?”

“A blade.”

“It does not matter; there is one on the shore, inside the ruin.”

“The church, you mean? How is there a sword there?”

“It is supposedly something the buggane likes to do. It leaves the sword for its enemies, knowing they will never be good enough to kill it.” She tilted her head to the side. “Are you?”

“I guess we’ll see, won’t we?” I said after a moment and then moved toward the shore again. “It was nice talking to you, Nyxie.”

“Wait!” Nyxie sped up alongside me as she cut through the water with hardly a ripple. Then she reached up and plucked out a lock of her bluish-silver hair. “Give me your arm.”

Frowning slightly, I stretched my hand down toward her, and she tied the lock of wet, silky hair around my right wrist. And yes, in case you’re wondering, Davey had successfully grown me a new hand in his basement, much to my astonishment. His work was so flawless there wasn’t even a scar where it had been joined on. Davey also informed me that my new hand was much improved over the original, but I’ll talk about that later. 

“What’s this for?” I asked Nyxie as I inspected the band of hair, which was now glowing brightly.

“In case you find yourself in the buggane’s labyrinth,” she said. “The hair will glow brighter the closer it gets to the lake here. It will help you find your way out… if you don’t die first.”

I nodded at her last comment, knowing it was a possibility. “Thank you, Nyxie. I appreciate the help.”

“I hope you kill the beast, for he has brought darkness down upon this valley. Just remember,” she added as she dipped below the surface again. “The sword must pierce the beast’s heart. And don’t let it into your head…”

“Wait, what do you mean, don’t let it into my head?”

But she was gone, leaving me to hover over the water for a moment as I looked down at the lock of hair tied around my wrist, which despite the danger that lay ahead, gave me a strange sense of comfort.
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It wasn’t long before I made it to the southern shore, my heart rate rising as I set foot on the wet stones. Immediately, I felt something malevolent permeating the air, giving everything a sinister vibe, including the small church ruin just up ahead, the place where the silver sword supposedly lay. I had the Druidic Dagger with me, but to use it, I would have to get up close and personal with the buggane, which I didn’t want to do if the beast was as ferocious as Nyxie said it was. If there was a sword inside that church, I would use it. I also remained invisible as I walked across the pebble beach. Being essentially Fae, the buggane would probably see through the glamour right away, but there was still a chance that it wouldn’t, which would give me an edge.

As I came off the beach and onto course grassland, details concerning buggane lore came to me now that I’d thought about it. In the book I’d read years ago, the buggane was described as a shapeshifter, most often taking on the form of a black steed, but also changing at will into something altogether more monstrous, the details of which I could hardly remember, except to say that the more beastly form comprised long, razor-sharp claws and tusks, and a body covered in thick, black hair. It wasn’t a pretty picture emerging in my mind, and I swallowed anxiously at the thought of having to confront the beast at some point. The only upside, if you could call it that, was that I didn’t think bugganes killed the females they kidnapped, at least not at first, anyway. Which meant I could still save the five missing girls.

The little abandoned church lay just ahead, and as I moved toward it, a sudden bone-chilling roar stopped me dead in my tracks. The sound was akin to that of a roaring bull, but much deeper, and it reverberated through the entire valley like a declaration of war. I looked up the hill to the trees beyond, but I couldn’t see any sign of the creature who had made the sound, and I concluded it must be hidden in the trees somewhere, probably keeping a close eye on me. And going by the sound of that roar, I also felt like the beast was relishing the fact that I had come to challenge it, and that it didn’t consider me any kind of threat. 

It was looking forward to killing me. 

There was no point in remaining invisible any longer.

On edge now, I hurried toward the little church, making my way through the front entrance where the door had long since rotted off. Inside, it was just an empty shell with not even a roof, but at the very front of the church, the old stone altar still stood, and on it, I could see something glinting in the dull light. When I walked up the aisle to the altar, it almost surprised me to see a long silver sword sitting there. It seemed Nyxie was telling the truth. As sincere as she seemed, I still fostered doubts about Nyxie’s intentions, which given my recent experience with the Fae in Cork, I couldn’t help. But now my doubts were unwarranted. The sword was here, and it was frankly magnificent. 

A little hesitantly, as if I knew the sword would shock me when I touched it, I reached down and picked it up with both hands, one hand on the grip, the other under the blade. It felt as heavy as I expected it to, given it was forged from solid silver. Despite its weight, however, the sword was also supremely balanced, a fact which became more clear as I held it up with one hand to inspect the blade which was exquisitely engraved with Celtic knotwork and some other symbols that I didn’t recognize, making me wonder just how old the sword was. The grip was leather and comfortable in my hand, though I wasn’t all that comfortable with the blade itself. Simply put, I had never used a sword before in my life. Any combat training I had over the years, which wasn’t much, revolved around close-quarters unarmed combat. Weapons training never came into it.

“Well, it’s coming into it now,” I said as I took the sword and walked out of the church again. 

Dark clouds had formed overhead, the diminished light making the landscape seem somehow sinister now, as if something was trying to tell me I wasn’t welcome here. It would have been easy, at that moment, to drop the sword where I stood and then turn and head back across the lake again, leaving the buggane to its business. 

But five girls were missing. Five girls, whose families were going crazy not knowing if their loved ones were alive or dead.

As had been happening a lot lately, I got a sudden flash of the visions Drakkar had shown me before he vanished. I kept seeing the blood, gallons of it everywhere, and an overwhelming sense of violence that scared and exhilarated me at the same time. 

Maybe I don’t have a choice here, I thought. Perhaps taking on monsters like the buggane is just what I do now.  

Whether or not that was true, I didn’t know. At any rate, I gripped the sword tight in my hand and made my way across the rugged landscape, toward the cliff and the cave.
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I had walked about two hundred yards from the old church when a low, whispering voice stopped me in my tracks.

“I can smell your blood…”

I couldn’t be sure if the voice, which made me shudder, was inside or outside my head until I remembered Nyxie’s last words to me…

Don’t let it into your head…

“Too late now,” I said aloud as I looked around for the buggane, my eyes finally settling on a tall figure standing about fifty yards away by the edge of the trees. The figure was humanoid, and wholly black. It was difficult to make out the face from this distance, especially with the failing light, but I could see the head was shaped like a horse, with long ears that stood up straight. There was no doubt it was the buggane.

“I will feast on your flesh after I kill you…”

I stood gripping the sword in my right hand, thinking the buggane would charge me, but it just kept staring.

“Find me if you can,” it said, and then in the blink of an eye, transformed itself into a massive black steed that instantly reminded me of Enbarr, Manannán mac Lir’s steed, who had made a meal of my severed hand. The buggane, in its new transformation, then galloped off toward the cliff, soon disappearing inside the cave.

I had to admit, I was a little shaken up by the sight of the buggane. In its humanoid form, it looked massive and frighteningly powerful. Even with the sword and my magic, I knew I would have a battle on my hands, and that’s if the shape-shifting beast didn’t kill me before first.

It was with some trepidation that I made my way toward the mouth of the cave, giving it a wide berth at first because I half-expected the buggane to come rushing out of the darkness at me. After a few moments, however, I realized it wasn’t going to. If there was a labyrinth inside the mountain, then the beast wanted me in it. 

There would be no sport in killing me just yet. It wanted to play first.

Slowly, I walked into the cave as darkness enveloped me.
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Once I was inside the cave and realized that I couldn’t see shit, I cast a spell over the sword, causing it to give out a ghostly bluish-white light that was just enough for me to see by so I could make my way deeper into the cave without walking into the walls. This way, I could hold the sword with both hands and still illuminate the way.

The deeper I went into the cave passage, the more my nostrils wrinkled at a musky smell that got stronger as I went. It smelled like a horse, but also of dung and… rotten meat. 

After a few minutes of walking, the cave passage opened up into a massive cavern. Strange looking crystals embedded into the rock put out a reddish light that illuminated most of the space. 

With pumping adrenaline, I stood by the end of the passage as I surveyed the cavern, looking for signs of the buggane. My eyes soon fell upon the piles of bones everywhere, most of which were animal bones, but some were unmistakably human, which didn’t exactly fill me with confidence that I would find the girls alive.

But then I heard a whimpering sound coming from the far end of the cavern. Cautiously, I made my way forward, sticking to the center of the room because there were passages leading off of it everywhere, and I was afraid that the buggane would come charging out of one of them. 

Constantly turning my head to look in every direction as I moved, I finally made it to the far end of the cavern, panting from the fearful expectation that I would be attacked at any moment. I was so busy glancing around me I almost missed the hole in the floor in front of me, nearly falling into it before I realized what I was doing, stopping myself just in time.

Frowning, I stood by the edge of the hole and held the sword over it for illumination. As I peered down almost transfixed, I saw the hole was, in fact, a Dead Pit Room—a room that had no passages leading off of it. And as my eyes adjusted to the gloom below, they soon widened in shock when I made out several shapes lying on the floor. 

Human shapes. 

None of the people in the pit moved for long moments, to the point where I thought they were all dead. But then one of them looked up, her eyes glinting slightly from the light of the sword. With a face full of fear, she stared up at me, probably wondering why I wasn’t the buggane, or perhaps thinking the buggane had shape-shifted into a human form.

“It’s okay,” I said to the girl in the pit. “I’m going to get you out. Is everyone alive?”

“I think so,” the girl said in a frightened voice. “The monster…”

“I know. Hold on…”

I thought for a moment about the best way to get the girls out of the pit, before deciding it would be best to use a Levitation Spell to lift them out. I couldn’t see any other way.

But as I was about to cast the spell, the voice of the buggane sounded in my head.

“Come and get me if you dare…”

In a burst of anger-fueled confidence, I shouted back, “I will, motherfucker, don’t you worry about that. I will kill you. You hear me?”

The beast’s laughter seemed to echo off the walls of the cavern as if it was relishing the fight to come.

Ignoring the laughter, I turned my attention to the captive girls and cast the Levitation Spell over them, placing the sword on the floor so I could use both hands to direct the magic, eventually raising all five of them out of the pit and placing them down on the floor of the cavern. There was enough light from the sword for me to see them all clearly now, and I almost gasped when I noticed how torn their clothes were, and how much blood was over them. Only two of the girls seemed conscious. The other three lay as if dead, though I couldn’t be sure if they were or not.

“Are they alive?” I asked the most lucid girl, who was blonde with a face streaked with blood.

She was in so much shock she could barely speak. “I… don’t know…”

The second conscious girl sat up, but her eyes were vacant, as if her mind was somewhere else entirely. She only flinched when the buggane sounded a great roar from within the mountain somewhere. Ignoring the sound, I quickly checked the pulses of the three unconscious girls, and was surprised to find that they were all still alive, though barely. Rubbing my hands together, I cast a Healing Spell before laying my hands on each of the girls, passing to them just enough healing energy to rouse them out of their oblivion. 

When all three came to, they each screamed in shock at my presence, but with the help of the blonde girl, I got them calmed down by telling them I was there to rescue them. Then I turned to the blonde girl and told her to get herself and the others out of the cave, and to meet me at the shore. “You’ll have to feel your way out,” I said to her. “But you can do it. Just follow the passage.”

“You aren’t coming?” the girl said as I picked up the sword again.

Another roar sounded from deep in the mountain. “I can’t, not yet.”

She shook her head as if I was mad. “It will kill you…”

“Just take the others and go. If I don’t show up soon, I want you to turn to the lake and shout the name Nyxie. You got that?”

The girl seemed confused. “Nyxie?”

“Just shout the name. Help will come.”

I turned away from her to face the right wall of the cavern, from which four different passageways led off. Choosing the one nearest to me, I walked forward and entered it.
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The passageway I was in seemed like it had been bored out by a machine, though it couldn’t have been. Somehow, the buggane had created the maze of passageways itself, probably through some magic. Not that I cared much about the buggane’s excavation skills. The tunnels were narrow and claustrophobic, and I just wanted out of them. 

But first, I had to find the beast and kill it. If it didn’t find and kill me first.

Over the course of the next ten minutes, I walked down many passageways, having no clue of where I was going, though it felt like I was heading deeper into the mountain with every turn. The farther I went, the less the lock of hair around my wrist glowed, until eventually, its light stopped altogether, indicating to me that I was probably nearing the heart of the mountain, well away from the lake.

Throughout all this time, the buggane never let up with its taunts. It kept whispering vile threats in my mind, sometimes finishing these threats with loud laugher or one of its bone-chilling roars, which were ear-splitting in the narrow confines of the labyrinth. 

Even more disturbing were the piles of human bones I would sometimes come across as I searched the passageways for the buggane, and as I did, I realized why the beast was kidnapping humans. It was because it liked to hunt them through the labyrinth like a Minotaur after it was done holding them in captivity. I knew that if I hadn’t shown up when I had, that all five girls would have ended up in here, running for their lives as the buggane hunted and inevitably killed them.

Which it would soon do to me if I didn’t kill it first.

“Where are you?” I whispered, having trouble breathing now in this hellhole, as the air was so thin and somehow hot, as though a furnace was blasting against the outer walls, driving suffocating heat into the center. Rivulets of sweat ran down my face, not all of them from the heat.

As I walked down one tunnel, I came across another passageway that led to the left. As had been the case since entering the labyrinth, it was six and one or half dozen of the other which way I went. It felt like I was trapped in an endless maze. 

A sound from the adjoining passageway, however, aroused my interest.

It was the sound of deep, heavy breathing, which was occasionally punctuated by a low snorting of the type a horse would make.

I knew the buggane was close, so I headed down the passageway, the sword gripped in both hands as I fully expected the beast to appear in front of me at any moment.

But it didn’t appear in front of me at all. 

The bastard somehow came up the passageway behind me. I didn’t sense its presence until I felt something razor-sharp slice through my clothes before cutting into the flesh of my back. Screaming in pain and shock, I spun around in the narrow tunnel and swung the sword, but the blade connected only with air as it eventually hit the wall, causing sparks to fly.

The buggane’s laughter echoed through the tunnels.

“… Easy prey…”

Gritting my teeth against the pain in my back, I ran down the tunnel in the direction the buggane had come from, not surprised to find the next tunnel empty. Regardless, I moved down it anyway until I came to a place where four of the passageways intersected. As I stood deciding which one to take, I suddenly became aware of a presence nearing me, and I turned just in time to see the buggane charging toward me, though it seemed to have shifted again into something that was massive and covered from head to toe in thick, black hair. In the time I had to take it in, it seemed like a black grizzly bear with tusks and long ears, not to mention claws that were over a foot long. Before I could react, the buggane swung one of its massive paws at my abdomen, its claws slicing into my flesh before the beast disappeared once more.

In anger, pain, and frustration, I screamed. When I looked down, blood was pouring from my belly. Worse, I could see my intestines glistening under the light of the sword. Through gritted teeth, I uttered the words to a Healing Spell and used the magical energy in my right hand to heal up the wound so my intestines would at least not come spilling out. It was like using magical superglue, which patched up rather than healed. 

“Come and face me!” I shouted, rattled by the creature’s scare tactics despite myself. “Quit this Enter the Dragon shit and come and fight me!”

I doubted the buggane was familiar with the hall of mirrors scene from that movie, but it made me feel better saying it. At that point, stuck in the bowels of the mountain, it was all I could do not to give in to the terror and let the buggane win.

But I wasn’t about to let that happen. More than that, I would be ready the next time the beast attacked. All that hair covering its body had given me an idea.

I moved forward down the front passageway until I came to another leading off to the right. As I went down it, I soon realized that it was a dead-end, which suited me fine as I turned my back to the wall.

“All you can do is hide!” I shouted, my voice sounding thunderous in the confines of the tunnel. “Are you too afraid to face me?”

The buggane answered by bellowing somewhere nearby, a sound that was so loud I had to cover my ears against it.

The beast was coming. 

As I prepared myself, the dark figure of the buggane appeared in the mouth of the passageway, and it stood there staring at me with bright yellow eyes as if it was in no hurry to get to me, like it knew it had me trapped now. 

The beast snorted loudly as it prepared to rush at me.

“Come on, then!” I roared, as much to get my blood up as the buggane’s. “What are you waiting for? Come on!”

The beast roared and suddenly began charging down the tunnel at me.

Jesus Christ. I hope this works.

With the sword now held in my right hand, I waited until the buggane was about ten feet away, then I shouted the words, “Clipeum ignis!”

Instantly, a large shield of fire materialized around my outstretched left hand, and I braced myself for impact. The buggane was going so fast that it couldn’t stop itself in time, and it ran right into the fire-shield, howling in surprise as it did so. It was moving with such force that it sent me reeling back to the ground; the sword clanging off the rock as I fell. I scrambled back a few feet and then quickly got to my feet again. 

The buggane was still in the center of the tunnel, its great hairy body now on fire as it howled and roared in pain. The beast bounced around off the walls in a manic attempt to douse the flames, but it was too late. With all that hair covering it, it might as well have been doused in kerosene. Even when it shifted into various forms, the flames remained as they burned deeper into its flesh. Until finally, it shifted one last time into its humanoid form and just stood there facing me as the fire bit deeper and deeper, and the passageway filled with acrid smoke and the smell of burning flesh.

I didn’t know if the flames would kill the beast or not, but I wasn’t taking any chances. With a loud cry, I rushed at the buggane with the sword, half-expecting the beast to at least counter-attack. Instead, it stood there, almost as if it knew it had been defeated already.

The buggane howled as the silver sword pierced its chest, and then its heart. I let go of the grip and left the sword in there, stepping back away from the burning creature as it fell to its knees.

Just before it died, the buggane’s voice echoed in my head as it said rather cryptically…

“… the bringer of death awaits you…”

What it meant by that, I didn’t know.
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It took me quite a while to find my way back out of the labyrinth again, but with the help of Nyxie’s hair and the light from the sword which I pulled from the charred body of the buggane, I finally found the cavern and then, mercifully, the exit. 

Outside, I stood in the pitch dark for a few moments, breathing in the clear night air as I tried to purify my lungs of the smoke from the buggane’s burned body. The smell of the creature’s burned hair and flesh was still in my nostrils, and I had a feeling it was a smell I would never forget.

When I eventually made my way back to the shore, I panicked when I saw no sign of the five girls. There was, however, a fishing boat anchored at the shore, and I wondered if someone else was around until I realized it was probably Nyxie who had somehow gotten the boat and left it there out of faith that I would accomplish what I came to do.

But a boat was no use if I couldn’t find the girls. 

“Hello!” I shouted as I made my way inland again, looking around for any signs of them. Then, just before I came upon the abandoned church, I noticed a head poking around the doorway, and realized it was the blonde girl I’d been speaking to inside the cavern. “It’s okay, it’s just me. It’s safe to come out, I promise.”

The blonde girl stared fearfully at me for a moment. “Is it dead?”

“It’s dead.”

She then disappeared, and a moment later, all five girls came walking out of the little church, all holding onto each other as if their lives still depended on it. They each looked the worse for wear in their torn, bloodstained clothes, but none of them seemed to have any serious injuries that I could see.

“You killed that thing?” the blonde girl asked me.

“I did,” I said. “You’re safe now.”

The girl threw her arms around me and hugged me tightly as the other girls cried with relief.

“I just want to go home…” one of them said.

When I’d pried the blonde girl off me, I led the five of them to the boat and helped each of them into it. 

Then I started the small outboard engine and headed for the far side of the lake, the moon overhead lighting the way.
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Once we got to shore, I dug my phone out from my now tattered and partly shredded jacket and called the local authorities, telling them I had found the five missing girls and where they could find them. When the operator asked for my details, I hung up the phone.

The five girls were all huddled on the grassy bank next to the shoreline, looking very much traumatized by their experience. And I couldn’t blame them. I doubted they would ever get over what happened to them, but at least they were alive.

I stayed with the girls until I heard sirens in the distance, and then I told them I had to go. Each of them stood up and hugged me individually, thanking me for what I’d done.

“You’re injured,” the blonde girl said when she hugged me last.

“I’ll be fine,” I said. “I might need some new clothes, though.”

The blonde girl smiled for the first time, a smile that soon disappeared when she realized something. “What do we tell people?” she asked.

“Tell them a madman kidnaped you,” I said. “It’s close to the truth.”

“And you?”

“What about me?”

“People should know what you did for us.”

I smiled. “It’s enough that you do,” I said.
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After I left the girls, I sat next to the shore about a mile away, hidden beneath a tree as I watched the police and paramedics turn up to take the girls away. It felt good to know the girls would be all right, despite the fact that I would have more scars to add to my ever-growing collection. A small price to pay, as far as I was concerned.

When the girls had been led away, I walked to the water’s edge and called out into the darkness, “Nyxie! Are you there?”

About a minute later, I saw a bluish light form under the surface of the dark water about ten yards out, and then a head broke the surface. 

“You rid this valley of the dark one,” Nyxie said, her hair glowing in the darkness. “I am forever in your debt, Corvin.”

I shook my head. “It’s me that’s in your debt. I’d probably be dead now if it wasn’t for you, or still stuck inside that labyrinth. Did you provide the boat?”

Nyxie smiled, her amber eyes twinkling like stars in the moonlight. “Yes, I thought you might need a way back across the lake.”

“Thank you.”

“What will you do now?” she asked. “Is there another monster for you to hunt somewhere?”

I thought of Constantine. “Yes, there is actually.”

“Well,” said Nyxie. “Be careful, and come visit me sometime. I’ll always be here.”

It was a comforting thought as I walked away.
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As I was making my way back through the dark woods, heading for my car parked near the old ruins, I suddenly caught sight of a figure that seemed to appear out of nowhere from behind a large oak tree about twenty yards ahead. The figure was tall and cloaked in ghostly white robes, with a hood covering their face. My eyes widened in shock as I remembered part of the vision Drakkar had shown me, of a man in white robes holding a staff as he cast some powerful magic spell. There was no doubt in my mind that the figure up ahead was the same man. I don’t know how I knew, but I did.

And then the man spoke, or rather communicated telepathically. “Soon, Serpent Son…” he said in a deep voice.

I shook my head, confused and a little frightened. “Soon?” I said. “What do you mean? Who are you?”

But the figure disappeared before I could get any answers.
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Igot back to Dublin the next morning feeling worse for wear. The injuries caused by the buggane seemed to have healed, but there were scars left behind that, like the one on my face, which I didn’t think would disappear anytime soon. 

I was just glad to be alive after the close encounter and also happy that I’d saved all five of the missing girls, who were probably at home now, or in hospital, wondering what the hell had happened to them, and if they would ever get over it. They were destined to have nightmares about their forced captivity for the rest of their lives. 

I knew I wouldn’t forget my experience in a hurry.

The bookshop was already open when I pulled the Spitfire up outside, thanks to my new employee. When I walked into the shop holding the sword, she stared at me from behind the desk like I was some madman, my shredded clothes only contributing to this impression. 

“Good morning, Margret,” I said with a wide smile. “And how are you this fine day?”

Margret Burke was a woman in her fifties, tall and slender with a body to rival any twenty-year-old, and with long silvery gray hair that hung to the middle of her back. She had kind blue eyes and a thin-lipped mouth that was always ready with a smile, unless she was gawping at someone who looked like they’d just stepped out of a gladiatorial arena.

“Corvin,” she said. “Wherever have you been? And where did you get that sword?”

“I got it from someone, or rather something, that doesn’t need it anymore,” I said, holding the blade aloft as I swung it around a few times. I was feeling comfortable holding the weapon, and I felt myself developing something of a connection with it, if that was possible, especially after I’d experienced what it could do. If this were still a time when men walked around with swords on their sides, this thing would be with me all the time.

Margret shook her head. “I’m not sure I want to know.”

“Probably best you don’t. Is everything okay with the shop?”

“Yes.” She got up from the desk and went to a stack of boxes on the floor, bending over to extract a handful of books from one of them. “The new stock arrived this morning. I was just sorting it out.”

I crossed the floor to glance down at the books. “Anything interesting?”

“Stuff for the public,” she said. “The other stock hasn’t come yet.”

The other stock was the books ordered by the customers in the know; those who knew magic and the supernatural to be real, and not just the preserve of writers and artists with fevered imaginations. “Okay,” I said. “And you’re fine dealing with the more… shady clientele?”

Margaret cocked her head at me. “I’m a witch, Corvin. Shady doesn’t disturb me at all.”

“Good. I’m glad you’re here, Margret. My mother would be happy that the shop is in such capable hands.”

“We were friends for a long time, so I know how much this shop meant to her.” She shook her head slightly. “I miss her, though.”

“Yeah.” I turned my head for a second, fighting the temptation to get maudlin. “So do I.”

“Are you doing okay, Corvin? You seem to be mixed up in something. I also heard about your feud with Iolas Tasar. Are you taking after your father now?”

I frowned, slightly taken aback by her unexpected comment. “What do you mean? I was getting justice for my mother.”

“I know that, dear, but you need to be careful when you walk the darker paths. It’s easy to be led astray.”

“I’m fine, Margret, no need to worry.” I went to walk away and head upstairs when I remembered something and turned around again. “Do you know if my mother was ever involved with any secret group or… cult?”

Margret shook her head. “Not as far as I know. Why do you ask?”

“Nothing. Have you ever heard the phrase ‘Serpent Son’ before?”

“Serpent Son?” Her frown deepened. “Not as far as I know. It could mean anything.”

I nodded as if it didn’t matter. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me for anything. Thanks, Margret.”

“Corvin?”

“Yes?”

“Are you sure you’re alright?”

I hesitated before answering. “Yes.”

Margret’s blue eyes seemed to look into me for an uncomfortable few seconds. “Okay, as long as you are.”

“I am.”

But I wasn’t, not really. Seeing that white-robed figure in the woods had left me shaken up. I had no clue who the person was, but I was almost certain it was the same person from the vision Drakkar had shown me. 

And what did he say again? Something like, “Soon, Serpent Son…”

What the hell did that even mean? What would be soon? 

I was left now with the inescapable feeling that something would happen, though I did not understand what. Everyone I asked about this Serpent Son business didn’t seem to know what I was talking about, or if they did, they weren’t saying. And if the latter was the case, why weren’t they saying anything? If something was going to happen to me, surely I had a bloody right to know?

It was too much, to be honest, and the not knowing was killing me. The high of killing the buggane and saving the girls were also waning, and in its place was a feeling of restlessness that I knew was connected to my decision to take down the vampire Constantine, which had now become my obsession.

The wall in my living room was a testament to that. Apologizing to my mother, I took down the pictures on the one wall a while ago and placed an old photograph of Prince Constantine in the center. The photo had belonged to my mother, which she kept hidden inside one of her journals, though I’m not sure why. The only thing I could think of was that she kept the photograph to remind her of who Constantine was and what he had done. My mother longed for justice over all those years, though she either didn’t know how to get it, or she didn’t think she could get it for whatever reason.

But I could get it for her. 

Margret wasn’t wrong when she made a comment about me taking after my father. My father, although not a violent man per se, also wasn’t averse to using violence if he had to. The little I knew of that side of him first hand, and what my mother had told me about him in person and through her journals, was enough to convince me of that. My recent experiences had awakened in me a similar propensity toward using more violent means if the situation demanded it. Whereas before, I likely would’ve shied away from violent actions. Now it seemed like I was embracing such actions, and I was comfortable with that if the ends justified the means. As long as I had right on my side, I didn’t care. Although I also knew that one man’s right is another man’s wrong, I wasn’t about to get bogged down with morals or philosophy when it came to a son-of-a-bitch like Constantine Ó Duinn.

The large photo pinned to the wall I had of him was in black and white and seemed to be old. It also looked like the photographer had stolen the shot, catching Constantine just as he was looking behind him slightly. The background was fuzzy and indistinct, so it was hard to tell where the photograph had been taken. 

Constantine himself, however, had been captured clearly. In the photograph, his raven black hair was long, though the last time I saw him—when he had me pinned to my bed—his hair was shorter. He possessed delicate features, but his face was also masculine, and although you couldn’t tell from the black-and-white image, his eyes were a dark blue. 

He had a look that could chill the blood of any man with even a casual glance.

As far as his age went, I did not know how long Constantine had been roaming the earth. My mother estimated his age at around three thousand years old, but no one was sure except Constantine himself. Either way, he only looked in his early thirties physically, and about as youthful as anyone I’d seen, given his vast age. He had been around for a long time, and no doubt intended to remain so for an even longer time, although not if I had anything to do with it.

Next to the photograph of Constantine was another photograph of his brother, Prince Darick. Darick is a few hundred years younger than his older brother, and something of a sadist, even for a vampire. According to rumors, he also preferred young girls—the younger, the better. No one quite knew what he did with these girls, but everyone agreed they were never seen again once Darick took possession of them. Like his brother, Darick is tall and well built, although his hair is curled and fair, his eyes a lighter shade of blue. Physically, he looks even younger than Constantine, like someone in his late twenties.

I well knew that going up against Constantine also meant going up against Darick, which would complicate matters and make things even more dangerous than they already were. 

Vampires are not to be messed with. There’s a reason the Council doesn’t like to get involved with them or dictate to them too much. The Council knows vampires can cause a lot of trouble if they so chose, which is why they leave the bloodsuckers to their own devices, mostly. As long as the vampires kept to themselves and didn’t cause too much trouble, the Council was content to stay out of their affairs.

And what of their affairs? 

Ever since I’d got back from Cork, I’d been obsessively researching the Ó Duinn clan and their affairs, the known ones anyway. All over the wall in my living room, I had stuck documents and scraps of paper with notes scribbled on them, any piece of information that would give me more insight into what kind of vampires the Ó Duinn’s were, and what they got up to. Most of the family had been wiped out in the last Great War many hundreds of years ago when the vampires of Ireland rose up and tried to take control of the entire island. Their efforts at dominance had failed, however, and the Council punished the clans severely, forcing many of them to flee overseas, where they continue to hide out to this day. Constantine and Darick, however, in their arrogance, remained here with what was left of their clan, carrying on an underground terrorist campaign that eventually netted them the north of the country, which they had steadfastly maintained possession of ever since, becoming the ruling princes of Belfast and the surrounding counties.

My chief obsession at this point was with getting to the princes without getting myself killed, which was proving to be a difficult proposition. Despite having studied their lifestyles and business dealings around the clock for the last week, with all the information I had gathered spread across the wall to look at, I was still struggling to find an angle. 

There was no safe way in. I was under no illusions about that. 

But there had to be a smart way in. 

A way that didn’t end in my death. For what would be the point of allowing myself to die at their hands as well? Where would the justice be in that?

Sighing, I poured myself a whiskey and stood drinking it while I stared at the information on the wall for the umpteenth time as I hoped something would click at some point, and a viable plan would form. But after two more whiskeys, no plan formed, and by the time I had drained my glass, I was only certain of one thing:

Going up against the Ó Duinn’s would be nothing short of a suicide mission.
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The next morning, I was lying in bed with a hangover, having sat to the small hours reading old books about vampires while consuming far too much whiskey. When my phone rang next to me on the bedside table, I groaned at the sound and picked it up without checking to see who it was. “Hello?”

“You’ve been busy lately.”

I sat up in bed, my head pounding. “Benedict?”

“Yes. Are you still in bed at this hour?”

“What time is it?”

“It’s just past eight.”

I shook my head. “That’s still early.”

“Not for me, it isn’t. I rise at four-thirty every morning.” He did indeed sound as if he’d been up for hours, his English accent crisp with morning energy.

“Let me guess,” I said, looking around for something to parch my dry throat and finding only an empty water bottle. “You work out every morning.”

“Of course. Don’t you?”

“No.”

“You should start taking greater care of yourself, Corvin. Our enemies do.”

“Really? I don’t see too many vampires going to the gym these days.”

“Maybe not the gym, but they drink enough blood to sustain their superior powers.”

“Are you suggesting I drink blood, Benedict?”

“Maybe not blood. Perhaps a smoothie or two, though.”

As I swung my legs onto the floor, I sat on the edge of the bed for a moment with my eyes closed, hoping the headache would die down soon. “Is that why you phoned, to give me lifestyle advice?”

“I’m always happy to give advice,” he said. “But no, that isn’t why I called you.”

“So why did you then?” On heavy legs, I walked naked out of the bedroom and padded into the kitchen, where I made coffee.

“I heard about your adventure in Cork and your most recent one in Wicklow. Jolly good job, by the way.”

I paused and frowned as I poured hot water into the coffeemaker. “How the hell did you hear about that? No one knows I was even in Wicklow. Wait, did that man in robes have something to do with you?”

“Man in robes? I have no clue what you are talking about.”

He seemed to be telling the truth. “How do you know about Wicklow?”

“Some Council representatives interviewed those five girls who suddenly appeared again after being missing for so long.”

“Well, I hope your representatives didn’t upset the girls.”

“They handled things delicately, don’t worry. The girls said a mysterious man saved them from a monster.” He paused. “Said mystery man seemed to fit your description, Corvin.”

“I hoped they wouldn’t say anything.”

“Don’t worry. They were coaxed into changing their story a bit for the official version. Your identity shall remain unknown, and there was no monster, just a madman whose body is still in the depths of that mountain somewhere.”

I went back to making the coffee. “That’s good.”

“Anyway, you are doing good work, Corvin,” he said. “Though I still think you would do better work with us.”

Heaping sugar into a cup, I poured out the coffee before going to the fridge to get milk. “I have my own stuff on at the minute, Benedict.”

“Yes, I know.”

“What do you mean, you know?” I recoiled as I opened the milk carton, the contents inside curdled, the smell making me gag.

“Are you alright?”

Retching slightly, I closed the milk carton and tossed it in the trash. “I’m fine. What do you mean, you know?”

“You’re going after Constantine Ó Duinn, aren’t you?”

Now how the hell would he know that? I thought. “Says who?”

“Come now, Corvin, you take me for a fool. I already know how much you want revenge for your father. You told me as much yourself that day we spoke in the park.”

“I was just venting,” I said, wincing at the acrid taste of the black coffee. 

Benedict sighed down the phone. “You’re not very convincing, Corvin.”

“So what if I am going after him?” I walked into the living room and sat down on the couch, the wall of information on Constantine right in front of me.

“That would be your prerogative,” he said. “But as long as you know that the Council won’t be too happy if you do. They won’t want you stirring up trouble.”

“You mean, you won’t.”

“Of course not. I’ll just have to clean up your mess, and I have enough messes to clean at the moment. The world is in flux. A lot is happening.”

“Such as?”

“Things you aren’t cleared to know about, though you would have clearance if you came to work for us.”

“I’m not the employee type, Benedict. I thought you would have worked that out by now, as astute as you are.”

“You can’t do everything alone, Corvin.”

“I’m not alone.”

“Yes, you have your friends, don’t you? The Demi-Fae and the YouTuber, and now the girl elf. Quite the crew you have.”

“Are you taking the piss?” I said, feeling like I wanted to hang up on him now.

“Maybe a little. I’m not saying you and your friends aren’t capable, but you don’t have our resources.”

“Help me take down Constantine and his brother. I’ll consider working with you after that.”

“Sorry, no can do. The Council wouldn’t sanction such a move.”

“Then we have nothing to talk about. Goodbye, Benedict.”

“Before you go, consider this,” he said. “The Council comes down hard on those who go against them. By going after Constantine, you’d be going against the wishes of the Council. Are you prepared for that?”

I stared at the photo of Constantine, picturing him ripping out my father’s heart with his bare hands. “I’m prepared for anything,” I said and hung up the phone.
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Sometime later, I dozed off on the couch and dreamed of Constantine, my subconscious mind playing back the incident where the vampire broke into my flat and pinned me to my bed. Only in the dream, he punched a hole in my chest and ripped out my heart, holding the still-beating organ in his hand as he bared his fangs and smiled down at me. He had just begun crushing my heart in his large hand when I was suddenly pulled out of the dream by a noise in the flat, and I awoke to find someone standing over me. Sitting bolt upright in fright, it relieved me to see that it was Dalia standing there.

“Jesus Christ,” I said. “It’s you, I thought⁠—”

“That I was Constantine?”

“I didn’t know who it was.”

Dalia turned and gestured at the wall. “I see you’ve been busy since I’ve been away.”

Rubbing my hands over my face, I nodded. “You could say that.”

She turned back to me and smiled, nodding down at my nether regions. “I see you’re pleased to see me.”

Realizing I was still naked, I grabbed a cushion to cover myself. “You could’ve told me you were coming back.”

“Then it wouldn’t have been a surprise, would it?”

“Well, consider me surprised,” I said, getting up and going to the bedroom, where I pulled on jeans and a shirt. When I went back out into the living room, I went up to Dalia and hugged her tightly for a long moment. “I’ve missed you.”

“I missed you too.”

When we released each other, I smiled at her, and then we both sat on the couch. “So how are things in the Otherworld? Did you sort things out with Sorcha?”

“As best I could. She’s Queen of her own Court now.”

“And Hedrema?”

“Still locked up. Sorcha wanted to kill her. I convinced her not to.”

“You should’ve let her.”

Dalia shook her head at me. “Don’t you think she’s got enough blood on her hands?” She glanced at the wall, at the mess of information there. “Don’t you think we all have?”

“What does that mean?”

“Nothing, except that I see you’re going after Constantine.”

“And that surprises you why?”

“It doesn’t, not really.” She paused. “I just thought you’d want a break from all this.”

I snorted slightly. “What, so I can sun myself in Spain for a fortnight?”

Dalia stared at me and then chuckled slightly. “I guess you’re right. My god, the thought of baking under the sun every day on some beach… horrible.”

“Yes, basking in darkness is much better.”

“Are you taking the piss?”

“I don’t even know. I just know I need some proper coffee. You want to get some with me?”

“Sure. You probably haven’t left this place in a week anyway, have you?”

“I wouldn’t say that exactly.”

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“I’ll tell you on the way…”
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We ended up in a cafe in Capel Street called Brother Hubbards, which specialized in Middle Eastern and Mediterranean style dishes, and which also served some of the best coffee in the city. We were both dressed in black as we sat by the window, sipping on our coffees as we watched the people of Capel Street go about their day. “I can’t believe you took down a buggane,” Dalia said after I’d finished telling her the story. “You’re becoming a right superhero.”

“Superhero?” I laughed. “I nearly shat myself when that hairy bastard came running at me.”

“Well, you’re my superhero.” She took my hand. “I haven’t thanked you yet for saving my life.”

I shrugged, then smiled. “You don’t have to thank me, D. Besides, it wasn’t just me. I couldn’t have done it without help from Monty and Amelia.”

“I know that, and I’m grateful for their help too.”

“Even Amelia’s?”

She gave a begrudging sort of smile. “Even her. Maybe I misjudged her. Are you still… seeing her?”

“Sleeping with her, you mean?”

“Not that it’s any of my business or anything…”

“No. She’s busy with her own stuff, sorting out the family business now that Iolas is no longer around.”

“She’ll have a job on her hands there.”

“If anyone can bring order, it’s Amelia.”

Dalia grabbed my hand in both of hers then and held it up. “Davey did a great job with your hand, though I still can’t believe the hand you used to finger me with is gone. Does it feel different?”

“I don’t know. I haven’t fingered anyone with the new hand yet.”

“That’s not what⁠—”

“I know,” I said, smiling. “The hand feels about the same as my old one, although Davey said he’d made one or two improvements.”

“What like?”

“I can now absorb the power of others,” I said, turning my hand slowly as I looked at it. “I haven’t tried it out yet.”

“Try it on me,” Dalia said excitedly. “I want to see.”

“Not here. Maybe later.”

“You’re no fun,” she said, pouting at me.

I was about to say something in response when I noticed she suddenly directed her attention out the window, her eyes widening for a second before narrowing into a deep scowl. “Motherfucker⁠—”

“What?” I said, turning to see what she was looking at, or rather who. Standing there was a guy in his early twenties with blond hair who I recognized after a second as the Demi-Fae guy who had been eyeballing Dalia in the pub a while back. His pudgy face seemed surprised for a second as he gazed upon Dalia. Then he smiled almost shyly as he walked away quickly down the street. “Is that the guy you⁠—”

“Screwed,” Dalia finished. “Yes, only he screwed me more than I screwed him.” She was already on her feet.

“Eh, what do you mean by that?”

“He stole my ring, the one my grandmother gave me.”

“Oh.” I didn’t ask if she intended to get it back, as I knew she did when she piled out of the cafe to go after the guy. Hastily, I threw some money on the table and headed out after her to find that she was already sprinting down the street in pursuit of her target. The blond Demi-Fae was now running also, sprinting across the busy street about fifty yards ahead of Dalia. 

I called her, but she didn’t hear me, or if she did, she ignored me as she continued running, straight out in front of an oncoming car that slammed the brakes on and sounded the horn at her, the male driver making a scared face as Dalia must’ve thrown him a withering look. 

As I crossed the road after her, I was shocked by how fast she was as she darted like a moving shadow between the pedestrians in pursuit of her target. It was all I could do just to remain fifty yards behind her. 

Farther down, the blond guy disappeared up a side street, and Dalia soon followed him. By the time I made it up the side street myself, I was just in time to see the blond Demi-Fae climbing up the side of a three-story building like he was fucking Spiderman. 

“What the hell?” I said, breathing hard from all the running, thinking I needed to get back to the gym before remembering I’d been in a gym in my life.

Dalia was halfway up the narrow street, which was thankfully deserted, considering what she did next. She used her dark energy to raise herself into the air, going higher and higher until she was hovering over the rooftop. 

How anyone didn’t see Dalia float upon a cloud of black, I’ll never know. I decided not to take the same chance and turned myself invisible before levitating up the side of the building until I got to the rooftop, turning myself visible again when I landed.

About two roofs to the right, I soon spotted Dalia, who appeared to have caught the blond thief. There were about ten feet between them. Dalia’s dark energy had reached out of her chest, wrapping itself around the thief’s throat. He was doing his best to release himself, but was getting nowhere. If I knew Dalia, that rope of energy was getting tighter by the second.

“Where is it?” she shouted. “Where is the ring you stole from me?”

I ran over and stood by her as I saw the thief was struggling to breathe. “I don’t think he can talk, D,” I said. “Maybe loosen your hold a bit there.”

She appeared to do the opposite, and the thief fell to his knees, his face turning purple. “I should snap his neck right here.”

“No, D, don’t do that, for god’s sake. Just ask him for the bloody ring back.”

I walked over to the guy, whose eyes were bulging from their sockets now. “The ring,” I said, holding my hand out. “Give it to me.”

The thief made a gesture with his hands to show that he didn’t have it.

Dalia tightened her hold on him further. “I knew it! He sold it!”

“He’s about to pass out, D,” I said. 

“I know he is. This thieving piece of scum will steal nothing more from anyone.”

“D, just let him go. You can’t bloody kill him. You aren’t in the Otherworld now.”

She threw me a look, but eventually relented and loosened her hold on the thief, who took huge gasps of air as he remained on his knees. “You know how much that ring means to me. It’s the only thing I have from my grandmother. She was the only person who understood me⁠—”

She looked to have tears in her eyes as I gently put my arm around her. “I know, D. We’ll get the ring back, don’t worry. If he sold it, we just have to find out where. Release him so he can talk.”

Sighing, she released her hold on the thief completely, withdrawing her dark energy and wiping whatever tears were in her eyes. Then she walked to the thief, who was leaning on the tops of his thighs while he struggled to regain his composure. 

“I’m sorry…” he tried to say, though he could barely speak from coughing so much.

“Sorry?” Dalia said, the anger back in her face. “I’ll give you sorry⁠—”

When she went to raise her hand, I stopped her. “D, please. Just wait.”

Dalia glared at the thief for another moment before turning away, as though she didn’t trust herself to maintain control.

“Where’s the ring?” I asked the thief.

“I sold it,” he said. “You don’t know what’s it like to be us. We have nothing, no one…”

“So that makes it all right to steal from your own kind?” Dalia shouted, whirling around to face him again.

The thief dropped his head as if in shame. “I’m sorry…”

“No, you’re just sorry you got caught.”

“What did you do with the ring?” I asked him again. “I take it you sold it? Who to?”

“The pawnshop down the street. Hacknet’s.”

“I knew it,” Dalia said in disgust. “You better pray it’s still there. If it isn’t, I will hunt you down, rest assured that I will.”

“For your sake, I hope that it’s still there,” I said to the thief. “When did you pawn it?”

“A few days ago.”

I looked at Dalia. “It’s probably still in the shop. We should be able to get it back.”

“He better hope so, that’s all I can say.”

“How much did you get for it?” I asked him. When he told me, I snorted and shook my head. “You were ripped off. The ring is worth a lot more than that.”

“Idiot,” Dalia muttered.

“Go on,” I said to him. “Get out of here before she kills you.”

The thief got to his feet and stared at Dalia for a moment, something like remorse in his eyes. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I do what I have to do to get by. You know what’s it like…”

Dalia shook her head, unable to hide her hurt. “Just go.”

The thief turned and walked to the edge of the rooftop, climbing over the side and crawling away like a lizard. When I turned to Dalia again, the tears were back in her eyes, which surprised me. She wasn’t usually one for tears, even before she was taken by the Fae when she was still fully human. I realized then that there was more going with her than just being upset over the ring. 

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

She sat down on the rooftop and pulled her knees into her chest as she stared vacantly ahead. For a long time, she sat that way, while I stood wondering what I should do, eventually deciding to give her a little time before pressing her again. 

Although, I didn’t need to press her. She told me herself.

“I feel alone,” she said, suddenly like a little girl who’d lost her parents. “Like I don’t belong anywhere.”

Sighing, I sat beside her. “You are not alone, D. I’m always here for you. Don’t let that guy’s shitty actions get to you.”

“It’s not him, even though he’s a shithead.”

“So, what then?”

“When I was in the Otherworld with Sorcha, after you guys had left, it felt like I was home again, you know? I was in a place where everyone was like me, more or less. But then…”

“What?”

“Then, one day, it felt like I didn’t belong at all. Sorcha was doing her thing as the new Queen. Everyone was doing their thing, playing their part, and I was just…” She trailed off again for a moment. “I was a spare part that didn’t fit in anywhere. I feel the same way here too. I’m not human anymore. I’m not fully Fae either. I don’t know what I am. A fucking abomination,” she added bitterly.

It killed me to see her so sad. Putting my arm around her, I pulled her in close to me. “You’ve been through a lot lately. It’s normal to have these kinds of existential crises after suffering trauma. You need to get back in the game again, that’s all.”

“Back in the game?” She shook her head. “I don’t think I was ever in the game to begin with. I swear, Corvin, if I didn’t have you around, I’d probably have killed myself by now.”

“Don’t say that, D.”

“It’s true. You’re the only person in the world I have any connection with.”

“Monty loves you.”

“Monty is Monty.”

I suppressed a laugh. “True.”

“I don’t know,” she sighed. “Sometimes, I just feel like there’s nothing for me here or anywhere else.”

“What about Davey? You’re supposed to be his apprentice now. He likes you. He told me you were perfect for the job, more than anyone else. You’re the only one he wants to pass his knowledge and skills onto.”

She looked at me as though I were saying it to make her feel better. “He said all that?” she asked.

I nodded. “Yes, he did. You need to go see him and start your apprenticeship properly. You want a reason to exist. That’s as good a reason as any.”

Puffing her cheeks out, she seemed to shudder slightly. “I don’t normally experience all these messy emotions. I don’t know where they’re coming from.”

“Nearly dying might have something to do with it.”

“You nearly died too. More than once. And you seem fine.”

“I wouldn’t say that exactly.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. It just feels like I’m on this path toward something, though I don’t know what, and I feel like the journey is changing me.”

“For better or for worse?”

“The jury is still out on that one,” I said smiling, trying to make it seem less serious than it was.

“You could never get worse,” Dalia said, touching her head against my shoulder. “You have your mother’s moral compass. It will always keep you right.”

I stared out over the rooftops as clouds formed over far off buildings. “I guess we’ll see, won’t we?”

“Well,” she said, standing up and offering me her hand. “I’ll always be here to nag the shit out of you.”

We both laughed at that as she pulled me to my feet. “That’s a comforting thought, D, cheers.”

Which it was—more than she knew.

“Come on,” she said, still holding my hand. “Let’s get my ring back.”
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As always, when I walked into Hacknet’s pawnshop, he didn’t seem all that pleased to see me. I was trouble as far as he was concerned, and walking in there meant I was bringing some new form of trouble with me. 

A young guy who looked like he hadn’t had a good meal in weeks was standing by the counter, a pile of jewelry on the surface in front of him, which Hacknet was busy sorting through. 

“There’s bound to be a grand there at least,” the young guy said, who was dressed in faded black jeans and a grubby white T-shirt. Even before I noticed the track marks in his arms, I knew he was one of Dublin’s many heroin addicts, and that he was there to fence the jewelry he had obviously stolen from somewhere.

“A grand?” Hacknet said like the guy was crazy. “You must be joking. All of this is fake.”

“Is it feck!” The junky lifted a gold necklace and bit it with his yellowed teeth. “That’s feckin’ solid gold right there!”

Hacknet shook his head like he’d heard it all before. “Solid shite more like.”

“You’re gonna rip me off again, aren’t you, you bastard?”

“I’ll give you two hundred for the lot. Take it or leave it.”

I’m no expert, but even I could see the jewelry was worth more than that.

The junky stood scratching his arms in frustration, knowing he didn’t have a choice but to accept what Hacknet was offering. If he didn’t, there would be no next fix, which is what it always came down to with addicts. 

“Gimme me the feckin’ nicker,” he said eventually, then turned around and scowled at Dalia and me for no reason, as if it was our fault he was over a barrel full of heroin. When he got his money, he turned and stomped toward the door, off to score his next fix.

“See you again soon,” Hacknet called after him, a wicked smile on his face, knowing he’d just got himself a nice haul.

“Ripping off the junky’s again, Hacknet?” I said.

“The dirty bastards should be grateful,” he said. “They wouldn’t get anything if it weren’t for me buying their shit.” He scraped all the jewelry the junky had brought off the counter and into a box, presumably to sort out later and put on display. “What are you doing in here, Chance? Come to shake me down again, have you?”

“Shake you down?” I said, offended. “I plucked the thorn from your side when I got rid of Iolas. You should be thanking me.”

He stared at me, deadpan. “I’ll be sure to send you a Christmas card this year.” His eyes then went to Dalia. “Why is your girlfriend sniffing the clothes?”

I turned to see Dalia inhaling the scents from the leather jackets hanging on a rack. “She has a thing for smells. She can tell things from them, about the people they belonged to. It’s a Demi-Fae thing.”

“Demi-Fae.” Hacknet shook his head as if that explained everything. “Bloody weirdos, the lot of them.”

“We’re all weird in some way, Hacknet. I dread to think what you do in secret.”

Hacknet looked away for a second. “Wise up. What is it you want, Chance? I have a business to run here.”

Dalia came walking over at that point. “We’re here about a ring,” she said.

“A ring?” Hacknet said. “I have plenty of those. Take a look.”

“Not just any ring,” I said. “It was sold to you a few days ago by a Demi-Fae guy with blond hair and hamster cheeks.”

“What kind of ring?”

“A silver band with a ruby set into it,” Dalia said. “It belonged to my grandmother. It was stolen from me, and I want it back.”

Hacknet thought for a moment, or at least pretended to, for I knew he knew exactly what ring we were talking about. “Ah yes, I remember now. It wasn’t worth very much. I only gave the guy a couple of hundred for it.”

Dalia looked incensed as she approached the counter. “Not worth very much? That ruby is a Burmese unheated stone. It’s worth a small fortune!”

Hacknet stared at me and then at Dalia. “I think you’re mistaken there, that stone is⁠—”

That was as far as he got before Dalia released her dark energy from her hand and allowed it to wrap around Hacknet’s thick neck, pulling him onto the counter.

Not this again, I thought. 

“Dalia,” I said, trying to calm her. “There’s no need for that. Hacknet will sort us out, won’t you, Hacknet?”

“Just let me go…” he choked out.

Dalia released her grip on the goblin, and Hacknet staggered back away from her. “Keep her on a bloody leash!”

“A leash?” Dalia said. “I’ll put you on a leash if you don’t⁠—”

“Okay!” I said in a raised voice, moving Dalia back from the counter slightly. “Let’s all calm down here, right?”

“I was calm until you walked in here with your… whatever she is,” Hacknet said. “What is it with you and violent females, anyway?”

I smiled slightly as I shrugged. “What can I say? I like a little feistiness, Hacknet.”

“Well, I’m getting a bit sick of being abused by your girlfriends, Chance,” he said, looking at Dalia again like he was afraid she would attack once more.

“I apologize. The ring means a lot to her, that’s all. It was her grandmother’s.”

“Yeah, she said.”

“So, where is it then?” Dalia asked, seeming slightly calmer now. “You better not have sold it or⁠—”

Hacknet held a hand out as if to fend off her next attack. “Don’t worry. I have it here.”

“So go get it then.”

“I… don’t think so.”

“What?”

“I said I don’t think so.”

Dalia looked at me in astonishment, as if she couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Stepping in front of her, I said to Hacknet, “What do you mean you don’t think so? I’ll buy it back from you.”

Hacknet smiled and shook his head slightly. “Given what it’s really worth, I doubt you have that kind of cash, Chance.”

“I’ll just fucking take it from you then,” Dalia said and went to jump over the counter until I stopped her.

“Hold on now,” I said. “Just wait a minute.” I turned to Hacknet. “We must be able to work something out here between us before Dalia here rips you a new one.”

“Well, now that you mention it…”

Dalia shook her head in disgust. “He’s playing us for fools, Corvin.”

“Look,” I said to her. “He acquired the ring in good faith. We can’t just take it off him.”

“Of course we friggin’ can!” she said. “And I can take his fat head off at the same time!”

“Alright, Hacknet,” I said. “Tell us the deal before she follows through on her threat.”

He smiled slightly, knowing he had won. “I’ll give you the ring back if you do something for me first.”

“This is a joke,” Dalia said.

“Do what exactly?” I asked Hacknet.

“I’m glad you asked,” he said, rubbing his hands together slightly. “There’s a particular artifact I’ve been wanting for quite a while now, but unfortunately, it’s in the hands of someone else. If you can get this artifact for me, I’ll gladly give you the ring in return. I can’t say fairer than that.”

“This is bullshit,” Dalia said, shaking her head. “He’s playing us.”

“Fine,” I said to Hacknet. “We’ll get you your artifact in return for the ring.”

“Corvin!” Dalia said, her eyes wide as she stared at me.

“Just relax, Dalia,” I said, and then looked at Hacknet. “I want something else. A weapon that will kill a vampire—a higher vampire, that is.”

Hacknet stared at me for a moment. “Picking another fight, are we, Chance?”

“Do you have something or not? If you don’t, I’ll just let Dalia here take the ring from you anyway, and you’ll end up with nothing. Up to you.”

“You think you’re being clever, squeezing me like this?”

“As clever as you thought you were being.”

He shook his head. “Okay, fine. I’ll get you something, don’t worry.”

I smiled. “Glad to hear it. Now tell us about this artifact…”
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“I can’t believe you made a deal with that smarmy goblin!” 

Dalia was furious as we left the pawnshop and started heading back to the car, so much so that when a young girl accidentally bumped her on the way past, Dalia spun around and shouted, “Watch it, bitch!” The young girl turned to look at Dalia, ready for an argument until she saw the look on Dalia’s face. The girl quickly turned and walked away.

“Calm down, will you?” I said. “You’ll get your ring back, don’t worry.”

“You’re damn right I will.”

When we got into the car, Dalia gripped the dash for a moment as she struggled to contain her rage, which to me, was out of proportion to the situation. “Are you alright, D?” I asked her tentatively, for fear that she might bite my head off.

After taking a few deep breaths, she sat back. “All these emotions lately. I don’t know what to do with them. I just feel like lashing out at everyone.”

“I can see that. Why do you think that is?”

She snapped her head around at me. “What, are you my shrink now or something?”

“No, I’m just concerned, D, that’s all.”

“I know. I’m just upset over the ring. I don’t even like it that much, but it’s about the only thing I have left from my old life, you know? It’s a reminder of who I used to be. I know I should just move on, but sometimes I can’t. It’s hard to explain—” She shook her head in frustration.

“I understand,” I said. “And if it’s any consolation, you’re still the same person to me. You’re still the Dalia I’ve always known and loved.”

She reached over and took my hand. “You keep me grounded, Corvin. I’d be lost without you.”

I smiled and squeezed her hand back. “Look, here’s what will happen. We will get this artifact for Hacknet, and he’s going to give us the ring. After that, you’re going to visit Davey, and then you’re going to get to work. You need something to focus on besides yourself.”

She snorted. “So I’m a narcissus now, am I?”

“I think the Fae in you gets the better of you sometimes.”

“You’re probably right… as always.”

“Of course I’m right.”

“Who’s the narcissus now then?”

I smiled as I started up the car. “Let’s go get this artifact before you end up killing someone.”

“Good idea,” she said. “Onward Jeeves…”
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We waited until nightfall before heading to Dalkey, one of the most affluent suburbs of Dublin and about ten miles from the city center. 

The small seaside town, which we were now driving through, was a former Viking settlement before it became an active port in the Middle Ages. According to some sources, the port was one of the main access points through which the plague entered Ireland in the 14th Century. Today, the place is a seaside suburb and has been home to a number of writers and celebrities for years now. 

Speaking of ports, the house we were headed to had its own fully operational port at the back. It was owned by the man we were going to steal from, Edward Delaney, whom Hacknet described as “a crabby old bastard in his sixties who would sell his own mother to get whatever artifact he had his eye on.” 

Delaney lived alone, according to Hacknet, which would make things easier for us.

“I haven’t been here for years,” Dalia said as she looked out at the small town, deserted at this time of night except for a few pubs and shops. “My parents took me here when I was a kid. I remember loving it.”

“You still miss them,” I stated bluntly.

She looked at me and then nodded. “I may have changed, but they’re still my parents.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that Other You is living your old life?”

Dalia shrugged. “Sometimes. I’m over it. Mostly. Maybe one day…” 

I knew what she was going to say before she trailed off. Both of us knew it would never happen, so she didn’t say it, preferring to sit in silence until we reached the house we had come to burgle, parking just down the road from it. It was a substantial castellated mansion with other grand mansions on either side of it. From our position, we could see a few lights on inside. The front lawn was also partially lit. According to Hacknet, Delaney kept his treasures on the upper floor of the mansion in the highest turreted part of the house.

“What do you think?” I said to Dalia. “Back or front?”

She stared out the window at the house for a moment before answering. “Doesn’t matter, does it? As long as we stay invisible, no one will see us. Then we can levitate up to the highest room where the artifacts are. It’ll be a piece of cake.”

I smiled. “You’re enjoying this.”

“It’s always fun when we do things together.”

“Let’s have some fun then.”

Before getting out of the car, I turned myself invisible after making sure there was no one around to see us first. It was late, so the residents seemed to be indoors with the curtains drawn. Beside me, Dalia transformed herself into a pure shadow and then moved silently out the door without opening it. 

Outside, we both stood by the back of the car for a moment, Dalia’s features now all but gone as the deep shadows moved around her face. “I have to say,” I told her quietly. “Your abilities are much cooler than mine. What’s it like being a pure shadow?”

“Freeing,” she said. “I can go anywhere, including through you, if I want to.”

“Yeah… don’t do that.”

She laughed, and then we headed toward the house, unseen in the dark of night, Dalia blending seamlessly with the shadows as she moved silently along. A high stone wall surrounded the house, and security gates blocked the entrance to the driveway. Dalia merely floated up and over the wall, while I had to cast a spell to turn myself to vapor so I could pass through the stone. Once we were in the garden, we stood in the shadows for a few moments as we surveyed the house.

“How does someone afford a place like this?” Dalia whispered. “My old house would fit into one room of this place.”

I shrugged as I took in the huge Victorian house and Italianate gardens with the stone statues standing guard in certain places. “I’d say ten million wouldn’t buy this place.”

“All this for one old guy to live in. It’s obscene.”

“I wouldn’t turn it down.”

“Maybe we should just kill the guy and live in his house then.”

I had to look at her to see if she was serious, but I couldn’t make out her face. “We’re already stealing from him. Let’s not kill him as well.”

“I was just kidding.”

“I can’t tell with you sometimes.”

We kept to the edge of the garden, walking along the perimeter of the stone wall until we reached the gable of the house. At the back of the house was another sizeable area that led to the private harbor. The waves crashed against the harbor wall, and the wind carried the salty air into our nostrils, immediately reminding me of my experience with Manannán mac Lir. I thought I could feel my wrist tingling, as if it still held the sensation of being severed from my hand.

“There’s the room up there,” Dalia said, pointing. The gable was two floors high, leading to a peaked slated roof, the turreted tower being wedged in between this building and the rest of the house.

“Alright,” I said after I’d cast a Levitation Spell. “Let’s fly.”

Dalia rose up the side of the house in a cloud of shadow, while I levitated up just behind her, floating over the peaked roof and up another several feet to the turreted rectangular tower, finally coming to rest on it. From here, we had a good view of the other huge houses spread around the area, some of which were even bigger than the one we were standing on. More than a few of them were likely owned by celebrities—musicians and Hollywood actors—who came to Ireland not only for the scenery and change of pace but also for the tax breaks given to artists, saving themselves millions, no doubt. 

To the rear, the Atlantic seemed vast and dark, the cloudy sky blocking most of the light from the full moon.

“The room should be directly below us,” Dalia whispered, pulling my attention from the sea view. “I say we drop in through the roof. It’s the easiest way.”

“After you,” I said, quickly turning myself to pure vapor just as Dalia disappeared through the roof as if it was made of nothing but vapor itself. A second later, I sank through the stone, becoming submerged in a mass of vapor before finally coming through the ceiling and into the inside of the room. When I found a clear spot, I resumed my solid state again.

The room itself was square and quite large. It was also windowless, which was a good thing because then there wouldn’t be any light leaks when I flicked the light switch. 

Most of the walls were taken up by shelves and glass-fronted cabinets containing all manner of objects. Glass display cases took up roughly half the red-carpeted floor space, which again contained various artifacts. 

The display case nearest to me contained a thick manuscript inside. When I examined it, I was astounded to see that it was the Book of Kells, the famous illuminated manuscript containing the four books of the gospels of the New Testament, believed to have been created in either Britain or Ireland somewhere around 800 A.D. 

I shook my head in disbelief as I stared down at the exquisite artwork and typography, wondering if it was real. It looked like the genuine article, and if it was, then the one on display at Trinity College had to be a fake.

“Look at all this stuff,” Dalia whispered as she surveyed the room. “It must be worth a fortune.”

“No doubt,” I said. “Let’s just find what we came here for and get going before we’re discovered.”

“So what if we are? It’s just some old guy. What’s he going to do?”

“Maybe, but I’d like to do this with no trouble if that’s alright with you.”

“I was just saying. He’ll be easily dealt with.”

“In my experience, no one is easily dealt with. Just saying.”

Dalia shook her head. “Fine, let’s find this thing and go then.”

It didn’t take us too long to find what we were looking for. Dalia discovered it first, inside one of the glass cabinets mounted to the wall. She opened the door of the cabinet and carefully took the object out, holding it for a moment before handing it to me. It was an Egyptian ankh, heavy and made from solid gold, the entire face of it covered in hieroglyphs. 

“It’s probably worth a fortune,” she said. “A lot more than my ring.”

“You can bet your ass,” I said as I looked upon the ankh in fascination. “No one really knows the purpose of these things. Most see them as just symbols, but I have my own theory.” I looked at her and waited.

“Go on then,” she said. “Dazzle me with your theory.”

I smiled slightly, knowing she had little interest in ancient history, or any history, especially her own. “Well, if you notice in most of the artistic depictions of the old Egyptian gods and pharaohs, they all have their own ankh, don’t they?”

Dalia shrugged. “If you say so.”

“Well, they do, and the reason is that they used them to channel sound waves.”

“Sound waves? Why?”

“I believe they had command over magnetic and sound frequencies, and the ankh was used to channel these frequencies for healing. Each person’s ankh was precisely calibrated to the vibrations of their own body and possibly mind as well.”

“Fascinating,” she said somewhat sarcastically. “Where do you get this stuff from?”

“I grew up in a bookshop, remember?”

Dalia opened her mouth to speak again when we heard a noise from outside the room. It sounded like a creaking floorboard, though it seemed far off. 

Delaney was moving around somewhere.

“We should go,” Dalia whispered.

“Good idea,” I said, slipping the ankh inside my jacket.

Dalia transformed into shadow again and rose through the ceiling, disappearing to the roof outside. 

I was about to follow suit by turning myself to vapor again when I suddenly spotted something in one of the glass cabinets across the room. Frowning, I went to investigate, wondering what was catching my eye and all but drawing me to it. 

When I got closer, I saw I was looking at a large gold medallion, about half an inch thick and three inches in diameter, into which a symbol was carved. The outside of the symbol portrayed the rays of the sun, although the way it was carved, the rays might as well have been entangled serpents, inside of which was the Ouroboros symbol of a snake eating its own tail. And inside the coils of the snake was the symbol for the Tree of Life, a symbol usually associated with the Druids. 

For whatever reason, the strange symbol seemed to resonate with me on a near unconscious level, though I couldn’t explain why, and as I was thinking about it, a noise outside the room caught my attention. 

Another creaking sound, closer this time. 

Old man Delaney was moving about out there. 

I looked at the medallion in my hand, finally realizing where I had seen it before. The symbol was on the robe worn by the hooded figure in the forest that night in the Wicklow Hills. I never really took it in at the time, but now I was almost certain the symbol was on the front of the stranger’s robes.

Another creaking sound outside the door. And something else. A low growl, it sounded like.

I went to put the medallion back and then stopped myself. This was a clue to the identity of the stranger in the forest, and also to what my mother was apparently involved in. It may prove useful in helping me discover what was going on. I couldn’t just put it back. 

“Sorry, Delaney,” I said as I slipped the gold medallion into my jacket next to the ankh. “But this one is mine now.”

No sooner had I said it when the door suddenly opened and in burst a tall figure with a shock of gray hair, glowing yellow eyes, and canine teeth. 

I froze for a second, caught in the glare of those predatory eyes like a rabbit in headlights. It was Delaney, but he wasn’t exactly human, and before I could say anything, he rushed across the room at me, his teeth bared as he growled aggressively, clawed hands out and ready to grab me. 

But just before he did, I turned myself to vapor, and he went right through me, crashing into one of the glass cabinets. In a howl of frustration, he immediately turned and swiped at me with his claws, which again went right through me. 

“Sorry, pal,” I said as I floated toward the ceiling, leaving Delaney to roar and swipe at me as I disappeared through the ceiling and emerged out onto the roof, where Dalia was waiting.

“What the hell kept you?” she asked. “And what’s with all the noise down below?”

“Hacknet failed to mention that Delaney is a werewolf,” I said. “We should probably go now.”

We floated down off the roof, and I turned myself solid and invisible again as I hit the ground. Dalia remained in her shadow form. 

“Let’s go, before⁠—”

That’s as far as I got before a massive beast came bounding around the back of the house to charge right at us. 

It was Delaney, now fully transformed into a full-blown werewolf. 

I spun around in fright to see the hugely muscled beast close the distance in the blink of an eye, its mouth half-open in a snarl as it bared its teeth at me, ready to shred flesh and crush bone. 

Instinctively, I shouted the words, “Flat Fulgur!” and conjured electricity in my hand, which I then hurled at the advancing werewolf. The lightning bolt caught the beast in the chest, stopping it in its tracks and sending it skidding back against the gable of the house as it yelped in pain.

“Nice,” Dalia said

The werewolf was back on its feet, yellow eyes full of rage, and it came at us with renewed aggression. 

Screw this, I thought.

I wasn’t about to stand all night fighting this beast. It was Delaney, and he had every right to be pissed off since we were not only stealing from him, but trespassing on his property. The last thing I wanted was another death on my hands. So when the werewolf came charging again, I levitated several feet into the air, high enough that the beast wouldn’t be able to each me.

Dalia, though, had other ideas. She held her ground in the middle of the garden as the werewolf rushed underneath me and charged at her instead.

What the hell are you doing, D? I thought in a mild panic. That thing will tear you to shreds.

But it was Dalia, and she had it handled. 

Before the werewolf could get close to her, she unleashed her dark energy that erupted from her in multiple strands that latched onto the beast and circled every which way around its body, tangling the werewolf up in knots and bringing it to a halt. 

“Go!” she shouted at me. “I’ve got this!”

Nodding, I levitated across the garden and over the stone wall, coming down on the road outside, still invisible as I ran to the car and got in. 

Breathing hard as adrenaline coursed through me, I started the car and drove to the security gates marking the entrance to Delaney’s mansion. Through the gates, I could see Dalia backtracking, her strands of darkness still entangled around Delaney, who appeared to have shifted back into human form now. 

When she was far enough away, Dalia released Delaney from her dark web and darted toward the security gates, her shadow form easily slipping through the bars.

When she was inside the car, I looked over to see Delaney standing naked in the garden, his eyes still yellow, his teeth still bared. 

“I have your scent!” he shouted in a fury. “I’ll find you! I WILL FIND YOU!”
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We went straight to my flat afterward, breaking out the whiskey to calm our nerves, and also to congratulate ourselves on a job well done. “Sort of anyway,” I said as we sat on the couch. “I wasn’t expecting to run into Delaney.”

“I wasn’t expecting him to run at us either,” Dalia smiled, finding the whole thing amusing.

“You took a chance facing off against that thing. It could’ve killed you.”

“I knew what I was doing. The mutt had no chance.”

“You think he’ll come after us?”

Dalia shrugged like she didn’t much care. “Let him try.”

I smiled at her. “You seem better. Maybe a little excitement was all you needed.”

“Maybe you’re right,” she said, putting her glass down and suddenly throwing her arms around my neck so she could kiss me. Her lips were soft and sensual, and for a moment I responded to her advances, sliding my hand over her ass and pulling her into me, but then I stopped myself.

“What?” she asked.

“I don’t think we should. I don’t want to complicate things between us.”

She stared at me a moment before finally nodding and taking her arms from around my neck. “Okay.”

“You’re upset now.”

“No, it’s fine. You’re right, we shouldn’t complicate things.”

I felt like shit as I took in her wounded face, though I stood firm in my decision. I valued her friendship too much to mess things up by sleeping with her. At least that’s what I told myself. She may have thought differently. “Come here,” I said, spreading my arms.

She hesitated for a moment, but eventually slid across and into my arms as I hugged her. “It’s Amelia, isn’t it?”

“What? I… no, that’s got nothing to do with it.”

“It’s okay if it is.”

I closed my eyes for a second, sighing inwardly. She may have been partially right, but I didn’t particularly want to discuss it. “Like I said, my friendship with you is more important.”

She pulled out of my grip to look at me, her face more relaxed now. “I’m sorry. I put you in an awkward position.”

I kissed her on the forehead. “Don’t worry about it. You want to stay here tonight?” I could use the company, if I was being honest.

She nodded. “Sure, but only if you tell me what else you stole from Delaney.”

I feigned ignorance. “Who said I stole anything else?”

“Come on,” she said, making a face at me. “Why else did you take so long in there? Let me see it, whatever it is.”

Smiling and shaking my head, I got up and retrieved the gold medallion from my jacket before handing it to her. “You ever see anything like that before?”

“No.” Dalia frowned as she turned the medallion in her hand. “What is it?”

“I don’t know,” I said as I sat back down. “I just recognized the symbol.”

“From where?”

“The stranger in the woods I told you about. I’m almost certain he had the same symbol on his robes.”

Dalia shook her head. “This is all getting weird. What did he say to you again?”

“He said ‘Soon, Serpent Son’”

“Serpent Son.” Dalia mulled the phrase over for a moment. “Do you think these people are coming for you, whoever they are?”

I shrugged. “I have no clue. I guess we’ll find out.”

“You need to be careful, Corvin. Who knows what this is about? It could be bad.”

I wanted to disagree with her, but my gut wouldn’t let me.

I had a horrible feeling she was right.
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The next morning we went to Hacknet’s pawn shop to hand in the ankh and get Dalia’s ring. As I produced the ankh, Hacknet’s beady eyes lit up. “You got it,” he said, as if he wasn’t expecting us to.

“Of course,” I said. “Though you failed to mention that Delaney is a bloody werewolf. He chased us out of the house.”

Hacknet smiled slightly. “I thought I mentioned that. Oh well…”

I shook my head at him. “Go get the ring.”

Hacknet disappeared into the back for a moment and then returned with Dalia’s ring, handing it over to her. “I believe this is yours.”

“Damn right,” Dalia said, snatching it off him, examining it for a second before slipping it over her finger.

“Now the ankh,” Hacknet said, holding his hand out.

I gave him the artifact. “What about the other thing?”

“What other thing?”

“The vampire-killing thing.”

Hacknet nodded after a moment. “Oh yes, that.”

“I hope you’re not going to go back on our deal, Hacknet. That ankh is worth a damn fortune, a lot more than the ring.”

“Yes, alright. Hold on.”

When he went in the back again, I turned to Dalia. “Happy?”

She nodded as she twirled the ring on her finger. “Yes,” she smiled.

When Hacknet returned, he did so with something in his hand, which he placed on the counter. The object was inside a leather sheath. “Is that what I think it is?”

“It’s a stake, yes,” Hacknet said. “It’s still the best way to kill a vampire.”

I picked the stake up and took it out of the sheath. It was heavy and appeared to be made from solid silver, the top half thinner than the pointed bottom end. “This isn’t what I was expecting.”

“What were you expecting, a bloody assault rifle with magic bullets?”

“That sounds more like it. Do you have one?”

“Wise up.”

I tested the tip of the stake with my finger, liking how sharp it was. “I have a Druidic dagger that would probably do the same job as this, you know.”

“I doubt that,” Hacknet said. “This stake was forged by the Van Helsings. I assume you know of them?”

“Of course,” I said, now looking at the stake in a renewed light. “I thought their line died out, though.”

“There’s still one or two of them around. The stake you’re holding used to belong to Abraham Van Helsing himself.”

I raised my eyebrows and nodded in appreciation. “I don’t recall Stoker mentioning this in his book.”

“It was a later addition to the Van Helsing armory,” Hacknet said. “After Stoker introduced Abraham to magic, he started adding it to his weapons. In fact, Van Helsing used to visit Stoker here in Dublin regularly, for lessons in magic.”

“But if Van Helsing wasn’t Touched, how did he do magic?”

“Through the use of artifacts, mostly. Things that were already infused with magic, such as the stake you are holding. Stoker himself charged that up.”

“Awesome,” I said, impressed by the stake’s history. 

“The magic simply makes the stake more powerful, so that no vampire magic can shield against it, or remove it once it’s in.”

“I just have to get close enough to use it.”

“Yes,” Hacknet said. “I can’t help you with that, though. That’s up to you.”

“I know.”

A fake smile crossed Hacknet’s face as he rubbed his hands together. “I think that concludes our business,” he said. “Now if you don’t mind…”

I put the stake back in its sheath and slid it into the inside pocket of my leather jacket. “I’ll be seeing you, Hacknet.”

“I suppose Constantine will decide that,” he said.
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Back in the car, I took the stake out of my jacket and put it inside the glove compartment, my mind already shifting toward thoughts of taking down Constantine.

“You’re really going to go after him, aren’t you?” Dalia said.

I stared at her for a moment, then nodded. “Yes,” I said as I started the car. “I am.” 

As I pulled out into traffic, spots of rain hit the windshield as the sky darkened above the city.

“Fine.” Dalia set her dark eyes on me. “I’m going with you.”

“No, you’re not. I’m taking you to Davey’s and you’re gonna get to work. You’re gonna start following that purpose we talked about.”

“What are you, my dad now?”

“I’m just saying. I’m not dragging you into this thing with Constantine. It’s too dangerous.”

“But it’s alright if you die?”

“If I die, that’s down to me. I’m not risking your life over something that has nothing to do with you.”

“Screw you,” she said.

“You know what I mean, D. I have to do this alone.”

She huffed and folded her arms, muttering to herself as she stared out the window at Parnell Street. Neither of us said anything else for the rest of the journey. 

When I reached the North Circular Road, I pulled the Spitfire up outside the house, just as the rain came down heavier. “Tell Davey I said hello.”

Dalia shook her head as if she didn’t want to go in, or more precisely, as if she didn’t want to leave me. “If you think I’m just going to let you swan off up to Belfast to die at the hands of some vampire, you’ve got another think coming, Corvin Chance.”

I couldn’t help but smile, touched by her concern. “Look,” I said, turning slightly in my seat to face her. “I’m not going off half-cocked here. When I get to Belfast, I’ll be keeping a low profile until I sort out what I’m gonna to do.”

“You say that, but I know you. You’ll bull in, anyway, no matter what the consequences.”

“Alright, how about this, then? I won’t make a move on Constantine until I have a solid plan in place, and then I’ll call you, and you come and help.”

She stared at me for long seconds. “You’re just saying that to get rid of me.”

“It’s the best I can do.”

She suddenly leaned over and threw her arms around me, squeezing me tightly. “I can’t lose you,” she whispered.

Tears stung at my eyes as I stared intensely at the rain running down the windshield. “You won’t,” I said, and despite myself, finished with, “I promise.”

Though it was a promise I wasn’t sure I could keep.
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After I dropped Dalia off, I gave Amelia a call and met her at her penthouse apartment in the city center. When I found the place, I knocked on the door, and Amelia answered wearing a tight black top and even tighter leather pants. Her silvery-blond hair was tousled slightly, as if she hadn’t bothered to do much with it today. 

“Hey,” I said, smiling as she opened the door and stood aside to let me in.

“Hey yourself,” she said, her blue eyes seeming magnetic today. When she closed the door, she asked if I wanted a drink. I thought for a second and forwent the whiskey and asked her for a coffee instead.

“Are you sick today or something?”

“Just trying to keep a clear head, that’s all.”

She walked into the adjoining kitchen area and started making the coffee as I looked around. The place was huge and expensively furnished. You could fit my whole flat into the living room alone.

“Milk or sugar?” she asked, staring over at me, seeming uncomfortable that I was judging her private space.

“Milk, three sugars,” I said.

“Still on that health kick, I see.”

“I eat a salad once a week to make up for it.”

“I’m sure that helps.”

I chuckled to myself as I spotted the desk near the window, on which a computer sat. On the wall above the desk was a shelf filled with books, which I walked over to examine. “Ursula O’Dowd,” I said, reading the cover of one paperback. “Is that you?”

“Yes,” she said as she walked over with two cups in her hand, handing one to me.

I shook my head as I looked at all the books, over a dozen of them. “It’s awesome that you wrote all of these.” I took one from the shelf and read the title. “The Empress of the Glenn. Is it raunchy?”

“It’s set in sixteenth-century Ireland. What do you think?”

“People had sex back then, didn’t they?”

She took the book off me and put it back on the shelf. “What brings you here, anyway?”

I watched her walk to the sofa, her ass delightful in her tight leather pants. “Do you always look this magnificent on your day’s home?”

She stared at me for a moment. “Is that your attempt at charm?”

“I’m merely stating the facts,” I said as I sat beside her. “I’m always amazed by how amazing you look.”

A smile crossed her lips as she became flattered despite herself. “Thank you.”

I tasted the coffee, nodding appreciatively afterward. “With coffee this good, I might come around here more often.” She smiled, seeming unsure of how to react. “You aren’t used to visitors, are you?”

“Not really,” she said, shaking her head. “Besides Iolas, you’re the only other person I’ve allowed in here.”

“Well, I’m privileged to be here.”

A slightly awkward silence developed between us for a moment, which she finally broke. “So, are you going to tell me why you’re here?”

I took another mouthful of coffee before placing the cup on the coffee table, which Amelia immediately picked up again and set a coaster underneath. “I’m heading to Belfast soon,” I told her. “I just thought I would come and see you before I left.”

“Belfast? You’re going to go after Constantine?” She shook her head. “You’re mad. The Ó Duinn brothers are even madder. They’ll kill you without hesitation.”

“So everyone keeps saying.”

“That’s because it’s true. You don’t know them, Corvin.”

“I know what I’m facing.”

“And you’re still going ahead?”

“I have to.”

“No, you don’t.”

“Constantine murdered my father,” I said. “It’s no different to me wanting justice for my mother when I went up against your uncle.”

“Of course it’s different,” she said. “The Ó Duinns are vampires—ancient vampires. They won’t be as tolerant as Iolas was if you cross them.”

“Then I’ll just have to be ready for them.”

She snorted. “You’re even crazier than I thought you were.”

“You sound like Dalia.”

“She couldn’t talk sense into you either, then?”

“It’s just something I have to do. Nothing will change my mind.”

Another silence developed, this one more tense as Amelia stared hard in front of her. “Fine,” she said eventually, hardly looking at me now. “You should probably just go then.”

I stared at her, unsure for a moment if she meant I should go to Belfast or leave her apartment. “Amelia…”

She stood up, still hardly looking at me. “Just go, Corvin, please.”

Sighing heavily, I stood up and walked to the door, turning around to look at her before I left. She was standing with her arms folded as she stared toward the window. 

The discussion, if that’s what it was, was over. 

Opening the door, I walked out of the apartment, closing it behind it me and then standing in the hallway for a minute, wondering if I should go back in.

“Shit…” I said as I walked away.

I had almost reached the stairs when I heard the door open again and turned to see Amelia coming toward me. Before I could even say anything, she grabbed the back of my neck and started kissing me hard. 

Then, before I knew what was happening, she dragged me back inside the apartment and shut the door behind us.
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“Well, that was unexpected,” I said as I lay in bed beside her sometime later.

Amelia lay with the white Egyptian cotton sheets half over her, her smooth skin flawless in the afternoon light streaming through the window. “Are you telling me you came here not expecting sex?”

“No… maybe a little. Especially not when you threw me out.”

She stared at me a minute and then looked away. “Just because we had sex doesn’t mean I’m not still pissed at you.”

Sitting up in the bed, I folded my arms and sat there for a moment. “I don’t know what you want me to say. Do you want me to ask you to come with me? That isn’t going to happen. I’m not risking anyone else’s life over this.”

Sighing, Amelia reached over and opened the drawer on the bedside table, surprising me by producing what looked like a joint, which she lit with a silver zippo. “What?” she said when she saw me staring. “It relaxes me.”

I ran my hand over her leg. “I thought you’d be relaxed enough.”

“Your stubbornness is stressing me out again.”

I snorted in amusement, refusing to let things get serious again. “Give me a toke on that.” When she handed me the joint, I took a few deep drags before handing it back to her, the effects of the weed being almost instant as I felt myself relax into the bed, and some of my previous worries melt away.

We lay in stoned silence for a while before Amelia finally said, “Why now, Corvin?”

Frowning, I asked her what she meant.

“Your father was killed twenty years ago. Why chose now to get revenge?”

“It’s not revenge. It’s justice.”

“Same thing.”

“Not really. I’m not going to argue with you over it.”

“You didn’t answer my question. Why now?”

I shrugged as if the answer was obvious. “Because it wasn’t the right time before. I’m a different person now since my mother died, or at least it feels that way.”

“You’re still grieving, Corvin. Have you ever stopped to think maybe your behavior lately is because of that?”

She may have had a point, but it didn’t feel that way to me. I ended up telling her about the visions shown to me by Drakkar, and about the robed stranger in the woods. Then I went to my jacket and took out the gold medallion, handing it to her. 

“You ever see anything like that before?” I asked her.

She stared at the medallion for a moment, then shook her head. “I don’t think so. What is it?”

“That’s what I’m trying to find out. I’m convinced it’s the symbol of whatever group my mother was involved with.”

“Assuming she was involved with any group at all.”

“She was. Too much has happened for me to think otherwise. You think Iolas would talk to me about it?”

She snorted as she threw me a look. “Are you kidding? You took everything from him. He’d kill you first. Besides, I don’t even know where he’s being kept.”

“If anyone would know something, it would be him. He intimated as much last time we spoke.”

“Before he tried to kill you, you mean?”

“Yeah.”

“You’ve got no chance of Iolas telling you anything.” She handed the medallion back to me. “Where did you even get that?”

“I stole it from a werewolf. Long story.”

Amelia shook her head, smiling despite herself. “Only you, Corvin.”

“Do you think you could do some digging for me?” I asked her. “There’s that extensive library at your uncle’s mansion. You might find something in one of those books.”

“Maybe,” she said. “Assuming I had the time to look through thousands of books. I have shit to do, you know.”

“Like what?”

“Like deciding what to do about the criminal empire left behind by Iolas for a start. I’ve got orcs coming to me expecting orders.”

“So give them orders.”

She sighed. “I don’t know if I want to be a part of that world anymore. That was all Iolas, not me.”

“So what do you want to do instead? Write novels?”

“For one thing.”

“And for another?”

“I’m still figuring that out. I’ve been looking into a few things lately, unraveling threads.”

“Sounds interesting. What kind of threads?”

“Threads that lead back to my parents’ deaths… and other strange places.”

“Dangerous as well?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know yet. Iolas kept a lot hidden from me. It will take a while for me to uncover it all.”

“Are you sure you want to?”

She turned her head slowly to look at me. “Really? You, of all people, are asking me that?”

I laughed slightly. “Fair enough.”

She handed me what was left of the joint in a glass ashtray. “So do you have a plan to take down Constantine, or are you just going to go to Belfast and see what happens? If the latter, I can probably tell you what will happen.”

“What will happen?”

“You’ll get to Belfast, and the Ó Duinn’s will hear of your arrival within hours because they run that city and have eyes and ears everywhere. Constantine will be pissed because he already told you to stay away, and he’ll have you brought to him by his royal guards. You’ll probably get mouthy and defiant, and then he’ll break your neck or rip out your heart. Or if he’s feeling particularly cruel, he’ll turn you instead, forcing you to serve him for the rest of your immortal life.”

I stared at her for a long moment after she’d finished, not knowing whether to laugh or shake my head in despair. The outcome she described seemed plausible, especially since I didn’t exactly have a plan. “Damn you,” I said only half-jokingly.

“For telling the truth?”

“Fine, maybe you’re right. But you’ve only expedited my need for a plan.”

“Unless you’re planning on nuking the whole of Belfast, I don’t see any plan working.”

“I’ll think of something.”

“That’s what I’m worried about, Corvin.”
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The next day, I packed a bag and my guitar and drove up to Belfast. Before I left, I told Margret that I would be gone for a few days and that she would have to look after the shop herself, as she had been doing, anyway. As I was heading out the door, she stopped me by saying, “Corvin?”

“Yes?” I said, turning around.

She stared at me for a moment, concerned. “I don’t know where you’re going, but I can feel you’re heading into danger.”

I stared back at her, saying nothing.

“Just be careful,” she said. “You’re no good to anyone when you’re dead, least of all to yourself.”

“Thanks for the advice,” I said and walked out the door.
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On the motorway, I called Monty, putting him on speaker. “Yo,” I said. “How’s Edinburgh?”

“Yo!” Monty said, sounding like he was in the middle of having great fun. In the background, I could hear a group of girls giggling among themselves. “It’s bleedin’ lethal here. I love this place. Love the people too…” His voice faded out slightly as I heard the girls in the background giggling again. “Isn’t that right, ladies?”

Smiling, I shook my head. I wasn’t really the envious type, but I couldn’t deny that I sometimes envied Monty and his ability to have fun wherever he went. With Monty, there was never a dull moment, and he was always cheerful no matter what else was going on. “Getting to know the locals as usual?”

“Oh aye, to be sure… gimme a second… girls, me best mucker is on the phone… his name’s Corvin… he’s a bit serious like, but you know, he makes up for it in other ways… a deadly guitar player….”

I couldn’t help laughing at his antics. “Stop it, will you?” 

“I’m just biggin’ up me mucker to the ladies. You should totally get a flight over and have some fun with me for a change. You deserve it after everything.”

“I wish I could, but I’ve got other stuff to sort out.”

“What stuff? You’ve always got something on these days. You need to let go occasionally, like we used to.”

“I know,” I said. “Different times, though…”

“Aye, maybe,” he said, seeming to have moved to a quieter spot as I could no longer hear the gaggle of girls in the background. “Still, we need a night out, we do.”

“Agreed. We’ll get one soon. Listen, can you do something for me?”

“Sure, what is it?”

“I’ll send you a photo later. I need you to identify the symbol on it.”

“A symbol? I can run it through a few databases, see what comes up. How important is it?”

“Important enough.”

“Isn’t it always? Just joking. Consider it done.”

“Outstanding, thanks Monty.”

“You can thank me by coming out with me when I get back.”

I smiled, not exactly hating the idea. “Okay, sounds good.”

“Glad to hear it. Are you driving? Where are you heading?”

I hesitated before answering. “Belfast.”

He went silent for a second. “That doesn’t sound too good.”

“Relax, I just have a gig there, that’s all.” It wasn’t a complete lie, as I had a gig lined up for later tonight.

“A gig? If you’d told me, I would’ve been there.”

“It’s just half an hour in the Limelight,” I said. “There’ are a few others playing too.”

He went silent again for a moment. “And what about our favorite vampire?”

“Constantine? What about him?”

“Didn’t he tell you to stay away?”

“He did, but it’s just a gig.”

“Is it, though?”

“Yeah. Listen, I have to go, the road is getting busy here…”

“Grand. You know where I am if you need me. I’m only an hour’s flight away.”

“Thanks. Talk to you later.”

When I hung up, I sighed at the fact that I lied to him. If I’d told him the truth, he’d be on the first plane to Belfast, which I didn’t need. Turning up to Belfast on my own was one thing, but turning up with Monty, or Monty and Dalia, would just be too conspicuous. Constantine would know something was up. 

Best to play it quietly, for now at least.
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When I hit the Westlink going into Belfast city, the traffic got more hectic, and the drivers more ruthless. No one gave an inch when it came to driving in Belfast, so you needed your wits about you, at least until you got into the city center. 

I hadn’t been up there in quite a while, so the unique atmosphere and way of doing things would take a bit of getting used to. Dublin and Belfast may have been part of the same country (geographically if not politically), but as places went, they both had their differences. 

Belfast had more of a British feel to it, reminding of me Liverpool or Birmingham more than any of the Southern cities, which isn’t surprising considering the North has been under direct British rule for such a long time now. Or at least it was. I couldn’t remember if the local Stormount Parliament was running things themselves now, or if the arrangement had fallen apart yet again. Northern politics is notoriously volatile, and it’s hard to keep up with if you don’t live there. 

Whatever the political status of the place, Belfast contrasted against the “fiddle de” shamrocks and leprechauns tourist traps of Dublin that catered to the American tourists. There was none of that in Belfast, as the Protestant/Loyalist culture that dominated for so long wouldn’t have allowed it anyway, viewing anything with a tricolor on it as republican and therefore sectarian. 

Belfast was thus all business, with only a few places catering to tourists, such as the Titanic Quarter, which tourists flock to in order to hear all about that most famous of Belfast ships.

I also found Belfast to be an overall darker city than Dublin for a few reasons. First, there was the weather. Up there in the North, the sky is often dull and gray, with great dark clouds hanging over the mountains that overlooked Belfast city. The sun broke through, and the sky turned blue in the summer, but most of the time, the grayness reigned over the land.

Second, there was the North’s bloody history. The Troubles raged there for years, claiming countless lives, the violence putting an indelible mark on the psyche of the people, hardening them to a degree. And even though the violence had ceased decades ago, the shadow of violence still loomed large in many parts of the city. The two tower blocks I passed on the way into the city were a good example of this. They were known as the Divis Flats, and they used to be notorious for republican paramilitary activity. The British Army also used to have a base on top of the towers, accessible only by helicopter. Even today, there is sectarian graffiti painted along the top edge of the towers. And in other places around the city, especially in some council estates, you can still see signs of embedded sectarianism, with political murals painted on the sides of houses, and flags—British and Irish—flying from lamp posts. 

Officially, the war was over, and the North was at peace. Unofficially, the hatred and mistrust that fueled the Troubles for so long still existed, simmering beneath the surface of a peaceful facade.

Vampires also ran Belfast and the surrounding counties, albeit indirectly from the shadows. 

All else aside, this is the biggest reason violence and hatred found fertile ground here. The ground itself had already been poisoned by the vampires’ centuries of bloodletting and dark magic, leading many to proclaim the North as the “Dead Lands.” 

It was no surprise, therefore, that civil war eventually erupted in the North. The vampires had direct involvement in this war, as did some other supernatural factions. The vampires supported the Republican paramilitaries because as far as the vampires were concerned, Ireland—the country they had lived in for millennia now—was its own master, and didn’t need ruling over by a foreign government (even though the two landmasses were once connected). 

It was also an opportunity for them to feed on humans unnoticed and blame the deaths on paramilitaries. Other supernaturals got involved out of sheer bloodlust. The Shankhill Butchers, for instance, notorious for the brutal and bloody methods they used to murder people, were all werewolves. They didn’t cut their victims’ heads off, as official sources stated; they ripped them off with their bare hands.

So the North—and Belfast in particular—could be a dark place. Thankfully, the ordinary people of the city made up for this by being some of the most friendly and sharp-witted individuals you are ever likely to meet anywhere. Despite its dark history, Belfast still felt like a welcoming place, perhaps even more so than Dublin. It said a lot about the people of the North that even after centuries of bloodshed, they could still keep their sense of humor and good graces intact.

The city center was as buzzing as I expected it to be as I drove through it, eventually coming into Shaftesbury Square and Bradley Place just off it, parking the car opposite the hotel I had booked myself into. 

Heading into Benedicts Hotel, I gave the girl at the reception my credit card details, having booked a room for the next three days. Then I went up to the third floor where my room was and went inside, tossing my bag on the floor and resting my guitar case against the wall before sitting on the edge of the double bed to stare at my reflection in the mirror. 

Unable to shake the feeling that a stranger was staring back at me, I sighed and said, “What the hell are you doing?”

The stranger in the mirror didn’t reply.
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After grabbing a few hours of restless sleep, I took a shower and changed into some fresh clothes, going for an all-black look as I always did for gigs. For tonight, however, I eschewed the tight black jeans in favor of black combat trousers, the main reason being so I could strap the stake Haknet had given me to my leg without it being obvious it was there. The extra legroom also meant I could access it quickly if need be. I didn’t know how long it would take Constantine to realize that I was on his home territory, but I didn’t think it would take that long. When he did, I fully expected to be accosted by vamps, if not by Constantine himself.

The Limelight wasn’t far from the hotel, so I walked there with my guitar. It only took me fifteen minutes, and I soaked up the city’s atmosphere as I walked, which was as relaxed and as vibrant as I remembered it to be. 

I went to Katy Dalys first, which was the bar next door to the Limelight. It was pretty packed, with most of the crowd seeming to be there for the gig that would start soon. There were three acts on the bill, and I was due to go on first. The other two acts had been booked for months. I had to pull some strings to get on the bill, my contact finally agreeing to put me on as a warm-up act, which suited me fine. And although the gig was mostly about providing cover for my presence in the city, I was still looking forward to playing. For a half-hour at least, I could forget about my troubles and everything that had happened recently, and just get lost in the music. 

I found a seat at the bar and ordered a bottle of beer, which I sat sipping as I surveyed the crowd in the pub. It was a mix of young and old, some of whom were up dancing to the rock music coming through the speakers. It was hard to tell how human some of them were, but I was sure there were no vampires here, and no sign of either of the Ó Duinn brothers, at least not yet. 

Maybe I was wrong about them caring I was here, I thought as I smiled at a brunette girl at the far end of the bar who had been staring at me for the last few minutes, giggling at her friend as she did so. A moment later, she came walking over and stood beside me.

“We were just wondering if you’re playing next door tonight,” she said, gesturing to her friend who sat smiling over at us.

I smiled at the girl’s accent, which was strong. People up north have a different accent to southerner’s. The southern dialect stresses the second syllable in a word, where the northern dialect stresses the first syllable. The southern dialect is very sing-song, whereas the northern dialect is much broader. “I am,” I said to the girl. “I’m first on, actually.”

She smiled as she held her drink. “You’re a Dubliner, are you?”

I nodded. “I am indeed.”

“I love the Dublin accent. Which hotel are you staying in?”

“Who says I’m staying in any hotel? I might be driving back tonight.”

“Well, that would be a shame,” she said, putting her hand on my leg.

“Would it now?” I smiled as I sipped from my beer.

“Uh huh. Me and my friend over there are looking to party afterward. Maybe you’d like to join us…”

“I love your directness. How about I find you later, after the gig, and we can go from there?” I had no intention of doing so, as tempting as it was, but I didn’t want to offend her by turning her down straight.

The girl smiled with a sexual hunger. “You’d better find us.”

When she walked away, I shook my head and smiled. Northern girls, I thought. You gotta love ’em.
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Tonight’s set was to be an instrumental one. I have some songs where I sing my brand of stream-of-consciousness type lyrics, but as I was to be a warm-up act, I thought it best just to stick to the upbeat instrumental stuff. 

As I walked onto the stage, holding my old guitar, the gathering crowd all clapped and cheered. A few who knew me already whistled and called my name. The two girls from Katy’s were down near the front, staring up at me with broad smiles on their faces. 

“Evening folks,” I said into the microphone as I sat down on a stool in the center of the stage, mild adrenaline flowing through me, as it always did until I got started. The adrenaline gets converted into the energy that fuels my playing, so I always welcomed a little nervousness beforehand.

Over the years, I have developed my own style of guitar playing. I played black and death metal on electric guitar for a long time before making the switch to acoustic, and when I did, the metal style of playing stuck with me, combining with more classical elements to produce something fairly unique and uncommercial. 

My playing is all about tone, variation, power, precision, and disguised melodies. Sometimes it’s staccato, and sometimes it’s more ambient, classical even. I use a mix of pregnant pauses and tempo changes to twist and turn a succession of interesting arrangements hither and thither. You could call it acoustic metal, as some of my critics have, which I guess is close enough to what I do. It’s not everyone’s cup of tea, but most of my gigs seem to go down well.

As I started finger-picking the opening bars to a song called, “The Dreamless River”, the crowd cheered and clapped along as I established the high tempo, continuing to do so even when the song went leftfield and I started doing wild runs up and down the fretboard, finally settling back into a slower, more staccato rhythm as the song ended a few minutes later. 

There was a moment of silence as I looked out at the crowd, many of the faces staring back at me as if they didn’t know what to make of my unusual style of playing. But then, all at once, the crowd erupted into a tremendous cheer as people clapped and whistled. Ever the rockstar, I winked down at the two girls standing near the front of the stage, and they both waved back with enthusiasm.

Now that the crowd knew what to expect from me, I settled in and continued to run through the rest of my set, feeding off the energy of the crowd as I improvised a few sections along the way, pulling on the neck of my guitar for all it was worth, practically punishing it during the high tempo parts, caressing it throughout the quieter sections. 

By the time I finished my second last song of the night, a good section of the crowd was on the dance floor, doing their best to keep up with my ever-changing tempos and rhythms, though seeming to enjoy every minute.

It was only when I was about to play my last song of the night that I looked toward the back of the venue and caught the eye of someone who wasn’t immediately recognizable as someone I knew, but who seemed familiar. It was a guy in his late twenties with slightly curly fair hair, large eyes, and a wolfish mouth. He was staring right at me as if he expected me to know him. Which I did, I soon realized. I had never met the guy in person before, but I knew his face from his picture.

It was Prince Darick, Constantine’s younger brother. 

He had an arrogant smirk on his face as he clapped his hands slowly, all the while glaring right at me, practically hypnotizing me into holding his gaze.

All at once, the noise of the crowd seemed to disappear, and it only seemed to be me and him in the room and no one else. Then his voice echoed inside my head.

“Come to my table when you’re done entertaining. I’d like to introduce myself.”

When he’d finished speaking, the noise and the crowd rushed in again, overwhelming me for a second. Though not as much as Darick Ó Duinn, whom I hadn’t expected to see tonight. If anyone, it was Constantine I was expecting. What did Darick want? Was Constantine around somewhere too? I had no answer to those questions, though I guessed I would find out soon enough.

As the lights bathed me in their violet pastel glow, I put my head down and focused on playing my last song of the night, which was less frantic than the previous songs, and a fitting way to end the set in my mind. 

The crowd seemed to agree, staying quiet for most of it as if the unusual melodies had them captivated until the last note sounded, and they were then free to clap and cheer, some of them shouting their appreciation. 

Smiling out at them, I gave a brief wave and said thank you into the microphone. Normally I would’ve stayed longer on stage to soak up the crowd’s appreciation, but I was all too aware that Darick was sitting in the back waiting for me, so my usual post-gig buzz got dampened.

Right, I thought as I stared at Darick from the stage. Let’s get this over with.
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“That’s a very distinctive style of guitar playing you have,” Darick Ó Duinn said once I’d sat down opposite him, his large blue eyes seeming to take in everything about me. There was no doubt he had an energy to him, not to mention the unshakeable belief that he was above everyone else in the room, which I guess he was in a way. His power was palpable—like sitting across from a tiger in its prime.

“It’s something I’ve developed over the years,” I said as I accepted a drink from the waitress who had suddenly appeared unbidden. She replaced Darick’s empty glass with a full one before leaving.

Darick gestured with his head toward the two girls who had been watching me earlier. They were standing at the bar, constantly glancing over at us, no doubt taken by the company I was now in. “You got yourself two fans over there, I see.”

I looked over at the girls and smiled slightly before looking back at Darick. “They’re just enjoying themselves.”

“Don’t be so modest. Those girls are into you.”

I drank my whiskey, uncomfortable in Darick’s presence despite myself. The rumors of him being volatile were true. He seemed to have a way of putting you on edge, as if he would pounce on you at any second. 

Shifting in my seat, I was intensely aware of the stake strapped to my right ankle, and I couldn’t help thinking Darick somehow knew I had it on me and that he was daring me to use it on him. Not that I would try to stake him in a place like this, but if I tried, I knew I wouldn’t get very far. My head would probably be off my shoulders by the time I had even reached down for it. I had little experience with vampires such as Darick, but I wasn’t about to underestimate his power or proclivity toward violence. 

For the first time since coming to Belfast, it hit me that I might’ve made a grave mistake in thinking I could take down either of the Ó Duinn brothers. And by the way Darick was looking at me, it seemed like he knew what I was thinking, for he was smiling to himself as he stared at me, seeming to enjoy making me feel uncomfortable. 

“So, is this one of your usual haunts?” I asked him eventually, deciding it would be unwise to be too sheepish in front of him, lest he thought I was weak and tried to take advantage. “Or did you come here just to see me?”

Darick stared at me for a moment, as if deciding whether to take my question as genuine or a display of foolish arrogance. “I like music,” he said. “I’ve heard you were good, so I thought I would come and check you out.”

“No one knew I was playing here except the owner.”

He smiled as if he didn’t care if I knew he was lying. “Nothing gets past me in this city. You should remember that.”

“Did your brother send you to check on me?”

The smile on his face disappeared as his eyes darkened, and for a terrifying second, I thought he would attack me. But then his smile returned. “Let’s get one thing straight, shall we? My brother doesn’t tell me to do anything. I do what I want. I always have, and I always will.”

I smiled inwardly. So the little brother has issues with being in big brother’s shadow, I thought. No surprise there. 

“Fair enough.”

“Although now that you mention it, I’m surprised Constantine didn’t kill you for what you did.”

“And what did I do?”

Darick leaned forward slightly, his eyes now glowing a reddish color. “I’m not the type to be playing games with,” he said. “You should remember that as well.”

I nodded as if I understood. “Iolas Tasar had my mother killed. He deserved what he got.”

His smile returned. “Perhaps. I never liked him anyway. Too hungry for power.”

“Like your brother?”

“My brother isn’t power-hungry. He just wants things to be a certain way.”

“And you? What do you want?”

Darick looked over at the two girls by the bar and smiled at them, the girls smiling right back. “I just want to have fun, Corvin. Don’t you?”
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Despite my protests, Darick called the two girls over to the table, sat them down, and bought them each a drink. Then he asked what hotel I was staying in. Reluctantly, I told him. He then smiled and nodded as he insisted we were all going back to my hotel room to party. He had his arm around me, making sure I could feel his strength, his eyes saying he wouldn’t be happy if I didn’t go along with what he wanted.

So now the four of us were crammed inside my hotel room. Darick was raiding the mini bar, tossing me a small bottle of Powers whiskey as the two girls sat on the bed. I hovered by the window, my extreme discomfort making me tense. I didn’t know how the situation would develop, but I had a horrible feeling it would go in a direction I didn’t like.

“How about a little something to go with your drinks, ladies?” Darick said, whipping out a small bag containing white powder and tossing it onto the bed.

“Fuck yes,” one girl said, the taller one with the long dark hair and tight-fitting black dress, who couldn’t have been any older than twenty.

“Now we’re talking,” the other girl said, her large breasts nearly spilling out of her top as she leaned over and grabbed the bag of coke. She looked even younger than her friend, barely an adult with short blonde hair.

“Have at it, girls,” Darick said, smiling over at me as though this entire show was for my benefit, though to what end I couldn’t be sure yet. Was he testing my reactions, or just amusing himself because he had nothing better to do? Or was there a more sinister motivation behind his actions? 

I put my drink down on the table next to me and started heading for the bathroom, but Darick stopped me. 

“Where are you going, Corvin?”

“To the bathroom,” I said casually, as if he didn’t intimidate me at all, even though there was a wild unpredictability to him I didn’t like and didn’t trust.

He let go of my arm. “Hurry back now. We wouldn’t want you to miss the show, now would we?”

I stared at him. “What show?”

Darick smiled. “Wait and see.”

I went to the bathroom and closed the door behind me, going to lean on the sink as I stared at my reflection in the large mirror. What the hell was he planning? Was he just going to have sex with these girls, or was he planning on doing something else with them, like killing them for their blood? I already knew his reputation for bloodlust, especially when it came to young girls.

“Goddamn it,” I whispered as I stared into the mirror, as though I expected my reflection to tell me what to do.

If Darick was planning on killing those two innocent girls, I had to stop him. But how? 

I reached down and put my hand on the stake strapped to my leg. I could try to kill Darick right now, but I wasn’t sure I’d get near him. He’d also kill me for trying. The stake had seemed like a good idea, but using it against a vampire as powerful as Darick, or even Constantine, now seemed impossible. 

What the hell was I thinking? That the Ó Duinn’s would just stand there and let me stake them?

A loud thump on the door made me jump. “You alright in there, Corvin?” Darick asked from the other side of the door. “The girls want you to join us.”

I cleared my throat slightly before answering, trying to keep my voice as casual as possible. “I’ll be out in a second.”

“Don’t be too long. I wouldn’t want you to miss anything.”

I shook my head at the door and then looked back at my reflection. It would be foolish of me to attack Darick now, especially since he was still on his guard against me. Whatever the reason for his invading my hotel room, there was no way he trusted me. The second I made a move against him, he would respond in kind, and I would soon find myself headless or disemboweled. 

When I left the bathroom and went back into the room, it shocked me to see that the two girls were now naked on the bed. Darick sat in a chair by the window, holding his drink while he watched the younger blonde girl do lines of coke off the other girl’s breasts. 

He smiled at me as I came into the room. “Just in time, Corvin,” he said. “The girls are about to put on a show. Isn’t that right, girls?”

The two girls laughed as they kissed each other, the dark-haired girl’s eyes on me as she did so. Not that I had anything against watching two pretty girls get it on in front of me, but Darick’s presence in the room ensured there was nothing sexy about the goings-on. The whole situation just felt seedy and sinister to me. I also worried about the welfare of the girls, and what plans Darick had for them.

“Relax, Corvin,” Darick said as I stood awkwardly by the dressing table. “You’re too tense, man. Take a drink. In fact, why don’t you take a bump from the girls?”

The blonde girl stopped kissing her friend long enough to pour a line of coke over her large breasts. “Come on, Corvin,” she said, her eyes wide and staring. “Come and get it.”

I smiled. “No thanks, I’m⁠—”

In a split second, Darick was out of his chair and standing with his arm tightly around my shoulders. “Come now, Corvin, don’t be a party pooper. Get some. I insist.” He steered me toward the bed and the waiting girls, who no doubt thought this was all great fun, not understanding the danger they were in. 

The dark-haired girl sat forward and grabbed me by the belt, pulling me forward onto the bed.

“Honestly,” I protested. “I’m not really into drugs⁠—”

The dark-haired girl undid my belt and opened my trousers while I tried in vain to stop her. “I want you,” she said. “I’ve wanted you since I saw you in the bar earlier.”

“She wants you, Corvin,” Darick said almost mockingly. “Let her have you.”

Grabbing the girl’s wrist, I pulled her arm away from me and got back off the bed. Then I turned to look at Darick. “I think you should leave now,” I said to him, the words to a spell on my lips should he attack me.

Darick stared back and shook his head at me. “I thought you’d be more fun than this, Corvin. You disappoint me.”

“I didn’t come up here for this.”

Stepping forward so his face was mere inches from mine, he said, “So why did you come here? Did you think you were going to⁠—”

I didn’t let him go any further, as I suddenly loosed a bolt of electricity from my hand that hit him in the abdomen, causing him to stagger back a few steps. 

I’ll admit, it was a panic move, and probably the wrong one, but I had done it now, and I had to follow it up with something more substantial, or he would kill me. 

As Darick stood recovering from the lightning blast, I reached down and pulled out the silver stake from its sheath. Behind me, the girls screamed in shock and fear as I rushed forward with a loud cry, intending to bring the stake down on Darick’s chest. 

But I got only a single step before he countered me, moving so fast I had no chance. In a split second, he had me pinned against the wall with one hand on my throat, the other holding my wrist against the wall so I couldn’t use the stake.

“That was a big mistake, Corvin,” he all but growled as his eyes glowed red. Behind him, the two girls were now cowering on the bed, holding onto each other in fear.

“Let the girls go,” I told him, breathing heavily. “They have nothing to do with this.”

“On the contrary, they have everything to do with this.”

“We’re leaving,” the dark-haired girl said as they went to get off the bed, but Darick turned around and hissed at them, showing them his fangs, and the two girls froze in fear as he told them not to move. He may have even glamored them into doing so, but I didn’t think they would’ve needed too much glamoring, as they were terrified already.

Darick turned his attention back to me, taking the stake from my hand as he continued to hold me against the wall. 

When I tried to turn myself to vapor, he merely shook his head at me, as if I was just a child acting up. 

The bastard was now blocking my magic. 

“What do we have here?” he said as he examined the stake. “Solid silver. Very nice.” He put the point of the stake against my chest. “Were you planning on killing my brother with this?”

I said nothing as I stared back at him. There was nothing to say.

“Did you come here seeking revenge for your father, is that it?” he asked. “Admirable, but it will not happen.”

“So, what will happen?” I said. “You’ll kill me, will you?”

“Kill you?” He shook his head as he tossed the stake across the room. “No, Corvin, I will not kill you.”

“What then?”

He smiled. “I will make you watch as I kill these two girls.” He leaned his head in close to mine, then added quietly, “Then I will turn you.”

“No—” I tried to struggle out of his grip.

“Stay!” he commanded, the word backed by his dark magic. Instantly, I found myself unable to move a muscle, as it felt like a great force was keeping me pinned against the wall. 

All I could do was watch as Darick turned to face the two terrified girls.

“Please don’t hurt us…” the younger girl pleaded.

“Hurt you?” Darick said, in his element now. “My dear, you don’t know the meaning of the word. But fear not, because I’m about to teach you…”
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I had never felt so powerless in all my life as I remained trapped against the wall, unable to move or even access my magic. 

All I could do was shut my eyes against the horror unfolding in front of me, or at least I tried to until Darick spun around, his fangs dripping with blood, and commanded, “Watch!”

From then on, my eyes remained open against my will, so I didn’t miss a single second of the butchery Darick inflicted on the poor, innocent girls. I can’t even describe some of the unspeakable things he did to them, keeping them alive until the very last, making sure they felt every bit of pain he inflicted on them. 

Their screams will forever echo in my mind if I lived long enough to hear them. 

By the time Darick was finished, there was blood everywhere, including over me and every other surface in the room—the walls, the ceiling… everywhere. 

I had never seen so much blood.

Darick’s clothes were stained with the crimson fluid as he finally turned to me while sucking the girls’ blood from his fingers. “Now that’s how you have a party!” he said, exhilarated by his murderous behavior.

All I could do was stare back at him as tears for the girls mixed with the blood on my face. 

This is all my fault, I thought. If I hadn’t come here, none of this would have happened…

“Are you ready for the climax of this party, Corvin?” Darick asked as he stood close to me, seeming to sniff my exposed neck. “What’s the matter? Can’t you speak? There you go…”

“Don’t!” I said in a rush of breath.

“Or what, Corvin, hmm?” There was disdain in his features now, as if I was nothing to him. “What will you do?”

As an icy rage set in, I fixed my eyes on him. “I will kill you for this.”

Darick laughed as though I was nothing more than a joke to him. 

“I’d like to see you try,” he sneered, and then sank his fangs into my neck.
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There was both pain and pleasure involved when Darick bit me. 

The pleasure was more disconcerting than the pain. 

The pain I expected, but not the pleasure, which was downright orgasmic, causing me to gasp as Darick sucked on my neck for what seemed like an eternity. 

When he finally detached himself from me, I slid down the wall to the floor. My body now felt like it was made entirely from jelly, my mind drifting away like a ghost ship at sea heading into a thick fog. 

Darick was talking, but his voice sounded distant as is it seemed to fade in and out…

“… won’t take long… feel some pain… need blood…”

I felt like someone had injected me with a massive dose of heroin. 

Darick was still in the room with me, but I couldn’t be sure where he was. All I saw was a shadow moving past me occasionally, followed by a voice that I barely took in, except for the last words I heard…

“… be seeing you, Corvin.”

Then there was a noise like a door slamming, followed by nothing but the sound of the blood pumping furiously in my ears. 

I knew I had to get out of here, but I could hardly move. My body was burning up with a fever that came out of nowhere. Internally, it felt like I was dying, or that my body chemistry was changing so much that I might as well be dying.

My vision, too, changed. The world was turning crimson. It seemed like everything was awash with blood. My brain chemistry was also changing at a rapid rate, so much so it felt like my brains were boiling inside my skull. 

I clamped my hands to my head, willing the pain to stop, but it just got worse.

Then there was a massive booming sound that might as well have been nuclear bombs going off in my skull.

Boom!… boom!… boom!

It took me a moment to realize that it was someone knocking on the door, a realization that filled me with panic.

“Hello? Sir? Are you in there? We’ve had some complaints about the noise. Can you open⁠—”

The voice cut off for no reason, though I didn’t care why. I was just glad it had stopped. 

Meanwhile, the pain in me continued to intensify, to where I screamed. If I’d had a gun on me, I would’ve put a bullet in my head without giving it a second thought.

In the background, throughout all the agonizing pain, was the sickening realization that I was turning into a monster, a stinking vamp that cared for nothing but blood. 

And there was nothing I could do to stop it. 

I could only lie there on the blood-soaked floor and let it happen as I passed out.
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I don’t know how much time passed before I regained some form of consciousness again. 

When I opened my eyes, the pain had subsided a good deal, and I saw I was still inside the hotel room, still lying on the floor. 

The pain may have subsided, but something else had replaced it, something that almost felt worse than the previous pain.

A raging thirst. A burning need…

For blood.

Whereas before the blood of the dead girls splattered everywhere had disgusted me, now it made me salivate. 

I wanted to consume every drop there was.

“You need to drink.”

The voice in the room startled me so much that I scrambled back and bared my teeth like a rat trapped in a corner. 

Then I saw the figure sitting in the chair by the window. 

A woman, achingly beautiful with long dark hair and deep brown eyes, blood-red lips contrasted against the pale skin of her flawless face. She seemed to be dressed all in black, except for a pair of red high heel shoes. 

“Who… who…” I could barely speak. My power of speech seemed to have left me along with my humanity.

The mysterious woman stood up and came to stand over me. “If you don’t drink, you will die. Do you want to die?”

I shook my head.

“Good,” she said. “Here.” 

The woman, in her early thirties, dragged one of the dead girls off the bed and onto the floor, holding the lifeless arm of the corpse near my mouth.

I stared at the pale white flesh for a moment, still slightly disgusted by it, and because she wanted me to sink my teeth into it. But the overwhelming thirst that raged within me was stronger than any sense of repulsion that I might have had. As I stared at the proffered arm, my mouth opened slowly, and as it did, I felt a pressure in my top gums as something forced its way down.

My fangs, sharp as needles against my tongue. 

As soon as I felt them, I leaned forward and sunk them into the dead flesh of the girl, biting down on her wrist so that whatever blood was left in her flowed into my mouth, which I sucked down with abandon. 

The taste, far from being disgusting, was divine. 

It was like taking in life-force that instantly soothed my aching body and calm my raging mind. With my eyes closed, I sucked and sucked until there was nothing left. 

Sated, I sat back and leaned against the wall, my eyes still closed as I became aware of the blood mingling with my body chemistry, acting as a catalyst that not only calmed me but made me feel invincible. 

As much as I hated it, I felt good.

“Better?” the mysterious woman said, who the more I looked at, the more she seemed oddly familiar.

“Yes,” I said, feeling like a junky who’d just got their long-awaited fix.

“Good, because we have to go now. I’ve taken care of the receptionist downstairs and the person who was banging your door earlier.”

“Taken care of?”

“Glamored them.”

“You’re a vampire.” It was no surprise, as I already felt an odd connection to her like we were kin.

“Well spotted, Sherlock.”

I ignored her sarcasm. “Who are you, and what are you doing here? Did Darick send you?”

“Darick?” She smiled slightly and shook her head. “No, Darick didn’t send me.”

My confusion mounted as I finally got to my feet, my body feeling much different now, stronger, more powerful. I felt like I could do anything. “Then why are you here?”

“I’m here because I followed Darick here. When he came out of the hotel alone, I figured he had killed all of you.”

I looked at the two dead girls, no longer feeling guilty over their deaths. I felt little at all now. “I don’t know why he did this to me.”

“Because he’s Darick, and probably because you tried to attack him with this.” She was holding the silver stake up for me to see. 

“For all the good it did me.”

“It got you turned into one of us.”

“Hooray.”

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “You don’t like your new form?”

“I…” I didn’t know how to feel about my change in circumstances because my capacity to feel emotion seemed to have been taken away.

“Count yourself lucky.”

“Lucky? Why?”

“You should be a lowly vamp, a mere animal.”

“So why aren’t I?”

She shook her head. “Because Darick made it so you bypassed the usual process.”

“Why?”

“He hates lower vamps, thinks they are no better than rats, only good in times of war when cannon fodder is needed. It doesn’t matter, anyway. He won’t let you live that long.”

“You mean he will try to kill me? Why?”

“It’s just what he does. He’ll amuse himself with you for a while, probably pretend to be your friend. Then he’ll get bored and kill you. It’s what he does.”

“You seem to know a lot about him.”

“I should. I’m his sister, Adrina Ó Duinn.”

“His sister?” I couldn’t contain my surprise. “I didn’t know he had a sister.”

“Well, now you do.” She slipped on a pair of sunglasses. “Let’s go before someone else lands at your door. I’ll have the security tapes wiped and all records of you on the computers wiped as well. No one will know you were ever here.”

“And the bodies?”

“Those will be taken care of. I’ll send a cleanup crew.”

“You have a cleanup crew?”

“You’d be surprised how often this happens. We can’t have the Council finding out that vampires are killing innocent humans, now can we?”

“It didn’t seem to bother Darick much.”

“Nothing bothers Darick. He’d be happy for another war to happen.” She moved toward the door. “Let’s go.”

I glanced at the two dead girls again, and then headed for the door, stopping after only a few steps. “Why are you helping me?”

Adrina turned around and stared at me. “Because,” she said. “You’re going to kill my brothers for me.”
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To say I was overwhelmed would be an understatement. Not only was I a vampire now, but I was also moving down the hallway of a hotel with the Ó Duinn brothers’ sister, someone I never knew even existed. 

I followed her around the corner as we headed toward the back of the hotel. Soon we turned down a narrow hallway until we came to a window, which Adrina easily forced open. “My car is parked in the alley,” she said. “Let’s go.” 

I watched as she jumped out the window and disappeared into the breaking dawn light. “Jesus,” I said as I leaned out the window and looked down. I was three stories up, so it was quite a drop. Adrina was down below looking up at me as if to say, “What are you waiting for?”

Typically, I would’ve used magic to float to the ground, but my body had changed now, the changes bringing with them some new instinct that told me I could easily make the drop without injuring myself. So I climbed onto the sill and jumped out the window without hesitation, soon landing in a perfect crouch on the concrete below as if I’d just dropped from a mere few feet. There wasn’t a single ache or sign of stress in my bones or ligaments. My whole body felt like it was made from flexible iron.

Adrina was already moving up the alley toward a waiting crimson car. As I followed her, I soon noticed that my eyes were hurting from the morning light, making me want to cover them with my hands. Before I reached the car, I made a mental note to get myself some sunglasses.

Then I remembered something. My guitar! I’d left it in the room. 

Bloody stupid!

“Wait! I left my guitar in the room.”

“Too late now,” Adrina said. “Let’s go.”

Shit!

I thought for a moment about trying to enter the hotel again, but then I thought about the two dead bodies lying in there.

“You need to tell your cleaning crew to keep it.”

Adrina shook her head as if she couldn’t believe I was even asking her that, saying nothing as she got inside the car—a sports model Jaguar with blacked-out windows. She already had the engine started when I got in, and I was glad to get out of the light, which was burning my skin. 

“Where are we going?” I asked her, still smarting at the fact that I would probably never see my old guitar again.

“To where I’m staying in Antrim,” she said. “You’ll need to feed again soon. We can also talk there in private.”

As she drove the car through the streets of Belfast, which were all but free of traffic, I rested my head back on my seat and let out a long breath as I closed my eyes, my frantic brain still trying to process the fact that I was a vampire now. 

“So is this it?” I asked. “Am I vampire forever?”

She turned her head to look at me, her sunglasses still covering her eyes. “Do you want to be?”

I stared back at her, hardly able to answer that question. The thought of remaining a vampire for the rest of my now immortal life should have repulsed me, but it didn’t. There was no doubt I felt stronger and more powerful than I ever had before. 

My life until yesterday seemed like a distant dream, as if it belonged to someone else entirely. There was also the fact wasn’t bothered by emotions anymore, which brought a clarity of thought that was almost blinding in its intensity. The only thing I didn’t like was the constant thirst in the background, producing an urge to feed that seemed to pull at my guts. Even after feeding in the hotel room, the thirst was still there. 

“I don’t know,” I answered honestly.

“Well, you don’t have to be,” she said as she took us onto the motorway. “Not if you kill Darick. He was the one who turned you. If you kill him, you’ll revert to being human.”

“I thought that was just a myth.”

“All myths are based on fact.”

“So I kill him, and I become human again?”

“Yes. Turning someone isn’t all done through blood alone. There’s magic involved, and that magic is tied to the vampire who did the turning. Darick, in your case.”

I lapsed into a long silence as I considered everything, then scolded myself for even considering anything it all. 

Did I want to be a vampire for the rest of my life? A dead thing with no beating heart?
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It took about forty minutes to get to the house where Adrina was staying, which belonged to someone she knew. The house sat just on the shore of Lough Neagh, the largest lough in all of Europe. It was isolated in the countryside, surrounded on three sides by acres of woodland. It was a large gothic mansion, built from stone with archways and spires everywhere, and it was precisely the house I would picture an ancient vampire living in. 

The inside, although dark, was equally impressive. Upon entering the hallway, a huge wooden staircase that led up to a grand landing appeared before me, and walls lined with massive oil paintings of people and places I didn’t know. Set into the roof was a huge skylight comprising panels of stained glass. Downstairs was all wood paneling and arched doorways, with a well-worn wooden floor.

“This is impressive,” I said half to myself as I stood staring around me.

“It’s a house,” she said. “This way.” She beckoned me down a hallway and into a massive living room containing original Victorian furniture and bookshelves that sprawled the entire length of one wall. “Wait here.”

When she left, I sat down on a red velvet couch and stared around the huge room, the smell of wood and varnish strong in my nostrils. After a few seconds, I also heard something—tiny clicking sounds that I eventually pinpointed as coming from the mantle over the fireplace. When I looked, my eyes seemed to zoom in on what was making the noise, and I saw it was a spider walking across the mantle. 

“Unbelievable,” I said, shaking my head at my heightened senses. 

“Here,” Adrina said as she walked back into the room carrying two large gold chalices, one of which she handed to me. “If you go too hungry, you will lose control of yourself.”

“How long until that happens?” I asked, accepting the vessel filled with blood.

“Twelve hours at most.” She sat down opposite me in a large armchair and drank from her cup.

I didn’t even ask her where the blood in my cup came from. I just chugged half of it down, licking the residue from my lips as I basked in the immense satisfaction that came from feeding the thirst. “You have to feed every twelve hours? Do you drink from humans?”

She stared at me for a moment before answering. “That depends on how much they piss me off. I try not to, though. Mostly I drink the blood manufactured by our kind. It’s bland, but it suffices.”

Once I’d consumed all the blood in the cup, I felt stronger than ever; my senses heightened to where I could almost hear the dust settling around the room. 

“So tell me,” I said. “Why would you want Darick and Constantine dead? They’re your brothers.”

“I have my reasons.”

“I’m sure you do, but I’d like to hear them. How do I know you aren’t playing me?”

“Playing you?” She snorted with some derision. “Don’t think of yourself as being so important. You’ve just made yourself a pawn in a larger game.”

“In which you are the queen, no doubt.”

“That’s right.”

“So why can’t you kill your brothers yourself? Why do you need me?”

“I have my reasons…”
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As I sat and listened, Adrina gave me something of her story, beginning with the fact that she is not a born vampire, but a made one. 

Not only that, but she is the daughter of an Egyptian princess, or rather the daughter of an Irish princess who went to Egypt and married a pharaoh. Upon the fall of her father’s dynasty over two thousand years ago, Adrina, then aged eight, and her parents traveled to Ireland, back to the land where her mother was born. On arrival, they came under the protection of Conaire Mór, the High King of Ireland. 

“It was very different to what I was used to,” she said. “Egypt was a vast city and coming here was like moving out to the country. I loved it, though. I loved the country itself, how green it was, how spiritual it was.”

“Spiritual?” I said.

“Yes. I had a deep interest in spiritual matters back then, having been taught the works of Hermes by my father.”

Because of her talent for understanding the deeper, more spiritual aspects of the world, Adrina was soon accepted into the Druids cast, where she studied their teachings in astronomy, sacred science and religion. The Druids had colleges all over the world back then, places where those who were interested could come and learn the ways of the universe and humankind. The greatest of these colleges was in Ireland, and it was to this college that Adrina dedicated herself. She studied non-stop for several years as she strived to become a full-fledged Druid Priestess, and she would’ve become one if the event that changed her life hadn’t happened.

“A war erupted,” she said. “Between the vampires and the humans. The Druids tried to mediate between the two sides, but the vampires didn’t want peace, they wanted to dominate the country.”

During this brief war, Adrina lost her parents to vampires who attacked their village, killing everyone they came across. 

“How did you survive then?” I asked her.

“I survived because the vampire queen who led the attack on the village decided she wanted a daughter, and she chose me.” Adrina shook her head at the memory. “The Queen didn’t want to go to the trouble of breeding again, as she had already done so twice. Breeding is a complicated process for vampires. Because of our biology, it isn’t easy to become pregnant. Death magic must also be used to facilitate the process, and once a female vampire becomes pregnant, they have to carry the unborn child for anything up to five years.”

“Five years? Jesus, that’s a long time.”

“It is. It’s also dangerous for the mother, who can often die in birth. Therefore vampires breed little, often preferring to turn a suitable human instead.”

“Which is what happened to you.”

“Yes. Queen Magdalena took me back to her castle and turned me soon after. She already had two sons that she bore herself. I was now her daughter.”

“How did you cope with that?”

“At first, I refused to feed, almost killing myself.”

“That must have taken some willpower,” I said, feeling my own raging thirst in the background, which was still hungry for more even after I had drunk the blood Adrina had given me.

“It did,” she said. “But I was practically a Druid Priestess, and my mind had been well forged by then. I could’ve easily held out until I eventually died.”

“So, what happened? Did they force you to feed?”

“Not exactly. Constantine came to see me. It was the first time he had had anything to do with me since I arrived at the castle. He came to my room and sat down beside me, and just… stared at me for a long time.”

“I’m sure that was pleasant.”

“It wasn’t particularly. I found his presence intimidating, but I couldn’t deny his words made sense when he spoke.”

“What did he say?”

“That I would waste a great opportunity to learn if I let myself die. That I could continue with my studies—unfolding the mysteries of the universe—for an eternity if I wished. Time was now on my side, he said, and much else besides. All I had to do…”

“Was drink.”

“Yes. So I did. They brought me a young boy from the local village, and I drained him dry.” She lapsed into silence for a moment, appearing lost in the memory. “I didn’t even feel bad about it afterward. He was just food, nothing more.”

“The joys of being a vampire,” I said. “My conscience seems to be deserting me as well.”

“Only if you let it. There are ways to keep most of your humanity. Being a vampire doesn’t have to mean being a monster. It’s just that most vampires prefer it that way, and then they don’t have to feel bad about killing humans to feed off of them.”

“Are you saying you’re not a monster like the rest?”

“I’ve done plenty that I’m not proud of, but I also kept my humanity thanks to my Druidic and Hermetic teachings. It’s a question of controlling the mind and the instincts that want to take over.”

“But you still killed for food, right?”

“I rarely killed anyone that I fed on, taking just enough each time.”

“Rarely?”

She shrugged. “Accidents happen.”

“So you were like a vampire monk then?” I smiled at my joke.

Adrina looked back at me deadpan. “A vampire Druid would be more accurate. I carried on my teachings with the High Priests, after I finally convinced them to allow me to do so. Most of them thought it would be sacrilege to allow a vampire to be initiated into the Higher Mysteries until I pointed out that turning me away would go against the teachings of those same mysteries.”

“So you’re a Druid?”

She nodded. “Yes, I am.”

I sat forward in my seat. “So if I said to you the words ‘Serpent Son’, you would know what they meant?”

Adrina stared at me for a long moment, her implacable face hard to read. “Where did you hear that?”

“Someone called me it. Do you know what it means? Tell me.”

“You’re asking me to discuss things I don’t have the authority to discuss.”

“The authority?” I said, frowning. “What authority?”

Adrina said nothing as she merely stared at me. Then I suddenly remembered that I still had the medallion in my jacket, and I reached in and took it out, throwing it over to her. “What can you tell me about that?”

“Where did you get this?” she asked, surprised that I would have it.

“It doesn’t matter where I got it. Do you recognize the symbol?”

Adrina stared at the medallion for a moment and then tossed it back to me. “I’m not at liberty to discuss it.”

I shook my head in frustration, my body seeming to pump itself up in a strange new way, fueled no doubt by my frustration and anger at Adrina for not telling me what I wanted to know. “This is bullshit. I’m sick of all this fucking secrecy.”

“Quell that anger,” she warned. “It is hard to control if you don’t, and I wouldn’t want to hurt you if you were stupid enough to force this issue.”

“I just want to know what’s going on.”

“You’ll find out soon enough, believe me.”

I shook my head and looked away from her. “It’s getting to the point where I don’t know what I’m supposed to be anymore. To where I’m now a bloody vampire, just to add further confusion into the mix.”

“I feel your pain.”

“Do you?”

She glared at me, her eyes glowing red for a second. “Haven’t you been listening to me?”

Taking a deep breath, I did my best to force my anger back down. “Yes, I’m sorry. It’s just all this is overwhelming.”

Adrina smiled slightly. “Welcome to the grownup world.”

“Funny.”

“I did not mean it to be. I’ve been around for over two thousand years now, and if there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s that life gets harder and more complicated the longer you go on.”

“I can’t even conceive of being alive that long.”

“You could if you remained a vampire.”

“Are you recommending that I do so?”

She shrugged. “It has its benefits once you get used to the ever-raging thirst. You never age, never die unless you get killed. You’ll be faster, stronger, your mind will be sharper and your magic more potent.” 

“Not to mention darker.”

“Darker? Perhaps. It depends on what you use it for, like any magic.”

I had to admit, the idea of staying a vampire was appealing, but it just didn’t feel right. For a start, I didn’t like the idea of outliving everyone that I knew and loved. It also felt like I was betraying my parents’ legacy, not to mention their honor, by becoming the very creature that killed them both. 

The sooner I could kill my maker, the better. Then I could get back to being the person I was before.

“So what happened after they brought you into the Ó Duinn fold?” I asked, prompting her to get back to telling her story, if only to distract me from the fact that I now knew she had knowledge that I needed. Knowledge which she refused to impart for whatever reason.

“Magdalena treated me as her own,” she said. “To all intents and purposes, I was her daughter.”

“What was she like?”

“Fierce, uncompromising, beautiful, sometimes cruel.”

“Cruel to you?”

“Not so much to me, more toward Constantine and Darick. I think they both reminded her of her husband, who had been cruel to her.”

“Had been?”

“Another vampire king killed him in some internal clan feud years before I came along.” She paused. “Despite her near hatred of her husband, I think she was lonely after he died, which is perhaps why she turned me.”

“For the company,” I said sarcastically. “How nice.”

“You wouldn’t be so judgmental after being around for two thousand years. The loneliness is perhaps the worst part of being a vampire.”

“You were recommending it to me earlier.”

“I know. I suppose loneliness is something all creatures have in common.”

“I think you’re right. It’s a curse of life.”

“Anyway,” she said, moving on. “Because of the way Magdalena treated me, it wasn’t long before my brothers grew resentful toward me, resulting in some very cruel behavior.”

“In what way?”

She looked away for a moment, as if she was debating whether to tell me. Then she just said it. “My brothers raped me. Repeatedly.”

If I wasn’t a vampire, my shock probably would’ve been more than it was. “That’s… terrible.”

“Yes. Darick especially could get very violent and sadistic with it.”

“No surprise there. Why didn’t your mother stop it?”

“Magdalena didn’t know about it. They warned me that if she found out, they would kill me, along with the entire Druid Church I belonged to.”

“I can understand Darick doing what he did, but Constantine, not so much. It takes a certain mindset to want to rape somebody, and Constantine doesn’t strike me as the type unless I have him wrong…”

“He usually isn’t that way inclined, but he wanted to punish me.”

“Because Mommy wasn’t giving him enough attention?” I scoffed.

“Not exactly. Magdalena was grooming me to be a future queen. This meant I would lead the entire Ó Duinn clan, which used to be a lot bigger than it is now.”

“I see. So Constantine thought he should be king.”

“Yes.”

“So why didn’t he just kill you?”

“He tried to once he tired of all the cruelty.” She shook her head as if the memory still haunted her. “He came to my room when I was sleeping and tried to stake me. The only thing that saved me was Magdalena walking in on him.”

“Lucky you.”

“She banished Constantine after that. Darick went with him of his own accord.”

“So then what happened? How did your brothers end up back again?”

“They both returned about fifty years later, with an army in tow, laying siege to the castle. Constantine killed Magdalena himself.”

“That’s cold, killing your own mother. How did you escape?”

“I fought them both. Constantine nearly killed me, but I used my magic to escape.”

“And what, you’ve been on the run ever since? How many years now?”

She shrugged. “Centuries. I’ve lost count.”

“And you’ve never returned to Ireland until now?”

“No.”

I stared at her a moment as I processed everything she had told me. “So why now, after all these years?”

“Because I want what’s mine, what was supposed to go to me in the first place.”

“Why couldn’t you have gathered an army of your own by now? You’ve had long enough to do it.”

“I have. Twice. Both times I failed.”

“So what makes you think you’ll succeed this time?”

She nodded her head slightly at me. “You.”

“Me?” I said, scoffing at the notion, especially now that I knew what the brothers were capable of. “That makes no sense.”

“Maybe not to you at this point, but to others it does.”

I frowned. “Others?”

“There’s much you don’t know.”

“Fucking clearly! Maybe you’d like to fill me in then.”

“I can’t.”

Shaking my head, I gritted my teeth as I tried to contain my anger. “What do you mean, you can’t? If there’s shit happening that concerns me, I have a right to know about it.”

“Maybe, but it’s not up to me to tell you.”

I suddenly flew out of my seat in a rage, shocking myself at the speed at which I did so, crossing the room to where Adrina was sitting in the blink of an eye. I could feel my eyes burning as I stared down at her. “Tell me who it is up to,” I growled, my fangs partially down.

Adrina stared silently at me for a second, and then suddenly jumped out of her seat, her hand around my throat before I could do anything. 

The next thing I knew, I was being lifted into the air before being slammed down hard onto the floor. Adrina’s face was above me as she kneeled heavily on my chest, her hand still around my throat. Her fangs were down now, and her eyes burned red. 

“Mind your anger around me, child,” she hissed. “I won’t hesitate to hurt you if you don’t start showing me respect as your elder.”

My anger continued to course through me for another moment before I looked away from her. A second later, she let me go, and I stood up to face her, the two of us staring at each other for a long moment. 

“You tell me you need me, but you don’t say why,” I said. “I don’t enjoy being kept in the dark.”

Adrina took a step closer. “The dark is all around you now, Corvin,” she said. “You’d better get used to it.”
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After our conversation, Adrina advised me to rest, telling me my body was still getting used to the changes brought about by the virus running through me. She directed me to one of the bedrooms upstairs, before informing me she was going out for a while, and that she would be back later to discuss plans. 

I barely nodded at her, thinking it was something of a joke that she would mention discussing plans when she was steadfastly refusing to give me the entire story. She must have sensed my frustrations, as she said before leaving, “Things will be made clear soon enough. Do I have your trust, Corvin?”

Despite everything, I nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Don’t leave the house until I get back.”

When she left, I sat on the edge of the fourposter bed in the large room, staring hard at the floor as I tried to wrap my head around everything. Assuming Adrina wasn’t screwing with me—and I didn’t think she was—then it seemed she was a part of this group that seemed to have taken such an interest in me lately. 

Whoever these people were, they seemed to be Druids, and I was guessing the symbol on the medallion represented them. 

Are they a cult? I wondered. 

It was starting to seem like it, and if that was the case, then my mother had been involved with it as well. 

And if the cult referred to themselves as serpents, then that must somehow make me a serpent son. 

I shook my head, confused and frustrated. The whole thing sounded bloody ridiculous. Even if my mother was a part of this cult or order, that didn’t mean I was a part of it as well. 

Or maybe it did, in their minds anyway, by some default. If so, what did they expect of me? What would happen if I just told this mysterious order to go fuck themselves and leave me alone? Would they kill me?

“Jesus…” 

My head was spinning, and I felt like I needed to lie down. I climbed on top of the bed and closed my eyes, hearing the blood rushing in my ears as the gnawing hunger lurked in the background like an ever-present ghoul. How did vampires put up with it, the thirst that was like another presence inside you, especially the ancient ones? I’d only been a vampire for all of five minutes, and I was ready to go insane thanks to the thirst. T

The sooner I get back to normal, the better.

But first I had to kill Darick, which would be no easy task, even if I was now more powerful as a vampire. Darick had been living a life of sadistic violence for millennia now. Violence came as easily to him as breathing, which made him a formidable opponent. 

And yet Adrina seemed to think I stood a chance against him, even though she wouldn’t say why, like I was the bloody chosen one or something.

Somebody better have answers soon, I thought, or I will have to force answers out of people.

Not that I could force much out of Adrina. She had already asserted her dominance over me. But at least she seemed willing to help me with the matter, which I guess I should be grateful for, even if she seemed to do everything in her own time.

As I lay staring at the ceiling, I felt the hunger stirring in my belly once more. Soon, all I could think about was my thirst for blood, to where it seemed like there was crimson around the edges of my vision and blood was seeping over my eyeballs. 

When I couldn’t take it anymore, I got up and left the room, going downstairs to find the kitchen. Heading to the fridge, I expected to find bags of blood, but found none. I gripped the fridge door so hard the metal dented under my fingertips. 

“Goddamn it!”

I spent the next twenty minutes searching the downstairs of the house for blood, my temper rising as it became clear I would not find any. The gnawing in my belly was getting so bad that it doubled me over in pain twice, causing my fangs to come through as I growled in frustration. 

Eventually, I forced myself to stop and closed my eyes for a while as I leaned back against the wall in the kitchen. When I had calmed myself down enough, I went outside to get some air, slipping on a pair of sunglasses I’d found on my quest for blood. 

It seemed too bright around the shore of the lough, so I headed around the back of the house instead, eventually making my way into the oak woodland. It was better there, less bright, and the trees gave my light-sensitive skin much-needed shade from the afternoon sun.

I had barely stepped inside the woods when my phone rang inside my jacket. Pulling out the phone, I saw it was Dalia calling, and for a moment I thought about not answering because I knew that I would have to lie to her if I did. 

But then I realized that if I didn’t answer, she would get worried and could come up north here looking for me, and I didn’t want that. So despite how shitty I felt, I put on a fake smile and answered the phone. 

“D,” I said with a bit too much exuberance. “How are things?”

“Are you okay?” she asked straight away. “You sound… off.”

“Off?” I shook my head as I walked deeper into the woods. “I’m fine. A bit tired, that’s all. I think I drank too much after the gig last night.”

“That doesn’t sound like you at all,” she said sarcastically.

“Ha-ha.”

“Have the vampires paid you a visit yet?”

I still wasn’t sure what to tell her. There was no way I would tell her I was a bloody vampire, that was for sure. “It’s been quiet here so far, actually. If Constantine knows I’m here, he hasn’t let it be known yet.”

“That doesn’t mean he won’t.”

“I know, which is why I’m working on a plan.”

“What plan?”

I shook my head. “It’s still in the early stages.”

Dalia sighed. “You still don’t have a plan, do you?”

“No, not yet. I’ll think of something, though. Don’t worry.”

“That’s what I’m worried about.”

“You’re the second person to say that to me.”

“Oh, who else said it?”

“Amelia.”

“Meaning you shagged her before you left for Belfast.”

I chuckled, the pain in my stomach ensuring I finished with a slight groan. “What of it?”

“Are you sure you’re alright?”

“I have a headache, that’s all. So what are you up to you? Working with Davey?”

“Yeah,” she said after a second. “I’ve moved in with him.”

“Really? Isn’t he a little old for you?”

“Shut up. You know what I mean. It just made sense if I’m going to be learning under him.”

I smiled. “That’s great, D. I’m glad to hear you’re finding some stability at last.”

“Yeah,” Dalia said, which is all I heard because my eyes were now fixed on something about a hundred yards in front of me. A deer that was busy munching on the leaves of a shrub. As my vision zeroed in on the animal, all I could hear was its heartbeat and the blood pumping through its veins. It wasn’t long before I was gripped by the thirst again, and all I could think about was sinking my fangs into the neck of the deer so I could drink from it.

“Corvin?” Dalia was saying, her voice suddenly rushing back. “Are you still there? Hello?”

“I have to go now, D,” I said in a faraway voice, my eyes never leaving the deer up ahead. “I’ll call you later.”

Before she could say anything else, I hung up and put the phone inside my jacket again, just as a sense of excitement overcame me. A thrill, to be more accurate. 

The thrill of the hunt.

Crouching down low, I made my way as silently as possible through the woods, staying close to the trees and downwind from the deer. Anytime the deer stopped eating to look around, I would freeze and stay hidden behind a tree or down low in the undergrowth. Then as soon as the deer resumed its munching, I would move again.

Eventually, I got to within ten yards without alerting the deer to my presence. I was on autopilot by this point, nothing more than a predator on the hunt for food, with no thought for what I was doing. It all felt natural.

Between the deer and me, there was a clearing. When I felt sure the animal couldn’t sense my presence, I made a mad dash across the clearing toward it. In the space of barely a second, I was soon on top of the frightened deer, wrestling it to the ground, holding its head down as I sank my fangs into its jugular, feeling the rush of warm blood as it exploded into my mouth and down my throat, feeling for all the world like a dying man in a desert who had just come across water after days of searching.

After gulping down at least two pints of the deer’s blood, I finally removed my fangs from its neck, coming up to take a lungful of air, wiping my hand across my mouth as I closed my eyes, sated at last. The blood didn’t taste that good. It was bitter, unlike the sweet taste of human blood, but it filled the hole in me, and at least it would keep back the thirst for another while.

The deer wasn’t moving much when I finally looked down at it. Shock had taken over, and losing so much blood had made it weak. There was no question it would die, which, worryingly, didn’t bother me that much. I was on the verge of standing up and walking away, leaving the animal there to die, when a voice in my head told me not to.

“You’re not a monster,” I said, as if trying to convince myself. “You’re not like them…”

Not yet. It would only be a matter of time before I was, though.

In defiance of the vampire persona that was slowly taking over me, I kneeled again and put my hands on the deer’s neck, uttering the words to a Healing Spell that brought a whitish light to my hands. It was the first time I had used my magic since becoming a vampire, and immediately I noticed how much less potent it seemed. I could only assume that because the magic wasn’t being used for darker purposes, its effect was less than it should be. No doubt if I used magic to violently finish the creature off, said magic would be much more devastating in effect.

Despite the weakness of the light magic, however, it was still enough to bring the deer around and at least give it a fighting chance to heal itself. As I stepped back, the deer sat up slightly and stared at me, still frightened, but also seeming somehow understanding of my situation, although that could have been just me trying to assuage my guilt. 

“I’m sorry,” I said to the deer, and then turned and walked away, heading back to the house again.

When I reached the house, I was just in time to see Adrina pull up in the Jag. “Inside now,” she said, not even asking where I’d been or why I had blood around my mouth. 

I frowned at her insistence, wondering why she seemed so on edge. “What’s going on?” I asked.

Slamming the car door, she looked at me through her dark sunglasses. “Darick is coming for us. That’s what’s going on.”

When she said it, my stomach suddenly turned over. 

Then I vomited up all the deer blood onto the gravel drive.
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“What the hell do you mean Darick is coming for us?” I said in a panic as I entered the house behind Adrina, who stood in the center of the entrance hall, seemingly in deep thought. “How does he know we’re even here?”

“It was only a matter of time before he found out I was here,” Adrina said, not seeming all that worried that her psychopathic brother was on his way here to kill her. 

To kill us.

“Have you spoken to him?”

“No, but according to my source, he went back to the hotel to kill you, after having reconsidered about leaving you as a vampire.” She took her sunglasses off and placed them on a nearby table, her eyes intensely focused, as though she were turning over in her mind what to do. “He picked up on my scent in the room. That’s how he knows I’m back.”

“But how does he know about this house?”

“I have few friends here in Ireland. It wouldn’t have been hard for him to work out where I was staying.”

I puffed my cheeks out as I stared out the window, half expecting to see a horde of vampires coming up the driveway as they marched upon the house. “How much time do we have?”

“He’ll wait until dark,” Adrina said. “A few hours at most.”

“Can’t we just go somewhere else?”

Adrina stared at me. “No, this is where we make our stand. There’s no point in running.”

“Do we even stand a chance?”

“That depends on you.”

“And how do you figure that?”

She came closer to me. “Can you get a handle on your new powers?”

“I’m sure I can. Did you bring blood?”

“It’s in the car.”

The thirst in me rejoiced. “My magic seems different.”

“It will be. I can show you how to use it.”

“Like a crash course in vampire magic?”

“Yes, you will need it, believe me.”

“How many vamps will Darick bring with him?”

“Enough.”

“Do you have a plan at least?”

She went to the table where she put her sunglasses and opened a drawer, taking out the silver Van Helsing stake and tossing it to me. “I should be able to handle whatever vamps that come,” she said. “Giving you a chance to kill Darick.”

“Me?” I shook my head. “I don’t understand why you can’t kill him yourself, Adrina. You’re much stronger than I am.”

Adrina sighed slightly. “Darick is cunning, and he has a way of getting inside of your head, my head especially. He has a psychological edge over me, and he knows it. That’s why he’s always beaten me in the past.”

I stared at her in silence for a moment as I tried to accept the fact that I would soon go up against Darick, a psychopathic vampire if ever there was one. “You spoke earlier as if this has been on the cards long before I ever got here,” I said, now seeking some reassurance from her. “Are you saying I’m fated to kill Darick?”

“That remains to be seen.”

When she went to walk toward the front door, I stopped her by grabbing her arm, for which she stared hard at me for. “Listen, a while ago, I had these visions that were supposed to be glimpses of my future. I saw things… a man in robes leading an army, huge battles… lots of blood… and I was at the center of it all. Now you’re telling me I’m destined to be here with you…”

“We all have a destiny,” Adrina said. “I suggest you just go with it. I also suggest that you let go of my arm.”

“That’s all you’re going to say?” I said as I released my grip on her, and she walked away. “If you know something that could be helpful⁠—”

She spun around quickly in the doorway and snatched the stake from my hand, holding it in front of my face. “This is what will be helpful when you plunge it into Darick’s black heart.” She stared at me for a moment longer, her face making it plain that she would not divulge whatever else she knew about my so-called destiny, and then she walked outside.

Sighing, I crouched and put the stake in the sheath still strapped to my leg. Then I walked outside to find Adrina standing by the trunk of the Jag. Even from the front steps, I could hear noises coming from inside. Breathing noises mostly. “Is someone in there?”

Adrina gave me a look before she popped the trunk to reveal a barely conscious man inside. As I got closer, I could see the man was destitute, sporting a long, straggly beard and dressed in filthy looking clothes. He also stank of alcohol. 

“Food,” she said.

Slightly uncomfortable, I shook my head but also licked my lips involuntarily. “I thought vampires were only supposed to use manufactured blood these days?”

“We are, but I wasn’t about to take the chance of someone recognizing me when I went to get it. Not that it matters now, anyway.”

“Who is he?” I asked, a slightly dumb question, but I felt I had to ask.

Adrina shook her head at me. “Does it matter? It’s just some homeless bum I picked up off the street in Belfast.”

“Does he have a name?”

“You’re getting ridiculous now,” she said as she hauled the homeless man out of the trunk like he was nothing more than a side of beef. For a vampire that supposedly still had a conscience, she didn’t seem too affected by what she was doing.

“Excuse me if I’m a little uncomfortable with killing someone so I can drink their blood.”

“Don’t pretend you don’t want it.”

“The thirst in me wants it.”

“Same thing.” She dragged the homeless man across the gravel and into the house, eliciting slight moans from the man as she pulled him up the steps before finally dumping him in the center of the entrance hall like freshly caught prey. Which I suppose he was; no different from a weak, injured gazelle targeted by a lion on an African plane. It said much about my transformed psychology that I was even thinking in such terms. “You need to feed to get strong for the coming fight. You’ll need all the strength you can get. Have you ever killed a vamp?”

“Once,” I said. “With a Druidic Dagger.”

“The lower vamps shouldn’t be too much trouble, but Darick will have a few of his higher vampire lieutenants with him. They can be hard to handle. You must use your magic against them.”

“My vampire magic, you mean? My own magic doesn’t seem as potent as it once was.”

“Of course not,” she said, crouching next to the homeless man on the floor, who now had his eyes open and was staring at Adrina as if he thought he had just landed in Heaven and she was an angel. “Vampire magic is different. I’ll give you a crash course after we feed.”

As I watched, the homeless man raised his head slightly and put a filthy hand on Adrina’s arm as he stared up into her face. “Am I dreaming this?” he asked her, sounding like his brain was addled from too much alcohol and by whatever Adrina had done to him when she took him off the street.

“No,” Adrina said, almost soothingly. “But you soon will be. Forever.”

She then bared her fangs and struck at the man’s neck like a cobra, causing him to arch his back slightly before seeming to fall into a state of oblivion with his eyes still open. I could hear the sucking sounds Adrina made as she gulped down the man’s blood. My mouth salivated in response as I anticipated drinking from the man myself. I even wondered if his blood would taste like alcohol, perversely hoping that it would just to see what it felt like.

When Adrina raised her head again, her lips were covered in blood, and she used her long tongue to lick it off as she looked at me with slightly wild eyes. “Your turn.”

“Should I leave him alive?” I asked as I approached the man, who appeared dead already.

“You’ll need every drop he has. Drain him dry.”

Any moral quandary I had soon vanished as I stared at the blood running from the two holes in the man’s neck. All I could think about now was getting me some.

So I did, clamping my mouth around the man’s neck, sinking my fangs into the holes Adrina had already made, even tasting the saliva that she left behind. As I sucked the blood into my system, I fell into a semi-trance while I fed like a leech, my belly growing fatter with every pint I consumed. 

Eventually, the flow of blood stopped as I had drained the man dry. A loud gasp left my mouth as I detached myself from the corpse. Already, I could feel a massive surge of power running through me. When I finally stood up, I wasn’t surprised to find that I now had a raging hard-on.

Adrina stared at me for a second before glancing down at the bulge in my trousers. “A side effect of feeding,” she said with something of a smile on her face. “If circumstances weren’t so pressing, I might’ve put your virility to good use.”

My heart raced at the thought. “Who says we don’t have time?”

“That’s just the blood talking.”

Adrina then surprised me by punching me in the chest with a fist surrounded by reddish magical energy. The blow took me clean off my feet, and I landed hard somewhere near the wall. As much as the punch hurt, though, my body seemed capable of taking it, and I quickly got back to my feet. 

“What was that?” I asked her.

“Your first lesson in vampire magic,” she said. 

I shook my head. “I fail to see the lesson here.”

She came forward, the red magic still sparking around her fist. “The lesson is that you should always be ready for it.”

Without warning, she came at me again, but this time I dodged her blow. “Like that?”

Adrina turned quickly to face me, her eyes now glowing red and intensely focused. A split second later, I almost screamed as a hugely painful pressure erupted inside my skull, which felt like a bomb had just gone off in it. Clamping my hands to my head, I fell to my knees. 

“Stop… it… please…”

When she did, I gasped and shook my head as if to clear it. “Goddamn, that fucking hurt.”

“It was supposed to,” she said, completely without sympathy.

“And let me guess, I should’ve been ready for it.”

“Yes. Rest assured, Darick and his lieutenants will use such attacking magic.”

“Can I defend against it?”

“Yes, if you’re quick enough.”

“How?”

“That depends. Energy attacks can be blocked with a shield.” She proceeded to conjure her energy, instantly forming a red shield around her left forearm. “I’m sure you’ve used a magical shield before.”

I nodded as I created my own shield with my vampire magic. “What about mental attacks like the one you just did on me?”

“Those are battles of wills,” she said. “You have to try and force the attacking energy back.”

“So what if the other person is stronger?”

“Then you’re screwed.”

“Super. So my head might explode then, Scanners style?”

“Scanners?”

“It’s a movie about people who can make people’s heads explode by thought alone.”

“I see. Sounds great.”

“It is. You don’t watch movies?”

“Sometimes. I prefer to read.”

“Of course you do, you’re a Druid. Still, tell me you’ve at least seen Scarface.”

She shook her head. “Sorry.”

“Seriously? Al Pacino? Say hello to my little friend?”

She seemed more confused than ever. “Never seen it.”

“Okay, if we get out of this situation alive, I’m treating you to a movie night. Clearly, you need educating.”

She smiled and laughed. “I might take you up on that.”

“Awesome,” I said. “We can eat popcorn and drink too much soda… or blood in your case, since hopefully, I won’t be a vampire anymore by then.”

Adrina seemed somewhat disappointed by the fact that I would be fang-free if I killed Darick, and for the first time since I met her, I realized she was lonely. Desperately so. “Are you sure you want to be human again? I could turn you again if you kill Darick.”

I gave her a tight smile. “I don’t need to be a vampire for us to be friends, Adrina.”

“So we’re friends now, are we?”

“Yeah, I guess we are, providing you don’t keep me in the dark for much longer.”

“I’m not doing it out of spite, you know.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“Everything in its own time, as they say.”

I looked out the window, slightly dismayed to see that the encroaching darkness had almost swallowed the daylight. “I guess we should get ready. It’s almost dark.”

Adrina disappeared into one of the rooms down the hallway, emerging a few moments later with a long sword in her hand, which she looked comfortable carrying. As she approached me, she swung the sword around a little with one hand, as if testing its weight.

“You think you’ll need that?” I asked her.

“If there’s one thing experience has taught me, it’s that you can never have too many weapons.”

I thought about the stake strapped to my leg, and how small it seemed compared to Adrina’s sword. I wished now that I had brought my own recently gained sword from back home.

“Are you afraid?” she asked me as she sat on the bottom stair, the sword resting across her lap.

“I’m trying not to think about it,” I said as I went about dragging the body of the homeless man into one of the reception rooms and closing the door. It was enough that I had fed off the man. I didn’t need to have his desiccated body in sight as well.

Once that was done, I sat on the stairs next to Adrina, and like some guard dog, I started watching the front door as I waited for the visitors to arrive.


17


[image: ]


Adrina and I sat at the bottom of the staircase in tense silence for what seemed like a long time, both of us having our awareness turned up to the max. It was now pitch dark outside, and there was still no sign of Darick.

“Maybe he reconsidered,” I said sarcastically.

“Darick’s heart doesn’t work that way. Once he has his mind set on something, that’s it.”

I smiled, about to say something else, when Adrina raised a hand to silence me.

“What is it?” I whispered, nervousness causing my stomach to churn as I listened intently. After a moment, I heard what sounded like something climbing up the outside of the house and then onto the roof.

“They’re here,” Adrina said, getting to her feet as she listened closely to the scurrying noises on the roof.

As I looked up toward the huge skylight, I was just in time to see a shadowy form scurry across the thick glass. Swallowing hard, I stood next to Adrina, the Van Helsing stake now gripped tightly in my right hand. 

Above us, there were more scurrying sounds on the roof, as it seemed like more vamps made their way up there. “They couldn’t just come through the bloody front door,” I said in a near whisper.

“They’re trying to scare us.” Despite what she said, Adrina didn’t seem scared at all. She was much more relaxed than me. Clearly, this wasn’t the first time a pack of vamps had come to kill her.

“They’re doing a good job.”

“Stay calm and remember that you are destined for this.”

I shook my head as if she was talking nonsense. “Yeah, you might think that, but since nobody will tell me anything, I⁠—”

The sound of breaking glass cut me off, and I looked up just in time to see a dark figure come crashing through the skylight, followed by another and then another. 

Adrina and I moved back at the same time to avoid the falling glass and the three vamps that landed on the floor in front of us, two males and one female, all with their eyes blazing red and their fangs bared, looking for all the world like three wild animals who had just come in from the woods in search of food. All three were dressed in dark clothes that looked like they had seen better days.

“Nice entrance,” Adrina sneered. “For all the good it will do you.”

The male vamp hissed loudly and leaped into the air toward her, but before the vamp got even halfway near her, Adrina rushed forward in a blur of motion with her sword, and the vamp landed on the floor in two pieces, his innards spilling over the marble tiles before the lot turned to ash and the vamp was nothing but dust. 

The other two vamps seemed shocked for a second, but they weren’t put off from their attack. One of them jumped onto the banister of the staircase and used it as a launchpad to direct herself at Adrina, who caught the creature in mid-air with one hand before slamming her down to the floor and stabbing the vamp through the chest with her sword.

By this time, the remaining vamp had put all of her focus on me, perhaps sensing that I was an easier target than Adrina. As the vamp ran and then leaped at me, I tried to stab her with my stake, but the vamp seemed to twist and turn herself in mid-air as she avoided my counter-attack, raking her claws across my face as she sped by like a bullet.

“Bastard!” I hissed, less out of pain and more out of frustration that my counter-attack had missed. 

As the vamp landed behind me, I spun around and tried a different tack, thrusting my hand out to focus my magic and directing it at the vamp before she could attack again. As I was going mostly by instinct, I wasn’t too sure what effect the magic would have on the vamp until she grabbed her head and screamed, a scream that was soon cut off when the vamp’s head exploded like a melon that had been shot with an exploding bullet. 

“Holy shit…” I said in astonishment.

But I didn’t have long to marvel at the strength and effectiveness of my vampire magic, for mere seconds later, there was the sound of glass breaking once more, this time from both sides of the entrance hall as more vamps jumped through the windows. At the same time, the front door was knocked off its hinges as yet more vamps streamed in like rats. 

It wasn’t long before they surrounded us, the vamps wasting no time in attacking. Before I could even get a handle on what was happening, I got attacked by three vamps at once, one of which clung to my back and started biting at my neck, the other two taking turns to rake their claws across my body. 

Soon, I was forced down to a crouching position by the weight of the vamp clinging to my back, while the vamp in front tried to dig its claws into my chest, perhaps intending to rip my heart out. The third vamp had its claws buried into my side as if it wanted to pull out my intestines. 

There was no room to swing the stake that I still clutched in my hand, so out of sheer desperation, I tapped my magic again, having no clue what I was doing, hoping instinct alone would take over to direct the magic how I needed it. 

And indeed, this is what happened. With a shout of effort, I released a blast of magical energy that exploded out of me, sending the three vamps flying back like victims of a bomb blast, slamming them against the walls and nearby furniture.

When I stood up, I couldn’t help feeling invincible as a kind of rage took over me, and a red mist colored my vision. Then, as I held the stake, something unexpected happened—it extended on both sides by several feet until I was holding a double-ended spear essentially. 

I didn’t have time to work out why the stake had suddenly extended itself. The only thing I cared about now was using the now extended weapon to kill every vamp in the vicinity, of which there were now many. 

Behind me, I heard Adrina grunting as she continued to dispatch vamp after vamp, killing them like vermin.

With my new spear, I could kill the vamps at a distance, piercing their hearts, turning them to ash on the spot. As I speared one vamp, I would use my magic on another, sometimes causing their heads to explode, other times using that unseen magical force to rip their hearts from their chests. 

Soon, I was in a kind of trance as I focused on nothing but killing, enjoying the bloodlust so much that occasionally I ripped out throats with my teeth, baying loudly after I’d done so as if in victory. 

Despite the overwhelming number of vamps, it soon got to the stage where I had complete confidence in my new and extraordinary vampire powers, to where I even remember thinking, Why would I want to give this up to be human again?

I was almost disappointed when I finally dispatched the last of the vamps; disappointed that I couldn’t carry on killing. 

Adrina stood staring at me for a moment, her sword dripping with blood. All around us, there was nothing but piles of ash, the only evidence that the vamps had ever been here. 

I was so elated and flushed with my new powers that I completely forgot about Darick. It wasn’t until I heard a clapping sound coming from the front door that I turned around and saw it was him. He came walking into the house slowly, clapping his hands as he did so.

“Quite the performance,” he said as he strolled in, looking around at the piles of ashes everywhere, as though the remains of the vamps meant nothing to him. “It seems like someone is enjoying his new vampire status.”

My bloodlust was still up; my need for violence still coursed through me. 

Without giving it a second thought, I rushed at him with the spear, the point aimed at his chest. 

If I’d been thinking more clearly and less animalistic, however, I wouldn’t have rushed in so hastily, for Darick casually stepped to the side and grabbed hold of the spear, the two of us staring at each other for a second before he suddenly turned the spear to the side and used it to hit me on the chest. The blow was so powerful it lifted me right off my feet and sent me sailing back until I landed hard on the staircase, the edge of the stairs cracking against the back of my skull. 

In a daze, I sat up to see that Darick now held the spear. My former confidence had now taken a serious dip. Having no wish to rush at Darick again, I merely sat where I was as he stared up at me. 

“Did you really think you would kill me with this?” he asked, tossing the spear to one side, which as soon as it landed, reduced in size again, becoming the short stake it was before. Darick laughed at me as if he thought I was nothing, no better than the disposable vamps he had sent in before him. “Perhaps it’s best I’m here to kill you. Foolishness is a trait I can’t abide in anyone, most of all in one of my children.”

“I’m not your child,” I snarled at him.

“Stop now, Corvin. Compared to me, you are a child in every sense.” His eyes then turned to Adrina for the first time since he entered the house, as if she was only now worthy of his attention. She had backed off by this time and now stood near the bottom of the stairs as if in defense of me, though I knew it was because she was wary of her brother, if not outright afraid of him. “Isn’t that right, Adrina?”

Adrina said nothing as she stared at her brother, perhaps out of sheer defiance, perhaps because she had nothing to say to him. I didn’t know. Either way, Darick merely smiled at her silence.

“Still the talkative one, I see,” he said as he casually strolled further into the house, broken glass crunching under his boots. “It’s been a long time, sister. What brings you back?”

Adrina kept her silence.

“Oh come now, sister,” Darick said, letting his head fall to the side slightly. “If you’ve come home to kill me, then say so. I promise I won’t be mad.” He smiled as if he was enjoying himself.

“I’m here to take my home back,” Adrina said finally, her voice steady, though a note of uncertainty seemed to have crept into it now, as if she wasn’t sure what would happen.

“Take it back?” Darick stopped in the middle of the entrance hall. “It was never yours in the first place, half-sister. You have no birthright to anything, not the way Constantine and I do.”

“Mother wanted me to lead, not you or Constantine. I have a connection to this land that you will never have.”

“It’s stepmother, not mother,” he spat. “And you weren’t even born here. Your Druidic bullshit has made you entitled, Adrina. If you’d just known your place, you would never have been banished.”

“My place? Under you, as you raped me, you mean?”

Darick stared at her for a long moment. “That was a long time ago. You needed punishing.”

Sick fuck, I thought.

“Punishing for what, Darick?” Adrina said, anger in her voice now. “For not being a spoiled brat like you and Constantine were? For giving a shit about things other than power and infamy?”

“Yes, because you’re so much better than us, aren’t you, Adrina? The good little vampire girl who could do wrong in her stepmother’s eyes. The girl who thought she could be a stinking Druid as well as a vampire, and who thought she could take what was rightfully ours!” His eyes were blazing, and I thought he would attack her, but he soon calmed down as he stared at her coldly. “You made a big mistake coming here, Adrina. I won’t let you escape this time, and neither will Constantine.”

“Where is he?” Adrina asked him almost mockingly. “I see he’s still getting you to do his dirty work for him.”

Darick glared at her as if willing himself not to attack her. “Believe me, sister, I didn’t need Constantine to send me after you. I have enough motivation to do so on my own.”

“Because you hate me so much?” Adrina asked, standing defiantly now.

“Not hate you, sister,” Darick said, stepping a little closer. “Despise you.”

“Believe me, Darick, the feeling is mutual.”

“Well, at least we know where we stand then, eh?”

At that point, two more vampires walked into the house, dressed immaculately in dark suits. Not vamps, but higher vampires. Darick’s so-called lieutenants. One was a woman, the other a man, both of them having blonde hair and the same piercing blue eyes. The more I looked, the more I saw they both looked identical, like they were twins. Both of them came forward to stand on either side of their master, their attention mostly on me as I continued to sit on the stairs.

“Backup, Darick?” Adrina said mockingly. “You can’t handle us yourself?”

“The twins aren’t for you, Adrina.” He switched his gaze to me for a second. “They’re for him. I don’t want to be bothered by him as I’m killing you.”

I don’t know how old the twin vampire lieutenants were, but I sensed they were powerful. Some instinct told me I would be foolish to face them both at once head-on, so before they could even approach me, I jumped up and moved at speed up the stairs, darting across the landing and down the hallway before ducking into one of the many bedrooms near the end of the hall. 

Once inside, I stood with my back against the wall, breathing hard as I tried to think of a plan. 

Eventually, one or both of the twins would enter the room I was in, so I needed to prepare an attack. As I didn’t have my stake on me, the attack would have to be magical or with my bare hands. 

As I stood waiting, I decided to see if my former human magic was still accessible. “Invisibili s factus!” I whispered, smiling when I saw my body turn invisible. It didn’t completely disappear, however. I was still vaguely visible, but I hoped I was now unseen enough to give me the edge I would need.

Outside, I heard footsteps walking down the hallway, as whoever was out there opened every door as they searched for me. 

“You’re being foolish if you think you can hide,” the male vampire said, his northern accent strong. “We’ll find you, eventually.”

We? I could only hear him outside, which meant his twin sister was probably searching the far hallway. At least that meant I would have a chance at taking the guy down first before his sister made an appearance.

It wasn’t long before he reached the last room, the one I was in. As the door handle opened slowly, I prepared myself, focusing on conjuring as much vampire magic as I could muster.

When the door opened, it swung against the wall beside me. A second later, the vampire lieutenant stepped inside the room. As expected, he didn’t notice me at first, especially as the room was dark, the only light coming from the half-moon outside.

Slowly, I raised my arm as I got ready to unleash my magic. 

But the vampire must have then sensed me behind him, for he spun around quickly, his fangs bared. Though before he had time to do anything, I focused everything I had into trying to make his head explode. He cried out in pain and shock at first, but then soon pushed back with his own dark magic.

“You think you’re stronger than me?” he sneered as I felt the pain of his counter-attack enter my skull. “I don’t think so.”

Despite his arrogance, I could still see I was hurting him. No matter how old or experienced he was, magic is still magic, and I’m no novice when it comes to it. Dark or light, wielding it is all the same. In fact, his overconfidence had left cracks in his defense, which allowed me to slip my own attacking magic through. 

“I am stronger than you,” I said, now fully visible again as I directed all of my magic—vampire and human—at him.

The arrogance on his face soon got replaced by pain as I took a step toward him, and even though it felt like my skull was about to explode, his underestimation of my strength and magical expertize had allowed me to get the better of him, tipping the power balance in my favor.

Until his twin sister entered the room and saw what was happening. 

She immediately rushed me and slammed me against the wall, breaking the connection I had with her brother. With a sneer on her face, she gripped the back of my head with one hand, using the other hand to turn my chin as she tried to break my neck. 

Knowing I’d be done for if I didn’t do something, I unthinkingly reached inside my jacket until I felt the gold medallion there. Some instinct was telling me to use it, so I took it out and pressed it against the female vampire’s forehead, pressing down hard as she screamed. Her hands left me as she staggered back, the smooth skin of her forehead now burned and blistered. When she fell to her knees, she carried on screaming as if acid was eating into her skull.

Her twin brother stood staring at his sister in shock, probably wondering what the hell I had done to her. I didn’t have a clue. The medallion had power beyond what I thought it did. 

Seizing the opportunity I had created for myself, I immediately resumed my magical attack on the brother again, this time with renewed confidence and vigor, walking toward him with my hand outstretched, forcing my magic onto him before he had time to react. He tried to counter me, but I was too far ahead of him, and seconds later he was down on his knees gripping his head, his red eyes burning as he glared at me defiantly, both of us waiting for the inevitable moment when his head would explode. 

Which it did, showering me and his twin sister with his blood and brains.

“NO!” the sister screamed, the pain of watching her brother die seemingly greater than that of her physical pain.

“You should’ve left me alone,” I said, wiping the blood from my face just as the brother collapsed into a pile of burning ashes.

“You’re fucking dead!” she screeched and jumped to her feet as if she would attack me.

I still had the medallion in my hand, however, which I now held out in front of me like a crucifix. It’s a myth that vampires fear the crucifix, but if they did, I’d imagine their reaction would be a lot like the sister’s now, cowering from it as if the very sight of it caused her torment. Which led me to wonder why the medallion didn’t seem to be harming me, apart from a slight burning sensation as I held it in my hand. 

Surely it should be hurting me, I thought, since I’m also a vampire?

But whatever the reason for my immunity to the medallion’s effects, it didn’t matter, not right now. There’d be time later to figure that out, providing Darick didn’t kill me first.

“Stay back!” I said to the vampire lieutenant.

She hissed at me in response. “I will rip your fucking heart out!”

There was no way she would let me leave, not without trying to follow through on her threat, which only left me with one choice.

Rushing toward her, I planted the medallion on her forehead again, eliciting fresh screams from her as I drove her back into the wall. Then I drew back my other arm and punched her as hard as I could in the chest, my fist breaking through her sternum, my fingers soon gripping her unbeating heart and ripping it clean out of her chest. 

Taking a step back, I stood there holding her dripping heart in my hand as she stared at it in shock.

“Darick will rip you to shreds!” she screamed, defiant till the end.

“We’ll see,” I said, and then pressed the medallion against her heart, which immediately burned and sizzle like bacon in a frying pan, before finally bursting into flames; and as it did, she soon lit up as well, her body burning so fast it was reduced to ashes in mere seconds.

Amazed at the power of the medallion, I stood to look at it for a moment before putting it back inside my jacket, suddenly remembering that Adrina was still downstairs with Darick. 

Leaving the room, I went down the hallway and stopped by the edge of the balcony, peeking my head around the corner so Darick wouldn’t see me. For the time being at least, he probably assumed his twin lieutenants had done their job and killed me.

In the entrance hall, the fight between him and Adrina seemed to have stopped. As I looked, I saw Adrina lying in the middle of the floor, a massive pool of blood around her that soaked into the surrounding ashes already there. She didn’t seem to be moving all that much. Darick was standing over her, his face bloodied, but mostly looking fine. 

“Before I kill you, I will punish you,” he said to Adrina as he unbuckled his belt. “Just like I used to.”

The sick bastard was going to rape his sister before killing her, I realized with disgust and dismay. I couldn’t let that happen, but I also knew the second I appeared on the stairs, Darick would see me. Then he would probably kill me, as he was about to do to Adrina. 

There had to be another way to stop him.

As I grew more frantic by the second, I soon spotted the stake lying near the front door. If I could get the stake and attack Darick with it before he saw me, I could end him. 

He’d be busy with Adrina, I thought. 

If I was careful, I could pull it off. 

Shit, it was the only plan I had, so what did I have to lose?

As fast and as silently as I could, I went down the hallway whence I’d come and went back into the bedroom. Crossing the room, I opened the large sash window and immediately jumped out of it, landing a second later on the gravel below. 

Then I made my way as silently as possible to the front door, peeking around the corner to make sure Darick wouldn’t see me when I made my move. He had his back to me, having turned Adrina over onto her front so he could better administer his punishment. The stake lay about six feet to the right of the door. If I was quiet enough, I could grab it and then attack Darick before he knew what was even happening.

It’s now or never…

“You brought this on yourself, you know,” Darick was saying to Adrina as he pulled down her pants. 

As he kept talking, I crept into the house, through the door and across the floor, doing my best to avoid the broken glass that was everywhere.

“You should’ve stayed away,” Darick went on, with Adrina barely moving beneath him.

The stake was in my hand now, and I willed it to extend as it did before.

“This hurts me more than it hurts you, sister…”

The stake was clasped in both of my hands now, and I pointed it like a spear at Darick’s back as I prepared to rush toward him with it.

“Actually, that’s not true. This doesn’t hurt me at all. It will hurt you, though…”

Time to fucking die asshole…

An involuntary scream left my mouth as I charged toward Darick, covering the distance between us in barely a second, fully expecting the stake to pierce through his back and into his black heart.

But that’s not what happened.

Darick was much quicker than I gave him credit for. Or perhaps he had known I was there all along, I don’t know. Whatever the case, he spun around just in time to clasp the extended stake in both hands, stopping it inches from his chest. 

“You continue to surprise me, Corvin,” he said with a wolfish grin on his bloodied face. “I didn’t expect you to kill the twins.”

I said nothing as I tried to force the point of the stake into him, but his grip was too firm for me. 

This is it, I thought. He will kill me now.

With his belt hanging open and his hands still firmly on the long stake, he began to walk forward, pushing me backward as I maintained my grip on the metal. “Time to make a choice, Corvin. You can either join me, or I can kill you. Which is it?”

“Fuck you!” I said, sick of his arrogance.

“Defiant till the end, just like your father.”

“Shut up!”

“He wasn’t the man you think he is,” he said, continuing to press forward, both of us stubbornly refusing to let go of the stake. “Your father was far from the noble gentleman you still think him to be.”

“Shut up! You’re full of shit!”

“Am I?” He smiled. “Let go of the stake, Corvin. Come back with me to the castle, and I’ll tell you exactly who your father was. I’ll tell you what kind of⁠—”

His words were suddenly cut off as his face registered shock, and for a second, I didn’t know why until I realized the stake was now stuck in his chest. I was so fixated on him and what he was saying that I didn’t notice Adrina rush up behind him and push him onto the stake. And as I felt his grip weaken, I pushed the stake even further into him.

“No…” he said, shaking his head as blood spilled from his mouth. “This wasn’t supposed to happen…”

When I let go of the stake, Darick dropped to his knees and tried to pull it out, but it was no use. As Hacknet had told me, once the stake was in, no vampire could pull it back out again.

Hardly able to stand, Adrina limped around to the front of him so she could watch him die. “This… hurts me… more than it hurts you…” she barely said.

For the first time, there was fear on Darick’s face. He kept uttering the word no over and over again until his body disintegrated as it burned up from within. He screamed one last time before his face fell apart and what was left of him collapsed into a heap of burning ashes.

For long seconds, I stared down at Darick’s remains, hardly able to believe that he was dead.

“Fuck you… brother,” Adrina said, and then promptly fell over onto the floor and lay there, unmoving.

“Adrina!” I went to rush to her aid but only got as far as one step before I felt a crippling pain go through my body, and a sudden rush of sensation inside my skull that made me feel like I was being sucked down into a dark vortex.

A second later, I had joined Adrina on the floor as darkness overcame me.
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When I woke up, my head was pounding, and it felt like I had the worst hangover ever, and believe me, I’ve had some bad ones. 

My eyes were open barely a minute before I twisted to the side and vomited, disgusted to see how red the vomit was. And when I realized it was because I had been drinking human blood, I vomited more until my stomach was empty and all I was doing was dry retching.

Then I noticed Adrina lying behind me, surrounded by her blood and the ashes of her dead brother. 

She seemed on the verge of death herself, and I realized she would need blood if she were to survive. The Van Helsing stake, which was now back to its smaller size, was lying among Darick’s ashes, so I grabbed it and used the pointed end to puncture a small hole in my wrist. Then I held my wrist over Adrina’s mouth and let the blood drip over her lips. 

It wasn’t long before she stirred and her mouth moved as if she wanted more, so I put my wrist directly onto her lips this time, and she sucked, weakly at first. But the more she came around, the harder she sucked. Soon, I felt faint from the blood loss, and I went to pull my wrist away, thinking she’d had enough. But as I went to pull away, her eyes flew open to reveal blazing red orbs, and she grabbed my arm tight, holding it over her mouth as she sucked on it even harder than before.

“Adrina!” I said. “Stop! It’s me, Corvin⁠—”

Adrina went on sucking like she intended to drain me dry, leaving me no choice but to hit her in the temple with a small blast of magic that did the job of forcing her to loosen her grip so I could finally pull away. When I did so, she sat up quickly and hissed, her eyes still burning crimson as she glared at me for a moment like she was going to jump me.

“Relax, Adrina, it’s just me.”

“Corvin?” she asked as if waking from a dream.

“Yeah, it’s me. Are you alright?”

She nodded as she looked around at the piles of ash, and then at her brother’s remains nearby. “I will be once I get more blood.”

“You’ve tapped enough from me,” I said. “You’ll have to find someone else.”

She turned her head to stare at me. “You’re human again.”

I nodded. “Yes. Thank god.” 

It felt good to be myself again. Most of all, I didn’t miss the continuous raging thirst that made me a slave to the blood. Looking back, I don’t know how I even considered staying a vampire.

“I wasn’t sure it worked since I pushed Darick onto the stake.”

I shrugged. “Even if it didn’t work, I know a guy.”

Adrina smiled. “You know a guy? What guy?”

“A guy who can work miracles. If anyone could’ve changed me back to human again, it would’ve been him.” I held up my right hand. “See this hand? It was grown from nothing and attached to my body.”

“You lost your hand? How?”

“A Celtic god cut it off.”

“Oh really?” she said somewhat sceptically. “Which one?”

“Manannán mac Lir.”

She smiled as she shook her head. “You’ve been around, haven’t you?”

“Lately I have. I feel like I’ve been through the wars.”

Adrina stood up and stretched. “Well, you have another war to fight.”

“Constantine, you mean?” I stood up, my head still woozy, my body aching. “I feel like I need to sleep for a week.”

“You don’t have time to sleep. Rest assured, Constantine knows Darick is dead. He’ll be coming for you. For both of us.”

“So what do you suggest we do?” I asked.

Adrina thought for a moment. “I don’t think we have a choice. We need to go to the lion’s den. There’s no point trying to run or hide, as Constantine will find us sooner rather than later.” She looked toward the front door and the daylight streaming in from outside. “I’m surprised he hasn’t shown up here already.”

“Maybe he doesn’t know about Darick yet.”

“He knows. He would’ve felt it the moment the stake pierced Darick’s heart.”

It was my turn to think for a minute. The thought of going into battle against another vampire didn’t exactly fill me with delight, especially now that I was no longer a vampire myself. Walking into Constantine’s castle, filled as it was with vampires, would be an act of suicide. Unless there was some way I could get in without being seen, kill Constantine and then get out again, also without being seen. 

The more I thought about it, the more it didn’t seem like the worst plan in the world. Remaining invisible would be easy, so breaking into the castle unseen wouldn’t be much of a problem. 

The hard part would be killing Constantine.

“Does he sleep during the day?” I asked Adrina. “Constantine, I mean?”

“I’m sure he does,” she replied. “We vampires have to rest like everyone else.”

“He’d be at his most vulnerable when he was sleeping then.”

“Maybe. We are light sleepers, though. It wouldn’t take much for him to wake up.”

“I just need him to stay asleep long enough for me to put a stake in him.”

“If he wakes before you do, you’re dead.”

“I’m dead, anyway. So are you.”

Adrina nodded as if she knew already. “That’s why I will help you kill him.”

I shook my head. “It’s better if I go alone. There’s no point in both of us dying, not that I intend to die. This will be an assassination, not a fight.”

“So you think.”

“I don’t see any other way. Besides, you’re the one that said I was destined to do this. I mean, Darick’s dead, isn’t he?”

“Yes…”

“Then maybe you aren’t so full of shit, after all.”

She cocked her head at me. “You thought I was full of shit?”

“I didn’t know what to believe. I still don’t.”

“As I said⁠—”

“Yeah, yeah, it’s not up to you to tell me anything.” I forced down the frustration that wanted to come. “Somebody better fill me in soon, though, or else⁠—” 

“You’ll fuck shit up?”

“Precisely.”

Adrina laughed. “I don’t doubt it.”

“Anyway,” I said. “What about you?”

“What about me?”

“Well, let’s say I kill Constantine. How are you planning on taking over the clan again? Won’t all the other vampires be gunning for you as well?”

“Let me worry about that,” she said, heading toward the staircase. “The other vampires will fall into line when they realize they don’t have a choice. I’ll make sure of it.”

“I know you will.”

“I’m going to get a change of clothes. You should probably do the same. You look like you’ve been slaughtering pigs all day.”

I smiled. “I sort of have, haven’t I?”

“You calling us pigs now?”

“Just the ones that are.”

“Come upstairs. I’m sure we can find you something to wear.”

I followed her upstairs into one of the bedrooms, where she stripped off her clothes right in front of me, smiling when she noticed my slight awkwardness.

“Are you always this casual about stripping in front of strangers?” I asked her, unable to keep from admiring her slender form. 

“You’re not a stranger,” she said as she went to the walk-in wardrobe and switched on the light to reveal racks of expensive-looking outfits. “Besides, I’ve had long enough to get over any bashfulness I might’ve had.”

As she stood inside the wardrobe, my eyes soon went to the large tattoo at the center of her back. “Oh my god! That’s the same bloody symbol!”

She looked over her shoulder at me. “So?”

“So you’re a member of this cult, or whatever it is!”

“I thought we already established that I was.”

“Not in so many words.”

“Well, I am.” She took a dark pantsuit off the rack and brought it into the bedroom, laying it on the bed. “And for your information, it isn’t a cult. It’s an order.”

“An order? Of what?”

She looked at me as she got dressed, pulling on pants and then a white blouse. “An order of good. That’s all you need to know for now.”

I sighed at her caginess. “Why all the secrecy?”

“Because it’s necessary, that’s why. We have enemies who want to wipe us out.”

“What enemies?”

“Powerful ones.” She had finished dressing. “Come on, let’s go next door and get you some clothes.”

We moved into another bedroom where Adrina opened up a walk-in closet, this one full of men’s clothes, which mostly appeared to be dark suits. Adrina picked one out and lay it across the bed, telling me to strip off. A smile appeared on her face as she sat on the bed and stared at me as I got undressed down to my boxer shorts. 

“You’re staring,” I said.

“I know. Do you work out? You’re tight.”

“Not really.” I grabbed a white shirt and put it on. “Not in a while, anyway.”

“And no tattoos. Strange for a musician not to have tattoos.”

“You’re slighting me because I’m not a cliche?”

“No, I’m just surprised, that’s all.”

“Well,” I said as I put the pants on. “If things keep going the way they’re going, I’ll no doubt have the same tattoo as you soon, anyway.”

“I hope so.” She stood up and helped me on with the jacket before doing my tie for me. “I like you, Corvin. You’re one of the good ones, as they say.”

It was hard not to get lost in her beauty, her brown eyes mysterious, her exotic scent enticing. It hit me then that I was probably only a child to her, considering how old she was. “I take after my mother.”

“I’m sure she was a good woman.” She had finished doing the tie now, and she stood back to admire me. “It suits you.”

As I walked in front of the full-length mirror, I saw she was right. The suit was a perfect fit. “At least I’ll look good going to my death.”

She said nothing for a moment as she stared at me. “I have faith that you can do this.”

I nodded as I looked at myself in the mirror. 

She might’ve had faith in me, but the real question was, did I have faith in myself? 
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Iinsisted we bury the body of the homeless man before we left the house to go to Belfast. I was already filled with guilt over the deaths of the two girls back at the hotel, which happened on my watch, though I knew there was nothing I could do about it now. I could, however, give the homeless man a decent burial. His blood had probably saved my life. 

Adrina and I carried the man’s body out to the back of the house and buried him by the edge of the woods. Adrina didn’t seem at all upset by the man’s death, but then I didn’t expect her to. After so much time on this earth, death was nothing new to her, and nor was killing for food, even though she did her best not to kill most of the time. Burying the man didn’t ease my guilt much, but I felt slightly better knowing that he was at least resting in peace.
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Adrina drove us in the Jag back to Belfast so I could pick up my car. On the way, she explained everything I needed to know about getting to the Ó Duinn castle and then finding Constantine once I was inside. 

She also offered again to go with me, but I still refused her. As much as I might’ve liked to have her by my side, I felt I had to go after Constantine on my own. Besides, at least if I died, Adrina would still be around to find another way to take down her brother. 

That’s what I told myself anyway, and her. In reality, this was just about revenge for me, and it was a personal mission that I thought I had to do alone.

When we got to Belfast, Adrina pulled up behind the Spitfire that was still parked close to the hotel I’d been staying in. “What did your cleaning crew do with the girls’ bodies?” I asked her.

“Disposed of them,” she said like it was a strange question I’d asked.

“How?”

“Dissolving them in a vat of acid is the usual method.”

I shook my head. “Jesus…”

“It wasn’t your fault those girls died. Darick killed them, not you.”

“Yeah, I know, but I keep thinking of their parents, and how they must be looking for them by now. About how they will never find them.”

Adrina stared at me like it was difficult for her to understand what I was feeling. “There are casualties in any war. People die.”

“I know that, but it doesn’t make it any easier to stomach.”

“You’ll get used to it,” she said.

“I hope not.”

She nodded and then stared out the window for a moment, watching the people walking up and down the street. “You should probably go now. It isn’t safe to be sitting around here.”

“Where will you go?” I asked her.

“I have a place in mind. I should be able to lie low there, for a short time at least.”

“Hopefully that’s all the time you’ll need.”

She took her sunglasses off to look at me a moment. “Be careful, Corvin.”

“You too, Adrina.”

When I was out of the car, she started the engine and drove at speed up the street. As the car disappeared around a corner, I couldn’t help but wonder if I would ever see her again.
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The Ó Duinn castle is situated just outside the small townland of Caledon (pronounced kaelidin) in County Tyrone. It took me about an hour to get there. On the way, I got a call from Monty.

“You’re still alive then,” he said when I answered the phone.

I nodded as I thought of my recent stint as a vampire. “I’m alive… barely.”

“Glad to hear it. Are you getting anywhere with Constantine?”

“I’m making progress. Did you find out something about the symbol I sent you?”

“Yeah, that’s why I’m phoning. It took a bit of diggin’, but I eventually found the symbol on a deleted website from the early nineties.”

“Okay,” I said, frowning. “How did you even…”

“Nothing is ever really deleted on the internet. With a bit of magic, you can find almost anything.”

“What was the website about?”

“It was more of a message board. I wasn’t able to recover any of the messages, but I was able to bring up the bare bones of the site which had your symbol on it. A group called the Order Of The Serpent ran the website. Ring any bells?”

“One or two, yeah. Did you find anything else? Any names?”

“No names. The site was too old. Even I couldn’t find much more. Sorry, brother.”

“No, don’t be ridiculous. Just the name is helpful.”

“I’m running searches on the name, but so far, no hits. I’m sure something will come up, though.”

“Thanks, Monty. I appreciate it. Are you back in Dublin yet?”

“I got back this morning. I’m available to go up north if you need me.”

“Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine.”

“You’re sure?”

I hesitated for a second. “I’m sure.”

“Grand then. You know where to reach me if things change.”

“Will do.”

I was now sitting in the car after having parked up a narrow lane in between two large fields. From this vantage point, I could see across the fields and the forest beyond to the Ó Duinn castle, or at least the parts that weren’t obscured by trees. 

I had already decided to approach the place from the side, rather than the front. Even though I would be invisible, I still didn’t want to get too close to any vampires who may have been on security duty. Being vampires, they had heightened senses, and invisible or not, they would detect my presence. Avoiding them as much as possible would be the best policy. It was approaching early afternoon, so I still had a good few hours of daylight left to do what I had to do.

I didn’t get out of the car straight away. Instead, I sat for a while, staring over at the Ó Duinn residence, wondering if Constantine was inside sleeping, or if he was raging around, mourning the loss of his younger brother? 

Initially, I almost felt bad for the remaining prince. But then I thought about what he did to my father. At least now he knows how it feels to lose someone that means so much to you.

Speaking of which, I couldn’t help dwelling on what Darick had said about my father; that he wasn’t the man I thought he was. 

What the hell did he mean by that? I wondered. 

Was he just trying to get inside my head, as Adrina had warned he would? 

Possibly, but a part of me couldn’t help but think there may have been some truth in what he was saying. A vampire like Darick seemed to me to delight more in throwing hard truths at people rather than outright lies. The truth always hurts more, and Darick—sadist that he was—no doubt knew this full well. 

Even if he was right, and it turned out my father had his secrets, I’m sure he didn’t deserve to be killed for them.

Constantine would still pay.
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Iturned myself invisible as soon as I got out of the car. Suited and booted—and strapped with the stake—I was ready to go. 

I walked up the lane a bit, ignoring the signs that the surrounding land was strictly private property until I came to a steel gate which I climbed over into the damp field before making my way across it, feeling somewhat incongruous in my expensive suit as I did so. 

The lush surroundings were peaceful, considering the house of death that lay nearby.

It didn’t take me long to cross the field and enter the woods surrounding the castle. The woods themselves were about two miles deep and tough to walk through, thanks to the dense undergrowth. At the edge of the woods, I came upon a twelve foot high electric fence. Beyond the fence was the vast castle which had been sitting on the hilltop for centuries now. As far as the locals and everyone else were concerned, the Ó Duinn’s were billionaire industrialists who were also renowned for their reclusiveness. People thought they were weird, and stories abounded that the family were devil worshippers and all sorts of other dark and unsavory things, though strangely, never vampires. 

If ever there was a candidate for being the Irish Dracula, I thought, it’s Constantine. 

Yet only those in the know knew exactly who and what Constantine and the rest of his clan were. At any rate, people knew to stay clear of the castle if they knew what was good for them.

The castle itself, from where I was standing, looked enormous. The walls were constructed from enormous stone blocks, many of which were crumbling in places, as were the once-proud turrets that now looked like the jagged teeth of an old man, the shaggy moss growing in between like old bits of food. 

The entire castle was less of a building and more of a natural sculpture that had been molded by the rain and wind over the centuries. It now seemed like an old man laying on the hill, in a constant process of decay, which I thought probably mirrored its main occupant’s inner state. 

Despite how young and fresh Constantine appeared on the outside, I did not doubt that his inner self, if physically represented, would be more like a disgusting monster, the rot just seeping through him, his morals long since decayed. 

Adrina had given me a mental picture of the castle interior as we drove to Belfast earlier today. She hadn’t been inside the castle for centuries, but she said she doubted it had changed much in all that time. Constantine had apparently no love for modern design, so Adrina reckoned the castle interior would be as it was hundreds of years ago. 

Based on that assumption, she gave me an idea of the layout, telling me how to get to Constantine’s bedroom on the top floor. The quickest way in, she said, would be to go through the west wall of the castle, and then follow the staircases up from the entrance hallway until I reached Constantine’s room. Or rather floor, as he had a whole one to himself.

As I remained crouched in the woods, I looked for signs of security but saw none. I had expected to see patrolling guards, possibly with dogs, but the grounds were quiet. 

Strange, I thought, 

But did a vampire like Constantine need that much security? Who would be dumb enough to trespass against him in the first place?

“Duh,” I whispered, shaking my head.

Still invisible, I turned myself to vapor for a few seconds as I passed through the electric fence, becoming solid again as I moved across the overgrown grass toward the west wall of the castle. When I got there, I ran my hands over the rough-hewn walls for a moment, the texture like an old man’s skin, the history of the place practically seeping through into my fingers.

When I turned myself to vapor again, I walked right through the enormously thick wall, until I eventually emerged into a dimly lit living room. Straight ahead was a door that brought me into a huge entrance hallway, at which point I turned myself solid again. 

As I stood by the door, I first did a quick scan for signs of life, but was once again surprised when I saw no one. I would have been forgiven for thinking that Constantine lived all alone in this vast castle, except that I knew he didn’t. Adrina said there were always servants and lower vampires about the place, and associates from the various family businesses and other vampire clans. But as I stood and listened, I heard nothing except for an eerie silence.

Somewhat unnerved now by the castle’s lack of activity, I crossed the entrance hallway to the spectacular wooden staircase, which looked like someone had carved it straight from a giant oak tree. All around me were doors leading off everywhere, and narrow hallways that no doubt led deep into the dark heart of the castle. If I didn’t have at least some idea of where I was going, there was no doubt I probably would’ve ended up lost, so vast and labyrinthine was the castle.

Once I made it up the stairs, doing my best not to creak the ancient staircase too much, I headed down the west hallway, feeling like I was entering the innards of the castle now. The upper floors were so expansive that I ended up walking them for what seemed like an age, passing through massive oak doors, coming upon steeply twisting spiral staircases, circular rooms in towers, rich tapestries of emerald green and gold hanging on the walls, suits of armor standing guard, coats of arms, swords crossed on walls, dank steps twisting down to dark dungeons, narrow passageways, windows like great slits in the thick walls and huge paintings depicting scenes of battle and various portraits of different members of the Ó Duinn clan. 

In all of my walking and exploring, I never once came upon a single vampire.

What the hell is going on here? 

I concluded that something wasn’t right. I found it hard to believe that it was a mere coincidence the castle was empty.

No. This was feeling like a trap.

My heart beat faster as I reached down and pulled the stake out of its sheath, holding it in my left hand, my right hand ready to cast magic should I need to. 

I was walking down a dark hallway now, gas lamps on the stone walls throwing flickering shadows everywhere; shadows that seemed to move of their own accord as if they were alive. For the first time since entering the castle, I was feeling creeped out and afraid, unable to shake the feeling that someone or something would pounce any moment from the shadows to ambush me.

There was a large door at the end of the hallway. If Adrina was right, it should lead to Constantine’s private living space. My hand gripped the stake tighter as I neared the door and then put my ear against the wood, trying to hear if there was any sound coming from the other side, but all I heard was the draughts blowing, and the creaking of old wood. 

The now familiar sounds the castle made as it breathed like a sleeping giant.

Or a monster.

Turning myself to vapor, I passed through the thick wooden door to find myself in another hallway, this one having only one door at the far end. To avoid making any noise, after I became solid again, I levitated across the floor until I came to the door. 

This has to be it, I thought. This has to be where Constantine is.

But that’s if he was even in there. Perhaps he had left like everyone else.

I didn’t think so, though. My gut told me he was in there, though whether he was awake or asleep remained to be seen.

Becoming vapor once more, I passed through the door to see what fate had in store for me.
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The room on the other side of the door turned out to be a massive chamber. Though, for all its size, there was very little in it in terms of furniture. A huge double wardrobe stood against one wall, with an even bigger bookcase on the opposite wall. Red drapes covered the windows in the room, and on the ceiling hung a large metal chandelier that illuminated the room in dim gaslight, giving everything a sickly yellowish glow. Directly in front of me was an enormous fourposter bed with red drapes and black silk sheets.

My heart seemed to stop for a second as I realized there was someone on the bed.

Still invisible, I levitated off the ground a few inches and floated over toward the bed, coming around the left side to look down upon the occupant.

Constantine.

I could hardly believe it was him. He was lying on top of the silk sheets, dressed in a dark suit, his eyes closed, his chest rising and falling in a steady rhythm. I hardly dared to breathe in case he heard me and woke up. 

Just do it, I told myself. Get it over with, and then I can go home.

Gently, I lowered my feet to the ground by the side of the bed, transferring the stake to my right hand, my eyes never leaving Constantine’s face as he continued to sleep. As I slowly raised the stake over his chest, one thought made me hesitate.

It can’t be this easy.

I paused with the stake hovering mere inches from his chest. Surely he must have known I would come for him, especially after I killed his brother? If I were him, I’d be waiting for me. I’d set a trap.

Is that what this is? I thought. A trap?

Nothing about the situation felt right. It was just too easy, and yet…

Who cares if it’s too easy? Fucking kill the bastard now while you have the chance!

Thinking no more about it, I raised the stake high, paused for a further second, and then brought it down as hard as I could onto Constantine’s chest. The point of the stake bored through his sternum and pierced his heart below. He woke up almost immediately, grasping for the stake as I took a step back. His blue eyes bored into me as he bared his fangs and screamed. Within seconds, his body burned up and turn to ash on the bed.

“For my father,” I said, holding his gaze until he fell back on the bed, his entire body soon reduced to nothing but ash.

And just like that, he was gone.

I stood for a long time afterward, just staring at the pile of remains on the black sheets. I should’ve felt satisfied—elated—that he was dead. 

But I didn’t.

“No…” I said as my face twisted up.

Something still wasn’t right. Something was still… off.

“Did you think it would be that easy?” said a voice suddenly from behind me.

My blood froze upon hearing the deep voice because I knew who it belonged to. How could I forget those menacing tones after the last time I heard them at my flat in Dublin?

Closing my eyes for a second, I took a deep breath and then turned around slowly to see Constantine standing over by the door. There was no point in remaining invisible anymore. He could see me perfectly well, invisible or not. The bastard had been in the room the whole time. 

Though that being the case, who the hell did I just kill?

“No,” I said after a tense moment. “I thought something was up the second I broke in here. You’ve been waiting for me.”

Constantine stepped forward out of the shadows, looking exactly like the person I had just staked on the bed, right down to the dark suit. “Why waste the energy in trying to find you when I know you’d be stupid enough to come here yourself? Where is Adrina?”

“Hiding from you somewhere I’d imagine.”

“She can’t hide for long.”

I glanced down at the pile of ashes on the bed. “Who did I just kill?”

“One of my children, made to look like me with a little magic.”

“Seems like a lot of trouble to go to. You could’ve just confronted me before now.”

“I could have, but I wanted to see if you’d do it.”

I snorted. “You believed I wouldn’t?”

He shook his head. “I believed you would. I just wanted to see it happen.”

We stood staring at each other for a long moment as I tried not to feel intimidated by the intensity of his eyes, behind which I could see his barely contained rage. It almost seemed like he was willing me to make a move on him, just so he could kill me for doing so. 

“So, what now?” I said. “Are you going to kill me?”

“You killed my dear brother.” His eyes glowed a fierce red as he came toward me. “You just killed someone who you thought was me. What do you think I will do?”

I raised my hands a little. “Wait. I want to know about my father first. Then you can do what you want to me.”

He stopped a few feet away, his eyes still burning. “Your father?” he sneered. “Yes, that’s what this is all about. Revenge for your father.”

“Tell me why you killed him.”

In seconds, he was on me, his hand around my throat as he pushed me back into the wall. “Don’t make demands of me, human. You’re in no position to make demands.”

All I could do was stare back at him until he let me go, and I slid down the wall, feeling like my larynx had been crushed. “I have a right to know,” I croaked.

Constantine walked away, toward a table containing a gold jug which he poured blood from into a goblet, and then stood there staring at me as he drank. “Knowing won’t change anything.”

“I still have to know.” 

I stood up straight and walked around to the front of the bed, stalling for time as much as anything else while I tried to think of a way to kill him before he killed me.

Putting his goblet back on the table, Constantine stared at me, his eyes less intense now, as though his mind was on other things besides just killing me. His calmness surprised me. If I were in his shoes, I would’ve killed me by now. Though, perhaps he had learned to temper his emotions over thousands of years of existence… what emotions he may have had, anyway.

“Your father didn’t just work for the Council,” he said, pausing for a second. “He also worked for me.”

I frowned as I threw my head back in surprise. “What? You’re lying. There’s no way my father would work for you.”

“Why would I lie?”

“I don’t know. Maybe because you’re as sadistic as your brother was.”

His nostrils flared for a second as he stared at me. “You’re even more ignorant than I thought. I am not a sadist.”

“Funny,” I said, taking a bold step forward. “That’s not what Adrina said. She told me what you and Darick did to her when she was young.”

Constantine continued to stare at me, the muscles around his eyes twitching as if he didn’t know what to say to that. “I regret what happened back then.”

“You regret raping your sister?”

His jaw clenched before he spoke. “Darick did that, not me.”

“While you watched. That makes you as bad.”

Constantine rushed toward me then, stopping just inches away from me, and I knew I had pushed him too far. 

“Shall I tell you about your father now?” he hissed. “Shall I tell you what a degenerate gambler he was? Shall I tell you all about his hidden alcoholism?” He walked toward me, forcing me back as he did so. “Or about how he relished in the trail of violence he always left behind him wherever he went?”

I shook my head. “You’re lying…” I said, but we both knew he wasn’t. I could see in his eyes he was telling the truth.

“Max ran my drugs business for me.” He was still coming forward, and I was still walking back away from him. “He was good at it. Ruthless, you see. He also liked the money, most of which he gambled away.”

With my back now against the wall, Constantine stood before me, his eyes glaring. 

“I would know if…” I trailed off weakly, unable to form the denial I was trying for, mainly because a memory of my father had just entered my head. 

It was when I was about seven, and my father took me to this bar with him that was a long way from the house, in a place I had never been before. He bought me a coke once we went in and he sat next to me at a table, seeming anxious, as if he was waiting on something or somebody. In the time it took me to drink one coke, I remember he drank three drinks of his own, which were small, with a lot less in them. Shots. Then at some point, he gets up when three brutish looking men come into the bar. He tells me to wait while he talks to them, and then I see him take a large envelope from one man and slip it into his jacket pocket. Then he comes back and tells me it’s time to go. Afterward, I ask him who the men were, and he gives me this hard look that frightens me slightly, and he tells me the men were no one and that I’m not to mention anything about it to my mother. Which I never did. He made me so fearful that I completely forgot all about the incident until now.

“Yes,” Constantine said, his eyes narrowed as he searched mine. “You know. I can see it in your eyes.”

“Why did you kill him?” I asked.

“Because he stole from me and tried to cover it up by killing two of my oldest lieutenants. He left me no choice.”

I shook my head as I tried to wrap my head around everything. It felt like the inside of my mind was crumbling in on itself, much like the ground beneath my feet, as if my entire life had just been pulled out from under me in one fell swoop. So much had been hidden from me over the years, about who my father was, and to a lesser extent, who my mother was. Both of them had led secret lives, and I didn’t know shit about it. Not only that, but they had both lied to me, led me to believe they were something they weren’t.

Constantine sneered as he walked away from me. “Family,” he said. “More pain than it’s worth.”

Suddenly, I was hit with a gigantic ball of anger that burned deep in my gut and filled my mind with rage; anger born from the fact that at that moment, I knew he was right. Family was more pain than it was worth, and that thought, coupled with everything else, made me mad as hell.

I charged at Constantine, a furious cry coming out of my mouth as I did so. 

He turned around just in time for me to put my right hand on his chest as if I would try to push him back, which he obviously thought I would try to do, for he just stood there, effortlessly resisting me with a placid look on his face as if my anger didn’t bother him one bit.

But I wasn’t trying to push him back. I was trying to do something else.

Constantine didn’t realize this until a reddish light glowed out of my right hand. He looked down, seemingly unconcerned, probably thinking I was trying to attack him with some weak spell.

This was no mere spell, however. This was an innate power I was now using to replicate in myself every bit of power that he had in him. Within seconds, I had absorbed his every ability.

“What did you just do?” he asked, confused as he stepped back away from me a little, on the back foot for the first time, which pleased me to no end.

I answered his question by smiling with the fangs that had now appeared in my mouth, and by staring at him with eyes as red as his. 

“Just an upgrade I got a while back,” I said, my confidence growing as I realized I now equaled him in power and strength. What I lacked in experience, I would make up for with the burning rage flowing through me like hot lava waiting to be unleashed. “What you can do, I can do.”

As if to prove it, I rushed toward him at astounding speed and buried my fist in his stomach, sending him flying back across the room, where he landed against the bookshelves, bringing books down everywhere. Even though he jumped immediately to his feet again, I could see the worry on his face for the first time. 

“You think because you have some temporary power that you can beat me?” He gave a baleful smile. “Think again… boy.”

It was his turn to rush me this time, only I reacted quicker, stepping off at ninety degrees and redirecting his energies, all but throwing him toward the window with a strength that frankly belied belief. If I thought I was strong before as a vampire, I was a hundred times that now.

Constantine couldn’t stop himself, and he went flying through the window like a bullet, taking the drapes with him as he exploded through the glass and out into the twilit night. He regained his composure quickly, however, and came to hover in mid-air about twenty yards from the castle wall. 

“Come and get me if you dare,” he said, seeming to relish the challenge now.

Still full of rage, I jumped out the window without a second thought, dropping a few feet before I intuitively worked out how to use the power I had to defy gravity as he was doing. 

“You’re nothing but a scourge!” I shouted as I flew toward him and threw a punch at his face, which he deftly avoided, so I threw another one, and another one, my rage increasing each time. “You’re a parasite that feeds on the weakness of others!”

My last punch connected, drawing a small bead of blood from his mouth, which he tasted with his tongue. “I’ve been around for over three millennia,” he said. “I won’t let a mere infant tell me what I am and what I’m not.”

He flew at me then, his hand suddenly lit with reddish magical energy, and before I could react, he punched me in the chest. The next thing I knew, I was flying back through the air like I’d just been slingshot, the wind rushing past my ears as I showed no signs of stopping.

Until I did, slamming hard against the castle wall, the ancient stone exploding out around me, I impacted it so hard. 

But my body was hard too thanks to the power I had in me, made even more potent by the rage that still flowed through me unabated, as though every bit of anger and frustration I’d ever felt had now come back to combine as one. Even Constantine could see it in me as he hovered in mid-air about fifty yards away, and it more than unnerved him. 

I could feel his fear.

Pushing off the wall, I flew at him again, this time hitting him with a bolt of red magic which forced him back, distracting him enough for me to rush in and grab him by the lapels, gripping him as our faces almost touched. 

“Say what you want about my father,” I growled at him. “He may have had his faults, but I loved him, and he didn’t deserve to die.”

“And what about my brother?” he shouted back. “Did he deserve to die?”

My eyes burned into his. “You know he did.”

I turned him quickly, and before he could stop me, I flew him toward the broken window of his chamber. He tried to resist, but the power in me had become magnified by my raging emotions, something he couldn’t tap even if he had wanted to, for he had little emotion to tap.

When I flew through the window with him, I suddenly altered my trajectory and drove him toward the floor as hard as I could. The stone tiles cracked underneath him when he hit, and he lay there in a daze, long enough for me to rush over to the bed and grab the stake that was lying in the pile of ashes left by the vamp I had killed.

In seconds, I was on top of Constantine again, using one knee to pin him down as I held the stake up, ready to bring it down on him.

To kill him at last and avenge my father’s death.

But I hesitated when I looked into his now blue eyes, and what I saw there was not a monster, nor a vampire, but a man. 

A man that was now afraid he would die.

But still a man.

And then I thought about my mother, and what she would say if she knew the spiller of blood I had become in her absence.

My grip tightened on the stake as if I was preparing to bring it down at last, but once I realized it would not happen, I relaxed my arm and got off Constantine. 

His face registered his confusion as I did so.

“I will not kill you, Constantine,” I said, my rage now all but gone as I tossed the stake away. “If you want to kill me, go ahead. I don’t care.”

Constantine sat up and then slowly got to his feet, his face now twisted further in confusion as he stared at me, not knowing what to say or do, probably more perplexed at this point than he had ever been in his long life.

The power I had taken from him was now dissipating within me. If he wanted to kill me now, there wouldn’t be much I could do about it.

“Why?” he asked, shaking his head, his conflicting emotions seeming to be almost painful for him.

“Because I’m not a killer,” I said. “What good would it do killing you? It will not bring my father back. Killing Iolas’ man didn’t bring my mother back, either. And besides, I’ve already taken your brother from you.”

Strangely, he seemed more afraid of me now than he did when I was holding the stake over him. “Perhaps I was too hasty in killing your father,” he said after a long moment’s silence.

I stared over at him, surprised by his words, and more so by his clear remorse. “Perhaps you were. Perhaps he shouldn’t have tried to rip you off either.”

“Yes, perhaps.” He smiled to himself and shook his head. “I’ll admit, this isn’t the conclusion to our fight I was expecting.”

“Me neither.”

“So where does this leave us, if we no longer want to kill each other?”

I took a deep breath and let it out as if I was finally releasing the last of my need for revenge. “We stay out of each other’s way.”

He nodded, seeming slightly disappointed by that answer. 

“And also,” I said. “You need to work shit out with Adrina. She isn’t going anywhere.”

“Careful, Corvin. My business is still my business, regardless of whatever this thing is between us now.”

“It’s a truce, Constantine, and I’m just saying you might find it easier to broker a truce between you and Adrina. Knowing Adrina, even slightly, I know it would be much easier to work with her rather than against her.”

He paced slowly across the room as he seemed to think about what I said. “You may be right,” he said eventually. “But time will tell.”

I nodded, knowing that was the best I would get from him. “I’m going home to Dublin now,” I said. “I hope we don’t meet again soon, Constantine.”

“I’m sure we will, though.”

“Keep the stake,” I told him as I walked out the door, unable to keep from smiling as I did so.
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As I was walking out the front door of the castle, I soon stopped when I realized someone was coming toward me from the opposite direction. Thinking it was one of Constantine’s vampires who didn’t get the memo that everything was fine now, I held my ground and prepared to unleash my magic in case the other person attacked.

Until they stopped walking and said, “Corvin?”

I smiled like I wasn’t surprised. “Adrina?”

She came walking toward me out of the darkness, a puzzled look on her face. “Did you do it?”

“Did I kill Constantine?” I shook my head. “No, I didn’t.”

Adrina frowned. “Why not? Where is he?”

“I’m right here, Adrina.”

Both of us turned around at the same time to see Constantine standing by the front door, staring over at us.

“What is this?” Adrina asked, looking at me. “What’s going on, Corvin?”

“What’s going on is, you two need to work things out,” I said to her.

She glanced at Constantine, and then back at me, suspicion on her face now. “Is this some trick? Are you conspiring with him now?”

I raised my hand to calm her. “No, Adrina, I wouldn’t do that to you. Look at me.” She looked into my eyes. “There’s been enough killing. He’s prepared to talk things out.”

She stared hard at me for a long moment, conflicting emotions coming over her face. She looked exactly like Constantine did when I mentioned a truce to him, too. Her initial reaction was to resist before she finally realized that I was right.

I looked back at Constantine, and then at Adrina one last time. “I’ll leave you’s to it. Try not to kill each other.”

Adrina looked like she didn’t want me to go because then she would have to face her brother on her own, but I didn’t let that stop me from walking away. 

A few seconds later, she called out my name.

When I stopped and turned around, she said, “Don’t be a stranger.”

I smiled. “I’ll try not to be.”
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The day after driving back to Dublin from Belfast, I called both Dalia and Monty to let them know I was still alive. They asked what happened, and I gave them a shortened version of events, reluctant to talk too much about my trip up north. They were both busy with their own shit, so they didn’t mind not knowing every detail, just as long as I was okay. 

I tried to call Amelia, but she wasn’t picking up. Which I thought I was strange, but I wasn’t her keeper, so I stopped calling and figured she would contact me when she wanted to.

The next few days I spent mostly in the flat and in the bookshop helping Margaret. I was happy enough to float around and do whatever, enjoying the fact that I’d been cleansed of some deep-rooted and bad emotions that I didn’t even know existed until my experience in Belfast brought them out.

Probably for the first time since before my mother died, I felt happy, or as happy as can be, anyway. I even wrote a few new songs, despite no longer having my old guitar. I went out and bought another one from Hacknet’s shop. The new guitar will never replace the old one, but if a thing is gone, it’s gone, and that’s all there is to it. 

I would just have to accept it.

In between these blissful bouts of happiness, I went back on my decision to not call Amelia. The fact is, I was worried about her. Her phone was going straight to voicemail. And then yesterday, I even drove to her apartment. When I didn’t find her there, I went to the Tasar mansion, not finding her there either. Seemingly, no one had seen her in days.

Then this morning, I finally get a call from her.

“Amelia,” I said upon answering. “I’ve been trying to contact you for days. Where are you?”

“How soon can you get to my uncle’s place?” she asked.

“To the mansion? If I leave now, not long. What’s going on, Amelia?”

“I’ll explain when you get here,” she said, and then hung up the phone.

Puffing my cheeks out in exasperation, I shook my head. Whatever she wanted, it sounded urgent.

And serious.

Grabbing my coat, I left the flat and went downstairs to the shop. “I’m going out,” I said to Margaret, who was sitting behind the desk reading.

“Oh,” she said, putting her book down. “Before you do, this came for you.” Frowning, I watched her slide a long box out from behind the counter. “A courier dropped it off a little while ago.”

“Okay…” 

I went to the box and opened it up, surprised beyond words to see my old guitar case inside. When I opened it up, I was even more delighted to see the guitar inside, along with a note sitting on top. 

Picking up the note, I opened it up to reveal the most beautiful handwriting I had ever seen, in which was written:

It was nice meeting you, Corvin. Come and see me at the castle. We still have much to discuss.

Adrina

There was a broad smile on my face as I put the note on top of the guitar again and closed up the case, moving it to the back of the shop. 

“I take it that was a pleasant surprise?” Margaret said, smiling.

I smiled back. “You could say that.”
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The orcs let me through the security gates when I arrived at the Tasar mansion. There were two of them standing guard, both effortlessly intimidating, though not the same guys who worked for Iolas. These were different orcs, ones that Amelia seemed to have employed herself. 

When they let me through the gates without question, I parked the Spitfire in front of the house before crunching across the gravel driveway to knock on the front door, expecting Amelia to answer. 

Instead, the door was opened by a different elf, a young woman who I’d never seen before. She wore a white pantsuit, her blouse buttoned tight to her neck. Blonde hair hung past the small of her back, the points of her ears sticking out slightly through the perfectly shiny strands.

“Hello there,” she said with a smile that was welcoming but slightly creepy at the same time. “You must be Corvin.”

“Yes,” I said. “And you are?”

She let me into the entrance hallway and then extended her hand. “My name is Simoa. I’m Amelia’s cousin. I’m here to help her run things.”

“It’s nice to meet you, Simoa. What exactly are you helping her run?”

She smiled, her dark blue eyes never leaving me. “The family business.”

“Of course, yeah, the family business.” I had no idea that Amelia had taken over the Tasar empire. Given everything, I thought she would wash her hands of it. “And what’s your role, exactly?”

Her smile never left her as she spoke. “Oh, you know. This and that.”

I did my best to maintain my smile, even though she was putting me on edge. She reminded me of a Stepford wife, all surface charm with not much underneath, making me wonder if this was yet another sociopath of the Tasar family. 

“That’s good,” I said as I looked past her. “So where is Amelia? She asked to see me.”

“Follow me. I’ll take you to her.”

She started walking across the entrance hall to the west wing of the house, leading me down familiar hallways until we came to the steps leading down to the dungeon.

“She’s down there?” I said uneasily, remembering the last time I was here with Iolas and Amelia, and the man Iolas had senselessly killed. “What’s she doing down there?”

Simoa maintained her smile as she stood aside and beckoned for me to go down the steps. “I’m sure you’ll find out.”

“Yeah.”

“Can I bring you anything, Corvin? Tea, perhaps? Something stronger?”

I didn’t like the way she said my name, as if she would have her eye on me from now on. “No, thanks. I’m fine, thank you, Simoa.”

“Okay, I’ll be around if you need anything.”

“I’m sure you will.”

I shook my head slightly as I walked down the stone steps, not only at Simoa’s creepy manner but also at the fact that I was walking down into a cold dungeon that I thought I would never see again, and I was nervous about what I would find. So unless Amelia was down there redecorating, which I highly doubted, I knew I would find nothing good, especially with how urgent she sounded on the phone. 

When I walked through the archway into the large, dank room, I saw Amelia, and she wasn’t alone. There was a man strapped to the metal chair in the center of the room. He was in his fifties, with a large build and a look of defiance on his hardened face. The guy didn’t appear to be frightened by the situation he was in, unlike the last man who had sat in that chair. I could still hear the snap of poor Arthur Cartwright’s neck as Iolas had twisted it.

“Corvin,” Amelia said, standing with her arms folded next to her captive, looking as drop-dead gorgeous as ever, all dressed in black, despite the grimness of the surroundings. “I’m glad you could make it.”

“What’s going on?” I asked her, still keeping my distance. “This scene looks familiar.”

“It’s not like that.”

“It sure seems like it.”

“You fucking this one, are you?” the man in the chair said to Amelia, before looking at me. “You like a bit of elf, do you?”

Amelia came around the front of her captive, and then suddenly slapped him in the face, the sound echoing around the cavernous room. “Have some respect,” she said to the man, who turned his head slowly to smile at Amelia as he licked a trace of blood from the corner of his mouth.

Here we go again, I thought. More violence. Just what I need in my life.

“Who is this guy?” I asked Amelia as I came toward her. “And why the hell are you keeping him prisoner down here?”

“It’s all a big mistake,” the man said, not even trying to hide his insincerity. “That’s what I’ve been trying to tell her since last night.”

“He’s been here since last night?”

“Most of it,” Amelia said. “I had to snatch him from Dundalk first and then bring him here. He’s been my guest ever since.”

Dundalk? I thought the man’s accent sounded northern. Maybe he was from the north originally. He didn’t appear to be Touched either, or a vampire, or anything else supernatural as far as I could make out. 

“Why is he here?”

“I told you,” the man said. “It’s all a big⁠—”

Amelia slapped him, and once again, he smiled back at her as if he was enjoying the punishment she was happily dishing out.

“Maybe you should stop speaking,” I said to him. “At least for now. Actually…” I turned to Amelia and motioned with my head toward the entrance. “Can I talk to you for a moment, please? In private.”

Amelia nodded and then turned to her captive. “Don’t go anywhere, will you?” Her tone was menacing and mocking, reminding me all too much of her uncle’s tone when he spoke.

“I was thinking of going out for pizza,” he said, going to great lengths to show that he wasn’t affected by her ill-treatment. “Do you want anything when I’m out?”

Amelia gave him a sarcastic smile. “Funny.” She then used her magic to seal up his mouth with his skin. “Enjoy your pizza.”

A fury came into the man’s eyes, and I probably would’ve laughed if the situation didn’t disturb me so much. Giving him a last look, I walked ahead of Amelia, up the stone steps to the hallway, half expecting to see Simoa hanging around, but she was obviously off doing whatever it was she did. 

“What the hell, Amelia?” I didn’t even try to hide my anger. “What the hell is going on here? Who is that guy, and why is he locked up in your damn dungeon? You know how I feel about that kind of shit after the last time, so I can’t understand why you would ask me here.”

Amelia stood with her arms folded. “Are you done?”

“I will be if you don’t start explaining.”

“I’m trying to. You aren’t giving me a chance.”

I shook my head, infuriated by her overly calm demeanor. “Start talking then.”

“You look cute when you’re angry.”

“I’m glad you’re so relaxed about all this. That man you have strapped to a chair better be the fucking devil himself, otherwise you have no reason to have him here.”

“Not the devil,” she said. “But close enough.”

“What do you mean?”

“His name is Declan Fox, and he’s in the business of victim procurement.”

“Victim procurement? What the hell is that?”

“Well, if you need a victim to sacrifice in a blood magic ritual, or you need someone to do unspeakable things to, then he’s your man. He’ll go out and get you whatever kind of person you need, for a price.”

I stood gawping at her for a moment, hardly able to believe what I was hearing. “Are you shitting me?”

“Nope.”

“So if I’m some sicko in need of a person to kill or do whatever to, this guy just goes out and gets me someone?”

Amelia nodded. “That’s about the height of it. He even delivers to your doorstep, no questions asked.”

“So what the hell is he doing here, then? Is this some vigilante justice thing?”

“Not exactly, though there will be justice.”

“So, what then? What’s he have to do with you?”

“Come on,” she said, heading down the hallway. “Let’s get a drink, and I’ll explain everything.”

“Yeah,” I said, following her. “Good idea. I think I need one now.”

As we were crossing the entrance hallway, I saw Simoa standing talking to two other elves, both male. She smiled when she saw Amelia, a smile which faltered, as if she had a problem with me being with her cousin. “That thing we discussed earlier,” Simoa said to Amelia. “It’s being taken care of now.”

Amelia nodded as she continued walking. “Good. Keep me up to date.”

“I will,” Simoa said, looking at me one final time before turning her attention back to the other two elves.

“Your cousin creeps me out,” I said to Amelia as we entered the east wing and began walking down a long hallway, the walls of which were adorned with paintings of battle scenes.

Amelia smiled. “Simoa can be a little intense, but she’s okay once you get used to her.”

“I think she has a thing for you.”

“We’re cousins, Corvin. Wise up.”

“So? Feelings are feelings, cousins or not.”

“She looks up to me.”

“You brought her here to run things?”

We turned a corner into another hallway. Even before we got there, I knew we were heading to Iolas’ old office, which made me uneasy, to know that Amelia had filled his shoes in his absence.

“Yes, I did,” she said. “It was that or dissolve everything, which I decided not to do.”

“Why not? It’s a criminal empire.”

We had reached the office, and Amelia opened the door and went inside, immediately going to sit behind Iolas’ old desk. As I closed the door, I looked around as if I was revisiting an old haunt I hoped never to see again.

“I know that.” She filled two glasses on the desk, one with whiskey and one with vodka, handing me the whiskey as I sat down opposite her. “But the fact is, Iolas maintained order among the criminal gangs of the city. His network stretches everywhere. If I just pulled the plug on it all, chaos would ensue as the gangs fought for supremacy. Plus, he has other, more legitimate businesses that need running.”

“So you’re like a crime boss now, in charge of everything?”

Amelia smiled as she held her drink. “Pretty much. Simoa handles most of the day-to-day stuff. She’s very organized… and intimidating when she needs to be.”

“I’ll bet.”

“You don’t like her, do you?”

“She makes me uncomfortable.”

“You’ll get used to her.”

“I’m not sure I want to.”

She shook her head at me as if I was being harsh. “So what happened in Belfast?”

“I thought we were here to talk about the man in the dungeon?”

“We are, but first I want to hear what you’ve been up to. Did you kill Constantine? I haven’t heard anything.”

“That’s because I didn’t. I killed his brother, though.”

“Darick?” She turned her nose up at the mention of him. “Good riddance.”

“You knew him?”

“We met on a few occasions. He tried to put his hands on me once.”

“I’m sure that it didn’t end well.”

“It didn’t, for him. I broke his wrist.”

“Well, I did more than break his wrist. I stabbed him in the heart with a silver stake, helped by his sister.”

“His sister? I didn’t know he had a sister.”

“Me neither. Her name’s Adrina. She helped me after⁠—” 

“What?”

“After Darick turned me into a vampire.”

Her eyes widened. “You were a vampire?”

“Yep, and it isn’t an experience I want to repeat.”

“Did you drink blood?”

I looked away for a second as I thought of the dead girl in the hotel room, and the homeless man that Adrina and I both drained. “I didn’t have a choice.”

Amelia nodded, seeming to sense that it was a sore subject. “I understand. You did what you had to do.”

“I had the chance to kill Constantine, but I chose not to.”

“Why?”

“Because I didn’t see the point. What good would it have done?”

“I thought you wanted revenge.”

“I did, but then I realized that revenge is pointless. It wouldn’t bring anybody back.”

“So Constantine lives on.”

“He has his sister there with him now. Adrina will keep him in line.”

Amelia smirked. “Adrina? Did she keep you in line as well?”

I made a face and shook my head at her. “She’s okay. She just got a raw deal. I’d probably be dead if it weren’t for her.”

“I suppose I should thank her then when I see her.”

“When you see her?”

She nodded. “As you know, Iolas had business ties with Constantine. No doubt our paths will cross soon enough.”

“I’m sure they will,” I said, sliding my glass over to her for a refill. “Are you going to tell me what you’ve been up to now, or are you just going to keep me in suspense?”

Amelia nodded as she refilled my glass and handed it back to me. “It all started when you Soul Gazed me…”
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When I Soul Gazed Amelia shortly after we’d just met, the process had brought forth a memory in her, one that I remembered after she described it to me. She was only a child, and she had walked in on a ritual attended by a number of dark-robed individuals. From my point of view, the memory had only lasted a few seconds, and I wasn’t able to see much of what was going on. Amelia, though, remembered a lot more after the Soul Gazing.

“After I walked into that room,” she said, still sitting behind the desk, “one of the robed figures turned around, and it was my father. He looked annoyed when he realized it was me, and quickly shoved me out of the room, telling me not to meddle in things that didn’t concern me.”

“I see,” I said. “Do you have any idea what kind of ritual it was? How do you know it was a ritual? And where was this, at your house?”

She nodded. “My parents had a country mansion in Kilkenny. People came and went all the time, people I didn’t know. Most of them frightened me, or gave me the creeps at the very least.”

“Why? Who were they?”

“I just said I didn’t know. I still don’t know. Some were elvish; some were human; others were…” She shook her head. “Something else, darker than the others.”

“What were your parents doing associating with such scary individuals?”

“I think they were all involved in some cult, my parents included.”

“A cult? Does that sound like your parents?”

Amelia took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “If you had asked me that a few days ago, I would have said no. My parents were just business people as far as I was concerned. My father worked in finance, my mother in corporate law. They were away quite a lot when I was growing up, leaving me in the care of various minders. When they were around, though, they were loving parents. A little stern, maybe, especially my father. Maybe a little weird.”

“Weird? How so?”

She shrugged. “Just in the way they would look at each other sometimes, as if they shared some secret between them. I don’t know, I was young. I could’ve been reading them wrong.”

“But you don’t think so.”

She gazed at me with her mesmerizing blue eyes. “No, especially not now⁠—”

“That you know they were in a cult.”

“Exactly.”

“Do you know which cult?” I asked, thinking about the Order Of The Serpent.

“Not yet.”

“So how do you know it was a cult they were in? It could’ve been some silly gathering, a pantomime to amuse the rich. They’ve been known to do such things.”

“What I saw was no pantomime,” she said. “I saw over a dozen people standing inside a magic circle, and the middle of them, on the floor, was a bundle.”

I frowned. “A bundle?”

“There was something wrapped up on the floor, and it was moving. I think it was…” She shook her head as though she couldn’t even bring herself to say the next part. “I think it was a child.”

“You were just a child yourself. You could’ve been mistaken.”

“I saw a small arm protruding from the bundle,” she said. “And fingers that were moving.”

“Jesus,” I breathed. “You’re sure?”

“I ended up blocking that memory out because of what I saw. My parents also died shortly after, so I thought no more about it.”

“Until I dredged it back up.”

“Yes.”

I sat in silence for a moment as I thought about what she said, the horrible implications of it. “So you’re telling me you think your parents were involved in a cult that…sacrificed children?”

“I don’t think, I know.”

“How?”

“Two days ago I drove to the old house in Kilkenny, to see if I would find anything. I hadn’t been near the place since I left as a child. Plus, Iolas never sold the house after my parents died—after he had them killed, I should say—and I always wondered why. Now I know.”

“Why?”

Amelia looked away and sighed before speaking again, and when she did, her voice was distant. “I found nothing in the house itself. It was stripped bare mostly. But outside…” She trailed off as she shook her head at the memory. “There’s an old orchard around the side of the house. I used to see my father in there sometimes, and when I would go to him, he would tell me to go away until he had finished.”

“Finished doing what?”

“Burying things.”

I stared at her. “You mean bodies?”

She nodded. “I asked him once what he was burying, and he told me it was foxes, which he’d killed as he caught them trying to get into the pheasant pens out the back of the house.”

“Pheasant pens?”

“My father liked to shoot, and he often organized pheasant shoots on the grounds for his business associates.”

“I see. So I take it these weren’t foxes he was burying?”

“No, unfortunately not. I started digging around the orchard when I was there the other day.” She stared at me as she paused for a second. “I found the remains of people, Corvin. Some of them only children.” She looked away as her hand went to her mouth. I was almost shocked to see tears in her eyes. It was the first time I had ever seen her cry or get any way emotional.

I sat in the tense silence for a moment before asking if she was alright. “If you need time…”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes and then pouring herself another drink, gulping half of it down straight away. “I’m fine.”

“I don’t see how you could be after finding that out.” I was thinking of myself now, how I’d felt after Constantine had laid out the truth about my father, and how it hurt like hell to know that he wasn’t the saint I thought he was. However bad he was, though, my father didn’t kill children for blood magic rituals. Not as far as I know, anyway.

“I’m not saying this is easy,” Amelia said. “It isn’t. But I’m dealing with it by trying to get to the truth of the matter, just as you are with your mother.”

“I know, and I’m still working on that. I’ll fill you in later. In the meantime…” I got up and came around to give her a hug, but she just stared at me when I did.

“What are you doing?” she asked, frowning.

I suddenly felt awkward. “I was about to hug you.”

“Why?”

“Because that’s what people do when they see someone in distress, they try to comfort them.”

Amelia shook her head as if she didn’t need comforting. “I’m fine, Corvin. Sit down.”

I’ll admit, her response was like a slap to the face, and I couldn’t help feeling a little angry as I sat back down, grabbing my drink as I did so, staring out the window at nothing.

“I’m not used to that kind of thing,” she said eventually.

“Don’t worry about it.”

“You’re annoyed now.”

“Just still trying to get used to your ways.”

“My ways? Is that a nice way of saying my lack of emotion?”

I turned my head to look at her. “It’s not that you lack emotion, Amelia. It’s that you don’t know what to do with it since you’ve always been taught to keep it locked down. It can make you a little cold.”

“Cold?” She nodded as if I had slapped her in the face this time.

“Don’t take offense. We’re still getting used to each other, that’s all.”

“I’m still getting used to a lot of things these days.”

“I guess we both are. You can make it up to me later anyway,” I said with a smile. “Or now, whenever you prefer. I’m easy.”

A smile appeared on her face as she shook her head at me. “Funny.”

“Who said I was being funny? I’m deadly serious.”

“Well, maybe later you can show me how deadly serious you are. In the meantime, can we get back to talking about the matter at hand?”

“Fire away,” I said with a small dismissive hand gesture.

She shook her head but continued. “So anyway, I found the remains of several people in the orchard, all of them human, it seemed. I’ve no doubt there are many more bodies buried there, which explains why Iolas never sold the house.”

“Do you think he’s involved in this cult as well?”

Amelia shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe. I would have to ask him.”

“Have you seen him since he’s been locked up?”

“No, but I plan to go to see him soon.”

“If he’ll even talk to you.”

“We’ll see.”

“So what about our friend in the dungeon? What’s his connection to all of this?”

“As far as I know, he’s the only one in this country that provides the service that he does. I figured the cult my parents were in had to get their sacrificial victims from somewhere, so I did some digging, which is how I found out about him, or at least his company, if you want to call it that. It’s a family business, started by his grandfather years ago.”

“Has he said anything yet?”

She shook her head. “No, he hasn’t. I didn’t expect him to either. I’m still deciding whether to bribe him or beat it out of him.”

“Bribe him with what?”

“Money.”

“I would’ve thought these guys were all about the confidentiality,” I said. “If they go blabbing about their clients, they wouldn’t stay in business for very long.”

“Then I’ll beat it out of him instead.”

“You could just threaten him with the Council.”

“He’s human. The Council wouldn’t be interested. They’d say call the cops.”

“So threaten him with the cops then.”

“I don’t want the cops involved in my business. Plus, I kidnapped the guy.”

“Yeah, there’s that.”

“I’ll get through to him somehow.”

I gave her a look. “I’m sure you will. You’re a Tasar after all.”

“What the hell does that mean?”

“I mean you seem to be getting comfortable with this whole gangster thing. That you’re sitting in your uncle’s old chair says it all.”

“Get off your high horse, Corvin,” she said. “I’m just doing what has to be done.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I’m not in any position to lecture anyone about right and wrong anyway, the shit I’ve done lately.”

“Life is messy. We do what we have to.”

A brief silence descended before I said, “So you haven’t exactly told me why I’m here. I thought you wanted me for something.”

“I do,” she said, standing up and coming to sit on the edge of the desk next to me, her scent intoxicating, causing a stirring in my loins. “When I was at the house in Kilkenny, I didn’t have time to look around much. There could be other clues there, or even people in the surrounding area worth talking to.”

“So you want me to go down there and do some investigating?”

“If you don’t mind. I have to look after things here.”

“Consider it done. One question, though.”

“What?”

“Let’s say you find out who this cult is. What are you going to do then?”

Amelia stared at me a moment, a kind of hunger in her eyes now. Then she got off the desk and leaned her hands on the arms of my chair, her face close to mine. “I will take them all down,” she said, her husky voice sending chills through me. “After I go down on you…”

A smile crossed my face, and I wasn’t sure if it was because of what she was doing, or because I knew I was about to get involved in something that would inevitably lead to more violence and bloodshed.

Whatever the reason, the smile never left my face.
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After telling Amelia I would keep her informed when I got to Kilkenny, I was about to leave her study when Simoa walked in, her blindingly white clothes making her stand out against the dark backgrounds of the room. She paused in the doorway to stare at me for a moment, perhaps noticing the satisfied smile on my face as she did, and the implications of said smile. 

“I hope I’m not disturbing anything,” she said.

“Not at all,” I said, moving toward the door. “I was just about to leave.”

Simoa seemed happy at this as she stood aside to let me pass. “Goodbye, Corvin,” she said in that weird way of hers.

I nodded at her. “It was nice meeting you, Simoa,” I said, perhaps with a touch too much sarcasm.

Her face hardened as she tried to contain her annoyance. “Yes, you too.”

“Call me,” Amelia said, sensing the animosity between Simoa and me.

I nodded at her and then left, feeling Simoa’s eyes on me as I did.
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When I got back to the bookshop, I was surprised to find it empty when I walked in, with no sign of Margaret anywhere. At first, I thought she might be using the bathroom at the back of the shop, but when I called her name, there was no answer. Then I thought she must’ve popped out for something, but Margaret would never do that without locking the shop up first. 

“What the hell?” I said and then spotted what looked like a note left on the desk, in between two stacks of books. Frowning, I picked the note up to read it, just as a sinking feeling came into my stomach. 

The note said:

I want back what you stole from me. Bring the items to my house, and you can have the witch again. You have until the end of the day.

I didn’t have to think very hard about who wrote the note. There was only one person I had stolen from recently, and that was the werewolf, Edward Delaney. 

I thought back to that night Dalia and I broke into his house, remembering what Delaney had shouted after us. “I have your scent!” he had cried.

“Son of a bitch…” I said, crumpling the note up and tossing it back on the desk. 

I stood for a minute before taking my phone out of my jacket and calling Dalia. 

“I’m in the middle of doing an autopsy on a goblin,” she said upon answering. “What’s up?”

Despite the situation, I couldn’t help but smile. “You sound like you’re having fun.”

“I’m up to my elbows in guts. Of course I’m having fun.”

“Everything’s okay then?”

“Yes, why? Did something happen?”

I shook my head. “No, I just felt like saying hello, that’s all.”

Dalia went silent for a moment. “I can tell by the sound of your voice that something is up, Corvin. What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said. “Nothing I can’t handle, anyway. I’ll let you get back to work.”

“Wait, seriously, what’s wrong? Do you need my help with something?”

“No, I’ll call you if I do.”

“You’re sure? I can get Davey to take over here.”

“Davey is busy,” Davey shouted in the background.

“Tell him I said hello,” I said.

“Corvin says hello, and to stop looking over my shoulder every two minutes as he knows how highly annoying that can be.”

“Oh, well,” Davey said. “Tell Corvin he isn’t qualified to criticize my teaching methods.”

I smiled and shook my head. “It sounds like you two are having fun.”

“Yeah, when he’s not a grump,” Dalia said, loud enough for Davey to hear.

“You say grumpy, I say focused,” he retorted.

“Focused on being a grump, you mean?”

“Focused on helping you learn, Missy. Now get off the phone. You’re on my time now.”

“I’ll let you get back to it,” I said.

Dalia laughed slightly to herself. She sounded relaxed, good-humored even, and I was glad. “Alright, no problem. I’m here if you need my help with anything.”

“I know,” I said. “I appreciate it.”

“I just wish someone else would appreciate my help as well,” she said, directing her comment at Davey.

In the background, Davey shouted, “Get off the phone!”

Dalia laughed. “Gotta go. Talk later.”

Hanging up the phone, I sat behind the desk for a few minutes as I considered everything. Delaney was holding Margaret hostage at his house, and even though I wasn’t sure if he would hurt her or not, I wasn’t about to take that chance. I would give him back the gold medallion I took from him, but as for the ankh, I knew there would be no hope of getting that back from Hacknet. For a start, he had probably sold it already, but even if he still had it, there was no way he would hand it back over to me. At least, I didn’t think so. Perhaps we could work out some sort of deal, I thought. Though I was doubtful.

Still, Margaret’s life was on the line, so I had to try. 
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“I’m sorry to hear about your situation, but I don’t have the ankh anymore. I sold it the day after you gave it to me, to a buyer in Norway.”

I stared at Hacknet as he stood behind his desk. Despite his words, he sounded like he didn’t give a shit about my situation. It would’ve been easy to grab him and take my frustrations out on him, but that wouldn’t bring me any closer to rescuing Margaret. 

“Maybe there’s something else I can give him,” I said, grasping at straws. “Something you have lying around here.”

Hacknet shook his head. “There’s nothing here that will replace that ankh. Think of something else.”

“Like what?”

“You’re a smart lad, Corvin. I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

“Thanks for nothing, Hacknet.”
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Outside, as I sat in the car, I realized I was now being forced to play this nightmare situation by ear. As I didn’t have the ankh to give back, I was left with two options that I could see. 

The first was to go to Delaney’s house with all guns blazing and try to get Margaret out of there without either of us getting hurt, which was unlikely to happen. Even if it happened, Delaney would still come after us, if not immediately, then down the line. 

I could try to sneak into the house, find Margaret and sneak her out again, but I doubted that plan would work either. Once again, Delaney would come after us, or at least me.

The last option was the only viable one as far as I could see, which was to confront Delaney head-on. Not violently, but peacefully, and at least try to work something out with him before violence had to rear its ugly head again. 

Which I hoped wouldn’t happen, since Margaret would be at risk too, not just me, and I didn’t think I could take another death on my conscience. I would just have to hope that Delaney would see sense. 

He had every right to be pissed off, but was the ankh worth killing or dying over? 

I guess I’d find out.

Starting the car, I headed for Dalkey.
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Night had just fallen as I parked the Spitfire outside Delaney’s massive castellated house. In the sky, the crescent moon was already out, and the first of the stars were glowing. A stiff wind was blowing off the sea behind the house, and I zipped up my leather jacket to guard against it, also feeling like I was getting ready for battle as I did so. 

If it came to it, would I kill Delaney?

It was a thought that made me feel the cold even more as I headed toward the front gate of the house and stood looking up at the small camera above me. A moment later, the electronic gates buzzed open, and I went through them, the gates closing behind me a second later as if Delaney was letting me know he was in charge and that he now had me where he wanted me.

Walking down the garden path, I half expected Delaney to jump out at me in his wolf form, but I made it to the front door unmolested, which unnerved me more. Once again, I wondered if I was ready to kill Delaney if need be. 

As I waited by the front door, I considered that experience of late had taught me one thing:

When it came to the crunch, I would always do whatever I had to do.
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Delaney soon opened the front door, poking his gray head around it to look past me, as if checking that I was alone. Then he opened the door fully and stood in the entrance, as tall and lean as I remembered him.

“I hope you’ve brought my property back,” Delaney said, his blue eyes steady and piercing, his grizzled cheeks sucked in as he scowled at me.

“I hope Margaret is alright,” I retorted.

“That depends on you, Mr. Chance. Did you bring what you stole from me?”

Unzipping my jacket, I went to reach inside but soon froze when Delaney produced a small gun from behind his back. “Relax,” I said. “I’m just getting the medallion.”

Delaney’s face remained stern. “No funny business,” he said. “I won’t hesitate to shoot you.”

I stared at him a moment longer, knowing the crazy old fool would follow through on his threat. Slowly, I took the medallion out of my jacket and then passed it to him. Pointing the gun at me, he used his other hand to take the medallion, quickly examining it before sliding it into the pocket of his gray cardigan. 

“And the ankh?”

“First you let Margaret go,” I said. 

Delaney stared at me for a long time, his eyes searching mine for signs of treachery, no doubt. I held his stare, hopefully giving nothing away. I’m not the best poker player, but I can bluff when I have to.

“Come inside,” Delaney said eventually, standing aside, the gun still pointing at me. 

I stepped through the front door and into the large entrance hallway, my boots squeaking slightly on the checkered floor as I stood just in front of Delaney. His eyes never leaving me, he closed the door, making me feel like I was now trapped in his lair.

“Where is she?” I asked him. “You better not have hurt her.”

“Well, if I have, it would be your fault, wouldn’t it?”

I thought about trying to disarm him of the gun using magic, but decided not to take the risk. I had to play it cool, at least until Margaret was safely out of the way. “Just get her.”

“Don’t go anywhere,” he said as he backed away toward an entrance at the far side of the hallway.

I said nothing. Where did he expect me to go?

He disappeared down the narrow hallway and emerged a few minutes later with Margaret. She was walking in front of him as he pointed the gun at her back. I could hardly look at her as she came toward me. 

“Are you okay, Margaret?” I asked her.

She stared at me for a moment, and then nodded, her long silver hair looking a little messed up, as if she had tussled with Delaney at some point. “I’m fine, no thanks to you, Corvin. This man says you stole from him. Is that true?”

“I had my reasons,” I said, knowing she wouldn’t care what they were. Margaret was a morally upstanding person, and in her eyes, my actions and their consequences were wrong. I couldn’t expect her to understand why I did what I did.

“Just give the man his property back so I can go home to my husband,” she said, sounding distressed by the entire ordeal.

“I will,” I said. “Once he lets you go.”

Delaney, standing to the right of us as he still held the gun, shook his head. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Give me the ankh, and then you can both go.”

“You’re just going to let me go?” I said.

“I’ve thought about killing you, Mr. Chance, and maybe at one time, I would have. These days, I don’t need the hassle.” He put his hand out. “Now hand it over, please.”

I sighed slightly as I looked at him for a moment. “Can we talk in private?”

It was his turn to sigh, though more forcefully. “You don’t have it, do you?”

“I’d prefer it if we could⁠—”

“Shut up! Where is it?”

I glanced at Margaret, who was staring just as hard at me as Delaney was. “It was sold,” I said eventually. “I can’t get it back.”

The muscles around Delaney’s eyes twitched as he glared at me. “This won’t do,” he said, his voice strained like he was trying to hold himself back from attacking me. “That ankh was worth a fortune. It was one of a kind.”

I took a step toward him. “I’m sure we can⁠—”

“Stop!” He had the gun pointing at my head now. “I should shoot you, you thieving piece of shit!”

“Please,” Margaret said, sounding afraid now. “No violence.”

My hands were raised as I stood to stare at Delaney, calculating the odds of me disarming him without getting shot. If he was closer, maybe, but he was too far away. Even magic would be risky, but if he didn’t calm down, I would be left with no choice.

Except Margaret beat me to it by casting her own magic at him, suddenly shouting two words in Latin, her hands pushing out as if she was trying to throw energy at Delaney. 

But nothing happened. 

Whatever spell Margaret had used, it had no effect. Delaney merely took another few steps back as he smiled and showed us an amulet that was hanging around his neck. 

“It’s amazing the artifacts to be found in the world,” he said. “Artifacts such as this one, specifically crafted to block magical attacks. You’d be surprised how often hedge witches like you two try it on with me. I meet all sorts on my travels, which is why neither of you will pull the wool over my eyes.”

“So what are you going to do, Delaney? Shoot us?” I said. “Because that’s your only play here unless you want to call the cops, though I don’t think that would be an option for you, considering the stuff you have lying around here.”

“And what would you know about it?” he said.

“I saw the Book Of Kells in that room upstairs. It’s the original, isn’t it?”

Delaney stared back, a slight smile on his face now, despite himself. “It is, as a matter of fact.”

“Well, that’s a prison sentence right there,” I said.

“Only if people know, which they don’t.”

“I know.”

Delaney took a step forward with the gun. “Not if I shoot you dead.”

I tensed up as I looked into his eyes, trying to see if he was serious. “Come on, Delaney, I’m sure there must be less messy options here. Surely there’s something I can do for you…”

His eyes narrowed as he appeared to think for a moment. “This might just be your lucky night, Mr. Chance.”

It didn’t feel like it. “Oh yeah? Why?”

Delaney smiled at me, and then at Margaret. “It might actually be fortuitous that you two are here.”

“I just want to go home,” Margaret said. “Please.”

“You can go home,” Delaney said. “After you do something for me.”

“Do what?” I asked.

His smile turned into a smirk. “You two are going to summon a demon for me.”
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Istood in shock for a minute after he said it, wondering if I’d heard him right. “Are you serious?”

Delaney nodded as a different look came over his gaunt face, the look of someone who was now feeling the thrill of expectation. “Very serious. If you want out of here, you will do as I say, otherwise…” 

He suddenly fired the gun, and I felt the bullet whizz past my head, seeming to miss me by mere inches. Margaret screamed in shock, and I just stood there, my eyes wide as adrenaline flooded my system. 

“You crazy motherfucker!” I shouted, stepping forward as if to go for him.

“Don’t!” Delaney said. “Or the next one goes in your head, and I just have the witch here summon the demon on her own, which I’m sure she could do. She looks old enough and experienced enough.”

Margaret shook her head at him. “You’re disgusting.”

“I’m disgusting?” Delaney said, seeming to take great offense. “I’m not the one who got you into this mess. He did.”

I couldn’t argue with him there. “Why do you want us to summon a demon?” I asked him, quickly changing the subject as I felt Margaret’s condemning eyes on me.

“There’s something I need,” he said, seeming to relax a little again, the excitement coming back to his face. “Something I’ve been after for a long time now. Something only a demon can get, as this object exists in Hell.”

“Of course it does,” I said. “So if you’ve been after this thing, whatever it is, for so long, why haven’t you got it yet? You don’t need us to summon a demon. Anyone can do it with the right spell and ingredients.”

“You’re right,” he said. “Anyone can do it, but only the magically endowed have the power to summon the greater demons. Believe me, I’ve tried.”

“I’m surprised you haven’t found someone else magically endowed to do it by now,” I said.

“No one has been willing,” he said. “The risks are too great for most.”

“Meaning we could die?”

“Meaning your soul could end up in Hell for eternity.”

“Oh, well, that’s alright then,” I said, laughing without mirth. “For a minute there, I thought it might be dangerous.”

“With the two of you, I’m sure you can control a demon,” he said. “Not that you have a choice.”

“There’s just one problem with that,” I said. “I’ve never actually summoned a demon before. Call me a scaredy-cat, but the idea of summoning some filthy demon from Hell to do anything always seemed a little… terrifying to me. Hence, I steer clear of such daft things.”

Says the man who willingly allowed his own hand to be chopped off just so a dark spirit—who might as well have been a demon—could possess him. But I wasn’t about to mention that.

“Well,” Delaney said, making it clear there’d be no backing out. “If you weren’t daft enough to steal from me, you wouldn’t be in this position in the first place, would you?”

He had me there. “That still doesn’t take away from the fact that I know shit all about summoning demons.”

“Perhaps not,” he said, looking at Margaret now. “But I’m sure she does.”

Margaret looked at both of us as if we were about to attack her. “You do not understand the darkness you’d be meddling with,” she said.

I looked at her in surprise. “You’ve summoned demons before?” I asked her.

“In my youth, yes,” she replied. “When I didn’t know any better. I almost lost my soul back then. I’m not about to lose it now.”

Another loud bang made both Margaret and I jump and cry out in shock. Delaney had fired another bullet, this one zinging past Margaret, reducing the poor woman to tears.

“Would you fucking stop doing that!” I shouted at Delaney, who had the smugness of someone who thought they were in complete control of everything.

“I’m just reminding you of the stakes here,” he said. “In fact…” He put the gun in the back of his waistband and, in an instant, partially transformed into his wolf form. His eyes turned a bright yellow, and his teeth lengthened into points, as did his fingernails. “I don’t need a gun to kill you. I’ll happily tear you apart instead.”

“What happened to not wanting the hassle of killing us?” I asked, feeling Margaret’s eyes on me as she probably no doubt thought I shouldn’t be taunting the big, bad wolf. 

“I’ll make an exception this time,” Delaney said, his voice much gruffer now.

Puffing my cheeks out, I shook my head at the situation I had got myself into. Then I looked at Margaret, who was doing her best not to seem frightened. Back in her younger days, a man like Delaney wouldn’t have fazed her much, I dare say. But the fact is, Margaret is now on the wrong side of sixty, and her appetite for excitement and adrenaline’d situations had probably long gone. All she wanted to do was go home and be in her husband’s arms and here was me expecting her to help dig me out of a situation I caused when I agreed to steal for Dalia. 

“Margaret,” I said softly. “Do you think you can do this?”

She stared at me, her eyes full of fear and resentment. “I’ll never forgive you for this, Corvin,” she said eventually. “Your mother would be ashamed if she knew.”

I took the hit. “I know you won’t,” I said. “But you didn’t know my mother very well if you think she’d be ashamed of me right now.”

“So we’re all on the same page then,” Delaney said. “Good.” He reached around and pulled the gun out again, just as his face returned to normal.

“You don’t need the damn gun,” I said. “We will do as you ask.”

“I know you will,” he said. “But I still don’t trust a thief.”

“I’m not a thief.”

“Then what are you, Mr. Chance?”

I stared at him, saying nothing.

“Can we just get this over with, please?” Margaret said. “I really don’t want to be here any longer than I have to be.” She seemed to have regained her composure, no doubt realizing she would have to dig deep and buckle up to get through this.

“Of course,” Delaney said. “Let’s go to the basement.”
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I didn’t really know what I expected to find in Delaney’s basement—piles of bones maybe, or more priceless artifacts—but not what was actually there.

“Holy shit,” I said. “Are we on the set of The Devil Rides Out?”

“Hilarious, Mr. Chance,” Delaney said, not amused as he stood behind us.

The basement was a large rectangular room, the walls smooth and painted black, as was the floor. Gaslamps on the walls threw a sickly yellow light into the room, illuminating the centerpiece, which was a massive magic circle, perfectly outlined in red on the floor, with a pentagram in the middle and magical symbols around the outside. Thick black candles were laid out at each point of the pentagram. Another circle was also marked out on the floor a few feet away from the larger one. And on one of the far walls was row upon row of shelves, containing every ingredient one would probably ever need to conduct a ritual as we were about to.

“You’re a dark motherfucker, Delaney,” I said.

“The candles, if you please, Mr. Chance,” he said, ignoring my comment.

Hating every minute of the situation I was in, I reluctantly conjured a small flame in the palm of my hand and then gently threw it up into the air like I was releasing a fragile sparrow. The little flame flew through the air as it went about landing on the wick of each of the candles, igniting each one. When all the candles were lit, the dancing flame fizzled out.

“The wonders of magic, eh?” Delaney said, seeming genuinely delighted by my little trick. 

I threw him a look. “Forgive me for not reveling in this as much as you are.”

“Reveling? Yes, I suppose I am. There’s nothing like the thrill of knowing I will soon own another highly sought after artifact.”

“And just what is this artifact you think you will soon own? What are we risking our souls for here, Delaney?”

He paused before answering, as if for dramatic effect. “The Mirror Of Infernal Darkness.”

I stared at him, and then couldn’t help but snigger slightly, which seemed to annoy him. “Which B-Movie horror flick did you get that from?”

Delaney pursed his lips as he glared at me. “Balk if you must, but I assure you, the artifact is very real.”

“So what does it do, then? Tell you you’re the fairest of them all?”

“Your sarcasm is grating, Mr. Chance. We’ll see if you maintain it when the demon comes.”

“I know what it does,” Margaret said quietly as she stood just outside the magic circle. “It allows the user to see anywhere in Hell. It’s like looking through a window, apparently.”

Turning my head slowly toward Delaney, I said, “You’re even more twisted than I thought you were.”

Delaney didn’t seem to take offense at my comment. Instead, he smiled. “Imagine it, Mr. Chance, having the ability to see anywhere in Hell. Imagine the sights you would see, the endless torment of damned souls, the ways of the Fallen Ones, their endless cruelty. I can hardly wait to see what sights Hell has to show me.”

Some people, I thought. They’re just sick in the fucking head.

“If you want to experience Hell so much, why don’t you just go there yourself?” I asked him.

“Looking will be enough for me. I’m more of a voyeur in that respect.”

“I’ll bet you are.”

Delaney waved the gun at us. “Anyway, let’s get on with it. Witch, do you know what you’re doing?”

Margaret gave him a look of disdain for his ignorance. “As long as you know the name of the demon, I can summon it.”

“The demon’s name is Dath’tauth,” he said. “Whatever ingredients you might need for the ritual are all behind you on the shelves.” He backed out of the room then. “I’ll leave you to it.”

“Where the fuck are you going?” I asked him. “You’re not even going to stick around?”

“It’s too dangerous for me, I’m afraid. I’ll be watching through the hidden cameras.”

“Because you’re more of a voyeur, right?”

Delaney smiled. “Precisely, Mr. Chance. Good luck.”

I shook my head at him as he left the room, locking the door behind him. Then it was just me and Margaret, as awkward as that was. She stood staring at me for a long time, angry with me for getting her into this situation. While I understood her anger, there was also nothing I could do. 

“I suppose we should just get on with it,” I said to her.

“Why?” she asked. “We could escape this place now. We could walk through the walls.”

“I know, and you can go if you want to, but I have to stay. If I run away now, dickface out there will just come after me again. Plus, I stole from him.”

“Why did you steal from him?”

“To help Dalia get her grandmother’s ring back.”

Margaret stared at me with a look of puzzlement for a moment. “You went to all that trouble just so she could get an old ring back?”

“A very expensive ring, actually.”

“Still, you stole a priceless ankh and that other thing he mentioned.”

I shrugged. “The ring means a lot to her, and Dalia means a lot to me. There’s very little I wouldn’t do for my friends Margaret, including you, so if you want to make your escape, then go. I can handle this.”

Margaret sighed after a moment. “No, you can’t, and we both know it. I will stay and help you. I’m too old to be running away, anyway.”

“I’m sorry, Margaret,” I said. “For getting you into this. I intend to make sure nothing happens to you.”

“I appreciate that, Corvin, but dealing with demons can be dangerous. They are unpredictable, vicious, and often cruel for no reason.” She paused as she looked upon the magic circle. “We’ll be doing well to get out of this unharmed.”

“I know, which is why, at the first sign of trouble, I want you to run. Okay?”

Margaret nodded. “Okay.”

“Good, now where do we start?”
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It’s surprising how much planning and preparation goes into a demon summoning. Delaney knew this, which is why he had shelves full of rare and weird ingredients. He knew the ritual, and precisely what we would need. 

Luckily, Margaret seemed to know exactly what she was doing. She was no stranger to the darker arts, making me wonder if my mother had been acquainted with them as well.

“We’re almost done,” Margaret said after she had positioned a bowl of human blood in the center of the circle, into which she had put various other ingredients, most of which seemed to be very random, such as strange-smelling herbs, human teeth, chicken beaks, a snake egg and even the desiccated foreskin of a recently deceased man, which…gross.

“When I’m doing the evocation, you will stand beside me in the circle here. When the spell is complete, the demon should appear in the other circle over there.”

“Will the demon be able to move from the circle?” I asked her.

She shook her head. “No, it will be trapped. It must also do whatever we tell it to do.”

“Maybe we should tell it to kill Delaney.”

There was noise in the room like feedback, followed by Delaney’s voice booming from some hidden speaker. “I heard that, Mr. Chance. Just to let you know, in the last few minutes, I have taken steps to ensure my safety. If anything happens to me tonight, I have a man standing by to kill your little friend, the one who was with you the night you broke in here. So I suggest you do as you’re told unless you want your friend to die.”

“You bastard!” I shouted. “You’re bluffing!”

“Am I? You don’t think I have the resources to arrange such a thing at short notice?”

I shook my head in annoyance and looked at Margaret. “Ignore him,” she said. “We do what we have to do, and then we get out of here. No one has to get hurt tonight.”

“Listen to her, Mr. Chance,” Delaney said. “For your own good and the good of your friend.”

I raised my middle finger and slowly turned around in the room, not knowing where the cameras were, so I wanted to make sure he saw me. “Screw you, Delaney.”

“Calm down, Corvin,” Margaret said. “I need you focused. It’s our magic that will keep the demon within the circle. If it senses a weak link, it may break out.”

“I thought we’d be safe within our own circle?”

“We should be, but you never know with demons. I’d just prefer not to take any chances, so focus please and do exactly as I tell you to.”

I nodded, smiling at her. She seemed like a different person now, focused and determined, having the air of someone who knew exactly what they were doing and wasn’t afraid to do it. In fact, she was coming across like a bit of a badass, which was a far cry from the gentle woman who worked in the bookshop.

It wasn’t long before the ritual was ready to begin. Margaret now stood in the middle of the circle, her eyes closed as she appeared to center herself. I stood nervously near the edge of the circle, feeling like a bit of a spare part as I waited for Margaret to begin the evocation. 

As I told Delaney, I had no experience with demons at that point. Growing up, my mother always warned me not to mess with such entities, for in doing so, one would always put their soul at risk, just as we were doing now. 

“Do you know the words to the evocation?” I asked Margaret. “I think there’s a book over there…”

Margaret dismissed me with a wave of her hand as if she didn’t like me disturbing her concentration. “I know the words by heart.”

I nodded. “Of course you do.”

She turned her head to look at me, her eyes darkly focused, as if she was in a different headspace now. “When the demon comes, you will feel a great fear go through you. You must try not to give in to that fear. If the demon senses weakness, it will try to use it against you. That’s what they do. Demons put people into a state of terror, making them easier to control. It is we who have to control the demon, not the other way around.”

“I understand.”

“Focus on directing your magic into the other circle, keeping it powered up so it will contain the demon, at least until I get control over it. Then it will do our bidding.”

“What happens if the demon escapes the circle before you can get command over it?”

Margaret stared hard at me for a moment. “Nothing good.”

I nodded, saying nothing. 

Margaret then closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths before saying, “Let us begin.”

She said to us, but she really meant her. 

As she spoke the words of the evocation in ancient Gaelic, I merely stood behind her and waited, dry swallowing as I felt an immediate change in the room’s ambiance. The temperature dropped for a start, to where I shivered slightly. I could even see my breath pluming out in front of me. The air itself also felt charged with energy, to where I could hear said energy crackling around me. My stomach turned over with fearful anticipation, and I realized I was scared. 

Terrified. 

Even though I knew Margaret was capable, I kept having visions of the demon killing us both in horrific ways, while all the while, Delaney sat in a different room watching it all go down on his TV screens. 

Just remember kids, don’t steal, unless you want to find yourself standing in a magic circle waiting for a demon to come and possibly rip you apart. 

At the very least, try not to get caught.

Margaret’s voice was deep and resonant as she continued to speak the words to the evocation. She sounded powerful and in control, which helped to offset my fear and lack of confidence in this situation. 

As she went on, her voice got louder and more intense, and soon, it felt like the entire room was rattling, the walls shaking, the floor vibrating as if it would break apart under our feet. 

The candles surrounding us also flickered wildly as wind blew through the room, a wind that had seemingly come from nowhere. 

The energy in the air, which formally had only crackled slightly, was now manifesting as reddish electricity concentrated mostly over the other smaller magic circle. 

My eyes became drawn to the circle and what was manifesting there. As the energy flashed in the air, it would illuminate the outline of something, a figure that was barely perceptible at first. 

But as Margaret suddenly stopped speaking, the figure in the far circle became gradually more solid, as if it was being beamed in.

From Hell.

“Dath’tauth!” Margaret shouted, now speaking in English and seeming to be in some trance as her body bucked wildly. “Hear me! I command you to manifest yourself so you may do our bidding!”

Fuck this, I thought as fear gripped me tighter in its icy hand. This is the last thing I expected to be doing when I woke up this morning.

Before me, the demon—who I assumed was Dath’tauth—had now fully manifested within the circle, the reddish energy continuing to crackle around it, arcing of its body in places. 

His mere presence made me feel sick with fear, never mind what he looked like. 

He resembled a human in that he had two arms, two legs, and a head, but there the resemblance to anything human stopped, especially since he appeared to be over seven feet tall. From the neck down, his body was pure black, appearing covered in something that could have been leather, but was more likely some ghastly material to be found only in Hell. Whatever it was, it had a dull sheen to it and appeared to be patched together. 

Sticking out of the demon’s body were long, thick nails that seemed to pierce him all over. As I stared, I could feel the tremendous physical pain he was in thanks to the pins in his body, but I could also sense the undeniable pleasure the demon took from the pain. It was sick and twisted and made me feel like throwing up. 

Dath’tauth’s head was the only thing about him that wasn’t pitch black. From what I could make out, his features were human, but his eyes were missing, leaving two dark, empty sockets that somehow still allowed him to see. Thick nails also seemed to be jammed into his skull, including one that went through both temples, and another that went from under his chin and right through his mouth, securing it in an open position, out of which the longest tongue I have ever seen lolled around like the head of a serpent. 

I could do nothing else but stare at him, unable to turn away until Margaret shouted at me.

“Corvin! Focus! The circle!”

Shaking my head slightly as if waking from a trance, I swallowed and then directed my magic toward the circle that Dath’tauth was standing within, and as I did, it appeared to glow slightly as if I had now charged it up. 

Dath’tauth stood there unmoving, massively tall and effortlessly intimidating, causing me to think if he represented the demons who populated Hell, then I had no wish to go there. Ever.

“Can you hear me, Dath’tauth?” Margaret said, still sounding as confident as she did when she spoke the evocation. She didn’t seem scared at all, or perhaps she was just better at hiding her fear than I was.

When Dath’tauth finally spoke, his voice was as deep as I expected, but it also sounded watery, as if there was some strange filter in his throat, which only unnerved me more. 

“Why do you summon me here?” he asked, his long fingers twitching by his side.

“We want possession of an artifact that lies in Hell,” Margaret answered. “We command you to retrieve it for us.”

Dath’tauth laughed, a sound that made my bowels loosen. “We?” He turned his head so that his hollowed-out eye sockets were now on me. “The boy is afraid. Do you fear me, boy?”

When I said nothing, Margaret said, “Answer him.”

I didn’t know what to say. Was this some trick question, or was he just fucking with me? 

“No,” I ended up saying. “I don’t fear you.”

A huge nail shot from his body and embedded itself into the floor about an inch from my foot, forcing me to jump back in shock. 

Dath’tauth laughed at my reaction. “I thought you said you don’t fear me?”

“Enough!” Margaret said. “We have summoned you, Dath’tauth, which means you must do as we ask.”

Dath’tauth looked at Margaret as he walked close to the edge of the circle, as if trying to get closer to us. “You command of me something I cannot do, witch. It forbids demons to take objects from Hell to this world.”

“You lie, demon,” Margaret said.

“You mean how you lie when you tell yourself the girl’s death was not your fault?” he said.

Frowning, I looked at Margaret to see her rattled for the first time. “Shut your filthy mouth!” she said. “You know nothing!”

“The girl was possessed, was she not?” Dath’tauth asked, seeming to enjoy his taunting. “You tried to exorcise the demon, but you failed because you weren’t strong enough.”

“Shut up!” Margaret was quivering now, her former composure now cracking.

“Why did you do it, Margaret? Was it because you thought you were more powerful than you were?”

Margaret was shaking her head now. “It wasn’t my fault, the demon it… tricked me.”

“A more capable exorcist wouldn’t have allowed themselves to be tricked,” Dath’tauth went on. “You could’ve asked for help, but you didn’t you, did you? Your narcissism made you carry on alone, and that poor little girl died. What age was she again, Margaret?”

Tears were running down Margaret’s face now. Whatever strength had gotten her this far had all but gone, taken from her by Dath’tauth. 

Using my anger to combat the fear in me, I stood in front of Margaret to address Dath’tauth myself. “Enough of this,” I said as boldly as I could. “We didn’t bring you here to play mind games, Dath’tauth. We require The Mirror Of Infernal Darkness, and you will tell us how to get it.”

Dath’tauth’s smile was twisted as his unseemly long tongue emerged from the side of his mouth to lick the nail that was sticking out of his cheek. Then he said, “The boy has found his courage.”

“I’m commanding you!”

“Very well. If it is the mirror you seek, then I will help you get it, just as long as you know what that means.” 

I frowned at him as he laughed to himself. “What does it mean?”

“If you want the mirror, you must come with me to Hell to get it.”

My jaw dropped slightly at the mention of Hell. Jesus Christ, was he serious? He wanted me to go to Hell with him? 

“No, there must be another way.”

Before Dath’tauth could answer, feedback entered the room, and Delaney’s voice came over the loudspeaker. “The demon speaks the truth, Mr. Chance,” he said, sounding like he was enjoying seeing me squirm. “To get the mirror, you must go to Hell to get it.”

I shook my head as Delaney’s laughter echoed around the room. “You bastard,” I said. “You knew this all along, didn’t you?”

“Of course,” Delaney said.

“No way am I going to Hell for you, Delaney.”

“What about your friend, Dalia? Do you want her to die?”

“You’re bluffing. She would kill whoever you sent after her, anyway.”

“Oh really? So if I sent a pack of vicious werewolves to the North Circular Road, they wouldn’t rip her apart along with her friend Davey?”

I gritted my teeth as I stared out into the gloom, my guts twisted with anger and frustration, my mind conflicted. Even if he was bluffing, which I didn’t think he was, I couldn’t take the chance. I knew Dalia could handle herself, but taking on an entire pack of werewolves at once? I couldn’t do that to her.

“Your master has spoken,” Dath’tauth said, sounding like he was enjoying the proceedings as much as Delaney was. 

“He’s not my master,” I said through gritted teeth. “And just so we’re clear, Dath’tauth, neither are you.”

“Go with him to Hell, Mr. Chance, and get me what I want,” Delaney said. “After that, we’re even.”

“Corvin, no,” Margaret said. “You can’t do this.”

I turned around to face her, noticing how out of her depth she looked now. Dath’tauth had really got to her. Taking her hand in mine, I squeezed it tight. “The first chance you get,” I whispered. “You get out of here, you hear me?”

She nodded, saying nothing as I let her hand go. 

Then I turned around and walked out of the magic circle toward Dath’tauth, stopping just outside the circle he stood in. 

“I’m commanding you to protect me,” I said to him, feeling ridiculous even mentioning it to an entity that could rip me apart in seconds if he so desired, but these kinds of interactions had their rules, like everything else. The evocation had his full obedience written into it. The only good thing about this debacle was that Dath’tauth was compelled to do as I said. 

That was the only thing that allowed me to step inside that circle with him. 

And as I did so, Dath’tauth laughed.

“Hell awaits you, boy…”
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My heart hammered madly against my chest as I stood next to Dath’tauth within the circle, my breathing rapid as my face broke out in perspiration. 

All around us, reddish energy crackled, growing denser as it seemed to envelop everything. The last time I felt such nervous anticipation was the one and only time I rode a rollercoaster. Sitting at the top of that slope while I waited with a sniggering Dalia on the inevitable drop had terrified me. 

I felt much the same now. The only thing that allowed me to contain myself was Margaret’s face as she stood with both hands over her mouth, looking like she’d had the most she could take. For her, I tried not to look as terrified as I felt, which was difficult when you were standing beside a seven-foot demon staring down at you like he was considering breaking your neck… or worse.

A high-pitched humming sound that I hadn’t heard on Dath’tauth’s arrival now sounded as the surrounding energy became further agitated. Even the floor beneath my feet felt like it would cave in at any second, leaving me to drop into some endless abyss.

As I felt my body heat up with all the energy surrounding me, the last thing I heard before being sucked into a rift in time and space was Delaney’s voice, sounding far away, but still legible. 

“Enjoy the ride, Mr. Chance…”

And what a ride it was. 

If I thought the rollercoaster was bad, this was a hundred times worse. It felt like I was trapped inside a washing machine on full spin, all the while having the sickening sensation of falling at an unimaginable speed. The forces exerted on me were so great that I think I must’ve lost consciousness, but not before it felt like every molecule in my body was being pulled in a different direction.

After blacking out, I opened my eyes again to find that I was lying on a hard floor, but I still had the horrible falling sensation, and I gripped the stone tiles, shutting my eyes as I waited for the vertigo to pass.

“We are here.”

The deep, distorted voice forced me to open my eyes, just as my power of thought seemed to rush back in all at once, bringing with it a tidal wave of emotions that immediately made me vomit on the floor next to me. 

“Oh Jesus…” I said, coughing and spluttering as I fought to regain whatever composure I had before.

“Jesus can’t help you,” Dath’tauth said. “You’re in Hell.”

Hell? Oh my God…

It was all I could do to raise my head to see what surrounded me. Standing up, I realized I was inside the biggest passageway I had ever seen. The walls were so high that they didn’t seem to end as I gaped up at them fading into the darkness. Lengthwise, the passageway seemed to stretch for miles, with some natural light—like a very pale moonlight—illuminating most of it. Dark entryways were cut into the stone walls the entire way down.

“It’s so… quiet,” I said almost to myself.

“In certain places,” Dath’tauth said. “This is one of them. You are in the Great Labyrinth.”

“A labyrinth? What’s at the center?”

Dath’tauth stared down at me with sightless eyes. “Would you like to see? I can show you.”

I shook my head immediately. “No, I don’t think so.”

“You humans, you are always so afraid.”

“I think my fear is justified in this case,” I said, finally recovered from the wild ride here.

“Hell is not what you think,” Dath’tauth said, walking away, just as I heard a loud rumbling noise in the background. “I advise you to hurry if you don’t want to be mincemeat soon.”

Hardly able to believe I was running to catch up with a demon, I did so with a renewed fear as I wondered what he was talking about. 

“Is something coming? What’s that noise?”

“The Grinder.”

It sounded like some great machine was rapidly coming toward us, the noise echoing loudly off every wall. 

“The Grinder?” 

I looked behind me, straining my eyes to see into the gloom, and as I watched, something soon manifested out of the darkness, something massive that was moving at a rapid rate. 

In the time it took me to turn my head again, Dath’tauth had strived on ahead of me by several feet, and then vanished into the wall. 

The noise behind me was becoming deafening, a massive rumbling sound punctuated by the more percussive sounds of metal parts working in tandem, banging together. Grinding.

When I looked behind me again, I froze when I saw that colossal metal machine coming toward me. It took up the entire width of the passageway and was many feet high. Cylinders with huge spikes on them spun all over it in different directions, and metal maws opened and closed to reveal razor-sharp edges. 

The thing seemed alive as it barreled toward me, a gigantic metal monster whose only purpose was to grind anything in its path to complete dust after it had chewed and torn apart whatever was unlucky enough to be its way.

Which would be me, I soon realized with horror, if I didn’t get moving. 

But as soon as I turned around, my foot caught on a raised bit of stone, and I tripped and fell to the floor.

All the while, the Grinder kept coming, seeming to speed up just to get to me. 

As I scrambled back to my feet, I ran in pure panic, expecting the Grinder to gobble me up in its metal maw any second. I didn’t even know where I was running to, except that I was running blindly straight ahead, some part of my mind thinking I could outrun the bloodthirsty machine on my tail.

I only stopped running when I felt a tight grip on my arm. 

Then I was roughly pulled off to the side and thrown against the wall, soon realizing that I was now in a different passageway, and the Grinder was roaring by down the other one I had been in sounding pissed off that it had missed me if that was possible.

“I said hurry,” Dath’tauth said.

Leaning back against the wall and breathing hard, I said nothing.

Dath’tauth stood staring at me with his empty eye sockets for an uncomfortably long time after the Grinder had moved on down the passageway, to where it felt like I was shrinking under his glare, or he was growing in size, one of the two. 

He was, without a doubt, the scariest being I had ever come across, which was saying a lot considering some of the individuals I had met recently. The darkness coming off him was so deep as to be unfathomable to my mind, and it was that inability to understand the demon that made him so scary. He had seen and done things in this place called Hell that no human mind could comprehend, or even want to. 

“This way,” he said almost grudgingly, giving me the impression he was annoyed he couldn’t have his way with me. 

Thank god for the rules, that’s all I can say.

He led me down another series of dark passageways, many of which were apparently booby-trapped. As we moved along, he would tell me to mind my step here or there or stay close to the walls unless I wanted to fall into some dark pit filled with foul creatures that would work on slowly devouring every morsel of my body and soul.

Eventually, Dath’tauth stopped in front of a massive iron door set into the wall of one passageway. Wrapping a large hand around the handle, he pushed down on it and opened the door, the metal screeching against the hinges as if the door hadn’t been opened in an age. 

Swallowing, I followed him into a small room filled with a blood-red, muted sort of light, though there was no sign of where the light was coming from. It just seemed to be there, as if it was already present in the atmosphere.

Once in the room, the heavy iron door slammed shut behind me, seemingly of its own accord, the noise of it making me jump.

“What’s in here?” I asked Dath’tauth as I looked around, expecting to see something horrible.

“You will see,” Dath’tauth said as he stood back near the wall.

I stood nervously, waiting for something to happen. On something to appear.

And something did.

The floor in the center of the room fell away, causing me to jump back as a huge hole suddenly opened up, which spilled forth a deeper hue of red light. As I dared to peer down the massive hole, I saw what looked like a shaft cut into the rock, out of which a great heat emanated.

Then suddenly something burst out of the hole at frightening speed—a monstrous thing that scared me so much I all but ran to the corner of the room as Dath’tauth stood where he was, unaffected by this new presence. 

Standing there with eyes wide, I stared at the creature that had burst up through the gaping hole in the floor. A horned serpent with pitch-black scales, leading me to wonder, What the hell is it with me and serpents?

The creature’s eyes glowed a reddish color, and when it opened its mouth, it revealed the biggest set of fangs I had ever seen; fangs that seemed to extend as its mouth opened further. 

But as monstrous as the serpent’s head was, my eyes soon became drawn to its belly, the center of which glowed with an almost beautiful bluish-white light, a light I soon realized was actually multiple lights, perhaps a dozen or more.

“The human requires something from you,” Dath’tauth said to the serpent, his voice as flat as ever.

The black serpent moved its head toward me until I felt trapped in the corner. “Does the human know the price?” the serpent hissed in a whispering voice.

I stood staring at it a moment, transfixed by the moving lights in its belly, before glancing at Dath’tauth. 

“The price?” I asked. “What price?”

The serpent shot forward quickly until its monstrous head was hovering in front of my face, its forked tongue flicking out to touch me, forcing me to step back into the corner as far as I could go. 

Which wasn’t far enough, as the serpent’s tongue still flicked around my face, leaving a trail of slime behind it. 

“If you want something from me,” it whispered in an almost feminine voice that seemed to sound inside my head and my ears at once, “the price is a piece of your soul.”

A piece of my soul? 

As I gazed at all the moving lights in the serpent’s belly, I realized suddenly what they all were. It was soul energy siphoned off by the serpent, and now it wanted some of mine.

I stood fretting for a long moment as I thought about my predicament. What was I supposed to do, refuse? Go home empty-handed after everything, just so Delaney could take a fit of rage and possibly have Dalia and Davey killed?

There was no option here, especially since I also knew the serpent wouldn’t let me leave until it got what it wanted. 

“How much is a piece?” I asked the serpent, then looked at Dath’tauth. “What effect will this have on me?”

Dath’tauth walked around the edge of the hole to come to stand by the serpent. “That depends. You may end up more receptive to certain influences.”

“Dark influences, you mean?”

“Whatever you want to call it.” Dath’tauth leaned down toward me, his face looking more ghastly in the reddish light. “No matter what, you will always feel a pull toward this place.”

With the two of them hemming me in, it didn’t feel like I had a choice in the matter. All I wanted to do was get the stupid mirror and get back to my world. 

“Okay, I’ll⁠—”

I didn’t get to say much more, as the serpent immediately struck like I was a prey, sinking one of its giant fangs into the right side of my chest. My reaction was to squeal in pain and grip the hard tooth with both hands as if I could pull it out. 

Though I didn’t have to, for a second later, the serpent pulled its fang out and slithered back from me as if satisfied it had gotten what it wanted.

“That’s it?” I asked Dath’tauth as I put a hand over the hole left behind by the fang, my face scrunching up with the pain of it.

“Yes,” Dath’tauth replied.

I didn’t feel any different, though I was sure that would change.

“What do you require?” the serpent then asked me.

Finally, I thought. Let’s get this damn thing and get out of this literal hell hole.

“The Mirror Of Infernal Darkness,” I answered.

The serpent moved its head and body, as if it was trying to swallow something, which at first I thought was the soul energy it had drained from me. 

But I soon realized that it wasn’t consuming anything, it was bringing something up. 

It made a choking sound, and I watched with repulsion as it promptly regurgitated the item I was after. 

Dath’tauth reached out and took the mirror from the serpent’s mouth before handing it to me. The mirror was black, even the glass, and covered in slime and digestive fluid. The glass was oval-shaped and surrounded by an ornate metal frame, the whole thing no bigger than your average bathroom mirror, and looking not much different to any other I’d seen, except for the black glass, which reflected my fearful face back at me.

The serpent seemed to have a smile on its face, if that was possible. “It was a pleasure doing business with you, human,” it said, before slithering back into its hole, disappearing as the floor magically closed up again around it.

“You have got what you wanted,” Dath’tauth said, and by the way he looked at me, I thought he was implying that the agreement between us had now been fulfilled and he was free to do to me what he pleased. 

But thankfully, that wasn’t the case.

“Can we go now? I’ve had enough of Hell already.”

Dath’tauth walked toward me and laughed, which wasn’t a pleasant sound, let me tell you. “Imagine an eternity here.”

“Yeah, I’m trying not to.”
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Dath’tauth teleported us from Hell back to Delaney’s house and the center of the magic circle. The trip back didn’t seem as bad as before, though I still felt sick when I landed, immediately walking out of the magic circle, as much to get away from Dath’tauth as anything else. 

As I looked around the room, I got worried when I couldn’t see Margaret anywhere. She had either escaped, or Delaney had done something to her. I was really hoping the former was the case.

Feedback from the speakers sounded in the room, as if on cue. “You are back, Mr. Chance,” Delaney said, sounding giddy with excitement. “I’m surprised. I didn’t think you would make it.”

“Where’s Margaret?” I demanded.

“The witch escaped.”

“You better not be lying to me, Delaney.”

“Of course not,” he said distractedly. “Get rid of the demon so I can claim my prize.”

Gritting my teeth and shaking my head, I thought, Asshole. 

Then I turned to Dath’tauth, who was standing staring at me as I held the mirror in my hands. “Our business is concluded now,” I said. “You are free to go.”

“I think we will meet again at some point,” he said as energy gathered around him.

“I hope not.”

Dath’tauth laughed as he prepared to teleport. “Remember, Corvin Chance. Hell is always waiting for you.”

A shudder ran through me after the demon finally disappeared, and I breathed a huge sigh of relief that he was gone, hoping I would never have to converse with another demon for as long as I lived.

Evidently, Delaney couldn’t wait any longer on his prize, for he soon burst into the room and all but ran to me excitedly, stopping to stare at the mirror in my hands for a moment as if it was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. 

“Give it to me,” he said, holding his hands out.

“With pleasure,” I said, handing the thing over to him, wincing as I did so at the pain in my chest, reminding myself to use a Healing Spell once I’d left the house.

“It’s magnificent.” Delaney held the mirror out in front of him as he gazed into the glass. From the rapt expression on his face, I guessed he was already getting a glimpse of Hell.

“I hope you called your dogs off, Delaney.”

He nodded without looking at me, still staring with fascination into the mirror. “I will when you are away from here.”

“You better. If anything happens to my friends⁠—”

“Just go now, Mr. Chance. You’ve served your purpose.”

I nodded as I stopped myself from hitting the bastard there and then. I also wanted to take the mirror and smash it over his head. The only thing stopping me was something that Dath’tauth told me before we left Hell. 

Dath’tauth said that whoever looks into the mirror will, over time, commit their soul to Hell, until one day the user will get a nasty surprise when something reaches out of the mirror and pulls them into the place they had been gazing at for so long. 

Then that person will remain in Hell for eternity. 

Normally, I wouldn’t wish such a fate on anyone, but as far as I was concerned, Delaney deserved it.

“Enjoy looking into Hell, Delaney,” I said as I walked away, then added under my breath, “Hell will come for you soon enough, asshole…”
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On leaving Delaney’s house, the first thing I did once I was in the car was to use a Healing Spell on the puncture wound in my chest, which sealed it up if nothing else. I called Margaret, but got no answer though after three attempts, which worried me. Though more than likely, she just didn’t want to speak to me. She probably hated me for the trouble, not to mention trauma, I had caused her. Whatever history Dath’tauth had dragged up, it had caused Margret pain. 

Starting the car, I pulled off and put my phone on hands-free so I could call Dalia. 

“Corvin,” Dalia said when she picked up. “I’m glad you called.” 

“Why?” I said, worried now that something had happened.

“I saw strange men earlier watching the house. I think they were werewolves, but they’re gone now.”

“They were werewolves,” I said as I turned a corner into the main town. “Delaney sent them. Remember him?”

“So he’s still after us?”

“No, not anymore. I sorted things out with him.”

“How?” she asked. 

“You don’t want to know. I’m just calling to make sure you’re safe.”

“I am. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine,” I said, still thinking of Hell and shuddering at the thought. “It’s nothing I won’t get over.”

“Are you going to tell me about it?”

“It’s not something I particularly want to talk about right now.”

“Sounds bad. Why don’t you come around to Davey’s for a drink?”

“Some other time. I have other business to take care of.”

“What business?”

“Stuff I’m helping Amelia with. I have to head down to Kilkenny soon.”

“Okay,” she said. “Into more danger, I suppose?”

I smiled. “Probably, though I hope not.”

“I can go with you if you like. Davey will be fine on his own for a while.”

I considered her offer for a second, thinking it might be good to have company, but then thought better of it when I considered I didn’t know what would be waiting for me in Kilkenny. I wasn’t expecting trouble, but it always had a way of coming around, and I didn’t want to drag Dalia into anything that didn’t concern her. “Thanks for the offer, but I’ll be fine. It’s just a bit of investigating and then away.”

Dalia went silent for a moment. “Why does it feel like you are keeping me at arm’s length these days?”

“What?” I shook my head as I pulled onto the motorway going back to Dublin. “It’s not like that, D. You have your own thing going with Davey now, and I just think you’d be better off focusing on that than tagging along with me into dodgy situations.”

“Tagging along? Like I’m some inconvenience?”

“Wrong choice of words. You know I love you, D. I’m just looking out for you, that’s all.”

“So you say, Corvin, but I think you just enjoy going off half-cocked on your own all the time.”

I went to say something, then stopped. She had me there, especially since I remembered my mother complaining about my father doing the same thing once upon a time, always heading off to sort out something or other. “Are you not happy with Davey?” I asked her, thinking that might be the problem.

“What’s that got to do with anything?”

“Well, it seems like you’d prefer to be out gallivanting with me.”

Dalia sighed. “It’s not that, Corvin, it’s just…” She trailed off into silence for a moment. “I don’t know. Just do what you have to do. You always do anyway.”

“D…”

“Call me when you get back. Bye, Corvin.”

“D…” I said again, but she had hung up. 

Sighing, I thought about calling her back to see what the problem was, but then I thought better of it. By the sound of things, she didn’t know what the problem was herself. As strong as she was, Dalia could also be fragile, mentally at least. Sometimes I wondered if she would be better off living back in the Otherworld, where she would at least be around her own kind. As she chose not to, I then wondered if it was me keeping her here, as narcissistic as that sounded. I knew she still carried a torch for me, and that she would gladly rekindle our former romantic relationship if I asked her to. But as much as I loved her, I didn’t want to go down that road with her again. I valued her more as a friend—as my best friend—and I didn’t want to do anything to jeopardize that. 

Besides, I couldn’t deny that I had feelings for Amelia, as complicated as she was. For whatever reason, we clicked, and I felt like she understood me in ways that Dalia didn’t.

As I was getting into Dublin, I got a call from Monty. He asked me to meet him in a city center pub, saying he had information about the Order Of The Serpent. As I needed a drink and information, I told him I’d be there soon.
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Fifteen minutes later, I walked into The Brazen Head, one of the oldest pubs in the city, located in Lower Bridge Street just off Merchant Quay. The pub dated back to 1196 and was referenced by Joyce in Ulysses. It wasn’t my favorite pub, but I still liked it because it felt like you were stepping back in time when you walked into it, and you couldn’t help but soak up the history of the place, imagining the people that had come and gone over the centuries. 

The place was fairly empty when I walked in, as it wasn’t far off closing time. I found Monty at one of the corner tables, sitting with two young girls as he dazzled them with card tricks.

“Evening,” I said, smiling at the two girls, the looks on their faces almost comical after Monty had shown them his last trick.

“How does he do it?” one of them said to me. “It’s not right. No one should be able to do that stuff.”

“Well, he’s a magician,” I said, looking at Monty. “He has special powers.”

“I got powers all right,” Monty said, coughing slightly as he smiled at me, causing me to shake my head at him.

“We all know you have powers, Monty,” I said. “Though I don’t think it’s the same powers the girls are thinking of.”

“Don’t be so sure,” the other girl said, bursting into a fit of giggles along with her friend.

“Anyway girls,” Monty said, putting his deck of cards in his jacket pocket. “I have some business here with me mate, so if you would excuse us.”

“Are you coming to the party later, Monty?” one of the girls asked.

“Satan himself couldn’t keep me away,” he said. “Give me ten minutes with me mate, and I’ll meet you’s after.”

Both girls smiled as one of them asked, “Is your friend coming too?”

Monty looked up at me. “You know what girls? I think he is. What do you say, Corvin? You up for some partyin’?”

“Erm…” I shook my head.

“He’ll be there,” Monty cut in. “Just give me ten minutes with him, and he’ll be raring to go.”

“Brilliant,” one girl said. “We’ll see you’s shortly then.”

I watched them go, dressed to the nines, their asses wiggling as they walked to a far table where they sat down and giggled drunkenly at each other. 

“Seriously,” I said, sitting down to a pint of Guinness that Monty had already bought for me. “You pick them younger every time.”

“What are you talking about?” Monty said. “They’re at least eighteen, the two of them.”

“That’s what I mean.”

He frowned for a second. “Do you I think I should go younger?”

“Jesus, no. Wise up.”

“I’m just fucking with you,” he said, slapping my arm, causing me to wince slightly as pain went through my chest.

I picked up my pint and drank about half of it in one go, and then I sat back in my seat as if it had been a long night. Which it had. An endless night. It was still frying my brain the fact that I was in Hell only an hour ago. 

“Anyway,” I said. “What did you want to tell me?”

Monty picked up some weird colored cocktail that he was drinking and took a sip before setting it back down again. “I did more digging into that secret cult, or whatever they are. I had no joy with the usual lines of inquiry, so I ended up hacking the Vatican computers.”

I stared at him. “You hacked the Vatican? Do you have a bloody death wish or something?”

“Relax,” he said, like it was nothing. “I was careful, and I didn’t get far, anyway. Their system is as tight as a duck’s hole, let me tell you.”

“It’s the bloody Vatican.”

“Still, I squeezed on in there a bit and got a look at some of their files.” He shook his head. “I tell you, bro, you wouldn’t believe some of the stuff they have on file. If the world found out about it, there’d be fucking World War Three.”

“Doesn’t surprise me.”

“Anyway, I ran a search on the serpent cult, and guess what I found?”

“What?”

“Nothin’.”

“Nothing? Nothing at all?”

“The Vatican has files on every cult and order that has ever been, no matter how obscure. But with the Order Of The Serpent⁠—”

“Nothing,” I said, shaking my head, considering the implications of that.

“What does that tell you?”

“That the Order either doesn’t exist, or they’ve managed the impossible and stayed secret except to a chosen few.”

“Well, we know it exists, right?”

I nodded. “Yeah, it’s been confirmed.”

“By who?”

“By you, for a start, and by the symbol, not to mention by one of its members, Adrina Ó Duinn.”

“As in the vampire Ó Duinns?”

I nodded. “Yes, not that she told me much, except that I’m connected to the Order. My name popped up in some prophecy or other. It’s all very vague.”

“Maybe you’re the chosen one,” Monty said. “Like Neo from The Matrix.”

“Wise up. I don’t know what’s going on. Adrina said someone would contact me when the time was right.”

“For what?”

I shrugged. “Fuck knows.”
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Once I’d finished my pint, I left Monty to it in the pub. He tried to talk me into going to the party with him, but I refused, explaining that I had to help Amelia out with something, to which he responded by asking me if I was still tapping that “sweet piece of ass.” I merely smiled and shook my head at him, saying bye to the two girls as I left.

From the pub, I drove to the flat to pick up some stuff for my trip to Kilkenny, and to get some rest before I did. I walked into the bookshop first to pick up my guitar from behind the desk, and when I did, I noticed a note on top of a pile of books, with a key on top of the note. When I picked the note up, I found it addressed to me, from Margaret.

Corvin,

I hope this note finds you well, and that you got back okay. I’m so sorry that you had to go there. However, tonight’s events were your fault, Corvin, and because of your actions, the two of us could’ve easily died. It will take me a long time to recover from this, and having to summon that demon. I won’t be back in the bookshop. I like you Corvin, but you are mixed up in things that I cannot be around. I’m sure you understand, and I hope you find someone trustworthy to work in the shop. 

Take care, Corvin.

Margaret

P.S. I hope you find what you are looking for.

Sighing, I put the note back on the table and pocketed the key. I was sad that Margaret wouldn’t be back, but I certainly wasn’t surprised after everything I put her through. 

As I stood staring into space for a moment, my eyes drifted toward a photograph of my mother hanging on the wall. Her fiercely intelligent green eyes said it all.

“Yeah, Ma,” I said to the photo. “I know…”
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Before I left for Kilkenny the next morning, I gave Amelia a call to see if she had gotten any viable information from the captive in her dungeon. When she answered, she was initially surprised that I was still in Dublin.

“I thought you’d be in Kilkenny by now,” she said.

“Something else came up that I had to take care of first,” I said. “It’s done now. I’ll be leaving shortly. Did you get anything from the Fantastic Mr. Fox?”

“He told me the cult my parents belonged to is still in operation down there.”

“In Kilkenny?”

“Apparently. They seem to be based there, but their members are from all over the country.”

“Do you know where exactly?”

“No idea. Fox said he drops off his packages, as he calls them, at different random locations, where they are picked up by a different person each time.”

“Names, descriptions?”

“He didn’t give me any. He says he can’t remember, and that he doesn’t pay them much attention.”

“Is Fox still alive even?”

“He is. I let him go yesterday.”

“What about justice?”

“Well, I was going to kill him, but Simoa persuaded me not to.”

“Did she now? Why?”

“She had the idea of using him by getting him to inform for us. The next time the cult orders a new victim, he will tell us.”

“Just like that? I thought his business was all about discretion.”

“It is, but we eventually persuaded him otherwise.”

“How?”

“You don’t need to know, except that we have him over a barrel. He’ll do as we say.”

“You and Simoa.”

“Yes. Is that a problem?”

I shook my head. “It’s your business, to which you seem to be taking to very well.”

“Don’t judge me, Corvin. I’m just doing what has to be done, as you always do. The world is dirty. You know that better than anyone.”

I couldn’t argue with her there. “What’s your end goal here, Amelia? What do you want out of this?”

She was silent for a second, then said, “Closure, I suppose.”

“Closure, as in…”

“Total annihilation.”

I couldn’t help but laugh, even though I knew she was serious. “So you want the whole cult wiped out?”

“Yes, the leaders, anyway.”

“Once we find out who they are.”

“Yes, and we will.”

I went silent for a moment as I thought about things. “Are you sure this is the right move? Things could get ugly. Wouldn’t it better to just⁠—”

“Let them go on sacrificing children?”

“I see your point.”

“Good, because I want them all dead.”

Inwardly, I sighed at the thought of more violence on the horizon. “Okay,” I said eventually. “I’ll head down to Kilkenny now, poke around and see what I can find.”

“If you’re there after tomorrow, I should be able to join you.”

I smiled at the thought. “I’ll look forward to it.”

“I’m sure you will.”

“Bye, Amelia.”

“Corvin?”

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

I smiled. “It’s the least I can do.”
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The drive to Kilkenny took me two hours from Dublin, and as soon as I got there, I drove straight to the house where Amelia grew up. It was just past noon, and although I had a hotel room booked in the city center, check-in wasn’t until three, so I decided to start my investigation first. 

My investigation, I thought with a wry smile as I drove up the narrow lane leading to the house. What was I now, some private detective, albeit an unpaid one? Or just a crusader with a cause? Or perhaps only a misguided fool who didn’t know any better? 

Or, maybe, I was all three things. Whatever the case, what I was doing these days felt right despite how messed up things often got. If nothing else, it felt like I was on the correct path, or some path at least, which was better than the wasteland I was wandering before.

The lane I drove up was flanked on both sides by hedgerows and overhanging trees that were in the process of shedding most of their leaves, though they still blocked out most of the light, creating the effect of driving through a shadowy tunnel that made me somewhat apprehensive, as if I was driving toward the hell house from Richard Matheson’s novel. 

The feeling only increased when I came to a large set of double gates fashioned from wrought iron and intertwined with brambles and ivy. As I stopped the car in front of them, I noticed the heavy chain wrapped around the middle, and the big padlock holding the chain together. Amelia never mentioned that the front gates would be secured, so I got out and used my magic to open the lock, removing the thick chain and placing it to one side on the ground before pushing open both gates. 

Then I got back in the car and drove through, coming onto a gravel drive that had weeds growing through it everywhere, the garden hedges at either side long in need of a trim. 

As the house came into view, I shook my head at its size. 

“I don’t think elves know the meaning of modest living,” I muttered to myself, stopping the car just in front of the immense house. 

As I gazed upon it, an eerie feeling came over me, which only increased when I stepped out of the car. 

Standing for a moment to soak up the atmosphere, I soon realized how quiet it was. There was hardly a sound, save for a few squawking crows in the distance. It wasn’t a good silence either, but a heavy, oppressive one that quickly unnerved me. 

Bad things had happened here, of that I was sure. It didn’t take my Touched abilities to know that. There was an air of darkness to the place, as if much blood had been spilled on the ground. 

And that was just the outside of the house. 

I dreaded to think what the inside was like, and I wondered how someone like Amelia could’ve grown up in a place like this—a place where evil practically hung in the air. 

I soon remembered my conversation with Óisín O’Faelin, when he had said the Tasar’s were of bad blood, polluted by the use of too much death magic over the years; magic which had carried on being used here until Amelia’s parents died.

Speaking of which, I thought it prudent that I get some details on Mr. and Mrs. Tasar. I figured the more I knew about them, the better. 

Taking out my phone, I sent Monty a text, asking him to get some background info for me. As I was finishing the text, I suddenly felt like I was being watched. I froze for a second, and then carried on texting, unwilling to turn around straight away and give away the fact that I knew someone was there. 

So I waited until I had finished texting and had put the phone away before spinning around quickly, expecting to see someone standing behind me.

But there was no one.

Frowning, I shook my head as I surveyed the overgrown garden, still feeling a presence somewhere, unsure now if someone was there, or if the bad vibes surrounding the house just had me on edge. 

Whatever the case, I remained vigilant as I crunched my way across the gravel and around the side of the Georgian house. I knew the cult I was investigating wouldn’t be opposed to sending out spies—or worse, an assassin—if they thought someone was threatening them. That’s not to say they even knew I was investigating them, or that Amelia was on to them, but you never know. Kilkenny is a small enough town, so if the cult was based here, it wasn’t beyond the realm of possibility that they would know most of what went on here, especially if people were sniffing around one of their past haunts. They may have picked up on the fact that Amelia had visited the house, and thus may have had the place watched ever since. My paranoia could’ve been getting the better of me, but as Hunter S. Thompson said, paranoia is just another word for ignorance, and I’d be damned if I would let my ignorance get me killed. 

So I kept my magic close to the surface as I rounded the corner of the ivy-covered house, on guard just in case someone ambushed me.

Around the side of the house was the large orchard that Amelia had mentioned, containing rows of gnarly looking apple trees that had long since dropped their fruit, and which lay rotting on the grass, providing a feast for the worms and other animals around the place. 

As I walked into the orchard, I waved away a few wasps that were hovering around the rotten apples, my boots unavoidably squashing the fruit underfoot as I moved between the trees. Soon, I stopped by a patch of freshly dug earth. There were a few other similar patches nearby as well; places where Amelia had dug up long-buried bones. Grabbing a branch from the ground, I used it to dig away some of the loose soil, stopping when I uncovered a length of bone that may once have been part of a child’s skeleton.

“Jesus…” I said as I examined the bone, knowing it was human. 

Disgusted, I put it back in the disturbed grave and covered it up with soil again. Then I stood and looked around, taking in the orchard’s size, wondering just how many bodies were buried around here. 

Whatever the number, I soon got the feeling the place was haunted by the restless spirits of those who were killed by the cult over the years. It was a known fact that people who were killed violently didn’t move on to the afterlife, at least not for a long time, or until they had outside help in the form of a medium or someone else who could converse with them. The house and the surrounding grounds were probably teeming with ghosts, which may explain why I still had the feeling that I was being watched by someone. 

Ghosts tended not to manifest physically all that much because of the energy it took to do so. Most ghosts made themselves known through poltergeist activity, or by forcing feelings of fear and terror into the living. If you had experience with them—which I didn’t, having only glimpsed one ghost in my time—you could converse with these spirits and help them move on. It was a specialist job, and there were only a few people around Dublin that I knew could do it. 

Maybe, I thought, I could contact one of them and tell them about this place. 

It didn’t seem fair that children, and adults, should be murdered so violently and have to hang around in limbo afterward. They should be allowed to move on, and if I could facilitate that happening, then I would.

As a chilly wind soon blew around me, I headed inside the house to see what I could find, despite the feeling in my gut telling me not to. If the grounds of the house contained bad vibes, the house itself had even worse ones, standing as it did like some ivy-covered demon constructed from bricks and mortar. I got the impression that if I dug deep enough into the bricks, they would bleed black as they oozed a tar-like ectoplasm. 

“Get a grip, will ya?” I told myself as I walked back around to the front door, my eyes darting all around as I did so, hyper-vigilant now. “It’s just a friggin’ house…”

Telling myself this didn’t make me feel any better. I had read enough accounts of real haunted houses over the years to know that they could be as dangerous as any living thing. In fact, haunted houses are a living thing, animated by whatever spirits that dwell within their walls. To be honest, I felt like getting into the car and driving into Kilkenny town to get a pint at the hotel bar, but I had promised Amelia I would investigate the inside of the house, so investigate I would.

The front door was locked, so I used a small blast of magical energy on it, which had the effect of snapping part of the old door frame as the door itself pushed against it. The cracking sound the wood made as it split seemed too loud in the heavy silence, and I couldn’t help but look behind me because of it, half expecting to see someone there, or perhaps one of the ghosts in physical form.

But I saw no one.

It appeared I was all alone as I stepped inside the house, unable to shake the feeling that I was walking straight into Hell again.
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As I expected, when I walked into the entrance hallway of the house, it was shrouded in gloom, with many corners filled with dark shadows that I had no wish to peer too far into. 

As I stood gazing around me, I soon noticed the damp dripping down the walls and the black mold that seemed to cover nearly every surface, as if the house itself was excreting it. The smell of rot was everywhere. 

An underlying and unmistakable presence pulsed within the walls, seeping its foul darkness from the plaster and the floorboards, making every surface damp and slick. I was so disgusted by the vileness surrounding me, I had no wish to enter any deeper into the house, even though I knew I had to. 

As if the house itself sensed my hesitation, the front door suddenly slammed hard behind me, making me jump in shock. 

“Fucking hell!” I exclaimed as I spun around to stare at the door, which had been blown shut by the wind. 

Or at least that’s what I told myself. It was the wind, and not the house itself, or the dark presence that inhabited it.

Turning around, I faced the staircase which appeared to have leafless vines wrapped around the balustrades the whole way up the stairs. Somehow, the vines had pushed up through the floor to infiltrate the house. They had even grown along the walls like thick tumors, adding further to the diseased look of the place. 

The house may have been grand at one time, but it wasn’t anymore. I couldn’t believe anyone had even lived here in the first place, especially Amelia. 

Was she aware of the evil presence in the house, of how her childhood home had become a monster unto itself because of everything that happened in it, or perhaps despite everything that had happened in it? 

Maybe the house was always a monster, I thought. Maybe it’s the real reason such evil acts ended up being committed here.

Whatever the case, every instinct I had was screaming for me to get out of the house before something bad happened. I even turned around and went to the front door, but found I could not open it no matter how hard I pulled, as if an unseen force was keeping it shut. 

I was about to use my magic to open the door when the sound of another door slamming made me spin around, my hand out and ready to unleash a blast of magic. It sounded like the door had slammed somewhere in the back of the house, and I was tempted to put it down to draughts, but I knew it wasn’t, especially when another door slammed several times against its frame to the left of the entrance hallway. I watched the door open and close by itself, knowing there was no way any draught was making it do so.

It was the house. Or whatever was in the house.

As my fear and adrenaline intensified, I heard footsteps to the right of me, and when I turned to look, I froze when I saw a figure standing to the side of the staircase. The gloom and shadow made it hard to make the figure out, but I soon realized it was a young boy of about eight or nine years of age. He was naked, and his chest and torso were covered in blood. His face was so shadowy that it looked like he had empty eye sockets and a gaping maw instead of a mouth.

For a long time, I just stood staring at the boy, who stared back at me like his primary motivation was to freak me out. 

Is he even real? 

No, he wasn’t. 

Or at least, he wasn’t alive in the traditional sense. 

I was looking at a ghost, not a living being.

“Hello?” I said, not expecting an answer as I walked slowly across the damp floor toward the ghostly form. 

But as I did, the boy turned and seemed to disappear into the wall. 

Against my better judgment, I walked by the staircase and soon noticed the door where the boy had just walked through. I stood for a minute as I built up the nerve to push on the door, having no idea what I would find on the other side of it. The door was heavy and appeared swollen by damp, making it hard even to open. I ended up having to slam my shoulder against it, which worked after two attempts, the door squeaking against the floorboards as I pushed on it, opening it just enough for me to squeeze through.

I soon found myself in a hallway filled with so much darkness, I could barely see. Raising my right hand, I held it out in front of me as a whitish magical light emanated from it, pushing back the darkness just enough for me to see. The walls on either side of me were soaking with damp, the paintings hanging on them now blacked out by mold. Ahead of me, I saw the beginnings of a staircase leading around a corner, but saw no sign of the ghost boy.

“Goddamn it…” I whispered, knowing I would have to see where those stairs led to. Knowing that I may not like what I found.

As I rounded the corner and went down the stone steps, I felt the temperature drop significantly. It was like walking down into a freezer, and I couldn’t help but shiver as I neared the bottom, emerging into what seemed like a temple of some sort. The only light I had to see by was the light coming from my hand, which I increased in intensity so I could better make out where I was. 

The room was a large square, with thick columns set against the stone walls on either side. As I held my hand near one column, it surprised me to see it was covered in Egyptian hieroglyphs. They were carved into all the columns, in fact, and seemed to depict a story about an Egyptian serpent god. 

Though I didn’t realize which one until I saw the huge mural painted on the back wall, in front of which was an altar made of stone that had dark patches all over it, a remnant of the blood that had been spilled on it over the years. Holding my hand aloft to cast light upon the mural, I took in the image of the massive serpent with two mouths and three sets of legs that ended in three clawed toes. It was the fiercest-looking serpent I had ever seen, and it sent a deep chill through me just looking at it. 

Having read about ancient Egyptian mythology over the years, I knew the serpent’s name was Apep, known as the evil god of darkness and the archenemy of the sun god, Ra. 

He was also considered the embodiment of chaos and sought to bring about the end of light and life within the mortal universe and plunge it into darkness, before proceeding to take the throne himself and rule over all gods and worlds. 

Apep had the distinction as well of being the only Egyptian god who wasn’t prayed to, and temples in his name only existed to keep him away. 

In short, Apep was so dark and evil that no one dared to have anything to do with him, ever. 

Except for Amelia’s parents and their crazy cult, it seemed.

“My god…” I said as my breath plumed out in front of me. “This is fucked up…”

So I was looking at another serpent cult, though this one seemed more extreme and malevolent than the Order Of The Serpent. 

When I sensed a presence behind me, I turned around to see the ghost boy standing there, thin arms by his sides as he stared at me. 

A second later, the whole temple was transformed. 

In the blink of an eye, there were burning torches set into the walls, and the temple itself became filled with people in dark robes. 

“What the fuck?” I said as I looked around me, suddenly worried that everyone in the room could see me. It was only when one of them walked right through me did I realize they weren’t there, and that I was looking at some after-image or manifested memory created by the ghost boy, who still stood in the center of the room, staring at me, willing me to see.

As I looked around, I counted about a dozen people in the room, all standing around in a circle as they spoke in an Ancient Egyptian dialect, sounding like they were reciting the lines from a prayer. Once or twice I heard them say Apep’s name in tones of reverence.

When I looked at the ghost boy, he raised an arm and pointed just behind me at the altar. Turning around, I was shocked to see the same boy lying naked across the stone surface of the altar, barely conscious, as if someone had drugged him to keep him compliant.

From the circle, one of the robed figures stepped forward and walked to the foot of the altar, producing a long sacrificial dagger from his robes and holding it aloft above the boy’s chest as he recited more sinister-sounding prayers. At that point, the mural on the wall moved, and it soon felt like I was tripping on LSD as the painted depiction of Apep came to life and moved in a circular motion around the wall. 

When the robed figure brought the dagger down on the boy, I had to look away.

“Enough,” I said to the ghost boy. “I’ve seen enough.”

But the ghost boy disagreed, for he showed me further rituals involving the same dozen robed individuals, some of whom I could tell were elves, others human and Touched, and at least one a vampire. 

I witnessed at least a dozen or more human sacrifices before the ghost boy finally made the visions stop. When he did, I looked at him with a renewed pity. 

“I’m sorry,” I told him, not knowing what else to say.﻿

The ghost boy didn’t seem too perturbed by any of what just transpired, as if his only concern was showing someone what went on here years ago, though to what end I still wasn’t sure. 

Was he expecting me to do something about it all? Was he seeking justice so he could finally move on?

Before I could determine his intentions, the ghost boy walked to the steps, stopping at the foot of them to turn around and look at me, as if beckoning me to follow him. 

Needing no further excuse to leave the cold and unsettling confines of the temple, I quickly made my way across the floor and up the steps after him, soon finding myself back in the main entrance hall as the boy floated up the old staircase like he was on rails.

But he didn’t get very far.

As I was about to follow him, I froze in fright when something huge and black suddenly burst up out of the stairs and consumed the boy in one bite, swallowing him whole in its gaping maw. My eyes bulged from their sockets as I stared at the shapeless mass now hovering just above the stairs, representing a dark energy that was as evil as anything I had ever come across.

When the thing made an ear-splitting screeching sound, it shook me out of my fear stance, and I turned and bolted for the front door, blasting it with my magic before I got near it, blowing it off its hinges, the door landing on the front steps. 

As I ran, I felt the close presence of the ghost or whatever it was behind me, still screeching as it came after me. It was only when I reached the doorway did I feel its cold touch on the back of my neck, and I screamed in shock as I practically threw myself through the doorway, almost falling down the steps outside in my bid to escape the specter in the house.

Once I was outside, I ran for another few seconds before daring to stop and turn around. When I did, I saw the shapeless form hovering inside the house by the front doorway. 

When it finally drew back into the gloomy confines of the house again, I swore I heard it laugh.
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My hands shook on the steering wheel as I recklessly drove the car through the gates of the house and down the narrow lane. When I got to the junction, I drove straight out onto the main road without even looking to see if any other cars were coming, consequently almost hitting a tractor as it veered to avoid me. I slammed on the brakes as the farmer driving the tractor looked behind him and scowled at me, shaking his head in anger. Barely acknowledging him, I sped off in the opposite direction, my heart still pounding, my breathing erratic. 

The only thing I wanted to do was put as much distance between myself and the Tasar house as possible. 

I drove furiously for three miles before I finally pulled over by the side of the road to pause for breath and try to get a grip on myself.

Whatever that thing was inside the house, it had scared the shit out of me. Nothing I had ever encountered before had had such a penetrating effect on me as that black, shapeless thing of evil.  

I also wondered about the boy. That thing appeared to have eaten the boy somehow. What would the effect of that be when the boy was already dead? Had that thing consumed the boy’s remaining spirit or was that little performance just for show, to scare me? For all I knew, the boy had been in on it.

“Fuck it,” I said. “I need a drink… and a new line of work.”

Pulling out onto the road again, I headed for Kilkenny town.
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Despite Kilkenny being labeled as a city, it is, in fact, a town—the seventh-largest in Ireland. The town itself has a very medieval feel to it, and if I’m not mistaken, it was at one time the capital city of Ireland for a short period. It also has the distinction of once being the home to Dame Alice Kyteler, who in 1323 or thereabouts became the first person in Ireland to be condemned as a witch. She never stood trial, however, and used her wealth to flee the country, leaving behind her servant, Petronilla de Meath, to be flogged and then burned to death at the stake. 

These days, Kilkenny is known more for its hurling exploits than its history of witchcraft, and like nearly all towns and cities on the island, has succumbed to the lure of commerce and tourism, drawing in people to visit the likes of Kilkenny Castle or one of the many cathedrals in the area. With all the old granite architecture and round towers, Kilkenny is a pretty cool place. 

But as I drove into the town center, I didn’t much care about how cool the place was. The only thing I cared about was hitting the hotel bar so I could order a whiskey or three to calm my nerves. What with Delaney kidnapping Margaret, my visit to Hell and now getting chased out of a haunted house by god knows what, my nerves were fraying more than a little. 

So much had happened over a short space of time since my mother died that I’d hardly had a chance to catch my breath. The least I could do was take five minutes in the hotel bar before going out and seeking my next dicey encounter.

Having parked the car in the carpark across from the Hibernian hotel, I headed inside and got myself checked in, not even bothering to go to my room first, but heading straight for the Hibernian Bar. 

The bar had a traditional style to it, all dark wood and deep red plaster. It felt almost homely as I walked in, clearly designed to be a welcoming, relaxing sort of place, which is exactly what I needed.

After ordering a whiskey at the bar, I took my drink and sat down at one of the corner tables, leaning back against the leather seat as I released a long sigh. 

For the next ten minutes, I drank two whiskeys as I stared out to the street, watching the people go by, reflecting on the fact that most of them did not know what dark things existed in the world. I envied them because their mind and soul weren’t at risk from the hidden evil and knowledge of the world, at least not in the way my kind are. My kind—those who are Touched or non-human—are always at risk from something. Of course, it helps if you don’t poke the darkness with a big stick, which is what I seemed to be doing a lot lately. And I was discovering to my detriment that if you poked the darkness, it damn well poked you right back.

Speaking of poking, I took out my phone and called Amelia. “Did you know your old house was bloody haunted?” I asked her when she picked up.

“Hello, Corvin,” she said. “Nice to hear from you, too.”

“Don’t,” I said as I signaled to the barmaid for another whiskey. “I’m in a bar trying to calm my damn nerves.”

“Why, what happened?”

I snorted as I shook my head. “What happened was I met a ghost boy inside the house who showed me visions of what went on there years ago, visions involving death magic rituals and child sacrifice. And then—” I stopped to smile at the red-headed barmaid as she brought my drink down to me. When she left, I carried on. “And then, ghost boy gets eaten by some dark spirit or demon or whatever the hell it was, something that seems to live in the house. It scared the shit out of me. I couldn’t get away from the place quick enough.” When Amelia remained silent, I asked, “Are you smiling to yourself? You think this is funny, don’t you?”

“It’s not like you to be so easily spooked,” she said, sounding like she was indeed smiling.

“You haven’t seen this thing. It’s pure fucking evil. Or maybe you have seen it, and that’s why you wouldn’t go into the house.”

… “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I figured the victims might haunt the place, but as for any…what did you say it was?”

“I didn’t, not really. It’s a dark spirit or something. Some manifestation brought about by the evil that went on in the house.” I shook my head. “I mean, Jesus Amelia, this cult your parents belonged to, they worshipped an Egyptian god called Apep, who is probably the darkest, most evil motherfucker there is. This guy would put any demon you care to mention to shame. I can’t believe you grew up around that shit.”

“Neither can I,” she said. “And I know about Apep. I’ve been to the temple. It was built a few years before my parents were killed.”

“What were they like before that? Your parents, I mean. Were they always into bad shit?”

“I don’t know. Maybe. I was young, and whatever they did, they hid it from me.”

“So they hid the fact that they were killing children… from their own child.”

“Yes, thank you, Corvin,” she snapped. “I’m aware of how messed up it all is.”

“It’s a little more than messed up. It’s sick, Amelia.”

“Which is why I’m trying to do something about it now. Are you trying to make me feel bad or something? If you are, you’re doing a good job of it.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry, I’m still a bit shook up, that’s all. The whole thing is disturbing beyond words.”

“I know it is, and I appreciate you helping me put an end to it all.”

“What about the Fantastic Mr. Fox?” I asked her. “Any word from him?”

“Not yet. He said he’d let us know the second the cult got in contact again.”

A frown came over my face as I thought of something. “So we’re going to allow Fox to kidnap another innocent kid so he can stage a meeting with a representative of the cult?”

“I know it sounds bad, but it’s the only way.”

“So what happens after the meeting? Are you planning on snatching whoever is there or following them?”

“I’m not sure. What do you think?”

“Do you think you can make them talk?”

“Probably.”

“Then we snatch the fucker, or fuckers, whatever the case may be. At least that way, we can save the kid. And what about Fox? Are you just going to let him go on his way again?”

Amelia sighed somewhat indignantly. “You seem to have got it into your head that I’m some crusader, or that I’m obliged to take the moral high-ground when I’m not.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that. My philosophy was to help whenever I could and to bring about justice whenever circumstances allowed. Was I wrong for wanting to do that? Was it my place to do it? And if it wasn’t my place, then whose place was it? The Council? The police? Don’t make me laugh. “I’m going,” I said after a moment. “I need to decide what my next move will be. I don’t have any leads yet, so I need to find one.”

“Okay,” she said, awkwardly this time. “Call me if you learn anything new.”

“Sure. Bye, Amelia.”

I couldn’t help feeling a little angry at Amelia for putting me in this situation. I understood why she was doing what she was doing, and I supported her doing it if only to prevent further innocent lives being lost. But the way she was going about it felt a little too manipulative, as if I was just another member of her organization, which I wasn’t, not by a long shot. Her willingness to turn a blind eye, and to put others at risk to reach her goals, also made me uncomfortable. She was happy enough to let Fox snatch another kid if it meant she got the information she needed, which is something I wouldn’t do myself. I’d find another way, rather than risk another innocent kid’s life.

“You look like you’re having a rough day.”

I looked up to see some guy standing there. He seemed overdressed in an expensive dark suit and long overcoat, ridiculously good-looking, perfectly groomed with short, light brown hair that glistened with whatever he had in it. I put him somewhere around his late thirties, though he had a boyish appearance that made him seem younger. His brown eyes shone as he smiled at me.

“Listen, mate,” I said. “Whatever you are selling, I’m not interested. I’m just here for a quiet drink, so if you don’t mind…”

The man’s smile never faltered. “You have me wrong,” he said, his accent southern, but I couldn’t tell where from. “I didn’t come over here to sell you anything.”

I frowned. “So what do you want?”

He smiled again as he edged toward the chair opposite me. “May I?” 

He was sitting before I could even protest. “I do, actually.”

“Don’t worry. This won’t take long.”

“What won’t?” 

My suspicion was aroused now, especially when I looked past him to see another man at the bar who stood staring at me. This man was older, his suit shabbier, his face grizzled and hard, his stare intense. 

Who the hell are these two clowns? 

“I’m just here to give you some advice, Mr. Chance,” the man in front of me said.

I stared at him. “How do you know my name?”

He smiled as if this was all just a friendly encounter, which I knew it wasn’t. “It doesn’t matter how I know your name, Corvin. Can I call you Corvin? First names are always better, I think. Our fathers are called mister, isn’t that right?”

I glanced at the man at the bar again, who was still staring intently at me as though he were waiting just to come over and wring my neck. 

“What is this?” I asked. “Who are you with? And why does your friend over there look like he wants to kill me?”

Sharp-Dressed Man looked over his shoulder at his mate and smiled before looking back to me. “Don’t worry about him. He wants to kill everyone.” 

“What’s your name?”

“You can call me Jared.”

“What the hell do you want, Jared?”

“I’m just here to give you some friendly advice.”

“Oh yeah? It doesn’t seem too friendly to me, despite your plastic smile.”

His smile disappeared as he narrowed his eyes at me. “Believe me, Corvin, this a lot more friendly than what my friend over there wanted to do.”

“Which was?”

“Let’s not go there,” he said as his smile returned. “Not yet, anyway.”

I sighed, pissed off at his intrusion and not-so-subtle threats. “You’ve got thirty seconds to say what you have to say and leave this table, Jared, before I get irate and do something neither of us will like, but you even less so.”

Jared nodded as he looked away for a second. “Are you going to use your magic on me?” He smiled as he looked at me again.

How the hell did he know so much about me? He wasn’t Touched so he wouldn’t have been able to tell if I was or not. Neither did he appear to be a creature of any kind. He was just a human. 

“I will ask you one more time,” I said in measured tones. “Who are you, and what the fuck do you want?”

“I’m merely a messenger,” he said.

“From whom?”

“It doesn’t matter. The message is that you would do well to stay out of things that don’t concern you, and to leave Kilkenny and go back to Dublin where you belong.”

“Stay out of what things exactly?”

“The old Tasar house for one.”

I smiled as I nodded to myself. “I see what’s happening here now. You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

“One of whom?”

“The cult,” I said. “The one who worships Apep, and likes to dabble in death magic.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” he said. 

“Bullshit. You know exactly what I’m talking about. If you didn’t, you wouldn’t be here trying to strong-arm me out of town.”

“No one’s strong-arming anyone. I’m just telling you it would be in your best interests to leave this place before⁠—” 

“Before what?”

“Before something bad befalls you. Accidents happen when you least expect them.”

I leaned forward slightly on the table. “You know what else can happen when you least expect it?”

“What?” he asked, humoring me.

“Magic.” 

A tiny bolt of lightning energy left my fingertip and hit him on the chest, causing him to wince and jump back in his seat. 

As soon as I did it, the man at the bar started walking toward us, but Jared raised a hand, and the man stopped walking. 

“That was ill-advised of you,” Jared said. “Especially when I was trying to keep things civil.”

“We are keeping things civil,” I said. “I’m being civil when I tell you to fuck off and leave me alone.”

Jared smoothed his suit as if the bolt of magic had ruffled it and then stood up. “You’ve been warned, Chance. Whatever happens next is down to you.”

“That’s right,” I said as I stood up to face him. “It is, and you would do well to remember that.”

He stared at me for a moment and then nodded as if he had made up his mind about something. “Very well, then. Enjoy the rest of your short time here. See Kilkenny Castle if you haven’t already. You might as well see something of the place before you die.”

“I’ll bear that in mind. Bye, Jared.”

He smiled one last time before turning around and leaving, his heavyset friend giving me a last look of death before the two of them walked out of the bar.
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The hotel room was mid-sized and plushly furnished, though I couldn’t care less about how it looked. It was positively luxurious compared to some dives I’ve stayed in while on tour. Anyway, the only thing I cared about was the minibar, and those little packets of biscuits they leave next to the coffee and stuff. As I munched on a chocolate orange short biscuit, I opened the minibar and took out a bottle of beer, which I opened and washed down the biscuit with, which wasn’t the best of combinations, and I winced at the taste as I swallowed.

Lying on the queen-sized bed, I called Amelia again. 

“What’s happened?” she asked when she answered. “Did you get chased by ghosts again?”

“Ha bloody ha,” I replied. “That was no laughing matter.”

“I know, I’m just kidding. What’s up?”

“I was in the hotel bar earlier when I got a visit from two guys in suits.”

“Okay, so who were they then?”

“Members of the cult, I think. They never confirmed it, but I know they are.”

Amelia went silent for a second, then asked, “What did they want?”

“I think a better question is, how did they know who I was? I only just got here this morning.”

“Maybe they saw you at the house.”

“How would they have known I was even there?”

“They could be watching the place. Last time I was there, I got the impression I was being watched by someone.”

“Maybe the ghosts informed them, or bloody Apep.”

She snorted as if this was funny. “Hardly. More like they know who I am, and who my parents were. They must’ve gotten wind I was snooping around town. They’ve obviously been on alert ever since. Did you notice any cameras around the house?”

“No, I didn’t, though I wasn’t looking for hidden cameras, to be honest.”

“Well, however they found out about you, the fact is they did. What did they say?”

“In a nutshell, that I would meet with an unfortunate accident if I didn’t get out of town soon.”

“They threatened you?”

“Not in so many words, but they made it clear they didn’t want me snooping around.”

“So they know we’re onto them. What are you going to do?”

“I’ll keep up the investigation.”

“Really?” She sounded surprised. “You think that’s wise? It’s not safe. You know what these people are capable of.”

I shrugged as I swigged from the bottle of beer. “I’m sure I can handle whatever they throw at me. Besides, you risked your life for me when you showed up in Cork. I owe you.”

“I already owed you for saving me from Iolas. You owe me nothing, Corvin.”

“Regardless, I want to see these fuckers taken down. I’m staying until I find out who the leader is and where they are. If we take down the leader, the whole cult should crumble.”

“I agree. Do you want me to send down some orcs for extra security?”

“The orcs? Jesus no, they’d stick out like a sore thumb around here.”

“That’s the point, Corvin. They’re supposed to be a visible presence.”

I shook my head at the thought of having a band of orcs hanging around me all day as they gave me stinking looks for not being one of them. “I’ll pass on the orcs, thanks. I’ll be fine on my own.”

“Until you’re not.”

“Careful, Amelia,” I said. “You sound like you care what happens to me.”

“Of course I care,” she said, sounding offended.

“Relax, I was kidding. I know you do.”

Amelia tutted down the phone. “Keep me informed, and at least try to be careful. This cult is no joke.”

“All cults are a joke.”

“You know what I mean.”

“I’ll try to be careful. I thought you were coming down here tomorrow, anyway.”

“I might not make it now. One of my dealers got shot this morning. I have to find out what happened.”

“One of your dealers? Jesus, do you know what you sound like?”

“Like someone in charge of a business,” she said. “If people want to put shit in their veins, that’s their problem, not mine. And before you say anything else, me pulling out of the drug business won’t change anything either. It will just make things worse. We’ve already discussed this Corvin, and I wish you wouldn’t judge me.”

“You’re right,” I said. “Fuck it. The world is what it is, and business is business.”

“Exactly. I have to go now. Don’t do anything stupid down there. Play it safe until we get more information.”

I would probably have to do the opposite to get said information, but I never told her that.
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I must have dozed off on the bed, for the next thing I knew I was waking up, and it was dark outside. Feeling like shit, I groaned and grabbed my phone from beside me and looked at it, noticing that it was after 8.00 p.m. I also had a text from Monty saying: CHECK UR EMAIL

When I opened the Gmail app on my phone, I saw Monty’s email at the top of my inbox, with the subject line: THE TASARS.

In the email, Monty had written:

Yo. Here’s the info you asked for. Sorry there’s not much. There wasn’t any internet back in those days. Let me know if there’s anything else you need.

Attached to the email was a text document, which I opened straight away as I rubbed the sleep from my eyes. Monty wasn’t kidding when he said there wasn’t much. He wrote the following:

Faelyn Tasar, birth date unknown, died 1987 (?), worked as an accountant, involved in some capacity with the Elven Council.

Shaerra Tasar, birth date unknown, worked as a corporate lawyer according to some records, name on various other small businesses as an investor. Died 1987 (?).

I’m afraid that’s all I could find, bro. Digital records that far back are few and far between, plus it seems these elves keep their business locked up tight. If you wanted to find out more, you would have to access the Pointy-Eared One’s records. Maybe Amelia could help you out there?

I shook my head and sighed as I finished reading the email. 

What a waste of time, I thought. 

I should’ve known Monty wouldn’t be able to find much. 

I could call Amelia and ask her to give me whatever information she had on her parents, but I doubted she knew much more than what Monty uncovered. She was just a kid when her parents were alive. Not only that, whatever documented history there was of her parents, it was no doubt either erased or covered up by Iolas after he killed his brother and sister-in-law. 

Speaking of which, it still wasn’t clear why Iolas had killed Amelia’s parents. Was it because of what they were doing with the cult, or was it because of something else, something unrelated?

Whatever the case, there was only one person who could answer those questions and possibly possess some helpful information regarding not only Amelia’s parents but also the cult, and that was Iolas himself. 

I would have to talk to him in person at some point, assuming that first, he was still in Ireland, and second, that he even agreed to talk to me at all, considering it was me who got him locked up. If I were Iolas, I would hate me, and certainly wouldn’t want to help. But I knew Iolas would know a lot about the cult we were dealing with, so I had to at least try to contact him.

Picking up my phone again, I found Benedict Bonneville’s number and called him.

“Corvin Chance,” he said upon answering. “I’m surprised to hear from you. I thought you had all but forgotten your responsibilities.”

I frowned. “My responsibilities?”

“To the Council.”

“I don’t have responsibilities to the Council. What are you talking about, Benedict?”

“No, but you should have. A man of your skills and talents should work for the greater good.”

“I’m already doing that on my own.”

“Ah yes, Chance the lone wolf,” he balked in his clipped English accent. “You’d achieve a lot more as part of a pack, you know.”

“As part of your pack, you mean?”

“Of course.”

“I’m happy as I am, Benedict, for the time being at least. I’ve got my own stuff going on at the minute, anyway.”

“Of course you do, which is why you are phoning me now, isn’t that right? You need something.”

“I do.”

Benedict chuckled slightly. “So you won’t come and work for me, but you are okay with phoning me every time you need something?”

“It’s not like that, Benedict. This is for the greater good, as you said.”

“Whose greater good? Yours?”

“Don’t be a dick, Benedict,” I said, annoyed by his attitude. “This is important and doesn’t concern me at all. People have died and will continue to die if I don’t do something.”

He sighed down the phone. “Okay, Corvin, I’ll play along. What is it you need?”

“A sit-down with Iolas Tasar.”

Benedict went silent for a minute and then laughed as though I’d told him some funny joke. “A sit-down? You realize you are the last person on Earth Iolas would want to see?”

“Is he still here in Ireland or have you moved him to some black site somewhere?”

“Black site? We’re not the bloody C.I.A., Corvin.”

“So he’s still in Ireland?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

He went silent again, then asked, “What is this about, Corvin? It would have to be important for me to sign off on this.”

“I just told you lives are at stake.”

“At stake from whom exactly?”

I shook my head, unwilling to go into too much detail with him. “A cult who uses kids for human sacrifice in black masses dedicated to the Egyptian god, Apep. You ever hear of anything like that?”

“Apep, eh? A delightful character to worship. No, I’ve never heard of such a cult. As small as your country is, you have a lot going in it, much of which is unknown to the Council. You Irish are a fiercely independent lot.”

“That’s what happens when you have to put up with millennia of terrorism from despot invaders.”

Benedict laughed. “Yes, I suppose so. Us Brits like to throw our weight around, don’t we?”

“You and many others, but let’s not go there.”

“Yes, let’s not.”

I paused for a second, then asked, “So are you going to help me or not, Benedict?”

“Yes, why not?” he said. “If it saves lives. That’s what we’re all about, isn’t it?”

I knew full well, as did he, that saving lives was not the primary concern of the Council. The chief concern of the Council, just like any established institution, was self-preservation and the furthering of its interests. Still, I wasn’t about to say to that to Benedict, who was no doubt institutionalized himself, and wouldn’t hear tell of such heresy. “Yes, it is.”

“I can get you your sit-down as you call it, but there’s no guarantee Iolas will talk to you.”

“Get me a meeting. I’ll worry about the rest.”

“Okay. Wait to hear from me, then.”

“How long?”

“There’s some red tape to cut through first, and since you don’t belong to the Council, there will be more than normal. It shouldn’t take more than a day or two.”

“A day or two?”

“You were hoping it would be sooner? That’s very naïve of you.”

“Alright. Just let me know when you get it sorted.”

“Will do. And Corvin?”

“Yes?”

“I won’t be doing this out of the goodness of my heart, you know? You’ll owe me after this.”

I nodded, unsurprised. “Fair enough.”

“As long as you know what that means.”

“What does it mean?”

“You’ll find out when the time comes. It was good speaking to you again, Corvin. Take care now, won’t you?”

“I’ll do my best. Thanks, Benedict.”

When I hung up the phone, I continued to sit on the bed for a while as I contemplated what he meant when he said I would owe him. No doubt he’d have me working for him at some point. If that was the case, then so be it. I’d worry about it when it happened. Until then, I would have to hope that he’d be able to get me in to see Iolas and that Iolas would talk if he did. Which I was sure he would. If Iolas were locked up 24/7, then he would no doubt relish the chance to speak to someone at length.

Even if that someone was me.
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Rather than sit inside my hotel room all night staring at the walls, I headed into town to sit inside one of the many pubs there instead. After a brief walk in the chilly night air, I ended up in Kyteler’s Inn, which held quite the crowd as I walked in. The inn used to be the home of Alice Kyteler, whom I mentioned earlier as being the first person in Ireland to be condemned as a witch. After she fled the country in 1324, her home was turned into the watering hole that still stands today. 

The inn was high-ceilinged and modestly decorated, having a massive fireplace set into one wall, with a suit of medieval armor hanging beside it, as if the ghost of the person who once wore it was still standing guard over the place. 

Speaking of ghosts, the inn was said to be haunted, and when I walked in, I got that impression. My increased sensitivity to these things made me think so anyway, as the hair on the back of my neck stood up while I waited at the bar for my drink. There was an energy in the air, and even though I couldn’t see any ghosts flying over the heads of the customers, I knew they were skulking around somewhere, invisible to everyone here, perhaps looking on forlornly as the living had their fun. 

When I got my pint of Guinness, I found an empty table in the inn’s corner, away from most of the crowd. For the next while, I just sat there quietly drinking as I soaked up the relaxed atmosphere of the place. 

Until I spotted someone standing at the bar who kept stealing glances at me. It was a young guy in his early twenties, dressed in a T-shirt and jeans despite the cold weather, his somewhat bloated physique bulging against his top as if he’d done too many steroids. His hair was reddish and close-cropped, his face full of acne. 

At first, I thought the guy was catching my eye by accident, as there was a group of girls sitting by a table near to me. I thought it was maybe them he was looking at as he tried to get their attention. But as time went by, I caught the guy staring at me too many times for it to be accidental. 

There was no doubt he had an interest in me for whatever reason. A reason that wasn’t too hard to work out given the threats made to me earlier. It would seem that Jared was having an eye kept on me. Maybe it was more than that. Perhaps the guy at the bar was waiting for me to leave so he could jump me outside.

Well, I thought. There’s only one way to find out if that’s true or not.

Draining the last of my pint, I placed the empty glass on the table and crossed the floor to the front doors, glancing as I did at the young bruiser at the bar, nodding my head at him just to let him know I was onto him. He stared back, seemingly unconcerned that his cover was blown, not seeming in any hurry to follow me out as he continued to stand with his half-empty pint glass.

When I got outside, I zipped up my jacket against the cold and started walking down the street, unsure of where I wanted to go. At this point, I was only worried if the guy from the bar would follow, which he didn’t appear to be doing. I even stopped down the street to stare back at the pub as I waited for him to exit, but he never did.

Maybe I was wrong about him, I thought. 

Maybe the guy was just one of those insecure types that you often meet in bars, guys who think it manly to stare menacingly at other men to exert their dominance, and sometimes to start a fight. The longer I waited on the street, the more it became clear that the guy from the bar had nothing to do with anything. Otherwise, he would have been out following me by now.

Shaking my head, I decided to hit another bar before heading back to the hotel, hoping to wake up tomorrow with news from Benedict. 

But as I turned around, I immediately walked right into somebody who was standing just behind me. I was about to apologize when I looked at the person’s face and realized straight away that it belonged to the man from the hotel bar, Jared’s silent and intimidating sidekick. Up this close, he was even scarier than he was in the bar, and he stared at me with dead gray eyes for a second, long enough for me to know that he wasn’t about to let me pass.

Before I could even react, the man in the shabby dark suit swung his fist at my jaw, giving no indication that he would do so. The second his knuckles connected with my mandible, I knew I was a goner. For a split second, I saw stars before my vision turned black, and I felt myself fall to the ground.

A second later, I was out for the count.
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When I woke up, I knew there was something wrong. Something didn’t feel right. 

I couldn’t move, and I soon realized my arms and legs had been zip-tied, with my arms being forced behind my back. Underneath me, it felt cold, like metal, and I had the sensation of movement as well. 

I tried to sit up, but couldn’t. My whole body felt like it was made from rubber. More than that, I could hardly think either. My mind seemed to have turned to mush, preventing me from organizing or holding onto any thought for longer than a second. My vision too was blurry, with things fading in and out as if I’d just necked a full bottle of whiskey in one go.

Then I heard a voice that sounded like it was coming from very far away, a voice that I recognized but couldn’t think who it belonged to. 

“You’re awake I see,” the voice said, sounding digitally manipulated, pulled and stretched so much it was difficult even to comprehend the meaning of what it was trying to impart. “In case you’re wondering, Mr. Chance, we have drugged you to stop you from using your magic. Enjoy the trip,” the voice added. “It will be your last.”

From some distant part of my mind, the name Jared floated into my distorted consciousness, and on some level, I realized that he and the cult had abducted me, and I was lying in the back of a moving vehicle. 

Beyond that, I knew little anything. I hardly knew my name, for god’s sake. Whatever drug they had given me, it was seriously messing with my mind, to where I was hallucinating badly, and not in a good way. I was seeing the faces of demons that would suddenly morph into the face of my mother and father, and into the faces of all those I had dealt with recently—Drakkar, Hedrema, Sorcha, Iolas, even the bloodied face of the child killer I helped Drakkar murder in that Cork prison. 

Everything was swirling and blending and morphing and twisting, so much so I ended up vomiting and lying there in a pool of sick as Jared chuckled to himself like a demon watching a damned soul trying to escape their torment in Hell.

Whatever drug they had given me—a huge dose of LSD perhaps?—it was serving its purpose well, which in this case was to keep me subdued and unable to access my magic. I didn’t have the concentration to tap into my powers, never mind use them to escape. I was fucked, and entirely at the mercy of Jared and whoever else was with him.

What felt like hours later, the sense of motion beneath me finally stopped as I continued to lie there, my face covered in vomit, though I didn’t care about that. I was more worried about the fact that demons were whispering in my ear and poking their long fingers into my jellied brains, scraping their fingernails against the inside of my skull, the noise like fingernails on a blackboard, but magnified to excruciating levels. 

“Stop… just stop… please…” I was muttering to myself.

“Are you having fun there, Corvin?” Jared asked, sounding like he was bellowing into my ear, causing me to shut my eyes and shudder. When he laughed, his voice sounded slowed right down to a sickening crawl, the impossible bass tones of it making me feel ill again.

But before I could vomit up any more of the Guinness in my stomach, I was lifted and then dragged out of the vehicle back out into the freezing night air that shocked the breath out of me and caused my mind to come into full focus, long enough for me to see that two men were holding me up as they dragged me along a pathway and then down onto a grassy bank. Walking just ahead was Jared and the man who had knocked me out on the street.

“We thought it might be a pleasant night for a swim in the river,” Jared was saying as the river he talked about loomed in my line of sight, looking to me like a huge black snake slithering its way slowly over the land. “I hear the water is lovely at this time of year.”

Something like anger boiled up in me as Jared’s voice reached me, though I was too fucked up to do anything about it. Deep-seated survival instincts were screaming at me like people on a distant shore, but I was so far out in the vast lake of my mind that I could barely hear them. 

I was no stranger to tripping. I had taken LSD in the past, and what one might term as ‘heroic’ doses of magic mushrooms, so I wasn’t exactly a lightweight when it came to hallucinogens. Which meant that Jared had given me a massive dose, well beyond what I or any normal person would be used to. If he was trying to kill me with the drugs alone, he was doing a good job of it, at least in my mind. 

If I ever survived this encounter—and let’s be honest, it was looking unlikely that I would—I would have flashbacks for months or years afterward.

But that’s if I survived. 

My mind wasn’t that addled that I didn’t know what was coming next. The bastards were going to dump me into the river, probably with my arms and legs still zip-tied.

“Over here looks like a nice spot,” Jared said, suddenly veering left, the two men holding me changing direction as they dragged me ever nearer the hungry snake that couldn’t wait to swallow me whole.

At some point, the men holding me stopped walking, and I suddenly found myself facing Jared’s now grotesquely handsome face, his eyes and lips seeming out of all proportion to the rest of his features, made all the worse because his head would split into two and then three, each head seeming to slide behind one another, so I didn’t know where to focus.

“My my,” Jared said, laughing to himself. “You are pretty messed up there, aren’t you? You should see your eyes, Corvin. They make you look crazy and terrified at the same time.”

“I’m—” I started to say but stopped when I found I couldn’t form the words, either in my mind or with my mouth.

“What’s that?” Jared said, leaning closer. “What are you trying to say?”

“—kill—”

“Kill?” He laughed, as did the two men holding me. The other man, Jared’s older sidekick, remained silent. “Do you mean you want to kill me? Or do you mean, are we going to kill you?”

I tried to speak again, but found my jaw too slack to do so.

“I understand if you want to kill me, Corvin,” Jared said. “And I’m sure if things were different, you might do it. But things are not different, are they? You’re tied up by the side of a river, and so full of drugs you can’t even hold yourself up. You are the one who will die here, Corvin, my friend.”

My lips were moving, but nothing but garbled nonsense was coming out. Jared stood there frowning at me like I was some pathetic old dog that needed to be put down as soon as possible. Then he shook his head and addressed the others. “Fill his pockets with stones before tossing him in,” he said.

At which point, they held me up as Jared’s sidekick filled my jacket pockets with large stones that felt as heavy as lead. I couldn’t even lift my head to look at him as he did so.

“As far as anyone will tell,” Jared said as someone cut the ties around my arms and legs, causing my whole body to drop, “you fell in the river and drowned after a heavy drugs binge. A tragic accident, I’m sure you’ll agree.”

“Anyway,” he went on after his sidekick had finished weighing me down. “I hope you enjoyed your stay here in Kilkenny. Say hello to the fishes for me, won’t you?” He laughed at his joke, as did the others. 

Except for the shabby suit man, that is. Never him.

As Jared walked away, the men holding me dragged me toward the waiting black snake, pausing just on the edge of the bank for an elongated second as they steadied themselves just before flinging me forward into the air, so I tumbled down into the waiting mouth of the snake that swallowed me whole, taking me deep into its cold, dark belly.

The water was shockingly cold when I plunged into it. Some survival instinct in me tried to activate my limbs so I could keep myself afloat, but that was impossible with the drugs in my system and the stones in my pockets weighing me down. 

In seconds, I sank to the bottom of the river, the current moving me downstream despite the weight of the stones in my pockets. My eyes were open, but all I could see around me was a black void, and as my lungs filled with water, I had a sudden flashback of the time I nearly drowned in the Atlantic while trying to contact Manannán mac Lir. 

He had saved me then, but I knew no one would save me this time. 

As my consciousness left me, I tried one last time to use my magic; tried to utter the words of a spell underwater, which didn’t work. 

I stopped struggling after that and allowed the current to carry me along the river bed like sunken debris. Soon, my whole body was numb, and a kind of serenity came over me, magnified by the drugs, and I knew there was nothing left to do but wait for death to claim me.
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Death didn’t claim me.

Coughing and spluttering, I woke up on the grassy bank as I rolled onto my side and spewed out river water, after which I could finally breathe again. 

But how did I get out of the water? Had I somehow used magic to save myself?

I didn’t think so.

Then I heard a voice beside me that made me sit up in fright. Standing over me was a figure, dripping wet, someone I recognized, but I couldn’t think where from—a man with short-cropped hair and a barrel chest. 

“You’re lucky I came out of the pub when I did,” he said. “You were seconds away from death in that river.”

As my eyes regained their full focus, I suddenly recognized him as being the man from the inn, the one who I thought had been watching me from the bar. 

“You…” I said, hardly able to think properly, my mind still skewed by the drugs.

“Don’t worry,” he said, seeming unaffected by the cold despite being soaked to the skin. “I’m not your enemy. I just saved you.”

“Who…” I tried to say.

“I’ll explain everything once we get out of here. Can you walk?”

I tried to get up and then shook my head. “No…”

My savior leaned over and lifted me up, holding one of arms across his shoulders as he walked me over the grass. I was shivering badly and with all the drugs still in my system, I was also hallucinating like a motherfucker, though not as bad as before. 

“My name is Geoff,” he said as he carried me along. “We need to get you somewhere warm and out of those clothes before you get hyperthermia. I’ll take you to my flat. It’s not far.”

I nodded, seeing no reason to argue with him, and because I could barely speak. Soon I was being bundled into the back of a car, a blanket thrown over me as I lay down, shivering. Geoff then got in and drove off as I gripped the thin blanket tight like it was the only thing keeping me alive.

Geoff blasted the heat in the car, which did little to ease the deep chill in my bones. “We’re almost there,” he said as I shut my eyes against the hallucinations that were still coming on strong, flashing madly behind my eyelids.

At some point, I must’ve lost consciousness, because I woke up to find Geoff slapping me around the face, shocking me back awake again. 

“You can’t go to sleep!” he said, his voice loud in the confines of the car. “We’re at my flat now. Let’s get you inside.”

He pulled me from out of the car and held me up while he closed the door. In the darkness, I had very little idea of where we were, except that it seemed to be some quiet street. Geoff all but dragged me along from the car to the front door of his flat, pausing to open it before carrying me inside, taking me down a narrow hallway and into a small room, turning on a light that hurt my eyes so much I had to scrunch them closed.

“You need to warm your body back up,” he said. “Can you stand on your own?”

I wasn’t sure if I could, but I nodded anyway. When he let me go, I somehow kept my legs from buckling under me as I realized we were standing inside a bathroom, and that Geoff was now turning on an electric shower.

“Take your clothes off and then get into the shower.”

I tried to do as he asked, but stripping off my clothes seemed like too monumental a task. “I can’t…”

Geoff sighed and then took my clothes off for me, getting no protest from me. Soon I was naked and being guided into the shower, the hot water cascading down on me almost a shock in itself after the extreme cold I’d had to endure. There was no denying, though, that the warmth permeating my bones felt good, and I soon closed my eyes as I slid down the tiles and sat on the shower tray, allowing the hot water to fall on me as my body relaxed in gratitude.

“Try to stay awake in there,” Geoff said, his voice sounding far away to me. “I’m going to get changed and get you some dry clothes. I’ll be back in a minute.”

I nodded with my eyes still closed. “Okay…”
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A while later, I was sitting in Geoff’s small living room as he sat across from me in an armchair, holding a cup of tea in his large hands. I was on the sofa, a cup of hot, sweet tea in my hand, my body having mostly recovered from the shock of my late-night dip in the river. 

My mind, however, hadn’t recovered yet. The hallucinogens were still very much doing their thing, causing me to feel like I was present in some alternate reality that was continually shifting around me, exploding with patterns and colors that under different circumstances might have been cool and even beautiful. Right now, they were just making me nauseas. Any time I would look at Geoff, he would seem different from the last time I’d looked at him. One minute he had the head of a gray alien, the next he’d aged by decades, sporting impossibly long eyebrows that hung halfway down his face, along with a long beard.

“What did they give you?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I said, only partially in the real world, the rest of me in some weird dream world. “Some hallucinogen. LSD, maybe.”

“You still look messed up, man.”

I smiled stupidly at him. “I know.”

“You’re a lucky man, I tell you that.”

“Your yellow T-shirt is blinding me.” I looked down at the red sweatshirt that was far too big on me, and the blue jogging bottoms that extended over my feet. “So is this getup I have on me.”

“Better that than dead.”

I nodded. “That’s a good point… thank you for saving me… Geoff. Who are you anyway?”

“My name is Geoff McQuillan. The men who tried to drown you tonight belong to the cult that killed my little brother.”

I sat up straighter when he mentioned the cult. “You know about the cult?”

“Like I said, those murdering bastards killed my baby brother.” His face was intense as he stared at me. “I saw you earlier today talking to that sicko Jared O’Hare at the Hibernian.”

I was confused. “You were following me?”

“Not you, them. I have been for a while now, ever since I found out what happened to Daniel.”

“Daniel?”

“My brother. He was only eight years old.” He sat forward in his seat, putting his teacup on the floor before staring hard at me. “What’s your association with these people? Why did they try to kill you?”

“I have no association with them,” I said as I rubbed my forehead as if that would help everything come back into focus.

“Then why did they try to kill you?”

“Because they know…”

“Know what?”

“That I’m… on to them.”

Geoff frowned. “What do you mean? Are you some sort of investigator?”

“Something like that. I’m working with some others to put an end to these guys.”

Geoff sat back in his seat and thought for a moment. “How did you find out about them?”

“That’s a long story,” I said after sipping tea from my cup. “I know little about them, except that they use kids as human sacrifices.” I gazed at him now. “How do you know they killed your little brother?”

Geoff didn’t answer at first as he stared at me. “How do I know I can trust you? I don’t even know your name.”

I wasn’t that drugged up that I didn’t find his mistrust laughable. “Seriously? Those motherfuckers drugged me and tossed me in the river with stones in my pockets.”

Geoff nodded after a moment. “Fair enough.” 

He then walked out of the living room and came back a minute later with a laptop. He sat down and opened it, staring at the screen for a few moments before getting up and placing the laptop on the coffee table in front of me. 

“Let me know when you’ve finished watching,” he said, his voice sounding grave as he turned and walked out of the room again, leaving me staring at the laptop, wondering what the hell was going on.

As I stared at the screen, doing my best to keep it in focus, I soon realized that I was looking at a video that was playing, for which there didn’t appear to be any sound. 

In the video, hooded figures stood around inside a large room that seemed to be very similar to the temple inside the Tasar house. It wasn’t the same room, however, that much I could tell. The walls were plaster, not stone, and the altar seemed made of metal. 

Behind the altar, I could see a frieze on the wall, depicting none other than Apep in his six-legged serpent form. 

The footage seemed to be taken by one person in the room, who must’ve been wearing a hidden camera. As I was wondering why one of the cult members would be secretly filming one of their highly private masses, a young naked boy was soon carried into the room by a hooded figure and placed on the altar. 

Whoever was filming stepped closer to film the face of the boy. The boy had reddish hair like Geoff, and the same blue eyes; eyes that rolled around in their sockets as if he was having trouble focusing. 

As soon as one of the hooded figures produced a dagger and held it over the boy, I leaned forward and snapped the laptop closed, unwilling to watch what would happen next. 

“Jesus Christ…” I said as I shook my head in disgust, then looked toward the door. “You can come back in now, Geoff.”

Geoff came back into the room and sat down with a grim look on his face. “You watched the video?”

I nodded. “As much as I could stomach. I’m sorry about your brother.”

“So am I. You know how many children go missing in Ireland every year?”

His question jarred me slightly, but I shook my head. “No.”

“Thousands,” he said, letting his disgust and dismay hang in the air.

A tense silence developed in the room after that, which I soon broke. “My name is Corvin. Corvin Chance.”

“I’m sorry we had to meet under these circumstances, Corvin.”

“Who sent you that video?”

“Someone on the inside who clearly had a crisis of conscience, though I’ll probably never find out who exactly.”

“How come?”

“I received that video a few weeks ago, along with a message to meet the sender somewhere. As they didn’t turn up, I assume they reconsidered, or someone else found out what they were doing.”

“And killed the person.”

“Yeah.”

I sat and sipped on my tea for a minute, feeling more in control of myself now, more able to think straight. “Did you go to the police with the video?”

Geoff snorted. “I am the police.”

“You’re a cop?” I stared at him in surprise.

“I just made detective last year.”

“And you can’t do anything about this?”

He shook his head and sighed, as if the whole thing was a sore point. “My superiors said they would look into the video, but told me to forget about it. In other words, they’re going to bury the whole thing.”

“That’s crazy. You’re saying the cult has control over the cops?”

“Yes, I am. Some of my superiors might even be a part of it.”

“What about the press? Send the video to the press, and then they’ll have no choice but to investigate.”

Geoff shook his head as if he had already thought about it. “By doing that, I’d be putting my life at risk. I already have by bringing the video to my superiors. The fact is, I can’t avenge my brother’s death if I’m dead myself.”

“So you want revenge? Not justice?”

“Justice? Get a grip, will you? There is no justice anymore, especially for people like Jared O’Hare. They have too much clout.”

“How did you even find out about him?”

“You didn’t see his face on the video?”

“I must’ve missed it.”

“You can tell it’s him. I’ve been following him whenever I can over the last couple of weeks.”

“What do you know about him?”

“Not much, to be honest. He’s worth a lot of money after inheriting the family business a few years back, a big tech company that his father started in the eighties. He also lives here in Kilkenny in a massive house surrounded by high-security fences and surveillance cameras. Around here, he’s about as untouchable as you can get.”

“What about his connection to the cult? Is he the leader?”

“I don’t think so. He’s too young.”

He had a point, and considering the cult went back decades, the leader, if they were still alive, had to be much older. It wouldn’t surprise me at all if the leader were a non-human, possibly an elf, though I wasn’t about to tell Geoff that. I could tell he wasn’t Touched or anything else supernatural, so I doubted he had any knowledge of magic or the preternatural underground. 

“Is it possible to get to him, do you think?”

Again, Geoff shook his head. “O’Hare is very security conscious. You know that other man he’s always with, the older guy?”

“The scary dude who knocked me out, you mean?”

“Yeah, him. He’s ex-S.A.S. His name is Brian Peterson, born in England, moved over here when he worked undercover up north during the Troubles. The Provos caught him one time and cut out his tongue when they finished interrogating him. He still killed them all.”

“Jesus,” I said, understanding now why Peterson always seemed so silent. “Nice guy then.”

“He never leaves O’Hare’s side. I had to be very careful when I was following them. If Peterson caught on⁠—”

“You’d be dead.”

“Precisely.”

“So did you follow them anywhere interesting? Like the headquarters of the cult, maybe?”

“Just to Dublin a few times, where O’Hare’s company is based. A few other places as well, but nowhere special, just fancy restaurants and a few houses that aroused little suspicion. There’s also the fact that O’Hare owns a helicopter. Peterson flies him around in it at least a few times a week. It’s kind of hard to tail a helicopter. I tried.”

“What direction do they usually go in?”

“West, normally. Sometimes south.”

I sat for a while, mulling everything over as best I could. My brain still wasn’t working properly, and I knew I would probably need to sleep off the remaining effects of the drugs before I could process everything. 

“Listen, Geoff,” I said eventually. “Thank you for saving my ass tonight, but I should probably go back to my hotel to get my head right before I do anything else.” I stood up, my legs still weak. “Do you have my clothes? Not that I don’t love these or anything…”

“Your clothes are in the dryer,” he said, continuing to sit. “Am I going to hear from you again? If you can help me, I think you owe me to do so.”

I nodded. “I’ll help you get the bastards who killed your brother.”

“How?”

“Well…” I had to stop as my head spun, and I sat back down again.

“Are you okay? Do you need water?”

I shook my head as I struggled to regain focus. “Just rest, I think.”

Geoff got up then and left the room, returning with my clothes a moment later. “They’re mostly dry,” he said. “You can keep the ones you’re wearing,” he added with a wry smile.

“No thanks. I’ll just get changed here.”

He left the room again while I changed back into my damp clothes, which made me feel cold all over again. When I was dressed, I met Geoff in the hallway. 

“I’ll be in touch soon,” I told him.

“You’re going back to the hotel?” he said. “You’re supposed to be dead. If O’Hare finds out you’re not, he’ll send Peterson to finish the job.”

“Good point. I’ll be careful, though, don’t worry.”

“I’m not, but I better be the first to hear if you get any new information.”

I stared at him. “What are you planning on doing, Geoff? Are you looking to kill this O’Hare guy?”

Geoff stared back, saying nothing for a moment. I could see from his eyes it was what he planned on doing. “The first chance I get.”

“Have you ever killed anyone before?”

“No. Have you?”

It was my turn to say nothing as I looked away. When I walked to the front door, I turned around again. “Don’t do anything hasty until you hear from me.”

“And when will that be?”

“Soon, I hope.”

After leaving Geoff’s flat, I started walking toward the town center, taking a moment to duck behind some hedges, where I could thankfully use my magic to turn myself invisible. No sense in taking the chance of being seen and Jared O’Hare finding out I was still alive, at least not yet. I may need the element of surprise at some point soon. Right now, my only concern was sneaking back into my hotel room and getting some much-needed rest.

After that, it would be game on.
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Islept most of the next day, waking up to find the effects of the hallucinogens in my system had worn off mostly, although I knew it would probably take a while longer for the drugs to leave my system.

I also woke up to a missed call from Benedict, whom I phoned back immediately. “Did you get it sorted?” I asked him.

“Corvin. Hello to you too.”

“Sorry. Rough night.”

“On the whiskey were we?”

“Not really. The cult I told you about tried to drown me in a river. They nearly succeeded.”

“I see.”

“So I need that sit-down with Iolas now more than ever.”

“Well, it’s lucky I arranged it all then,” he said. “How soon can you get to Dublin?”

“Dublin? Why?”

“Duh, because that’s where Iolas is.”

“You’re holding him in Dublin?”

“Where did you think we’d be holding him? In some secret lair inside a mountain or something?”

“I don’t know. I just thought he’d be far away, that’s all.”

“Once you get to Dublin, call me, and I’ll have someone pick you up to take you to the facility.”

“The facility? Don’t you mean the prison?”

“Same thing.”

“Okay, I’ll wait till dark before leaving here,” I said. “I’ll call you when I get to Dublin.”
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As soon as night came, I packed what stuff I had and left my hotel room, remaining invisible until I got to the carpark across the road. Then I got into the Spitfire and drove off, happy to be leaving Kilkenny behind.

For the time being, at least.
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A few hours later, I was back in my flat in Dublin, and after changing clothes, I gave Benedict a call and told him I was ready. 

Twenty minutes later, a black van pulled up in the street outside, and I went out to meet whoever was in it, which turned out to be two casually dressed men with stern looks on their faces. One of them opened the back doors of the van and told me to get in, and I immediately had flashbacks from the night before of lying in a different van in a pool of my own vomit. 

“Can’t I ride in front with you two?” I asked.

The man shook his head. “You can’t know where you’re going. It’s in the back, or you don’t go anywhere.”

“Okay,” I conceded. “I understand. Top secret location and all that.”

Reluctantly, I climbed into the back of the van, which at least had cushioned seats for me to sit on, which was a change from the floor. The man then slammed the back door closed and locked it, leaving me sitting in a windowless box that was barely lit by a light in the ceiling.

After they started the van up, we drove for about three-quarters of an hour until finally we stopped, presumably at our destination. When the van doors opened, the two men stood there, one of them tossing me a black hood. 

“Put it on,” he said.

“Don’t you think this is a little too much, guys?” I said, looking at the hood. “I mean, I don’t really care where we are.”

“We do,” the man said. “Put it on or go home.”

Shaking my head, I went to the doors and put the hood on, not exactly comfortable with the fact that I was now in complete darkness and being led by two strangers out of the van and across what felt like concrete outside. I tried to listen for background sounds, but I couldn’t hear very much. Not even traffic noise, which must mean we were outside the city.

A few minutes later, I was stopped and then ushered forward again, presumably inside a building if the change in temperature was anything to go by. Then the hood was taken off me, and I discovered we were standing in some sort of entrance hallway that was lit by fluorescent lights that hurt my eyes until I got used to them.

“Follow us,” one man said, which I did, down a series of corridors, looking around as we passed various doors that didn’t show what was on the other side.

“What is this place?” I asked. “Is it a prison? Where are all the inmates?”

The two men said nothing as we went through a set of double doors and then into another hallway, this one having a reception desk with a uniformed man behind it. I was told to wait as the three men spoke between them, occasionally laughing at some joke one of them told. The man behind the reception desk also worked on a computer as he spoke, before finally telling the other two men that they could go ahead now, which they did after ushering me to follow them.

Thinking this whole thing seemed strange, they led me down another corridor to a door with a retinal scanner to the side of it. One of the men put their eye over the scanner, and after a series of beeps, the other man opened the door and stood to one side. 

“In you go,” he said to me. “We’ll be watching and listening to everything you say, so no funny business.”

“You think I’m here to break him out or something?” I joked.

The man holding the door maintained his stern expression. “Knock on the door when you’re finished.”

Saying nothing more, I stepped inside.
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I walked into a rectangular room that had white walls and which was harshly lit by florescent bulbs. Directly in front of me was a thick perspex screen with a group of round holes in the center, presumably for talking through. On the other side of the perspex screen was another room.

Or rather, a prison cell. 

The room contained a bed and a toilet like any other prison cell, but also other things that most cells didn’t have, like a bookcase filled with books, a drawing table that held large sheets of paper and several pencils, a leather armchair, and a mid-sized fridge. Even the bed looked more luxurious than most, with a thick quilt instead of sheets and very puffed up looking pillows. 

It took me a moment to see where Iolas was. He was standing in one of the far corners, almost blending in with the walls thanks to the white jumpsuit he was wearing, and his long blond hair. He stood staring at me with a scowl on his face, as if the very sight of the person who put him here was enough to make him murderous.

There was a chair on my side of the screen, and I sat down on it. 

“Hello, Iolas,” I said after a moment.

Iolas continued to stare at me for another while before finally walking over to the drawing table and picking up a pencil to continue drawing whatever he was working on. 

“I used to draw and paint quite a lot at one time,” he said eventually. “When I started my business, I couldn’t find the time to keep up my artistic endeavors. I’d forgotten how much it calms me.”

“What are you drawing?” I asked, having little interest in the answer. I was only trying to create a rapport with him, so he’d tell me what I wanted to know.

“A portrait. Would you like to see?”

“Sure.”

He continued working with the pencil for another minute before laying it down and picking up the sheet of paper, which he carried over to the screen, holding it up for me to see. 

“Perhaps you recognize the subject,” he said.

I tried not to react when I realized the subject was me. It was a drawing of me getting hit in the face with a hammer. Half my face was already caved in as the hammer was coming in for another blow. The picture was so detailed and so realistic I couldn’t help but wince. 

“You did this because you knew I was coming?”

“Not just because of that.” He walked back to the drawing table and placed the paper back on it. “I’ve drawn you getting killed in so many different ways, Corvin. I thought it might help to vent my anger.”

“And does it?”

He turned his head to give me a hard look. “No.”

“I didn’t put you in here, Iolas. You put yourself in here when you had Iliphar kill my mother.”

He looked away as he said nothing, carefully arranging the pencils and paper on the desk as if it all had to be in a certain order. When he was done, he went to a small table near the bookcase and poured what looked like wine from a jug into a tall glass. Then he sat down on the leather armchair as if he was sitting at home in his study.

“Why are you allowed to have all that stuff?” I asked him. 

“I worked out a deal with my captors,” he said before sipping on his wine. “I give them information, and in return, they give me things like this wine.”

“What kind of information?”

“Whatever they need to know. I’m just a fountain of knowledge, lucky for them.”

“Lucky for you too.”

“Yes, I can’t deny it’s made things easier.”

“Ever the deal maker, eh, Iolas?”

He sneered as he looked at me. “What is it you want from me, Corvin? When they told me you were coming, it surprised me.”

“Why?”

“Honestly, I didn’t think you’d have the balls to face me after what you did.”

“After what I did?” I shook my head at him in disbelief. “You have some balls for even saying that. You got too big for your damn boots, Iolas, and that’s all there is to it.”

A smile unexpectedly crossed his face. “You’re still young. Someday you will understand.”

“Understand what exactly?”

“That life is about how much power you have and nothing else. Power is all that matters, and what you do to get it.”

“Like murdering innocent people?”

“Don’t be naïve, Corvin. None of us are innocent. Even your dear mother wasn’t innocent.”

I glared at him as I struggled to contain my anger. “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

“I mean, she had her secrets like the rest of us. She did things too, things she wasn’t proud of.”

“What things?”

“Things for the Order she belonged to.”

“The Order Of The Serpent?”

He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “So, you know about them.”

“Not as much as some, it seems.”

“Is that why you are here? To ask me about that bunch of do-gooders?”

“No. I’m here to ask about a different group, though maybe we could talk about the Order when we’re done.”

Iolas smiled as he got up and put his wineglass on top of the small table before walking over to the screen with his hands behind his back, still intimidating despite being locked up like an animal. 

“Let’s get one thing straight,” he said. “You can’t just come here and expect to pump me for information without giving anything in return. If you want access to what I know, you must do something for me.”

“Okay,” I said as I rolled my eyes. “What is it you want? Bear in mind, I have no influence at all in this place. I don’t even know where we are. They kept me locked in the back of a van on the way here, and then put a hood over my head coming in, so I doubt I can get you things, if that’s what you want.”

“Don’t worry.” He stepped close to the screen, his blue eyes gazing down at me. “I just want you to deliver a message to someone.”

“A message to who?”

“My niece.”

“Amelia?”

“Yes.”

I snorted. “I doubt she would want to hear it.”

“Regardless, I want you to tell her anyway.”

“What’s the message?”

He looked away for a second. “Tell her I’m not sorry for what I did, and that I did it to protect her. That’s all.”

“Are you talking about killing her parents?”

“Yes.”

“You know, that’s why I’m here.”

“You came to ask about Amelia’s parents?”

“In a way. More about the cult they were involved in.”

“Involved in? More like started.”

“They started the cult?”

“How do you even know about the cult?”

“Amelia found out about it. Now she has me investigating it.”

“I see.” A serious look came over Iolas’ face as he walked away from the screen and paced the room.

“What is it?” I asked him as I stood up.

He stopped in the middle of the room to look at me. “It isn’t a good idea going after those people, if that’s what you and Amelia are planning on doing.”

“Why?”

“Because they are highly dangerous, that’s why.”

“I already know that. They tried to kill me in Kilkenny. A guy called Jared O’Hare. You know of him?”

Iolas nodded. “I know the little shit. You say he tried to kill you?”

“His bodyguard Peterson ambushed me on the street, knocked me out, and filled me full of drugs. Then they tossed me into the Nore River to drown. Luckily, someone saved me.”

“Who saved you?”

“Just a guy. It doesn’t matter who.”

Iolas walked back to the screen. “You know, Corvin, if we are going to do this little back and forth, I expect you to be truthful. Who saved you?”

“His name is Geoff. He’s a cop. The cult killed his little brother. He saw me being taken, and he followed to help.”

“Thank you,” Iolas said, walking away again. 

“What do you know about these people, Iolas? We need your help in taking them down.”

“Did Amelia take over the business?”

“What? What does that⁠—”

“Did she or didn’t she?”

“Yes, she took it over, along with your office.”

Iolas smiled, seeming almost proud as he turned away to pour himself more wine. “I knew she would.”

“Are we going to talk about the cult or not? You can discuss business with Amelia when she comes here herself.”

He spun around, surprised. “She’s coming to see me? When?”

“I don’t know. I just know she plans to at some point.”

Smiling to himself again, he took his glass of wine and sat back down in his leather armchair. 

“Okay,” he said, settling in, seeming happier after I’d told him that Amelia had planned on visiting him. “I’ll tell you what I know about the cult. Maybe when I’m done, you will see why I want my niece to back off from them.”

“I can’t see that happening,” I said. “But go on.” 

“It all started with my rotten brother…”
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Faelyn Tasar was born ten years after Iolas was born . Iolas also had an older sister, but she died from some unknown disease that only affects elves, causing them to waste away to nothing for no apparent reason. Iolas had to watch his sister die slowly over a period of months, knowing there was nothing anyone could do about it. 

“She was so beautiful,” he said as he sat in his armchair, still holding his wineglass. “Her name was Tialha, and she was the brightest light I have ever come across. Amelia reminds me of her in some ways…”

Faelyn was born a few years after the sister died. Iolas said he was so happy to have another sibling, even though no one could replace the sister he had lost. But after a few years, it quickly became clear that Faelyn wasn’t right. 

“My mother was the first to notice the darkness in him,” Iolas said. “She could sense it in him, like a malignant tumor. She even took him to various healers to see if whatever was inside him could be taken out or exorcised, but despite everything they threw at him, Faelyn remained as he was.” Iolas stared at me a moment. “Some people are just born rotten, Corvin, and that’s all there is to it.”

“Like you, you mean?” I said, an almost knee-jerk response that appeared to anger Iolas for a second.

“You think I’m rotten? I’m not. I do what has to be done, and I take no pleasure in having to do it.”

“It didn’t seem that way when you tortured and killed that junky a while ago. Do you remember him? You seemed to enjoy beating him.”

Iolas sighed. “I’m not saying I don’t have a sadistic streak, or that I sometimes revel in violence and hurting other people. We all do, to some extent.” He stared at me. “I can tell you’ve had some experiences since we last met. You have blood on your hands, Corvin.”

“Maybe I do,” I said, looking away for a moment. “But I didn’t enjoy dipping my hands into it.”

“Didn’t you? I’m sure that’s not true. I’m sure somewhere deep down a part of you enjoyed it, reveled in it even. It gave you power, and power can be addictive.”

“I have no interest in power.”

“Oh really? You are a different man to what you were when we last met, Corvin. You’re on a higher path now, and despite your troubles, I can see you are enjoying it on some level. You want to grow and become stronger in yourself, so you can have greater power over others.”

“If I do anything at all, I do it for the greater good,” I said, not sure if I even believed that anymore.

“The greater good,” Iolas balked. “Usually when people say that, it means their actions are good for them first, others second, if at all.”

“You’re speaking from experience.”

“Of course I am. Wisdom will come to you as well.”

“Was it out of wisdom that you killed my ma?”

“Yes, actually.”

I shook my head in disgust. “Let’s just get back to talking about your brother before I get up and walk out of here.”

“Very well,” Iolas said as he crossed his legs. “But let me just say before we do that if you were in my shoes, your actions would have been no different.”

“I highly doubt that. Now, moving on…”

“Fine. Where were we?”

As Faelyn got older, he exhibited some strange and disturbing behavior. As a kid, they could often find him sitting in the house’s cellar in complete darkness for hours on end. When he was asked what he was doing, he would reply that he was talking to the beings who lived in the darkness, whom he said were his friends, and that they taught him things.

“What things?” I asked.

“The main thing was how to get inside people’s heads,” Iolas said. “No one believed he was in communication with any being or other, not at first, anyway. We all thought it was just another symptom of his bizarre and often schizophrenic behavior. But after a while, he could control those around him, to some extent anyway. Sometimes he would play with other children, and he would make them hurt each other, or get them to hurt others. He would do it to me sometimes, too, if I annoyed him. He would stare at you with his dark, empty eyes, and the next thing you know, you were cutting yourself with a knife, or banging your head repeatedly against a wall.”

Faelyn spent most of his days alone, even when he was supposed to be homeschooled. If anyone tried to force him to do something, he would climb inside their head and persuade them otherwise. So even though he was just a kid, he did what he wanted, when he wanted. Eventually, Iolas’ parents, and Iolas himself, learned to leave Faelyn to his own devices, mostly.

“His behavior improved somewhat as he got older,” Iolas said. “More normal, you might say. However, this was him gaining more control over himself and becoming more discrete. He was still the same person, he just hid it better, and because of this, he was able to do well in our society, eventually becoming a brilliant accountant. He was a rockstar in Elven society. Since we value business so highly, anyone who excels in it is revered. Faelyn’s skill with numbers made him highly sought after.”

“And what about his darker side?” I asked. “Did he still mind-rape people?”

“That’s a harsh expression, but a fitting one. Yes, he still did that. Even though he was more discreet about things, I still found out he was taking humans off the street and killing them.”

“What? He became a serial killer?”

Iolas nodded. “Yes, if you want to put it like that. His sadistic streak never left him, unfortunately. Neither did his deeply unhealthy fascination with the occult. He used many of these humans in death magic rituals.”

“You knew this was going on? Did anyone else?”

“Just me. I kept it from our parents.”

“So, you did nothing to stop him?”

“There was nothing I could do. After I found out, Faelyn clarified that if I said anything, he would make me suffer in ways I couldn’t imagine, and I believed him.”

“You were scared of him.”

“I feared him,” Iolas said, suddenly getting up and going to fill his wineglass again. “If you’d known him, you would’ve feared him too.”

“So what about Amelia’s mother?” I said. “Where does she fit in all this?”

Iolas sat back down and sipped his wine before answering. “Faelyn met Shaerra in America, while they were both at a business conference. I was there too, and I approached Shaerra before Faelyn did, though not in how you probably think. In case you haven’t worked it out yet, my tastes lie the other way.”

“You’re gay?”

“Don’t sound so surprised. Elves can be gay too, you know.”

“I’m not saying they can’t. It’s just…”

“You assumed I was into females, as most straight men like to assume about other men.”

“So why did you approach Shaerra?”

“Because she was beautiful and charismatic. I wanted to see what kind of person she was underneath, that’s all.”

“And how was she?”

“As charming and vivacious as I expected her to be, but also…she unnerved me.”

“Why?”

“I sensed something in her, a darkness not unlike that in Faelyn, though not as potent. Her charm covered most of it, but if you knew what to look for, it was there.”

“So let me guess,” I said. “Faelyn approached her after that, and the two of them got on like a house on fire.”

Iolas nodded. “Precisely. They were married within a month.”

“A month?”

“Yes. As they saw it, they were meant for each other, so they saw no point in hanging around.” He sipped on his wine. “And as it turned out, they really were meant for each other.”

“In what way?”

“They shared the same interest in the occult for a start, and an addiction to death magic.”

“What did they use it for, the death magic, I mean?”

“To gain greater power,” he said. “Over others, over themselves, and the world at large.”

Jesus, I thought, hardly able to believe that these people were Amelia’s parents.

“How do such people end up having a kid?” I asked him.

“By accident. Shaerra kept the child, but she had little feeling for it. To her, being pregnant was just some kind of experiment or some new experience to try. Faelyn and Shaerra were always looking for new experiences.”

When Amelia came along, Iolas said that neither Faelyn nor Shaerra took much interest in her. By then, Shaerra had had enough of the whole experience of being pregnant, and she just wanted her life and her body to be back to normal again. So when Amelia was born, they employed a nanny to look after her.

“They didn’t love her at all?” I asked.

“They did,” Iola said. “They just loved their own lives more, traveling the world in search of ever darker experiences. It was on a trip to Egypt that they came across an ancient and very rare book that gave details on how to summon Apep, and when they got back home, they did precisely that.”

I shook my head as I wondered something. “You say all this like it was common knowledge. How did you know what they were up to?”

“They told me,” he said. “They talked as if the things they did were all normal and a great deal of harmless fun. They didn’t hide what they did except from Amelia. It was obvious Amelia had little to no darkness in her soul, so they left her to her own devices.”

“Lucky for her.”

“Yes, but they also ignored her much of the time, which isn’t good for a child.”

“So why did they end up starting the cult?”

“Because Apep told them to.” Iolas shook his head. “It was sheer madness conversing with a being like Apep. I told them, but they wouldn’t listen. And the more they worshipped Apep, the darker their souls became. Eventually, they did things in the house while Amelia was there.”

“Like hold masses in that temple, you mean?”

“Yes, and much else besides, things I can’t even describe. Dark, twisted acts of depravity and murder.” He shook his head. “It was becoming too much.”

I nodded as I finally understood his eventual decision to kill them both. “So you put an end to it—an end to them.”

“Yes,” he said, his piercing blue eyes on me. “You’re damn right I did. Whatever you think of me, Corvin, know that I care for Amelia, and I always have. I did what I did to protect her, to save her from her awful parents.”

“I’m glad you did,” I said.

Not that Iolas ever needed my approval, but he looked grateful when I said it. “I’m glad you understand. You see, Corvin, we aren’t so different. We both do what has to be done.”

“It must’ve been hard killing your own brother. How did you do it?”

“I invited them both around for dinner one night and poisoned their food.” He looked away for a moment, lost in his memories, perhaps feeling shame despite how justified his actions were. “It was the hardest thing I’ve ever had to do, sitting at that table as I watched my brother die. As bad as he was, I still loved him.”

When Iolas looked back at me, I noticed the wetness in his eyes, and for the first time, I felt for him. “I’m sorry you had to do it.”

“I’m not,” he said as he wiped away his tears. 

“You know what I mean.”

He nodded. “Yes. As I said, Corvin, I appreciate your understanding.”

“That doesn’t mean I forgive you for killing my ma. I’ll never forgive you for that.”

“I don’t expect you to,” he said, after gulping a large amount of wine. “Someday, circumstances will force you to do something you know you will never be forgiven for, but you will still do it because you have to.”

I shook my head, not understanding. “I don’t believe you had to kill her, Iolas. There’s always a choice.”

“Not always. Sometimes our hand is forced. Haven’t you found that out yet?”

I stared hard at him for a moment and then looked away, so many conflicting feelings running through me now. “I’m beginning to.”

“I can see you’re conflicted about everything,” he said. “This is what happens when you walk a higher path, Corvin. Decisions become more difficult, and the stakes get higher and higher.”

“And then what? You just crash and burn like you?”

He stared at me a moment and then looked away. “It’s better than living a mediocre life and then quietly slipping away unnoticed, instantly forgotten by the world.”

“Anyway,” I said finally, breaking the long silence between us. “What happened after you killed Faelyn and Shaerra? You covered it up, obviously.”

He nodded. “Yes, I concocted the plane crash story. The two of them owned a private jet and were always flying around in it as they scoured the world to feed their addiction to darkness, so nobody questioned the story.”

“So, you got away with it.”

“I did, though my soul felt differently.”

“Is that why you took Amelia on? To redeem yourself?”

“Redemption?” He shook his head to dismiss the notion. “As far as I was concerned, I didn’t need redeeming. I did the right thing by everybody. Taking on Amelia was just the right thing to do.”

“So why didn’t you treat her right?”

“Who says I didn’t?”

“Amelia does.”

He shook his head dismissively as he looked away for a moment. “I may have been hard on her, but everything I did was for her own good. I made her strong, and I gave her a purpose that she wouldn’t otherwise have had. She’ll see that someday if she hasn’t already. I mean, look at her—who she is, and what she’s doing. She’s formidable.”

I smiled as I pictured Amelia’s fierce but beautiful face in my mind. “She is.”

“I take it you two are…” He trailed off as he waved his hand in front of him as if he couldn’t say the rest.

I wanted to say “fucking’ to annoy him, but I refrained. “We’re friends,” I said. “Close friends.”

“Yes, I’m sure,” Iolas said. “I suppose there are worse people she could be with.”

“Is that your version of a compliment?”

“Despite everything, I like you, Corvin. You are your own man, and I can respect that. I just hope you don’t lead my niece down a dangerous path.”

“Really?” I said. “You’re the one that had her out enforcing for you.”

“I knew she could handle it. I know what she’s capable of. The thing is, though, Corvin, is that you are soon to be pulled into something that will probably be more dangerous than anything you can imagine.”

I frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“There’s a bigger picture that you don’t see yet, a larger game at play. I was a part of that game, though not anymore now that I’m in here.”

“Are you talking about the Order my ma was in?”

“Yes, and the one that opposes it.”

“There’s another Order?”

Iolas nodded. “Yes, but we’ll talk about that some other time. For now, I think you have more important business.”

“This is getting annoying.”

“What is?”

“People dropping hints and giving cryptic clues as to this bigger picture they keep talking about, but never saying jack shit about it.”

“They? Who’s they?”

“You’re not the only one to mention this to me. I talked with Adrina Ó Duinn about this recently.”

“Excuse me? Adrina Ó Duinn did you say? I swear, they tell me nothing in here.”

“Yes, she’s back, and she’s made things up with Constantine. Me and him… banged things out not so long ago.”

Iolas smiled as he stared at me. “You’re just full of surprises, aren’t you, Corvin? I knew from that first time you walked into my study that you’d be one to watch. That’s why I was so disappointed when you betrayed me.”

“I didn’t betray you. I got justice for my ma. But let’s not go there again. Tell me who the leader is of this cult of Apep and where I can find them. I’d like to get out of here now. This place is making me claustrophobic.”

Iolas snorted. “Try being stuck in here all the fucking time.”

“No thanks.”

Iolas got up once more and refilled his wineglass. “Stopping this cult will not be as easy as you think, you know.”

“Why not?”

He lifted his now full wineglass and walked over to the screen. “You can take down the leader, but another will rise in their place. To kill the cult, you must kill the source of its power.”

“You mean Apep?”

“No, not Apep. Faelyn and Shaerra.”

“Okay, you’ve lost me. How can they be the source of the cult’s power if they’re dead?”

“Because,” Iolas said as I walked to the drawing table and leaned against it. “They aren’t dead. They live on, but in a different form.”

I stared at him a moment as I realized what he was saying. “It’s the house, isn’t it? That formless creature in the house is… Amelia’s parents?”

Iolas nodded. “I’m afraid so. That thing came about not long after I buried the two of them in the orchard by the house. I went to the house one day to do some last checks before selling the place, and that evil reincarnation of the two of them attacked me. I fled, and then I took the house off the market after that and had it condemned so no one would go near it. I take it you saw the thing while you were there?”

“Yes, it practically chased me out after consuming the ghost of a boy inside the house.”

“That thing represents the darkest, most twisted parts of Faelyn and Shaerra,” he said.

“So you’re saying this malignant spirit or whatever it is, it somehow keeps the cult going?”

“Yes, even now, Faelyn and Shaerra take energy from the victims at the black masses. It is what makes them powerful.”

“How do they communicate with the cult members?”

“Through the masses. The spirit is a servant of Apep, as the cult members are servants to the spirit. This is how they keep the cult and themselves in existence. It is the spirit that chooses a leader for the cult when required. The current leader is Jared O’Hare, though I suspect you already know that.”

“If this has been going on for all these years, why haven’t you done anything to stop it?”

Iolas shook his head slightly and shrugged. “I don’t know. I suppose I didn’t care enough to do anything about it. The cult or the spirit wasn’t hurting me, so…” He shrugged once more. “I suppose I also felt slightly obligated to Faelyn and Shaerra, for killing them in the first place.”

I sighed deeply and shook my head at the madness of it all. Then I stood up and stretched slightly. “So how does one go about eradicating this dark spirit?” I asked him.

“I’m not too sure about that,” he said. “Ghosts aren’t my forte. Although I’m sure if you check my library at my home, you might find something useful. I suppose burning the whole damn house down might be an option.”

“But would that kill the spirit?”

“That would depend on how much their existence is tied to the house itself. Do your research. I’m sure there’s a way.”

“I will. Thanks for your help, Iolas.”

He nodded at me. “I’ve enjoyed speaking with you. I get little conversation from the buffoons in here.” He said it loudly, knowing the men in the hall outside were listening.

“I’ll be back soon to talk about that other thing.”

“I’m sure you will. Don’t forget to pass my message along to Amelia.”

“I will,” I said as I banged on the door to signal to the men outside to open the door.

“And Corvin?”

I turned around. “Yeah?”

“Try not to get my niece killed. If that were to happen, these walls couldn’t hold me.”

Nodding once more, I turned and left him to his cage.
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Iwas driven back to the bookshop in the same van by the same two men, neither of whom said a word when they dropped me off, driving away again as if I was just some package they had to deliver.

Once I opened the bookshop and went inside, I closed the door behind me, vaguely thinking I would have to find someone else to work in the shop soon, but that could wait. For now, more pressing matters were afoot. 

As I sat behind the desk, I took out my phone and called Amelia.

“Hey,” I said. “Guess who I’ve just been speaking to?”

“Who?” she asked.

“Iolas.”

She went silent for a moment. “You went to see him? Where is he?”

“Still here in Dublin, believe it or not, though I don’t know exactly where because I wasn’t allowed to know.”

“Why would you go see him? More to the point, why would he even speak with you after what you did to him?”

“I went to see him because we needed his help, Amelia. There’s more to this cult than you realize.”

“What do you mean?”

“They tried to kill me for a start. Drugged me and tossed me in a river.”

“God, are you alright?”

“Yes, I’m fine. I’ll explain everything when I see you. I’m driving over to you now. Get yourself ready.”

“What for?”

“We’re going ghost hunting.”

“I have no idea what you mean by that, but we will be doing more than hunting ghosts.”

“What?”

“The cult has been in contact with our friend Fox,” she said. “They want a package delivered soon.”

“Tonight? In Kilkenny?”

“Nope.”

“Where then?”

“Near an old industrial estate just outside the city.”

“Here in Dublin?”

“Yes, the meeting is soon. Are you at home? I’ll come and pick you up.”

“I’m at home, yeah. Listen, are you sure we need to go through with this meeting? I already know who the cult leader is and where to find him.”

She went silent for a second. “Who is it?”

“A man named Jared O’Hare, but there’s more than just him.”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ll explain when I see you. There’s a lot you don’t know.”

“Clearly,” she said. “Regardless, the cult must be meeting tonight, and I want to be there to take them all down.”

“Are you sure you still want to do that? If we know who the leader is⁠—”

“I want them all.”

I nodded, queasy at the thought of more violence. “Of course you do.”

“What’s that supposed to mean? I thought we agreed we’d take them all out, not just the leader.”

“Alright, fine. Pick me up when you’re ready.”
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About an hour later, just as it was getting dark, Amelia pulled up outside the bookshop in her black Dodge. As I locked the door of the shop behind me, I noticed Simoa sitting in the front seat, and I shook my head at her presence as I got into the back of the car. I’d hardly closed the door when Amelia pulled off and sped away.

“Are we in a hurry or something?” I asked.

“The meeting time has been moved up,” Amelia said.

“Hello, Corvin,” Simoa said as she smiled at me from the front passenger seat.

“Simoa,” I said. “I didn’t know you were involved in this.”

“I’m involved in everything that affects the business.”

“I don’t see how this…” I trailed off as I shook my head and looked out the window. “Forget it.”

“Everything alright?” Amelia asked, her blue eyes looking at me in the rearview mirror.

“Fine,” I said. “Just a little tetchy after recent events.”

“What events? With Iolas, you mean?”

“And more besides.” I looked at Simoa, then back at Amelia. “I’ll fill you in later.”

“You can talk now.”

“Don’t let me stop you, Corvin,” Simoa said, and for the first time since entering the car, I noticed she had got her hair cut so she now had the same style as Amelia.

“It can wait.”

I felt Amelia staring at me as I looked out the window at the passing streets. “Are you sure you’re alright?” she asked. 

“I’m fine. What’re the plans for this meeting?”

Amelia stared at me for a moment longer before answering. “I have orcs already standing by in the area. Once the cult representative shows up for the meet, we’ll move in.”

“Then what?”

“We interrogate the person or persons,” Simoa butted in.

I wanted to say that I didn’t ask her, but I ignored her instead as I kept my eyes on Amelia. “What about the kid that Fox is bringing? I feel sick knowing we allowed that asshole to snatch a kid.”

“There was no other way around this,” Amelia said. “Not if we want to get these assholes.”

“The child will be taken care of,” Simoa said.

“Taken care of?”

“They will be returned to wherever they came from. I’ll see to it myself.”

“You’d better.”

About half an hour later, we drove through the gates of the mostly disused industrial estate just on the outskirts of the city. Most of the buildings inside were derelict, and the land seemed in line for development, so the place was empty. 

A suitable spot for a meeting like this, I thought, considering it was unlit and offered excellent cover from prying eyes.

Amelia drove us into the heart of the estate, eventually pulling up next to a black van that was parked outside one of the empty units. Declan Fox sat in the driver’s seat. He appeared to be alone. His face said he wasn’t happy with the current arrangement, but thanks to whatever leverage Amelia had over him, he didn’t have a choice but to go along with things.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said, glaring at me for a second before looking back at Amelia. “The client will be here shortly.”

“I’ll be out of sight, don’t worry,” Amelia said. “I’m just checking that everything is still alright.”

Fox smiled almost mockingly. “Oh yeah, everything is grand, Boss Lady.”

Amelia shook her head at him. “Glad to hear it. Just remember, no funny business. This better go smoothly.”

“I’m doing my part. You do yours.”

When Amelia drove off, Fox smiled down at me as we passed, his shit-eating grin making me want to strangle him to death.

“Disgusting man,” Simoa muttered from the front.

“That’s one thing we can agree on,” I said. “I don’t think the world needs a man like that.”

Amelia said nothing as she drove around the back of one of the buildings and stopped the car, keeping the engine running as she held her phone up to her ear. “Status report,” she said, looking straight ahead as she nodded. “Okay, wait until the car gets to Fox and then move in.”

“They’ve arrived?” Simoa asked.

“Yes,” Amelia said as she put her phone in her pocket, and then reached inside her jacket and pulled out a huge silver gun, one that I recognized immediately as the Desert Eagle she had taken from the orc she beat up on our first date together.

“What’s that for?” I asked her.

Amelia released the magazine, checked it, and then slid it back in. “Insurance.”

I was about to ask insurance against what when her phone suddenly rang, and she answered it, saying only, “Good,” before hanging up and looking at Simoa. “They’ve surrounded the car. Time to move.”

She put the car in gear and sped around the building again, coming to a screeching halt behind Fox’s transit van. In front of the van was a red Jaguar with darkened windows, and behind the Jag was a black SUV. Three orcs were surrounding the Jag as they pointed automatic weapons at it, as if they even needed guns to be intimidating. Amelia immediately exited the car, as did Simoa. As I exited myself, I hung back slightly, uncomfortable with all the guns on site.

Amelia strode over to the Jag, and for the first time, I realized she was wearing a long, black leather coat and leather trousers that clung enticingly to her perfectly shaped legs, which under other circumstances I might’ve found sexy. 

Right now, she was intimidating with that Desert Eagle in her hand, which she pointed at the windshield of the Jag. “Get out!” she ordered whoever was inside.

A second later, the driver’s side door was pulled open by one of the armed orcs, and a balding man in a suit got out with his hands held up, a look of fear on his face. “What is this?” he asked, just before the orc pushed him over the hood of the car and searched him.

“He’s clean,” the orc said after a moment.

“You’re making a mistake here,” the man said, who looked to be somewhere in his late forties. His accent was also southern.

“I don’t think so,” Amelia said.

“Whatever you’re doing, you won’t get away with it,” he said, boldly considering all the firepower pointed at him.

Amelia looked at Simoa. “Get the kid from the van.”

Simoa nodded. She also wore leather trousers and a short leather jacket. 

Jesus, I thought. Is she trying to look like Amelia?

She slid open the van door to reveal a small bundle lying on the carpeted floor, which I could see was a boy wrapped up in a blanket. As Simoa got into the van to pick the boy up, he hardly moved, his eyes half-closed as if he had been drugged into submission, which filled me with anger and caused me to shake my head in disgust at the world I lived in.

“Put the boy in the SUV,” Amelia said to Simoa. “Take care of him.”

Simoa nodded as she carried the boy to the SUV, sliding his prone form onto the back seat. On Amelia’s say so, the three orcs also got into the SUV, and they drove away, leaving just Amelia, Declan Fox, the dude from the Jag, and, of course, me.

“I mean it,” the cult guy said, now standing up straight as he stared defiantly at Amelia. “You do not understand the forces you are messing with here.”

“I think I do,” she said.

Fox started up his van. “I’m done here,” he said to Amelia. “I’m done with you.”

Amelia walked to the open window of the van and suddenly pointed her gun at Fox’s head. “I know you are.”

Then she pulled the trigger, and Fox’s head disintegrated, his blood and brains splattering on the inside of the van.

“Jesus fuck!” I shouted in shock.

Before I could even ask her what she was playing at, another black SUV pulled up behind the Jag, and two more orcs jumped out, both of them armed with automatic rifles. They stood by the car, awaiting orders.

Amelia now had her gun pointed at the man from the cult. “This thing does some damage, huh?” she said to him.

All the blood had now drained from his face, and terror seemed to have replaced his earlier defiance. “What is it you want?” he asked.

“I want to know where the cult is meeting tonight.”

“What cult? I’ve no idea⁠—”

Amelia fired a shot that went straight past the man’s head, causing him to flinch in terror. “Please! I don’t know⁠—”

Another bullet whizzed past his head, the sound of the Desert Eagle massively loud as the noise echoed off the surrounding buildings. “The next one goes in your head.”

“Alright!” the man said. “I’ll tell you!”

Amelia walked closer, the gun still pointed at his head. “Spill it.”

The man seemed torn, even in the face of getting shot. “They’ll kill me for this…”

“I’ll kill you right now if you don’t start talking.”

He shook his head as he now seemed resigned to not having a choice anymore. “We’re supposed to meet at the old Hell Fire Club at midnight tonight.”

“On Mount Pelier Hill? You’re sure about that?” Amelia asked, taking a step closer to him.

“Positive,” the man said, his anger seeming to rise again. “It’s Samhain tonight, so it will be a special mass.”

“A special mass?” Amelia snorted and shook her head, glancing at me for a second also, and as she did, a sickening feeling came over me as I knew what was coming next. 

Unfortunately, I didn’t turn away in time to avoid seeing the man’s head exploding after Amelia pulled the trigger on him. One minute his head was there, the next it wasn’t, and his body dropped to the ground like a lump of dead meat. 

“Clean all this up,” she said to the two orcs. “Dispose of the vehicles and the bodies.”

“Yes, Mam,” the orcs said in unison as one of them then dragged the dead man across the ground, dumping his body into the back of Declan Fox’s van, bits of whose skull was still sliding down the windshield.

Amelia holstered her gun and then stopped to stare at me a moment. “Are you alright?” she asked, sounding like she didn’t much care if I was or not.

“You never mentioned you were planning on killing them,” I said.

“Scum like those two don’t deserve to live.” She walked to the car. “You coming?”

I stood where I was for a moment longer as I glanced once more at the bodies in the van. 

So much blood…

With a lot more to come. 

Of that, I was sure.
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Isaid little as we left the industrial estate and drove to Amelia’s house. It didn’t seem to bother her she had shot and killed two men in cold blood. Truth be told, I didn’t care that those men were dead either. The world was a better place without them, but a little forewarning would have been nice. 

I said as much to Amelia, and she merely shrugged. “It had to be done,” she said. “I thought you’d be okay with it.”

When we arrived at the house, we were met by Simoa. “Where’s the kid?” I asked her.

“Dropped off at a hospital,” she said. “He’ll be fine.” 

“We know where the cult is meeting,” Amelia said to her as she stepped into the entrance hallway.

“Where?” Simoa asked.

“The old Hell Fire Club on Mount Pelier Hill at midnight tonight.”

“On Halloween,” Simoa said, smiling slightly. “How very spooky.”

I shook my head at her. “Are you enjoying this shit or something?”

“Of course,” she said. “Aren’t you, Corvin?”

“No, Simoa, I’m not.”

“Organize a team,” Amelia said to Simoa. “We’ll move soon.”

“This is going to be another bloodbath, isn’t it?” I said.

“You don’t have to come along if you don’t want to,” Simoa said, sounding like she was enjoying my discomfort at the situation. “Amelia and I can handle things while you sit in your bookshop.”

I threw her a look. “Your passive-aggressiveness is wearing thin, Simoa. Do me a favor and go fuck yourself, whatever your problem is.”

“I was just saying⁠—”

“No, you weren’t, you were⁠—”

“Enough!” Amelia shouted. “I don’t know what’s going on between you two, but you’d better sort it out before we leave, or you’ll both be staying behind. I can do this on my own if I have to.”

“Apologies, Amelia,” Simoa said. “I don’t know what his problem is.”

Gritting my teeth, I stared straight ahead as I tried not to react. “Whatever, Simoa. Amelia, where is the library?”

“Why?” she asked.

“I need to do some research.”

“The west wing, second door on the right.”

I threw Simoa a stinking look before walking away. “Shout me when you’re ready to go, Amelia.”
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As I stepped into the library, I closed the door behind me, leaning back against it as I took a few deep breaths to quell my anger at Simoa. Though it wasn’t just her that was winding me up. I felt dirty after witnessing the killings at the industrial estate, which was made worse because I knew the bloodshed wasn’t over, not by a long shot.

But there wasn’t much I could do about it. It would happen whether or not I was involved. The best thing I could do was get on with trying to stop the specter that was controlling it all. If the specter couldn’t be stopped, then it didn’t matter how many cult members were killed, more would keep popping up as the specter ensured the cult stayed in existence.

So I turned my attention to Iolas’ library of old books, which was huge, containing thousands of tomes on every subject you could think of. 

“This will take a while,” I said to myself as I gaped at the intimidating number of books lined from floor to ceiling on sturdy wooden shelves. There didn’t appear to be any real organization to the books, at least none that I could discern, so I went to the end of one side and systematically checked the book titles as I went along, resisting the urge to stop and examine any books that caught my interest, but which weren’t helpful to my current search.

A few minutes after I started, Amelia came walking into the room. “Hey,” she said.

“Hey,” I said, barely looking at her as I continued searching the books.

Amelia came walking over, her boots clunking against the hardwood floor. “Take no notice of Simoa.”

“I’m not.”

“I don’t know what her problem is.”

“I do.”

“What?”

“She doesn’t like me because I’m close to you. I think you have a Single White Female situation on your hands. I see she even cut her hair short to look like yours.”

“She wanted a change, she said.”

“Yeah, right.”

Amelia sighed and shook her head. “Whatever. She’s strange, that’s all. She’s good at her job, though, and that’s all I care about. If she wants to look like me, I won’t stop her.” She stared at me for a moment. “There’s something else wrong with you. You aren’t happy about my plan, are you?”

“Your plan to commit a massacre? No, not really.”

“Do you have a better suggestion?”

I shook my head, knowing there was none. Turning the cult members over to the authorities wouldn’t accomplish much since they were all so well connected and would walk soon after, getting away with it. The only way to ensure the cult never reformed was to get rid of them all, especially the specter that controlled everything from the house in Kilkenny, which I had yet to tell Amelia about. 

I stopped searching the books for a moment to look at her. “I’m just not as comfortable killing as you are.”

“Don’t make me out to be some sociopath, Corvin.”

“I’m not.”

“These people kill children and do god knows what else. They’re a cancer that needs eradicating, that’s all there is to it.”

“I know.”

“If you don’t feel comfortable with it, maybe you should stay behind, as Simoa said.”

“No, I need to be there. The cult leader is a man named Jared O’Hare. He needs to be taken alive.”

Amelia frowned. “Why?”

“Because I promised someone I would get him justice.”

“Who?”

“The man who saved my life last night.”

Amelia shook her head. “Now I’m confused.”

I turned back to the books to continue my search. “There’s a lot you don’t know yet…”
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Amelia listened as I told her about events in Kilkenny, and everything that Iolas had said to me about her parents and what they had become. She stayed silent for most of the time as I spoke, the look on her face becoming graver as I went on. When I’d finished, she just stood there for a long time in deep thought. 

I said nothing more, allowing her to process everything as I continued to scan the bookshelves. I had already come across a few volumes about ghosts and spirits, but so far, I found nothing useful on how to exterminate them.

“My parents were monsters,” Amelia said eventually, causing me to turn around and look at her. “Why didn’t Iolas tell me any of this?”

“I think he was trying to protect you in his own way,” I said. “I guess he thought you didn’t need to know the truth.”

She shook her head as she stared at the floor. “My family is truly fucked up. More than I ever thought it was.”

“You’re not your family, Amelia.”

“That doesn’t make me feel any better about all this.”

“You already knew your parents were involved in this, anyway.”

“Yeah, but I didn’t know they started it all,” she said. “Neither did I know what terrible people they were to begin with.”

“Iolas did you a favor when he took you out of the situation.”

“So you’re on Team Iolas now, are you?”

“Just stating the facts. Can you imagine what would’ve happened to you if Iolas hadn’t⁠—”

“Killed my parents? You can say it. I’m over that already.”

“I’m just saying things could’ve ended badly for you. You could’ve ended up like them.”

Sighing, she paced the room a few times before saying, “And now my parents have become this specter that hangs around the house?”

“The specter controls the cult, or rather the current leader.”

“So we have to destroy this specter thing somehow?”

“It’s the only way to finish the cult off for good.”

“And my parents.”

“Your parents are gone, Amelia. That specter is nothing more than a manifestation of the darkness they shared between them, not to mention a puppet of Apep.”

“So that’s why you’re in here, is it? To find out how to kill the thing?”

“I’m not having much luck. I thought we could burn the house to the ground, and the specter might lose its power that way, but I’m not so sure.”

“I think you’d be better off looking in the artifact room,” she said. “I’m almost certain Iolas has some ancient ghost trap in there.”

I frowned. “He never mentioned that.”

“He probably forgot he had it. He used to collect these things just for the sake of it most of the time.”

“Let’s look then.”

As I went to move toward the door, Amelia stepped in front of me and then threw her arms around me, hugging me tightly. After the last couple of days I’d had, her embrace felt good. 

“I’m sorry you nearly died,” she said. “I… don’t know what I’d do if you had.”

Her worry shocked me a little. It was the first time she had given me any real sign of her feelings for me, and to be honest, I had given little thought to my feelings for her until now. So far, things had been casual between us, but it seemed that was about to change if it hadn’t changed already. 

“Lucky I don’t die that easily,” I said, pulling back and smiling at her before kissing her on the lips.

“Maybe we should go somewhere after this is done,” she suggested. 

“Where do you have in mind?”

“I fancy Switzerland. I’ve never been, and I want to try skiing.”

“Sure, if I can watch you ski from somewhere warm that sells alcohol, I’m in.”

“That’s boring.”

“It’s never boring watching you in action.”

She shook her head and dropped her gaze for a second. “Wise up.”

“Are you blushing? You are, aren’t you?”

“Come on,” she said, turning away. “We’ve got shit to do.”

“Your cheeks are still red,” I said as I followed her out of the library.

“Your cheeks will be red too in a minute if you don’t quit.”

“Oh, dirty. You gonna spank me?”

“I didn’t mean those cheeks.”

“Damn…”
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It didn’t take Amelia more than a minute to find what she was looking for in the artifact room. 

It was a small vase that sat atop a tall wooden table. The vase was nothing much to behold, seeming to be crudely fashioned from clay, with glyphs carved into it around the middle. It also had a domed-shaped lid sitting on top. Beside it on the table was a scroll with the words to a spell that would apparently force a spirit into the vase and trap it inside.

“How did you know about this?” I asked her.

“Iolas used to catalog all this stuff for him,” she said, looking around the room as if she held no love for any of the items on display. “I know everything in here and what it does.”

I picked up the vase and held it, feeling nothing special from it. “And this is supposed to work?”

“It’ll work. Iolas didn’t buy duds.”

“Awesome. This is just what we need.”

Amelia walked to the door as I grabbed the scroll. “It’s past dark,” she said. “Let’s hit these fuckers at the Hell Fire Club now.”

I nodded, even though my stomach turned over at the thought of the bloodshed to come.


19


[image: ]


The Hell Fire Club is the popular name given to the ruined building at the summit of Mount Pelier Hill in Dublin. The building was a hunting lodge built in 1725 by one William Conolly, and it exists in isolation outside of the city, surrounded by a forestry plantation known as Hell Fire Wood. 

The building was on top of a prehistoric site at the summit of the hill. Once sacred cairn stones were used in the building itself, which many cite as the reason for the rumored paranormal activity surrounding the place, and because the builders had never seen the movie Poltergeist. 

Members of the Irish Hell Fire Club used the hunting lodge as a meeting place for nearly a decade. Stories abound about the debauchery, occult practices and demonic manifestations that took place in the club over the years, so it was no surprise that the Cult of Apep had decided to hold one of their masses on this night of Samhain when the forces of darkness are at their most energetic.

Amelia and I were inside her car as we sat by the side of a narrow road, surrounded by nothing but dark countryside. Amelia wore an earpiece that gave her status updates from her security team, who were on standby to move on her orders. 

As expected, the cult had its own security team at the foot of Mount Pelier Hill, presumably to prevent any brave members of the public venturing up to the old building on the summit this Halloween night. 

“Take the security out when you’re ready,” Amelia said as she looked straight ahead.

I sat looking out in the darkness as I prepared myself for the bloodshed to come. 

As I waited, I took out my phone and sent a text to Geoff in Kilkenny:

D U STILL WANT O’HARE?

A moment later, he texted back:

YES

I sent him another text telling him to sit tight, and that I would bring O’Hare to him. As I saw it, it was only right that Geoff got to decide what happened to O’Hare. The man killed Geoff’s little brother, after all. 

Earlier, I grabbed a picture of O’Hare from the internet and sent it to Amelia’s phone, telling her to send it to everyone on her team so they would know not to kill O’Hare along with the rest.

“Is it done?” Amelia asked, pressing her earpiece.

As she started the car and drove, I assumed the answer was yes. The cult’s security team was all dead, which left just the cult themselves, who, according to the orcs, were already inside the building atop the hill, no doubt awaiting their next sacrificial victim to arrive, who wouldn’t be arriving at all. 

The only thing coming for the cult was death.

Soon, we drove down into the carpark at the foot of the hill to see over a dozen vehicles parked there, most of them SUVs and luxury cars belonging to the cult members and their security team. 

After we pulled up behind a black Mercedes, I got out to see several bodies lying on the gravel, bleeding out from bullet wounds. At the foot of the hill, six orcs stood with automatic weapons, along with Simoa, who held a semi-auto handgun. 

Amelia had already offered me a gun, but I refused. I knew nothing about guns, and if I was going to kill somebody, I would do it better with magic.

“Let’s move,” Amelia said to her team as she took out her Desert Eagle. “And remember, no one gets left alive.”

“Except O’Hare,” I said.

“Except O’Hare,” she repeated.

The orcs all grunted in agreement as we walked the path that led up the hill. As we did, Amelia told the orcs to spread out a bit, with two of them flanking left and two more flanking right, leaving just one to take the center with Amelia, Simoa and myself.

“Be careful here,” I told them. “I didn’t see Peterson’s body lying down there, which means he’s probably up there with more security.”

“Peterson?” Simoa asked.

“O’Hare’s bodyguard,” I said.

Simoa nodded like she didn’t care. “He’ll die with the rest.”

We’ll see, I thought, just as we spotted two figures up ahead coming toward us. Neither of the figures—presumably more security—made it very far before they were gunned down by the orcs, who had suppressors on their weapons. Though given how still the night was, I could still hear the shots. Whatever security was left up there would be alerted by now.

“Move!” Amelia said as she ran up the path, quickly followed by the rest of us, all except the orc beside us, who took a bullet to the head from out of nowhere, his massive body crashing to the ground and sliding back down the hill a little.

“Jesus!” I exclaimed, instinctively ducking down as I continued to run up the slope alongside Amelia.

At that point, the orcs to the left and right of the slope all returned fire. As we got closer to the ruined stone building, which appeared to be lit from the inside by glowing orange light, much shouting from panicked voices pierced the night air. 

In the semi-darkness at the top of the hill, I could see robed figures running out of the old building like rats from a sewer. Most of them were shot down as soon as they stepped outside, the high-powered weapons used by the orcs being more than a match for the handguns carried by what remained of the cult’s security team. 

By the time I made it up the slope along with Amelia and Simoa, bodies were lying around everywhere. 

The four orcs flanking us had now converged on the building, and any cult members who hadn’t died immediately from the bullets in them were mercilessly finished by the orcs, who either shot the survivors in the head or stamped on them, crushing skulls with their huge bulk.

As I examined the bodies on the ground, counting over a dozen so far, I saw no sign of O’Hare yet. No doubt others were hiding inside the building, for all the good that would do them. 

But as I went to walk inside, I spotted movement out of the corner of my eye, and when I looked to my right, I saw two figures running toward the forest. As it was so dark, it was hard to make out who the figures were, but something told me it was O’Hare and Peterson making a run for it. At the first sign of trouble, Peterson would’ve gotten his Principle out of there. It wouldn’t surprise me if he had an emergency vehicle parked somewhere near, just in case he had to make a quick getaway.

Without thinking about it, I bolted over the grass and started heading for the two figures still running toward the trees, and as I did, I got my magic ready as I prepared to blast them if need be. Behind me, I heard Amelia shout my name, but I ran on, knowing that if the men made it into the forest, they would likely escape.

I was a hundred yards away from them when one of the men broke off while the other ran into the forest. The one who broke off—Peterson, I now realized—was sprinting right toward me. 

A break in the clouds allowed a sliver of moonlight to come through, and that’s when I saw Peterson was pointing a gun at me. 

A split second before he fired, though, I heard a shot from behind me, and Peterson fell to the ground. When I looked around, I saw Simoa standing about twenty yards away, still holding her gun out in front of her.

“Go!” she shouted. “Get the other one.”

Nodding once at her, I bolted across the grass toward the forest, not even sure if Peterson was dead or alive. If he were alive, he wouldn’t be for much longer, not if Simoa had anything to do with it.

Breathing hard as I entered the dark forest, I called O’Hare’s name. 

“It’s over, O’Hare!” I shouted as I looked around for him. “There’s no use in hiding.”

And there really wasn’t. 

After I cast a reveal spell, I was able to pinpoint O’Hare crouching behind a clump of bushes about twenty yards away. As I got near him, he jumped up and tried to run off through the trees, and I ran after him as he did so, stopping only to say the words, “Ventum exquiris!”

A second later, a hurricane-strength gust of wind took O’Hare right off his feet and slammed him against a thick pine tree. He lay groaning on the forest floor as I reached him. To make sure he stayed down, and because I wanted to, I kicked him hard in the ribs, causing him to cry out in pain. 

“That’s for trying to drown me,” I said, before kicking him again. “And that’s for being a sick, twisted cunt.”

“Please…” he said, in between choking. “Don’t kill me…”

“I’m not going to kill you,” I said. 

He looked up at me with fearful eyes, all of his former smugness gone. “What are you going to do, then?”

“I’m taking you home to Kilkenny.”

He seemed confused now as he continued to stare up at me. “Why?”

“There’s someone there that wants to speak to you.”

He shook his head, knowing he would not get away with it after all. “Who?” he asked, the fear back in his voice.

“You’ll find out when we get there,” I said, enjoying seeing him squirm. “Now, get the fuck up and start walking…”
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Although he was scared for his life, Jared O’Hare still insisted on making threats as I marched him across the grass toward the old the building on the hill, his robes catching on his feet as he walked.

“You don’t know what you’ve done,” he said, unable to keep the fear from his voice. “The Dark One will retaliate, mark my words, and when it does, you’ll wish you were dead.”

“The Dark One?” I said as I pushed him on. “You mean the specter in the Tasar house?”

“Yes, Apep speaks through it. Apep will save me from whatever you have planned.”

“I don’t think so, asshole. After I’m done with you, I’m going to that house to take care of the Dark One, as you call it.”

O’Hare laughed to himself. “Good luck with that.”

“Yeah? Well, good luck surviving the night.” We had reached the building now, and the orcs were dragging the bodies into a pile near the front. “Look, Jared. Your followers are all dead.”

“No…,” he said, aghast at the bloody sight before him. “Apep will kill you all for this! He’ll⁠—”

Before he could say anymore, I suddenly slapped my hand onto his forehead and said a quick spell that would effectively poison him, but not so much that it would kill him. The magic would put him out for a while and make him hallucinate the way the drugs he gave me did. 

“Nighty-night, Jared,” I said, catching him as he went to fall to the ground, his body suddenly as weak as a kitten’s as the magic took hold.

“You got your man then.” Simoa came walking over to me, her gun now put away.

“I did,” I said. “Thanks, by the way, for earlier.”

She barely smiled. “Don’t mention it. I’m sure you would’ve done the same for me, right?”

I nodded. “Right. Can you do me another favor and get one of the orcs to carry this asshole to Amelia’s car, please?”

“Where are you taking him?”

“Kilkenny.”

When she realized I wasn’t going to give up any more details, she merely nodded. “I’ll get it done.”

“Thanks,” I said as I walked away from her, going to stand by Amelia as she stood looking at the pile of bodies by the front of the building. 

“Are you okay?” she asked me. “You got O’Hare I see.”

“I did. There’s a lot of cleaning up here.”

“I know. There are more people on the way.”

“Who?”

She looked at me like I was dumb. “Cleaners.”

“Of course. One benefit of being the head of a crime organization, I guess. You can order clean-up crews.”

“Just because I run a criminal empire, doesn’t mean I still can’t do good, you know.”

I looked at the pile of dead meat in front of us. “You think we did well here?”

“Don’t you?”

I shrugged. “Doesn’t feel like it.”

“You’re just shocked by the violence,” she said. “Once the dust settles, you’ll see we did a good thing here. We prevented any more innocent kids from being taken by these monsters.”

“We still have one more monster to take care of, don’t forget.”

She nodded. “My parents, or what’s become of them.”

“O’Hare called the specter the Dark One.”

“The Dark One? Very original.”

“That’s what I thought.”

“I guess we should go to Kilkenny and take care of the ‘Dark One’ then,” she said. “Give me a minute to sort things out here.”

“I’ll meet you in the car.”

I watched her walk to Simoa, who would be staying behind to oversee the cleanup, and then I turned walked down the hill. I inhaled the night air deep into my lungs to get the smell of death out of my nostrils, though I knew it would take more than a bit of fresh air to rid me of the death stink, which felt like it went deep under my skin, staining my soul.

Even when you do good, you still end up feeling bad.
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Two hours later, we arrived in Kilkenny. On the journey, I called Geoff to let him know we’d be coming soon, and he gave me directions to a farm situated just outside the city. 

I knew then that he planned on killing O’Hare, who was in the trunk of the Dodge, drugged up on magic.

The isolated farm took us a while to find. It also appeared abandoned when we got there. As we drove into the courtyard, I saw Geoff standing next to his car in a T-shirt and jeans, his arms folded across his barrel chest. 

Jesus, I thought. Does this guy never feel the cold?

“Who owns this place?” I asked him when I got out of the car.

“I do,” he said. “I grew up here. It stopped being a farm when my father died.”

I nodded as Amelia got out of the car. “Geoff, this is Amelia.”

“Hello,” he said, slightly warily as he took her in.

“Hey,” Amelia said as she went to the trunk and opened it. “We brought your package.”

Geoff joined us by the trunk, and we all stared down at O’Hare lying inside, his head rolling back and forth as if he was having a fever dream. 

“What’s wrong with him?” Geoff asked.

“I just gave him a little something to keep him subdued,” I said. “It will wear off soon.”

Geoff nodded. “How did you manage this? What about Peterson?”

“He’s dead,” I said.

“They’re all dead,” Amelia added.

Geoff looked at her like he found her intimidating. “All of them?”

“All of them,” I said, not mentioning the Dark One.

“All but this one,” Amelia said. “I hope you will make him suffer for what he did to your brother, and god knows how many other kids.”

Geoff stared down at O’Hare. “He’ll get what’s coming to him.”

“Glad to hear it,” Amelia said, and then lifted O’Hare out of the trunk like he weighed no more than a child. “Where do you want him?”

Geoff’s eyes widened as he gaped at Amelia standing there with a grown man in her arms, before looking at me as if seeking an explanation. “She goes to the gym a lot,” I said.

Geoff shook his head. “Follow me.”

I walked behind Amelia as she carried O’Hare inside a dilapidated barn and dumped him down on the stinking floor. As she did, he flung his eyes open as if awakening from a nightmare. 

Except his nightmare was just about to begin. 

“Where am I?” he demanded as he went to sit up, but Geoff put his boot on his chest and forced him back down, causing Amelia to smile in approval.

“You’re at the end of the road, Jared,” I said. “That’s where you are.”

His face suddenly registered his terror as he realized what was going on. “You don’t have to do this,” he protested. “I can pay you… I can make all three of you rich if you just let me go… please…”

“We don’t need your money, asshole,” Amelia said. “I’ve got enough of my own.”

“You killed my little brother,” Geoff said, composed considering he finally had his brother’s killer in his grasp, though his composure chilled me more than his anger probably would have.

“We’ll leave you to it,” I said to him.

Geoff nodded at me as he kept his large boot on O’Hare. “I appreciate what you did here.”

I nodded back at him. “You saved my life after this cretin tried to kill me. I owed you.”

As we walked away, O’Hare started screaming, but his screams were cut short a few seconds later, and I dared not turn around to see why.

I looked at Amelia to see her smiling to herself. “Have fun, you guys,” she called over her shoulder.
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Once we drove away from the farm, we went straight to Amelia’s childhood home.

Now the home of the Dark One.

As Amelia drove through the gates and brought the car to a stop in front of the house, my stomach turned over at the thought of having to go inside again and face that evil thing in there once more.

“This is it,” Amelia said as she gripped the steering wheel with both hands, even though the engine was off.

I stared at her for a moment, noticing how unsettled she seemed compared to how she was at the farm. “Are you afraid?” I asked her.

She turned her head to look at me. “Aren’t you?”

Staring out through the window at the house, I nodded. “I’d be foolish if I wasn’t afraid.”

“Maybe we should wait till daybreak before going in.”

I laughed slightly, more out of nervousness than anything else. “The house is dark inside, even during the day. I don’t think it would matter.”

Amelia took a deep breath and let it out slowly as she stared at the house. “I haven’t been in there since I was a kid,” she said, her voice subdued. “Given everything you’ve told me about what went on, I don’t know how I stayed there for so long.”

“You seriously remember nothing bad happening?”

She frowned deeply as she shook her head. “I don’t know… maybe. I don’t really want to talk about it.”

“How did you feel about your parents? Did you love them? Did they⁠—”

She cut me off with a look. “I said I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fine,” I said, raising my hands slightly.

“There’s a gas can in the trunk,” she said. “After we get this Dark One, I’m burning this place to the ground.”

“I don’t blame you.”

She stared at the house a moment longer before seeming to wipe a tear from her eye. “Alright. Let’s get this over with.”

Neither of us wanted to get out of the car, but we knew we didn’t have a choice. If the Dark One weren’t dealt with, it would use its corruptive influence to conscript another cult leader, and then the whole cult would rise from the ashes, and more children would die.

There was no way we would let that happen.

So before I got out of the car, I opened the glove compartment and took out the small vase that would serve as a ghost trap, along with the scroll that had the spell written on it in Latin.

“You think that thing will work?” Amelia asked as we stood outside on the weed-strewn gravel drive, her confidence in the artefact seeming to waver in the face of fear.

“I bloody hope so,” I said. “Or we’re screwed, aren’t we?”

“Maybe burning the house will be enough. What do you think?”

“Maybe, but I’m not taking the chance that the Dark One moves somewhere else. We don’t know if it’s tied to the house or whether it just enjoys hanging around here, perhaps because its power is especially strong in this place. If we burn the house, we might never find the Dark One again, at least not before it brings more death and chaos to please its master, Apep.”

“You make a convincing argument… unfortunately.”

“Screw it,” I said, trying to make the situation seem less grave than it was. “What can it really do to us? It’s a bloody ghost.”

Amelia looked at me and saw I wasn’t as brave as I was letting on. “We’ll soon find out.”

I was about to say something else when I noticed a figure standing by the front of the house. A man, it seemed like, dressed in clothes that looked to have been in style decades ago, and I realized after a second that I was looking at another ghost. 

I was about to point the ghost out to Amelia when another suddenly appeared out of thin air by the front door, the translucent form of a young girl no older than about twelve. 

After that, ghostly figures materialized all around the driveway, men, women and children of all ages, most seeming from decades past.

“Em, Amelia…”

“I see them,” she said in a quiet voice. “What do they all want?”

I shook my head. “No idea.”

“There are so many…”

There must’ve been dozens of ghostly figures all standing around the driveway and overgrown gardens, every one of them staring right at us. “I didn’t see this many last time I was here.”

Amelia exhaled sharply as if she had just realized something.

“What is it?” I asked her.

“I just realized that my parents… murdered all these people.”

I nodded grimly. “I’d say you’re right.”

“I feel sick, Corvin…”

“Are you⁠—”

I didn’t get much further before a ghost suddenly came flying at us, screaming as it went. The ghost of a woman with wild eyes and a mouth that was open much wider than was possible. As the ghost came barreling at us, it flew straight through us both, taking our breath away as it did so.

“What the hell was that about?” Amelia said as she stood stiffly, temporarily froze to the spot in shock.

I shook my head as I waited for another ghost to come, but none did. Instead, all the ghosts who were standing around suddenly faded away into nothing as quickly as they had come, their ghostly light now replaced by the dark of night. 

“I think maybe that was a warning.”

“To do what?” Amelia asked.

“To leave,” I replied.

“That’s very considerate of them.” She checked herself over for a second, as if she expected to be covered in ectoplasm. “But that’s not going to happen.”

“Have you suddenly found your confidence again?”

“I’m angry, Corvin,” she said as she stared coldly at the house. “I want to go in there and kick the Dark One’s ass.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said. “I’m glad one of us has a set of balls.”

“I should’ve put an end to this years ago.”

“You didn’t know about it.”

“Well, I know now.” She took a step forward and stood with her chest pushed out, her arms held out by her sides, as though she was standing up to the house and what was in it. “Let’s finish this.”

Grim-faced, we headed toward the house.
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The night seemed to get darker as we walked toward the house; the moon covered by thick gray clouds that threatened to burst at the seams at any minute. Gusts of wind blew up around us as if the energy of the house was affecting the very atmosphere. 

“A storm is brewing,” I said ominously.

As we neared the house, the front door suddenly opened by itself and slammed back against the inside wall. 

“Shit,” Amelia said as we stopped. “That’s not creepy or anything.”

“It’s like the specter wants us to come in.”

“Of course it does. It wants to kill us.”

“Maybe just me. The specter used to be your parents, remember?”

Amelia looked at me. “And because of that, you think the Dark One’s going to give me a really big hug when it sees me?”

I shook my head at her sarcasm. “We don’t know how it will react.”

“There’s only one way to find out.”

She strode forward again toward the house, and I followed her carrying the vase and the scroll, feeling woefully unprepared for the fight that no doubt lay ahead.

The wind seemed to get stronger around us as it slammed the front door back and forth off the wall inside, making it look like a hungry mouth was waiting to eat us up. 

Amelia stepped inside the house before I did, having first stood for a moment to peer through the opening. Predictably, as soon as we were both inside the entrance hallway, the front door slammed behind us, sealing us inside.

“I can barely see,” Amelia said in a near whisper.

“Use your magic as a light,” I said as I emitted light from my right hand, which gave me a good six-foot diameter of illumination that still struggled to penetrate the darkness.

When Amelia conjured her own light, she held her hand out in front of her as she steadily panned the light across the hallway, taking everything in. 

“Oh my god…” she breathed as she took in the black mold that seemed to cover every surface and the twisting vines that grew over the walls and staircase.

“I think it’s mold,” I said as I looked around, thoroughly creeped out by being back in the house once more, remembering all too well how scared I was when I ran out of it last time. “Though it could be something supernatural, like ectoplasm or something.”

“It’s disgusting, whatever it is. It smells like death.”

“I thought so too.”

Taking small, careful steps—as if the floor would give way on her—Amelia walked across the entrance hallway, moving her lit hand around so she could take in what used to be her childhood home, her face conveying mostly her disgust, but also her fear. She no doubt felt the Dark One as I did, and the icy fear it inspired.

“Do you like what they’ve done with the place?” I asked her, hoping a little humor might help to ease the heavy dread in the air.

Amelia shook her head at me, in doing so, showing that nothing would make her feel better until we had done what we came to do. 

“Put the vase on the floor and read the spell,” she said, her eyes constantly darting around as if she feared the Dark One would come any second. “I don’t want to spend any longer in this place than I have to.”

I thought about telling her to wait outside, but I knew she would refuse. I also doubted she would even get out the door before the Dark One appeared and stopped her.

Unwilling to waste any more time, I placed the small vase on the uneven floor and took off the lid, placing it next to the vase as per the instructions on the scroll. Then I unrolled the scroll itself and held my hand over it to illuminate the words written on it, which were difficult to see given how old they were. They were also in Latin, which I had trouble reading at the best of times.

The second I started reading, however, Amelia suddenly stopped me.

“Corvin…”

“What is⁠—”

I followed her line of sight to the staircase and shone my light in that direction, my eyes widening as I saw two figures standing at the top of the stairs. 

At first, I thought they were ghosts like the ones who had appeared outside earlier, but they didn’t have the same translucent appearance or otherworldly glow that the others had. These two—a man and a woman in their thirties or thereabouts—looked real. 

I had never seen a photo of Amelia’s parents before, but I didn’t need to see a photo to know it was them.

Amelia’s face confirmed as much. 

Her eyes were wide, her jaw slack, looking for all the world as if…well, as if she’d seen a ghost.

Or two.

Faelyn and Shaerra Tasar both had smiles on their faces as they walked down the stairs arm in arm, both of them dressed as if they were about to attend some glamorous ball. Faelyn wore a tuxedo, seeming tall and dashingly handsome, his hair short and perfectly gelled. His wife Shaerra wore a black evening dress that pushed up her large breasts in her slender frame. Her wavy blonde hair cascaded over her shoulders, drawing attention to the expensive pearl necklace she wore. She was as devastatingly beautiful as Amelia was, and both she and her husband oozed charisma as they elegantly descended the stairs. 

If anybody could start a cult and get people to follow them, I thought, it’s these two.

“What do we do?” Amelia whispered, sounding almost childlike as she continued to stare at her parents.

Honestly, I didn’t know. I was so blinded by the Tasars as they continued down the stairs, by their glamor and beauty, that I forgot for a moment that they were also monsters, and as a couple, the Dark One who haunted the house.

When Amelia grabbed my hand and squeezed it, I maneuvered us back toward the door, instinctively putting distance between us and the ghosts or whatever they were coming down the stairs.

The Tasars maintained their smiles as they took the last step to stand in the entrance hallway, looking first at me, and then at Amelia, keeping their focus on her as they appeared to take her in. 

“It’s really her, Faelyn,” Shaerra whispered to her husband after a moment. “It’s our daughter.”

“Amelia?” Faelyn said. “Is it really you, sweetheart?”

Both Amelia and I just stood there, neither of us knowing what to say, especially Amelia, who god help her, her heart seemed to be breaking on the spot as tears came to her eyes.

“Don’t be afraid,” Shaerra said, breaking away from her husband to step slowly forward. “We don’t want to hurt you, Amelia.”

I felt Amelia’s conflicting emotions as she squeezed my hand. Understandably, she seemed to be taken in more than I was by the paranormal beings who used to be her parents, which is why I had to say something. 

“Remember who they are, Amelia. Remember what they’ve done.”

Shaerra threw me a look then, a look that chilled my blood, there was so much hatred and animosity in it. 

“You should leave,” she said. “This isn’t your house. This is our house, and you are intruding.”

The front door suddenly opened, allowing in a tremendous gust of wind and rain. Then, just as thunder rolled across the sky outside, I was lifted into the air by some invisible force. Amelia tried to hold on to my hand, but her grip was ripped from me when I was slammed back against the wall and held there, the vase dropping from my other hand and smashing into pieces on the floor.

No…

“We have waited so long for you coming back to us,” Faelyn was saying as he moved toward Amelia. “We have such sights to show you, Amelia. You are home now.”

“No, Amelia!” I shouted. “Don’t listen to them. They only want to⁠—”

The same energy that held me up suddenly pulled me forward before I could say anything else, throwing me toward the front door like an unwanted pet. 

As I lay groaning on the floor, Amelia shouted my name and went to help me, but she didn’t get very far before she was pulled back by the same force that was now using the front door to push me outside.

The last thing I saw before the door slammed shut was Amelia as she stretched her hand toward me for help.

And as the door closed, her parents stood behind her smiling, waiting to take her into their open arms.
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There was no way I would let those two monsters take Amelia. 

No way in hell.

“Amelia!” I shouted as I banged on the front door with my fist, hoping to hear her voice, but there was no reply.

As anger rose in me, I stepped back from the door and blasted it with my magic, putting everything I had into it. When the blast hit the door, the door exploded into pieces, sending splinters of wood everywhere. 

When I rushed inside, Faelyn and Shaerra were standing by the foot of the stairs, their appearance different now. Their sheen of glamor had gone, and they appeared to be covered in the same black substance that covered all the walls. It was like their internal rot had leaked through to the surface of their skin. Their faces too looked ghoulish, their former beauty now spoiled by sagging flesh that appeared to be rotting on the bone. 

They both stood over Amelia, who was lying on the floor as black mold crept over her face and body, as though her parents’ darkness was infecting her.

“Amelia!” I shouted, hoping to wake her from whatever state her parents had put her in, but the sound of my voice did nothing to rouse her.

“You were told to leave!” Faelyn shouted as he pointed a boney finger at me.

“Kill him, my love!” Shaerra said, sounding like she relished the thought of seeing me die at her husband’s hands.

“I don’t think so!” I said, and suddenly conjured a ball of fire and threw it at Faelyn, not knowing what effect it was going to have on him, given that I didn’t know if I was looking at a ghost or something more substantial. 

In any case, he seemed fearful as the fireball come hurtling toward him. When it hit him in the chest, he screamed as if in pain and then seemed to dissipate into the darkness.

Shaerra screamed with rage when she saw what I had done to her husband, and before I could launch a fireball at her, too, she disappeared of her own accord.

I stood for a second, surprised by how easy it was to get rid of them, even though it was probably just temporary. I knew they would be back soon, probably more pissed off than ever, so I had to hurry.

I ran straight over to Amelia, crouching down beside her as I tried to wake her up. After I shook her a few times, she opened her eyes and sat up with a fright, the black mold still trying to work its way over her skin, which she must’ve felt because she started frantically wiping at her face with her hands, and then looked aghast when she saw the mold was covering her hands as well.

“Calm down,” I told her. “Use your magic to get rid of it.”

Nodding, she closed her eyes, and after a few seconds, a faint bluish light emanated from her skin, which seemed to do the trick of forcing the mold to retreat from her, like it couldn’t stand the light. When she opened her eyes a moment later, the black substance had all but left her. 

Getting to her feet, she looked around for the ghost of her parents. “Where are they?” she asked.

“Gone, for now. We should go too.”

She shook her head. “We have to finish this.”

“How?” I said. “The vase is smashed so we can’t trap them, and I have no idea how to kill them or even if they can be killed. It’s better if we leave to regroup. We’ll come back once we’re better prepared.”

“It’s too late for that, I’m afraid.”

It wasn’t Amelia who said it, but her father, who had appeared behind us in the hallway. As Amelia and I scurried back from him, we then heard her mother’s voice.

“Neither of you is going anywhere,” she said as she stood by the front entrance, preventing us from leaving.

“You destroyed our cult,” Faelyn said, looking like he’d just risen from his grave. 

“And you will pay for that,” Shaerra added.

“Please,” Amelia said as we backed toward the wall, her parents now coming together in the center of the hallway. “You don’t have to do this. I’m your daughter, remember?”

“We know,” Shaerra said, smiling. “That’s why you will stay here with us…forever.”

I conjured another fireball in my hand, but as I did, Faelyn gave me some death stare that pinned me against the wall, making it so I couldn’t move. When I felt a slimy sensation on my hands, I looked down to see the black mold creep over my skin.

“Stop this!” Amelia shouted, sounding mightily pissed off now. “Stop it!”

Shaerra merely smiled at her. “She still has your temper, Faelyn.”

Faelyn smiled. “She does. We didn’t discipline her enough as a child. Perhaps we ought to now.”

“Good idea, my love.”

As I watched on helplessly, Faelyn and Shaerra suddenly came together as one, their bodies merging as they lost all form to become that shapeless black spirit that had chased me out of the house before, only this time the thing seemed to have a mouth of sorts, and perhaps even eye sockets. Everything was so dark it was hard to tell.

With a shout of rage, Amelia blasted the Dark One with her magic, but every time she did, the Dark One would disintegrate on the spot and the magic would pass harmlessly through it. Amelia seemed to try every form of magic she knew, but nothing seemed to have much effect on the Dark One, who could be heard laughing as it re-materialized in the air almost mockingly.

This back and forth between Amelia and the Dark One went on for several minutes, to the point where Amelia was looking drained and exhausted by using so much magic.

“Just run, Amelia!” I shouted at her. “Get out of here!”

“I’m not leaving you!” she shouted back as she threw another blast of magic at the Dark One who instead of disintegrating like before, suddenly dropped onto the floor, its dark form spreading out over the floorboards in a rough circle which soon turned into a hole or a portal of some sort as it swirled around like so much filth going down a plughole.

This doesn’t look good, I thought. “Amelia, get out now!”

She rushed over to me and tried to pull me away from the wall, but the force holding me was too strong. 

“I’m not leaving you here to die,” she said as she resorted to using her magic to counter the force holding me, which turned out to be no use either.

Meanwhile, a black, tar-like substance was making its way out of the portal on the floor. Thick, glistening ropes of the stuff slithered across the floor like snakes as they made their way toward Amelia.

“Amelia, there’s no time!” I said. “Behind you!”

She looked around and saw what was coming at her, the black substance having formed into something like tentacles which had now raised themselves off the floor.

In a last-ditch attempt to ward off what was coming at her, Amelia pulled out the Desert Eagle and emptied a full magazine into the tentacles. The noise was deafening, the gunpowder smoke cloying, but the bullets, as powerful as they were, had no effect on the supernatural slime that held itself up in the air mere feet away from her, swaying like the heads of a Hydra, seeming to mock her attempts at killing it.

“For the last time,” I shouted, my ears ringing from the shots. “Go!”

Amelia looked at me with one of the most pained expressions I have ever seen on anyone, and then suddenly, her face changed as a kind of calmness came over her.

No, not calm, I soon realized, but resignation.

She smiled at me with tears in her eyes as she dropped the gun and backed away from me slowly, toward the waiting grasp of the black tentacles that swayed behind her in fevered anticipation.

“No…” I said, trying to shake my head but unable to. “Amelia, don’t!”

“I’m sorry, Corvin,” she said. “I can’t let you die.”

As she continued to back away, the first of the tentacles wrapped itself around her waist, anchoring her in its grip. Then another one coiled around her chest, causing her to cry out at the pressure it put on her.

“Amelia!” 

I was horrified by what was happening, knowing I was about to lose her if I didn’t do something. In a burst of pure rage and adrenaline, I pushed against the force that was holding me against the wall, and with a massive cry of effort, I somehow ripped myself from its grasp as I fell hard onto the floor in front of me. 

Scrambling immediately to my feet, I rushed forward to save Amelia, who was being pulled back now toward the dark portal behind her. Her arm was outstretched, her hand grasping for mine as I locked onto her fingers.

At that moment, time seemed to slow down as our eyes met. 

“I love you,” she whispered.

Then she was ripped from my grasp, pulled back into the portal, disappearing into it with a scream which was soon cut short when the portal closed and then disappeared.

I could only stare at the floor as if I couldn’t understand what had just happened. “No… NO-NO-NO!”

I started shouting her name over and over as if she would soon answer me, but she never did.

“WHAT HAVE YOU DONE WITH HER?!” I bawled into the darkness surrounding me. “GIVE HER BACK!”

I waited frantically for an answer, but none came. 

The Dark One remained silent, as did the house.

Dropping to my knees, I covered my face with my hands for a moment as desperate tears leaked from my eyes.

When I eventually stood up in a kind of daze and went outside, I saw that the storm that was brewing earlier seemed to have calmed now, and there was nothing but heavy silence in the air. 

As I stood like a bomb blast survivor staring out into the night at nothing, the ghosts suddenly appeared all around me, one by one, until there were dozens of them everywhere.

They just stood there staring, until I got the feeling that every one of them was judging me, goading me as they seemed to say: 

What are you going to do now, Corvin? 

I wish I could’ve answered them.

But I couldn’t.

For I did not know.

I only knew that I had to get Amelia back, someway, somehow. 

Whatever it took, I would do it.

But as I stared at the ghosts surrounding me, and then at the house that seemed to mock me with its bending face, I knew I couldn’t save Amelia by myself.

I needed help.

The help of my friends.

Turning toward the house before I left for Dublin, I said, “Don’t worry, Amelia. I’m coming back for you. I’m coming back to save you…”
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It’s the Irish way. 

When your back is against the wall, and you have nowhere to turn—when the world feels like its collapsing in on itself, and you’re about to be swallowed up by it—you hit the bottle because it’s the only course of action that makes any sense. You get drunk to soothe the pain, even though you know there can be no easing of the mental anguish that is tearing your mind apart; no relief from the pain in your belly. 

But you do it anyway because it’s the Irish way.

Or my way, at least.

Sitting behind the desk in the darkness of the bookshop, I poured whiskey down my throat like it was going out of style. Having downed most of the bottle by now, I felt nauseous, and not all numb, like how I wanted to feel. 

“She’s not dead…” I muttered drunkenly as I sat slumped in my chair. “She’s not fucking dead…”

I refused to believe otherwise. I couldn’t believe it. 

If I’d allowed myself to think Amelia had gone for good, I’m not sure what I would’ve done. There had been so much death already, her’s would’ve crushed me.

“She’s somewhere,” I said into the empty quiet of the shop, the books on the shelves seeming to sit in silent judgment. “She’s somewhere, and all I have to do is find her… and bring her back.”

I took another slug from the bottle before slamming it back down on the table. This whole time, I’d been trying not to look at the photo of my mother on the wall. Despite the lights being off, there was enough light from the streetlamps outside to just make out her face in the photo, and my eyes inevitably drifted to it. As soon as they did, the tears started. Bitter tears that tasted sour as they ran into my mouth. 

“If you were here, you’d know what to do,” I said to the photo. “You always knew what to do…”

Wiping the tears from my face, I drained the whiskey that was left in the bottle and then sat looking straight ahead toward the window, my vision blurry as I stared out at the shadowy street outside.

I don’t know when the figure in the window appeared. 

I just remember my vision coming into focus and realizing there was someone there on the street outside, staring at me through the window. 

It was a tall man with light-colored hair, wearing a dark raincoat that hung past his knees. Usually, the shutters would be down over the windows, preventing anyone from looking in. But as the screens weren’t down, the man outside could stare through the window at me, my silhouette probably formed from the glow of the streetlamps outside.

“What the fuck does he want?” I said as a deep frown came over my face. “Fucking freak… PISS OFF FREAK!”

Despite my shouting, the man outside continued to stand there, strangely inanimate, with his arms by his side. Squinting into the half-light, I saw the man seemed to be in his forties or thereabouts, and as I watched, he slowly took a packet of cigarettes out of his raincoat pocket, took one out and lit it. As the match he used flared up in front of his face, I saw his eyes were on me still.

More than that, he now seemed familiar to me. 

Despite not recognizing him at all, I couldn’t shake the feeling that we had somehow met before. There was just something about him, something that caused a sense of dread to come over me as if he was bad news.

The stranger continued to stand there, smoking his cigarette as he stared through the French windows at me. By his third or fourth puff, I’d had enough of being gawked at. In a rush of anger, I jumped to my feet, knocking my hip against the desk as I did so, wincing at the pain for a second before hobbling around the desk and across the floor to the window, standing a few feet back from it. 

“Piss off!” I said to the freak outside.

He merely smiled, and for the first time, I saw he had ice-blue eyes that seemed strangely devoid of emotion, except perhaps for a look of glee, as though he were enjoying messing with my head.

So it’s like that, is it? I thought. I’ll sort this asshole out right now…

I went to the door and pulled it open, muttering to myself that the guy had picked the wrong night to mess with me.

But when I got outside, he had gone.

Frowning, I looked up and down the street, but there was no sign of him. “Son of a bitch,” I said, thinking there was no way the guy could move that quickly, unless…

He had teleported.

The chilly night air seemed to make me drunker as I stood trying to figure out why some Touched freak had messed with my head tonight of all nights.

Pulling the shutters down over the front window, I went back inside the shop, locking the door behind me. As I crossed the floor again, I halted when I noticed something on the desk, something that hadn’t been there before I went outside. 

Frowning in the semi-dark, I walked closer to the desk and drew back in horror a second later. “What the…”

I could hardly believe what I was looking at as I stared down in disgust. 

On the desk, in between two stacks of books, was an arrangement of severed fingers. There were ten fingers all of different sizes and appearance, indicating that they had come from different people. Most were cleanly severed, though a few looked like someone had ripped them off the hand they used to belong to. At least one of the fingers—which still held a gold ring, a wedding ring perhaps—was leaking fresh blood as if it hadn’t long been severed. 

The fingers were arranged in a neat circle, and in the center of the circle was something even worse. 

Two eyeballs with stalks trailing out behind them, arranged so they stared up at me.

I stood for a long time, trying to figure out why someone would do such a thing. It had to have been the man from outside, whoever the hell he was. Clearly, he had teleported into the shop while I was outside looking for him, and for some unknown reason, he had left this arrangement of body parts on my desk.

A bolt of anxiety went through me as I considered the possibility that this had something to do with the Dark One, and that maybe it had used its influence to arrange this… delivery. Perhaps for no other reason than just to taunt me, although…

What if some of these parts belonged to Amelia? 

Sickened by the thought, I turned on the lights and recoiled anew at the gruesome display on the desk, the bright lights leaving nothing to the imagination now. Immediately, I saw that both of the eyeballs had blue irises, a discovery which threatened to make me hurl until I realized the irises were a darker shade of blue than Amelia’s. 

The fingers didn’t seem to belong to Amelia either, though to be honest, I didn’t know her well enough to be sure. There was at least one finger that was long and feminine that could very well belong to her, though my gut was telling me it didn’t. 

If the Dark One had really arranged this macabre delivery, what purpose could it serve? 

Possibly, the Dark One was trying to taunt me, but I didn’t think so. This was someone else, and I had no clue who. Either the man in the window had acted alone—in which case, who the hell was he? Or he had acted on behalf of someone else—in which case, for whom?

“Jesus,” I said, shaking my head. “Why me?”

The question hung in the air unanswered, and I expected it to remain so, for the time being at least. 

Although whoever left this sickening display on my desk, I knew they would be in touch again soon. This was just the start, I knew. This was some sicko saying hello, and I realized with a sinking feeling that someone had me in their sights.

“As if I didn’t have enough to deal with,” I said, reaching for my phone on the desk, about to call the cops when I stopped myself, realizing I didn’t want the law involved in this. The last thing I needed was for the police to be digging through my life, asking awkward questions that I couldn’t answer.

I stared down at the macabre display for a moment, considering just gathering up the body parts and disposing of them somewhere. Maybe no one needed to know about it except me. But the more I stared at the severed fingers, the more I realized I needed to know who they used to belong to. Maybe if I knew who the victims were, I could find out who killed them, assuming they were dead, which I didn’t doubt. This was the work of some sicko, who had butchered at least ten people to get these severed digits, not to mention the eyeballs.

This has to be some serial killer, I thought, unable to believe that I was now being targeted by such a person.

“Fuck you,” I growled at the display on my desk. 

I wasn’t about to let myself get pulled into this, whatever this was. Not when Amelia was trapped in some alternate reality somewhere with her monstrous parents. I was refusing to believe she was dead, though the possibility still haunted my mind like a specter. All I could do was try to ignore it and hold on to the hope that Amelia wasn’t beyond saving. She had sacrificed herself for me, and I wasn’t about to let that sacrifice be in vain.

Especially after she had told me she loved me.

That made the whole situation even more wrenching.

I’ll save her, I thought, even if it costs me my life.

The drink was weighing heavily on me now as I stood swaying, hardly able to focus on anything. Suddenly, I felt more tired than I’d ever felt. The journey up the stairs to the flat seemed like too much of an effort to make, so I just sat down on the floor as my eyes closed, then fell back, groaning as my head touched the hardwood.

Above me on the desk, the two eyeballs seemed to glare at me as I slipped away toward oblivion.
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Several hours later, I awoke with a loud groan. My body ached from lying on the hard floor, and my head felt like it had been cleaved in two by an ax. Sunlight streamed through the slats in the shutters. When I sat up, the first thing I saw was the arrangement of fingers on the desk, with the two eyeballs in the middle. 

“Oh Jesus…” I said, twisting my head to the side as vomit spewed from my mouth. 

I spent the next minute emptying the contents of my stomach—which wasn’t much besides whiskey and bile—until there was nothing left to bring up. Then I wiped a hand across my mouth and sat for another minute while I worked up the courage to stand up. As soon as I did, my stomach churned once more, and I stood dry retching for several seconds before straightening up and taking deep breaths, my head pulsing with the pressure the whole time.

That’s it, I thought. I’m never drinking again.

Famous last words. I knew I’d be on it again before long. 

I stared down at the fingers and eyeballs for another moment and then reached across the desk to grab my phone. If the cops weren’t an option, then maybe the Council was. This seemed to be their type of case, given its nature. By rights, I should call the local Council, but I decided not to, knowing the red tape they would throw at me. So I called Benedict Bonneville instead, figuring he could expedite things.

“Corvin,” he said when he picked up. “I’m about to go into a meeting. Whatever this is, can it wait?”

I stared down at the grizzly arrangement on the desk. “Eh…”

“It will have to, I’m afraid. I’ll contact you after my meeting. We need to talk anyway.”

I frowned. “What about?”

“That favor you owe me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Right, the favor.”

“You haven’t forgotten, have you?”

“No, it’s just⁠—”

“Good. I’ll call you later.”

“Shit,” I muttered.
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After I cleaned up the sick on the floor, I went upstairs to the flat and took a shower, before putting on some fresh clothes—dark jeans, black leather biker jacket and a pair of combat boots. 

Then I stood in the bathroom and stared at my face in the mirror, wondering what horrors I would see in my eyes. They definitely had a haunted look to them, complemented by the dark circles underneath. I also still had the scars from the night the vamp attacked me outside the bookshop. Four faint lines that ran from my forehead down over my left eye and over my cheek. One line was deeper than the others, and for whatever reason, they seemed to be healing slowly. 

As I ran my finger down the deepest of the scars, I couldn’t help wondering if my father used to look at himself in the mirror like this. Was he haunted by the things he’d done like I was? 

I shook my head as I realized with a tinge of sadness that I would never know.

When I left the bathroom, I grabbed my car keys from the kitchen and headed out the door. I’d wasted enough time. I had to save Amelia, but before I could do that, I had to figure out how to do so, which meant I needed help.

So I drove to see Davey Byrne.
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Dalia answered the door when I arrived at Davey’s house on the North Circular Road. She stared at me when she opened the door, realizing immediately that something was wrong. 

“Corvin…” she said, her dark eyes searching mine for the source of pain she could no doubt keenly sense in me. Dalia’s Fae abilities meant she could attune herself to anyone’s inner pain and darkness. She got a weird sustenance from it, in fact, and pleasure, though I could tell from her face she got no pleasure from my pain. “What’s happened?”

I sighed as I smiled sadly at her, wanting nothing more than the comfort I knew she could bring me. She stepped forward and put her arms around my neck. I responded by hugging her back, squeezing my eyes shut as I held her. 

“I’m glad to see you,” I whispered in a hoarse voice.

Dalia gently pulled back to look at me, her eyes betraying her worry. “What’s the matter, Corvin? You look…”

“Terrible? I know.”

“You’ve looked better, that’s for sure.” She smiled as she ran a hand across my cheek. “I can feel your pain. I haven’t felt pain like this in you since⁠—”

“My Ma died?”

“Yes.”

“It feels like she might be dead, though I hope not.”

Dalia frowned. “Who, Corvin?”

“Amelia.”

Her stare faltered as I felt her gently probe me from within. “What happened to her?”

“Something bad,” I said. “I’ll tell you inside over coffee. I need coffee.”

“Come on in then.”

We walked into the house and into the living room where Davey was sitting on the couch, the coffee table pulled up close in front of him. He had a jeweler’s loupe held in his right eye as he poked at some mechanical contraption with a small screwdriver. He looked up as I walked in, removing the loupe. “Corvin,” he said. “I thought it sounded like you.”

“Alright, Davey?” I said as I sat on one of the armchairs, removing a stack of books from it first, placing them on the floor next to a pile of others. 

When Dalia went to make the coffee I’d requested, Davey sat staring at me for a moment. “You seem troubled, Corvin,” he said. “Problems?”

“You could say that. It’s why I’m here, actually.”

Davey put down his screwdriver, got up and retrieved a pipe and a pouch of tobacco from the dresser behind him. Then he sat back down and filled the pipe. It wasn’t long before the room was filled with fragrant smoke, and Davey’s lined, bearded face seeming calmer now that he’d had a few puffs. Whatever he was trying to fix, it seemed to have been stressing him out. “What seems to be the trouble?”

I smiled slightly. “You’re like Sigmund Freud sitting there.”

“I’m more of a Jungian than a Freudian. Freud was obsessed with sex.”

“And you’re not?”

“I’m an old man, Corvin,” he said. “Of course I am.”

I chuckled, despite how serious everything felt at the moment. “What are you working on?” I asked him, realizing at the same time that I was putting off talking what I came here to talk about. Davey seemed to know this but was happy enough not to push me on it. 

“It’s an old clock,” he said, looking down at it as he continued to puff on his pipe. “Or the inner workings of one at least. I’m fixing it for a friend.”

“It’s just a clock? It doesn’t reverse time, by any chance?”

Davey chuckled. “Unfortunately not. This one just tells the time. Are you in need of some time reversal?”

I smiled without humor, thinking if I could turn back time, I would never go into that house with Amelia. “It would help, that’s for sure.”

Davey stared at me for a moment as I waited on him asking the inevitable question. “What’s happened then?”

Before I could answer, Dalia walked in with two mugs full of coffee, one of which she handed to me, the other to Davey. “Thanks,” I said.

“Thank you, my dear,” Davey said.

“You make his coffee for him?” I asked her with a wry smile.

Dalia shook her head at me. “Only when he hasn’t pissed me off.”

“Which is rarely,” Davey said with pride, almost.

“He enjoys winding me up,” Dalia said as she came to sit on the armchair next to me. “Some of these days I’ll wind him up and then squeeze him out like an old rag.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “It’s like The Odd Couple in here.”

Davey nodded sagely. “That’s a good way to put it, right enough. I think I’m Walter Matthau then. Missy there must be Jack Lemmon.”

Dalia shook her head. “I’ve no idea what you two are going on about.”

“It’s a movie, dear,” Davey said. “Before your time.”

“Stop calling me dear.” She looked at me. “He thinks I’m his slave instead of his apprentice.”

“Same thing,” Davey said as he looked away.

Dalia sighed and shook her head before looking at me again. “You see what I mean? He winds me up.”

“Are you learning, though?” I asked her. “That’s the important thing.”

“She’s learning,” Davey said. “Faster than I ever did.”

“No thanks to you sometimes… old man,” Dalia said, more than a hint of fondness mixed in with her sarcasm.

“This old man can still kick your arse if he so pleases,” Davey said. “Remember that.”

“I’d like to see you try,” Dalia said, smiling as she looked at me.

I have to say it was good to see her happy. Despite the slagging going on between them, she seemed to be enjoying her time learning under Davey. My pride in her was such that tears stung my eyes for a second, and I looked away for a moment and stared down at the floor as I wrestled with my emotions, hoping they wouldn’t erupt.

“So Corvin,” Davey said. “You were about to say what was troubling you.”

I nodded as I looked up. “I’d better start from the beginning…”
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Itold Davey and Dalia the entire story surrounding the Cult of Apep—about how we eventually brought the cult down, and then about how the Dark One took Amelia. When I’d finished, a heavy silence filled the room as they both looked at me.

“I can’t believe you nearly died… again,” Dalia said eventually. “Sometimes I wonder if you have a death wish, Corvin.”

“I don’t think he has a death wish,” Davey said as he sat refilling his pipe. “He just feels like he has to risk his own life to save others. I think it’s admirable.”

Dalia shook her head at Davey as if she didn’t know what he was talking about. “Its stupid is what it is.”

“Can we discuss my dalliances with death another time?” I said. “I’m here to talk about Amelia, and about how I will save her.”

“How we will save her,” Dalia said, her dark eyes on me. “There’s no way I’m letting you face this Dark One alone, and before you protest like you normally do, don’t. You’re not talking me out of it this time. Maybe if I’d been there with you in the first place, Amelia might not have been taken.”

I stared at her a second and then looked away as a sense of shame came over me for shutting her out. “Maybe,” I said.

“Now is not the time for recrimination,” Davey said after lighting his pipe, the room now hazy with pungent smoke. “Corvin came here to ask for our help, Dalia, and our help we will give.”

“Sure,” Dalia said. “I was just saying⁠—”

“We know,” Davey said, cutting her off.

“Fine, I’ll shut up,” Dalia said, then looked at me. “For now.”

I ignored her last comment as I looked at Davey. “Do you think Amelia was pulled into some other world?”

Davey nodded. “By the sounds of it, she was pulled into the Shadow Realm. Do you know what that is?”

“I may have read bits and pieces about it,” I said. “It’s a spirit world, right?”

“Yes,” Davey said. “It’s a world similar to our own, which vibrates on a different frequency to this one. The Shadow is like a murky reflection of our own world, existing just outside this one. This shadowy reality is overlaid atop our own so closely that sometimes the two worlds—meant to stay separate— bleed across into one another.”

“Like at the house in Kilkenny, you mean?”

“The house has a strong resonance to it thanks to the atrocities that happened there over the years. My guess is that when Amelia’s parents died, the Resonance of the house attracted their spirits there, which likely merged with the spirit that was there already, this Dark One you spoke of.”

“So the Dark One is a separate entity?”

Davey nodded. “When there’s that much Resonance in one place, spirits are born from it, which then feed off the Essence given off by the Resonance.”

“I don’t understand any of that,” Dalia said. 

As Davey tapped the ashes from his pipe into a glass ashtray, he elaborated on what he was saying. 

“The rules of interplay between the worlds are simple. Anything powerful in the one realm has the chance to affect the other. It’s a never-ending game of give-and-take. When something potent happens in the corporeal world—something invested with weight, emotion and meaning—it births a reaction in the spirit world. 

“It goes the other way, too. Changes in the Shadow may translate to changes in the physical world. Consider this example,” he said, lighting his pipe and blow a thick stream of smoke into the room. “John Doe grows tired of the way his employers treat him. He suffers long hours with little benefit. His hands are lined with paper cuts from stuffing envelopes and shuffling pages. Every time he asks for a raise, he’s denied. John is given over to despair, as he feels trapped. 

“John’s despair is a powerful emotion. Because of this, it becomes more than just an emotion. His despair gains life. It grows eyes and a dark, pulsing heartbeat. In the Shadow, a despair-spirit is born, a twinkling black mote hungry for more of what made it. It skulks about, growing in power, feeding off John’s despair. 

“As it feeds, John’s despair only grows. The spirit almost sucks it out of him—for every taste of despair the spirit takes, John replaces the despair with greater despair. 

“In the Shadow, it’s not long before his negative energy—this Resonance of despair and misery—draws other despair-spirits, which feed off the energy, and feed off one another. The Resonance shudders and swells. 

“In the physical world, the despair is no longer contained to John. Other office workers begin to feel the pinch of work and the isolation of being in a dead-end job. They contribute to the feelings of hopelessness that pervade this office. Cubicle walls grow to seem grayer. The air blowing from vents above seems stagnant, even still. Despair takes on a physical presence, casting the whole office in a faintly miserable veneer. 

“The spirits in the Shadow are now feasting mightily, converting the dark emotion to Essence, the spirit stuff that fuels them. The despair is now potent. It collects around everything, a seeping fog, a septic infection. 

“It’s enough to send John to the breaking point. The next day, John comes into work with a shotgun given to him by his father, and John starts to shoot. He doesn’t kill everybody, but he kills enough. Some of them even seem to want death. 

“In the Shadow, however, the despair-spirits are no longer the only predator in the hunting ground. Murder-spirits are born of John’s actions. These blood-red motes, throbbing with vigorous hate, grow quickly because the murders are many and the emotion is fierce. 

“In the office itself, the murders can only last so long. They’re over in a matter of minutes, at least in the physical world. But oh how the Shadow remembers! In the spirit world, that sudden outbreak of emotion and action has left indelible marks. The Shadow reflection of the office grows spattered with blood that cannot be removed.  

“The chain reaction is set. The murder-spirits, hungry to feed on more of what birthed them here in this realm, go out into the world. They must find scenes of murder to feed, and if they cannot find any such scenes... “

“They make them,” Dalia said.

“Precisely.”

“So what do you mean by Essence?” Dalia asked.

“Essence is the energy contained within the resonating emotions,” Davey explained. “Spirits feed of Essence and become strong through it. Essence is everywhere in the Shadow. Spirits themselves are full of it, which is why they often feed off each other. There’s a magic in the Shadow called Numina, which allows all this to happen, just as there is magic in this realm, but of a different type.”

“So you’re saying that the spirit of Amelia’s parents has combined with the spirit of the house?” I said.

“By the sounds of it, yes,” Davey said. “It’s not something I’ve heard of before. They obviously make each other stronger.”

“So you think Amelia is in the Shadow?”

“It seems that way, yes.”

“How do we know she isn’t dead?”

Davey paused as he went to light his pipe again. “We don’t.”

I shook my head and sighed as I stared at the floor, no more hopeful now than I was before. “Fucking hell…”

Dalia reached across and put a hand on my leg. “She’s alive,” she said. “I mean, it’s Amelia, right? She’s too badass to let some stupid spirit kill her, right?”

I looked at Davey. “Can someone remain alive in the Shadow?”

“Of course,” Davey said. “Some people are regular visitors, though none of them you would want to know. I went myself once, many years ago. It’s a place you can certainly survive if you know what you’re doing, though it’s obviously not without its dangers. In fact—and I hate to say this—but the Shadow is probably the most unsafe place I know of. Everything in it is alive, not to mention hungry all the time.”

“Well, regardless of how unsafe it is,” I said. “I take it’s still possible to go in there and pull someone out?”

“Yes,” Davey said. “Though it won’t be easy.”

“Nothing ever is.”

“I’ll go there with you,” Dalia said. “It sounds a lot like the Otherworld. You’ll need my help, anyway.”

“The Shadow is more dangerous than the Otherworld, my dear,” Davey said. “They aren’t the same at all.”

“I don’t care,” Dalia said. “I’m still going.”

Davey sighed. “I know you are, my dear.”

“So I take it we just enter the Shadow via the house somehow?” I asked Davey.

“I wouldn’t advise that,” he said. “If you enter through the house, you’d be walking straight into the lion’s den. Remember that the Shadow reflects this world, so it would be best to approach the house from a distance and to exercise caution before going in. You must also understand that the house might be much different in the Shadow. It’s likely a more twisted version of the house in this world, depending on how much power the Dark One has to create with the Numina. The house will probably be much bigger in the Shadow, not to say darker in every respect.”

“Hell House then,” I muttered.

“Very likely, yes.”

“Don’t worry,” Dalia said. “However bad it is, we can handle it.”

I nodded, not sharing her confidence, especially since I’d already had a run-in with the Dark One and I knew firsthand what we were up against.

“Before you even think about entering the Shadow,” Davey said. “You’ll need a strategy of some sort. I wouldn’t advise to go in blind.”

“So what do you suggest?” I asked.

“You need to find out all you can about the spirit in question, what Resonance drives it, and what its weakness is so you can defeat it if need be.”

“How do we find that out?” Dalia asked.

“Look at the history of the house, what went on there. That should give you some indication of the type of spirit you are dealing with.”

“Well, that’s easy,” I said. “It has to be a death spirit, or a murder spirit, something born of those two things, anyway.”

“Perhaps,” Davey said. “Whatever the case, the spirit appears to be exceptionally strong from what you’ve told me about it. It will not be easy to defeat. Come to think of it, you may not even need to defeat it. You could find Amelia and make a run for it.”

I shook my head at the notion. “Even you know that’s not an option, Davey. If we don’t kill the Dark One, it will forever haunt Amelia, not to mention keep the cult going.”

“Then you must kill it. If worse comes to worst, you may be able to find a helpful spirit in the Shadow.”

“I thought all spirits in the Shadow were selfish.”

“They are, but sometimes they can be of help if you give them things in return.”

“Like what?” Dalia asked.

Davey shrugged. “It could be anything. You must work things out as you go.”

“Maybe you should come with us,” she said.

“No,” I said before Davey could answer. “It’s too risky, and Davey owes us nothing.”

“If I was younger, then maybe,” Davey said. “I dare say I would just slow you down now. Anyway…”

“What?” Dalia asked.

“I’ve been to the Shadow before. I have no wish to go back there.”

Dalia and I looked at each other. “Says it all right there,” I said, smiling despite myself.

“There’ll be two of us there,” Dalia said. “We’ll be fine. Maybe we should ask Monty to go.”

“I’m not dragging Monty into this. It’s bad enough that you’re going.”

“Thanks.”

“You know what I mean.”

“In any case,” Davey interjected. “You won’t be able to enter the Shadow for another two days.”

“What?” I said. “Why not?”

“The Shadow can only be entered from this world on a full moon, and the next full moon is two days away.”

“Two fucking days? I don’t know if we have that kind of time.”

“Put it this way,” Davey said. “If Amelia is dead, she’s dead, so it won’t matter. But if she’s not dead and just being held captive in the Shadow by the Dark One, then two days won’t matter, either. She isn’t going anywhere.”

“I’d say two days will matter to her,” I said. “But I see your point.”

“I know it’s not ideal,” Davey said. “But I don’t make the rules. I also have to find a suitable spot from which to cross the Gauntlet into the Shadow. Only certain places contain enough power to allow access.”

“The Gauntlet?” Dalia asked.

“The Gauntlet—also known as the Scar—is the invisible border that stops the two worlds from banging together,” Davey said. “Like the Thorns in the Otherworld. One Gnostic Christian sorcerer, keeper of the Gospel of Sandalphon, calls the Gauntlet ‘God’s Hands,’ as the text depicts God and his angels holding the worlds apart with great strain and effort.”

“Very poetic,” Dalia said.

I was about to question him more on the Shadow Realm when my phone suddenly rang, and I answered it to find it was Benedict. 

“I’m here in Dublin,” he said. “Can we meet?”

“Where?”

“How about the park again? I enjoyed walking around there last time.”

“Gimme half an hour, and I’ll be there.”

“Excellent. See you then.”

“Who was that?” Dalia asked when I hung up the phone.

“Benedict from the Council,” I said. “He wants to see me.”

“About what?” 

I shook my head. “That remains to be seen.”

“Careful with those Council boys,” Davey said. “They’ll chew you up and spit you out.”

“I’ll bear that in mind, Davey.”
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As soon as I left Davey’s and got into the car, the skies opened and the rain started hammering off the roof and streaming down the windshield. Then my phone rang again as I was about to start the engine. When I looked, I saw it was an unknown number, about the tenth such call I’d gotten that day. Though, despite the number being unknown, I still knew who it was. 

Simoa. 

It was to be expected that she would want to know where Amelia was. I’d been screening her calls because I didn’t want to have to explain things to her, but now I realized she was just going to keep calling if I didn’t tell her something, so I answered. 

“Hello?”

“Corvin.” It was her. “Is Amelia with you? Her phone is going straight to voicemail.”

I focused straight ahead at the rain running down the glass in rivulets. “There’s something you should know, Simoa.”

She went silent for a second. “I don’t like the sound of your voice, Corvin. Has something happened to Amelia? Where is she?”

I thought about lying to her, telling her that Amelia was staying at my place and that she couldn’t come to the phone right now, or some similar made-up excuse, but I knew she would just keep calling then. She probably knew, intuitively, that something was wrong anyway, so I didn’t see the point in lying. 

“Amelia isn’t here,” I said.

“Where is she then, if not with you?”

I took a breath before answering. “The Shadow Realm.”

Simoa went silent for a long moment, then said, “What?”

I spent the next couple of minutes explaining the situation to her as she listened. “I’ll get her back,” I said. “Don’t worry.” 

“Don’t worry?” Her voice was seething. “I knew you were no good for her. I told her not to be hanging around with human trash.”

“Simoa—”

“Don’t! Don’t make excuses for your failure to protect her. I should’ve been there… I should’ve protected her myself like I’m supposed to…”

“I doubt there’s anything you could’ve done.”

“I would’ve done more than you!” she screamed, causing me to hold the phone away from my ear for a second, having had enough of her condemnation.

“I’m going to go, Simoa,” I told her. “As I said, I’ll get her back.”

“Fuck you, Corvin! Don’t you hang⁠—”

“Bye, Simoa.”

I hung up the phone and sat for a minute, staring out the window, Simoa’s voice of condemnation still ringing in my ears. Human trash? I thought to myself. Well, at least I know where she stands.

Shaking my head, I started the car and drove to meet Benedict, wondering what delights he had in store in for me.  

Whatever he wanted me to do, I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like it.
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It was still raining hard as I pulled up behind a black SUV outside St. Stephen’s Green. As soon as I did, I got a text from Benedict telling me to get out and into the SUV. Before I did, I opened the glove compartment and took out the plastic bag that was there. 

A plastic bag that contained the severed fingers and eyeballs that were left for me this morning. 

Then I got out of the car, putting my jacket over my head to shield against the driving rain, and jogged to the SUV, pulling open the back door and getting inside. As I sat on the plush leather seat, I did my best to wipe the rain from my face and neck.

“Try not to drip on the seats,” Benedict said, dressed as always in a dark Saville Row three-piece suit, reminding me more of a politician who walked the halls of Westminster instead of someone who dealt with magic and monsters daily, although it could be argued that Westminster was full of monsters anyway, many of them far worse than your average supernatural thug.

“I’ll try not to.”

“It’s a shame about the rain. I would’ve preferred to walk.”

I glanced at the driver up front who was staring straight ahead like we weren’t even there. Then I looked back at Benedict and tossed the plastic bag into his lap. “Present for you.”

Benedict stared down at the wet plastic bag like I’d just thrown a turd in his lap. “What’s this?”

“Open it.”

“Must I? It’s getting my suit wet.”

“Boo-hoo. Just open it.”

Sighing, Benedict somewhat gingerly opened the bag and then gagged a second later as he saw what was inside. 

“Jesus Christ,” he said, taking the bag and dropping it my lap. “What the hell, Corvin?”

I couldn’t help but smile at his disgust. 

“Someone left me those in the early hours of this morning. A man. I never saw him do it, but he was staring through the window at me before I went out to confront him. When I got outside, he had disappeared, and when I went back in, the fingers and eyeballs were on my desk.” I took out my phone and brought up the pictures I had taken earlier, showing them to Benedict. “See?”

Benedict stared at the photos, making a face like he had an unpleasant taste in his mouth. “I’ve just eaten lunch, and you’re showing me this.”

“Imagine how I felt when I found them.”

He shook his head as he dismissed the photos. “Why are you showing me all this?”

“I was hoping you could take what’s in the bag and run some tests,” I said as I went to put my phone away, which was now ringing again—number unknown. I rejected the call before turning the phone off altogether and putting it back in my pocket.

Benedict sat staring at me for a moment like I was taking the piss. “Honestly, Corvin,” he said. “It’s like you think I’m your contact on the inside or something—your go-to man when you need something, which seems to be a lot these days.”

“You’d prefer I go to the cops with this instead?”

He shook his head. “Of course not. Just give the bag to Mike.” He looked at the driver as he took the bag from me. “Take care of that, Mike, please.”

The driver seemed to put the bag in the glove compartment before resuming staring out the window at nothing.

“If we know who the fingers and eyeballs belonged to, then maybe we can find out who did this.”

“We?”

“Isn’t the Council supposed to investigate stuff like this?”

“Funny you should say that.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

Benedict looked out his window for a moment at the rain. “I asked you here today for a reason,” he said. “In fact, I’m here in Dublin specifically to see you in person.”

This didn’t sound good. “Okay… so what do you want?”

He turned his head back to me, his hair immaculately groomed, the smell of his cologne hanging in the air. 

“As you know, there were three members of the proxy Council here in Dublin. Your mother was one, Iolas was another. But now that those two are gone, that just leaves the aging dwarf, Dhorbeg McQullian, who to be honest, might as well not be there at all. Since Iolas’ arrest, he hasn’t wanted to know, anyway.” He paused as he stared at me with his dark brown eyes. “That’s why we want you to step in, Corvin. The Council would like you run things here.”

Puffing my cheeks out, I shook my head as I stared out the side window for a moment. “I’m not a bureaucrat, Benedict,” I said eventually. “You’re asking the wrong man.”

“No,” he said. “I don’t think I am. I’m not looking for a bureaucrat, I’m looking for someone who can get things done, and you Corvin, seem to get things done.”

“Not always.”

“What do you mean?”

“Do you know where Amelia is right now?”

He frowned. “Amelia Tasar?”

“Yes.”

“I don’t⁠—”

“She’s in the Shadow Realm,” I said. “And she’s there because I couldn’t save her. I don’t even know if she’s alive or dead right now.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. How did it happen?”

“It doesn’t matter. The point is, you’ve got the wrong man. Shit goes bad when I’m involved.”

“I don’t see it that way,” he said. “I think shit is bad in the first place before you even get involved, but you somehow straighten it all out.”

“With consequences.”

“There are always consequences, Corvin. They are unavoidable, I’m afraid. The trick is learning to live with them.”

“I am living with them. I don’t have a choice.”

“Exactly. You understand that perfectly well. Your mother was a wise woman, too. She knew she could do more good working inside the Council than outside of it. Surely you are wise enough to see that as well.” He turned slightly in his seat so he could face me. “You’d just be doing what you are doing now, only you’d have the full resources of the Council at your disposal.”

“It’s a pen pusher you want, Benedict, a politician. I’m none of those things.”

“You’re wrong. I don’t want that type of person at all. I want someone who isn’t afraid to stand up for what’s right.”

“And you think that’s me?” I snorted as I shook my head.

“I do, actually.” He paused. “Look, I’m not saying the job will be one long adventure. There will be tedious duties to be taken care of—the day-to-day grind of the Council machine—but that’s why you’ll have a team around you.”

“A team?”

“Yes, you can’t run things alone. You’ll get the final say on who else sits on the proxy.” He smiled like it was a great opportunity he was offering me. “You get to run your own show, Corvin… within reason. You’ll still answer to the higher-ups like the rest of us, but that’s just life.”

“Higher-ups? Like you, you mean?”

“Yes, and the Council in Manhattan, obviously. We all answer to them.”

I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t flattered by Benedict’s offer, and if my mother were here now, she’d be ecstatic I was getting this chance; this chance to become respectable and make a difference, as she would no doubt see it.

But my mother wasn’t here, and Amelia was still in the Shadow. Then there was the sick fuck who left me the fingers this morning, not to mention the whole thing with the Order Of The Serpent, which I hadn’t forgotten about. My life felt hectic and out of control at the minute, and the last thing I wanted to be doing was running the Council here in Ireland.

“I’m sorry, Benedict,” I said eventually. “I’m just not in a position to take you up on your offer right now, if ever. I don’t think I’m the right person for the job. I’m sure there are plenty of other suitable candidates out there.”

Benedict sighed as he stared at me, his face seeming to tighten. “I’m sorry, Corvin,” he said as he leaned forward and slid a manila folder out of the pocket on the back of the driver’s seat. “But you seem to laboring under the illusion that you have a choice in this, when in fact you don’t.”

I frowned as I stared at him. “What are you talking about?”

He waved the folder at me. “Contained within this folder is a report on your friend, Monty McGuire.”

“What?”

“It’s not just a report, but also an order to arrest him.”

I shook my head. “What the fuck, Benedict? Why?”

“The Vatican recently contacted my superiors on the Council,” he said. “Informing them that your friend hacked their computer system.”

“Jesus Christ…” I breathed.

“I’m assuming he did it for you, yes?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Well, regardless, he’s the one that will pay for it. The relationship between the Vatican and the Council is strained enough. The Vatican is not happy that a Technomancer hacked their system. We, the Council, are therefore eager to see that justice is done.”

“Come on, Benedict,” I said. “He didn’t do any harm, and it was for a good cause.”

“You had him looking into The Order Of The Serpent.”

“So now you know about the Order. It’s funny you didn’t know before when I asked you.”

“I probably know as much as you do, before you go getting on your high horse.”

“I’m sure.”

“Regardless, your friend is in a lot of trouble. The Council wants to lock him up for his transgressions, which don’t just include the Vatican hack. Your friend has been busy over the years, hacking things he shouldn’t, conning people he shouldn’t be conning. He could go away for a long time.”

Pursing my lips, I shook my head in mild disgust. “I see where this is going. You’re blackmailing me into taking that job, aren’t you?”

“Blackmail is such a strong word,” he said. “More like gently coercing you down the right path.”

“Fuck you, Benedict.”

“Come now, Corvin,” he said as he put the folder back in the seat’s pocket. “This is best for everyone, you especially. You’re running around at the moment like a gunslinger in the wild west. It’s only a matter of time before you get yourself killed. You need reigning in, for your own good. And besides, many would kill for the job I’m offering you. Don’t look a gift horse in the mouth.”

I turned my head to stare out the window, the falling rain sending me into a trance for a few moments as I thought about my predicament. I didn’t doubt that Benedict would have Monty arrested if I didn’t take him up on his offer. And then Monty would end up in some Council prison, perhaps in the room next to Iolas, his freedom taken away from him. Monty was a bird who liked to fly. He wouldn’t do well in a cage. His soul would be crushed. He just about made it the last time he was imprisoned when he was younger. He did six months back then, and every time I went to see him, he was more and more a shadow of his former self, soul sickness having set in, driving him almost to suicide. By the time the last few weeks of his sentence came around, I was worried sick he wouldn’t make it. Every day when I woke up, I dreaded getting a phone call from the prison telling me that Monty had hung himself in his cell. Thankfully, that didn’t happen. When he finally got out, I was probably more relieved than he was. Sending him back to prison now for a much longer stretch would destroy him, and there was no way I would let that happen, especially when he did what he did to help me.

“Okay, Benedict,” I said eventually, turning my head to look at him again. “You win. I’ll take the damn job.”

A smile spread across Benedict’s face as his relaxed composure returned once more. “Good man, Corvin,” he said. “I’m doing this for you as much as anything else, you know. I like you, Corvin, and I don’t want to see any harm come to you.”

“Save your bullshit. I’ve already said I’d take the job.”

“It’s not bullshit. As young and as ignorant as you are, I still respect you, and I believe the Council will be lucky to have you.”

“Well, the Council will have to wait awhile,” I said. “I have stuff to take care of first.”

Benedict nodded. “I’m down with that,” he said, the words sounding strange in his upper-class English accent.

“I’m glad to hear it.”

“Just don’t take too long, now, will you? Otherwise, my superiors may step in and land your friend Monty in prison.”

I threw him a look. “Is this what you do every day, Benedict? Manipulate people for your own ends?”

“I do what has to be done, Corvin. No more, no less. You’ll understand soon enough when you start your new position at the Council. And who knows, you may even climb the ranks and end up running things yourself, though not, I assure you, as long as I’m around.” He chuckled at the notion of me superseding him.

“Don’t worry, Benedict,” I said as I opened the door to get out. “There’s no danger of me stepping on your perfectly pedicured toes. Let me know what you find out about the package I gave you.”

“Remember, Corvin,” he said just before I closed the door. “Don’t take too long, or you know what will happen.”

Shaking my head, I slammed the car door behind me. 

“Fuck you, Benedict,” I said as I walked away.
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About twenty minutes later, I banged on the door of Monty’s over-priced apartment in the city center. When I didn’t get an answer after the first knock, I sighed in frustration and banged my fist against the wood again, harder this time, my anger and frustration still at high levels after my meeting with Benedict. 

I still couldn’t believe the bastard had blackmailed me into taking that job. I had no interest in running the Council here. Not only that, I was just a bloody musician who owned a bookshop. What the hell did I know about running any council? 

Shit all, that’s what.

“Monty?” I shouted. “Are you in there?”

“Yeah,” he shouted from inside. “I’m coming, I’m coming…” When he finally opened the door, his face seemed flushed, and all he wore was a pair of boxer shorts.

“Do you know what time it is?” I barged past him into the apartment. “You’re not even dressed.”

Monty frowned at me as he closed the door. “Jesus, chill man. I was on the bog when you started banging on my door. I had to hurry. Things got a bit… messy.”

I shook my head at him and sighed, knowing he hadn’t really done anything wrong to deserve my wrath, but I couldn’t quell my anger as I continued to direct it at him. 

“What the hell have I told you about being careful?”

“I was doing my best. I have a touch of the runs today.”

“What?” I shook my head at him again. “No… I mean with the friggin’ hacking, you tool.”

“Oh, right, I thought you meant…” He laughed to himself as he came into the living room and sat on the couch. “What are you talking about?”

Sighing, I sat down beside him on the couch, unable to relax. “The fucking Vatican knows you hacked their system.”

“What? No way…”

I stared at him. “You’re not invincible, dude. I keep trying to tell you that. High-profile targets like the Vatican should be off-limits. Do you want to end up in fucking jail again?”

“How do you even know⁠—”

“The Vatican contacted the Council, and the Council contacted me.” I shook my head. “They were ready to lock you up, Monty. For a long fucking time.”

Monty’s face turned ashen at the thought of going to jail again. “Seriously?”

“No, I’m making it all up. What do you think?”

He looked away for a second, his humor having disappeared in the face of my anger and condemnation. “I thought I was being careful,” he said, staring at the floor.

“That’s what everyone says before they get caught,” I said. “‘I thought I was being careful. I thought I was better than them.’ It’s bullshit.”

Monty turned his head to stare at me. “What the hell’s up with you? You’re never this pissed off. Has something happened?”

“Yes. I’ve had to take a fucking job with the Council just to keep your ass out of jail.”

“What?”

“You heard me.” I sat back on the couch, fuming. “That bastard Benedict blackmailed me. Can you believe that?”

“I’m sorry, brother, I didn’t⁠—”

“Yeah, you’ve already said.”

Monty looked away as he lapsed into silence, as did I. Then, after a while, I shook my head and sighed. “Look, I’m not angry at you,” I said. “Maybe just a little, though I know you were just trying to help me⁠—”

“I was.”

“I know you were. There’s just more going on here⁠—”

“What do you mean?”

“Something’s happened to Amelia. It’s a long story, but she’s stuck in the Shadow Realm, and it’s all my fault.”

Monty frowned as he stared at me. “The Shadow Realm?”

“We were trying to take down a spirit that lives in her old house in Kilkenny, the partial spirit of her dead parents actually… but anyway. The spirit took her and now she’s in the Shadow, and I’m not even sure if she’s alive or dead.”

“Jesus, dude, I’m sorry. Are you going to get her back?”

I threw him a look. “What do you think? I have to wait two days first, though, on a fucking full moon.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

“Not this time. Dalia and I will get her.”

“So will I.”

“No, it’s too risky. It’s bad enough that Dalia is going, but at least she has powers to protect herself.”

“And I don’t?”

“Not like hers. Anyway, you need to re-evaluate the way you do things.”

“What?”

“The Council well knows of all your transgressions over the years,” I told him. “You need to cover your tracks better and stop acting like you’re a fucking rockstar. This shit is serious. You’ll end up in a cell next to Iolas if you don’t start being more careful.”

Monty stared at me for a second and then looked away. “I’ll take it under advisement.”

“I’m not trying to get at you. I just don’t want to see you locked up again.”

We sat in tense silence for another moment before Monty said, “You look like shit, by the way.”

I laughed slightly. “Thanks.”

“Just saying.”

“Well, I’ve been under a lot of pressure lately. On top of what happened to Amelia, some sicko has targeted me for some unknown reason.”

“What sicko?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Whoever they were, they left ten severed fingers and two eyeballs on the desk in the bookshop. You believe that? As if I didn’t have enough to deal with.”

“Sounds like someone has it in for you. Is there anything I can do to help?”

“No, not really. Jesus, do you remember when things used to be simple? When all we cared about was playing music and having a good time?”

Monty nodded and then grinned. “I’m still having a good time,” he said. “In fact, you know what we should do?”

“I can’t go partying, not now.”

“No, I’m not saying now, but when you get Amelia back—and I know you will—we should go to Barbados or somewhere and stay there for a week or two; me, you, Dalia and Amelia.”

“Dalia hates the sun, you know that.”

“We’ll get her an umbrella then.”

I laughed. “And some factor fifty.”

“For sure. She’ll be the only goth girl on the beach.”

“I think you just want to see Amelia in a bikini.”

It was his turn to laugh. “You know me so well.”

I stared at the floor for a moment, imagining sitting on a private beach with Amelia as the waves lapped at our feet. The thought felt good for a few seconds until my mind turned to the fact that such a thing was a long way off, to where it seemed futile, and perhaps even vulgar, to even think about it.

“Anyway, dude,” I said after a while. “What have you got going on at the minute?”

“Not much,” Monty said. “I’ve a few hacking jobs to do.”

I gave him a look. “Why do you need to do those jobs? It’s not like you need the money.”

“Because I enjoy hacking. It’s what I do.”

“It doesn’t have to be. Focus on your YouTube channel instead.”

“That’s just for fun. Technomancy is like a drug to me. I need to do it.”

“It’s a drug that will end up landing you in jail.”

“Sure, it’s no different to what you’re doing these days, running about like John Wayne, landing yourself in hot water all the time.”

“I know,” I said, as I realized he was right. “I suppose we just do what we do.”

“Too true, bro, too true. Thanks for the heads up, though. I’ll re-evaluate my security protocols in light of what you said. I’ve been working on some new tricks, anyway. Maybe it’s time I put them into action.”

“Well, I hope you do something,” I said as I stood up. “Because I’d hate to see you getting locked up.”

Monty stood up. “Sure, you’ll be running the Council here soon,” he said with a smile. “You can stop that from ever happening.”

“Yeah, I’d just work on those security protocols if I were you.”

“Will do.”

We clasped hands. “Take care, brother.”

“You too. Good luck in the Shadow Realm. You sure you don’t want me to come?”

I considered his offer for a second before shaking my head. “Dalia and I can handle it.”

“I hope so.”

I nodded and smiled grimly. “So do I…”
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After I left Monty’s place, I drove aimlessly around the city for over an hour as the heavy rain continued to beat down unabated. It was difficult not feel depressed in the face of everything that had transpired. My head was spinning so much at one point that I drove through a red light, narrowly avoiding a collision with another car as I sped across the intersection. 

“Jesus,” I said as I drove away, hoping there were no cops around, which there didn’t appear to be, so I continued my aimless journey through the city, thinking about stopping off at a pub a couple times, but thinking better of it when I considered that my head was messed up enough without adding drink into the mix. 

Besides, if I was to enter somewhere as dangerous as the Shadow, I wanted to do so with as clear a head as possible, even though the trip was still two days away. 

On the way to the bookshop, my mind turned over what had happened with Benedict. I knew he was the slimy sort, but I hadn’t expected him to blackmail me the way he did. Stupid me thought he had more respect for me than that. 

Obviously not, though. 

When it came to the job, there was clearly nothing Benedict wouldn’t do, something I told myself to be mindful of in the future. Shit, I would probably end up just like him anyway, once I started my new position on the Council. A position I still considered a joke. I don’t know what Benedict saw in me to make him think I could run something like the Council. 

My heart sank every time I thought about having to deal with endless paperwork and petty disputes between the Touched community in Ireland, disputes which no doubt numbered in the triple figures every year. 

Jesus, it’s Ireland, I thought. Complaining is the national fucking pastime!

I couldn’t help but smile grimly at this thought as I pulled the Spitfire up outside the bookshop, half expecting the man in the dirty raincoat to be hanging around again, but I saw no one.

Being in no rush to go inside, I continued to sit in the car after I’d cut the engine, turning my head to look out the window at the shutters down over the shop, which somehow seemed to symbolize the grimness of everything these days. 

I felt like running away, as I did after my mother’s funeral. It wasn’t an option, however. Maybe after I freed Amelia from the Shadow, I’d consider it again, especially if she was willing to come with me. She had told me she loved me. I still wasn’t sure if it was just something she said in the heat of the moment, perhaps thinking she was about to die. Maybe she just wanted to tell someone she loved them before she died. 

Sighing, I finally got out of the car into the driving rain, pausing to lock the door behind me.

Then when I turned around, I jumped, because Simoa was standing right in front of me, having appeared out of nowhere. 

Before I could even say what the fuck, she grabbed me by the lapels and lifted me off my feet before sweeping my legs out from under me. She did the move so expertly and so swiftly that before I could even think to defend myself, I was lying on my back in the wet, and she had one knee pressing down on my sternum to prevent me from getting up. 

Then she reached inside her dark suit jacket and pulled out a long silver blade that she put to my throat. Her eyes burned with fury as the rain dripped down off her recently cut short hair, making her look like Amelia’s demented little sister. 

“How could you?” she hissed as she pressed the point of the knife into my throat.

As I lay defenseless on the soaking ground, all I could do was stare up at her, hoping she wouldn’t put a hole in my throat. “Simoa, calm down,” I said.

She bared her teeth at me. “Calm down? I should fucking kill you!”

“I know you’re angry, Simoa⁠—”

“Angry?” She turned the knife, so the blade was now across my throat. “You have no fucking idea.”

“Simoa—”

“I was supposed to protect her! Nothing was supposed to happen to her as long as I was around!”

“Simoa, please⁠—”

“Don’t you speak! It’s your fault she’s gone! Your fault!”

“We will get her back, Simoa…”

“No! I will get her back! Not you!”

I swallowed as the knife-edge cut into my skin. “We can all⁠—”

“No!” She pressed her knee harder into my sternum, making it difficult for me to breathe. “I’ll save her! You… you just stay away!”

She got off me then, and I took a choking breath as I sat up, soaked to the skin as the rain continued to fall. 

“You can’t enter the Shadow unless it’s a full moon,” I told her. 

“That’s what you think.” I was glad to see her put the knife away as she stood and swept her hand through her wet hair.

“What do you mean?” I asked as I got to my feet. “Do you know how to get into the Shadow before then?”

“If I did, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“We should be working together on this, Simoa, for Amelia’s sake.”

She smiled tightly as she appeared to stop herself from coming at me again. “You’ve done enough damage. Stay away and let someone competent handle this.”

As she turned to walk away, I said, “It’s not up to you to decide that.”

Stopping, she turned around. “I believe it is. I’ll have her back before any full moon.”

I said nothing more as I watched her walk down the street. She did not know what she would be dealing with in the Shadow.

But by her words, she would find out soon enough.
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Dripping with rain, I trudged up the stairs to the flat, intending to get out of my sodden clothes and into a hot shower. But as I got to the door of the flat, I paused as I was about to put the key in the lock, for I noticed something on the white-painted door. A stain of some sort. Frowning, I looked harder and saw that it was a handprint, as if someone had grabbed the door on the way out to pull it behind them. 

And as if it wasn’t bad enough that someone had been inside the flat while I’d been gone, the handprint itself was in blood.

Blood which was still wet.

“What the hell?” I said as I turned the key in the lock, getting my magic at the ready just in case the there was still an intruder inside. 

As I slowly opened the door, a whiff of something unpleasant hit my nostrils, something that smelled like gone-off meat. Dreading what I would find, I pushed the door open but remained on the threshold so I could see into the flat first.

When the door was opened, the full force of the rotten meat smell drifted out, just before I saw what was in the living room. The lights weren’t on, and the flat was gloomy from the lack of light coming through the windows, but I could see that things were hanging from the ceiling. 

Dark shapes that looked to be suspended from lengths of cord.

Quietly, I closed the door behind me as I entered the flat and walked into the living room with my hands raised slightly in case I needed to blast an intruder. 

“Hello?” I said loudly. “If you’re in here, you’d better come out, or else…”

Or else what? I thought as I continued into the living room, realizing how on edge I was, especially when I saw what was hanging from the ceiling. 

Severed hands, that’s what. 

At least half a dozen of them hanging like ghoulish Halloween decorations.

“What the actual fuck?” I said, wondering why I was coming home to such gruesome shit, and who would do such a pointlessly twisted thing.

I flicked on the lights and stood looking at the gruesome display before me. On top of the dangling severed hands—two of which dripped blood onto the floor—there was also a message written on the wall. 

In blood:

Remember what I said?

Jesus, I thought as I shook my head. What the hell is this all about? And who would’ve done such a thing?

My first thought on that was Simoa. She had been hanging around outside, after all, and she was undoubtedly crazy enough to do such a thing. But I didn’t think it was her. I didn’t know Simoa that well, but as her behavior outside earlier had shown, she clearly preferred a more direct approach in getting her point across. 

No, this wasn’t Simoa. This was someone else.

“Remember what I said…”

Remember what who said? I wondered as I stared at the message on the wall.

Then I looked up at the severed hands, and suddenly it hit me who was behind all this. 

The initial display of severed fingers gave me no clue, but the dangling severed hands certainly did. It was impossible not to look at them and not think about the time I had my own hand severed, and whose hand I ended up replacing it with.

Drakkar’s.

This had to be him. 

Davey and I had freed Drakkar’s spirit. We’d given him a body to move around in.

Which meant he was out there somewhere.

I thought back to our last conversation after he had given me the visions. What was it he said?

“I’m sure we’ll meet again…”

Yes, that was it. 

I thought little of it at the time because I honestly thought I would never hear from him again. 

It seems I was wrong.

But what the hell did he want? And why was he leaving these gruesome displays for me to find? Was he killing innocent people just so he could collect body parts and place them for my benefit? How many people had he killed so far as part of this game he was playing?

Too many…

“Damn you, Drakkar…”

That must’ve been him standing outside the window the other night, having gotten himself a new body to walk around in.

I shook my head as I realized I would have to take down the severed hands and clean the blood from the wall and floor. 

“Why me?” I asked no one.

Something told me I would find out the answer to that question soon.
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After performing the gruesome task of taking down the severed hands and putting them inside a black bag, I then spent over an hour removing the blood from the wall. 

When I’d finished, I stood staring down at the black bag on the living room floor, knowing I would have to dispose of it somehow. 

There was no point in telling Benedict about it, as I already knew who was responsible.

Yeah, me.

It was a sobering thought. I had made a deal with Drakkar to free his spirit, after all. Whatever murders he had committed since then were on me.

I also knew it was on me to stop the bastard. 

Though how I was going to do that, I didn’t know. And to be honest, I was more concerned about getting Amelia back than I was with taking down Drakkar.

“Jesus,” I said. “What a mess…”

As if I hadn’t enough blood on my hands.

Sighing, I lifted the black bag and began to carry it down to the car, intending to take the severed hands somewhere so I could dispose of them. 

As I was walking down the stairs, my phone beeped in my pocket, and I set the black bag down on the stairs as I took the phone out. On the screen was an email notification from Benedict. When I opened it, I saw the email concerned the severed fingers and eyeballs I had given him. 

The Council labs had run some tests. They found the fingers belonged to five different people, all of whom had turned up dead in various locations around Dublin, the bodies severely mutilated. The local cops were investigating and suspected a serial killer, though they hadn’t told the press that yet. The eyeballs couldn’t be traced to anyone, which meant the body was still missing. Three more bodies with missing hands had just been found in a field outside the city. 

At the end of the email, Benedict wrote: “If you know something about this, Corvin, you need to let me know. This is too many bodies to keep quiet.”

I stood for a moment after I put the phone away, wondering if I should tell Benedict that it was Drakkar who was killing these people.

Not yet, I thought. 

Drakkar obviously wanted something from me, and I intended to find out what that was first. Maybe if I could placate him somehow, then he would stop the killing.

Or things would just get worse.

Grim-faced, I carried the black bag down to the car. 

It was now dark outside, and the rain had all but stopped. I opened the trunk and put the black bag inside before closing it again.

Then something made me freeze for a second, a feeling of being watched that manifested as a chill going down my spine. 

My gaze shifted up the street, and there, about ten yards away, was the man in the dirty raincoat.

Or rather, Drakkar.

And he had something in his hand.

Something which he tossed across the road, and which landed on the hood of the Spitfire with a heavy thump before rolling off onto the pavement.

When I looked, I saw it was the severed head of a woman, the neck jagged as if the head had been torn off the body using brute force alone. The mouth was also open wide; the face frozen in terror.

“What the…”

I looked across the road to Drakkar, who was now standing there with his hands in his raincoat pockets, a slight smile on his weatherbeaten face.

“I know it’s you, Drakkar,” I shouted over. “What do you want? Why are you doing this?”

Drakkar merely smiled and then vanished.

“Fuck!” I said in frustration as I went around the side of the car to retrieve the severed head before anyone saw it.

But it was too late for that. 

A Jack Russell had come from somewhere and was sniffing and licking the bloody stump of the severed head.

“Get lost!” I said to the dog as I went and picked up the head, the dog growling as if I’d just took its evening meal away from it.

Then, as I turned around, I saw a woman standing on the pavement a few feet away, her face a mask of horror as she stared first at the severed head I was holding by the hair, and then at me.

“I can explain,” I said to the woman as the dog ran past me and stood by her side. “It’s just a fake…”

But the woman wasn’t buying it, and I didn’t blame her. She picked up her dog, pivoted, and all but ran down the street away from me.

“Wait!” I shouted. 

But she was gone, disappearing around the corner a moment later.

“Fuck!” I said, looking around in case anyone else was about, though thankfully there didn’t appear to be. 

Quickly, I opened the trunk again and placed the severed head inside the black bag along with the hands. After cleaning blood from my hands in a puddle on the ground, I dried them on my jeans and then got inside the car. 

My hands shook as I started the engine, and my breathing was heavy. Before I could drive off, I had to sit for a minute to calm myself down. 

The woman had seen the head. She knew it was real. 

Which meant she would go to the cops and tell them what she saw.

My hands gripped the steering wheel as I realized how serious this whole mess now was. It would only be a matter of time before the cops came looking for me. Sure as shit, the woman would give a wonderful description. Hell, she probably even had the license plate number of the car.

“Fuck, fuck, fuck!” I banged on the dash in anger and frustration. 

What the hell was Drakkar’s game, anyway? Why was he doing this to me, especially now of all times when the woman I loved was trapped in darkness within the Shadow? I freed the motherfucker. So why was he tormenting me like this?

Because he’s a sick bastard, that’s why.

Yes, I did, but I also didn’t expect this. This was a whole other level of crazy.

I had to at least dispose of the evidence in the trunk. The cops would be onto me soon, and it would be a lot worse if they found the body parts.

I also needed to call Benedict to let him know what was going on. Maybe he could sort things out with the cops.

As I started the car and drove off, I took my phone out and called Benedict’s number, but there was no answer. 

“Shit!” I said as I dialed the number again, but this time the call went straight to voicemail. 

Cursing once more as I rounded a corner at speed, I sent Benedict a text instead, telling him to call me ASAP.

After tossing the phone onto the front seat, I put both hands on the wheel and concentrated on driving as I came up behind a traffic jam. Slowing down, I realized I wasn’t even sure where I was going. The plan before Drakkar had appeared was to drive outside the city to an isolated field and then use my magic to incinerate the severed hands. 

But as the woman with the dog had no doubt phoned the cops by now—giving a description of the car as well as me—I realized I didn’t have time to drive outside the city. A dark alley somewhere would have to do instead.

There was an alley just up the road a bit, but I was now stuck in a traffic jam, and what would normally take a few minutes to reach would now take ten instead. 

As I sat wedged between two cars, the rain having started again, I had to resist the temptation to get out and get the black bag from the trunk, abandoning the car as I ran to the alley. Going by the tension in my body, you’d think I had a bomb in the trunk.

As I inched the car along in the traffic jam, I looked in the rearview mirror and noticed what looked like a commotion behind me. The road appeared to be blocked both ways, and people were standing in the middle of the road in the rain.

Not just people, I realized.

Cops.

“For fuck’s sake…” I breathed, knowing the cops were here for me. 

Somehow, they had located my car. And let’s be honest, a classic like the Spitfire wouldn’t have been too hard to find. The woman who saw me had done what I feared she would and called the cops on me.

I sat in a panic for a moment as I stared at the dark figures coming toward the car. Four of them, and they all had their guns drawn. 

What the hell am I going to do? I thought. Use my magic to escape? 

But if I did that, then there’d be a nationwide manhunt, especially when they found the black bag in the trunk. They’d link me to the other murders then.

No, I thought with a sigh of resignation. There’s no point in running. 

The best I could do was give myself up and hope that Benedict came to my rescue. He could use his clout to get me released. And if that didn’t happen for whatever reason, I would just release myself if it came to it. After all, I could walk through walls, couldn’t I. No Untouched prison could hold me for long.

“Put your hands on the steering wheel!”

A member of the Emergency Response Unit stood by the side of my car, an automatic rifle aimed through the window at me, with another guy on the other side doing the same thing. Slowly, I raised my hands and laid them on the steering wheel as they had asked. 

Then the driver’s side door opened, and the man with the gun told me to exit the car slowly, which I did. 

As I turned around with my hands up, two more cops pushed me against the car and pulled my hands behind my back, zip-tying my wrists in seconds. 

The other cops opened the trunk and looked inside the black bag.

“Jesus Christ!” one of them said as he flinched in disgust.

“You’re coming with us, you sick fuck,” a plainclothes detective said as he and one of the E.R.U. officers led me to a waiting police car. 

“I can explain,” I said pointlessly.

“You’ll get your chance down the station.”

As the rain pelted my face, I noticed the bystanders on the street, staring over at me like I was the country’s number one fugitive who had just now been caught.

As my head was pushed down, and I was bundled into the back of the police car, I sighed and shook my head.

Fuck you, Drakkar, I thought. Fuck you.
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They took me to Pearse Street Garda Station, which surprised me because I thought they would have taken me to the Garda Síochána Headquarters at Phoenix Park instead. Not that I was bothered mind, as it was all the same to me. 

Two detectives signed me in at the front desk and then promptly dumped me inside a holding cell after clearing my pockets. One detective, an older man with a thick mustache and a look which said he’d been on the job for decades, stared at me for a moment after my cell door shut. 

“The banal face of evil,” he said.

“There’s nothing banal about this face,” I said, refusing to give in to despair. “And it’s not fucking evil.”

“The severed head in your car begs to differ, son.”

“Just call Benedict Bonneville. His number is on my phone. He’ll explain all of this.”

“Somehow I doubt this person can explain why you have a black bag full of body parts in your car.”

“I didn’t kill those people. Someone else did.”

The detective shook his head like he’d heard it all before. “That’s what they all say.”

“I’m telling you⁠—”

“Save it for your interview. You’ll get your chance then.”

“Just call Benedict,” I shouted after him as he walked away. “He’ll vouch for me.”

The detective said nothing more as he pulled the door closed behind him at the end of the corridor. I knew by his attitude that he was convinced he had got his man. As far as the cops were concerned, I was a serial killer who had murdered and mutilated at least nine people that they knew of. 

And let’s be honest, the evidence against me was pretty overwhelming. They had caught me red-handed with severed hands and a severed head in the trunk of my car. There wasn’t much else to say. And they would be tearing my flat apart right now, finding more blood evidence, not to mention all the magic-related stuff I had lying around. 

Before long, they would brand me as a Satanic murderer. The Irish Richard Ramirez—the Nightstalker of Dublin.

“Jesus…” 

I stood facing the wall as I considered turning myself to vapor and walking through the damn thing. Once I did I could turn invisible and get away clean. It was tempting, but I decided not to. 

Best to get this sorted now, I thought, to save any problems down the line. 

But that was only if Benedict could use his clout to free me, which I knew he could. I just had to wait for him doing so. In the meantime, if they interviewed me, I would say nothing until Benedict came to my rescue, which he had better had, the bastard.

A yawn surprised me when it escaped my mouth, as if this whole situation had made me tired. There was a wooden bench along the wall, so I lay down on it, closing my eyes for a moment, just to get some mental calm. 

Just for a minute…
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I must’ve fallen asleep, for I felt groggy when I opened my eyes, not knowing how long I was out for. It felt like a while as I sat up and groaned, wondering why I was still inside my cell. 

Why hadn’t the cops come to get me for my interview yet?

In the gloom, my eyes focused on the bars next to me, and I soon frowned when I noticed the door was open slightly. 

What the hell? I thought as I stood up and checked the door, pulling it all the way open.

“Hello?” I shouted into the corridor, even though there was no one in the cells next to me and no guard. 

No one answered me from the other side of the door at the end of the corridor either, so I shouted again, louder this time. If there was someone on the other side of the door, they could surely hear me. As I stood, all I got was silence in response.

Shaking my head in confusion as the first sense that something was wrong entered my mind, I stepped out of the cell and into the corridor, making my way slowly toward the door, half expecting it to open before I was even halfway up the corridor. But the door remained shut until I opened it myself to reveal a room full of desks and computers.

And something else, I realized with horror and sheer disbelief.

Something much worse.

“Oh dear god…”

The words spilled from my mouth as my eyes widened to take in the scene before me, a scene that was so overwhelming to my senses that I struggled to take all of it in.

The room was like an abattoir, with blood splashed over every single surface; blood that came from at least a dozen bodies that had been sliced and diced every which way until each one looked like a fillet of beef, and almost unrecognizable as a human. 

The combined smell of blood and offal was too much for my stomach, and I found myself bent over as I retched onto the floor, noticing as I did the blood pooling around my boots.

So much blood.

I was so stricken with horror, it was minutes before I could even move. When I did finally move, I did so slowly as I stepped over bodies on the floor and tried not to slip in all the blood. 

In the background, noise from someone’s radio sounded as a disembodied voice tried in vain to contact someone in the station. Above me, the fluorescent lights flickered on and off as if they were being affected by some unseen energy in the room.

After seeing the first three or four bodies and their obscene level of mutilation—it was as if Jack the Ripper had gotten seriously drunk and went on a rage-fueled killing spree—I tried not to look at the others as I stepped through the congealing blood and through a door that led me into a hallway where the front desk was located. 

As I opened the door, I noticed footprints leading up the hallway and out the front door. Unsurprisingly, the desk sergeant was slumped over the front desk, his throat having been cut from ear to ear, pints of his blood now running down the wood paneling and onto the floor.

Despite the gruesome scene, I reached over the desk and located my belongings, most of which were inside a clear plastic bag, including my jacket, my phone, my wallet and whatever change I had on me. 

As I got my jacket and the stuff from the bag, I noticed something else behind the desk.

A bloody knife. 

And not just any knife, but my Druidic dagger. 

It must’ve been inside my jacket. Sometimes I forget I even have it on me. I stared at the glistening blade in disgust as it sat in a small pool of blood. Drakkar had obviously used it on his murder spree. 

For a moment, I thought about leaving the knife where it was, but then I thought it might not be the best idea to leave behind the murder weapon, which would only be more evidence against me, as if any further proof was even needed. 

Reluctantly, I picked up the knife and let some of the blood run off it. There was a bottle of water on the desk, so I opened the bottle and used the water to rinse the blood off the knife. Then I put the knife inside my jacket.

You close your eyes for a second, and this happens, I thought almost absurdly.

Drakkar had done this. There was no question of that in my mind. 

Why the bastard would go to such extreme lengths, I still didn’t know. Was he trying to set me up? If so, he was doing an excellent job of it. 

As I made my way to the front door, I could already hear sirens in the distance as other cops raced toward the station, knowing something was wrong but not knowing what. 

Jesus, what would they think when they walked in here and saw their colleagues cut to ribbons and bleeding out everywhere? The scene would haunt them for the rest of their lives, as it would me.

I turned myself invisible as I walked out the front door to the carpark. It was quiet outside, the air blessedly crisp in the aftermath of the heavy rain, and I filled my lungs to rid my nostrils of the smell of blood. 

Walking across the carpark, I heard the sirens in the distance get closer, so I quickened my pace, realizing after a moment I did not know where I was going. 

I couldn’t go home. The only sanctuary I could think of was Davey’s place. I should be safe there, I thought, just as my phone rang and I saw it was Benedict.

“Fucking finally,” I said upon answering. “Why haven’t you been answering your damn phone?”

“What’s going on, Corvin?” he asked, his concern not for me as much as for the trouble he no doubt thought I had caused. “Why do I have missed calls from Pearse Street Garda station?”

“Because I was fucking arrested, that’s why.” I stopped in the middle of the carpark, suddenly wishing I had a smoke on me.

“What for?”

“The cops think I’m a serial killer. You need to handle this, Benedict. This shit is serious.”

“And why would the cops think you are a serial killer?”

His casual tone annoyed me. “Because the same person who left me those severed fingers dangled severed hands from the ceiling of my living room. Then he threw a severed fucking head at me when he appeared in the street. Someone saw and called the cops.”

Benedict sighed. “Seriously, Corvin, I’m regretting offering you that job.”

“Fuck your job!” I said. “The actual killer just massacred an entire fucking police station!”

He went silent for a second. “Everyone?”

“Everyone.”

“Who is this person, Corvin? And don’t lie to me.”

“His name is Drakkar. I resurrected his spirit while I was down in Cork.”

“You resurrected him?”

“I didn’t have a choice, and I didn’t really know what I was doing either.”

“Clearly bloody not.”

“Screw you, Benedict. You weren’t there.”

“Why is this Drakkar person stalking you now?”

“I don’t fucking know.”

“Well, you’d better find out, don’t you think?”

“I intend to. In the meantime, get the cops off my back. They’ll be out for blood once they realize their colleagues have been murdered.”

“I can’t do much at the moment,” he said.

“What? Why the fuck not?”

“Because I’m in Manhattan on important Council business. I’ll be tied up for at least another day.”

“Another day? I don’t think you quite realize⁠—”

“I do realize,” he cut in. “I don’t think you realize how important my business here is. It’s not always about you, Corvin, you know.”

“You’re a twat sometimes, Benedict, you know that?”

“This is your mess, Corvin. I’ll do my best to get the cops off your back, but it will be up to you to sort out this Drakkar person, and I expect you will sort it out before he kills anyone else. There’s only so much we can cover up or spin.”

The sirens in the background sounded like they were only streets away. Any moment now, the parking lot would be flooded with cops. I just hoped they all had strong stomachs.

“Fine, Benedict,” I said. “I’ll sort the bastard out myself.”

“Good, I’ll⁠—”

“Hello? Benedict? Are you there?”

I shook my head as I realized the line was dead, which at first I put down to the long-distance connection. 

But then I felt a strange energy in the air, like electricity. A prelude to something or someone’s imminent arrival.

When Drakkar suddenly appeared in front of me a few seconds later, I wasn’t surprised to see him. His tall figure looked soaked from being in the rain, and his gray trench coat was stained with blood. Standing just a few feet away, he stood smiling at me, his bright blue eyes conveying his amusement.

For a long moment, I stood staring at him as I waited for him to speak. When he said nothing, I was forced to speak instead. 

“Why are you doing this to me, Drakkar?” I asked him. “I freed you. I don’t deserve this.”

Drakkar’s smile widened as he looked at me almost sympathetically. “Corvin,” he said, his voice flat. “You do deserve this.”

I shook my head. “Why?”

He suddenly held out his hand. “Come with me.”

“What? I’m not going anywhere with you. You’re fucking crazy.”

His hand remained out. “If you want all this to stop, you will take my hand.”

The police sirens were just a street away now, and behind me, I was still aware of the carnage that lay inside the station.

Shit, I thought. If he was going to kill me, he’d have done it by now.

Stepping forward, I took his blood-stained hand just as the first of the cop cars came screeching into the parking lot, just as Drakkar teleported us both away.
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The last place I expected Drakkar to teleport us to was a motorway truck stop, but as we appeared in the parking lot next to a massive truck, I soon realized that’s where we were. 

Once I got my bearings, I stood frozen for a moment as I stared at Drakkar, who stared back with a look of anticipation on his face as if he expected me to attack him.

Which of course I did.

I immediately brought magic to the surface of my fist, and with a scream of rage that wasn’t all to do with Drakkar, I launched my fist at his face. 

With lightning speed, however, Drakkar caught my fist in his own hand with little effort and dissipated the magic in a split second. Furious, I swung my other fist at him, which he blocked and then retaliated with a strike of his own, punching me on the chest as red magic swirled around his fist. He barely moved his arm a few inches, but the impact was still such that it knocked me back onto the wet ground, the pain akin to what I imagine a shotgun blast would be like if I was wearing a bulletproof vest.

“There’s no point in attacking me,” Drakkar said as he stood over me. “You’re no match.”

“Why did you bring me here?” I said as I choked on the pain.

“So we could talk.” He extended his hand, expecting me to take it. Shaking my head, I got up from the ground without his help, one hand rubbing at my chest.

“Fuck you. I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Don’t you want to know why I’m doing all of this?”

“I know why you’re doing it,” I hissed. “Because you’re a sick fuck, that’s why.”

A slight smile appeared on Drakkar’s lips. “Let us go inside the cafe. I’ll pay for refreshments.”

“Refreshments?” I laughed bitterly. “Because killing people is such thirsty work, right?”

“Come with me, or I’ll kill you right now.” His eyes glared at me, showing me he was serious. “It’s your choice, Corvin.”

I shook my head at him. “Lead the way, asshole.”

Drakkar smiled like a kid who’d just got his own way. “I’m glad you see sense.”

“Somebody fucking has to,” I muttered as he began walking toward the 24-hour cafe. “You certainly don’t. A glue-sniffing cat would have more sense than you.”

He looked over his shoulder, a frown on his face. “I don’t know what that means.”

“It means you’re fucking insane, that’s what it means.”

“I prefer the term unsane, which is rarely used, but which is more apt in this case.”

We had almost reached the door of the cafe. Looking through the windows, I saw only two people sitting in there at different tables. 

“Unsane? Because you’re so apart from everybody else, right? Because you think what you’re doing makes so much sense to you, except no one else gets it?”

Drakkar didn’t reply as he opened the door and waited for me to go inside the cafe. Hesitating, I stared at him for a second, considering going in for another attack, but his eyes said he was prepared for me to do exactly that, and I knew I wouldn’t have a chance against him. Drakkar may have been batshit insane, but he was also extremely powerful. I didn’t know how many centuries he’d been around, but it was long enough for him to be more powerful than any other wizard or warlock I had ever met. 

Feeling like I had little choice, I stepped inside the cafe and walked to one of the back tables, far enough away from the other customers that they wouldn’t hear our inevitably head-turning conversation. They seemed more interested in the TV on the wall near the counter anyway, which seemed to be on a news channel. 

When Drakkar sat down opposite me, the first thing he did was take out a pack of cigarettes and a disposable lighter from his damp raincoat. Then he opened the packet and popped a cancer stick in his mouth.

“You can’t smoke in here,” I said. “It’s against the law.”

“Nothing is against the law,” he said and then lit the cigarette, drawing the smoke in deep before blowing it out the side of his mouth.

“You mean, in your world nothing is against the law.”

“Precisely.”

“The world of the unsane.”

“Now you’re just being sarcastic.”

I shook my head as I eyed up the cigarettes still sitting on the table, really wanting one. “I didn’t know you smoked.”

“I didn’t until you freed me.” He waved a hand at himself. “The person who used to live in this body did, however.” More smoke left his mouth, billowing enticingly around me. “Smoking these things is quite pleasurable. Tobacco was around in my day, but not like this.”

As I looked past his shoulder to the front of the cafe, I saw a middle-aged woman come walking toward us. She was small and plump and wore a dark apron. She also didn’t seem too amused that Drakkar was smoking inside her cafe. 

“Excuse me,” she said to Drakkar rather harshly in a south Dublin accent. “What do you think you’re doing?”

Drakkar looked at her, unconcerned. “What do you mean?”

“There’s no smoking in here,” the woman said.

Drakkar smiled at her. “Are you sure about that?”

The dark-haired woman frowned as if she suddenly wasn’t sure at all. “I… don’t know.”

“If you think about,” Drakkar said. “You’ll remember that it is actually quite permissive for people to smoke in this establishment.”

The woman’s eyes seemed to go glassy for a second, and then she nodded slowly. “Oh yes, now I remember.” She laughed and shook her head. “How silly of me. I’m sorry.”

“That’s alright,” Drakkar said. “I’d like some coffee please, and a slice of whatever pie is on the menu tonight.”

“Apple okay?” the woman said, now smiling pleasantly.

“Sounds delightful,” Drakkar said as he blew smoke in the woman’s face, who didn’t even blink when he did so. She just turned to me. “And what can I get you?”

I stared at the woman strangely for a second, wondering why she was suddenly so amenable. “Just coffee, please.”

“Sure thing,” she said. “It’ll just be a moment.”

Drakkar grabbed the woman’s arm as she was about to head off. “Be a dear,” he said, “and bring an ashtray as well.”

The woman smiled. “Of course.”

I watched the woman’s pleasantly plump ass for a moment as she walked off to fulfill our order. Then I looked at Drakkar. “What did you do to her?”

“People are so weak-willed these days,” he said. “You can get them to do anything.” He smiled at me.

“I hope you don’t mean me as well.” As a precaution, I willed a protective shield of magic around my mind, just in case Drakkar infiltrated it as he had infiltrated the woman’s mind.

“I could make you do anything I want,” he said, and I couldn’t help but believe him. “But I’m not going to. You see, Corvin, I actually grew to respect you in our time together.”

“Our time together? You mean when you possessed me?”

“You let me in, don’t forget.”

I nodded as my eyes went to the pack of cigarettes again. “How could I forget?”

“I can see you want one,” he said, nodding at the cigarettes. “Go ahead.”

“Fuck it,” I sighed and grabbed the pack, sliding a cigarette out and stabbing it between my lips, sparking it up with the plastic lighter. As I took the first inhale, the smoke filled my lungs, and I blew it out again in a satisfying stream. “This doesn’t make us friends, you giving me a cigarette.”

“We’re more than that, you and I.”

“No, we aren’t. We’re nothing at all, you and I.”

“I beg to differ,” he said, making the simple act of blowing smoke out of his nose seem threatening.

Before I could push him on it, though, the waitress turned up with a tray and the same slightly stoned smile she left with earlier. 

“Alright, gentlemen, here you go,” she said as she put two mugs of coffee on the table, along with a plate containing a thick slice of apple pie. “We don’t have any ashtrays, so I just brought you a saucer to put your fags out in.”

“Thank you, Jenny,” Drakkar said as he smiled at her.

“How do you know my name?”

“Never mind,” he said and waved his hand at her. “Off you go now. There’s a good girl.”

The woman smiled stupidly and nodded. “Okay.” 

I felt bad for her as she walked away, hoping Drakkar had done no permanent damage to her mind.

“Have you always been like this?” I asked him as I poured milk into my coffee.

“Like what?”

“A manipulative, murdering bastard.” I smiled at him, not really caring if I pissed him off or not. By that stage, I had no fucks left to give. “Who the hell are you anyway, Drakkar?”

“I’m a wizard, just like you, Corvin,” he said as he used a fork to carve off a large portion of his apple pie, opening his mouth wide to receive it like he was about to consume some poor schmuck’s soul.

“I’ll stop you right there. I’m nothing like you. I don’t murder people for a start.”

“Really? What about all those people at the Hell Fire Club?”

I froze as I was about to drink my coffee. “How do you know about that?”

“I know everything you’ve been doing recently.” He kept his blue eyes on me as he drank from his cup, clearly enjoying my reaction. “I know about your business with the cult. I was actually in Kilkenny when you were tossed into that river.”

I shook my head. “And you didn’t think to help me out?”

He shrugged as if it was nothing to do with him. “I thought about it, but then that man saved you instead.”

“Thank fuck for that.”

“I also know that your elf girlfriend is in the Shadow.”

My jaw clenched when he mentioned Amelia. “What would you know about it?”

“I was there, among the ghosts, watching it all.”

I stared hard at him. He was telling the truth. “And again, you didn’t think to fucking help? You were happy to stand there and watch her get taken into the Shadow Realm?”

“I was there to observe. I needed to be sure.”

“Sure of what, exactly? That I was fucked?”

He finished swallowing his mouthful of pie and then pointed his fork at me. “I needed to know that you were the one.”

I shook my head in confusion. “What are you on about?”

“It’s very simple,” he said as he pushed the rest of his pie to one side and then reached for the cigarettes, taking one out and lighting it. “I want you to stop me, Corvin.”

“To stop you?”

“Yes. To put an end to me. Wipe me out of existence.” He smiled. “And if you don’t, I’m just going to go on killing.”

In disbelief, I sat back in my chair, immediately reaching for the cigarettes again. “You’re fucking insane.”

“So you keep saying.”

“No, I mean you’re insane if you think I can stop you.”

“You don’t think you can?” His face seemed to darken as he stared at me. “I really hope that’s not the case, Corvin.”

“Why not?”

“Because then I must kill you.”

I stared at him with the cigarette hanging from my mouth. “You aren’t making any sense here.”

He sighed like I wasn’t getting it, which I wasn’t. 

“A long time ago, killing was all I did. I love it, you see. I love the feel of blood on my hands. I love the look on someone’s face when they realize they are about to die. 

“I also love thinking of new ways to cause my victim’s pain; new ways to torture them and to finish them. 

“It started off as a means to gather death magic, but it soon became an obsession. I made murder an art form. 

“But then, a group of other wizards got together intending to destroy me, which they nearly did. Luckily, I was able to shift my spirit into my severed right hand, which I knew the wizards would keep. They’re wizards, they can’t help themselves. 

“And so, my spirit remained trapped for centuries until you came along and freed me. But now that I’m free…” He trailed off for a second as he took a drag from his cigarette. “Things aren’t the same. I get no enjoyment from killing anymore, and the world has changed beyond all recognition since my day. I don’t belong here anymore, and frankly, I’m tired of being alive. I want the blessed sleep of nothingness.

“I should’ve let those wizards destroy me.”

“Why didn’t you?”

He shrugged. “Survival instinct. Plus, I still wanted to live back then.”

“And so now you just want me to kill you? Fine, I’ll do it. Right here and now, if you like.”

He smiled and shook his head. “You don’t really think I will make it that easy for you, do you?”

“Either you want to die, or you don’t. Which is it?”

“I don’t want to exist anymore, but at the same, I refuse to go quietly. I want someone worthy of killing me to do so.”

“What makes you think I’m so worthy?”

“Because you always find a way, Corvin, no matter how difficult the circumstances are . I trust you will find a way in this instance as well.”

“And if I don’t?”

“Then I won’t stop killing. Do you really want all of my future victims on your conscience?” 

At that point, my eyes went to the TV near the counter, and I froze in horror when I saw my face on the screen, with the headline underneath reading: SERIAL KILLER ON THE LOOSE.

“Oh, Jesus Christ,” I said, glancing at the other customers to make sure they weren’t looking at me. I had to resist the urge to turn invisible right there and then. “You see what you’ve done? The world thinks I’m a fucking serial killer now, thanks to you. Why did you have to kill all those people at the police station? There was no need.”

Drakkar shrugged as if it was nothing. “I was just making sure you had my attention.”

“You could’ve just fucking… I don’t know... called me!”

“Would you have taken me seriously? I doubt you would have.”

“I don’t need this,” I said. “Tomorrow night, I have to enter the Shadow to rescue my girlfriend. I don’t have time for your games, Drakkar.”

“You are right, this is a game, but a very serious one, and there’s no getting out of it for you, Corvin, I’m afraid.”

“So what about Amelia?”

“What about her?”

“You expect me to just leave her in the Shadow so I can stay here and play your stupid, fucked up game?”

“That’s entirely up to you, Corvin.” He took out another cigarette and tapped the end down on the box as he stared at me. “But just so you know, the killing will go on if you go to the Shadow to save the elf.”

This can’t be happening, I thought. It felt like the world was falling in around me and there was no escape. 

“How do you expect me to even stop you?” I asked him. “You’re too powerful.”

He smiled as he leaned forward. “I have faith in you, Corvin. The game has begun. Stop me if you can.”

Before I could say anything else, Drakkar disappeared, his seat now empty as if he had never been there. 

“Son of a bitch!” I said, loud enough for two truckers to turn around and stare at me. Immediately, I dropped my head, aware that my face was still on the TV screen.

“Hey, you!” the waitress suddenly shouted from behind the counter. “Put that cigarette out right now!”

I stared at the cigarette in my hand for a second as if I was only now realizing it was there, before stubbing it out in the saucer. “Sorry,” I muttered under my breath.

“Jesus!” the waitress said. “The nerve of some people. There’ll be a hefty fine coming your way, I’ll tell you that!” 

Then she did what I hoped she wouldn’t do, and glanced at the TV, and then at me, and then back to the TV, and then finally back to me again as the blood drained from her face.

She knows. Time to go.

I didn’t care who was watching. I turned myself invisible and got up and walked out of the cafe, taking Drakkar’s cigarettes and lighter with me, glancing at the waitress as I walked invisibly past her. She had a deep frown on her face as she questioned the truckers. 

“Where’d he go?” she asked them, and they all shrugged as they looked around. No doubt they also looked when the door opened by itself as I walked through it, but I never looked back to check.
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Iremained invisible as I walked back into the city, which took me nearly three hours as the truck stop was so far away. 

The journey gave me plenty of time to think about my situation, most notably about this fresh development with Drakkar. There’s a theory—more than a theory; a fact—that most serial killers, deep down, want to be caught. 

And let’s make no bones about it, Drakkar was a serial killer through and through. Even Queen Hedrema had said Drakkar was a terrible person before he was stopped long ago. 

And now he wanted me to stop him, for good this time it would seem. One last game, as he saw it, before he slept the sleep of forever. 

I had no problem with putting Drakkar down, but I also knew he didn’t intend to make it easy for me. And given how powerful the son of a bitch was, I just couldn’t see a way of doing what he asked. My power paled compared to his. He could snap me like a twig any time he liked. So how the hell was I supposed to stop him?

I shook my head as I looked up into the dark sky, noticing that the moon was almost full. Tomorrow night, it would be completely full, meaning I could access the Shadow, which was my only concern, despite everything with Drakkar. It was killing me not knowing if Amelia was alive or dead, even though I was hoping against hope that she was alive inside the Shadow somewhere. 

If she was alive, well then it became even more imperative to get her out of there, because sure as shit she wasn’t playing happy families with her deranged parents, or the dark spirit that they had become. God knows what twisted shit they were doing to her in that place. My guts churned at the thought.

When I reached the city, I started making my way to the one place where I knew I’d be safe from the long arm of the law, which was Davey’s place. When I got there, I dropped my veil of invisibility just as Dalia answered the door, and I walked inside without invitation.

“I’ve been worried sick,” she said. “Do you not answer your phone these days?”

“Sorry,” I said. “The battery is dead. It’s been a long night.”

“What the hell is going on, Corvin? Why is your face plastered all over the news and social media, with the cops saying you’re a serial killer?”

I sighed as I walked down the hallway to the living room, needing a drink. I expected to find Davey in his usual spot on the couch, but he wasn’t there. 

“One word,” I said as I walked to the drinks cabinet to pour myself a whiskey. “Fucking Drakkar.”

“That’s two words, but anyway.” Dalia stood leaning against the doorframe, wearing a black lace dress, her hair seeming to blend into the material as it spilled over it. “What about Drakkar?”

“He’s fucking with me.” I took my drink and sat down in an armchair, glad to take the weight off my feet after all the walking. “Thanks to his antics, I was arrested, and then he killed everybody in the police station. And now he’s saying that he will go on killing if I don’t stop him.”

“Stop him?”

I nodded. “This is some stupid game he’s come up with. He wants me to take him out.”

“As in kill him?”

“Yeah.”

“Jesus, Corvin. Why you?”

“Because I freed him in the first place, released him into the world, and now people have died and will continue to die until⁠—”

“You stop him.”

“That’s about the height of it.”

“So, what are you going to do?”

I snorted as if the answer was obvious. “What do you think? I will annihilate the fucker, but first I have to figure out a way to do it, and that’s after we rescue Amelia.”

“But you said Drakkar will go on killing.”

“I know.”

“Well, shouldn’t he be your priority?”

“Amelia is my priority, and that’s all there is to it.”

Dalia stared at me for a moment and then fixed herself a vodka before going to sit on the couch. “You must really love her if you’re prepared to let people die just so you can save her.”

“Don’t say it like that. I’d do the same for you, and you know it.”

“I know you would. I’m just saying, you might sacrifice others to save her.”

“If Drakkar takes more lives, that’s on him, not me.”

“You don’t really believe that.”

To be honest, I didn’t know what I believed at that point. I just knew that Amelia was probably suffering—perhaps greatly—and that I was partly responsible for that suffering. There was no way I would start chasing after Drakkar and miss my opportunity to save Amelia. 

“I’m not responsible for everybody,” I said to Dalia. “But I am responsible for Amelia, and for what happened to her. She has to be my priority right now.”

“I agree.” Davey appeared in the room as if he’d been standing in the doorway listening. “Running off half-cocked to take down someone as powerful as Drakkar would be ill-advised.”

“Where did you come from?” I asked.

“I was ear-wigging out in the hallway.”

“He does that,” Dalia said, shaking her head.

Davey, wearing brown slacks and a dark cardigan, sat down on the couch. “You’ve landed yourself in a predicament,” he said to me as he stroked his gray beard. “You’re a wanted man.”

“Corvin Dahmer,” Dalia said with a snigger. “Or Corvin Bundy. That sounds better. Do you keep heads in your fridge?”

I stared at her for a moment, unamused. “I’m glad you’re finding this funny, D.”

“It is a little bit funny,” she said.

“To you, maybe.”

“You can always move to the Otherworld. I’m sure Sorcha would welcome you to her Court.”

“I’d rather take my chances here.” I took out my phone then and asked Dalia to charge it for me. She came and took the phone and left the room with it, leaving Davey and me alone for a moment. “How much did you hear?”

“Enough,” Davey said as he pulled out his pipe and filled it. “Enough to know you have no chance of stopping Drakkar by yourself. Once he realizes you don’t have the power, he’ll probably just kill you.”

Sighing, knowing he was right, I took out the cigarettes from my pocket and lit one. “So, what do I do then?”

“I didn’t know you smoked.”

“I don’t, not anymore. These belonged to Drakkar.”

Davey raised his eyebrows. “You’re smoking his cigarettes?”

I shrugged. “I feel like I need to smoke right now.”

Davey nodded as if he understood, popping his pipe in his mouth and lighting the bowl of tobacco up with a match. “I fear the only magic powerful enough to take Drakkar down would be death magic.”

I stared at him for a moment, letting his words sink in. “Death magic comes at a price. It’s also banned by the Council, and for a good reason. Not that I have any experience in death magic, but from what I’ve read, it’s hard to control.”

“You’re right,” Davey said. “It can spiral out of control like a bush fire, causing great destruction.”

“There must be another way to stop Drakkar. I don’t want to be responsible for god knows how many deaths if it all goes wrong.”

“You’re right to be cautious.”

“About what?” Dalia said as she came in and sat down again.

“Using death magic to stop Drakkar,” I said.

“Sounds risky.”

“It’s beyond risky,” Davey said. “That magic is ravenous when it comes to death and destruction. We may indeed formulate a spell that would kill Drakkar, but death magic being as it is, wouldn’t stop there. It would go on killing and reeking destruction for as long as it was able, which can end up quite a long time. Once you let that kind of magic out of the bottle, it is almost impossible to get it back in again. There’s no choice but to let it fizzle out.”

“Hence why the Council banned it,” I said.

“Indeed,” Davey said.

“Speaking of the Council,” I said. “I’m soon to take things over here in Dublin.”

They both stared at me like they had misheard. “I’m sorry, what?” Dalia said eventually. “You will be running the Council?”

I nodded. “I know it sounds crazy, but Benedict all but blackmailed me into taking the position. He had something on Monty and threatened to throw him in jail if I didn’t comply.”

“Bastard,” Dalia said, her eyes darkening as tiny tendrils of smokey energy danced around her pupils.

“Yeah, I told him as much,” I said.

“Well, I don’t think this development is crazy at all,” Davey said, smiling. “Personally, I think it’s awesome, and that’s a word I hardly ever use, but it seems apt in this case. Your mother would be proud, Corvin.”

Dalia started laughing then. “Jesus, I can’t believe it. You, running the Council.” She shook her head. “I didn’t see that coming, I’ll tell you that.”

“Neither did I,” I said. “But I don’t even want to think about it at the minute. There are more pressing concerns. Is everything sorted for tonight, Davey?”

Davey nodded as he puffed on his pipe. “I found a suitable location to open the door to the Shadow. There’s a Druid circle about five miles from the house in Kilkenny. We can use the power that’s in the stones to help open the door. I have a spell prepared also, which should keep the door open for twenty-four hours.”

“What happens if we don’t make it out in twenty-four hours?” I asked him.

“Then you must find your own way out.”

“How?” Dalia asked.

“I’m not sure,” Davey said. “Most people who enter the Shadow are careful not to stay there too long, so they can exit the way they came in. I would think twenty-four hours is enough time for you to do what you have to do, anyway.”

“Maybe,” I said, rubbing the week’s worth of beard growth on my chin as I tried to imagine what we would be up against in the Shadow when we got there. At that point, it was impossible to tell, and therefore impossible to say how long it would take to rescue Amelia and get out again. “We’ll just have to take our chances.”

“I’m okay with that,” Dalia said, frowning at me when she saw me produce the pack of cigarettes from my pocket. “You’re smoking again?”

“Temporarily,” I said as I stuck one in-between my lips. “They’re the only thing keeping me calm.”

“I have a stronger leaf if you’re interested,” Davey said.

I smiled at him. “No thanks, Davey. I need a clear head.”

Davey displayed a lop-sided grin, making me wonder if he didn’t have some of that stronger leaf in the bowl of his pipe. “Up to you.”

Dalia shook her head at him and then looked at me. “You should see the plants he has growing in the attic. Some of them look like they might try to eat you.”

Davey removed the pipe from his mouth as he stared at Dalia. “And some of them would if you aren’t careful. I thought I told you to avoid the attic?”

“You did,” Dalia said. “And I didn’t listen.”

“Petulant girl.”

“Cantankerous old codger.”

“Brazen hussy.”

Dalia looked shocked when he said that one. “I can’t believe you just called me a brazen hussy. I am not a brazen hussy.”

“You are sometimes,” I said, smiling at Davey.

“Screw you two,” she said. “Especially when I know you’re not too shy with the fairer sex yourself, Corvin. And you, Davey, I stumbled across your not-very-well-hidden porn collection recently.”

Davey choked on his pipe. “You what?”

“If you could call those old magazines from years ago porn.”

“It’s vintage porn,” Davey said. “The best kind.”

“You’re an old man. You shouldn’t even need porn.”

Davey took a breath and puffed his chest out. “I’m as virile now as I was in my twenties.”

“Oh Jesus,” Dalia said, shaking her head. “Shut up, old man. No one believes that, not even you.”

Davey’s chest deflated as he sank into his seat again. “Maybe not quite as virile… although I have special potions to help with that.”

“Oh Christ, are you going to tell us you make your own Viagra now?”

“This stuff is much more potent than those little blue pills, I can tell you that. One time I took it and I ended up with a hard-on that lasted⁠—”

“Enough!” Dalia said, cutting him off by raising her hand. “I don’t want to know.” Davey laughed, like her reaction amused him. “You see, Corvin? You see what I have to listen to?”

“Maybe you can sort me out with some of that potion, Davey,” I said with a wry smile, knowing it would wind Dalia up further.

“Oh god, you’re as bad as him,” Dalia said, shaking her head at me. “I swear you’re just an old man in disguise. I’m surrounded by perverted old men.” I burst out laughing, as did Davey. “Screw you two, seriously.”

My laughter didn’t last that long, as my thoughts soon turned to where they were a minute ago. “So guys, there’s still something we need to sort out.”

“What’s that?” Davey asked. 

“How we are going to kill the Dark One.”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Davey said. “I think your best—and perhaps your only option—is to poison the spirit, hopefully killing it.”

“Poison it? You can do that?”

Davey nodded. “It can be done with the right potion. A sample of the spirt’s energy would be helpful in getting the formula just right, but in the absence of any sample, I’ll have to make an educated guess as to what the poison should contain. Even if the poison doesn’t kill the spirit, it should hopefully slow it down enough for you to make your escape.”

I sat and thought about what he said for a moment. Being largely ignorant of the ways of spirits and what made them tick, I had no viable ideas myself on how to kill the Dark One. I was happy enough to trust Davey’s judgment, though, especially since he was practically an expert on everything after so many years of experience in these matters. 

“Okay,” I said. “Sounds good. How can we deliver such a poison?”

“By reducing it to a fine crystal form. The crystals will become entangled with the spirit’s energy, eventually dissolving into it and neutralizing the spirit’s Resonance, rendering it harmless.”

“So you’d be relieving the Dark One of its malevolent energy?”

“Yes, that would be the plan.” He tapped the ash from his pipe into a glass ashtray. “However, there are no guarantees with this stuff. Just be prepared if it doesn’t work.”

“Why can’t I just kill the thing?” Dalia said. “I could use my powers to tear the thing apart.”

I looked at Davey to see what he thought. “That might work,” he said. “Or it might not. That’s the thing with these spirits. They’re all so different, with different genetic make-ups, so to speak, created by unique combinations of energy. If you want my advice, try to avoid the Dark One altogether. Get your friend and run.”

“I seriously doubt that will be possible,” I said.

“Then you’ll just have to take your chances with the potion. Speaking of which, I had better go and⁠—”

“Jesus Christ!” Dalia suddenly said, cutting Davey off. She had her phone out and seemed to be staring at the screen in disbelief.

“What is it?” I asked her.

“Turn the TV on, Davey,” she said, then looked at me. “You will not believe this.”

I frowned, not liking the sound of her voice. “Believe what?”

Davey switched on the small TV in the room’s corner. “Which channel?”

“Sky News,” Dalia said. 

Davey switched the channel over to the news and then sat back down, using the remote in his hand to turn the volume up.

My jaw dropped when I looked at the screen, and I shook my head in disbelief and horror. “Is that…”

“It looks a lot like you, son,” Davey said. “Only I know it’s not because you’re sitting right here.”

But it was me on screen, even down to the clothes I was wearing right now. 

I appeared to be standing inside a McDonalds as I stared out the window directly at the news cameras that were focusing in on the place. In the background, armed police had the area cordoned off. 

“Once again,” the voice of the newsreader said. “A man has taken over a McDonalds on Grafton Street in Dublin and is holding everyone inside hostage. Sources confirm the man’s name is Corvin Chance, and that he has already killed several people inside. This is also the same man responsible for the slaughter at Pearse Street Guarda station in the early hours of this morning, and the deaths of several other people before that…”

“Fucking Drakkar,” I said as I stared aghast at the TV. “What is he…”

On the screen, I disappeared for a moment and came back to the window with a young woman in tow who was dressed in a McDonald’s uniform. I yanked the young girl up by the hair and suddenly held a large knife to her throat. As the young girl started screaming for her life, I ruthlessly pulled the blade across her throat, which is when the camera cut away for a moment to show armed police advancing upon the McDonalds. 

Under other circumstances, I might have made a joke about how the cops were really moving in to get their Egg McMuffins for breakfast, but watching the scene unfold on screen, jokes were the last thing on my mind. 

When the camera moved back to the window, blood was running down the glass, and I could be seen grinning wickedly as I stared right into the cameras, the hand with the knife still in it dripping with blood. 

At that point, the cops moved in through the front door, and I disappeared from sight, as if some camera trick had been used to make me vanish. But it was no camera trick. I, or rather Drakkar, had teleported away from the scene, leaving the cops to search for their suspect. 

“Eh…” the newsreader said. “It seems as if the suspect has… vanished from sight. We’re not sure what’s happened or where the suspect has gone to…”

“Turn it off,” I said in disgust.

Davey used the remote to turn off the TV, and the three of us sat in shocked silence for several minutes, knowing there wasn’t much to say.

“This guy really has it in for you,” Davey said.

I sighed and shook my head. “No shit.”

“How was he able to look like you?” Dalia asked. “The resemblance was… perfect.”

“Drakkar is no ordinary psycho,” I said. “He’s Patrick Bateman and Doctor fucking Strange rolled into one.”

“People out there think that was you,” Davey said.

“Sure, they thought I was a serial killer anyway,” I said. “Drakkar only did that to remind me.”

“Of what?” Dalia asked.

“That the game has started.”
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Iphoned Benedict after seeing my dramatic appearance on the news. He was still in the States apparently, but he saw the news footage. 

“Things appear to be getting out of hand over there,” he said, sounding like he’d been drinking, his voice less clipped than usual, and more drawling.

“You’re telling me,” I said as I stood in Davey’s kitchen, which going by the worktops and cupboards, hadn’t been renovated since the eighties. “People think I’m a fucking monster.”

“I don’t think you’re a monster, Corvin, don’t worry.”

“Are you drunk? You sound like you don’t give a shit about what’s happening.”

“I’m… a little drunk, yes. I’m inside a very exclusive Manhattan boy’s club drinking cognac and smoking some very fine cigars.”

I shook my head. “Bully for you.”

“Don’t be sad, Corvin,” he said. “Everything will be fine.”

“Really? How do you figure that, Benedict?”

“I don’t know… I’ll put a word in when I get back.”

“You’ll put a word in? Gee, Benedict, thanks. I feel so much better knowing you will put a fucking word in.”

“You sound stressed, Corvin. Smoke a joint or something and relax.”

I took the phone away from my ear and shook my head at it, barely resisting the urge to scream into it in frustration. “I can’t talk to you when you’re like this. I’m going.”

“Corvin?”

“What?”

“Tally-ho, old boy.” He started laughing then, and I gripped the phone tight as I gritted my teeth.

“Screw you, Benedict.”
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I spent the rest of the day mostly hanging out with Dalia while Davey was holed up in his lab, creating the potion we would need to poison the Dark One. 

For a while at least, I could push my current worries to the back of my mind as I sat with Dalia in the living room, smoking cigarettes and drinking copious amounts of coffee. She seemed slightly more stable these days, though her very nature—both human and Fae—would always make her volatile to some extent, no matter how settled she became. 

We mostly talked about old times, purposely steering clear of current circumstances, knowing bringing them up would only result in long, brooding silences on my part. 

Inevitably, though, Dalia mentioned Amelia and questioned my feelings for her.

“She told me she loved me,” I said. “Just before the Dark One took her.”

Dalia stared at me in surprise for a moment and then looked away. “Do you love her back?”

To be honest, I hadn’t given it much thought, and I told Dalia as much. 

“Liar,” she said. “You must know how you feel about her.”

I didn’t feel comfortable discussing this with Dalia. She was my best friend, but I also knew she still had feelings for me. Though I wasn’t even sure of the exact nature of those feelings. It was hard to tell with Dalia sometimes. She knew herself our relationship was platonic these days, but she still seemed beholden to her feelings, residual feelings from a time gone by, perhaps. I was the only person she had really connected with since she escaped from the Otherworld. She just needed to make that same connection with someone else. As difficult as I knew that would be for her, for I didn’t think she believed she was capable of meaningful relations anymore. I begged to differ, though. She just needed to believe in herself more. 

“I like Amelia. I’m not going to deny that. But love?” I shook my head. “It doesn’t even seem right thinking about that now, not when I’m not even sure if she’s alive.”

“She is,” Dalia said.

“How do you know?”

“I just know. Amelia isn’t the type to die easily.”

“I hope you’re right.”

Dalia later took me down into the basement to show me some things she was working on under Davey’s tutelage. It surprised me to see the mortuary table empty when I went down. 

“The gore jobs only come in once in a while,” she said, sounding almost disappointed that she had no bodies to cut up.

“So, what do you work on in the meantime?”

Dalia walked over to one of the shelves to peruse the small glass bottles all lined up in a row, each one labeled with the name of the substance inside. “I do a lot of alchemy, making different substances such as these.”

“What are they all for?”

She took one bottle from the shelf, which had a reddish liquid inside. “This is one is called Algarot. It purges the body violently via both vomiting and diarrhea.”

I made a face. “Sounds lovely.”

She put the bottle back and lifted down another, this one containing a murky green liquid. “This is Acarnam Joviale. I made this one myself. It’s used to treat jaundice, distemper, and epilepsy.”

“Nice,” I said. “Most of these have medical applications, then?”

She nodded as she replaced the bottle. “A lot of them, yeah. It shocked me how many people come here looking for the cure for what ails them. Davey seems to be the primary doctor—if you want to call him that—for the Touched community here. We get creatures coming in as well—werewolves, goblins, orcs. Davey treats them all.”

“As do you now.”

She smiled. “I’m starting to. I’ve still a lot to learn.”

“I’m proud of you, D,” I said, stepping forward and giving her a gentle hug for a moment. “I mean it.”

“I know you are,” she said. “It means a lot.”

Later, as I was sitting reading through some of Davey’s spell books, the man himself finally emerged from his lab at the back of the house, joining Dalia and me in the living room. He stood in the center of the room with a smile on his face, pleased that he had completed the task he was working on. 

“Here it is,” he said, holding up a medium-sized glass bottle filled with a cobalt substance that seemed to glitter slightly in the light. “Your poison. Hopefully, this will put an end to the Dark One. Though there are no guarantees.”

I took the bottle from him and examined it. “There are never any guarantees,” I said. “How do I use this?”

“You simply throw it at the spirit when you’re close enough. It only takes a little to start the process, so you should have more than enough there.”

I nodded, feeling slightly better knowing that I had at least something in my arsenal that I could use against the Dark One instead of just the blind faith I had before. “Thanks for this, Davey.”

“You’re welcome,” he said, going to sit down on the couch. “I think I’ve earned a puff on my pipe.”

“Good job, old man,” Dalia said.

“Once I get a smoke, we should leave for Kilkenny,” he said. “Are you two ready?”

Dalia and I nodded as we looked at each other. “As we’ll ever be,” I said.
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Given the circumstances, I thought it best to remain cautious, so before leaving Davey’s house, I turned myself invisible and stayed that way for the entire journey to Kilkenny. 

I said very little on the journey as Davey played Irish traditional music inside the Range Rover, occasionally exchanging words with Dalia, who sat in front. Because I was invisible, it was as if the two of them forgot I was even there half the time. 

On the way out of Dublin, we encountered a Guarda checkpoint and a young cop stopped us and signaled for Davey to wind his window down. 

“What’s the trouble, officer?” Davey said jovially as if he didn’t have a wanted fugitive sitting in the back seat, albeit one who couldn’t be seen.

“We’re just looking for someone,” the young cop said, gazing in at Dalia and then looking directly at me, though he obviously couldn’t see me.

“That psycho from the news, is it?” Davey asked.

The young cop nodded. “Yeah.”

“Well, I haven’t come across him, I’ll tell you that.” Davey laughed slightly as he looked at Dalia, who turned her head to stare out the window.

“I doubt you’d still be alive if you did,” the cop said.

“Aye, I suppose. Do you think you’ll catch him?”

“I’m sure we will, eventually.”

I don’t think so, I thought.

“I hope you do,” Davey said.

The young cop nodded. “Away you go, then.”

Davey smiled at the cop as he said cheerio and resumed driving.

“The psycho from the news?” I said.

Davey chuckled. “I was being the concerned citizen.”

I shook my head and lapsed into silence again as I stared out the window, the late afternoon sky gray and depressing, the clouds full of rain that would no doubt burst over the country soon enough. 

The nearer we got to Kilkenny, the more nervous I felt. The place felt like a stain on my psyche after everything that had happened there. 

Once we rescued Amelia, I wouldn’t be rushing back to Kilkenny for a long time… if ever again.
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It was dark by the time we crossed the border into Kilkenny. Once we did, I lifted the invisibility spell from myself and drank from a bottle of water that I had with me, the heat in the car having made me drowsy. 

About half an hour later, we were driving along country roads before Davey finally pulled the car up next to a metal gate that led into a farmer’s field. 

“We’re here,” he said as he shut off the engine. “This is about five miles from the house. Sorry we can’t get any closer. The distances in the Shadow are more or less the same as they are on this side, so it should only take a few hours to reach the vicinity of the house.”

“And what can we expect to encounter along the way?” I asked.

“Spirits obviously,” Davey said. “Spirits that are linked to the surrounding area, and the things in it. Just remember to keep your wits about you.”

“I’ll keep more than that about me,” Dalia said as dark energy spiraled in her palm. “Any spirits fuck with me, I’ll tear them apart.”

“Don’t be so cock-sure of yourself,” Davey said. “Spirits have their own defenses and their own means of attack. Don’t underestimate their abilities.” He looked at me then. “I don’t think I need to tell you that, do I?”

I shook my head as I thought about the Dark One and how it had completely dominated Amelia and I. “No, you don’t.”

“Good. I’m glad somebody is being cautious.”

“I will do nothing stupid,” Dalia said when Davey gave her a look. “I’m just saying I’m prepared.”

“The Shadow isn’t somewhere you can completely prepare for,” he said. “It’s a strange place, and many strange things happen in it, things that might not make any logical sense. The Numina is never done conjuring strange things out of the energy to be found in the Shadow, and out of the energy of those who walk in it. Don’t be surprised if the energy you give off manifests in some way.”

“Manifests?” Dalia asked.

“Yes, the Numina is adept at plucking energy from out of your head as memories or even emotional traumas.” He looked at each of us. “It’s highly likely that you will see a manifestation while you are in there.”

“And if we do?” I said. “Are they dangerous, these manifestations?”

“That depends what form they take,” he said. “And how strong they are. Just be ready for anything.”

With that, we got out of the Range Rover and climbed over the gate into the wet field. Above us, the clouds had cleared somewhat, allowing the full moon to shine through, casting its ghostly light over the field and the few cows that had gathered at one side near a copse of trees. The cows stared at us as we made our way across the field, as if they knew what we were up to.

“You ready for this?” I asked Dalia as I dropped back a bit to walk beside her, even though she wasn’t walking, but floating above the wet grass. “And why are you floating instead of walking?”

“I don’t like the wet,” she said. “It makes me cold, which I don’t like either. In answer to your question, though… yeah, I’m ready.”

“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were looking forward to this.”

She smiled. “I’ve been stuck in that house for ages with the old man over there.”

“I heard that,” Davey said over his shoulder as he bounded ahead of us with the energy of a much younger man.

“You were supposed to,” Dalia said back, then looked at me again. “Anyway, I’m just glad to be going somewhere.”

“The Shadow isn’t exactly a great place for an outing,” I said.

“It can’t be much worse than the Otherworld, and I’m used to that place.”

“I guess we’ll see.”

About ten minutes later, we hopped another gate into a flat field, the Druid circle just ahead of us in the center, or what remained of it, anyway. Of the thirteen stones that were originally there, only six remained, which now formed a broken circle, the tall stones from this distance looking like the jagged teeth of a giant. 

You’d be surprised how many stones go missing over the years from Druid circles. There have been cases where people have taken the stones to use in other constructions, such as private homes. More than a few stones have ended up as ornaments in people’s gardens, also snatched for the power the stones contain, with many thinking said power will bring them good fortune, though I doubted this was ever the case. The stones held great power, like giant batteries, but the juice inside still needed to be activated through magic to be of any actual use. So unless you knew your way around magic, Druid stones were pretty much useless to those who stole them in the mistaken belief that they would become rich or have great luck just by owning one. The stones then became nothing more than over-sized ornaments.

“It won’t take long to open the gateway,” Davey said as he walked inside the stone circle. “You two just hang back until I complete the spell.”

“You need a hand?” I asked, hating the thought of standing about and giving my overactive brain a chance to throw unwanted thoughts at me.

“I got it.”

“Davey knows what he’s doing,” Dalia said. “Don’t worry.”

“I’m not,” I said.

She took my hand. “We’ll get her, Corvin.”

“I know we will. I’m not leaving the Shadow until we do.”

Dalia nodded. “I’m with you, no matter what.”

“Thanks, D. I appreciate it.”

We stood next to one of the massive stones as Davey stood in the center of the circle, already holding his hands out as if in praise while he gazed up at the huge full moon beaming down on us. 

As we watched in silence, Davey soon recited the spell that would open the gateway to the Shadow. Although he was mumbling somewhat, I could tell the words he spoke were in Latin. His voice rose in pitch as he did the spell, his hands moving up and down as though he were trying to pull the energy of the moon into himself, where he then directed it out in front of him toward one of the standing stones. 

It wasn’t long before I sensed a movement of energy around us, as if the stones themselves were charging up and responding to the words of power spoken by Davey. Under our feet, the ground itself felt like it was vibrating with energy, which Davey then seemed to draw up into himself, becoming a conduit for the ancient magic that still lived within the stones. 

Dalia and I looked at each other as we both noticed the change in the air in front of Davey. The darkness before him seemed to shift and bend as he carried on reciting the spell until it looked like a shimmering dark mirror had been conjured—an oval-shaped gateway with sparkling, dark blue edges.

“I think this is us,” I said to Dalia as Davey finished reciting the spell.

“I think it is,” she said, and we both moved forward, coming to stand next to Davey.

“There’s your gateway,” Davey said. “All you have to do now is enter it.”

I stood staring at the gateway for a minute, captivated by its energy, which appeared almost like dark mercury against the backdrop of the stones behind it. My stomach churned slightly at the thought of entering the Shadow, and what dangers might lie ahead. But however apprehensive I was feeling, my nerves would not stop me from rescuing Amelia.

“Time to go, I guess,” I said, looking at Dalia, who nodded back, seeming less concerned by the dangers ahead than I was, which was typical of Dalia. She didn’t let her fear control her and was probably relishing the dark adventure ahead.

“Remember,” Davey said. “You have twenty-four hours. I’ll stay here to guard the gateway and make sure nothing gets through from the other side.”

“Won’t it be visible once it gets light?” I asked.

“I’ll cast a glamor over it,” he said. “No one will see it. Do you have the poison on you?”

I took the glass bottle out of my jacket pocket and held it up to show him. “I have it.”

Davey nodded. “Alright, you’d better get going then.”

“Who’s going first?” Dalia asked, already edging forward.

I smiled and shook my head at her. “Clearly, you can’t wait, so after you.”

She smiled back and walked toward the reflective gateway, pausing only for a second before slowly stepping into it, her body disappearing as if she was becoming submerged in dark water.

“No fear that girl,” Davey said. “Which worries me.”

I looked at his face to see genuine concern there. “Don’t worry,” I said as I put a hand on his shoulder. “I’ll make sure no harm comes to her.”

“And what about you?”

“What about me?”

“Who will make sure no harm comes to you?”

I said nothing before walking to the gateway, glancing over my shoulder at him. “See you soon.”

Stepping through the gateway, I entered the Shadow.
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Dalia was waiting for me on the other side of the gateway. When I made it through, I found we were standing in the same field as before, but things seemed different right away. It wasn’t as dark here as it was in the other realm. The place seemed bathed in a muted sort of twilight that wasn’t too dissimilar to the light in the Otherworld. I was also willing to bet that the twilight here was permanent.

“It feels weird,” Dalia said, her voice low as if she was afraid of disturbing the eery silence that clung to the place.

As I looked around me, I noticed the Druid circle was still there, but all the stones appeared to be in place here. Not only that, they didn’t seem as weathered as they were in the Earth realm, as though they hadn’t long been put up. 

As I was walking out of the circle, I got the sense that something was behind me, and when I turned around, I saw several ghostly forms within the circle. People wearing whitish robes as they softly chanted in ancient Gaelic. 

“Druids,” I whispered as I stood staring through the gaps in the stones. It wasn’t clear from looking if the Druids were really there, for their forms would often fade out and disappear, often being replaced by a different form that I somehow knew was from another time.

“Remember what Davey said.” Dalia was beside me, staring at the shifting figures in the circle. “This place holds memories of everything that has happened in these lands.”

“They look so real.”

“Maybe they are.”

A look of surprise came over me as one of the Druids turned slowly to stare at me. It was a tall man with a long white beard, an elder by the looks of him, his eyes gleaming with magic and knowledge. 

“Who are you that walks across the Glade of Giants at this late hour?” he asked in Gaelic.

I stared for a moment, not sure if I should answer, but decided to anyway. “We are travelers, here in search of someone.”

The Druid stared as others walked around him. “Tread carefully, travelers. Evil is always afoot here.” 

Before he could say anything else, he faded away like a forgotten memory, only to be replaced by a different Druid.

“I don’t get it,” I said to Dalia. “Are they actual spirits or just memories of a time gone by?”

Dalia shook her head and shrugged. “I don’t know, and something tells me it’s best not to try and understand this place. We might go mad.”

I couldn’t help but agree with her as I turned away from the stone circle. “I think you’re right. Let’s go get Amelia.”

As Dalia nodded, we headed off toward the Tasar house.
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The mood that prevailed inside the Shadow was the same felt when you realize you’re totally lost. It recalled feelings of being a child and losing your parent’s hand in the grocery store and suddenly finding yourself unable to find the way back to your mother, your house, or the exit. The shelves are stocked high with things you don’t understand: bright colors, dark shapes, and all the while strangers jostle past you, or look down at you with sudden and alarming scrutiny.

Strangers like the massive warrior man who suddenly leaned over a hedge to peer at us as we walked along a country lane that cut through the fields; fields that seemed to be playing host to a huge battle between the ancient native Irish and an army of Viking invaders. The warrior glared at us with blood and sweat dripping down his bearded face, his sword pointing in our direction. 

“Why aren’t you fighting?” he demanded to know as men roared and screamed in the background, the sound of swords clashing filling the air.

Dalia and I just stared back at the warrior, hardly knowing what to say. “We left our swords at home,” Dalia said jokingly.

“Dalia!” I hissed as the warrior glared at us, his eyes seeming to burn inside his skull, delirious almost from all the violence. 

Thankfully, the warrior didn’t get the chance to reprimand Dalia for her insolence, for an even bigger Viking came along and chopped off his head, picking the severed head up and allowing the blood from the neck to run all over his face. He then turned and roared at us before heading back into battle.

“Jesus, this place is mental,” Dalia said.

She wasn’t wrong. The Shadow represented the world askew. Things that should be familiar—a tree in the field, or a constellation in the sky—seemed off somehow, as if one or two unseen details remained somehow wrong. Just as a baby without a belly button or a dog with black teeth, the Shadow wasn’t drastically different, but it was just different enough to feel amiss. It was an insane fear, a frightful, almost-hallucination that was persistently unsettling. Everything that had ever happened in the area in the Earth realm was represented in some form in the Shadow, but in a more twisted and often nonsensical way.

“It makes you wonder how worlds like this even come to exist,” I said as we continued along the road, the battle still raging in the field to our right, and to our left, strange figures moved through a constantly shifting landscape, as if a myriad of time periods were all bleeding into one another, turning present reality into a total mish-mash of dead people and past events. “The universe never ceases to amaze me.”

“You think we’ll end up somewhere like this when we die?” Dalia asked.

I shrugged. “Who knows? I don’t think we have to worry about that for a while yet.”

Dalia snorted. “Are you kidding? The way you’re going these days, you’re practically knocking on death’s door. I mean, look at where we are.”

I smiled slightly. She had a point, I guess.

After walking for another while, with strange people passing us by along the way—some of them saying incomprehensible stuff to us, others just ignoring us as if they couldn’t see us—the road we were on seemed to end abruptly as a field appeared in front of us. 

“Looks like we’re going cross-country again,” I said. As we entered the field, Dalia floated above the grass again. “Maybe you should’ve brought your pink waterproof boots, the ones with the white spots.”

“Funny,” Dalia said, and then halted. “Can you hear that?”

“Hear what?” I stopped and frowned, looking around but seeing no one.

“That voice… listen.”

I strained my ears—which weren’t as sensitive as Dalia’s—until I could finally hear what she was talking about. There was a whispering voice in the background, sounding as if it was coming from all directions at once. “What’s it saying?”

“My name.”

As I listened harder, I soon realized the voice was saying more than her name. It seemed to chastise her. 

“I’m the real Dalia,” the voice was whispering. “I’m the only one that should exist. You don’t belong, and you never have…”

“Dalia?” I looked across at her, but she was staring straight ahead, and when I looked in that direction, I noticed a figure had appeared in the field about ten feet away. The person, whoever it was, seemed strangely familiar. It appeared to be a woman, dressed all in black, her face in shadow.

“I can’t believe it,” Dalia whispered. “It’s⁠—”

“You,” I finished, suddenly realizing who the figure was. It was Dalia, or more accurately, her doppelgänger, the being created by Queen Hedrema to replace the real Dalia after she was taken to the Otherworld. This was the person who now lived Dalia’s former life, the one who had embedded herself into Dalia’s family as if she had been there all along.

But it couldn’t have been her, not really. This was…

“It’s just a manifestation,” I said to Dalia. She carried a lot of unresolved feelings around her doppelgänger, and I knew the loss of her former life still played on her mind a lot. The Numina in the Shadow had obviously reached into her mind, distilling the essential Essence there into what stood before us, which seemed to be a much darker version of the real doppelgänger.

“You should’ve stayed in the Otherworld where you belong,” the doppelgänger said, stepping closer as she lifted her head to reveal her pale face, which seemed twisted with dark emotion. “Oh, wait… you don’t belong there either, do you? You don’t belong anywhere, sister. You’re just a freak, as worthless as you were before the Faeries took you.”

“Shut up!” Dalia shouted as she moved forward suddenly. “Shut your filthy mouth!”

“You’re the filthy one,” the doppelgänger said, a hint of glee now in her voice, and I soon realized why. She was feeding off Dalia’s emotions, gaining sustenance from her Essence. “You’re the filthy half-human that no one wants, that no one cares about… that no one sees.”

“ARGHH!” Dalia screamed as she lashed out with her powers, the dark energy in her reaching out to grab her doppelgänger and lift her into the air, holding her there as ropes of darkness wrapped around her throat. “I’LL RIP YOU APART!”

The doppelgänger laughed then, a sound that echoed all around us. “Yes, feed me. Feed me!”

“D, put her down!” I said. “It’s just a spirit that’s using you to feed off of.”

The longer Dalia held onto the manifested spirit, the bigger it seemed to get, growing in size at an incredible rate, even with Dalia’s dark power wrapped all around her, which Dalia appeared to be squeezing her with, but to no real effect, except to transfer more Essence to the spirit. “I’ll crush you!”

But even as she said it, she seemed to have grown weak in a shockingly brief space of time, and I realized with horror that the doppelgänger was draining Dalia of her life force. If she didn’t let go now, the spirit would kill her.

“D!” I shouted as I rushed over beside her. “That thing is killing you. Let go!”

But as weak as she was, Dalia was still in the grip of her emotions, no doubt stirred even further by the dark spirit. She was so focused on trying to kill the doppelgänger, she didn’t even realize that the doppelgänger was killing her instead.

No matter what I said, Dalia wasn’t listening, so I acted before she was drained and killed. 

Closing my eyes in concentration, I said the words to a death spell, a spell I had never used before in my life because I had no need to, and also because it takes a good minute or two to recite, which in a pinch, you don’t normally have time to say. But in this instance, I was prepared to take the chance, as I wanted the spirit dealt with permanently. 

Thankfully, the spirit itself was so focused on draining Dalia that it never noticed what I was doing until it was too late. From what I had read and heard over the years, death spells can have vastly different effects according to the circumstances under which they were cast. In this instance, the spirit let out a high-pitched scream as it suddenly released itself from the grip of Dalia’s dark energy. As Dalia collapsed onto the damp grass, the spirit’s form seemed to contort and break apart as if some force were tearing it asunder from the inside. 

Then, as it continued to scream, it suddenly burst apart, its body exploding into a hundred pieces that thumped wetly onto the grass.

After standing in shock for a second, I rushed over to where Dalia lay. She was sitting up, though she seemed woozy. 

“What just happened?” she asked.

“That thing nearly killed you, that’s what happened,” I said. “Are you alright?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure. It felt like this torrent of emotions surrounded me, and I was drowning in it.”

“Are you okay with continuing?”

“I’ll be fine.” 

I helped her up, and she stood shakily for a moment to regain her composure.

“You can turn back. I won’t mind.”

“I’m sure you won’t,” she said, sounding like her old self again. “I’m not giving you any excuse to go on without me, so forget that shit.”

I smiled, glad to see that she was alright, on the surface anyway. “Okay.”

“Good, now let’s go.”

We stepped over lumps of flesh as we carried on into the field. “I wonder if that thing will stay dead,” I said.

“I think nothing stays dead for long in this place.”

“Does that include the Dark One?”

“Let’s hope not.”

Dalia lapsed into contemplative silence for a few moments. 

“Are you alright?” I asked her.

“That thing just has me rattled, that’s all. It was right inside my head, reaching into places I don’t even go to myself.”

“Sounds horrible.”

“It was.”

“We have to remember, we’re just food here for the spirits. It’s a dog eat dog world, and no place for the living.”

“It makes me wonder what else will manifest.”

The thought disturbed me as I noticed figures moving around the field, appearing and disappearing as they went. Whether or not they were manifestations of our subconscious, I didn’t care as long as they stayed away.
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We saw many weird and wonderful sights on our journey to the house—spirit beings born of the memories that remained within the Shadow; towns and villages long since disappeared in the Earth Realm, but which carried on existing in the Shadow, most strangely empty apart from the shadow creatures that now stalked the streets on the hunt for food. 

It was like we were trapped inside the video game, Silent Hill, such was the deeply creepy and unsettling atmosphere created by the ever-present eery silence and the banks of fog that rolled in from nowhere, and then disappeared just as quickly. 

In the background, punctuating the silence occasionally, were unearthly howls and screams, and sometimes low moaning sounds coming from inside buildings. You’d be walking along, and suddenly someone would be murdered right in front of your eyes, a murder which probably took place centuries ago in the Earth Realm, but which still got played out here in the Shadow. No sooner had you stopped to gasp at the sight when it just faded from view as the murderer ran away. 

Even the seemingly joyful and happy scenes that manifested around us—children playing, lovers strolling, workers whistling as they built things—didn’t seem right, as if something was off, though it was hard to tell what. Sometimes a laughing child would look at us, and the child’s face would distort into something monstrous for just a second, making you wonder if it had changed at all or if you just imagined it. Or a dog would bark, and you would look to see that it had five legs or two heads. 

It was as if whatever magic here was overcompensating, adding more to the reflected memories than was necessary.

Not everything was based around memory, however. Things that existed in the Earth Realm at this point in time also existed here in the Shadow. Buildings, roads, even vague outlines of people. 

As we came upon a church that I recognized as being near to the house we were heading toward, it soon became clear that a dark presence was hovering over it, something like a thick gray cloud that settled over the roof like it was incubating the church building beneath; a vast manifestation of the predominant Resonance that emanated from the church, which was faith. 

But it was a faith tainted by fear and doubt, and the resulting spirit seemed bloated with sickness; a spiritual sickness that it exacerbated and cultivated with its very presence—a spiritual malaise made manifest. 

It also made me wonder what other, more war-torn parts of the world would look like in the shadow. The Middle East, for instance. What horrors would be on display there? What spirits would be born out of the centuries of violence and the current bloodshed that existed there? 

As we gave the church a wide berth, the spirit on top of the church seeming to pulse and undulate at our nearby presence, I decided I didn’t want to know.
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By the time we reached a large stretch of woods, I knew we were only a mile or so away from the house. 

“These are the woods that surround the house,” I said to Dalia, who seemed to have recovered from her encounter with the doppelgänger spirit.

“Good,” she said. “I feel like I’m going insane in this place.”

“I know the feeling.”

I felt tense as we entered the woods because I was now thinking of Amelia and how close we were getting to her. The possibility that she might be dead still lurked in the back of my mind, filling me with so much dread that I never even thought to keep it locked down, given where we were. 

I suppose it was inevitable as we entered the woods that Amelia would suddenly appear from behind a tree. 

“Well, look who it is,” Amelia said, or rather, what my manifestation of her said. “It’s Corvin Chance and his little sidekick, Dalia.” She laughed sarcastically, her voice dripping with venom. “Corvin… what kind of name is that anyway?”

“Just ignore her,” Dalia said. “She’s not real.”

Dalia knew better, though, and so did I. Amelia was real. Maybe she wasn’t the elf I knew, but she was some version of her. Either way, she was now flesh and blood in the Shadow like everything else.

“Yes, ignore me,” Amelia said as she came toward us out of the gloom, and I half-panicked when I saw the Desert Eagle in her hand. “Pretend I’m not here. That’s what you’ve been doing anyway, isn’t it?”

I couldn’t help myself. “No, I’m here to save you.”

She burst out laughing again. “Save me? You stupid fool. I’m dead already! Don’t you know that? You killed me, Corvin, when you were too weak to save me.”

I shook my head. “You’re not dead.”

“Aren’t I?” She tilted her head to the side as she came closer. “Are you sure about that, Corvin? Think back to when I was pulled into that back hole. Do you really think I survived that?”

“Corvin, don’t listen to her,” Dalia said, pulling at my arm now to get me to move away.

But I strangely could not move and felt as if I was under some spell. I could almost see the energy emanating from me as it was sucked into Amelia’s body. 

“You get everybody killed, Corvin. Your mother, your father… even her, almost.” She pointed at Dalia. “He’ll finish the job soon enough, mark my words, little girl.”

“I’m no little girl,” Dalia growled as she floated in the air, thick tendrils of dark energy snaking around her. “And I’ve had enough of you, bitch.”

Just as Amelia brought the gun up to shoot her, Dalia unleashed her energy in Amelia’s direction and knocked the gun from her hand, causing Amelia to hiss at her like an animal. “You will die!” she shouted. “Both of you will die!”

“Shut it, bitch!” Dalia shouted back and promptly coiled her dark energy around Amelia’s throat, lifting her off the ground as she began to choke her to death.

“Stop!” I shouted without thinking. “You’re killing her!”

“She isn’t real!” Dalia snapped back.

Amelia’s legs kicked the empty air beneath her as she dropped the gun and grabbed at the darkness coiled around her neck, but there was no way she was escaping now, and there was no way Dalia was allowing her to. 

As I watched in horror, Dalia kept squeezing until an audible crack filled the air. As Amelia’s body then went limp, Dalia released her, and she fell lifeless to the woodland floor, leaving me to stand staring in horror at the body. 

“You killed her,” I said.

Dalia turned to me and suddenly slapped me around the face. “Snap out of it! She was feeding off of you, just like that doppelgänger fed off of me earlier.”

I blinked and then shook my head as if to clear it. “It was just a spirit…”

“Yes, it was.”

“Then why does it feel so real?” I said, my eyes still on the body.

“Because it is, in a way. But trust me, Amelia is still in that house. That thing on the ground is not her.”

The logical part of my brain knew Dalia was talking sense, but some other, deeper part of my brain thought otherwise. Emotionally, it felt like we had just killed Amelia. 

“The sooner we get out of this fucking place, the better.”

“That’s the most sense you’ve talked since we got here,” Dalia said. “Come on. Let’s get to the house so we can save the real Amelia.”

Glancing uneasily at the body on the ground one last time, I walked off into the woods with Dalia, shaken up, but still determined to do what I came to do.
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“Are you all right?” 

We were deep in the woods, heading toward the house, trying to ignore the dark shapes of spirits as they lurked around the trees, their burning eyes on us as if we were a potential meal to them. 

When any of them got too close, I would use my magic to create a light in my hand that kept the spirits at bay. Those spirits that pushed their luck and strayed closer got lashed with Dalia’s dark energy, causing them to hiss as if in pain. 

“I’m fine,” I said, knowing she was referring to Amelia’s recent appearance, or rather the representation of her that the Shadow had pulled from my subconscious. “This place just messes with your head.”

“Well, we don’t exactly belong here, do we?” She lashed out at another dark spirit that suddenly appeared from behind a nearby tree. The spirit had a mouth that showed needle-like teeth, which it bared at Dalia after she whipped her dark energy at the thing. “It’s like traipsing through someone’s nightmare.”

“It’s worse than a nightmare. At least you can’t die in a nightmare.” I stared at the spirits surrounding us, feeling their psychic energy probing at my mind as they searched for a weak link and a way into my subconscious. “These things are fucking relentless.”

“Yes, they are,” Dalia said as she fended off another of the spirits. “Are we almost at the house yet? I don’t know how much longer I can keep these things at bay. Some of them clearly want to feast on our flesh.”

“We’re almost there,” I said as I noticed we had finally reached the edge of the woods. Through the trees, I could make out the dark shape of the house, and I could not shake the feeling that the house and the Dark One were lying in wait, knowing full well that we were in the Shadow, and thus, in their world with all its inherent dangers.

“Good.” She slapped a spirit around the head with her energy, and it scurried off. “If we spend any longer in here, we will get swarmed by these annoying fuckers.”

Once we reached the edge of the woods, I noticed that all the spirits that had been following us had now backed off, as if they feared to get any closer to the house. 

As if what lay inside scared even them. 

“The place looks the same, from the outside anyway. Darker, maybe.”

“I wouldn’t know,” Dalia said as she peered at the house. “Do you think the Dark One knows we’re here?”

“It would probably be foolish to think otherwise.”

“So we lack the element of surprise.”

I shook my head slightly at her. “Did you really think we would sneak into that house unnoticed?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know, maybe.”

“Well, we’re not, so we need to be on our guard from here on out.” 

My heart beat faster as I stared at the house, and my mouth dry as I felt for the poison in my pocket, hoping it would do as Davey said it would. If it didn’t, I had a back-up plan I’d told no one about. It was a spell I found in one of Davey’s books. If the poison didn’t have the desired effect on the Dark One, then I would try the spell instead, even though I did not know if it would even work, or what the consequences would be if it did. Given the spell, I hoped I wouldn’t have to use it.

“Are we ready?” Dalia asked after checking there were no spirits sneaking up on us, which there wasn’t. They seemed to keep their distance, which only caused me further alarm. Given how powerful the Dark One had been in the Earth Realm, I couldn’t help but wonder how much more powerful it would be in this realm, the place where it was born.

“Alright,” I said as I looked at Dalia. “Let’s get Amelia.”

We stepped out of the woods and onto the overgrown front lawn; the house looming ahead of us like some dark citadel. It was difficult to look at it and not get flashbacks from the last time I was there, recalling the feelings of fear and powerlessness I had felt. 

Was the Dark One in there now, smiling to itself as it watched us move across the lawn toward its abode? 

“How are we getting inside?” Dalia whispered, seeming on edge herself now, more so than she had been since entering the Shadow… how many hours ago now? I glanced at my wristwatch and looked at the timer I had set to count down twenty-four hours. According to the timer, we had been in the Shadow for nearly seven hours now, which shocked me because it only felt like a few hours at most.

“We go through the front door,” I said as we edged onto the gravel driveway. 

As I looked around, I saw no sign of the ghosts that had appeared in the Earth realm. Either they existed on a different plane, or they were staying out of sight, perhaps watching us right now with a sense of sad inevitability, knowing we were heading to our doom. 

When we got to the front door, we stood to stare at it for a moment. The surrounding frame was no longer broken, as if it had been fixed in my absence. 

“Should we knock first?” Dalia asked, a slight smile on her face.

I couldn’t help but smile nervously back. “Avon calling,” I said in a girlish voice.

Dalia sniggered. “What shade of lipstick do you think the Dark One prefers?”

“Black. Definitely black.”

“I can’t believe we’re joking about this.”

“Fuck it,” I said, feeling a sudden rush of confidence as I stepped up to the front door and used my magic to force it open, the wood cracking loudly in the heavy silence. “As the Iron Maiden song says, if you’re gonna die…”

“Die with your boots on,” Dalia finished.

“Fucking-A. Let’s go.”

As soon as I walked into the entrance hallway, I could tell immediately that the inside of the house differed from what I remembered. For a start, the black mold that had been on only some walls now seemed to cover every surface, pulsing as if it was alive. When you walked on it, it felt soft and gooey, and I knew that if you stood in one place for too long, the mold would grow on us as well. 

But that wasn’t the only thing that was different. The interior of the house seemed much bigger, with a lot more hallways leading off from the main one. And when I looked up, the stairs seemed to wind on forever, as if the house contained multiple floors; many more than the two floors it was supposed to have.

“What is this stuff?” Dalia asked as she lifted one of her feet to look at the dark substance sticking to the bottom of her boots. “It’s disgusting, and it smells bad.”

“I call it mold, as it seemed like mold last time I was here. Now it seems more like ectoplasm or something.”

“Should we call the Ghostbusters?”

“I wish we could.”

“I guess it’s just us then. Where do we look for Amelia?”

“I don’t⁠—”

“Amelia! You in here?”

“What are you doing?”

“Seeing if she answers. Amelia! Amelia⁠—”

“Stop, would you?”

“Why? The Dark One already knows we’re here.”

“Maybe so, but I’d prefer not to call the damn thing to us. We need to find Amelia first.”

“That’s what I’m trying to do.”

“More quietly, I mean.”

“Fine, where do we go first?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “Let’s search the bottom floor before we have to go climbing all those stairs.”

As we both moved forward, something suddenly fell over the banister of the staircase; something that made us both jump back in fright, and Dalia to issue a slight squeal. 

“Jesus!” I said, suddenly realizing there was a body hanging by the neck over the banister, held there by a rope. And as if that wasn’t bad enough, the body—belonging to a man—had its belly slit open so ropes of intestines drooped from the open cavity like dead snakes.

“That’s fucking gross,” Dalia said.

“You’d better get used to it,” I told her, turning away from the gently swinging corpse. “I’m willing to bet we’ll encounter a lot worse than that.”

“I can’t wait.”

We headed down the nearest hallway, which when we entered it, felt like we were walking inside a labyrinth reminiscent of the labyrinth I had encountered in Hell, only not as big obviously. I just hoped there were no Grinders in these halls, although it wouldn’t have surprised me if there were. 

The hallway was so dark that I had to use my magic to light the way, feeling liking I was moving closer to the bowels of Hell with every step taken. It certainly smelled like it. It stank like an abattoir filled with rotten carcasses, although something told me these carcasses were not animal, but human. 

Given the power that dwelled in the house, it wouldn’t surprise me if real flesh and blood humans were simply conjured up when needed. And going by the human remains we found on the floor of the hallway, this appeared to be the case. Amelia’s parents, monsters that they were, would have needed victims to take part in their sadistic games, which made me wonder if we were the Tasars’ next victims, and what sick delights they had in store for us.

Soon, we found ourselves inside a large dining room that may once have been the height of grandeur, at least in the Earth Realm. Here in the Shadow, however, the room was like a serial killer’s dark fantasy come to life. On the walls, stuck into the black mold, were arrangements of human bones, many of which still had bits of flesh hanging from them. The bones were arranged into shapes that seemed to represent glyphs of some sort—occult symbols that were no doubt connected to Apep, the Egyptian god of chaos and darkness who worshipped by the Tasars when they were alive, and also by the cult they left behind after their deaths. 

Clearly, Apep was still a big influence on them, even in the Shadow.

“These are creepy as fuck,” Dalia said as she examined the bone symbols. “Though strangely cool.”

I shook my head at her. “What, you’re a fan now or something?”

“I can’t help being drawn to these things. It’s in my nature.”

“Well, don’t get too drawn. We’re here to kill the Dark One, not admire its taste in interior decor.”

The bones on the walls, as gruesome a display as they were, weren’t even the worst of what was in the room. The worst was laid out on the long dining table, in the center of which was the body of a man without legs, his innards trailing out behind him like bloody rags. The half-man was sitting on a massive silver serving tray, a rotten apple placed in his mouth as his eyes bulged out of their sockets, still full of terror despite being lifeless. Around his body, placed like gruesome accompaniments, were various internal organs—hearts, kidneys, livers—looking all too fresh, as if they had just been harvested. The rest of the table contained bowls and dishes all full of human flesh that again showed no signs of decay.

“Do you think they lay this spread on for our arrival?” Dalia asked, probing at some mounds of flesh with a thin tendril of her dark energy.

I shook my head in disgust, wondering what anyone could ever get out of doing something so sick and twisted. “It wouldn’t surprise me,” I said. “Come on, let’s search the rest of this charnel house.”

We spent quite a while searching the bottom floor, going down hallways and in and out of rooms, finding all of them empty except for the human remains that were everywhere like so much detritus. 

“Where do they get all their victims?” Dalia asked as we headed down a hallway that seemed like it would lead back into the main entrance hall.

“They get them from here in the Shadow,” I said. “This place might be a spirit world, but the occupants are flesh and blood.”

“I’ve never seen so much death in one place.”

We emerged into the main entrance hallway and stood in front of the staircase. 

“Well, that was a bust,” Dalia said. “There’s nothing but silence in this place. Where is this dark spirit? Where is Amelia?”

“Amelia is right here.”

We both spun around at the same time to see Faelyn and Shaerra Tasar standing by the front door. They were both dressed immaculately, which was surprising, given the state of the house and the amount of blood and gore around the place. Faelyn had on a black suit, his dark hair perfectly combed, his blue eyes full of menace. Shaerra wore a red ball gown, her silvery blonde hair spilling over her bare shoulders, a diamond-encrusted necklace around her slender neck. They both looked young and vibrant, and not at all like spirits, or even like the type of people who would commit such evil acts as seen all around the house. 

Before Dalia and I could say anything, they both parted to reveal Amelia standing just behind them.

“Amelia…” I said, at first so relieved to see her. 

But my relief didn’t last long as I realized something was very wrong. 

My face twisted up in consternation as I saw that Amelia’s eyes were black, as though some demon or dark spirit had possessed her. An evil grin spread across her face as she stepped forward, coming to stand between her parents. She still wore the same leather trousers and jacket that she wore before, but now her clothes appeared covered in blood, and in each hand, she held a hatchet. Blood dripped off the blades. 

“What have they done to you?” I asked in horror.

“I don’t think that’s the Amelia we know,” Dalia whispered.

Faelyn smiled, as he must’ve heard what Dalia said. “Before Amelia came home, she was just a sliver of who she should be.”

“Now our little girl is exactly who she was born to be,” Shaerra said, smiling proudly at her daughter.

“And what’s that?” I uttered despite myself.

“Why, a killer of course,” Shaerra said.

“A connoisseur of death,” Faelyn added. “Isn’t that right, my darling daughter?” When he looked at Amelia, her grin only got wider, but she still said nothing.

“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Amelia! Snap out of it! It’s me. It’s Corvin!”

Faelyn and Shaerra both laughed, as if my feeble attempt to get through to Amelia was pointless. “It’s no use,” Faelyn said. “Amelia has seen the light now.”

“Or rather,” Shaerra said, with a wicked smile on her face, “the darkness.”

They both laughed again, causing my body to tense in anger. As I gritted my teeth, all I wanted to do was attack them, but I knew it would be pointless. In this house, they were too powerful. I needed them to merge into the Dark One first. Then I could use the poison on them.

But the Tasars had other plans.

“Amelia,” Faelyn said. “Why don’t you show your former friends just who you are now.”

“Kill them, daughter,” Shaerra said, her face twisted by bloodlust now. “Strip them of their flesh so we can make a shrine from their bones.”

Amelia took another step forward, the wooden-handled hatchets gripped tightly in her hands. 

“With pleasure,” she said, her voice still the same, but not sounding like her at all. The Amelia I was looking at was nothing more than a collection of murderous urges, and no doubt controlled somehow by her parents’ dark influence.

As she came forward with one hatchet held aloft, I raised my hands in alarm. “Amelia, wait! It’s me! It’s⁠—”

But she didn’t seem to care who I was as she came at me screaming, bringing the hatchet down with full force at my head. I stepped aside and avoided the blow, but as I did, she swung the other hatchet and the blade sliced across the top of my thigh, causing me to cry out in pain as I lost my balance. 

As she went to bring the hatchet down on me again, though, Dalia used her powers to grab Amelia around the waist and fling her across the hall and into the wall.

“Easy!” I shouted at Dalia. “That’s still Amelia!”

“She was about to kill you!”

“I know, but we’re here to save her, not kill her.”

“Fine, I’ll let her cleave your skull open next time.”

As Faelyn and Shaerra remained by the front door to block the exit, watching everything with a smile on their face, I looked toward Amelia to see her get to her feet. None the worse for wear after Dalia threw her across the hallway. She seemed more determined than ever to kill us, which became obvious when she thrust out her hand and used her magic to lift Dalia off her feet, raising her high into the air before slamming her down onto the marble floor with such force that I felt sick to my stomach having to see it. 

Then, as Dalia somehow got to her feet again, dazed and unsteady, Amelia let out a scream and ran at her with the hatchet in her other hand. 

Realizing with horror what she was going to do, I ran toward Dalia to move her out of the way, sending a blast of magic at Amelia, a blast she expertly avoided as she kept running. By the time I reached Dalia, who was too dazed to move, Amelia had already swung the hatchet, catching Dalia across the stomach with it. Only for the fact that I could grab Dalia and pull her back, the hatchet would no doubt have disemboweled her on the spot. 

Regardless, Dalia screamed in pain as the blade sliced open the flesh of her belly, though how deeply I couldn’t tell yet, but it seemed deep enough for a disturbing amount of her blood to splash onto the floor, which the black mold seemed to devour at once, as if it had been waiting this whole time for blood to spill.

I grabbed Dalia in an uncoordinated rush and consequently lost my balance as I went reeling back, ending up on the floor with her on top of me. Amelia stood there for a second, smiling like some black-eyed demon as the hatchet in her hand dripped Dalia’s blood. 

God, I thought. What has she become? What has the Dark One done to her to make her like this?

All excellent questions, but I didn’t have time to figure out any answers just yet, for Amelia was already closing in, not a trace of mercy or even recognition in her face as she raised the hatchet for the killing blow on Dalia. 

But there was no way I was about to let that happen. 

“Impedio!” I shouted as the hatchet came down toward Dalia, who did her best to use her powers to keep Amelia away. But she was so weakened by the hatchet blow, she couldn’t put much force behind her dark energy. 

Not that it mattered, for as soon as I uttered the spell, a portal opened up right underneath me, and I fell into it as I took Dalia with me. 

The last thing I saw before the portal closed up was the hatchet blade as it sliced through the empty air where Dalia’s head had been only a split second before, and Amelia’s face, which I will never forget.

The face of pure evil.
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As I had little time to think about where the portal would take us, I ended up landing inside some random room of the house, the back of my head hitting off the carpeted floor as Dalia’s weight came down on top of me. 

When I took my hands from around her, I saw they were covered in blood. She squealed in pain as I did my best to roll her off me gently. “Dalia! Oh, Jesus…” 

The slice across her stomach went deeper than I thought it did. Her innards weren’t exposed, thank god, but I could still see the fat and muscles sliced open like a joint of beef on a butcher’s block. 

“That bitch cut me!” she said as she looked at her hands, which were dripping with blood, and then at the damage done to her abdomen. “God, it hurts!”

“Can you heal it?” I asked her.

She winced in pain as she shook her head. “I don’t know. I’ll try.”

I watched as she shut her eyes and tried to focus on her powers. I knew she had healing abilities, but I wasn’t sure how strong those abilities were. When it became clear that they weren’t strong enough, I did a healing spell of my own and transferred some of my magic into her, which went some way toward closing up the wound, though not completely. The wound was still deep, and still oozing blood. 

“Maybe you should stay here,” I said as I looked around the room we were in. It seemed to be a bedroom with a large four-poster bed that had black slime dripping off of it. The sheets were also severely bloodstained, as if someone had been recently massacred as they slept.

“No!” Dalia said as she tried to get up. “I’m not letting you face Amelia and her parents alone.” But as she sat up, she screamed in pain as a fresh wave of blood left her wound.

“Jesus, D, you’re in no state to go anywhere.”

“Goddamn it!” She lay back on the floor with her hands over her wound. “What’s she doing with fucking hatchets anyway? Is she like her parents now or something?”

“If she is, I can change her back.”

“How? She seems pretty far gone to me.”

“I don’t know, but I’ll have to get through to her somehow. It’s my fault she’s here.”

“You didn’t force her to come here,” Dalia said. “This isn’t on you.”

“Yes, it is, and it’s also on me to fix it.”

“And how are you going to do that on your own?”

“With your help,” I said, placing my right hand on her chest. “I need to borrow your powers.”

“I forgot you could do that.”

“I did it on Constantine, and it worked, but it’s only temporary.”

She put her bloody hand over mine. “Take what you need.”

Nodding, I focused on my hand until a bright light glowed underneath it. Then seconds later, I felt Dalia’s power flow into me, taking my breath away as her dark energy entered me all at once. Dalia, too, arched her back as her powers were replicated and transferred into me. 

“Are you okay?” I asked her.

She nodded, slightly breathless. “Are you? My powers can be hard to contain.”

She wasn’t wrong. 

As I stood up, I felt a mass of energy spinning around inside me like a tornado, as if it was trying to escape from the prison of my body. As an experiment, I willed some of the dark energy to the surface of my hand, expecting only a small amount to come forth. But a huge amount of energy burst forth from my hand, twisting and moving erratically like a headless snake, lashing out at the pictures on the walls, snapping the posts on the bed, and putting holes in the ceiling. 

“Jesus…” I hissed as I tried to contain the unfamiliar power.

“Take control of it!” Dalia ordered. “Rein it in!”

I concentrated hard on drawing the dark energy back inside myself, and after a few seconds, I could get some control over it as I willed it back into my hand. Once it was back inside me, I stood for a moment as if in shock. “It’s like trying to control a coked-up Anaconda.”

Dalia laughed and then winced. “You’ll get used to it.”

“I’m going to find Amelia now. Stay here until you’re healed enough to leave.”

She nodded, knowing she didn’t have a choice. “I’m sorry, Corvin. I let you down.”

“What? No…” I kneeled beside her, taking her hand tightly in mine as I looked into her dark eyes. “You could never let me down, D.”

Her eyes were wet as she nodded and smiled. “Be careful. Save Amelia.”
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I stepped out into a wide hallway that seemed to stretch on forever, every surface a picture of decay, made worse by the ever-present black mold. Gaslamps on the walls flickered on and off as I started walking down the hallway, having no idea in which part of the house I was in. It felt like upstairs, but given the number of floors, it was impossible to tell which one I was on. 

I kept moving forward anyway, hoping to come across a landing that would lead to the staircase and a way back down to the entrance hallway again. Assuming that Amelia was still down there. She could be anywhere, and it was just as likely that she was hunting me as much as I was looking for her. 

The floorboards creaked underfoot as I moved carefully, both hands raised slightly and ready to use my magic. Dalia’s dark energy was still going crazy inside me, as if all it wanted was to be unleashed upon the world. 

Was it like this all the time? I wondered. 

If so, how did Dalia stick it, the constant motion of it inside her? Perhaps it behaved differently in her. There was a chance the energy was just reacting to my magic or the fact that it had somehow been replicated and shoved inside a strange body. Whatever the case, it wasn’t something I wanted inside me for very long. 

But if I was going to face Amelia and the Dark One alone, I would need all the power I could get.

As I passed door after door along the hallway, I sometimes thought I could hear noises coming from the rooms. Noises I had no wish to know the source of, given how strange and unearthly many of them were. Even in the hallway itself, dark shapes seemed to shift along the walls ahead of me, crawling over the ceiling and along the floor. Some of those shapes had eyes that burned bright and stared right at me. I assumed they were spirits, and a few times, I used the dark energy within me to lash out at them, gaining more control over the power as I did so. 

I was also rather unsettled to discover that the strange, otherworldly energy inside of me had a connection of some sort to all the dark things in the house. I could feel it putting out invisible probes as it felt around, testing the energy in the air, even seeming to taste it, and gaining a perverse pleasure from doing so. 

A pleasure I couldn’t help but feel, which unsettled me even more. 

After lashing out at a dark spirit that had been stalking me for the last five minutes, I turned around again to see that there was a wall not ten feet in front of me. A minute ago, there had been nothing, and the hallway had seemed to stretch on as it had been. “What the hell?”

Clearly, the house had a mind of its own, or else someone was directing it, changing things for their benefit or amusement. Shaking my head, I turned around, only to find another wall about twenty feet in front of me. All the doors had disappeared too, I noticed, as I walked back down the hallway. 

There was nowhere for me to go.

“It’s just us now.”

I spun around at the sound of the voice to see that Amelia had appeared in the hallway. 

She was standing near the far end, partially covered in shadow that the flickering gaslamps did little to banish, as if the darkness itself was impenetrable. 

“Amelia,” I said, somewhat surprised to see her, even though I knew it was only a matter of time before she found me.

Amelia stepped out of the shadows, her once beautiful face now just a mask of grotesque darkness. Not only were her eyes still as black as eight-balls, but the mold-like substance that seemed to be the lifeblood of the house moved over her face and neck like some disgusting parasite. Whatever it was, it was controlling her. 

“You didn’t think you could run from me, did you?”

“That stuff is controlling you, whatever it is,” I said. “Fight it.”

She smiled her new evil smile as she took a few steps forward, and I noticed she had a hatchet in each hand. “The only thing I have to fight is you. Or rather… kill you!”

With lightning speed, she raised one of the hatchets and threw it at me. Her attack was so fast that I had no chance of reacting in time. 

But Dalia’s dark energy inside me did. 

As the hatchet came hurtling toward me, dark energy erupted from my chest and formed a shield in front of me, which the hatchet hit before dropping harmlessly to the floor.

“I see you have some new powers,” Amelia said, seeming to relish the challenge. “Did you steal them from your little Fae friend? Is she dead?”

“She’s not dead, and I only borrowed her powers.” I took a few daring steps toward her, more confident now that I knew Dalia’s powers would protect me. “This isn’t you, Amelia. The Dark One has turned you, infected you with its evil.”

“Don’t you know? It runs in the family.” She laughed, a sound that chilled my blood. I often wondered just how bad Amelia would be if she gave in completely to her darker urges. Now I knew, and she was even scarier than I imagined.

“Amelia, please. I don’t want to hurt you⁠—”

“Hurt me?” She laughed as if the idea was ridiculous. “Nothing can hurt me here. I’m home, where I was always meant to be.”

“It’s my fault you’re like this,” I said. “I should’ve saved you.”

Her face darkened further, if that was even possible. “Yes, you should have. But you didn’t, did you? Not that it matters, for it all worked out in the end.”

“No! Fight the darkness, Amelia, please⁠—”

She cut me off with a bloodcurdling scream before running at me with her remaining hatchet held high, covering the distance between us in the blink of an eye. I had just enough time to turn myself to vapor as the hatchet came down on top of my head, passing right through my vaporous body. 

My shift in form took her by surprise a little, allowing me time to ghost right through her, turning solid again as I took her back. Tendrils of dark energy burst from my ribcage and wrapped themselves around Amelia’s body, securing her to me, pinning her arms and forcing her to drop the hatchet.

“Let me go!” she screamed as she tried to use her magic to break free from the dark bonds, but all credit to Dalia’s powers, they absorbed whatever magic Amelia was expending.

“Listen to me, Amelia!”

“Fuck you!” 

With her magic neutralized, she resorted to old school tactics, driving the back of her head into my face, her skull breaking my nose, causing me to cry out involuntarily in pain as blood gushed from my nostrils. 

Instinctively, I wanted to release her so she couldn’t butt me again, but the dark energy holding her didn’t care about my pain and held on tighter. 

“Release me!” 

She butted me again, this time in the eye socket, as I did my best to lean my head away from her. The dark bonds were so tight that my own arms were partially trapped as well, preventing me from raising them in defense. 

She kept butting me with her head until I finally commanded the dark energy to relinquish its hold. When the dark energy retracted, Amelia predictably spun around and resumed her attack by elbowing me in the face, and then using one of her long legs to plant a push kick on my chest, the force of which sent me flying back until I crash-landed onto the floor. 

Struggling to get my breath, I saw Amelia bend down and pick up the hatchet before coming toward me with it. 

“Time to join the ranks of the spirits, Corvin,” she said. “You’ll soon be another damned, pathetic soul forever trapped within the walls of this house. You’ll be… just… another… victim.”

Sorry, Amelia, but I don’t think so.

Before she could reach me, I sent out a tentacle of dark energy that attached itself like a leech to her chest, stopping her in her tracks, and even though she chopped at it with the hatchet, it did her no good, for it was like chopping at smoke, the energy seeming to be solid and insubstantial at the same time. 

Then, as she raised the hatchet to throw it at me, I said the words, “Fiat fulgur!” and I conducted a current of pure electricity via the dark tentacle from my body to hers. The electrified energy was harmless to me, but not to her. As soon as it hit her, she immediately dropped the hatchet, her body stiffening as she convulsed on the spot. 

It’s not a pleasant thing, having to electrocute your girlfriend and watch as her body fries up, but it was necessary. I maintained the current for as long as I could without killing her, and when I ended the spell, Amelia was unconscious, the black tentacle still attached to her chest the only thing holding her limp body up. 

After gently setting her down on the floor, I retracted the tentacle and stood up, immediately walking over to her as I prayed I hadn’t killed her. As I crouched down beside her, I saw she was still breathing, and I released a sigh of relief. The dark ectoplasmic substance was also still moving over her face and beneath her skin. 

Now what? I thought. 

I still had to get that darkness out of her somehow, but I did not know how. I was half hoping the electricity would have driven it out, but no such luck.

As I stayed squatted beside her, I wracked my brain for a solution to the problem, but I didn’t get very far before Amelia’s eyelids flung open to reveal her still black orbs. That she was awake so quick after being electrocuted took me by surprise, and before I knew it, her hand had shot up and gripped my throat. She then used her body as leverage to turn me, slamming me onto the floor. 

In seconds, she was on top of me and reaching for the hatchet nearby, which her fingers soon found. I tried to summon the dark energy within me to protect myself, but it wasn’t responding the way it had before. It felt sluggish within me now, like it was fading. 

Amelia now had the hatchet in her hand, so I tried to use my magic instead, but disturbingly, I found I couldn’t. 

“Don’t bother trying to use your magic this time,” she said, her sinister grin returning, as though she thought she had won. “I’m using a blocking spell on you.”

“Amelia,” I said helplessly. “You don’t have to do this…”

She laughed. “Don’t be stupid.” She raised the hatchet above her head with both hands, her eyes wide with murderous glee. “Of course I do.”

“You said you loved me! Do you remember that?”

She paused with the hatchet still raised. “What?”

A glimmer of hope entered me as I saw I was getting through to her at last. “Before you fell into the Shadow, you said you loved me.”

Her head shook in confusion now, as if she was struggling to maintain her malice. “I… I…”

“Think back,” I said, with renewed conviction. “As your fingers slipped from mine, you said you loved me.” The blackness in her eyes slipped as her face seemed to twist up in pain. “Fight the darkness, Amelia! Fight it!”

She clenched her teeth as she struggled with whatever was inside her and fought with the part of her that still wanted to bring the hatchet down on my skull. Tendrils of darkness moved rapidly around her face as her eyes switched from full black to their normal, beautiful blue with every blink. 

“Corvin,” she said, sounding like her old self for the first time. “I can’t fight it… it wants to kill you…”

“Don’t let it!” I said, then blurted out: “I love you too, Amelia. Think about that! Fight the darkness!”

She dropped the hatchet as a scream of agony erupted from her mouth, and her hands clamped onto her head as if she were trying to stop it from exploding. “GET… OUT… OF MY… HEAD!”

Suddenly, she stood up and staggered back a few steps before dropping to her knees, leaning over with her hands still gripping her skull. Then in one explosive movement, she reared back and screamed, and I watched in horror as whatever foul, evil substance was within her suddenly started pouring from her mouth, splashing on the floor like tar, forming a disgusting puddle between us before somehow scurrying away and up the wall like a demonic beetle.

In shock, I stared at Amelia, her face back to normal. “Corvin,” she said, then promptly collapsed back onto the floor, where she remained, unmoving, her eyes shut.

“Amelia!”

I scrambled over to her and lifted her head onto my lap, panicking when I noticed she was barely breathing. 

“No, no, no…” I whispered as I put my hand on her cheek. “Amelia? Amelia? Shit!” 

Raising my head to the ceiling for a second, I let out a breath and then tried again to resuscitate her, but to no avail. Her eyes remained closed, and her body stayed limp. Whatever had been inside her had obviously fed off her life-force, to the point where she was now dangerously depleted. There was no doubt in my mind that if I didn’t do something, she would die. 

So I used my healing magic on her, hoping it would kick-start her system again, which at first it didn’t seem to at all. It felt like I was trying to bring somebody back who was already dead.

But then she suddenly moved as she took in a sharp intake of breath, her eyes finally opening again as she stared up at me, disorientated at first, as if she didn’t know where she was. 

“Thank god,” I whispered as a tremendous sense of relief went through me. “I thought I’d lost you.”

“Hey,” she said, smiling weakly up at me. “You came back for me.”

Tears gathered in my eyes. “What, you thought I was just going to abandon you?”

She shook her head. “No. I knew you would come. It was the only thing that allowed me to fight the darkness.”

“It’s out of you now. Don’t worry.”

“My parents,” she said, seeming suddenly worried. “Where are they? They’ll be coming for us… the Dark One will.”

“I know,” I said, glancing around for a moment, half expecting the Dark One to appear at any second. It surprised me it hadn’t done so yet. I was also sure it wouldn’t be happy now that Amelia was not under its control anymore. “That’s why you have to get out of here.”

“With you,” she said as she gingerly sat up. 

I shook my head. “No. I’m staying to finish this.”

“Then so am I.”

I shook my head again, more emphatically this time as we both got to our feet, Amelia more unsteadily than I. “No way, you’re getting out of here with Dalia.”

She frowned. “Dalia is here?”

I stared at her for a moment. “You don’t remember?”

“What?” She seemed worried about what I would say.

“You cut her with a hatchet.” Amelia’s hand went over mouth. “She’s okay, I think. I left her in one of the rooms.”

She started shaking her head, her eyes wet now. “I think… I think I’ve done terrible things, Corvin… things I can’t fully remember…”

“Hey.” I held her firmly by the arms as I looked into her eyes. “Whatever happened in this place, it wasn’t you, alright? You were infected with evil, and that’s all there is to it. None of this is on you, you hear me?”

She stared back at me for a moment and then nodded, though she was clearly still traumatized by the thought of what she had done. “I could’ve killed Dalia… and you, Corvin. I’m sorry.”

I squeezed both her arms a little. “Listen to me, okay? I need you to forget about what happened here and focus on getting out instead. You’re the most badass person I know, Amelia, and I need you to be that person right now. Can you do that for me?”

She nodded, if slightly unsurely. “I’m trying.”

“I know you are,” I said. “Now, I need you to find Dalia and get her out of here. She knows where the gateway is to exit the Shadow.”

“What about you? You can’t take the Dark One on alone. It will kill you, or worse, trap you here, as it did me.”

“Don’t worry. I have a few tricks up my sleeve. It won’t win this time. Speaking of which…” I placed my right hand on her chest. “I need some of your power.”

Her breath sucked in for a moment as my hand glowed on her chest, and her power poured into me, immediately making me feel stronger than I’ve ever felt, even as a vampire. 

“What did you do?” she asked.

“Just an ability I picked up. I’ll explain it later when we’re sitting in the pub getting pissed.”

“You don’t have to do this, Corvin. Let’s all leave together.”

I shook my head. “You know better than that. That thing has to be taken care of. Besides, it would never let us leave, anyway. Someone has to distract it so you and Dalia can make your escape.”

She came forward and hugged me tight, and then kissed me, her lips so deliciously soft I didn’t want her to stop, but of course, she had to. “You better come back to me,” she said.

“There are not enough evil spirits in the world to keep me away from you.”

She shook her head and smiled somewhat plaintively as she moved away from me down the hallway. 

I watched her go for a moment, and then turned and walked in the opposite direction, ready now to confront the Dark One.
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Rather than aimlessly walk around looking for a staircase—probably getting trapped by the house in the process as it continued to shift its walls—I used my new favorite spell, which was a portal spell. Done right, it was as good as teleporting, and I soon found myself back in the entrance hallway. I stood in the middle of the floor for a moment as fear threatened to overwhelm me, but I wouldn’t let it. I just kept telling myself that all I had to do was use the poison on the Dark One, and then that would be it. 

No more Dark One. 

Despite telling myself this, there was still a niggling doubt in the back of my mind, and a small insistent voice that kept saying, What if the poison doesn’t work? What then? The Dark One will kill you…

Perhaps, but there was no going back now. 

“If you’re going to die,” I said aloud. “Die with your fucking boots on.” 

I walked around the hallway, acting like a man who wasn’t afraid, and who didn’t give a fuck. “Where are you?” I shouted. “You want me? Come and get me!”

Despite my rant, I got nothing but silence and no sign whatever of the Dark One.

Then a terrifying thought hit me. 

What if the Dark One had gone after Amelia and Dalia? 

They were in no fit state to defend themselves against such a powerful entity. It would kill them, or at least Dalia, before proceeding to warp Amelia’s mind all over again.

“Shit,” I said, grinding my teeth out of anxiety. I stared intensely at the floor for a minute, then went to find the two girls, who I should never have left. I should have gotten them out first.

But just as I created a portal to walk into, a familiar voice piped up from the staircase. 

“Going somewhere?”

I looked up to see Faelyn and Shaerra standing on the stairs, once again looking like they were about to head out to some fancy ball somewhere. 

“Me?” I said, closing the portal, making it clear I would not run from the two ghouls staring balefully at me. “I’m not going anywhere.”

“That’s foolish of you,” Shaerra said. “You wizards are all the same, always thinking you have everything in hand, when in fact…”

“You don’t,” Faelyn finished as they moved down the stairs toward me, pausing again after a few steps as though they were in no hurry to get to me.

I stood my ground in the middle of the hallway as I stared defiantly up at them. “You’ll be glad to know that Amelia has gone.” I hoped she had anyway. “She’s left this place, and she won’t be coming back. In fact, when I’m done, there won’t be any place to come back to, because I’m burning this house of pain to the ground.”

“Are you now?” Faelyn said, looking at me like I was nothing more than a child who was shouting his mouth off, and was thus no threat to him.

“Silly little boy,” Shaerra said. “Where do they get you from?”

“I don’t know how you removed the darkness from Amelia,” Faelyn said. “But it doesn’t matter. We’ll get her back soon enough, along with your other little friend, the Fae. As for you…” He looked at his wife. “What do you think, darling? Endless torment in the Pit of Souls?”

Shaerra smiled as if the idea appealed to her very much. “Yes, dear,” she said. “I can think of nowhere better for a wretched wizard like this one.”

“The Pit of Souls?” I said as I felt around in my jacket pocket for the vial of poison, trying to conceal my panic when I realized the small bottle wasn’t where it was supposed to be.

“A place we made under the house,” Faelyn said. “A place to dispose of souls such as yours once we’re done with them. If you listen carefully, you can hear their screams. They never stop screaming.” He looked at his wife and smiled. “Music to our ears. Eh, darling?”

“Music indeed, dear.”

“I can’t hear a damn thing except for two twisted psychos who won’t be around for much longer,” I said as I continued to search my jacket for the bottle of poison as surreptitiously as I could, trying to keep the consternation from my face when I still couldn’t find the damn thing.

Shaerra shook her head at me in disgust. “The insolence of him, Faelyn, thinking he can destroy us.”

“Perhaps we need to destroy him instead, dear,” Faelyn said. “Soul and all.”

“It’s the only fit punishment for a scruffy wizard who thinks he has more right to our daughter than we do, Faelyn.”

“Agreed, dear.”

“At least let me get a smoke before you destroy my soul,” I said, taking out a pack of cigarettes and popping one into my mouth.

“Is he serious, Faelyn?” Shaerra asked.

“I believe he is, dear,” Faelyn replied.

“Just let me find my lighter,” I said, searching through my jacket, looking not for the lighter, but for the damn bottle which seemed to have… aha! Finally, you bastard. I didn’t realize there was a hole in my inside pocket, and the bottle had fallen into the lining of my coat. I took the bottle out and held it concealed in my hand, taking a lighter out of my pocket with the other hand. 

Fuck it. Might as well get a smoke before things kick off.

“You wizards are all common as muck,” Shaerra said. “I do not know why my daughter would want to associate with someone so—” She looked at her husband. “—Help me out here, Faelyn.”

“Witless, dear?” he offered. “Uncouth?”

“I prefer rough around the edges myself,” I said, blowing a stream of smoke in their direction.

“Whatever,” Shaerra said, dismissively pushing her hair to one side of her face. “The point is, Amelia shouldn’t be with a lowly hedgewitch. She’s an elf. Humans are beneath her.”

“So, who should she be with then?” I asked, getting a little angry now as I stabbed my cigarette at them. “You two? Bloodthirsty psychopaths who want to turn her into the same? Not only that, but trapping her here in this hell house forever?” I shook my head in disdain. “I don’t fucking think so.”

Shaerra pursed her lips together as she glared at me, and I noticed the darkness writhe under the skin of her face as if one half of the Dark One was eager to come out and play, which is what I wanted. Well, maybe not exactly what I wanted. I wanted to be in a warm bed with Amelia, but unfortunately, that would have to wait. 

“We’re getting bored with you now, wizard,” Shaerra said. “Your minuscule entertainment value has run its course.”

“Indeed it has,” Faelyn said, the darkness moving around under his skin now.

“Let’s destroy this imp, Faelyn,” Shaerra said.

“Yes, dear, lets.”

As I took a final drag of my cigarette and tossed the butt away, the Tasars suddenly transformed, the darkness consuming them as they became nothing but black shapes, which then merged into one.

Into the Dark One.
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Unlike before, the Dark One was not merely a shapeless black form of energy. This time it had a definite shape—a humanoid shape that stood over six feet tall, with thick arms and legs, its whole body seeming to pulse and flex in anticipation of devouring me. Eyes like burning embers were set into its coal black face, and its mouth was just a gaping dark hole. 

There was no doubt the bastard was intimidating, but I tried not let my fear get the better of me as I held my ground in the center of the hallway, at the same time using my thumb to uncork the bottle of poison in my hand.

The Dark One made a growling noise at me as it came down the stairs, its burning eyes glaring fiercely in my direction. “You will know pain like none you’ve ever experienced,” it said, surprising me by talking this time, its voice deep and gravelly.

“We’ll see about that,” I said, and suddenly launched a magic blast at it, hitting it square in the chest, amber sparks flying everywhere as the Dark One staggered back, but otherwise seemed unaffected by the attack.

“You’ll have to do better than that,” it growled, just before it rushed toward me, arms out like it intended to grab me. For such a hulking creature, it moved fast. But thanks to Amelia’s Elven power flowing through me, I could move faster, and I easily sidestepped the Dark One’s attack, causing it to pause almost in surprise that I could move so swiftly. 

That pause was all the time I needed to throw the contents of the bottle at it, before taking a few steps back as I waited on the shimmering magical dust to take effect.

The Dark One went to move toward me again, but then halted as if something was wrong. The sparkling poison was still coming down around it, floating in the air like motes of dust before infiltrating the body of the Dark One.  

The Dark One’s response was to gag and clutch at its throat. “What… have you… done?” the creature rasped as it lost its humanoid form, the dark, eldritch material it was composed of bulging and stretching in all directions as if it was having severe trouble in maintaining any kind of form.

A smile crossed my face as I watched the spirit writhe in agony. “Poison, motherfucker,” I said with a smile. “Be sure to breathe that shit in deep.”

A horrible screeching noise soon filled the hallway as the Dark One continued to writhe in the air, looking like a lump of dark putty that was being pulled in every direction at once, until finally it slapped down onto the floor, reduced to nothing more than a dark, bubbling puddle of black goo. 

The only thing missing was the Dark One screaming, “I’m melting, I’m melting!” but that would’ve been too much to ask.

I didn’t move from where I was for a few minutes, wanting to make sure the thing was really dead. It seemed to be, and when I touched the puddle of goo with my boot, it didn’t react at all. 

“Sayonara, shitheads,” I said as I allowed myself to relax somewhat, even lighting up a cigarette as I headed toward the front door, thinking I might catch up with Dalia and Amelia, who couldn’t have gotten far at this point.

But as I was about to put my hand on the door handle, I heard a noise from behind me. I froze as adrenaline stabbed at my stomach, knowing all too well what the noise meant, even though I couldn’t see anything yet.

Not until I turned around slowly and saw the Dark One emerge from the puddle of goo on the floor, arising out of the watery blackness like some godforsaken demon summoned from the bowels of Hell.

“Shit…” 

I shook my head as the cigarette slipped from my fingers onto the floor.

The Dark One had fully emerged, standing taller than ever before. Its eyes burned with a new intensity as it stood glaring at me, mightily pissed off that I had tried to poison it. It didn’t even say anything this time. Instead, it roared like the monster it was and charged at me with frightening speed and ferocity. 

In a panic, I tried to sidestep the creature’s attack like I did before, but the power I had gotten from Amelia had already faded to almost nothing, which meant I wasn’t able to draw on her lightning speed. Having dropped a few gears, I wasn’t able to move quickly enough this time, and the Dark One was able to throw its thick arm across my chest and pull me into itself, bear-hugging me so tight that within seconds I could hardly breathe at all. 

Soon, I was down to my last breath as the Dark One kept squeezing, and then moved its mouth toward me, which had increased in size to massive proportions, becoming a maw big enough to fit my head into.

But before that gaping maw could consume me, I uttered the words, “Vapor sum!”

In a split second, my body transformed into vapor and I fell right through the Dark One, quickly floating away from it as I moved at speed up the stairs before turning myself solid again. When I turned around, so did the Dark One as it angrily shook its arms and roared, knowing it had me near death just a second ago.

Speaking of near death, I could see no way to defeat the Dark One using conventional magic, which left me no choice but to try the spell I had hurriedly learned back at Davey’s. It was a spell I had hoped I wouldn’t have to use. Sort of like the nuclear option—or more likely, the suicide option—only I did not know if it would even work, nor what the consequences of the spell would be. 

The only thing I knew was that the spell was not only designed to trap a spirit but to trap it within one’s self.

Within me, that is.

Not something I was happy about. But what choice did I have?

As the Dark One started stomping toward the stairs, I reached inside my jacket and took out the Druidic Dagger. The spell required a particular glyph to be carved into my body, so I ripped open my shirt and cut into the flesh of my chest, carving the glyph with the point of the knife.

“More foolish magic,” the Dark One growled as it started up the stairs, coming toward me like an obsidian Hulk. “It will do you know good, wizard.”

I said nothing as I focused my attention on finishing carving the glyph, thankful there was so much adrenaline running through me. Otherwise, I would’ve surely screamed like a bitch as I painfully disfigured myself. 

As I was drawing from memory, I couldn’t be sure if I’d got the symbol right or not. I just had to trust that I did as I finished carving it, leaving rivulets of blood to run down my chest and stomach. 

Dropping the knife on the stairs, I thrust out my right hand to focus my magic as I recited the words to the spell in Latin. “Spiritus tenebris, ut vos take vestri in me contra voluntatem…”

The Dark One laughed as it reached the middle of the stairs, now only a few feet away from me. To give myself more time, I backed up onto the edge of the landing. 

“You will choke on those words as you die,” the Dark One said.

I ignored the taunt, keeping every ounce of my focus on completing the spell, aware of the sense of fear in the background; a fear born out of not knowing what would happen. 

“Tenebris spiritus, ego te mihi in tenebris…”

Soon I felt a power running through me. A power that drew the Dark One inexorably toward me, causing it to growl in frustration and annoyance. “What sorcery is this now?”

Emboldened because the spell seemed to have an effect, I stood with both hands out as I faced down the Dark One, the symbol on my chest now illuminated with a burning energy, bringing with it searing pain. 

A pain that I channeled into the spell, my voice rising in pitch as I spat out the rest of the words. “Voluntatem tuam adversus spiritum, ut altum captionem et in carcere corpus meum!”

“NO!” 

The Dark One roared as the spell’s effect on it increased. I could see it was trying to resist the magical forces pulling on it, but it didn’t look to be winning, as parts of its body were torn off, the energy of which got sucked into my chest, causing me to stagger back a few steps as more and more of that dark, evil energy got drawn to the now flaming symbol on my flesh. 

With sweat running down my face and both hands still out like I was trying to pull a skyscraper toward me, I spent one last bout of effort as I shouted out the last words to the spell. 

“Tenebris spiritu iam meus es tu!”

Upon completion of the spell, what remained of the Dark One stretched toward me all at once, as though it were being sucked into a vortex. I have to say, it wasn’t a pleasant experience drawing all of that dark energy into myself, but I gritted my teeth against the pain, blocking out the fact that I was accepting nothing less than pure evil into my very core. ﻿

But better in me than out in the world, where it could continue to cause havoc.

As the last of the Dark One’s manifested energy got drawn into me, the last thing I heard it say was the name of its master.

“Apep! Save us!”

Breathing hard, I said, “Not even Apep can save you now, asshole…”
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I dropped immediately to my knees after I had completed the spell. In the gloomy atmosphere of the house, nothing but an eery silence surrounded me now, punctuated only by the sound of my heavy breathing. 

“Jesus Christ…” I said, feeling my chest, my hand coming away slick with blood. “I fucking did it… I fucking did it!”

Against all of my expectations, the spell had worked. 

The only problem I had now being what to do with the raging dark spirit now trapped inside of me. I felt bloated with its darkness. Fists punched me from inside as if the Dark One was fighting to get out, which, according to Davey’s spell book, was impossible, not without me releasing the spirit first. The spell book said nothing about the damage such a dark spirit would do while it was trapped inside a Touched body. It felt like the bastard was trying to kill me from the inside, but I had no choice but to hold it until I figured out what to do with it.

As I stood up and zipped up my jacket as if to hold the spirit in, I decided I would worry later about what I would do with the Dark One. Somewhere in the corner of my mind, an idea was forming on that score anyway, but I was so tanked up on adrenaline, I couldn’t even think about it. All I wanted to do now was to leave that cursed house and get back to the gateway before it closed and I got trapped in the Shadow. 

That’s assuming that the gateway was still open. When I checked my watch, I saw the timer was down to two minutes and fourteen seconds. 

“You have to be fucking kidding me,” I said, panicking before I realized I could open a portal that should bring me right to the gateway without having to do all that walking. 

I made sure I picked up the Druidic Dagger, putting it back in my jacket before opening up a portal on the landing, which I then wasted no time stepping into, having first focused on where I wanted to go. Which wasn’t all that easy with a raging Dark One inside of me. 

As I stepped through the portal, I sent a thought to the bastard:

You lose, Karl Miller.

I knew it wouldn’t get the reference, but that just made it all the sweeter.
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I came through the portal with barely a minute to spare, but unfortunately, my calculations were slightly off. I landed in the field with the Druid circle, but at least two hundred yards from the gateway. 

After cursing my luck, I considered opening another portal to get closer to the gateway, but after a few seconds, I just said fuck it.

And ran.

The second I started my sprint, the Dark One inside me also increased its violent agitation, hammering and clawing at my insides to slow me down, knowing full well that once I made it through the gateway into the Earth Realm, that it would be done for. Trying to run when it feels like an alien is about to burst from your stomach isn’t easy, and a few times I fell to my knees in the grass, the pain so bad that I had no choice but to stop.

“No!” I snarled. “You’re not stopping me from going through that fucking gateway…”

After getting up and resuming my run—which was less of a sprint now and more of a lurching gallop—I glanced at my watch to see that there were only ten-seconds left for me to reach the gateway. It was about twenty yards away now, shimmering in the twilight, the spirits of long-dead Druids fading in and out of focus around it.

Then behind me I heard a loud roaring sound and turned around to see a massive black bull-like creature charging toward me, looking every inch the mean bastard that it probably was, with huge horns and steam flying out of its flaring nostrils. 

It was also moving at terrific speed. So fast it was right behind me within seconds. There was no time to do anything, so I just sprinted faster as I came up to the stone circle. With the galloping bull right on my tail, I darted to the side and moved around the tall standing stone. Just as I did, the full weight of the bull slammed into the enormous stone, knocking it over onto the ground. 

If it were me the beast had hit, my body would’ve been shattered to pieces.

“Next time!” I shouted to the still-raging bull as I all but dived through the gateway, leaving the Shadow and its strange darkness behind.

Forever, I hoped.
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Icame stumbling out of the gateway in the Earth Realm and crash-landed onto the wet grass, remaining there for a few seconds as I struggled to get my breath back.

“I told you he would make it!”

I looked up to see Davey standing a few yards from me, a broad smile on his face, and I shook my head at him. “That was intense,” I said in between breaths.

“Corvin!” Dalia came rushing over to me as I got wearily to my feet, throwing her arms around me and hugging me tight. “I’m so glad you made it.”

“So am I,” I said, glad to see she had made it out okay. “How’s the wound?”

She showed me her stomach, which had all but healed, with just a thin scar there now. “It’s better now. I’m fine.”

It took me a moment to spot Amelia. She was sitting with her back against one of the standing stones, hugging her knees to her chest. From the way she looked—all distant and glassy-eyed—I couldn’t tell if she had even noticed me yet. 

Davey came over when he saw me looking. “She’s in a state of mild shock,” he whispered. “It might take her a while to recover, especially after what happened.”

“What do you mean? What happened?”

“We came across her friend on the way out,” Dalia said. “Simoa, is it?”

“Amelia’s cousin.” I had completely forgotten about Simoa. The night she jumped me, she had said she would get Amelia herself. “Did something happen to her in the Shadow?”

Dalia dropped the volume of her voice to a near whisper. “We found her hanging from a tree outside the house,” she said. “She had been… badly mutilated, and things were… feeding off of her.”

Jesus Christ…

I let go of Dalia and walked over to Amelia, trying to hide the ongoing pain and discomfort in my face, which was caused by the Dark One still raging inside me. 

“Amelia?” I said as I hunkered down beside her and placed a hand on her knee. 

She blinked twice as if awakening from a deep meditation. Her face was much paler than usual, her silvery blonde hair tousled and dirty, her hands and clothes stained with blood. “Corvin,” she whispered, as though she had just noticed me. Her eyes were wet and glassy, as haunted as I’d ever seen. My heart broke when I looked at her, and it was all I could do not to break down along with her. 

Inside me, I swear I heard the Dark One laugh to itself.

I reached out and gently stroked her cheek. “I heard what happened. I’m sorry about Simoa. She came to see me the other night and told she was going to the Shadow after you.”

She scowled as anger flashed in her eyes. “You let her go in there alone?”

“I tried to talk her out of it, but she wouldn’t listen. She was angry. At herself more than anyone, I think.”

Tears spilled from her as she looked forward again and stared at the grass. “It’s my fault she’s dead. All of this is my fault⁠—”

“No,” I said, turning her head gently toward me. “None of this is your fault, Amelia, you hear me? The only people to blame here are your parents. Simoa’s death isn’t on you either. She knew the risks as well as anyone.”

She shook her head like I didn’t understand. “You don’t know the things I did in that place… horrible things… evil things. I nearly killed you…”

“What?” I said, as if the idea was ridiculous. “I thought that was just foreplay. Was I wrong?”

She chuckled slightly despite her continued tears. “You’re an idiot.”

Before I could say anything else, Davey walked over. “I hate to interrupt,” he said. “But what about the Dark One? Did my poison work?”

I stood up. “Your magic dust worked, Davey, but for not for long.”

“What? So the Dark One is still in there?”

“Not exactly.”

Even Amelia frowned when I said that.

“Not exactly?” Dalia repeated, knowing something was up.

“I had to use a different tack when the poison didn’t work,” I said. “I used a spell I came across in one of your books, Davey.”

“What kind of spell?” he asked.

“Well…” I said, unzipping my jacket so they could see the symbol carved into my chest.

Dalia shook her head. “What the…”

“No,” Davey said, as he immediately realized what I had done. “Tell me you didn’t.”

“I did.”

“Did what?” Amelia asked, now on her feet as she stared at the bloody symbol on my chest.

“I made myself into a human spirit trap,” I informed them.

Dalia shook her head in disbelief. “So the Dark One is…”

“Inside me, yes.”

Amelia stepped back away from me. Involuntarily, I hoped. “It’s… inside you?”

“It was the only way,” I said, looking at her. “It was that or let it kill me, and I wasn’t about to die in that shitty place.”

They all stood staring at me for a long moment as if they half-expected the Dark One to come bursting out of me like the Chest-Buster in Alien.

“So, what now?” Dalia asked. “Are you just going to carry it around inside you forever?”

“Hardly,” I said, shaking my head at her. “I know what to do with it.” I turned to look at Amelia. “But first, there’s something else I’d like to take care of.”

[image: ]


About an hour later, we were standing in the driveway of the old Tasar house, all four of us, although Amelia was hanging back near the car as if she feared to go any further. When I told her where we were going, she had something of a fit back at the Druid circle, refusing to go anywhere near the house again, even if the Dark One was inside of me now, and no longer in the house. But when I told her what I planned on doing, she eventually calmed down, falling into contemplative silence for a few moments before finally nodding.

We stopped at a nearby twenty-four-hour garage and filled up three jerrycans with gasoline before driving to the house. Then Davey and I took the cans and carried them into the house. I’ll be honest, I didn’t relish going in there again so soon after escaping from it, but I took some comfort from the fact that after we were done, no one would ever set foot in the house again.

“It’s a dark place this is,” Davey said as we splashed gasoline over the walls, floors and staircase. “Full of evil.”

He was right there, though the house felt less evil without the Dark One in it. 

Speaking of which, it was going mad inside of me as it realized what we were about to do. I all but ignored the pain it was causing me in protest, refusing to give the spirit the satisfaction of seeing me hurt. An Untouched person would probably be dead by now if they had the Dark One in them. My magic was the only thing keeping all that tumultuous energy contained enough that it didn’t rip me apart from the inside out.

When we were done dousing the house in gasoline, we went back outside to Dalia and Amelia, who were standing beside each other near the car, Amelia with her arms folded across her chest, half-turned away from the house as if she couldn’t bear to look at it.

“It should be you who lights it up,” I said to her, holding out a zippo lighter that I had bought earlier just for this occasion.

She stared hard at the lighter for a moment before accepting it, still somewhat hesitatingly. Taking her by the hand, I led her toward the house, pausing just outside the front door. She stood then for a long time as she stared inside, her face growing angrier as she fought to keep her tears away. 

When she finally struck the lighter, she took a step forward. “Fuck you,” she said, before tossing the flaming lighter into the entrance hallway, where it immediately ignited the pools of gasoline on the floor.

The flames spread quickly throughout the house, and before long, it was like an inferno in there as we all stood back and watched, the heat from it almost comforting in the chilly night air. I stood with my arm around Amelia as she leaned against my shoulder, and every time a window would blow out from the intense heat, she would jump.

“Good riddance,” Davey said as the reflection of the flames danced in his eyes.

It was hard not to agree with him.
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On the drive back to Dublin, the mood inside Davey’s car was somber. We were exhausted, not to mention deeply unsettled, by everything we experienced in the Shadow. 

Dalia being Dalia seemed the least affected, internalizing her feelings and no doubt locking them away like unwanted memories. Amelia sat in the back seat next to me, her head turned as she stared aimlessly out the window. Occasionally, I would notice her wipe tears from her eyes. 

It was frustrating seeing her like that. In all the time I had known her, she was always a picture of strength, both mentally and physically. It was unsettling to see her so small and broken, though I held onto the notion that her trauma and grief were just temporary, and that she would return to normal soon enough. 

That’s what I believed, anyway. Time would tell if I was right or not.

As for me, I felt physically exhausted, though the notion of sleep or even prolonged rest seemed like a faraway concept. The Dark One had settled down in me, perhaps having accepted the fact that it was going nowhere soon, doing the equivalent of sulking in a corner like a child that couldn’t get what it wanted.
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Despite everything else, it wasn’t long before my thoughts inevitably turned to Drakkar. I was dreading getting back to Dublin in case the mad bastard had wrought further chaos and bloodshed, in my name, no less. 

I considered phoning Benedict to see if he had a handle on the situation yet, but it didn’t seem like the right time to be talking. The silence in the car was necessary for us all to get our heads together, or try to anyway. I told myself I would wait until we got home before calling Benedict.

As for Drakkar, I didn’t see the point of delaying things with him. As soon as I got back to Dublin, I would do a location spell to find him. Then I would do what he wanted me to do this whole time, which was stop him, assuming that he didn’t stop me first.
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We all went back to Davey’s house, including Amelia, piling into the living room where Davey fixed us all drinks, or rather just me and him, for the girls refused theirs, with Dalia making coffee for her and Amelia instead. 

In fact, Dalia did something that surprised me somewhat. She sat next to Amelia on the couch and held her hand, allowing Amelia to rest her head on her shoulder. When she saw me looking, I smiled my gratitude at her.

“So tell me, Davey,” I said after we had both sat down and he had filled his pipe. “Do you know any good transmutation spells?”

Davey said nothing as he continued to fill his pipe and then stared at me for a second before lighting it. “I see what you’re getting at,” he said. “You want to use the energy of the Dark One against Drakkar, don’t you?”

I nodded. “I figured I would kill two birds with one stone. You think it’ll work?”

He puffed contemplatively on his pipe as smoke gathered around him. “It’s hard to say. Though done right, I think it might be your best chance at killing Drakkar. The Dark One’s energy is potent. If you convert that energy—weaponize it even—it might be enough to destroy a being as powerful as Drakkar.”

“So I stand a chance?”

“I’d say it’s your only chance.”

“Fine then,” I said. “I’ll do it.”

“Not alone you won’t,” Dalia said.

“What?” 

“You heard me.”

“D, come on. Don’t you think you’ve been through⁠—”

“She’s right,” Amelia said, suddenly straightening up on the couch, seeming more composed now than she had been, though still a shadow of her former self. “You’re not doing this alone.”

I was about to argue otherwise when my phone rang. “It’s Monty,” I said after checking.

“Probably ringing to see why you’re a wanted fugitive,” Dalia said. 

“Probably,” I said, and then answered the phone. “Hello?”

“Corvin—” It was Monty, but he didn’t sound right at all. He sounded distraught and in pain.

“Monty?” I sat forward in my seat. “What’s wrong?”

“He’s… he’s here—” Monty sounded like he had spent the last several hours being tortured. 

“Who’s there?” Everyone was now looking at me in alarm, knowing something bad was up. “Monty? Monty, answer me—” He didn’t need to answer me, however, for I already knew who else was there. 

It wasn’t hard to figure out.

There was a rustling noise on the phone, and then a voice said, “Hello, Corvin. I’m glad you made it back from the Shadow. Are you still in one piece? I hope so.”

“Drakkar, you motherfucker,” I said as I shot angrily to my feet, putting the phone on speaker so everyone could hear. “If you’ve hurt my friend⁠—”

“Stop now, it’s too late for that,” he said. “I had to amuse myself somehow while I was waiting around for you.”

“Let him go, Drakkar. This has nothing to do with him.”

“If you want your friend to live, you must save him yourself. And you know what that means, don’t you, Corvin?”

“You’re dead, you sick fuck!” Dalia shouted suddenly, upset that Monty had been hurt.

“Not yet I’m not,” Drakkar said, directing his response at Dalia.

“Don’t worry,” I snarled. “You soon will be.”

“That’s the spirit,” he said, sounding genuinely pleased now. “There’s that spunk that I know you have, Corvin.”

“I’ll find out where you are,” I said. “Then I’m coming to kill you.”

“I’ll save you some trouble. I’m at Swords Road, inside an abandoned building that was once a bathhouse.”

“Bathhouse?”

“He means the old leisure center there,” Amelia said.

“The leisure center, yes, that’s it,” he said. “Though don’t be leisurely about getting here, will you? If I wait around too long, I get bored, and when I get bored…” He stopped talking for a second, and then there was a scream from Monty.

I gritted my teeth as I gripped the phone tight. “Leave him alone, Drakkar! I’m coming to you now!”

Drakkar laughed to himself. “Make haste then. I’ll be waiting.”

When the phone went dead, I cursed and shook my head in frustration. “I can’t fucking believe he has Monty.”

“We can’t waste any more time,” Dalia said, standing up. “We know where he is. Let’s go get him.”

“This has nothing⁠—”

“Don’t even say it,” she said, pointing her finger at me. “If you do, I swear I’ll kill you myself.”

I shook my head and sighed as I looked at Davey. “I suppose you’re coming as well?”

Davey nodded slowly. “You said it yourself. It took a group of wizards to stop Drakkar last time, so it will take the same now.”

Amelia got to her feet. “We’re all in this together, Corvin. You might as well accept it.”

“Fine,” I said after a moment. “I don’t have a choice here, do I?”

They all shook their heads at once, and I didn’t know whether to love them for their loyalty or be mad at them for their foolishness.
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Itransported everyone to Drakkar’s location via a portal I opened up in Davey’s living room. My calculations were spot on, and we ended up emerging at the front of the recently closed down leisure center, near the steps that led up from the parking lot to the front doors. 

Before we left, Davey and I went down to his basement and did a ritual that would transform the Dark One inside of me into an energy that I could use against Drakkar. The ritual didn’t take long, and when it was done, the Dark One was dead, the spell having transformed its spirit into an energy that now burned inside of me, giving me the feeling that I was carrying around something akin to a small nuclear bomb. 

When I questioned Davey on the energy inside of me, he merely shrugged and said he couldn’t tell me much about it because the results of the ritual were rarely the same because of the different sources of energy that were used. In my case, the source being a dark spirit from the Shadow. He said I wouldn’t know the exact nature of the energy until I used my magic to expel it. Once the energy left my body, it was apparently anyone’s guess what form it would take. 

“So you’ve given me a wildcard,” I told him while still in the basement. “I really love surprises.”

He shrugged apologetically. “Transmutation of these kinds of energies isn’t an exact science, you know.”

“Will it at least help me kill Drakkar?”

“We’d better hope so, or else we’re all dead.”

With that comforting thought, the two of us had left the basement, and along with Dalia and Amelia, we had formed a plan for when we came face to face with Drakkar. The plan was simple enough: surround Drakkar so we can all hit him at once with our various powers, hopefully overwhelming him and at least holding him in place so I could then use the wild card magic against him. 

After that, it was anyone’s guess what would happen.

“Seriously,” I said as I went to open the broken front doors of the leisure center. “You don’t have to do this with me. I can⁠—”

Dalia used her powers to whip me across the arm with a thin tentacle of dark energy. “Didn’t I tell you before to stop with that lone wolf bullshit? Just open the damn door.”

Davey stood back, smiling, as did Amelia. “You just got pussy-whipped, son,” he said.

I shook my head, trying not to seem embarrassed. “Alright, you bunch of hard-asses. Have it your way, but the first sign that things are going tits up, I want you all to leave. There’s no sense in all of us dying.”

“No one is going to die,” Dalia said.

“How can you be so sure of that?” I asked her.

She focused her dark eyes on me. “Because I know you, Corvin Chance. You won’t stop until Drakkar is dead.”

Or until I’m fucking dead, I thought, but I didn’t say that out loud, preferring to keep the note of confidence that Dalia had ended on.

After pulling open the metal doors, the glass on the inside of the frames now broken, I went inside the leisure center, and the others followed in behind me. I was already vaguely familiar with the layout of the place, having gone to it a few times as a teenager. To the left of the entrance hallway was a reception and then stairs leading up to the second floor. There was also another set of stairs leading down to the bottom floor and the entrance to the large gym hall to the left of us, which we could see down into from our current position, and which was also empty. The whole inside of the leisure center seemed to have been stripped clean of all wiring and fittings, leaving nothing but an empty shell and a slight smell of chlorine to linger on.

“Where do you think he is?” Dalia asked as she looked around, leaning over the railing to peer down into the gloomy gym hall.

I was about to shake my head when we all heard a piercing scream that echoed around the whole inside of the building. 

We all looked at each other because we knew the scream belonged to Monty.

“Drakkar is announcing his presence,” Davey said grimly as he stood wearing a long brown duster, looking like an extra from a western movie.

“He’s in the main swimming pool,” I said, having a feeling he would be there anyway.

“Let’s go then,” Dalia said and walked straight ahead toward the doors that led to the changing rooms.

“Wait,” I said to her, then looked at each of them. “Are we all clear on the plan here?”

Each of them nodded. Dalia also looked annoyed by the hold up. As much as Monty could irritate her, the two were still close, and it was killing her knowing he was getting tortured while we were standing around. 

“We’ll keep him distracted and in one place,” Davey said. “So you can use that power inside you to kill him.”

He spoke as if Drakkar’s death was a foregone conclusion, even though I didn’t share his confidence. The energy in me felt wild and scarily potent as it heated my body to the point where sweat was now running down my face. I did not know if I could control it once I let it loose, nor what effect it would have on any of those who were standing in the vicinity when it was unleashed. 

The whole thing was a huge risk, and there was the distinct possibility that it could all go horribly wrong.

As if sensing my doubt and uncertainty, Amelia came up and laid a hand on my shoulder, gently squeezing it. “We’re all with you,” she said, smiling, but her face was still drawn and pale. It was hard not to look at her and not be reminded of how she was when she was under the direct influence of the Dark One, with her black eyes and evil grin. On some level, she must have sensed what I was feeling toward her as she took her hand from my shoulder and turned away, leaving me wondering if things would ever be the same between us again.

But there was no time to think about that now, not after another of Monty’s screams punctuated the silence of the building, his voice so full of agony you couldn’t help but recoil from the sound as it hit your ears. 

“Bastard!” I hissed through gritted teeth.

As if none of us could bear hearing another scream, we all headed quickly down the open hallway, and then through the double doors and into the changing rooms, the smell of chlorine more pungent in here, the rows of empty lockers seeming to suggest that everyone had just cleared out one day and not come back, leaving the abandoned building to its own devices. 

“Through here,” I said as I led them through the changing rooms and then out to the swimming pool, dreading what state we would find Monty in.

Despite most of the wiring being stripped out of the building, the lights were on in the poolroom, which was obviously Drakkar’s doing. We spotted him immediately as we came out and paused at the shallow end of the empty pool. Drakkar was up near the deep end, looking as he did last time I saw him, still wearing the gray raincoat, which seemed stained with a lot more blood now.

As for Monty, he was sitting in a black leather office chair, each wrist secured to the arms of the chair with a rope of dark red magical energy. My eyes widened in shock as I saw how much blood covered his face and naked torso. Not only did it look like Drakkar had been beating on him with his fists, but Monty’s entire torso was also covered with many small cuts, each of which continued to leak blood, even as Monty himself sat motionlessly, his head dipped toward his chest as if he was unconscious… or dead.

“Corvin,” Drakkar said. “Finally.”

I immediately jumped down into the empty pool and glared at him. “You better not have killed him.”

Drakkar frowned for a second as if he didn’t know what I was talking about, before spinning around in mock surprise as if he was only now noticing Monty sitting behind him. 

“You mean your friend here? He was alive last time I looked, but sometimes you turn your back and people just… slip away on you.” He smiled in amusement as I glared at him. “Let me just check for you…” He clicked his fingers, and Monty suddenly woke up, as though someone had given him a shot of adrenaline. His head flew back in terror as he gasped for breath. “Yep, still alive.”

I took several steps closer. “Let… him… go.”

As if to back me up on this, Dalia, Davey and Amelia all jumped down into the pool, coming to stand beside me. Dalia’s anger was palpable as her eyes darkened to black while she glared at Drakkar. 

“I see you brought your friends along,” he said, moving to stand by the side of Monty, who only now noticed us, though his face registered little relief at our presence, perhaps because he now knew firsthand the threat we were up against. “I was expecting you to come alone, but oh well… more grist for the mill, I suppose.”

“You’ve claimed your last victim, Drakkar,” I said, feeling the wild card magic broiling inside me.

Drakkar smiled. “I hope you can back up such a bold claim, Corvin, otherwise—” He paused and clicked his fingers, at which point I heard a loud cracking sound like bones breaking, followed by Davey screaming in pain as he fell over onto the tiles holding his left leg. “All of you will end up as my victims.”

“He broke my damn leg!” Davey groaned.

As Amelia bent down to help Davey, Dalia let out a scream of rage as a mass of dark energy grew underneath her like roots from a tree, raising her several feet into the air. As Drakkar looked on in amusement, Dalia formed a large ball of energy between her hands before sending it flying at Drakkar, who merely caught the sphere of energy in his hand and sent it right back at her, hitting Dalia in the chest with her own power. 

The effect of the blow was so great that it was obvious Drakkar had added a little of his own power into the mix. Dalia’s body folded in half as the velocity of the attack carried her back through the air, crashing her right through the thick glass partition that separated the adults’ and kids’ pools. As the glass shattered around her, she kept going until she finally fell into the shallow depths of the kids’ pool.

“Bastard!” I shouted as Drakkar stood smiling casually at me.

He shrugged. “I try.”

From behind me, I could hear Davey uttering the words to a spell, and a few seconds later, Monty came rolling toward us in the office chair as if being pulled by a rope. Amelia caught him before he crashed into the side of the pool.

“Get them out of here!” I said to Amelia.

“I’m fine,” Davey said, as he tried unsuccessfully to get to his feet.

“Listen to him, old man,” Drakkar said, standing with both hands slightly out now as if he were preparing for battle. “This is between Corvin and me, and no one else. He should never have brought you here.”

I realized he was right as I looked at Amelia, who was breaking the magical bonds securing Monty to the chair. When she had him free, she held him up, as he could barely stand himself. 

“Go!” I told her. “Check on Dalia!”

She stared at me for a long moment, as if she was afraid she would never see me again. Then she nodded as she swiftly lifted Monty and draped him across her shoulder like he weighed no more than a child. 

Davey, who had managed to stand, held onto her other shoulder as they headed to the edge of the pool, Amelia climbing up the steps with Monty before hauling Davey up. They disappeared into the kids’ pool to check on Dalia, who I prayed was okay. 

Once they had gone from sight, I spun around to face Drakkar.

“So here we are,” he said. “Just you and me, as it was always meant to be, eh, Corvin?”

I stood glaring at him. The time for talking had passed. It was time to finish this thing. 

As Drakkar came to stand closer in the center of the pool, I focused my concentration on the wild card magic whirling within me still. But the fact was, I did not understand how I was supposed to use it. Even with all my willpower, the magic in me stayed put and refused to be expelled.

“What’s the matter, Corvin?” Drakkar said. “Having trouble using all that extra energy inside of you? I can feel it; it’s powerful. Perhaps too powerful for you to handle.” He smiled as if to taunt me.

With a mixture of rage and slight panic, I fell back on my regular magic and conjured a sphere of raw energy in my right hand, which I then fired at Drakkar. But unsurprisingly, he could move quicker than the eye could see to avoid my attack, as he did with my subsequent attacks, all the magic blasts missing their target as Drakkar seemed to teleport his way closer to me after each attack. 

As I was about to fire off another magic blast, Drakkar hit me with one of his own. My chest took the blow, and I got sent flying back across the pool, only coming to a stop when I smashed into the tiled wall.

Drakkar remained in the center of the pool, tutting to himself. “I’m disappointed, Corvin. I expected more of a fight than this. You came here to put me down, and it looks like I’m the one that will put you down now.” He shook his head. “I mean, talk about a letdown.”

Out of the blue, he teleported right in front of me, and before I could do anything, his arm moved across me, causing me to cry out in pain as I realized he had slashed me across the chest with a knife, the blade going right through my jacket and into my already scarred flesh. Then he brought his arm across again, and the knife slashed into my right cheek, the metal grating across my teeth as it cut deep. 

Once again, I screamed in pain, this time with blood spilling from my mouth.

“Such a disappointment,” Drakkar said as he stood back to stare at me. “I thought I could rely on you, Corvin. Clearly, I’ve overestimated your resolve.” He tutted and shook his head. “Now I’m going to have to kill you, and then all of your friends, and all because you don’t have what it takes to⁠—”

With a cry of rage, I sprang forward and hit him on the chest with a fist that glowed with magical energy. My attack was so unexpected, he couldn’t react in time, and the blow sent him skidding back across the tiled surface of the pool. 

With warm blood coursing down the side of my face and neck, I stood glaring at the mad mage, wanting only to kill him.

As Drakkar got slowly to his feet, he smiled. “Yes, there it is,” he said. “That rage! Bring it, Corvin! Bring it!”

A rage like I’d never felt before was flowing through me. Not only that, but the wild card magic seemed to react to it, becoming further energized by it as it felt like something was growing inside of me, something wild and dangerous that wanted only to be released.

Drakkar was on his feet now, a crazy smile on his face as he stared at me. “Bring it, Corvin!” he shouted again. “Do it!”

My face was a mask of pure rage as blood spilled from my mouth and ran down over my chin, dripping onto the floor. The wild card magic inside of me was reaching some kind of critical mass as it put so much pressure on my body that it felt like it would explode out of me at any second, probably killing me along with it. 

But I didn’t care if it killed me. 

As long as Drakkar got what was coming to him and my friends remained safe, that’s all I cared about.

Death came for us all, eventually.

“KILL ME!” Drakkar roared, his face barely recognizable as human now, looking more demonic than anything else. Magic arced between the palms of his hands as he seemed to prepare his next attack. “KILL ME OR⁠—”

In a moment of total calm and serenity, the rest of Drakkar’s words faded out until I couldn’t hear them, and then somehow I could connect with the now raging energy inside of me. 

It awaited my command, which I gladly gave.

“Destroy him.”

As the wild card magic burst from me in a blinding blaze of light, it felt like a freight train was passing through my body, forcing my back to arch so much I felt sure my spine would snap. But the pressure only lasted a few seconds, for that’s all it took for the energy in me to escape the bonds of its prison, and when it did, it shot right up to the ceiling before transforming suddenly into the most beautiful sight I had ever seen. 

Before my eyes, the wild card magic formed itself into something that I can only describe as an Energy Dragon, complete with wings and a tail, and a horned head with a huge mouth full of jagged teeth. The Energy Dragon’s body took on a myriad of different colors—cobalt, magenta, violet, viridian, copper and a host of others—all swirling together and glowing with an intensity that took the breath away. 

Even Drakkar, when I glanced at him, looked up and whispered, “Beautiful…” 

Until that is, the Energy Dragon screeched and then attacked. It came swooping down and went right through Drakkar’s back before bursting out of his chest, only to turn around quickly and pierce him again with its gorgeous light. 

Drakkar stood with his arms out wide as if receive the Energy Dragon’s holy fire, only there was nothing sacred about it, for it was just a force of destruction as it kept swirling around him, continuing to pierce his body with its head and tail, Drakkar sounding like he was experiencing both great pain and great pleasure, his moans and cries of pain borderline orgasmic.

Soon, the Energy Dragon swooped in for the last time, and when it entered Drakkar’s chest, it disappeared inside of him, all the beautiful colors and glorious display of light now gone.

When this happened, Drakkar and I stared at each other, as we both waited on what would happen next, even though I did not know if anything would happen. I even panicked that he had somehow defeated the Energy Dragon, swallowing it up inside him and consuming all of its power.

But fortunately, that wasn’t the case. The Energy Dragon’s disappearance was a mere temporary state. 

Drakkar knew this before I did, as something like a peaceful smile spread across his face. 

Unexpectedly, he lifted his right hand and pointed his palm at me, and a split second later, I was hit with a vision. 

I found myself not in the swimming pool anymore but standing in what appeared to be a large field surrounded by mountains on one side and a forest on the other. It was a beautiful sunny day, and the lush green field was peppered with color thanks to the abundance of wildflowers growing amongst the grass. Small birds and animals also danced around the field, while deer grazed by the edge of the forest. 

It was a beautiful scene until I suddenly got the impression that something was badly wrong. 

As I looked down, the gloriously green grass turned black, and the wildflowers withered and died as if they had just been sprayed with a fast-acting poison. As I watched on in horror, the birds dropped dead from the ever-darkening sky, and the deer by the forest fell over and died. With every blink, the scene before me got worse, until every living thing in it was dead, already rotting into the blackened soil. 

As the sky grew black and thunder crashed, I noticed another presence in the now barren field. A dark figure that stood not far away, featureless but for two burning red eyes that glared at me, and I knew right then I was looking at death incarnate, a being whose only purpose was to poison the Earth and bring death and destruction in its wake.

A being that was wholly unstoppable.

When the vision ended, my mind snapped back to the swimming pool, and I stood disoriented for a second as I refocused on Drakkar. 

He went to say something but never got the chance to, for the Energy Dragon that had disappeared inside of him appeared now to be bursting out of him again. Beams of bright white light suddenly burst forth from all over his body as if someone were shooting holes in him, drawing cries from him that were a strange mixture of agony and ecstasy. 

Then, with one final sustained scream, Drakkar disappeared in an explosion of light that burned brightly for just a few seconds before that same energy redirected itself toward me, taking me by surprise by once again disappearing inside my body.

Before me, there was no sign of Drakkar at all, and I knew his entire being had just been obliterated and wiped from existence. 

“I did it,” I whispered in near disbelief, before I collapsed as the world went dark around me.
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“Corvin? Corvin? Can you hear me? Wake up, Corvin…”

I opened my eyes to see the face of my mother hovering above me, her beatific smile beaming down at me like that of an angel’s. “Ma…” I said, reaching up to touch her face.

“No, Corvin, it’s me. It’s Amelia.”

I frowned as my mother’s face seemed to shift until I was looking at Amelia’s face instead, which was just as comforting to me. “Hey beautiful,” I whispered as I smiled up at her.

Amelia smiled back as tears welled up in her eyes. Then she leaned down and kissed me softly on the lips, a kiss that seemed to go on forever, and yet not long enough.

“Alright, you two. Jesus…”

I recognized that voice. It was Dalia. When Amelia stopped kissing me, she helped me sit up, and I saw Dalia and Davey standing, looking down at me. Monty also stood next to them, looking like an extra from a slasher movie, his face and body still covered in blood and slash wounds. I also saw we were still inside the swimming pool. “Drakkar…” I said in sudden panic.

“He’s gone,” Davey said as he leaned on Dalia for support, his right leg hovering slightly off the ground. “You did it, son. You ended him.”

Dalia shook her head at me. “That was some next level shit.”

“You saw?” I asked her.

“We saw enough,” Amelia said. “How did you conjure that dragon or whatever it was?”

I shook my head slightly as I thought back to the Energy Dragon that had exploded from me, and its magnificent colors and fierce power. “I don’t know,” I said truthfully. “I seemed to connect with the energy inside of me suddenly, and then… I just released it. The Energy Dragon did the rest.”

“Well, no matter how you did it, your Energy Dragon, as you call it, saved us all,” Davey said.

I looked at him and smiled. “You weren’t lying when you said the results of transmutation were hard to predict. I don’t think any of us could’ve predicted that.”

“Is it still in you?” he asked.

I paused for a second as I felt the Energy Dragon deep within me somewhere, but it was no longer raging and hungry, but sated. “It’s in me, but it feels different now, more subdued. Peaceful even.”

Davey nodded as if he understood. “It seems like it’s yours to control now.”

“We’ll see,” I said, still unsure about this new power I seemed to have gained.

Dalia frowned down at me. “I noticed Drakkar extend his arm toward you just before he got vaporized. What was that about?”

I shook my head as I thought of the terrible vision he had given me. “Nothing,” I said. “Just the last gasp of a dying man.”

Dalia nodded, seeming satisfied with this answer. “Right then,” she said. “Let’s get the hell out of this place. I need to sort out this old codger’s leg.”

“I’ll sort you out girly if you don’t quit with the old codger business,” Davey said as he hobbled on one foot.

As Dalia chuckled to herself, Amelia helped me to my feet, and I put my arm around her. “Let’s go home,” I said.
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Dalia drove Davey’s Range Rover as he couldn’t drive it himself with a broken leg. We dropped Amelia off at her uncle’s manor house, the orcs opening the security gates for us as we drove into the driveway. 

Before she went into the house, I stood outside with her in the flood-lit driveway for a minute. “Are you sure you don’t want company tonight?” I asked her. “I’m not sure you should be alone after everything that’s happened.”

She smiled and shook her head almost sadly. “I need to be alone for a while,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

I stepped up and put my hands on her slim waist. “I can’t help worrying. I love you.”

That sad smile again just before she kissed me briefly on the lips. “I’ll call you.”

I watched her go as she turned and went inside the house, closing the door behind her without looking back at me. 

I continued to stand for a full minute, just staring at the door until Dalia sounded the horn, at which point I turned from the house and got back inside the Range Rover.
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We dropped Monty off next, who had been staying uncharacteristically quiet this whole time, as if he was struggling to come to terms with what happened to him. 

“I’m sorry this happened to you,” I said as I helped him out of the Range Rover.

He shook his head and did his best to smile, which was no doubt difficult, not to say painful, because of the myriad of tiny cuts on his face. “I gotta say, it wasn’t the most pleasant of experiences having that mad bastard cut me while talking nonsense the whole time.” He looked down at his mutilated torso and sighed. “This will set my sex life back for a while, no doubt.”

I laughed. “Even now, you’re thinking with your cock.”

“At least he didn’t cut it off. That’s something at least.”

“You’ll heal. Just give it time.”

“I know,” he said. “And you owe me a night out for this.”

“I think I owe you more than that.”

Monty smiled. “Just a night out will do.”

I nodded. “Wherever it is, I’ll be there.”

He raised his eyebrows. “Wherever?”

“I’m going to regret saying that, aren’t I?”

We both laughed as we clasped hands. “I’ll be seeing you, brother,” he said before walking away, then added over his shoulder. “Get your gladrags ready.”

“Sure thing,” I called after him.
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Soon after, Dalia pulled up outside the bookshop on the Quay. “Are you going to be alright?” she asked as I opened the front passenger door.

I nodded. “I’ll be fine. And thank you,” I added, looking at both of them. 

Dalia shook her head. “We didn’t do much. I didn’t, anyway.”

I put a hand on her leg and squeezed. “Believe me, you did plenty. It was enough that you were there.”

She smiled. “I’m always here for you, you know that.”

I smiled back. “I do.”

I watched them drive away for a minute until the taillights disappeared around the corner. Then I stood for another moment, taking in deep lungfuls of the crisp night air, my mind inevitably dwelling on the vision Drakkar had given me. 

Was it real? I wondered. Or was it just Drakkar’s last attempt to fuck with my head?

Whatever the case, I hardly had the mental energy to think about it. All I wanted to do was fall into bed and sleep for longer than a few hours for a change. As I searched my pockets for the keys to the door, I considered calling Benedict to see if he had sorted things with the authorities, but as I didn’t appear to be surrounded by armed police, I took it he had. I would phone him tomorrow, just to be sure.

When I found my keys, I inserted the front door key into the lock and turned it, but something made me pause before going in. A feeling that someone was standing behind me. I spun around quickly with my hand out, ready to use my magic. 

Sure enough, there was a man standing there on the cobbles. A tall man dressed in a light gray suit, seeming to be in his sixties or thereabouts. His long white hair was tied back in a ponytail, and his beard was combed into a point of sorts. He looked incongruous in the suit, as if he rarely wore one.

He also looked familiar, and it took me a moment to realize where I had seen him before. 

“It’s you,” I said. “You were in Wicklow, in the woods that night.”

The man stepped forward as he nodded. “My name is Sylven Mirahorn,” he said in a thick Irish accent and deep voice. A voice full of effortless authority. “I’m from the Order Of The Serpent. It’s time we finally talked… Chosen One.”
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“Welcome to my inner sanctum.”

Sylven Mirahorn stood facing me inside a vast circular room that stood at a dizzying height, stretching to a massive glass dome reminiscent of an observatory. 

To say I was overwhelmed would be an understatement. 

Not a minute ago, I was standing outside my bookshop, staring in shock at Mirahorn as he explained we needed to talk. His presence and his words—the phrase “Chosen One” especially—had stunned me into silence. This was the man I had been so desperate to talk to, the man who presumably held answers to the many questions I had concerning the Order and my role in it. But before I could even bring myself to speak, Mirahorn had come forward and took hold of my arm, teleporting us to the place we were now in. His inner sanctum.

The place put my own little bookshop—my own inner sanctum—to shame. The circular walls were lined with shelves that were stacked with hundreds of thousands of books, row upon row of them, reaching to the glass ceiling. As I stared up, I noticed a metal walkway under the glass dome, clearly designed so one could stand and look out through the glass, perhaps at the stars above, or further beyond if one had the gift of sight, which I was sure Mirahorn did. 

As he stood wordlessly looking at me, I could feel the power radiating off of him—could even see it dancing in the air around him. I had never felt such powerful magic, not even from Drakkar.

And speaking of Drakkar, I still hadn’t recovered from my confrontation with him, which only seemed like it happened mere minutes ago, because my mind and body still hadn’t come down from the adrenaline-fueled rush of the confrontation. My mind still spun from having somehow conjured that Energy Dragon. Pain was also making itself felt in various places, namely my chest, where Drakkar had hit me on my already sore and disfigured flesh. My head, too, was pounding.

“You have any whiskey here?” I asked Mirahorn, not really caring how such a question might make me seem in his eyes. Fuck it. I needed a drink, and he hadn’t yet earned my respect. Powerful he may be, but he and his Order had purposely kept me in the dark for so long now that I was frankly a little pissed that he should show up like fucking Gandalf declaring that we needed to talk when I’d been looking to do precisely that for fucking ages now! 

And to throw the whole Chosen One bullshit in my face, as if he expected me to just play whatever role he and his cronies had set out for me? It was too much. I had every right to tell him to fuck off and leave me alone. The only thing stopping me from opening a portal and getting the hell out of there was the vivid memory of the vision Drakkar had left me with. 

The vision of death incarnate. 

I knew in my bones that the world would end, that it had to be prevented from happening, and that Mirahorn would be instrumental in making sure that it was prevented if such a feat was even possible. 

Given the terrible power of the dark figure in my vision, I didn’t hold out much hope.

“You’re angry,” Mirahorn stated matter-of-factly. 

I snorted as I shook my head, realizing at the same time that my torn clothes were covered in blood. God knows what a horrific sight I would see if I looked in the mirror right now. “Amongst other things,” I said. “If you knew what I’ve been doing for the last forty-eight hours, you would understand.”

Mirahorn stroked his long white beard. “Actually, I do understand, because I know exactly what you’ve been up to your whole life, not just the last forty-eight hours.” 

He turned away, once again leaving me to stand in stunned silence for a moment as he crossed the polished wood floor, walking up three steps to a large annex, coming to stand in front of a stone fireplace that stood higher than even him. “Come, join me.” 

He waved his hand across the fireplace, and flames immediately ignited the pile of logs in the grate. Then he sat down in one of two red velvet armchairs with deerskin throws hanging over the backs. There was a round table between the two chairs, and when Mirahorn waved his hand again, a bottle and two glasses materialized out of thin air.

If nothing else, he has skills, I thought as I watched him pour what I assumed was whiskey into the two glasses. More to get a drink than anything else, I eventually sat opposite him in the other armchair, which, as soon as I sat in it, felt blissfully comfortable. That, in combination with the roaring fire, made me want to go to sleep.

“Please,” Mirahorn said as he gestured to the whiskey glass on the table. “Help yourself.”

I reached out and took the half-full glass, downing the contents in one before refilling the glass again. The alcohol made me feel even more relaxed as I sunk into the armchair and stared wearily at my host. 

“You have a lot of explaining to do,” I told him as I crossed my legs and rested my glass on the arm of the chair. “Like what exactly do you mean when you say you’ve been watching me my whole life?”

“I didn’t say I was watching you,” he said, getting up to retrieve a long pipe from atop the mantel of the fireplace. When he sat back down, the tobacco, or whatever it was in the pipe’s bowl, seemed to ignite without him having to do anything, immediately filling the air with its pungent aroma. “It’s more that I’ve been keeping tabs on you, to use the modern vernacular.”

“And why would you do that? Because you think I’m some kind of Chosen One?”

His deep blue eyes were unreadable as he stared at me, puffing contentedly on his long pipe. He struck me as the type not to be fazed by very much, and I put that down to his age. I had no idea how old he was, but I got the distinct impression he had been around for a very long time. Long enough to transcend the petty concerns and ways of thinking most people had. 

“I know you are,” he said. “But do you know it? That’s what really matters here.”

I shook my head. “How am I supposed to know it? Because a few people have said so?”

“I thought you would have felt it by now.”

“Not really. I just feel like a pawn in a game that I don’t even know the rules of.”

Mirahorn smiled. “Well, we must change that, musn’t we?”

I stared into the fire for a moment, then said, “You knew my mother.”

“Yes, her whole life. Her passing still fills me with sadness.”

“Does it now? Why didn’t you do more to protect her if you knew her life was in danger?”

Mirahorn looked toward the dancing flames for a moment. “Regrettably, there was nothing we could do. I put Teresa on the Council to monitor Iolas. Somehow, he and the Order he is a part of found out about your mother’s ties to us. They are always trying to kill us, to wipe us out, for they know we are the only ones who pose any threat to them, though that threat has lessened over the years… until you came along, that is.”

“No pressure then.”

“You just have to believe, Corvin. That’s all we ask of you.”

“You keep saying we,” I said. “You mean the Order Of The Serpent? Maybe you should explain exactly what your Order is, and what it is you do. And while you’re at it, maybe you can explain to me as well what it is you want from me. I should also warn you I’m in no mood for any more cryptic bullshit or half-truths. I want to know everything, or else I’m leaving here, and you’ll never see me again.”

“You would leave here, even after seeing a vision of the future that painted a world in the throes of death and darkness?”

I frowned. “How do you know about that? I have told no one⁠—”

“You don’t need to,” he said. “It’s like a vivid painting on the wall of your mind. I can see it clearly for myself. Drakkar may have been a madman, but he wanted you to know the truth about what is coming… about what is already here.” He seemed disturbed by the thought as he looked away and puffed somewhat anxiously on his pipe. “Yours is not the only vision. Others have seen far worse.”

I couldn’t imagine anything worse than the vision still stuck in my head, hanging as he said on the wall of my mind like a painting that was very much alive and breathing, and which gave off the unmistakable stench of death. “I dread to think.”

“As well you should, for it is nothing less than total annihilation that we face.”

“Which you and your Order think I can stop,” I said. “Unless I’m picking you up wrong, which I don’t think I am. Adrina Ó Duinn was adamant that I’m the Chosen One.”

“And Adrina is right, you are. That doesn’t mean, however, that you will save us all.”

“What does it mean then?”

“It means you are our best hope.”

I drank from my glass before fishing in my pockets for the pack of cigarettes I hoped were still there. When I took the crumpled pack out, however, I sighed in annoyance when I discovered it was empty. Cursing under my breath, I threw the empty pack in the fire.

“Allow me,” Mirahorn said as he waved his hand over the table, conjuring a brand new pack of cigarettes.

“Neat trick,” I said as I picked up the packet. “Thank you.”

He nodded as he gently puffed on his pipe. “A man should not be without a smoke if he wants one.”

As I used a lighter from my pocket to spark up my cigarette, I suddenly felt a modicum of respect for the man, if only because he helped satisfy my craving. “Right,” I said as I blew smoke toward the fireplace. “Maybe we should rewind a bit here. Tell me about the Order Of The Serpent. What’s it stand for?”

Mirahorn crossed his legs as if getting comfortable. “The Order stands for nothing less than Truth and Light. Our members are often known as Servants of Truth, or Servants of Light. We exist to bring balance and enlightenment to the world, a task that we ably accomplished for many an era until opposing forces rose against us. We are essentially an Order of Druids, though others from different faiths and traditions have joined our ranks over the years.”

“And just how big are your ranks?” 

“Too few,” he said with some regret. “Too few. Our number was once strong, but I’m afraid the lure of darkness and power was too much for many. The forces of darkness are active in the world now, as I’m sure you’ve noticed. Things are on the brink of collapse as humanity seems to have forgotten the meaning of being human. Most have become chained and blinded by technology and those who control it. 

“Our enemies have misled the population into slavery, using means and technology that most aren’t even aware of. People think war and greed and the lust for selfish power are the natural order of things, that we don’t have a higher purpose as human beings, a spiritual purpose intended for us by the Great Mother. 

“So while people spend their lives staring blankly at screens all day—disconnected from their fellow man and their Higher Selves—the forces of darkness work tirelessly to ensure that humanity will not only be wiped out but also that those higher spiritual goals will never be attained, rendering the souls of man nothing but a distant memory; a ghost image in the fabric of the cosmos.

“You may think I am ranting, but I have been on this earth for a long time now. I have lived in the world before the Architects of Control took over and twisted everything to suit themselves and their insane agendas. I have experienced the world as it should be, a world free from the grip of sinister dark forces. That world is long gone, but the memory remains. It is what keeps me going, the desire to see that world again. “

I nodded as I took a drag on my cigarette. “You paint a bleak picture, and I agree that sinister forces run the world with agendas that go against the good of all humanity, but trying to resurrect this past utopia you talk about… I’m not sure that can be done. The world has changed too much. Technology exists whether or not you want it to. People have evolved, and there’s no changing that.”

“I disagree,” Mirahorn said. “Once we have released people from the shackles of slavery, they will come to see the truth and live and act in a way that is more congruous with their Higher Selves.”

I puffed my cheeks out and shifted my gaze to the fire, frankly surprised at Mirahorn’s naivety. He sounded like every self-help book I’d ever read. Did he really think he would restore the world to some kind of utopian paradise? I doubted such a thing even existed, despite what he said about the world of the past being better. He was no different to anyone else in that he romanticized the past, albeit a very distant one. 

“No offense, Sylven,” I said after tossing my cigarette butt into the fire. “But you’re coming across as naïve to me.”

He stopped puffing on his pipe to stare at me. “Naïve? I believe that’s your ignorance showing, boy. No one is saying the world will be all sweetness and light, but it will at least be balanced once more. That has always been the primary purpose of our Order, to bring balance by releasing the proper energy into the world. But the darker forces have made it nearly impossible for us to do that over the years. Our numbers have dwindled and our great colleges of learning are no more, demolished by the iron fist that now has a grip on everything, including the very souls of the people.”

“What is this other Order who opposes you? Who are they?”

“They are known by many names—these days as the Illuminati—but they first emerged long ago in Ancient Egypt as the Disciples of Apep. When they were forced to flee from Egypt, they came here to Ireland, which was practically the seat of Western civilization. Nearly all learning came from here, spreading East across the land. The Disciples slipped into this country and quietly established a base here. They have been working on spreading their vile philosophies across the world ever since, building as they go their vast architecture of control, while simultaneously putting down anyone who opposes them, most especially our own Order.”

“Apep? Why am I not surprised?”

“Yes, you have some experience with Apep’s disciples, don’t you?”

“I helped shut down a cult, and I killed the spirit that drove it.”

“You did well,” Mirahorn said. “But your actions barely put a dent in the larger Order. The great machine of hate still plows on unabated.”

The image of the dark figure from my vision came to mind again, its burning red eyes still filling me with fear. “Who is the figure from the vision? Do you know?”

Mirahorn nodded grimly. “From the beginning, the followers of Apep have desired full control of the world and the people in it, but that desire changed shape some time ago. The Disciples aren’t content with the world as it is anymore. Now they want something different, an even ghastlier form of control.”

“Like what?”

“They wish to wipe out the entire planet, every living thing,” he said.

“But why? Surely they have to live here too?”

“They have a different vision of the future now, one in which they meld their consciousness to machines so they become the machines, and immortal with it. They may keep a certain amount of the population alive, but in stasis somewhere, just in case they are needed. But mostly, humanity as we know it will be wiped out of existence, and only the machines will remain.”

“Like fucking Skynet,” I muttered under my breath.

“Excuse me?”

“Nothing.” I lifted the pack of cigarettes off the table and lit one up. “So, who is this mysterious figure in my vision? Is it a demon?”

Mirahorn nodded. “In a manner of speaking. It is the son of Apep, born of flesh and blood like you or me, but possessing his father’s terrible power. Thirty-two years ago, the Disciples of Apep held a ritual to impregnate a woman from their own ranks. The ritual lasted for two whole weeks, and it involved the systematic rape of the woman, along with much dark magic. The woman is thought to have died giving birth to this monster. The Disciples raised the child and taught the adult to control his powers. Now they have a man—a demigod—who is almost ready to be unleashed unto the world with only one aim: to destroy it.”

I shook my head in disbelief. “These people are mad.”

“Mad they may be, but they are also highly focused and determined to achieve their insane goals, which is why they have to be stopped.”

“And you somehow think I’m the one to stop a demigod?” I said with raised eyebrows.

“I know you are.” He stood up and placed his pipe on top of the mantel. “Follow me if you will.”

“What for?” I asked as I got up out of my seat with great difficulty, my body now firmly sore, the chair all too comfortable and the fire all too cozy. I would’ve been happy staying where I was, which Mirahorn must’ve noticed, for he walked back over to me just as I stood up.

“You’re in pain,” he said. “Let me help ease it.” He moved his hands around my body without touching me, as though he were tracing the outline of my aura. I soon noticed the faint white energy that emanated from his hands and which seeped into me. The effect was immediate. Most of the pain I felt disappeared after a few seconds, along with the burning sensation in the center of my chest from the cuts there. “How is that? Better?”

I nodded gratefully. “Yes. Thank you.”

His smile brought warmth to his lined face. “Good. You need to be strong to hear what I have to say next.”

By his words and the look in his eyes, I knew he was telling the truth, which made me dread all the more what was coming next. “Okay,” I said unsurely. 

“Come.” Mirahorn went down the steps and into the library below, crossing the floor to the bookshelves. When he came to a particular section, he suddenly levitated, floating up in front of the books, rising at least a dozen feet or more to reach the section of books he was looking for. While he did that, I stood by one of the large windows and gazed out, realizing that we were on the edge of a cliff, the choppy sea beyond looking gray and murky as it crashed against the rocks. The surrounding hills in the distance seemed wild and ominous under the gray sky. “Where are we exactly?” I asked him.

“A very remote part of Mayo,” he called down as he selected a book from the shelves and floated down with it in his hands. “This place is invisible to all. It’s been my sanctuary for a very long time now.”

“What’s the book?”

The book in his hands was massive, the greenish cover decorated with ancient Celtic designs. “It is a book of Irish Gods,” he said smiling, before moving past me to a large reading table that had stacks of other books all over it, some of which he moved aside to make space for the one he was carrying. Wondering what he wanted to show me, I watched him place the book on the table and then open it up, taking a moment to find the page he was looking for. “Take a look,” he said, stepping back slightly.

I moved around to his side of the table and gazed down at the open book. On the left page was a highly detailed depiction of a man who had antlers and cloven feet. In his right hand, he held a torc, and in his left hand, he held a large serpent that was partly coiled around his muscular forearm. The illustration also showed a stag standing next to the man on one side and a wolf on the other. I recognized the figure immediately, as he was one of the central characters of Irish mythology. “That’s Cernunnos, the horned god,” I said. “What does he have to do with anything?”

“Quite a lot actually,” Mirahorn said. “Cernunnos is a great warrior and protector of the Earth.”

“Sounds like just the deity we need right now, wouldn’t you say?” I said half-jokingly.

Mirahorn smiled a little stiffly as he stared at me. “It’s funny you should say that.”

“Why? Are you planning on summoning him or something? Can you do that?”

“He is already here.”

“What do you mean?”

Mirahorn put a hand on my shoulder as he gave me a grave look. “I mean, Corvin, that he is here in you.”

“I’m not understanding you…”

He looked deep into my eyes as if to make sure I knew he was earnest. 

“You are his son, Corvin. Cernunnos is your father.”
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It’s not every day that an ancient Druid insists you’re the son of a god. 

Despite his seriousness, my first instinct was to laugh at what he said, as if the idea was utterly ridiculous. “I do not know why you would think that,” I said. “But you’re wrong.”

Mirahorn stared at me placidly, as if this was the very reaction he had been expecting. “I know the idea might seem outlandish to you at this moment,” he said. “But I assure you, I speak the truth. You are the son of Cernunnos, the Horned God, and Lord of the Wild Things.”

My face scrunched up as I stared back at him, overwhelmed now by the weight of his declaration, and the certainty in his eyes. As far as he was concerned, he spoke the absolute truth. I hadn’t known the old Druid for very long, but I knew he wasn’t one for lying. Why would he say such an outlandish thing if it were not true? 

Despite his conviction, I had great difficulty in wrapping my head around what he said, more so now because I was thinking, What if it’s true? As crazy as it sounds, what if I am a demigod? 

“It makes little sense. I know who my father was⁠—”

“Max Chance.”

“Yes.”

Mirahorn nodded. “Max may have been your father, but he wasn’t your biological father.”

A deep frown crossed my face as a disturbance set in. “None of this makes any sense.”

“So you keep saying, but it will when I explain it to you.” He headed toward the raised annex again. “Come, you look like you need a drink.”

“Well, at least that’s something we can both agree on.”

Mirahorn chuckled as he took his seat by the fire, refilling the glasses with whiskey from the bottle. As soon as I sat down, I lit up a cigarette and grabbed my drink, downing half of it in one. As I sat there waiting on him to speak, I inevitably searched within for signs of a godly presence, for the tiniest inkling that Mirahorn might be right, but all I felt was… nothing.

“Don’t expect to feel any different,” he said as he gazed at me. “Your power remains hidden from you at this stage.”

“That’s convenient. Why?”

“For two reasons.” He steepled his fingers as his elbows rested on the arms of the chair he was sitting in. “First, we couldn’t have you growing up with the powers of a demigod at your fingertips. Can you imagine what a disaster that might have been? You’d be too powerful for your own good.”

“Fair enough. And the second reason?”

“It was imperative that your true nature remain hidden from all but a few. If the Disciples of Apep ever got wind of who you really are, they would’ve killed you long ago. You represent the greatest threat to their existence, you see.”

I took the last drag of my cigarette and tossed the butt in the fire. “I’m still not buying this. All I have is your word, and no offense, but I don’t know you, so…”

Mirahorn didn’t seem too put out by my skepticism. If anything, he appeared to expect it. “I understand why you would say that,” he said. “But I am telling the truth, and I will prove it to you soon.”

“Oh yeah. How?”

“I will take you to meet your father.”

“Cernunnos, you mean?” My stomach churned with anxiety at the thought of meeting another god, my last encounter with a god having nearly killed me. But it wasn’t just that. If Mirahorn was telling the truth, then I’d be meeting my real father, a thought which blew my mind.

“Of course. Who else?”

I sighed as I stared at the fire for a moment. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe him. He seemed genuine, and I didn’t get the sense he was lying. But what he was saying was so goddamn earth-shattering that I had trouble wrapping my head around it. And to think my father—Max—wasn’t really my father after me thinking for so long that he was? Well, that was just profoundly unsettling. Although I had to admit, it went some way to explaining why I wasn’t all that much like Max. Disturbingly, the more I thought about it, the more Max seemed like more of an uncle than a father to me; a stand-in parent figure who I had very little connection with, despite my fondness for him. 

“Assuming you’re right about this,” I said. “That would mean that Cernunnos would had to have… copulated with my mother.”

“Which he did.”

I felt slightly sick at the thought, and I don’t know why. “How did such a thing even happen?”

Mirahorn frowned slightly. “Well, they… came together… as males and females do.”

I shook my head at him. “That’s not what I meant, for god’s sake. I know how sex works. I mean, how did my mother ever come to be the one to lie with a god?”

“She volunteered. When we learned of what Apep’s disciples had done—spawning a demigod that would grow up into this Antichrist-type figure—we knew we had to do something about it. There was no way we could kill the spawn of Apep, for we wouldn’t even be able to find him. The Disciples would have him too well hidden from us, bringing him out only when the time was right, which would be far too late for us to stop him. So we took preemptive action and played the Disciples at their own game.”

“By breeding your own demigod.”

He nodded. “It seemed like the only way. We had to match might for might by creating a being capable of stopping the spawn of Apep. Your mother knew how important this was, and so she volunteered to be the vessel for this Being of Light that would eventually come to cancel out the darkness. Out of all the gods, we summoned Cernunnos and asked for his help. When he eventually came to us—appearing as a magnificent stag in the woods—we explained things to him, and he eventually agreed to sire a child to a human.”

“Just like that?”

“He knew as well as we did that something—someone—was needed to counter the coming darkness, and as a protector of these lands, if only in spirit, he did his duty, remaining in his stag form as he⁠—”

I held a hand up to stop him. “I don’t need the finer details, thanks,” I said, trying to get the image of my mother being mounted by a huge stag out of my head.

Mirahorn smiled slightly. “The coupling was a success. Your mother fell pregnant with Cernunnos’ child, and you have been kept a secret ever since. We came to refer to you as the Serpent Son, which was a code name of sorts. You would be the one who would save our Order and the world with it.”

“So no pressure then.”

“None.”

I reached for the cigarettes again, thinking at this rate I would need a few cartons of the damn things to get me through this madness. “You’d think after all this time that I would have had some inkling I was different—that I was the son of a god—but I’ve had none. Aside from being touched by magic, I feel normal.”

Mirahorn nodded as if this were to be expected. “Your powers are there, but beneath the surface. When was the last time you slept?”

I puffed my cheeks out as I shook my head. “Two days ago, I think. Why?”

“Do you feel tired at this moment? By rights, you should be falling off your feet.”

“I feel… fine, I guess, now that you mention it. I’ve never needed much sleep.”

“Now you know why. There’s an abundance of energy in you, divine energy that you have barely tapped yet.”

I thought back to my last confrontation with Drakkar, and the Energy Dragon that burst from me, and how it decimated Drakkar from the inside out, seeming to defeat his darkness with divine light. “So assuming you're right⁠—”

“You still doubt me?”

“Come on. A thing like this is hard to comprehend.”

He nodded. “I suppose it is, but comprehend it, you must. Apep’s spawn has fully comprehended his birthright since very early on. He will be well ahead of you in that respect, and probably in full control of his powers by now. You have a lot of catching up to do.”

“Speaking of which,” I said, before blowing out a stream of smoke. “How am I supposed to go about tapping into these powers that I supposedly have?”

“Cernunnos will help you with that once you finally meet him.”

“And when will that be?”

“When he decides the time is right.”

“Isn’t that time now?”

“You would think so, wouldn’t you? But alas, gods being gods, they do as they please, when they please.” He retrieved his pipe from the mantel and sparked it up with a mere thought. “Some time ago, we summoned Cernunnos to press him into fully realizing your demigod status, but he refused to do so.”

“For what reason?”

“He didn’t give one. Instead, he said he would see it done when the time was right, which to my mind is now.”

I nodded, not wholly surprised. “So I have to wait around on a god to do what… send me a text when it’s go time?”

Mirahorn frowned slightly as he stared at me, for the first time seeming somewhat baffled that I was anything other than a flippant child to him. “He will come to you, don’t worry.”

“I suppose I’ll have to take your word on that, like everything else.”

“You still doubt me?”

I sighed as I drew on my cigarette. “I don’t know what to believe. This is all a little overwhelming.”

Mirahorn took his pipe from his mouth and sat forward to gaze at me with his gray eyes. “Whether or not you believe me, there is no getting away from the fact that this is your destiny, Corvin. For the sake of us all, I suggest you wrap your head around that. Otherwise, we will all be at the mercy of the spawn of Apep as he drags the world into eternal darkness and destruction…”
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As if he was finished with me, for the time being at least, Mirahorn teleported me back to the bookshop in Dublin, materializing us both inside. He stood for a moment staring around at all the books as if he was reminiscing. “I helped your mother get this place off the ground,” he said. “Back in the day.”

“Was that for services rendered?” I asked.

Mirahorn stared at me. “You have your father’s sarcasm.”

“Which one? I have two apparently.”

“The real one.”

I nodded as I went and sat on the edge of the desk and folded my arms. “We’ll soon see.”

His expression softened somewhat as he came forward. “I realize this is a lot to take in, Corvin. If we could’ve told you everything sooner, we would have.”

I nodded. “So, what now?”

“It’s taken us years, but we may have finally found a Disciple of Apep who knows where Erebus might be.”

“Erebus? Isn’t that the Greek god of darkness?”

“Yes. It is also what the Disciples named their own god of darkness.”

“So does that mean I’ll have to have a fancy name? I might go with Corvinius. What do you think? Too Roman sounding? What about⁠—”

“Enough!” Mirahorn shocked me into silence with his loud, commanding voice, and for the first time, I was actually scared of the man. Despite his frail appearance, he looked like he could turn me into a cloud of useless dust, demigod or not. He came forward, his eyes blazing, until he stood close to me. “You need to take this seriously, boy.”

“I am,” I muttered.

“It doesn’t seem like you are. All this will be for nothing if you don’t accept who you really are and the role you have to play.”

“Your lack of proof is fueling my skepticism.”

“You’ve seen the visions. Isn’t that enough for you?”

I took a deep breath and let it out slowly. “I suppose it will have to be. For now.”

Mirahorn shook his head. “I didn’t expect this much resistance from you.”

“So what did you expect, that I would immediately rise to meet my destiny on your word and the strength of a few visions given to me by a madman? Despite what you say, I’m still only human.”

“I fear you are right on that score, but that will have to change soon.”

“Once Pop has put in an appearance, you mean?”

“He will come,” he said, ignoring my sarcasm. “Whether or not you want him to. In the meantime, I’d like you to go and see Adrina Ó Duinn. She’s expecting you. Help her get the disciple, and perhaps we can learn of Erebus’ whereabouts.” He turned away then as if to go.

“And what if we do learn of his whereabouts?” I asked him. 

“Then we try to destroy him before he destroys us.”

“Given how powerful he is, that doesn’t sound likely to happen, does it?”

Mirahorn turned to stare at me. “Then we’d better hope you become who you need to become before then. And Corvin?”

“What?”

“Trust no one outside of the Order. Not your friends, nor anyone from the Council. We can’t take the risk of you being found out before you are ready. Do you understand?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“Good. Now go to Adrina. We will meet again soon.”
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After Mirahorn left, I sat at my desk, pouring myself a drink and lighting a cigarette, thinking my mother was probably cursing me for smoking inside the shop. 

Speaking of whom, I looked over at the photo of her on the wall, her green eyes staring knowingly back at me. 

“A demigod?” I said to the picture. “Really? Thanks for the heads up, Ma.” 

I shook my head as I looked away, sighing as the weight of this latest revelation pressed down on me. Trying to comprehend it was still a futile exercise. When something is that monumentally huge, there is no comprehending it. My mind was just a blank, as if my entire existence had been shattered. I even held my hands out, making loose fists as I stared at them, as though they would somehow give me the answers I would need, or at least give me some indication that I was who Mirahorn said I was. 

But no godly energy manifested in my hands, and I felt as normal as I’d ever felt. “A fucking demigod. And just when I thought my life couldn’t get any crazier…”

A moment later, my phone rang in my pocket, and I fished it out to see that it was Dalia calling. I stared at the phone for a few seconds, wondering whether to answer, then sighed and said, “Hello?”

“Hey,” Dalia said, her voice somewhat more subdued than normal. She was obviously still recovering from her trip to the Shadow. “I’m just calling to see how you’re doing.”

“Apart from just finding out I’m a demigod and the son of Cernunnos, I’m peachy. Thanks for asking.” I didn’t actually say that. Instead, I told her I was fine.

“I don’t see how you could be fine after everything.”

I poured more whiskey from the bottle into my glass. “Well, some of us just have a sterner constitution than others.”

She went silent for a moment. “I’m not sure what you mean by that.”

“Don’t worry about it. I’m fine, though. How are you?”

“I’m okay, I guess.”

“And Davey? How’s his leg?”

“Better. We have everything we need here to heal him. He’ll be back being a pain in my ass again before long.”

I laughed. “I’ve no doubt.”

“Are you sure you’re alright? You sound slightly off.”

“Off? Don’t I always? Lately, anyway.”

“That’s true.”

“Anyway, I’m fine.”

“Have you spoken to Amelia yet?”

“Not since we dropped her off.”

“Do you think she’s okay?”

I honestly didn’t know. “She went through some heavy shit in the Shadow. I’m not sure she’ll ever be alright, not completely anyway. She’s strong, though. She’ll pull through.”

“Maybe you should go see her.”

I thought about how Amelia was when I stood with her outside her house last night. She was distant and didn’t appear in a rush to see me again. “I’ll check on her later,” I said, unsure of if I would.

Dalia seemed to sense my hesitation. “She was badly traumatized. You might have to give her time, Corvin.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

“I never had time to thank you,” she said after a pause.

“For what? Nearly getting you killed? Twice.”

“I went to both places of my own accord. We wouldn’t have made it out of either place if it wasn’t for you.” She paused. “Speaking of which…”

“What?”

“That magic you used against Drakkar. What was that? I’ve never seen anything like it.”

I hesitated before answering. “I might have an explanation for it, but I can’t say at this point.”

“Why not?”

“I just can’t. I’ll fill you in when I can.”

“Are you mixed up in something else already?” She sounded exasperated.

“Sort of, yeah. Something I was already mixed up in.”

“To do with this Order Of The Serpent, I’ll bet.”

“No flies on you.”

“Is it dangerous?”

“Everything is dangerous these days.”

“Just be careful. And if you need me for anything⁠—”

“I know. You’ll be the first I’ll call on.”

“You’d better. Anyway, I’m going. A body came in a while ago, a Demi-Fae. I have to go slice and dice now.”

“You sound like you can’t wait,” I said, shaking my head.

“Of course not. Physiologically, it will be like looking inside myself.”

“You’re a sick puppy.”

She laughed to herself. “I can’t help it. Anyway, go see Amelia. Make sure she’s okay.”

“Yeah, I will.”

“Take care, Corvin.”
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Once I’d finished my somewhat awkward conversation with Dalia, I headed upstairs to the flat. Stripping my torn and bloodstained clothes off, I stood in front of the full-length mirror for a moment, shaking my head at the amount of cuts and bruises all over my body, making me look like I’d gone ten rounds with a demon, which I guess I had in a way—two of the bastards. 

The symbol I had carved on my chest was also still visible, the reddish scar tissue standing out against the white of my skin. The things we do to ourselves, I thought, and then headed into the shower where I stood for a long time, letting the hot spray of the water wash away the grime and the residue of the black mold from the Tasar house, which still felt like it was under my skin even after much scrubbing.

Despite not feeling tired, I lay on top of the bed after I’d dried myself. Soon, however, I fell asleep, if only to shut out the world for a while. Unfortunately, the sleep was fitful and plagued with dreams of Erebus as he wrought his dark destruction everywhere, killing everything and everyone in his path, helped this time by eldritch creatures that I can’t even describe. Just before I woke up, Erebus turned to stare at me in the dream, which didn’t feel like a dream anymore, but more like some communion with the enemy. 

Erebus’ eyes blazed red as he spoke to me in a voice that boomed above the surrounding cacophony of destruction. 

“I am the Destroyer of Worlds!” he bellowed. “The Destroyer of Souls! Nothing will escape my wrath!” 

At that point, he reached out to grab me, his arm extending impossibly across a great distance, and just before his fingers could snatch me, I awoke from the dream with a start to find my naked body shivering and covered in a cold sweat.

“Jesus fuck…” I said as I sat up breathing heavily, frightened by the dream and its terrible visions of death and destruction, which all felt real to my disturbed mind.

As I sat staring down at the bed, all I could think was, We’re fucked. We’re all fucked.
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After getting dressed into a shirt, dark jeans, and an old leather jacket, I headed downstairs, intending to take Dalia’s advice and go see Amelia, even though I was reluctant to do so. I could’ve just been paranoid, but it felt like something had changed between us, though I didn’t know what. It felt like she had pulled away slightly, but as Dalia said, that could’ve just been because of everything that happened in the Shadow. Maybe she blamed me for Simoa’s death, I don’t know. Either way, I doubted she would have much to say when I went to see her.

When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I noticed the front door of the shop was slightly ajar, which was cause for concern because I had locked it behind me earlier. Frowning with my magic at the ready, I turned and went through the door next to me into the shop, only to find Benedict Bonneville standing in there, dressed as always in a dark Saville Row suit. He turned and smiled with a book in his hand as I walked in.

“How did you get in here?” I asked, sighing slightly at his unannounced visit, which I could’ve done without.

“Please,” he said, closing the book and putting it back on the shelf, the sickly sweet smell of his cologne permeating the air. “There isn’t a door anywhere that would give me trouble.”

“I was about to head out. What do you want?”

He stared at me for a moment, seeming slightly offended by my brusqueness. “You seem stressed, Corvin. What’s the matter?”

I shifted my weight as I stood by the door. “I’ve just got a lot on my plate at the moment.”

“Well,” he said as he slid his hands into his trouser pockets. “You’re about to have a lot more.”

“What do you mean?”

He shook his head as he came forward. “I hope you haven’t forgotten our deal already, Corvin. I won’t be a happy bunny if you have.”

“Of course not.”

“Good, because you’re starting work in your new position as head of the Council today. Right now, in fact. I have a car waiting outside.”

I looked through the window to see a black Jag with tinted windows parked outside in the dull, gray afternoon. “I can’t start yet,” I told him. “There are things I have to do first.”

Benedict took a deep breath as he stared at me, before taking a few more steps forward, his hands now out of his pockets, his smooth, tanned face set into a serious look. 

“Corvin, Corvin, Corvin,” he said, looking down on me. “I think you misunderstand the nature of our agreement. Let me remind you, you don’t have a choice here. One phone call is all it will take to put your friend Monty behind bars. And if perchance your friend means so little to you, then I have other means of persuasion at my disposal should you continue to insist that you have more pressing concerns than honoring our agreement.”

“Other means? What means?”

His dark eyes narrowed as he continued to stare at me. “I can make life very difficult for everyone you know, Corvin. Amelia Tasar is running a crime syndicate. Davey Byrne does illegal autopsies in his basement, helped by your little Demi-Fae friend. These people can be criminals—threats to the status quo—if I want them to be, making all of their actions severely punishable.”

I shook my head slowly as I stared back at him. “You really are a piece of work, you know that?”

“I’m just doing my job, Corvin. Now it’s time for you to do yours.”
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Not having much of a choice in the matter, I had to accompany Benedict to the Council offices on Dame Street. I spent the ride over squirming in my seat, knowing I had to deal with this Council bullshit now on top of everything else. Which was ridiculous, because if Benedict knew what was really going on, he wouldn’t be forcing me into being a bureaucrat. Or maybe he would, knowing him, being a company man to the bitter end and all. 

Either way, the bastard seemed to be enjoying my discomfort, perhaps thinking he now had full control over me, like he had control of everything else in his life. It would’ve been easier just to tell him about Erebus and the Disciples, but Mirahorn’s instructions were clear: don’t tell anyone. Which was fair enough. I doubted Benedict had anything to do with the other side, but you never know with people.

We went inside the 18th century Council building, which had a staid, dead sort of atmosphere to it. It was like walking into another realm, where everyone was just drifting about trying to get through the day in Bureaucratic Hell. I literally felt my soul recoil from the sucking emptiness of the place as I walked in with Benedict, who looked disturbingly comfortable in such stiff surroundings. “We’re on the top floor,” he said cheerfully as we walked inside the elevator, seeming to enjoy every second of my discomfort.

“What do you expect me to do here today?” I asked him. He looked pleased with himself as if getting me here was one more problem he had so expertly solved.

“I expect you to settle in, and to get your bearings.” He smiled. “To meet the team.”

“The team? I thought there were no other members.”

“There isn’t exactly. That’s something you must sort out yourself. Whoever you recruit will have to be fully vetted by us, of course.”

“And in the meantime?”

“In the meantime, I brought two of my finest administrators over from London to help run things for a while.”

As the elevator doors opened and we walked out into a long corridor with plush red carpet and wood paneling, I wondered what kind of people these “administrators” were. Knowing Benedict, they were probably more like minders, brought here to make sure I fulfill my duties. Duties that I wasn’t especially clear on, nor even interested in, come to think of it. I know I agreed to the job to save Monty from being locked up, but I had no interest in spending the rest of my days inside this stuffy building, doing nothing more exciting than shuffling papers and hearing everyone else’s problems.

We went through a door at the end of the corridor, stepping inside what appeared to be a medium-sized conference room containing a large window that had an impressive view of the city, as dull as it was today. In the center of the room was a sizable oblong table with various files and folders scattered across it. As I walked in, a man and a woman both dressed in dark suits got up from the table as if to stand to attention in their boss’s presence, which was Benedict, not me. 

“Afternoon, sir,” the woman said, smiling at Benedict like she wanted nothing more than to crawl up his ass. She was pear-shaped, with a slightly severe-looking bobbed haircut. Her eyes went to me, but she didn’t speak. Neither did her colleague, a slightly pudgy, black-skinned young man with a boyish face. Neither of them particularly looked like minders of any kind. I didn’t get the impression they were Touched, either. Perhaps they were just pencil pushers after all.

“This is Corvin,” Benedict said as he strode to the table, standing by the head of it as if naturally gravitating there, “the new Head of Council here in Ireland. He doesn’t have much experience, but I trust you two will keep him right and help him find his feet in his new position.”

“Of course, sir,” the young guy said, then came around to offer me his hand, smiling as he introduced himself. “I’m Jordan Wilkes. Nice to meet you, Corvin. Mr. Bonneville has told us a lot about you.”

“I’m sure Mr. Bonneville has,” I said, glancing at Benedict, who appeared to be reveling in the authority he commanded.

The woman approached next, her grip strong as she shook my hand. Going by her stern expression and serious dark eyes, she appeared to be the no-bullshit one of the two. “Susan Chambers,” she said. “We have a lot to get through. I suggest we get started right away.”

“Splendid idea,” Benedict said, rubbing his hands together. “I think you’ll find these two whizzes will make your job a lot easier, Corvin.” He paused to look at me. “Or harder, depending on how you approach things.”

Chambers smiled at that, as if she wanted me to make things hard, just so she could light on me with her bureaucratic wrath, which I knew would be considerable if she unleashed it.

“I’ll keep that in mind,” I said as I hovered by the table, glancing at all the files there, having little interest in what was in them. The only thing I saw was roadblocks to my real mission at the moment.

“Splendid,” Benedict said, seeming happy as he moved toward the door. “I’ll leave you in the capable hands of Susan and Jordan. I don’t expect there to be any problems, but if there is, call me and I’ll be happy to help.”

As I smiled stiffly, I once again wished I could tell Benedict what was going on, and sighed when I realized I couldn’t take the chance. Like it or not, I was now doomed to Bureaucratic Hell.

When Benedict left, I hovered awkwardly for a moment before moving to the table and taking a seat opposite the other two. As they each stared at me like eager dogs awaiting their commands, I said with little enthusiasm, “So, what’s our first order of business?”

“We’re glad you asked,” Wilkes said as he looked at his partner in pen-pushing. “The stack of folders nearest to you are the reported disputes that have yet to be looked at.”

“Disputes?” I said, hating the connotations of the word as I stared at the tower of folders.

“Petty grievances mostly,” Chambers said. “Though there are more serious issues among them.”

I lifted the top folder and opened it to find a report outlining a dispute over land between two goblins. Apparently, one had built a fence that intruded on the other’s property by a few inches. “You have to be kidding,” I said. “Shouldn’t Dublin City Council be handling land disputes of this type?”

“Not if the people involved are creatures or Touched,” Chambers said. “All such business falls under our Council jurisdiction.”

I replaced the folder atop the file and lifted the one underneath, reading over the report for a moment. “An elf wants permission to open a casino. An orc wants to set up a fight club. A werewolf is applying for rights to hunt in Ticknock Forest.” I shook my head. “How do these things usually get handled?”

“Normally, the Head of Council—that’s you—reviews the case first,” Wilkes said. “They then delegate the case to someone else, who will investigate before recommending a course of action. If you agree with the said course of action, you then sign off on it.”

“And if I don’t agree?”

“Then further investigation and discussion will ensue,” Chambers said. “Depending on the case, it can be a lengthy process.”

“I’ve no doubt,” I said, turning my attention to a different pile of folders. “What are these?”

“Cases that deal with more criminal matters,” Chambers said.

As I scanned the first report, I found it outlined a situation that recently developed between the orcs and goblins in the south side of the city. The orcs were apparently infringing upon established goblin territory in order to expand their criminal enterprises. “What are we supposed to do about this?” I asked.

“Diplomacy is the first course of action,” Wilkes said. “Someone has to mediate between the two gangs to find a solution.”

“And if talking doesn’t work?”

“Then harsher tactics are employed,” Chambers said, seeming to relish the idea of taking a firmer hand.

“Such as?”

“We will force a solution upon both parties, whether or not they like it.”

“I see. And if they don’t like it?”

“Heads will roll,” Chambers said smiling, sounding like she had plenty of experience in such matters. She struck me as a bit of a sadist, in fact. She looked the type to enjoy edgy role-play in a home dungeon, complete with leather outfits and all manner of toys, probably not content until she had her “victim” screaming in pain.

“Sometimes even literally,” Wilkes said helpfully with a smile on his face.

“So basically, the Council has the authority to do whatever it wants.”

“We do what has to be done, nothing more,” Chambers said.

“You sound like your boss, Benedict,” I told her.

She smiled slightly, seeming pleased by this. “We all strive to be as competent as Mr. Bonneville.”

“Indeed,” Wilkes said with a fawning smile. “He’s a great man.”

“A real superhero,” I said, my insides twisting up at having to sit and listen to all this. I might not have been entirely sure of my demigod status yet, but I was certain about Erebus and the pressing need to find and stop him. A need that was burning a hole in my gut, especially knowing Adrina Ó Duinn was probably waiting on me right now. It surprised me she hadn’t tried to call me yet.

“Forgive me,” Wilkes said. “But you don’t seem to be too enthused by any of this.”

“Well,” I said, suddenly standing up as a decision formed in my mind. “That’s because I’m not.”

The two of them looked shocked, as though I had uttered a blasphemy in their presence. Chambers stood up. “I hope you’re not thinking of leaving,” she said, a sinister tone to her voice now.

I stared at her. “What if I am?”

Wilkes rose from his seat now. “We really wouldn’t advise that, Mr. Chance.”

The fact is, I had decided to leave. I just couldn’t sit around here with these two soul-suckers when I was needed elsewhere. Of course, I knew the consequences of leaving. But if my friends ended up in jail for a while, so be it. There wasn’t much I could do about that. Benedict would understand anyway, once he finally found out what was going on.

“You can’t just leave,” Chambers said, seeming horrified by the thought. “We’re under explicit instructions to keep you here.”

“By any means,” Wilkes said, his face suddenly serious as he reached inside his jacket and pulled a gun out, which he casually pointed at me.

Really? I thought. Benedict wants me here that badly that he instructed Pinky and Perky to hold me at gunpoint if necessary? Why is it so important to him that I take this stupid job? It’s just not me, which he must know by now. 

Unless there was more to this situation than I initially thought. 

For the first time, I wondered if Benedict was who he said he was, and if perhaps he had been playing me this whole time. Was it possible that he knew of my supposed true nature? That I was the son of Cernunnos? If the Disciples of Apep were really all-powerful and had insinuated their dark influence everywhere, as Mirahorn had stated, what was to stop them infiltrating the Council as well? If I was a part of Apep’s Order, the Council would be on my list of institutions to infiltrate. It would be at the top of the fucking list, in fact. 

But if the Disciples knew who I was, why hadn’t they tried to kill me yet? Surely it would be easier to kill me than to keep me around under false pretenses? 

I couldn’t be sure if I was right on any of this, but I had a gut feeling that I was. “I don’t appreciate having a gun pointed at me,” I told Wilkes, making it clear by my tone that if he didn’t put it away, I would make him do so.

“How about two guns then?” Chambers said, pulling her own smaller weapon out now and pointing it at me with a sneer on her face.

I stared hard at them both. “How long have you both been disciples?” I asked them, observing their reactions to my question. Wilkes looked away for a second, which while not proof, was still telling. 

Chambers’ smile disappeared. “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “Sit down.”

Taking a step back, I turned and strolled around the table. “I don’t think I will,” I said. “I also think you know exactly what I’m talking about. How long has Benedict been a Disciple of Apep?”

The very mention of Apep’s name caused them both to look at each other for a second. “Don’t take another step, or we’ll kill you,” Chambers said.

I smiled a little as I shook my head. “I can’t believe Benedict has played me this whole time,” I said, half to myself. “I actually liked the guy… more or less.”

“Please sit down,” Wilkes said. “There’s no need for this to get ugly.”

Anger stirred in me. “Why am I not already dead?”

They both looked at each other again before Chambers turned to me. “We don’t know. We’ve just been ordered to keep you here.”

“For how long?”

“For as long as we are told to,” Wilkes said. “We planned on drugging you later.”

“Instead, we’ll do it now,” Chambers said, taking a syringe out of her pocket with her free hand, using her teeth to pull off the protective covering from the needle. “Don’t make us shoot you.”

Motherfuckers, I thought, shaking my head with disdain, pissed off now that I knew Benedict had played me this whole time. Was it just him or the entire Council complicit in this apocalyptic madness, this Lovecraftian nightmare? 

At that point, it didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered now was getting away from Pinky and Perky so I could warn my friends that they need to go into hiding for a while, lest the Disciples punish them for my actions. 

I don’t why, but I glanced at the ceiling for a second, noticing there was a small hole in the tile right above Chambers’ head. Next to the hole was a large spider, just sitting there, perhaps waiting for some prey to come along. 

A curious sense arose in me, one that I had never felt before, accompanied by a mild tingling feeling in my belly, and I suddenly knew that on the hidden side of the ceiling tiles, hundreds of spiders had made their home in the dry, humid conditions of the old building. 

As I looked at Chambers, I sensed somehow that she was arachnophobic, which was all the information I needed. Hardly knowing what I was doing, I reached out with my consciousness, calling the spiders under the ceiling to me, asking them to gather around the hole in the tile. 

Then I sent a thought to them: 

Now drop.

And they did. 

Dozens of spiders, some as big as my hand, poured down through the hole in the ceiling at my command, dropping onto Chambers like special forces soldiers parachuting to their drop point, immediately crawling all over her, biting into her flesh. 

Once she felt them, and then saw them, the blood drained from Chambers’ face and she began to scream, the gun dropping from her hand onto the floor as she tried in vain to get the spiders off her, more of which were still dropping from above until she was literally covered in them. 

It was an amazing sight, I have to say, and very satisfying to see that bitch scream and squirm as she did. Wilkes’ face was a picture as he watched in horror while Chambers ran around the room like a crazy person, still screaming like a banshee as she tried to get her worst nightmare of off her. 

Taking advantage of Wilkes’ distractedness, I muttered the words, “Ventum exquiris!” which allowed me to create a gust of wind that not only sent the folders and papers on the table flying into the air and around the room, but also lifted Wilkes off his feet, sending him sailing back until he thudded against the wall, before crashing down to the floor with a loud grunt, the gun leaving his hand and sliding across the floor. 

Before he could recover, I ran over and picked up the gun, and then used it to pistol-whip him across his skull, a spray of blood splatting against the white wall as he fell over, now unconscious.

After I tossed the gun away, I turned to look at Chambers, who was rolling around the floor now as if trying to squash the spiders crawling all over her. “Get them off me!” she screamed. “Get them off me!”

I thought for a second about commanding the spiders to retreat, but then decided not to. The bitch was going to drug me, after all. Plus, she was a Disciple of Apep, which made her part of the larger problem. 

Fuck her. 

She could suffer for another while. 

I also didn’t want her coming after me or alerting Benedict that I had gone, not until I had time to warn my friends against them.

“Bye now,” I said, turning to walk away. 

Chambers stretched her hand out toward me as spiders crawled all over her face. “Don’t leave me like this… please!”

I spotted the syringe she had held earlier lying on the floor, and I picked it up. Then I carried it over and placed it on the floor beside her. 

“There,” I said. “Put yourself to sleep. You won’t feel anything then.”

A scream of rage left her. “You’re dead! Erebus will kill you!” She laughed maniacally then, not seeming to care about the spiders covering her anymore as she got to her knees. “He will kill everybody!”

“You know what?” I said as I angrily turned back and picked up the syringe once more, stabbing her in the neck with it. “Why don’t I put you to sleep instead? That way, you can shut the fuck up.”

Whatever was in the syringe must’ve hit her immediately. For a second later, she fell over onto the floor, and a second after that, she was unconscious, the spiders still racing over her. 

Holding my hand out, I directed my thoughts to the spiders: Your work is done. Go back to your nests now.

Almost unbelievably, the hundreds of spiders covering Chambers’ prone body piled off her, marching in lines up the wall and across the ceiling, disappearing back into the hole in the tile.

“Wow,” I said with a shake of my head.

Then I turned myself invisible and left the stuffy room.
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Iremained unseen until I had left the building and ducked up an alley just down the street. Once there, I dropped the invisibility spell and took out my phone, first calling Monty, who annoyingly never answered even after several rings. “Come on, Monty, for fuck’s sake,” I said impatiently as dark clouds gathered overhead, threatening heavy rain. After a few more rings, I hung up and called Dalia instead.

“Corvin, I’m in the middle⁠—”

“Whatever it is, drop it. You and Davey need to get out of the house right now.”

“What? Corvin, what’s⁠—”

“I don’t have time to explain, D,” I said as I kept watch down the alley to the main street. “You just have to trust me. People will be coming for you, so you have to leave now. Find somewhere to lie low for a while.”

Dalia remained silent for a moment. “Okay, Corvin,” she said. “I’ll get Davey and go, but I expect a full explanation at some point.”

“And you’ll get one. But for now, find somewhere safe to stay out of sight.”

“How serious is this?”

“As serious as it gets. I’ll call again when I get a chance.”

“Corvin?” she said as I went to hang up. 

“Yeah?”

“Please be careful.”

I said nothing as I hung up and then tried Monty’s phone again, but he still wasn’t answering. 

Quickly, I wrote out a text and sent it to him, telling him to vacate his apartment right away. Hopefully, he would get it in time. If not, I would just have to call at his apartment. 

First, though, I needed to warn Amelia of what was happening. 

But as I was about to dial her number, the screeching of tires at the end of the alley made me look up to see a black car with men in dark suits piling urgently out of it. At least two of the men were armed.

“Shit!” I said, turning to see that the alley was a dead end, and I had nowhere to go. 

Well, almost nowhere. 

There was still my magic, which I could use to create a portal, but as I was about to, a movement by the side of me alerted my attention to a rat sitting on top of a dumpster. I stared into the rat’s beady black eyes for a second before looking back to the men still advancing up the alley toward me, seemingly in no hurry now as they probably figured they had me trapped.

“Don’t make this any harder than it has to be,” one of them said.

We’ll see about that, I thought.

As an experiment more than anything else, I turned back to the rat, that tingly sensation that I felt earlier when addressing the spiders having returned. 

Get them, I thought to the rat, spreading my consciousness out so that every rat in the nearby vicinity would pick up on my command. 

Just a few seconds later, rats appeared from everywhere, crawling up out of the line of dumpsters, running down walls, and emerging from dark holes in the ground in various places. The men who had come for me all stopped in their tracks as dozens of large rodents gathered in the alley to stare balefully at them, waiting like an army on my command, which I soon gave.

Attack!

The rats all moved at once, swarming as a pack toward the men, their little legs carrying them at speed while they squeaked and screeched like they were going into battle. 

Which they were—for me. 

The dark-suited men backed down the alley again, but they didn’t move quickly enough to escape the rats, which swarmed over them like a tidal wave, scurrying up pants legs, landing on backs, their claws and teeth ripping at flesh. 

The men screamed as they tried to run back to the car. One of them started shooting at the rats in a panic to keep them away, but there were too many for that, and soon the men were overwhelmed. 

But before the rats could kill them—and I knew they would’ve done—I called them back with a mere thought, and they abandoned the men immediately to go back to wherever they had scurried out from. 

Despite the circumstances, a broad smile spread across my face as I watched the bloodied men scurry back to the car like rats themselves.

The first rat I contacted was now sitting on top of the dumpster again as it stared at me. “Thank you,” I said to it, just before it wrinkled its nose and scurried off behind the dumpster.

As I opened up a portal in the alley and got ready to step into it, I felt a new sense of excitement and wonder well up in me. 

Perhaps, I thought, there’s something to this demigod thing after all.
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I didn’t know if the men who came after me were Council guys or Benedict’s private security team. Whoever they were, they had moved on me faster than I expected, which probably also meant they would move fast on Monty, so I knew I had to find him before they did. 

But I was late to the party, despite portaling straight to Monty’s apartment from the alley. 

When I got there—appearing in the living room of the apartment—I found no sign of Monty, but plenty of signs of a struggle. The TV was knocked over from its stand, the screen now smashed as if someone had trodden on it. The coffee table was upturned and a few ornaments lay smashed on the floor. 

“Monty?” I called, knowing I wouldn’t get an answer. 

Going to the window, I looked down to see a half-naked Monty being bundled into the back of an SUV by more men in dark suits. 

No, I thought. How did they get here so quick? 

It was obviously a different team outside. Benedict had come from London prepared, the bastard. Cursing, I formed another portal and landed outside by the building’s front doors, but I was too late. The SUV had already pulled away, its tires screeching as it sped out of the private carpark. 

“Fuck!”

I stood staring helplessly at the car as it screeched around a corner before disappearing. Now that they had Monty, they also had leverage over me, which Benedict would no doubt use soon enough, probably demanding that I turn myself in or… what? 

Would he go as far as killing Monty if I didn’t comply? 

Benedict was a ruthless operator, so I knew he would go that far, especially now that I also knew he was a Disciple of Apep. Somehow, I would have to get Monty back, but I did not know how just yet. I didn’t even know where they were taking him, though if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it was the same black site where Iolas was being kept. 

I’d find out soon enough, but first I had to get to Amelia, if Benedict’s team hadn’t gotten to her before me. Although, god help them if they had. They’d get a nasty shock if they tried to take Amelia in. All the same, I needed to check on her.

Before portaling away again, I called Dalia once more. “Are you out yet?” I asked her.

“Yes,” she said, sounding out of breath. “And just in time. Who are these people, Corvin?”

“Disciples of Apep.”

“Those assholes again? I thought you finished them all off at the Hell Fire Club?”

“So did I. It turns out they’re a lot bigger than just one cult. Shit is getting serious now, D. They just took Monty before I could stop them.”

“What?” she said. “Took him where?”

“A black site, I think.”

“You have to get him back, Corvin.”

“I know.”

“Do you need our help?”

“You can help by lying low for a while. I’ll call you when things change.”

“You better had.”

When I hung up the phone, I portaled straight to Amelia’s house, appearing in the entrance hallway, absurdly pleased with myself at the accuracy of my portals these days. I stood for a moment, aware of how quiet the house seemed to be. Normally there would be staff milling around, other elves and orcs connected to the business. Looking out the window, there didn’t appear to be any orc security outside either. 

“Amelia?” I called. “It’s me.”

“What are you doing here?”

I spun around to see Amelia coming down the broad staircase, dressed only in shorts and a thin top, her milky white skin and silvery-blond hair making her seem like a tall, slender ghost floating down the stairs. Her face seemed harrowed as she looked at me with little emotion.

“Are you alright?” I asked her somewhat hesitatingly, as I was still in shock from her appearance.

She sat on one of the bottom stairs and shook her head at me. “That’s a dumb question,” she said bluntly.

Of course it was. How could she be alright so soon after everything? Idiot. “I know this isn’t a great time for you, and I’m sorry for having to do this, but you have to leave with me now.”

“Leave? Why?”

“There’ll be people coming here. Men with guns who’ll want to take you away.”

She sighed and shook her head, seeming unconcerned. “What men?”

“Disciples of Apep,” I said. “They also work for Benedict Bonneville.”

She frowned, that last piece of information seeming to get her attention. “Isn’t he Council?”

“He is, but he’s also a Disciple. I haven’t long found out myself. His men just took Monty.”

Amelia rubbed at her temples for a second, as though she were having trouble processing what I was saying. “Why would they take Monty?”

“To get at me,” I said, coming to stand by the bottom of the stairs, her scent intoxicating to me like always, despite the circumstances. “It’s a long story, and one I don’t really have time to tell. We should leave here before the thugs show up.”

“So let them come. I’m not going anywhere.”

I stared at her for a moment, realizing this would be difficult, as she wasn’t of her right mind. She was grief-stricken, traumatized, and clearly depressed. Taking a chance, I sat beside her on the stairs. “It would be better if you came with me,” I said gently.

“Where to? Where’s safer than here?”

She had me there. I had given little thought where I would take her. “You could stay in Belfast at the Ó Duinn castle. It’ll be safer than anywhere.”

She snorted and shook her head. “With a bunch of vampires? No thanks.”

“Things have changed, Amelia,” I told her. “A lot. The entire world is at stake now, not just us.”

“What do you mean?”

Before I could answer, I heard a noise from outside. Getting up, I ran to the window to see a back SUV enter the driveway, after having hacked the security gates it seemed. “They’re here,” I said, running back to her. “We need to go now.”

“I told you,” she said, standing up and fixing her blue eyes on me. “I’m not going anywhere. You can leave if you want to.”

I shook my head at her. “You think I would do that?”

She said nothing for a moment, then started walking toward the east wing. “I’m going to strap up. You coming or what?”

I couldn’t help but smile. For the first time in a while, she sounded like the Amelia I knew…and loved. “I’m coming.”

Near the end of the east wing, Amelia opened the door to a room that turned out to be an armory. Every wall in the large room held racks containing guns of every type imaginable, from high-tech military-grade automatic rifles to pistols and even crossbows. On the floor were boxes containing grenades of different types and at least one crate of plastic explosives. 

“Help yourself,” she said as she went straight for the pistols, selecting two large semi-automatics, which she slid magazines into.

“Jesus Christ,” I said in awe. “There’s enough here for a small army.”

“That’s the idea.”

“I’ll pass, though. I prefer to use my magic.”

“Up to you,” she said, standing now as she held both guns, still looking deadly even in her bedclothes. “Are these guys here to kill or capture? Not that it matters.”

“Capture, I think.”

“Well, that will not happen.”

“Where’s all of your security?”

“I sent them away for a while. I needed to be alone.”

There was a loud crash from the entrance hallway as they bashed the front door in. “We could’ve been doing with them now.”

A slight smile crossed her face. “What’s wrong? Are you afraid?”

I pursed my lips slightly as I shook my head. “I can handle myself, as you well know.”

She came close to me as our eyes locked for a second, some vague desire passing between us before she turned and walked away. 

With my magic at the ready, I followed her out of the armory and down the hallway. She moved silently in her bare feet, both guns pointed out in front of her. As she moved, my gaze drifted to her ass—which looked tremendous in the shorts she wore—and to the little bunny rabbit logo on the back, which made me smile. 

But my smile was soon cut short when a dark-suited agent rounded the corner suddenly, a gun pointed our way. “Don’t move!” the agent shouted. “Or I’ll⁠—” 

That was as far as he got before Amelia blew half his head off with one of her pistols, the noise from the gun deafening in the confines of the hallway. Before I even had time to feel shocked, she was moving forward again, boldly rounding the corner into the entrance hallway, where she immediately shot once more, firing both guns in different directions, getting off at least a dozen rounds as the other agents fired back at her, bullets whizzing past her and embedding themselves into the walls. 

As I came into the entrance hallway, there appeared to be only one agent left, standing by the front door, a gun aimed at Amelia. But as he fired, Amelia gracefully dropped onto the floor, landing on her back with both guns pointed at the remaining agent, both of which she fired, putting at least a dozen bullets into him, driving him back through the door entrance and out onto the steps outside, where he then collapsed in death, his white shirt now soaked with blood.

Just in case, I did a quick sweep of the entrance hallway and the adjoining hallways to make sure there were no more agents hiding anywhere, which there didn’t appear to be. Four bodies lay on the floor in the entrance hallway, and one on the steps outside. 

Amelia was back on her feet, her guns held down by her side now as she stared at the bodies on the floor. “Well, that was satisfying,” she said. “Just what I needed.”

“A little gun-based therapy?” I said with a wry smile, having no sympathy for the dead agents, considering who they worked for.

“The best kind.”

“You fancy a little more?”

Amelia’s smile brought that fierce brightness back into her eyes. “Give me a moment to get changed.”
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While Amelia was off getting changed, I remained in the entrance hallway, surrounded by bodies as I took out my phone and called Benedict’s number. “What have you done with Monty?” I asked him when he answered, unable to keep the anger from my voice.

“Corvin,” he said, sounding a lot less jovial than he usually did. Clearly the gig was up in his mind. I was now the enemy, so no need for pleasantries anymore. “I wondered how long it would take you to call.”

“Where is he, Benedict?”

“The same place your girlfriend will soon be.”

I snorted as I looked around at the dead agents. “You’re wrong there. Know how I know?”

“Please, do tell.”

“Because the men you sent to get her are all dead, that’s why. They’re bleeding out around me right now.”

He went silent for a second. “I should’ve had you killed a long time ago,” he said. “I wanted to do it, but our dark savior had other ideas evidently.”

“Dark savior? You mean Erebus?”

“I see you’ve been filled in.”

“Why are you involved in this, Benedict? I thought you were a Councilman.”

“I was until I was shown the futility of continuing to work to a pointless agenda. I’m nothing if not a practical man, Corvin. The Disciples showed me another way, another future.”

“Living as a machine in a dead world? What kind of future is that?”

“The world will die one way or another. Erebus is just speeding up the process, and making sure there is still existence for us Disciples. Imagine what kind of world we could create, controlling technology from within. The human race as we know it is dead in the water. It’s time to evolve, and for a new form of life to arise. The New Breed, if you will.”

“I will do everything in my power to make sure that doesn’t happen, I promise you that.”

Benedict laughed coldly. “Because you’re a demigod?”

“Yes.” 

For the first time, I actually believed it.

He laughed again. “You don’t even know how to use your powers, and even if you did, you would not stand up against Erebus. His might is unstoppable.”

“I guess we’ll see about that,” I said, not feeling confident in the face of his absolute faith in his god, Erebus.

“I don’t think we will,” he said. “You won’t get the chance. Return to the Council building on Dame Street. If you don’t, I’ll have your friend killed, just as you killed my men.”

“Fuck you, Benedict!”

“You have one hour.”

“Benedict—” He hung up the phone before I could say anything else. “Fuck!”

“What’s the matter?” Amelia was at the bottom of the stairs, dressed in black leather tactical gear, a gun strapped to each leg.

“Benedict wants me to come in, or he’ll kill Monty.”

“How long?”

“One hour.”

She came off the stairs to stand beside me. “Do you still believe Monty is at this black site?”

I nodded. “I’d put money on it. I don’t know where it is, though, not exactly anyway. I was hooded when I was brought there the last time.”

“Don’t worry,” she said. “I know exactly where it is.”

“What? How?”

“After you went to see Iolas, I did some digging through his files. He kept tabs on everything, including Council black sites. I figured if I was going to visit him, that I didn’t want a couple of thugs hooding me in the back of a van. I’d rather get there of my own accord.”

I could’ve kissed her. In fact, I did kiss her, taking her head in both hands as I pressed my lips against hers, surprised when she responded by opening her mouth and sliding her tongue briefly inside my mouth. When we pulled apart, we stared at each other for a moment, as though reconnecting after all the upheaval lately. 

“Come on,” she said eventually. “We have little time if we want to save Monty.”

“I can get us there quick,” I said. “I’ve been perfecting my portaling abilities lately. Just give me a location, and I’ll whisk us right there.”
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Night had fallen when we landed near the black site, which turned out to be nestled in the hills just outside the city. Amelia and I sat crouched on the crest of a grassy slope that surrounded the outside of the large compound, which appeared to be protected by an electrified fence. The only light came from inside the sprawling one-story building itself, which was enough to illuminate the yard outside and the two guards who patrolled it.

“So, what’s the plan?” Amelia asked.

“Plan? I haven’t thought that far ahead.”

“Can you portal us inside?”

“I suppose that would be easier than trying to get past the electric fence and the two guards.”

“That’s what I was thinking. Do you know the layout inside?”

“Not really,” I said. “Just the part I was in last time.”

Amelia shook her head at me. “You’re not much of an operative, are you?”

“Give me a break. I didn’t know I’d be back here, least of all to infiltrate the place.”

“Just get us inside,” she said as she took out one of her guns. “How many do you think are in there?”

I shrugged. “Hard to say. Staff seemed thin on the ground when I was here last.”

“We’ll just have to take our chances.”

“All we have to do is find Monty. Once we do, I can portal us straight out again. And Amelia?”

“What?”

“Try not to kill anybody. We don’t know if these people are Council or Disciples.”

Amelia pulled back the slide on her gun. “I don’t care. If they try to stop us, I’ll put them down.”

“Can’t you just shoot them in the leg or something? If the fucking Terminator can do it, so can you.”

She laughed. “The Terminator?”

“Yeah, you’d have been good in that movie, the one with the female Terminator.”

“That’s how you see me? As a killing machine?”

“No, but you don’t exactly hold back either.”

“If I kill someone, it’s because they deserve it, or because they tried to kill me first. If anyone in here tries to kill me, I won’t be shooting them in the leg, believe me.”

I shook my head, knowing I would never win this argument. “Okay, fine. Do what you have to do. Hopefully, you won’t need to.”

I moved behind a large shrub that masked the light from the portal once I opened it. I went through first, focusing on coming out in the front hallway, which I did, Amelia coming through a second later, immediately aiming her gun at the surprised guard sitting behind the front desk. The same large, bearded man I remembered from last time.

“Hands up, asshole!” Amelia said as she moved aggressively toward the desk.

“I’d do as she says,” I told the man, who raised his hands in front of him, looking calm for someone who had a gun pointed at him. “What’s your name?”

He said nothing until Amelia walked up to him and put her gun to his head. “John,” he said. 

“John,” I repeated as I checked up the corridor for signs of other people. “You probably remember me from the last time I was here.”

“You came to see the elf.”

“That’s right. How many more are here?”

“How many more what?”

“Staff,” Amelia said, pressing the gun against his forehead now, and for the first time, John seemed slightly afraid. I didn’t blame him. Amelia could be intimidating, more so now that she appeared to be sublimating her recent anguish into more aggressive behavior.

“Just the two guards outside,” he said. “That’s it.”

“You’re lying.” Amelia pressed her gun harder against his head, causing him to wince with concern for his life.

“Fine,” he said. “There’s about half a dozen staff throughout the building. Most of them are just workers. They won’t pose any threat to you.”

“We’ll be the judge of that,” Amelia said.

I walked up to the desk. “Okay, John, we’re only here for our friend. You take us to him, and no one will get hurt.”

“Who’s your friend?”

“Monty McGuire.”

He snorted slightly. “The joker.”

“That’s him. Where is he?”

“In the room next to the elf.”

“Iolas?” Amelia asked.

“Yeah,” John said, looking at Amelia as if he was now just noticing the resemblance.

“Alright,” she said, taking a step back. “Move out from behind the desk, slowly.” He did as she asked while she kept her gun trained on him, coming to stand in the corridor. Amelia shifted behind him. “Now move.”

As we followed John up the long corridor, I monitored our six. The place seemed quiet, like a hospital at night kind of quiet, almost eerily so. “How many prisoners do you have here?” I asked John.

“Including your friend, thirteen.”

“Thirteen? Who are they all?”

“People the Council don’t want running around in society.”

“The Council or just Benedict Bonneville?”

“Does it matter?”

“Maybe.”

“Forget it,” Amelia said to me. “We’re not here to break everyone out.”

“And what if they don’t deserve to be here, like Monty?”

“Some of them are mass murderers,” John said. “Just so you know.”

“See,” Amelia said. “Let’s just get Monty and go.”

I had a feeling that every prisoner in this place was here because they somehow posed a threat to the Disciples of Apep, put here by Benedict so he could keep them safely out of the way. But even if that was the case, I knew I didn’t have time to get them all out. I should’ve been in Belfast by now, meeting up with Adrina. Amelia was right, we should just get Monty and go. If the world was still here down the line, I could always come back and sort out the other prisoners. A while longer in captivity wouldn’t hurt them.

John led us into a hallway I recognized. To my left was the door that led into the room where Iolas was being kept prisoner. “Your friend is in there,” he said, pointing to the door just down a bit from Iolas’.

“Open it,” Amelia said, keeping the gun on him as he moved toward the door, his hand going to the key chain on his belt.

“You should know,” I said to Amelia. “Iolas’ cell is through that other door there.”

Amelia stared at me for a moment. “He’s in there?”

I nodded. “Go see him. I’ll sort Monty out.”

She thought for a minute and then ordered John to open the other door. “Thanks,” she said, and then hit him with a left hook to the jaw that seemed effortless, but which rendered John unconscious before he even hit the floor. Then she looked at me. “See? Still alive.”

I smiled as I shook my head. “I’ll get Monty.”

As Amelia entered Iolas’ cell, I went into the room next door to be confronted by a thick plexiglass partition, behind which Monty lay on top of a single bed, dressed in a white jumpsuit. He sat up when he noticed the door opening, and his eyes widened in surprise when he saw me. I smiled as I went to the plexiglass. “It’s well for some,” I said. “Lying around on their lazy ass.”

“Corvin,” Monty said as he came to the plexiglass. “Please tell me you’re here to get me out.”

“Actually, I’m just here for a visit…”

Monty’s face dropped. “Are you shitting me?”

“Yes, of course I’m shitting you. Jesus, do you think I was just going to let you rot in here?”

He breathed a sigh of relief as he shook his head. “I don’t know what to think. I thought I was never getting out of here.”

Rather than mess about with doors or trying to get through the plexiglass, I simply portaled into Monty’s cell. Once I did, Monty pulled me into a hug. “I can always count on you, brother,” he said.

“Alright,” I said after breaking away. “We don’t have time for bro-hugs. We need to get out of here.”

“You’re telling me. Let’s fucking do it.”

I portaled us back into the room, and then we walked out into the hallway. When Monty spotted John lying out cold on the floor, he grabbed his keys. “What are you doing?” I asked him.

“Getting this contraption off.” He pulled up his jumpsuit to show me the metal bracelet on his right ankle. “It stops me from using my magic.”

“Bastards have thought of everything,” I said, before going into the next room to find Amelia standing. Iolas stood on the other side of the plexiglass. His long white hair seemed tousled and greasy, and his face pinched and drawn as if being a prisoner for so long had taken its toll on him.

“Corvin,” he said, as if glad to see me. “Tell her I’ve changed.”

I looked at Amelia, then back to him. “I’m not sure if that’s true.”

“He wants me to release him,” Amelia said, seeming unsure of what to do.

I shrugged. “It’s up to you.”

“Please,” Iolas said as he stood close to the glass. “I’m dying in here, Amelia, fading away without my magic.”

“That’s the whole point,” Amelia said, a note of bitterness in her voice, for which I couldn’t blame her.

“Look at me, Amelia,” Iolas pleaded, seeming to have genuine remorse in his eyes. “I deeply regret the way I treated you.”

Amelia walked close to the plexiglass. “You crucified me… tortured me…”

Iolas closed his eyes for a second as if the shame was too much. “I know. There’s not a day goes by when I don’t feel shamed by that callous act.”

“You’re only saying that because you’re stuck in here.”

“I’ll admit, being a prisoner has given me much time to think and evaluate my past actions,” he said. “I’ve done much I regret.” He shifted his gaze to me for a second, as if implying that he regretted having my mother killed. “I chose the wrong side.”

I frowned. “What do you mean?”

“After I did what I did to your mother, I knew I had gone too far,” he said. “I acted like the unthinking Disciple that I was.”

“You’re one of them?” Amelia asked, disgustedly.

“I was,” he said. “I stepped away from the Disciples, refused to do their bidding any longer. Why do you think I’m in this cursed place? I’m here because Benedict and his cronies wanted to punish me for going against them. They never cared about the death magic book. They just wanted me, and they used you, Corvin, to get to me. Used your grief and desire for revenge to their advantage.”

I shook my head in disdain. “You’re all despicable, as far as I’m concerned.”

“I agree,” Amelia said. “Let’s go, Corvin.”

As we went to walk away, Iolas pressed himself against the plexiglass. “Please!” he shouted. “Don’t leave me here! I beg of you!”

“We have company,” Monty said as he poked his head around the door. “I can hear voices.”

“Okay,” I said, then looked at Amelia. “I’ll leave you to decide.”

She gripped my arm as I went to go out to the hallway, putting her head close to mine. “What do you think I should do?” she asked in a low voice. 

“He’s your uncle,” I said after a pause. “I know he’s an asshole, but he’s the only family you have left.” I looked over at Iolas, who appeared to have tears in his eyes now. “He seems to have learned his lesson.”

“And if he hasn’t?”

“Then you bitchslap his ass back behind bars again.”

Amelia nodded as she let go of my arm, and I went out to the hallway with Monty, just in time to see a man and a woman come walking around the corner at the end of the corridor. They stopped dead in their tracks when they saw us, then promptly sprinted back around the corner again.

“Should we go after them?” Monty asked.

I thought for a second and then shook my head. “No, let them go. We’ll be out of here shortly, anyway.”

As I went to go check on Amelia, I heard two loud bangs coming from the room. When I went inside, I saw Amelia had shot the lock on the partition door, before kicking it open, allowing a grateful looking Iolas to come walking out. Amelia grabbed his arm as he did so. “Don’t make me regret this,” she said, looking like she did already. “And just so we’re clear, I run the business now. I’m the boss now, not you.”

Iolas nodded after staring at her for a moment. “Of course.”

“You’ll be wanting that bracelet off,” Monty said, holding up John’s keys before tossing them to Iolas. Amelia, however, caught the keys before Iolas did. 

“Not yet,” she said, pocketing the keys.

Iolas seemed pissed, but he said nothing, and I grinned at the wicked smile on Amelia’s face.

Payback’s a bitch, I thought.
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Before any sort of back-up could arrive at the compound, I portaled us all out of there, landing us back at the Tasar mansion in the entrance hallway.

“What the hell happened here?” Monty asked as he stared at the bodies lying around.

“Amelia needed to get some shit out of her system,” I said.

“Looks like she managed it.”

“Benedict’s men, I presume?” Iolas said, unaffected by the corpses littering the floor.

I nodded. “He was trying to get leverage over me.”

“It seems like he underestimated you,” Iolas said, staring at me like he knew the feeling well.

“So, what now?” Amelia said.

“Where are the orcs?” Iolas asked. “They should be cleaning this mess up.”

“I sent them away for the time being.”

“Why?” 

“It doesn’t matter why.” She stared almost challengingly at him for a moment until he nodded and looked away.

“Well, I’m just thrilled to be home,” he said. “I need to get out of this awful jumpsuit, though.”

“You and me both,” Monty said. “It’s killing my style.”

“You were a prisoner,” I said. “Prisoners don’t have style.”

“You can help me dispose of these bodies,” Amelia said to him. “Maybe keep the jumpsuit on until we’re done.”

Monty nodded, even though the idea of disposing of bodies clearly left a nasty taste in his mouth. “Aye, whatever you say.”

“Perhaps you wouldn’t mind removing this bracelet from my ankle now,” Iolas said to Amelia.

“I would mind, actually,” she said. 

“You’re still punishing me,” he said, seeming to accept it, knowing he didn’t have a choice. Things had changed, and there was no going back. Iolas knew this as well as anybody.

“I might crucify you later too, just so you know how it feels.”

Monty made a hissing sound as he looked at Iolas. “Oh, I felt that one,” he said. “You know what they say, Iolas? Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned.”

Iolas gave Monty an irritated look as I smiled to myself. “Right,” I said. “I have to go to Belfast now.”

Amelia frowned. “Belfast? What for?”

“To meet up with Adrina Ó Duinn.”

“I see,” she said, sounding slightly miffed. “Why are you meeting with vampires?”

“Not just vampires. Members of the Order.”

“Clearly, Corvin hasn’t filled you in on what’s happening,” Iolas said, smiling slightly to himself. “About who he really is, for instance.”

I threw Iolas a look as if to say, “Thanks.”

“What’s he talking about?” Monty asked.

Obviously, Mirahorn said not to say anything, but as it seemed like my true heritage was the worst kept secret ever, I didn’t see the harm in talking about it now. “Well, to put it bluntly, I’m a demigod,” I said, then laughed. “As ludicrous as that sounds.”

“Holy shit,” Monty said. “That’s… bleedin’ awesome!”

I sighed slightly as I looked at Amelia, who stared at me in confusion. “You’re serious,” she said.

“He is,” Iolas said. “Corvin here is none other than the son of Cernunnos.”

“That’s the most ridiculous thing I’ve ever heard,” Amelia said.

“Maybe,” I said. “But it’s true. Why do you think Benedict and the Disciples of Apep are going to such lengths to get to me?”

“How long have you known about this?” she asked.

“I just found out yesterday.”

“From old Mirahorn, I assume?” Iolas said.

“Yes.”

“This is awesome,” Monty said, smiling and shaking his head. “My mate, the demigod. The girls are going to love that one.” He frowned for a second. “But what about your powers? I’ve never seen you do anything… demigody.”

“I can control animals,” I offered almost sheepishly. “I found that one out earlier.”

“Sweet,” Monty said. “That’ll come in handy on a night out.”

“He won’t gain his full powers until he meets his father, Cernunnos,” Iolas said. “His powers must be activated.”

“So Mirahorn said.”

Amelia stood staring at me as she shook her head in disbelief. “There’s never a dull moment with you, is there?”

I felt like saying that’s why she loved me but didn’t in front of the other two. “I’m sure Iolas knows the whole story behind everything, with Erebus and what the Disciples are planning. He can fill you in.”

“Who’s Erebus?” Monty asked.

“Another demigod that I have to top from destroying the world, that’s all.”

“Indeed,” Iolas said grimly, knowing full well what I and everyone else would be up against soon enough, having been no doubt instrumental in helping the Disciples lay their plans, which made me wonder…

“You better not fuck us, Iolas,” I said, staring straight at him. “I’ll make you pay dearly if you do.”

“Believe me,” he said. “I have no wish to end the world and live as a machine. I was never behind that plan.”

“Then why did you continue to be a Disciple?”

He looked away as he shook his head slightly. “So I could hold on to my power and influence, and because I was…” He trailed off, so Amelia finished his sentence for him.

“Afraid?” she offered.

“Yes, I’m ashamed to say.”

Amelia sighed at his weakness. “Typical.”

“Rest assured,” he said. “I know whose side I’m on now.”

“Well, good for you, Uncle,” Amelia said. “I feel so much better now, knowing that.”

An awkward silence descended, which I soon broke. “I have to go now,” I said, then turned to Monty. “Do me a favor and call Dalia. Tell her and Davey to come here. I’d feel better knowing they weren’t on their own.”

“Sure thing.”

“Amelia, can I talk to you for a moment?”

I walked to the front door as Amelia joined me. “What is it?” she asked.

“Are you going to be alright here with Iolas?” I asked her in a low voice as I glanced over to see him staring at me.

She nodded. “I’ll be fine, don’t worry. He knows things have changed, and that he isn’t in charge anymore.”

“I’m sorry about all this. It just seems to be one thing after another.”

“It’s not your fault. You don’t need to apologize.”

“Maybe if we’re all still alive when this is over, we could go away for a while, just you and me. What do you think?”

She smiled and then hugged me before whispering into my ear, “I’d go anywhere with you.”

A pleasant chill went up my spine as a wide smile spread across my face, and I hugged her tighter.
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It was almost midnight by the time I portaled into the driveway of the Ó Duinn estate. As I walked across the gravel, the front door was opened before I even got there, and Adrina came walking out in a black leather ensemble that showed off her every perfect curve, her body moving as lithe as a cat as her knee-high boots crunched into the gravel. Her long, dark hair was tied up. Her even darker eyes said she wasn’t amused. 

“Adrina,” I said by way of greeting. “You look ready for action.”

She stood, blocking the doorway with her hands on her hips. “And where the hell have you been?”

“Sorry. I had some stuff to take care of. Did you know Benedict Bonneville is a Disciple?”

She shook her head. “No, I didn’t.”

“Well, he is, the bastard. He’s been making things difficult for me lately.” I rubbed my icy hands together. “Speaking of which, I need a drink.”

A slight smile appeared on her face for the first time, her blood-red lips looking lush in the moonlight. “Come in. It’s good to see you again, Corvin.”

“You too, Adrina,” I said, smiling as I moved past her into the huge entrance hallway, remembering the place well after the last time I was here, though under very different circumstances.

“I take it Sylven has filled you in on everything?” she said as she closed the door.

“I wouldn’t say everything, but enough.”

She came to stand in front of me. “So you know who you are?”

I nodded. “The son of Cernunnos, apparently.”

“You still don’t believe it, do you?”

“I do… mostly. It’s just a lot to process.”

Reaching out, she stroked my cheek with the back of her hand, her touch surprisingly warm, her long fingernails scraping lightly across my skin, sending a shiver down me. “I know it is.”

“You could’ve told me before now,” I said, feeling like I was falling into the dark pools of her eyes, drawn in by the centuries of experience there, and her effortless magnetism.

“Would you have believed me?”

I shook my head. “Probably not.”

She smiled, showing her fangs a little. “Well, then. Come, I’ll fix you a drink. You look like you need one.”

I followed her across the stone floor and into one of the large reception rooms, which had a blazing fire in the huge hearth and heavy crimson drapes over the windows. In an armchair by the fire sat Constantine, a glass of something red in his hand, a thick book in his lap. He was dressed immaculately in a dark suit, making me question if vampires of his stature ever dressed down. Did he own a pair of comfy jogging bottoms, for instance, or an old Led Zeppelin T-shirt to lounge around in? Probably not. 

“Hello, Corvin,” he said, smiling rather reservedly as he sat with his legs crossed. “It’s good to see you again.”

“Is it?” I asked him as I hovered in the doorway. “Given that we tried to kill each other the last time we met.”

“I think that was you trying to kill me.”

“I’m pretty sure you tried to kill me as well. I have the scars to prove it.”

Constantine’s smile faltered a little as we stared at each other. “Perhaps I should be bowing to you, given your recently disclosed stature.”

“Please,” I said. “Remain seated. I insist.”

“Boys,” Adrina said as she went about pouring drinks. “Play nice. I don’t want to have to separate you like a couple of children.”

“I don’t think that will be necessary,” Constantine said, closing his book and placing it on the floor beside him. “A certain awkwardness—an antagonism even—was inevitable, given our history.”

“Can I smoke in here?” I asked as I walked into the room and sat on the couch.

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t⁠—”

“Go ahead,” Adrina said. “It’s fine.”

I couldn’t resist giving Constantine a look as I pulled out the pack of cigarettes in my jacket. “I didn’t think vampires felt the cold,” I said, nodding to the fire.

“We don’t,” Constantine said. “However, I enjoy the comfort a fire brings.”

“Get yourself a pipe and slippers. Do it right. Maybe a onesie as well.”

Constantine frowned. “A what?”

“A onesie. All-in-one pajamas.”

“He’s messing with you, brother,” Adrina said as she came and handed me a glass of whiskey, which I gratefully received after lighting up a cigarette.

Constantine narrowed his eyes at me. “I did not know you were such a joker.”

“I’m not usually.”

Adrina sat next to me on the couch and looked at her brother. “I believe he’s trying to say that the situation is awkward for him.”

Constantine nodded. “Well, the past is the past. It’s not like we can change it, is it?”

“Easy for you to say,” I said, blowing out a long stream of smoke that seemed to irritate him. “You’re immortal.”

“And you’re not? You are a demigod, after all.”

I shrugged, a little intimated by the idea of living forever. “I don’t know what I am yet.”

“I’m sure you’ll find out soon,” Adrina said.

“We’d better hope so, hadn’t we?” I said. “Considering I’m supposedly the world’s best hope.”

“God help us all,” Constantine said under his breath.

I stared hard at him for a second before laughing. Adrina soon joined me, followed by Constantine himself. 

My laughter was bittersweet, however, for underneath it all, I couldn’t help but worry that he had a point.
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“So, where are we going?” I asked Adrina as I hovered near a black Jag in the driveway, thinking we would be getting into it.

“Nowhere in that,” she said, gravitating instead to the motorbike at the edge of the drive. She unhooked a crash helmet off the handlebars and tossed it over to me, which I caught, holding it in my hands like it was a bomb about to explode. “We’re taking the bike.”

“I hate motorbikes, just so you know.” 

When I was young, Monty and I stole a 750cc Honda one night while we were drunk. Stupidly, I let him drive, even though he could hardly walk. As we were speeding down some back road, Monty went to overtake a car in front but didn’t see the van coming around the corner, which he swerved to avoid. The bike went straight through a hedge and crashed into a tree. Monty fractured his skull and dislocated his shoulder. I broke my arm. How we weren’t both killed, I’ll never know. I’ve never gotten back on another bike since.

“We’ll get there quicker on the bike,” Adrina said.

“I can just portal us wherever we have to go. We’ll get there instantly.”

She smiled as she put her helmet on. “I feel like a ride. Let’s go.”

Shit, I thought as I put my helmet on and zipped up my jacket, before climbing onto the powerful racing bike with some reticence. “Just don’t drive too fast,” I said to her as I wrapped my arms around her waist.

She turned to look at me with a glint of mischief in her eyes. “Of course not.”

When she started the bike up, it felt like I was straddling some angry beast that was going to make me pay for just sitting on it. Every time I hear a motorbike engine, my thoughts always go to that crash, and the sound of the engine as the bike swerved to avoid the van…

Knowing she would, Adrina took off like a bat out of hell, the sheer acceleration of the immensely powerful machine taking my breath away as we sped toward the security gates at the bottom of the driveway, which were opening slowly, making it seem as if we would not get through unless we slowed down. 

But Adrina did the exact opposite and sped up further toward the narrow gap left by the retracting gates. It was so tight, in fact, that I thought we would never make it through. My whole body tensed as we roared toward the gates with frightening speed, and then I closed my eyes for a second as I anticipated crashing into the gates. 

When I opened my eyes again, however, I found we were now racing down a narrow country lane, and I did my best to lean into the corners with Adrina as she expertly drove the bike toward the main road not far ahead. When we reached the junction, she barely slowed to see if the road was clear, and the bike drove out and turned sharply left, picking up speed again as we barreled up the straight road.

“This isn’t the fucking TT Races, you know!” I shouted, gripping her waist as everything flew by in a complete blur. I panicked slightly as she turned her head to look round at me and smile with her eyes. “Keep your eyes on the road, for fuck’s sake!”

Pretty soon, we ended up on the M1, heading toward County Armagh, passing by Lisburn and Lurgan before hitting Portadown and taking the Armagh Road, which would lead us into Armagh City. Halfway up the main road, however, Adrina turned the bike down a side road, which we drove down for about half a mile before turning left up a narrow dirt road, eventually coming to a stop at a gate. On the other side of the gate, the dirt road continued on through dense woodland.

When Adrina shut the engine off, I gratefully dismounted the bike and pulled off my helmet, scratching the itch on my scalp, which I’d been dying to do since putting the helmet on. “Fuck that,” I said. “I’m portaling home when we’re done.”

Adrina removed her helmet and smiled, hardly a hair out of place. Whereas I probably looked like a disgruntled badger. “You didn’t enjoy the ride?”

“Not particularly, although I’ll admit there was a certain exhilaration to it.”

“I wasn’t even going that fast.”

“It didn’t feel that way.” Adrina laughed. “Where are we anyway?”

Adrina turned and pointed at the woods beyond the gate. “Those woods will take us to the Disciple’s house. I thought it might be more preferable than going in the front way.”

“Who is this person?”

“His name is Jeremy Kyle. He’s a television executive.”

I raised my eyebrows. “The Jeremy Kyle? As in Britain’s answer to Jerry Springer, only a lot more odious?”

She shook her head. “Sorry to disappoint you, but this is a different guy.”

“Pity, I would’ve enjoyed torturing him. Who’s this guy then?”

“He helps to look after the Disciples’ media interests,” she said. “You know how the media is obsessed with the occult these days, with all those celebrities and pop stars doing their one-eyed poses, and Illuminati symbolism everywhere? Well, this guy helps co-ordinate all that, amongst other things. He also organizes black masses here at his house. As Disciple’s go, he’s pretty high on the ladder. He should know where Erebus is.”

“What if he doesn’t know anything?”

“He does. We have surveillance tapes in which he mentions Erebus’ name a few times.”

“Hopefully, he’ll talk then, though I doubt it.”

Adrina smiled and showed her fangs. “I have many ways to make someone talk.”

“I don’t doubt it.”

Glad to be on foot again, I climbed over the gate and stood to wait for Adrina as she texted on her phone. The night was crisp and clear, the surrounding fields still and silent, though the stars above seemed somehow sinister, perhaps because of what we were about to do, which was most likely torture a man for information. 

I was also under no illusions that Adrina would leave the dude alive. As she probably saw it, taking him out meant one less Disciple of Apep in the world, which I had to agree with. The Disciples were cancer, and like any cancer, they had to be eradicated, or the world would surely die.

“So, what’s the plan here?” I asked Adrina as she hopped easily over the steel gate. “I assume you have one?”

“The plan is simple,” she said as we made our way through the eery woods. “We go into Mr Kyle’s house and make him talk.”

“Does he live alone?”

“Yes. We’ve been watching him for weeks now.”

“We?”

“The Order.”

“Mirahorn says the Order has dwindled in numbers.”

“It has, but we aim to change that, once we eradicate the Disciples for good. With their influence gone, we’ll be free to spread our own influence and ideas.”

“And what makes your ideas any better?”

She gave me a look as we continued to weave our way through the trees. “They’re based on truth. Not lies.”

“The truth is subjective.”

“If you think that, then perhaps you should think about creating your own world order.”

“I just think we should allow people to make their own mind up about things, without being unduly influenced, or even duped into believing things.”

“Well, when you defeat Erebus⁠—”

“If I defeat Erebus…”

“When you defeat Erebus, your role will be to lead the world into a new era of light. That’s what was always meant for you, Corvin.”

“I’m not Jesus,” I said as I stepped over a dead fox that looked like something a lot bigger had mauled it.

“No one is saying you are, but there’s no denying you are a god, albeit a minor god, but a god.” She stopped to stare at me. “Your eventual personal transformation will transform the world.”

Looking into her eyes, I could see she believed in everything she was saying. No doubt, while looking into my eyes, she saw the exact opposite, though my lack of faith didn’t seem to faze her much, almost as if she expected it at this stage.

Before we could say anything else, however, we both became alerted by a noise somewhere to our left, and not too far away. Something was moving out in the woods, snapping twigs as it went. Adrina and I looked at each other, both of us knowing whatever was out there wasn’t human.

“What is it?” I whispered.

“Kyle’s guard dog.”

“A dog? You might’ve mentioned it before.”

“I’m mentioning it now.”

A low growling noise came from somewhere nearby, a noise that didn’t sound to me like any dog. “Are you sure it’s a dog?”

“Actually,” Adrina said as she stared into the trees. “It’s more of an abomination.”

“An abomination?”

“You’ll understand when you see it.” When she went to walk off, I asked her where she was going. “I’ll try to drive the thing around to you. Then you can kill it.”

“Kill it? How? I don’t even know what it is!”

She smiled at me like she wasn’t concerned. “I’m sure you’ll find a way.”

And with that, she disappeared into the trees, leaving me to stand there cursing as I waited for whatever monster was out there to make its appearance. 

Whatever kind of beast it was, it had made its way just north of my position, its heavy footfalls still snapping twigs as it went. 

Then, about ten yards in front of me, I caught sight of a pair of eyes that seemed to stare at me through a dense thicket. The eyes appeared yellow, and intensely fierce, as if the beast couldn’t wait to attack. 

Adrina was nowhere to be seen, so I readied my magic to prepare for the beast’s attack. It didn’t come charging at me like I expected, however. Instead, it came slowly out of the thicket and took a few paces toward me, stopping in a small clearing where the moonlight shone down upon it, illuminating the beast in all of its monstrous glory. 

Whatever the thing was, I had never seen anything like it. I hardly even have the words to do its eldritch form any justice. It was about twice the size of a Rottweiler, with four legs and a massive head. But that’s where the canine similarities ended. On its thickly furred body, long, thin tentacles of some sort waved around at various places, as though there were some other creature inside it trying to get out. These almost luminous tentacles waved around behind a huge, misshapen head that didn’t just have two eyes, but dozens of them in various sizes, some of which were yellow, others red or black. Its mouth was also massive, and a long, forked tongue slithered out over large, sharp teeth as the creature growled at me, its voice sounding like it was coming from underwater. 

Adrina was right. The thing was an abomination, the likes of which I had never seen before.

As the beast drew closer, seemingly in no hurry to get at me, I outstretched my hand and let off a blast of magic, but the beast was unnaturally quick in avoiding it, after which it just continued to come toward me, seeming to savor the anticipation of sinking its sharp teeth into me. 

With no sign of Adrina, I knew I would have to stop the creature, but I wasn’t sure how until my eyes went to a thick tree root next to one of the beast’s front paws. Without thinking, I outstretched my hand again and directed my consciousness into the tree root, connecting with the energy of the tree itself, which was powerful and majestic, taking its power from an even greater source—that of Nature herself. 

As my consciousness melded with the tree’s, I respectfully asked for its help, and a second later, the thick tree root stretched out and wrapped itself around one of the beast’s hind legs, preventing it from moving any further. The beast growled in annoyance and turned its head around to bite at the tree root. But as it did, other roots slithered across the ground from all directions, some even bursting up out of the earth itself to wrap around the beast’s body. It all happened so fast that the beast found itself completely stuck before it could do anything about it. Its head and body bucked and strained against the roots holding it, but the roots held firm. 

Once I saw the beast wasn’t going anywhere, I waved my hand as I focused on the earth underneath the creature. Soon, the earth itself broke apart and then opened up, forming a crater that the now howling creature fell into, the tree roots pulling it down deeper into the earth until its head disappeared completely. 

I walked over and peered down at the beast. “I don’t know what made you or where you’re from, but it’s time for you to go now,” I said to it, to which the creature snarled and writhed its body like it wanted nothing more than to rip me apart. But it soon stopped moving, as if it knew it wasn’t going anywhere.

Standing back, I waved my hand over the large crater, and a second later, it filled up with earth again, completely burying the otherworldly beast. As the roots snaked back to their previous positions, I offered a silent thank you to the trees for their help.

Behind me, there was the sound of clapping, and I turned around to see Adrina standing there with a broad smile on her face. “Well played,” she said.

I shook my head at her. “Where the hell were you?”

“Watching to see what you’d do. Your powers are manifesting.”

“Lucky for me. That thing, whatever it was, would’ve eaten me alive otherwise. How did you know what I’d do?”

“I didn’t.”

I shook my head again. “So this was some sort of test, was it?”

“Just an opportunity for you to dig deep, Corvin. Something you must do when you meet Erebus.”

“Controlling a few tree roots is one thing,” I said. “Defeating a demigod is another.”

She came and put a hand on my shoulder. “You’ve only just discovered your powers. Have faith, Corvin. You will have all the power you need to defeat Erebus.”

I nodded, even though I didn’t quite share her confidence just yet. I was getting there, though, slowly. “I take it there’s no more of those things around here?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Let’s go see what Mr. TV Executive knows, then.”
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The house that Kyle lived in was a red-bricked, two-story affair that seemed to have been built in the last twenty years. Getting inside was easy since I just turned myself to vapor and passed through the back door, unlocking it from the inside so Adrina could enter, who was sure that Kyle had been alerted to our presence, especially after I’d killed his pet, whatever the hell it was.

The two of us stood in the kitchen for a moment as we listened. All the lights were out as if Kyle wasn’t home, but we knew he was. Adrina whispered to me that she could hear his heartbeat coming from down the hall in the living room. She moved first through the kitchen doorway and out into the wide hallway as I followed just behind her. 

We were halfway down the hall when we glimpsed a figure leaning out of the doorway of the living room. 

A second later, shots rang out, and I instinctively ducked as bullets hit the wall above my head.

Adrina, however, didn’t flinch from the shots. 

Instead, she continued walking down the hallway, using her supernatural speed to avoid every bullet that came at her. Six shots were fired before a clicking noise filled the hallway, and I knew Kyle had run out of bullets. Not that they had done him any good.

“Who are you?” he demanded of Adrina as she advanced toward him. “What do you want?”

Adrina rushed at him, grabbing him by the throat and dragging him inside the living room. With my ears ringing from the shots, I hurried down the hall and into the living room after them, turning on the light as soon as I entered. 

I was just in time to see Adrina fling Kyle down onto the couch like he was nothing but rags. He was much older than I expected, in his seventies at least, and despite his tall frame, he seemed frail, though his eyes said otherwise.

“Take a seat,” Adrina snarled. “Or you’ll end up dead like your pet out in the woods.”

He didn’t seem amused about that. “That was a gift from Erebus.”

“Well, whatever it is, it’s dead,” I said.

The old man, sporting a white beard and barely any hair on his head, stared up at Adrina, and at her glowing red eyes. “What does a vampire want with me?” he asked her, his sharp blue eyes defiant and seemingly unafraid behind small, round glasses.

“You know what we want,” Adrina said. 

Kyle snorted and then shifted his gaze to me, his hardened expression altering with recognition. “I know you,” he said, smiling now. “You’re the supposed savior, aren’t you? The one who will stand up to the Dark Lord.” He laughed as if the idea was ludicrous, then looked at Adrina again. “I suppose Mirahorn sent you here to… what? Interrogate me?” His eyes narrowed. “You want to know where Erebus is, don’t you?”

“I’m glad we’re on the same page,” Adrina said.

Kyle laughed. “The same page? My dear, we’re not even reading from the same book.”

“You’re American,” I said, stepping in before Adrina got violent. “What are you doing over here?”

“I grew up here,” he said, somewhat offended. “I’m as Irish as you are, Mr Chance.”

It still disturbed me that he knew my name. The Disciples probably knew everything about me and had done for a long time. “That’s not what I meant. If you’re such a media bigwig, why aren’t you directing things from Dark Disney Land instead of here?”

“I’m done with the States,” he said. “It’s a sewer over there, full of the worst mutations of the virus we call humanity. The entire world is, in fact.”

“Which is why you and your brethren intend to live as machines instead.”

“Indeed,” he said, like it was no great secret. “It will be the ultimate in the architecture of control. We can thrive without being dragged down by the demeaning physical needs that currently drive us all.”

“But the virus of humanity will live on,” I argued. “You’ll be just another mutation.”

He stared at me for a moment before nodding. “I suppose so, in the beginning at least. But a new consciousness will arise and take over, and this new consciousness will not reflect humanity in its current degenerate form. Before long, humans will be nothing but a distant dream or a long-forgotten memory.”

“Well, it all sounds very bleak to me,” I said, taking out my cigarettes.

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t smoke in my home,” Kyle said.

I shook my head at him as I clamped my lips over a cigarette. “What do you care? Sure, you’ll be machine soon enough, won’t you?” He glared back at me as I smiled slightly and lit the cigarette, blowing a stream of smoke toward him. “What you do is despicable—mind-controlling people via the media—and that’s not even counting whatever else you do as a Disciple of Apep. You’re all despicable human beings—a virus mutation that needs wiping out. I’m just telling you this because I know you’ll probably resist telling us what we want to know, in which case I or Adrina there will have no qualms about causing you great pain until you talk. And if you go to die on us, which is highly likely given how physically frail you are at this stage in your life, Adrina will bite you and turn you into a vampire. And believe me, I’ve been there, and it ain’t a whole lot of fun, craving blood constantly.” I looked at Adrina. “Are Disciples even allowed to be vampires?”

She shook her head as she stared down at Kyle, who was looking uncomfortable now, less cocky than he was a moment ago. “I don’t think they are. I think the Order is strict about that sort of thing.”

“That’s what I thought,” I said, looking at Kyle. “Discriminating bastards that you all are, they’ll probably just kill you, or leave you to run around half-mad, ravaged by hunger. Your dream of becoming an immortal machine will have ended, and you’ll just be an immortal monster instead.” I walked over and sat bedside him. “So, how do you want to play this, Jeremy?”

As he remained silent, staring straight ahead, I connected with the house plant sitting on a table next to him. The thin branches of the plant then grew at a rapid rate as they reached out toward him. 

He didn’t even notice until the first of the wiry branches wrapped around his throat, followed by three more that all tightened up at once. The branches were so thin that it might as well have been wire around his throat, and try as he might, he couldn’t pull them off, nor get his fingers in behind to do so. 

In a matter of seconds, his face had gone purple as he choked, hardly able to breathe anymore. At that point, I got the plant to release the pressure a little, just enough so he could breathe again. After a few seconds, I commanded the branches to tighten once more, cutting off his airflow for a moment before easing up again. 

“I can do this over and over,” I told him. “How long do you think you’ll last before your heart gives way or your lungs fail? We’ll have to turn you then⁠—”

“Alright!” he gasped, still pulling at the plant around his neck. “You win… just get this off me…”

The plant uncoiled from around his neck at my command, the branches retracting only halfway back as they rested on the back of the couch, as if awaiting further instructions from me. “You made a wise choice, Jeremy,” I said as he sat rubbing at his neck, red rings around his loose flesh now. “Are you parched? You look a little parched to me. Get the man a drink, Adrina.”

Adrina stared down at me for a second and then shook her head as she walked to the other side of the room to a large cabinet where various bottles of alcohol sat. “Would our savior like a drink also?” she asked, making no attempt to hide the sarcasm in her voice.

“Whiskey, please,” I said, smiling inwardly at Adrina’s annoyance. “What about you, Jeremy? What’ll you have?”

“The same,” he mumbled, all traces of his earlier defiance now gone, replaced by grudging resignation.

Adrina brought the drinks over and handed us one each. “Perhaps sir would like some nibbles as well?” she said, holding her head to one side as she stared at me.

“I don’t know,” I said with a straight face. “Some nuts might be good. I haven’t eaten in a while…”

“Fuck off,” she said, before going to sit on the other side of Kyle, who was now sandwiched uncomfortably between us both.

“So Jeremy,” I said after tasting the whiskey. “Now that you’re all unparched and everything, maybe you’d like to tell us where Erebus is.” A smile spread across Kyle’s face, which I didn’t expect. He also laughed, which I didn’t expect either. “What’s so funny there, Jeremy?”

“You,” he said after a moment, turning his head to stare at me. “That little show of yours was completely unnecessary. I’m happy to tell you where Erebus is.”

“Are you now?”

“Yes. Do you know why?”

I stared at him for a moment. “Because you have such faith in your Dark Lord that you think it doesn’t matter that I know where he is?”

“Exactly right,” Kyle said, now looking at me with some contempt. “You are no match for Erebus, and you never will be, no matter what Mirahorn or his acolytes or anyone tells you. Erebus will destroy you along with everyone else. If you want your death to be sooner rather than later, then I’m happy to tell you where he is.”

“Go on then,” Adrina said, pressing one of her long fingernails against his throat. “But just remember that I’ll know if you’re lying.”

“I need not lie,” he said. “Erebus resides in the place of his birth, in the nameless city.”

“The nameless city?” I said. 

“The nameless city is an ancient city in the Tunisian desert, now buried under the sand, and once populated by a race of creatures that have long since vanished under mysterious circumstances. Some say these creatures were the spawn of Apep himself. Erebus lies there in wait, gathering his power for the Armageddon to come.”

“Sounds fitting,” I said. “I assume you have the exact coordinates for this nameless city?”

“I do. I’ll even give them to you because I like the idea of sending you to an agonizing death.”

“There’s one thing I don’t get,” Adrina said, her sharp fingernail still pressed against his throat. “If Erebus has known about Corvin for all this time, why hasn’t he come after him?”

“Because he believes in the prophecy that foretold this whole unfolding situation long, long ago,” Kyle said. “There are murals on the walls of the nameless city that depict Erebus doing battle with the supposed savior. He believes it is his destiny to one day face this savior and destroy him, as the prophecy says he will.”

I couldn’t help but be disturbed by hearing this. “So all of this has been foretold?”

“Yes,” he said. “Which is why I know you don’t stand a chance. If Erebus doesn’t kill you in the nameless city, he will surely do so in the Final Battle.”

“The Final Battle?”

“The Great Battle for Earth,” Adrina said, removing her fingernail from Kyle’s throat. “It’s in our prophecies as well.”

I shook my head, annoyed that I was only hearing about this now. “And who wins in your version?”

She averted her gaze for a second. “It doesn’t matter. They’re just old tales, nothing more, and therefore not very reliable.”

“Who wins, Adrina?” I pressed her.

Her dark eyes fell on me again as Kyle smiled to himself. “Erebus does.”
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“So when were you going to tell me about these prophecies?” I asked Adrina angrily as we made our way back through the woods, having just left Kyle’s house. 

Kyle himself now lay dead in his living room with a broken neck thanks to Adrina, after having provided us with the exact coordinates of Erebus’ whereabouts in the Tunisian desert. His last words were, “You’re all going to perish… and I shall laugh in Hell when you do…”

“Well,” I said to him just before Adrina killed him. “You have fun down there.”

Now we were standing by the gate at the edge of the woods, the cold moon shining down on us. 

“Look,” Adrina said as she put one hand on the gate. “The prophecies came from seers on both sides centuries ago. We saw them as nothing more than possibilities.”

“Well, that’s not what Kyle said.” I paused at the gate and turned to her. “According to him, the prophecies are set in stone, literally, on the fucking walls of the nameless city.”

“He would say that, wouldn’t he?”

“But the prophecies of the Order say the same thing! That Erebus will prevail against the savior… against me. Am I wrong?”

She sighed and shook her head. “You’re not wrong, but we’ve never taken the word of the seers all that seriously. They are often wrong about things.”

“They wouldn’t be bloody seers if they were wrong all the time, would they?”

Adrina stared hard at me for a long moment, to where I thought she would slap me. “Look,” she said, stepping forward. “It doesn’t matter what anyone else believes. The only thing that matters is what you believe, Corvin. If you believe we will prevail, then we will. Our entire Order has faith in you.” She put a firm hand on my shoulder as her dark eyes looked deep into mine. “Do you have faith in yourself, Corvin? That’s the real question you should be asking yourself, for it is that more than anything that will dictate the outcome here.”
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I didn’t ride back to the castle with her. Instead, I told her I wanted to be alone for a while to get my head together, and that I would portal back to the castle as soon as I was ready. Adrina nodded as if she understood and said she would go back to the castle and organize a team to go to Tunisia. 

“You really think any team you put together would stand a chance against a demigod?” I asked her.

“I don’t know,” she replied. “We still have to try, though, right?”

I nodded as if that were the case, and then watched her speed away up the dirt road on her motorbike, the sound of the engine seeming massively intrusive in the surrounding stillness. I was glad when she hit the main road, and the sound of the bike faded into the distance. 

Still standing by the gate, I felt like I could breathe again for the first time, now that I was alone. I had a lot of respect for Adrina—I even liked her—but she had a tendency to put me under pressure, as if she expected a lot from me. Which she did, along with Mirahorn and their whole damn Order of the Serpent. 

Somehow, in the last few months, I’d gone from being a guitar player and borderline bum to someone who literally now carried the fate of the world on his shoulders. It was too much to process, along with everything else. 

The best I could do was take things one step at a time, and my next step was to hunt down Erebus.

Alone.

I had no intention of taking Adrina or anyone else with me to Tunisia. Somehow I could almost sense what an immensely powerful individual Erebus was, despite having never met him, though in some ways, it felt like I had. It was as if he had been lurking in the shadows my entire life, watching and waiting, savoring his destiny while I toiled away in ignorance, not even knowing who I truly was. 

Erebus had had a lifetime to come to terms with who he was, and to refine whatever grave power he possessed. I knew that he believed he would prevail in this so-called Final Battle. These things would provide him with an unshakeable faith in himself, his monstrous father, and his true purpose. Whereas I had little faith in anything, least of all myself. 

Hell, I hadn’t even met my real father yet. How was I supposed to save the world when I barely knew what I was?

Going alone to meet the devil himself in his lair probably wasn’t the most sensible course of action. Some might say it was suicidal. But Kyle said that Erebus believed in the prophecy and in his apparent destiny to defeat me in the Final Battle. If that was really the case, then I should be safe in meeting him. 

And even if I couldn’t kill him now, at the very least, I might talk some sense into him. If Erebus was anything like me, he was just a person who’d had his destiny arranged for him by others. He knew nothing else. Perhaps if I could point that out to him, I might somehow get him to stand down. It was a long shot, but the only one I had at the minute.

Taking out my phone, I put the co-ordinates Kyle had given me into Google, which brought up the location in the Tunisian desert, marked by an X on the digital map. It was right in the middle of the desert, as desolate a place as you could find. 

Why would anyone want to dwell in such a lifeless place under such extreme conditions? I wondered. 

But crazy or not, that’s where Erebus was, and so I would have to go there. I’d never portaled that far before, but I didn’t see why it wouldn’t be possible. By portaling, I was entering a plane where the normal rules of space and time didn’t exist. It shouldn’t really matter how many miles I had to travel. One mile was the same as a thousand. 

That was the theory anyway, and there was only one way to test it.
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I portaled back to Dublin first, into the flat above the bookshop. If I would be venturing out into a desert, I would need some supplies. Even though it was winter, temps in the Tunisian desert could still reach 20 degrees celsius, according to Google, so water would still be a must. I did not know how long it would take to find this nameless city that was mostly hidden beneath the sands. I guess it depended on how accurate Kyle’s coordinates turned out to be, and how accurate my long-distance portaling turned out to be. 

Finding a medium-sized backpack, I filled it with a few bottles of water, some protein bars, and a pack of cigarettes. If nothing else, I could at least get a smoke as I wandered around the faceless desert sands. If it came to it, I could just portal back out again, though I didn’t intend to do that. 

I was staying until I’d found Erebus. 

I considered bringing along the sword I had used to kill the buggane in the Wicklow mountains. But after handling the unwieldy weapon, I decided to leave it behind, thinking it would be too much of a pain in the ass to be carrying around a desert. I also thought if Erebus saw the sword, he would react aggressively, which is what I didn’t want, not until I had talked things over with him. 

Before I left, I scraped together a meal from the meager supplies in the kitchen and wolfed it down, as I needed to refuel before I left. Then, just as I was getting ready to go, my phone rang, and I took it out of my pocket to see that Dalia was calling. I stared at the phone for a few seconds, before hitting reject and turning the device off altogether, replacing it in my pocket.

Once I opened up a portal in the living room, I stood for a moment staring into it before glancing up at a photo of my mother on the wall. “Wish me luck,” I said to the photo.

A second later, I stepped into the portal to go in search of the nameless city.


11


[image: ]


It was just past daybreak when I emerged from the portal and onto the desert sands. The sky was a dull gray with hints of pink and gold showing through, and the desert winds were cold as they blew around me, stirring up the bone dry sand as they did so. 

Looking around, I saw nothing but sky and endless desert, with not a single feature between me and the horizon in any direction, and no sign of any ruined city. Puffing my cheeks out as I stared into the middle distance, I shook my head as I wondered what my next move would be. 

There was every chance that Kyle had lied about the location of the nameless city, or even about there being any nameless city at all. There was no mention of it anywhere online or in any books I had read in the past, which of course, didn’t mean it didn’t exist. I was in the remotest part of the desert, so it was entirely possible that the ruined city had remained undiscovered, or just not talked about by anyone who happened across it. 

Despite seeing no sign of any ruins, I still got the distinct impression that a dark presence lurked within the sands somewhere. The surrounding atmosphere was eery and unsettling, which could have been normal for a desert setting as remote and as desolate as this one, but I doubted it was normally this unsettling. There was a coldness to the place, and not just of temperature, but of spirit, as if some malevolent presence was infused with the very air itself.

“I know you’re here somewhere, Erebus,” I said aloud. “I will find you.”

I stood for another moment as if expecting a reply, and although no words sounded anywhere, a chill wind blew around me, which felt like an icy finger running down my spine. It wasn’t pleasant at all, and I started walking if only to escape the windy presence. 

After a moment of trudging through the deep sand, I stopped, realizing I would need a direction go in that wasn’t just random. So I looked around me again, hoping to see something that would give me at least some inkling of where I needed to go. It took me a good five minutes to see it, but I finally spotted something in the shimmering distance—a black shape that stood up out of the sand just enough to be seen and no more. It could have been anything, but I fancied it might be a remnant of the illusory nameless city, perhaps a pillar or the remains of a roof. 

There was only one way to find out, and seeing no other options, I moved toward the dark shape that was miles away at this point.

Trekking through the desert is hard going, as your feet sink into the sand on every step, meaning you really have to lift those knees as you go. This also means you use a lot more energy than you would if you were walking along a flat, stable surface. So it wasn’t long before I was sweating, especially with the morning sun now beating down upon me, which felt a lot hotter than the projected 20 degrees celsius I had read online before coming here. 

As I squinted from the glare of the sun on the almost white sand, I cursed myself for not having the foresight to bring a decent pair of sunglasses with me, or even a bloody hat. 

Jesus, I thought as I trudged on, I’d never be a damn Prepper, that’s for sure.

Having to climb the massive dunes was the worst. Some of them you could walk around. But most of them were that big, it would’ve taken more time to walk around than to go over them. It was exhausting doing the initial climb, and more than once, I lost my footing and rolled back down the slope a fair distance, cursing my luck when I realized I would have to spend more effort on climbing back up again. 

Once I reached the peak of the dune, I would make my way down the other side, which you’d think would be easier. It wasn’t, though. Sure, I had gravity on my side, but it was exhausting trying to keep my balance so I didn’t topple over, and because of the angle of the downward slope, my boots sunk even deeper into the arid sand, which made walking harder.

The whole time, the winds continued to blow around me. A few times, sand storms rose in the distance, completely obscuring where I had to go, blocking out the shape I was heading toward. During one of these sand storms, I continued to walk, only to find, once the sand storm had cleared, that I had walked for miles in the wrong direction. 

Screw it, I thought, and went to open up a portal to get closer to my destination the magical way. 

But when I cast the spell, nothing happened. 

I tried several times to manifest a portal, but each time I failed. As a test, I tried a few other spells, but those didn’t work either. My magic was being interfered with, prevented from working as it should. 

As I pondered this, another unearthly wind gathered around me, chilling my skin, sending shivers down me. Again, I felt a dark presence contained within the wind itself, and I knew right then that Erebus had blocked my magic, if not directly, then indirectly, by his very presence in the desert itself. 

This pissed me off at first, not to say dismayed me, for I had no way of escaping this desert if I couldn’t portal out of it. I could spend months walking around and never find an exit. Not that I would remain alive for that long. With my meager supplies, I figured I could last a week at most, and that’s if I survived the no doubt bitterly cold nights with no shelter. 

These thoughts were panic-inducing at first, as it felt like I was being crushed by the vastness of the surrounding desert, the gusting winds seeming to laugh at my predicament. But I soon got a hold of myself after lighting up a cigarette and taking a few drags from it. That I couldn’t use my magic here told me I was in the right place and that Erebus must be somewhere nearby. He was fucking with me, probably hoping to see me squirm under the weight of my current predicament, but I would not give him the satisfaction. 

Magic or no magic, I intended to carry on until I found him, whether or not he wanted me to.

Choosing not to dwell on the fact that I could end up stranded in one of the remotest deserts in the world, I trudged on, drawing ever closer to whatever was sticking up out of the sand still some miles ahead of me. The sun was heating up as morning turned into afternoon, and it felt like there was no way to escape its merciless rays. I almost wished for nighttime, just so I wouldn’t have to endure the sun’s blinding glare any longer. 

And it appeared the universe was listening when I thought that, for the closer I got to my destination, the cloudier and darker the sky became, until the sun’s rays had trouble penetrating the thick clouds. The change in the atmosphere was a little ominous, but welcome. Under cooler conditions, I could pick up the pace, and soon after, I finally reached the structure protruding out of the sand.

It was a flat structure made of stone and tilted over at a forty-five-degree angle. Two pillars were visible underneath on one side, the other two being mostly covered by sand. It appeared to be the roof of some stone structure that was oddly incongruous with the surrounding landscape, as if someone had dropped it from the sky. The stone itself had been worn smooth by the wind and sand and contained no markings or discernible features that might point to who had built it. It could have been part of a city at one time, or it could’ve been something else. 

Frustrated now, knowing that I was losing daylight rapidly, I climbed atop the stone structure and surveyed my surroundings. Almost immediately, I caught sight of something else in the distance. Another stone structure that seemed to be set into the bottom of a large dune. 

Jumping down off the roof I was on, I made my way toward this new structure, hoping it might prove to be an entrance to the nameless city that I was sure lay buried beneath the sand somewhere.

When I reached the structure, I saw it appeared to be a kind of temple, with a peaked stone roof and two thick pillars underneath. Between the pillars was a stone floor, and at the very back, a dark entrance, through which I could just make out the beginning of a set of steps leading down somewhere. 

When I examined the pillars, my first thought was of how old they must be. Running my hand over the stone, I got the sense that the structure had existed since long before the rise of the pharaohs, and perhaps even well before that. In the fading light, I could just make out strange symbols carved into the stone, symbols that I had never seen before anywhere, and which filled me with an unexpected dread. 

What beings had built these stone constructions? I wondered. 

Whoever they were, I got the sense that they were far from human. Kyle had said as much when he spoke of the nameless city, and while I hadn’t exactly believed him, it inclined me to believe him now. The sharp curves of the symbols seemed sinister, hinting at the past presence of a race of beings that dabbled in unfathomably dark things. Things beyond human imagination. 

Perhaps it was just as well this mysterious race was no longer around. 

Or were they?

For as I continued to be transfixed by the weirdly shaped symbols carved deep into the weathered stone, I suddenly got the sense that I was being watched. As I looked around and saw nothing in the twilight, I thought I was just paranoid and a little spooked. 

But as I went to move inside the structure to check out the entrance at the back, I stopped dead, initially chilled by an eery, passing wind, and then frightened by an unmistakable presence somewhere behind me. 

Slowly, I turned around, only to see something hovering above the shifting sands, bathed in the half-light. It was a creature, the likes of which I knew didn’t belong in this world. The thing I was looking at belonged only to some dark dimension that no human mind could even fathom, that much I was sure of. 

Even Hell couldn’t have spawned the nearly indescribable eldritch thing that shimmered balefully in the ever-fading light. 

It had the torso of a man, with two arms held slightly out from its side, but its skin was greenish-black and oily looking, and a strange luminescence seemed to pulse within it. The head almost resembled a squid, but with many more eyes and many tentacles that writhed around it. It had no legs except for thick black tentacles that brushed restlessly over the sand. Such a description hardly does the thing justice, however. The creature was so huge it was difficult to look upon it and take it all in without first succumbing to fear; a fear that ultimately skewed my perception of things.

For the longest time, all I could do was stare at the creature as it continued to hover maybe fifty feet away, just staring at me with its countless eyes. 

What the hell was this thing? Erebus maybe, in some monstrous form? 

It was a possibility, given his strange lineage and powers, but somehow I knew it wasn’t him. This was something else entirely, possibly a creature from Apep’s own dimension, put here to guard the great god’s ill-begotten offspring. 

But if that was the case, why wasn’t it attacking me? All it was doing was hovering there as if it was just there to watch and nothing more.

Slowly, I walked backward toward the stone structure, turning my head only to make sure I didn’t fall into the entrance behind me. The whole time, the writhing, luminescent thing outside held its position, as if making sure I was going where I was supposed to go. 

When I reached the entrance, I turned around and stared into it. After a few steps, there was nothing but blackness. Forgetting myself for a moment, I tried to use my magic to create a light in my hand, but nothing happened. Cursing, I reached into my pocket instead and took out the Zippo lighter from in there, which I was glad I had filled with fluid before I left. As torches went, it wasn’t great, but it would have to do.

After glancing one more time at the creature still hovering out in the desert, it seemed to glow brighter, as though it were expecting me going down into the blackness underneath the sands. 

Holding the lighter out before me, I climbed down the steps as I entered what could only be the nameless city and Erebus’ lair.
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The steps seemed to go on forever before they finally ended in a narrow passageway that I could just about stand up straight in. The air in the passage was thick and fetid, as though death and decay had permeated every part. 

But it was more than that. 

The air was charged with a dark energy not of this Earth, perhaps having leaked in from whatever dimension that tentacled creature outside was from. 

The passageway only led one way, so I walked down it, realizing that I was getting close to Erebus now. His presence was even stronger down here in this place, and I knew he was lurking within it somewhere. 

I just had to find him. 

Though judging by the maze of passageways I soon came upon, finding him would be no simple task. All I could do was choose a passage and head down it to see where it would lead me. 

The first two passages I went down turned out to lead nowhere, ending in a pile of impenetrable rubble. The third passage led to a large room, the walls of which contained the same symbols as outside on the pillars, but no doors or passages leading anywhere else. 

It wasn’t until I ventured down a fourth passageway that I made progress, eventually happening upon another set of steps that led me deeper into what must have been another level.

As I pushed on through the labyrinthine passageways, some of which were extremely narrow and required me to hunker down just to get through them, I was aware of sounds echoing off the walls. A clacking sound, for instance, which could have been anything, but which to my fear-tinged mind sounded like claws scraping off stone. 

There were other sounds as well—hisses and low moans that gave the impression that I wasn’t alone down here. 

If eldritch horrors existed outside, then they must surely exist down here, I thought. 

If they did, they were keeping their distance, for aside from the occasional moving shadow, I saw nothing untoward in my small circle of illumination, which was hardly adequate enough to light the way two feet in front of me. 

If I would see anything at all, it wouldn’t be until it was right in front of me, by which point it would probably be too late to do anything about it.

Pushing such thoughts from my mind, I carried on making my way through the innumerable passageways, aware that I was descending deeper underground with every step until I dared not think about how much ground there was above me now. 

The further I descended, the harder it became to breathe, made worse by a suffocating high temperature as if I was nearing some supernaturally heated core buried within the structure somewhere. I was glad when I unexpectedly emerged in what seemed to be a wide corridor that afforded plenty of headroom for a change. 

As I came into the corridor, I moved the lighter toward the left wall, only to find that the wall contained a fresco, though the paint seemed long faded, making it difficult to make out any of the images. But as I moved along with the lighter, I soon realized that a dark figure was present in each of the depicted scenes, who appeared to be worshipped by similar creatures to that which was outside. 

The figure, I knew, was Erebus. This was a visual depiction of the so-called prophecy, which had Erebus fated to destroy all life on Earth.

At the end of the fresco, another figure came into view, faded but obviously lighter than the depiction of Erebus. In what appeared to be the ending scene, Erebus is seen plunging his fist into the other figure’s chest, holding the figure aloft as if in triumph. It didn’t take me long to work out that the other figure was me—the supposed Savior—suffering a nasty defeat at the hand of darkness. 

My blood ran cold as I looked upon the featureless depiction of myself. Was this really to be my fate? It was hard not to think it was, especially since the coming events had been foretold so long ago, which only added further weight to the possibility that I and everyone else was fighting a losing battle against Apep and his dark forces.

I almost felt like I couldn’t go on, but I knew I had to, and not just because there was so much at stake. Despite feeling defeated, there was still something inside me that made me want to carry on. Call it faith or just plain stupidity, whatever it was, it made me tear myself away from the depressing fresco and walk toward an open doorway leading into a short passageway, at the end of which I could see a green luminescence emanating from somewhere. 

As I stood looking down the passageway, I knew I had reached the end of my journey to find Erebus. Even though I couldn’t see him, I knew in my bones he was in the room at the end of the passageway. 

All I had to do was walk down it to meet him.

As I took my first step forward, the lighter in my hand finally ran out of fuel, and I snapped it closed and put it back in my pocket as I kept moving. I no longer needed the lighter to see by anyway, for the green glow beyond illuminated the surroundings enough, though it made everything seem alien and strange, almost as if the stone itself was not of this world either. 

What kind of place was this? I wondered. More to the point, what am I heading into?

The question remained on my mind as I slowly entered a massive room that seemed like it had been roughly cut out of the rock itself, like an enormous cave almost, and just as cavernous. In places on the walls, there were more sinister symbols, these much bigger, painted in some unknown reddish substance that glowed eerily in the sickly green light. 

An air of dread and horror hung in the air, the likes of which I had never felt before, probably because of its source, which was a huge hole in the middle of the room, out of which the glowing green light emanated, accompanied by a low humming sound that seemed to vibrate through my bones and stress the horror I already keenly felt. 

I kept my distance from the hole and the strange energy that came from it, choosing to walk around the edge of the walls as I explored the cavernous room. The heat down here was almost intolerable, and my clothes were soon glued to my skin from sweating so much.

I expected to find Erebus in the room, but after walking right around it, I saw no one. Yet despite the room appearing empty, I thought I could still feel a presence in it, sometimes moving behind me, sometimes in front, but always there, invisibly watching.

“I know you’re here,” I said after my tour of the room, my voice echoing ominously as my words were carried away toward the impossibly high ceiling. “Show yourself.” I walked slowly again, closer to the pit and its ghoulish emerald light this time as I watched carefully for signs of life. “I came to talk. There’s no need to hide.”

Stopping, I waited on a response, but there was nothing but the noise of the strange humming sound in the room.

Until a voice spoke. 

A voice that seemed to come from everywhere at once as it echoed off the walls. 

“Do you think I fear you, Savior?” The voice was deep, youngish sounding, the accent curiously flat and almost impossible to place. It was also scary in its quiet insouciance as if the speaker was concerned with nothing at all, least of all my presence here.

“No,” I said after swallowing dryly, looking around for the source of the voice. “I don’t think that.”

“Do you fear me, Savior?”

I was about to answer when a black shape suddenly emerged from the wall beside me, causing me to jump back in fright. As the figure walked forth from the shadows and into the green light, I saw it was a man with Caucasian features, but with skin the color of tar. The whites of his eyes stood out against the abnormal darkness of his skin, and within those orbs danced a fire that was strangely hypnotizing. 

I could only stand still as he came close to me, a good head taller than I was, and much broader. As physical specimens go, he was almost perfect, which didn’t surprise me at all. He stood for what seemed like a very long time just staring at me, his eyes roaming over my entire body before he walked around me like a farmer inspecting one of his livestock. 

“You didn’t answer my question,” he said, his voice seeming softer but nonetheless threatening at this distance. “Do you fear me, Savior?”

I feared him all right. How the hell could I not? He was as intimidating as anyone I had ever met, and I had met some intimidating fuckers in my time. This guy was intimidating without even trying, which is to say nothing of the massive cock hanging between his legs, an appendage that was intimidating in its own right because of its immense girth and nearly abnormal length. Clearly, Apep had wanted his son to walk proud here on Earth, to be the envy of all men, which he probably would be if it wasn’t for his distinctly unearthly black skin, which made him look like he’d been painted with liquid obsidian. 

“Do you want me to fear you?” I asked him.

The question seemed to throw him for a second, and then he smiled slightly with pitch-black lips, showing just a hint of teeth that weren’t white. “By rights, the entire world should fear me, but the fact is, it will never get the chance to.”

“Because you will destroy it?”

He nodded slowly as I suddenly noticed strange, black shapes fluttering around him like butterflies. Only these things, whatever they were, were not butterflies, or even like anything else of this Earth. What their purpose was, I did not know. 

“It is what I was born to do,” he said. “It has been prophesied long before I was ever created.”

“And you believe in these prophecies?”

He stared at me for a moment and then stepped toward me again, tilting his head to the side. “Clearly, you do not, or perhaps… you do. Is that why you are here, Savior, to talk me out of fulfilling my purpose, my destiny? If that is the case, I can assure you, you have wasted your time.”

Sighing, I shook my head slightly as a sense of futility overcame me that made me want to sit down and give up, and to accept whatever fate was in store for me and the rest of the world. Shrugging off my backpack, I fished out my cigarettes, realizing I didn’t have a light, so I held up the cigarette and said to Erebus, “You mind lighting this for me, as you’ve seen fit to block my magic.”

Erebus frowned for a second, as if he didn’t know what to make of me. “It was not I who blocked your magic, but this place. My ancestors used to populate this great city now buried under the sands. They may be gone, but their energy still exists. That energy is canceling out your so-called magic.”

“So, can I have a light or not?” After a moment, he waved his hand slightly, and the end of my cigarette suddenly glowed red. “Much obliged.” As I stood smoking, I stared into the pit, its green glow almost hallucinatory in its intensity. “What is that?”

“A door to another dimension,” Erebus said. “To my father’s dimension.”

“Apep’s?”

“Yes.” He walked to the edge of the pit and peered into it, the fluttering creatures following him. “I came here ten years ago when I could no longer tolerate being around humans. They did as my father commanded them, raising me, allowing me to reach my full potential if you will, to which end they did a good enough job. But I grew tired of their petty concerns, not to say sickened by their very presence. Don’t you grow tired of humans, Savior?”

“I wish you’d stop calling me that.”

“Savior? But that’s who you are, is it not? The token Savior who will suffer defeat at my hands?”

I looked away from him as I tried not to seem pissed off. “Just Corvin will do.”

He turned away from the pit to stare at me. “You don’t believe you are the Savior, do you, Corvin?”

“I don’t know what to believe,” I replied honestly. “Unlike you, I haven’t had a lifetime to assimilate. All of this has been dumped on me only lately.”

“If I had the capacity, I would probably feel sorry for you.”

I took another drag on my cigarette. “Don’t bother.”

“You haven’t even met your real father yet, have you?”

“My real father?” I shook my head. “Cernunnos is not my father. Max Chance was my father.”

He came closer, the winged creatures following him. “I’m starting to see why you will suffer defeat,” he said. “Not only do you not have any faith, but you are all too human. You are supposed to be the son of a god, yet you don’t act like one. Your lack of belief makes you weak and vulnerable. I could wipe you from existence in an instant, right this very moment, if I so chose to.”

“So why don’t you?”

“Is that a request?”

I said nothing as I dropped my cigarette butt and ground it out underfoot, realizing I had made a mistake even coming here. It was plain Erebus’ mind would not be changed. He was a walking weapon of mass destruction, and he knew that well. He had only one purpose, and he was comfortable with that. There was no self-doubt or questioning of his existence, and that made him strong. 

Stronger than I would ever be, I realized, knowing now that I would never defeat him under any circumstances.

When he came walking up to me, I just stared at him. “Perhaps I should just put you out of your misery now,” he said, reaching out to place one finger on my forehead. Almost instantly, I felt the life-force drain from me as my body went weak and felt like it was folding in on itself, the muscles and tendons no longer able to function as they should. But just before I collapsed to the ground, Erebus removed his finger, and I kneeled gasping for breath as my body struggled to right itself from the trauma he had inflicted upon its molecular structure. “But I won’t. Like it or not, you will face me in the Final Battle.”

Crouched over on the floor, I stared up at him. “But why?”

The slightly shimmering creatures continued to flutter around him as he stared down at me, before crouching down himself. “Because that is how it has been written. The Final Battle must take place. My father insists on it.”

“Do you do everything your father tells you to do?”

He smiled at that. “You will never know the relationship I have with my father,” he said. “You still think in human terms. The bond I have with my father is beyond your understanding. We are forces of pure darkness. Perhaps when you finally meet your own true father, you will understand. In the meantime, he seems to have abandoned you.”

Despite not feeling any connection toward my so-called real father, Erebus’ last remark still hurt somewhat. It stung knowing that he had had all the support he would ever need, whereas I’d had none. Erebus knew his real purpose from the day he was born. My apparent true purpose had only just been thrust upon me, which I was expected to live up to, despite not knowing how. 

“This is all bullshit,” I said sharply as I stood up. “You realize that you’re just being used, right? That you’re only an object built for a specific purpose? That you have no value beyond that?”

For the first time, his mask of self-assurance seemed to slip, revealing the merest hint of doubt underneath. “Those are human concerns of which you speak, and thus of no consequence.”

“So, you’re happy to be nothing more than a weapon in the hands of your father and his disciples?” It was my turn to move toward him for a change, a small action that appeared to put another crack in his confidence. “You’re happy to destroy an entire world to satisfy the insane desires of a handful of people? Despite what you say, you are still part human, just as I am. Your mother was human, as mine was. Your father might be a true force of darkness, but you are not, Erebus. They even named you after someone else, after a god that no one but another god could relate to. You aren’t a god, Erebus. You’re just a human being corrupted by dark forces that don’t give a shit about you. Look around. Look at where you’re living—in an abandoned city underneath a desert, all alone with nothing but a selfish god to whisper lies and deceits in your ear. You talk about destiny, but what you don’t seem to understand is that all this isn’t destiny, it’s enslavement. Is that what you want to be, Erebus? A slave?”

The fires in his eyes burned fiercely, and the creatures floating around him fluttered madly, as if in tune with his rising emotions. For a being unconcerned with and supposedly far apart from humanity, he was coming across as human now. Likely, no one had ever questioned him, always worshipping him and telling him what he needed to hear; what the forces controlling him needed to hear. He had probably never questioned himself, his existence, or his motives. To have me do so now seemed to cause him mental anguish, as if everything I said was conflicting with his carefully constructed belief system. 

For the first time, he seemed lost for words, which to me was a positive sign; a sign that I might break through his wall of conditioning to the human I knew still existed inside of him, however deeply buried that person was.

But before I had time to continue, the humming from the pit suddenly increased in intensity to the point where I couldn’t stand it. Blood soon poured from my ears and nose as it felt like my head was about to explode with the great pressure being put upon it by the vibrations emanating from the pit. 

Not only that, but I also felt another presence in the room, one which was much, much darker than even Erebus’, and I knew immediately that Apep himself was reaching through from another dimension to crush me before I could corrupt his progeny any further. 

Dropping to my knees, I clamped my hands to my head and screamed with the pain running through every inch of me, the sickening vibrations threatening to break apart my every molecule and wipe me from existence.

It felt like this would be the case until the vibrations stopped as suddenly as they began, and the humming sound died down to its former low level. Filled with relief, I fell forward onto my hands and stayed that way until I felt able to focus again. 

With blood still seeping from nearly every orifice in my body, I looked up at Erebus, who was now standing over me looking deeply concerned, as if he had an enormous problem that he didn’t know how to solve. 

“I take it I pissed off Daddy,” I said after spitting blood onto the ground.

“Your words offended him,” he said, sounding somewhat shaken himself, though not, I suspected, because of what just happened, but because I had planted seeds of doubt in him which had found fertile ground, though he was doing his best not to show it. 

“That’s very human of him.”

“Don’t. He will eradicate you next time.”

“And what about the Final Battle, huh, Erebus? What of your great destiny?” I shook my head as I laughed to myself, then spat more blood onto the ground. “This whole thing’s a fucking joke.”

Erebus stared down at me like he didn’t know what to say. “I think it’s time for you to leave,” he said eventually.

I stood up and brushed myself off a little before staring at him. “What’s the matter, Erebus? Are things cutting a little too close to the bone for you? Maybe a part of you knows how ridiculous this whole thing is, but you’ve been too scared to admit it to yourself. You’re afraid of what Daddy might say, is that it?”

A growl left his mouth, and he suddenly rushed toward me, his hand wrapping around my throat as he pushed me back against the wall, his face coming to rest close to mine, his eyes boring into me. “Why did you have to come here?” he growled. “We were never supposed to meet until the Final Battle!”

“Destiny doesn’t always go the way you want it too,” I said, my fear of him now diminished in the face of his unsettled demeanor. “Don’t you see, Erebus? None of this has to happen. You can be your own man, your own god, if you want to be. You don’t have to listen to your father or his disciples. You can put an end to all this right now by⁠—”

His hand slamming into the wall next to my face soon shut me up, the force of his blow crushing the rock under his palm. 

“Enough!” he bellowed, his eyes now staring madly at me as he breathed heavily, the strange, tentacled creatures now forming a dense cloud around his head like fluttering black moths. I knew I’d pissed him off, and for a moment, I thought he would kill me and be done with it. 

But then something caught his attention, and he shifted his focus to the wall near where his hand had hit. With the same hand, he seemed to pluck something from the rock and then stepped back with it in his palm. When I looked down, I saw it was a tiny weed that must’ve been growing in a crevice in the rock. How any life existed down here—beyond the other-dimensional life, that is—was beyond me. 

And yet, he held life in his hand, the bright green of the small plant standing out against the blackness of his palm. For the longest time, he seemed fascinated by this tiny semblance of life, perhaps wondering, like I did, how it had grown so far down in the darkness. 

As I watched with equal fascination, I soon noticed his rising discomfort, followed by something approximating pain in his face. It was as if the tiny plant was burning his hand, or perhaps countering his darkness somehow, I don’t know. I just knew it was doing something to him, and that after a while he couldn’t stand it. He eventually covered the plant with his other hand for a few seconds, and when he took his hand away again, there was nothing but ash left in his palm, as if he’d incinerated the tiny plant. 

When he was done, he looked at me and let the ashes fall to the ground, as if life itself meant nothing to him. 

“I know what I am,” he said after a moment, his former self-assurance now back in his voice. “I am the bringer of death and the destroyer of worlds. Can you truly say what you are, Corvin Chance?”

As I stared silently back at him, I knew there would be no getting through to him, and no talking him out of doing what he believed he was destined to do. 

When he suddenly grabbed me and yanked me forward, I knew he was done with me, at least for now, and as if to prove it, he dragged me over to the edge of the pit. 

“What are you doing?” I asked fearfully as I stared down into that dark green abyss with its sinister, swirling energy.

“The next time we meet will be at the Final Battle,” he said. “Then I will crush you. In the meantime, why don’t you take the long way back to the sands…”

“No, Erebus, don’t⁠—”

“Until we meet again,” he said, just before shoving me into the green abyss.
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Ilanded in the dry sand from a height that I didn’t even want to think about. One minute I was cast adrift in a sea of interdimensional horrors, the next I was falling from the sky with the ground rushing up to meet me. 

When I thudded down onto the sand, consciousness left me for a few moments, as though my mind needed to shut down to protect itself from falling apart in the face of the unimaginable horrors it had been forced to witness. 

No human mind should ever have to see what I saw in Apep’s world. How my mind hadn’t turned instantly to mush upon witnessing the ungodly sights within that cursed dimension, I’ll never know. 

Things existed there—beings of indescribable horror; multi-faced monstrosities that made me scream in terror as soon as I laid eyes on them—things that screamed back at me in a voice that my ears could hardly comprehend. It felt like I’d spent weeks just hurtling through that world of darkness, dragged along by some unseen energy as I was forced to look upon the terrible, nightmarish forms of the appalling beings who populated that ghastly place, until finally, just as I wished for death, I came upon the face of Apep himself. 

My near lifeless body was suspended in the dark, an unknowable energy that powered the whole alien dimension, holding me like a helpless fly caught in thick treacle as the gigantic, wholly monstrous form of Apep rose into view before me; a mountainous form that was so mind-shatteringly horrific, I couldn’t bear to look at it. 

But even as I shut my eyes, I could still see Apep’s monstrous, tentacled face before me as he seemed to hover in space, swaying ever so slowly like a great underwater behemoth. His appearance was ghastly enough, but when he deigned to speak, that was even more mind-crushing. That booming voice—almost unlistenable in its harsh, bubbling tones—soon reached my ears as words that I could somehow understand.

Words that said, “My son will kill you… and then you are mine…” 

As an indescribable sonic madness assaulted my ears, I soon heard a deathly cold laughter; a laughter which continued to echo relentlessly in my ears even as I screamed and screamed…

And now here I was, a quivering wreck as I lay groaning and drooling in the desert sand, my mind feeling like it had been shattered into a thousand pieces and then reassembled in some horrifically random way that all but ensured I would remain insane for the rest of my life, knowing only of the horrors which lay in wait for me when I finally died at the hands of Erebus.
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I lay in the soft desert sand for what seemed like a very long time. Long enough for the day to shift into night as the sun disappeared, gradually and then suddenly swallowed up by the darkness, replaced by a blanket of shining stars that reminded me all too much of the horrors out there in space, contained within dimensions that were practically next door to this one. 

As I stared up at the night sky—drifting in and out of consciousness—all I could think about was how insignificant I was, and not just me, but the whole human race. We think of ourselves as giants, as titans of the universe, but really, we don’t even know the meaning of those words. Perhaps if we did, we wouldn’t be so fucking arrogant all the time, so assured of our divine right to be here, when really, divinity had nothing to do with it. 

We’re just an insignificant life-form in a universe that holds far greater life-forms than us.

It wasn’t until I noticed something staring at me that my mind finally emerged from its hidey-hole like a wary, mentally scarred animal. My eyes focused themselves in the darkness, and I raised my head slightly to see a small lizard sitting on my chest, its eyes seeming to stare right at me as it sat there almost comically, all but goading me to get up. When the lizard saw I was awake and semi-functional again, it turned around and scurried off me, running off into the night to hunt insects or whatever it is lizards do in the desert.

Groaning as I sat up, I glanced at my surroundings, seeing only sand in the pitch darkness. My mouth was dry and my throat parched. Still, despite this, I thought about wanting a cigarette before any water, though I soon realized I could have neither because I no longer had my backpack, which was still probably far underground in Erebus’ lair. 

Standing up, I stretched my body a little as my mind righted itself and gained some clarity at last, despite the memories of the horrors I saw, which still flashed obscenely within my mind. 

First things first, I thought. I need to get the hell out of this desert.

Predictably, when I tried to use my magic to open a portal, nothing much happened. A vague outline appeared in the darkness, but that was it. No portal appeared within it, which told me I must still be near the nameless city. In order for my magic to work again, I would have to navigate away from the place, and given that I did not know how big the nameless city was since it all lay underground, I also didn’t know how long I would have to walk before reaching a place where my magic wasn’t blocked anymore by the energy still contained within the nameless city’s walls.

So I started walking, hardly caring which direction I was heading in as long as I made it out of the vicinity of the nameless city. The frigid night air had well and truly seeped into my bones by this point, which made walking an uncomfortable experience, especially since it also felt like the sand was trying to suck me down with every step. 

But I trudged on, doing my best to ignore the cold, thinking I would soon be out of this damnable desert for good. As I walked, I would occasionally pass by remnants of the nameless city that jutted out of the sand in places like dark omens. I could hardly look at these partially obscured stone structures, for they reminded me too much of the monumental structures that existed in Apep’s world. A few times, I had to stop and squeeze my eyes shut, as I was overwhelmed with flashbacks. My hands would grip my head as I almost tried to squeeze the memories out of my skull. So as not to drop to the sand a quivering wreck again, I would think of other things, like Amelia’s face and how warm her body was when I touched her; or Dalia, and how connected to her I felt when I was around her. I even thought about Monty and his goofiness that always brought a smile to my face. 

When thinking of people I cared about stopped working, and Apep’s face would rear up in my mind again, I thought of playing the guitar, something I hadn’t done in a while. Forcing myself to keep walking, my body shivering in the cold, I pictured in my mind’s eye an image of myself playing the guitar, and I would focus on that, making sure I hit every imaginary note for each song that I ran through. Eventually, I even started singing as I tried to counter the misery of seeing another uncovered piece of the nameless city, which was always a stark reminder that I hadn’t walked far enough yet.

I kept up this self-distraction for I don’t know how long. By the time dawn broke, I was still walking, still sensing the nameless city far beneath my feet, though not Erebus, nor any of his otherworldly sentinels. I had a feeling that Erebus would be brooding in his lair, trying to regain his singular focus after I had disrupted it. 

Fuck him, I thought bitterly. He’s no better than a fucking sheep, mindlessly following the shepherds that control him.

Still, there was no denying his power and will to wreak destruction across the world. Sheep or not, he was a danger and had to be stopped. 

“Of course,” I shouted out loud, somewhat deliriously as I plowed through the sand, “if someone would fucking come down from his ivory tower at some point and give me some fucking guidance, that would be great. And yes, I’m speaking to you, Cernunnos.” I stopped and stared up into the sky as if the Lord of the Wild Things would appear at any moment. “I’m supposed to be your son. The absent father routine is getting a little old now, and in case you didn’t know, the world is on the brink of destruction, so…” I sighed and shook my head before muttering, “Fuck you, then…”

Just up ahead was a large boulder which I walked to and sat on, glad of the opportunity to rest my aching legs. I had only been sitting for less than a minute, however, before I felt a sharp pain in my right ankle. Crying out, I flew off the boulder and looked down at my feet to see a huge scorpion scurry away before disappearing under a rock. 

“You fucking bastard!” I screamed at the disappearing creature. “Why?!”

Checking my ankle, I saw it was already red and swollen. The pain set in quickly, centered mostly around the site of the sting, but traveling up my leg. I had never been bitten by a scorpion before, so I did not know how bad things would get, or just how deadly this particular scorpion sting would be. 

“I swear if I fucking die out here—” I shook my head. “I will not die… I can’t die… I’m a demigod! Fuck you scorpion! You didn’t know that before you stung me, did you?”

As if to prove my resilience, I started walking again, and for a short while, I did so without feeling much of any pain in my ankle. But inevitably, things got worse, with the pain slowly spreading up my right leg, to the point where it hurt just to move it. 

When I stopped and checked the site of the sting, I winced when I saw how much my ankle had swollen up, and how red my skin seemed, which stung like a bitch, by the way. I ignored my condition at first, resuming my walking again as I passed by another exposed remnant of the nameless city. Which was gut-wrenching because it meant I still hadn’t walked far enough yet. 

In fact, I thought it would take me days or even weeks to walk far enough, and the thought of being stuck in this desert wasteland for that long was excruciating. 

“Where is a fucking camel when you need one?”

Eventually, I couldn’t walk any longer as the pain in my leg was so great. I was also severely dehydrated and weak as a kitten because of it. Physically and mentally depleted, I lay back on the sand and closed my eyes. 

“I will die out here in this fucking desert,” I half-whispered. “So much for…” 

I trailed off as unconsciousness took me into its sweet embrace.
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When I awoke, I did so to find that I was lying on the grass, the sweet smell of which hit my nostrils as I opened my eyes. The grass felt cool on my skin, and I lay there for a moment, not even caring why there was grass and not sand under me. It wasn’t until I finally sat up and realized that I was surrounded by massive, thick-trunked trees did I wonder just where the hell I was. 

Then the pain hit in my ankle, and I suddenly remembered what had happened. The scorpion sting had caused me to black out. 

But why was I now in a forest? 

Was this some fever dream, or a mirage? Was this all my imagination, and would the barren desert landscape come rushing back into my vision at any second? 

I sat tensely waiting for precisely that to happen, but it never did. The forest landscape remained, the birdsong and chitter of nearby small animals telling me that my new surroundings were going nowhere. 

“How the hell?” I said as I wondered how I could have ended up in such a place. A place where the sun pleasantly streamed through the dense canopy of the trees; trees which seemed ancient in their appearance, the trunks thick and gnarly with age. Somewhere nearby, I heard the rush of water, as though a river or waterfall was close. Everything seemed familiar, yet strangely out of time. 

Am I even still on Earth? I wondered as I stood up, wincing at the pain in my swollen ankle. Is this Erebus’s doing? Has he banished me to some other realm to keep me out of the way?

No, this wasn’t Erebus. 

If he wanted me gone, he would’ve just let me die in the desert. Or if he had banished me somewhere, it would’ve been somewhere a lot less pleasant and picturesque than this place. There was strong magic here, and not the dark variety, but a lighter magic that seemed strange but still familiar, as if it had always been a part of me and I just hadn’t felt it until now. 

As a test, I cast a Healing Spell on my horribly swollen ankle, surprised when light emanated from my hand and bathed the swollen tissues of my leg, instantly relieving it of pain as it reduced the swelling and returned my skin to its normal color. In less than a minute, it was as if I’d never been bitten at all. 

“Goddamn…” I said approvingly, a smile on my face now as I marveled at the potency of the magic.

It was then that I realized what was going on here. There could only be one explanation, and that was that Cernunnos must’ve heard my call, my plea for help. Whatever magical realm I was now in, it had to belong to him. 

But if that was the case, where the hell was he?

I stood looking around for a moment, marveling at the abundance of life in this lushly green environment. Everywhere I looked, I saw various kinds of plants, fungi, shrubbery and trees growing, some of which I didn’t even recognize, as if they only belonged to this realm alone. It was like Earth, but a lusher, richer version of it, perhaps how Earth would’ve been before man came along and shaped the environment to his liking. This was nature, but nature at its most unspoiled, and its most magical.

But where was the man in charge? And why would he bring me here and not be around when I woke up?

“Hello?” I called out, a note of apprehension in my voice. “Cernunnos?”

I stood in silence for another moment, half-expecting some sort of reply, but none came. 

A noise behind me made me turn around, and I noticed a stag standing next to a massive oak tree in the distance. The stag was bigger than any I had ever seen, standing maybe the height of a cart-horse, and just as thickly muscled, sporting giant antlers that gleamed almost golden in the sunlight beaming down upon them. 

As I made eye contact with the magnificent-looking beast, my heart raced faster, for I knew immediately that I was looking at Cernunnos in one of his animal forms. The stag’s eyes were so full of cognizance that they might as well have been human. 

For the longest time, the stag and I stared at each other, an undoubted connection passing between us; a connection that filled my body with a warmth I hadn’t felt since I last embraced my mother when she was alive. 

The connection didn’t last long, however, for the stag soon moved off into the woods, to my dismay disappearing altogether when I tried to follow it. 

“Seriously?” I said as I looked around, wondering how such a giant animal could just disappear like that, until I remembered Cernunnos was a god and could probably do whatever the hell he wanted here.

I wandered around the forest for a bit, hoping to come across the stag again, but it had vanished. Around me, it felt like the birds and small animals were watching me with interest, as if they knew who I was and were waiting to see what I would do next. 

Which turned out to be not very much as I continued to walk around, soaking up the serene atmosphere of the forest after having endured the desert wasteland for what seemed like weeks, but which was actually only two days. 

When I came to a babbling brook, I dropped to my knees and used my hands to scoop up the crystal clear water into my mouth, intensely grateful to have my raging thirst quenched at last. The water was the most refreshing I’d ever tasted, and after I had sated my thirst, I splashed the water around my face and neck, enjoying the coolness of it on my skin.

It was as I stood up to wipe the water from my face that I noticed a buzzing noise in the background that got progressively louder the closer it got to me. Looking around, I soon saw a large swarm of bees make its way through the trees, coming to rest over the brook just in front of me. The gentle movements and almost hypnotic buzz of the bees were not threatening, and the swarm soon spoke to me in a whispering voice that seemed to come from all directions at once. 

“Follow us…” the bees said.

“Where?” I asked after a moment, wondering now if I was talking to Cernunnos in another form, though I didn’t think I was. The bees were their own entity, though they were clearly doing the bidding of another power, most likely the Big Man himself.

“To your destiny,” the bees whispered, their collective voices like a soft caress, and soothing to my ears.

“Well,” I said, smiling. “Since you put it like that, how can I refuse?”

The bees buzzed loudly as if in acknowledgement and then moved back through the trees as I followed them for a good ten minutes, entranced by their gentle buzzing and the calm background noises of the forest itself. 

I’ve always loved forest environments, loved the peace and tranquility they provided, and the easy connection they offered to the Great Mother. In this forest of forests, I felt that connection even more keenly, as though the bees I was following were manifestations of the Great Mother herself. I’d only been here for less than half an hour, and already I never wanted to leave. All of my previous problems seemed now to pale in significance when up against the majesty of the forest and the great spiritual and magical forces contained within it. This was the very antithesis of Apep’s dark and ghastly world, a place of unending life and abundance; a place where the soul could be at rest for eternity, here amongst the sublime creations of Nature, of the Great Mother.

I was still contemplating all of this when the bees stopped and hovered over the mouth of a cave set into a grass-covered slope. 

“Enter the cave,” the bees said in unison, hundreds of whispering voices caressing my ears. 

As I stared at the cave and the bees, it all felt highly significant, as though I were taking part in some ancient ritual, which made me loathe to question what was happening, but I did anyway. 

“What for? What’s in there?”

“Are you afraid?” the bees asked as they came toward me a little.

I shook my head. “No.”

“Then enter the cave so you can be forged anew.”

“Forged?” I said, frowning. But the bees had already turned and were now flying away, leaving me to stand staring into the mouth of the cave, wondering what was inside. I was certain that once I entered that place, there would be no turning back, and I would emerge from it a different person. 

In what ways, I couldn’t be sure yet, but I knew I wanted to find out. I believed the bees when they said my destiny lay within the cave. 

Calmly, I walked inside to meet it.
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Ifound the interior of the cave to be massive when I walked inside, much bigger than I expected, to the point where I felt like Alice, having gone down the rabbit hole only to shrink in size. Multicolored veins in the rock glowed intensely, adding to the already trippy experience. The smell in the warm air was almost like marzipan, sweet and slightly sickly. An almost sacred silence existed within the cavernous interior, punctuated occasionally by metallic clacking sounds, as if machinery worked within the walls themselves.

My awe soon turned to astonishment when a giant figure—giant to me anyway—rounded a corner just up ahead. A figure who stood many feet high, and who probably could’ve crushed me between thumb and forefinger like a tiny insect if he so desired. As the technicolor light from the cave walls lit up the figure, I soon saw that the giant had dwarven features, with long, thick hair that had many braids in it, and a beard that hung halfway down his chest. The dwarf’s clothes were a combination of animal skins and furs. As he came to tower over me, I took a few steps back, not in fear exactly, but more as a precaution in case I got stepped on. 

The dwarf looked down at me with huge, dark blue eyes. “Son of Cernunnos,” he said in a booming voice. “I’ve been expecting you.”

“Hello,” I said, not exactly sure what to say. “My name is⁠—”

“It does not matter who you are,” the dwarf said, crouching down, his matted hair swinging in front of me like ship ropes. “What matters is who you will become.”

“What is this place?” I asked. “Why am I here?”

“You have entered the forge,” the dwarf said. “A place where bodies are disassembled and then rebuilt anew.”

I wasn’t sure if I liked the sound of that. “Sort of like a cosmic chop-shop then?” I joked.

The dwarf stared at me as if he didn’t know what I was talking about. “If you say so.” He reached down and wrapped his thick, stubby fingers around my body, gently picking me up off the ground and holding me in front of his face as if he was contemplating eating me. “I will take you to the forge to begin the process.”

“Is this going to be painful?” I asked as he straightened up, raising me to an even greater height as he held me just in front of his bulbous nose.

“Do you fear pain?”

I shook my head as I rested my arms on his pudgy fingers. “I’d be stupid if I didn’t.”

The dwarf smiled. “There is no pain here, Little God, only transformation.”

“Transformation.” I mulled the word over as the dwarf walked with me in his hand. “What kind of transformation? Will I still keep my body?”

The dwarf smiled again as he rounded a corner, and I suddenly felt a great heat in the air. Turning myself around in his grip, I looked ahead to where a group of giant cauldrons sat on a slab of rock, each one bubbling and steaming from whatever was inside. There appeared to be eight of the cauldrons, and two other dwarves stirred the contents with great sticks, occasionally stoking the flames underneath with huge bellows, further increasing the suffocating heat in the area. 

“Within those cauldrons, we will strengthen the fibers of your being,” the dwarf said. “Allowing you to access the powers that have been granted to you. It will be up to you, through your actions, to delve into the mystery of those powers and discover for yourself their true nature.”

I nodded, nervous now that I was about to get ripped apart and rebuilt anew. I wasn’t afraid, however, nor worried about what lay ahead for me inside this cave, with these almost monstrous dwarves. This was my destiny, I realized. I was always meant to end up here, in this rocky underworld with these smiths who were about to make me into a different being entirely. 

Into a demigod, and hopefully, someone who could defend the world against Apep, Erebus, and their minions.

Before long, I was laid down on a slab of rock not too far from the bubbling cauldrons, which seemed to spit light in various colors, as though each one contained nothing but energy—the energy of life and creation. The fumes it created were intoxicating, causing me to feel giddy. I lay on the slab of rock with a dopey grin on my face, vaguely wondering how the smiths didn’t succumb to the morphine-like effects of the fumes.

My grin soon lessened, however, when I suddenly realized the dwarf who had carried me here was now standing over me with an enormous hammer in his hand. The look on his face was focused. It was as though he didn’t see me as a person anymore, but as a mere substance to be worked upon and shaped to his liking. 

I screamed when the hammer was brought down on me, but my scream soon ceased when I realized I was feeling no pain. In fact, when I opened my eyes, I was floating in the air, hovering high above my physical body down below. I had no sensation at all as I stared down at my prone form, half expecting it to be a bloody mess after the hammer blow. Yet it wasn’t. Instead, it was as if the dwarf had used his hammer to break off some outer shell, revealing now a form made up of brilliant, breathtakingly beautiful light. When I looked harder, I saw this body of light was created by the hundreds of thousands of fibers of various sizes that represented every component of my physical body, as well as my brain and spiritual aura. 

As the other two dwarves stoked the fires under the cauldrons, the dwarf working on me grabbed a pair of enormous fire tongs and used them to grip the back of my neck, causing me to flinch even though I felt no pain as I looked down on the scene below. When my body was flipped over on the slab of rock, I saw my spine was represented by a long strand of cobalt light. The dwarf took a knife of some sort and cut into this thick strand, pulling it apart as he pulled bunches of smaller strands from it with his hands before tossing those strands or fibers into the cauldrons. 

He ripped me open at various other places on my body as well, ripping out more fibers to give to the other two smiths, who then stirred them around inside the hissing, spitting cauldrons, before taking them out and placing them in a different cauldron that gave off an intense white light. Looking down on myself, I saw I was like a dissected animal, with bits of me hanging out everywhere, but not in a gruesome way, not with all those beautifully luminous strands of light.

The smiths by the cauldrons then fished out the long fibers that had been placed in there, removing them with tongs and handing them over to the dwarf next to my body. The giant dwarf then went about inserting these newly strengthened strands of light into the length of my spine, and in other places too, his thick fingers somehow able to thread and fix the glowing fibers wherever they needed to go. 

I don’t know how long the dwarf spent rearranging my fibers, but it seemed like a long time before my spirit—or whatever I was—got pulled back down into my physical body, which had now been closed up once more, sealing away the new arrangement of fibers within me.

“The work is done,” the dwarf boomed as he looked down at me. “The web of your being has been forever transformed.”

As I sat naked on the slab of rock, I hardly felt much different at that point. Not that I got much of a chance to check anyway, for the dwarf suddenly reached down and picked me up by the head, raising me up to his eye level as he walked toward the cave entrance. It was a little disconcerting being held in such a manner, though I felt no pain as his fingers squeezed my skull. As he carried me along, I wasn’t sure what to say except thank you. 

But before I had time to open my mouth, the dwarf said, “Farewell, Little God,” and then promptly tossed me like a piece of rubbish out of the cave. I went sailing through the air, just about making it through the entrance without crashing into it, before landing with a thud and a skid on the lush grass outside, eventually coming to rest against a tree.

“Farewell to you too…” I muttered as I picked myself up off the ground, brushing the dirt from me as I welcomed the warm glow of the sun blazing high in the clear blue sky. 

I was about to do a thorough inspection of my upgraded self when I realized someone was standing watching me. I looked up to see a mountain of a man with a long bushy beard and wild hair, with a set of massive antlers growing out of his skull. Greenish-blue eyes, shining like shimmering pools of pure energy, stared down at me from a height that must have reached over seven feet. 

I didn’t need the man to introduce himself, for I knew immediately who he was. 

For a long moment, I stared at him as I stood naked like a rabbit caught in headlights. “You wouldn’t have a spare set of clothes lying around, would you?” I said. “Or maybe a large fig leaf?”
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Cernunnos was about what I expected. He lived up to his title of Lord of the Wild Things, at least in appearance, for he was probably the wildest looking being I had ever come across, which was saying a lot, considering I was from Dublin. 

I followed him into an expansive grove where he sat on a large throne that appeared made from intertwined branches, from which several animal skulls hung in various places. When he had settled in, he sat staring wordlessly at me for a long time, his face intimidating, his stare making me uncomfortable, especially considering I was still naked. 

“How do you feel?” he asked after a while, his voice deep, though his accent less pronounced than I expected.

The question threw me, especially after everything I had been through in the desert with Erebus, then in Apep’s world and finally in this place, in the cave with the dwarfs. “Like I’ve been ripped apart and put back together again,” I replied.

He nodded as if he understood, pulling the biggest pipe I’ve ever seen from out of the animal skins covering his barrel chest. He placed the pipe in his mouth, lighting up the contents with a mere thought. “That’s because you were.”

“I don’t feel much different.”

“You won’t, not until you discover your powers.”

“And how long does that usually take? I’m going to need them soon.”

A massive plume of smoke left his thick-lipped mouth. “Apparently so.”

I frowned at his indifference. “You don’t seem too concerned about the threat from Erebus and Apep.”

He chuckled as he looked around at the trees surrounding us. “It’s really nothing to do with me.”

My frown deepened. “Didn’t you help… create me for this very purpose?”

“I did… against my better judgement.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means I don’t like to meddle in the affairs of humans. If you all want to kill yourselves, that’s up to you.”

“But I thought you were a protector of the Earth?”

“I am, and that is the only reason I agreed to procreate in the first place, to help save the Earth from destruction. I care more about the animals than I do about humans.”

“So I’m what… just a tool then, and nothing more?” I couldn’t keep the hurt from my voice when I said it.

Cernunnos stared down at me from his throne as he puffed contentedly on his pipe. “I’ve kept an eye on you since you were born,” he said. “Mostly, I considered you a waste of my sperm.”

I shook my head slowly, like he’d just slapped me in the face. “Sure, tell it like is, Cernunnos. Tell me how you really feel, by all means.”

A slight smile appeared on his face, though he seemed mostly unbothered by my reaction. “However, you have changed since your mother died. I’ve looked on since you have done the things you have done. You’ve even impressed me once or twice.”

“Though not enough to appear before now, it seems.”

“You humans,” he said, shifting in his throne. “Always so needy.”

“I just would’ve liked to have known about you.”

“You know now.”

Puffing my cheeks, I shook my head. This guy is hard work, I thought. Bloody gods, thinking they’re better than everyone else…

“We usually are.”

“What?”

“I said, we usually are.”

“Did you just read my thoughts?”

“Your mind is like a device that won’t turn off. I can’t help but hear it.”

“Then you know how apprehensive I am about facing Erebus in battle.”

He nodded. “Erebus is a formidable opponent, though not without his weaknesses. I’m sure you’ll figure out how to defeat him.”

“You aren’t very helpful, I have to say.”

He stopped puffing on his pipe to give me a hard stare. “Helpful? I created you! I also just had you remolded in the forge. What more do you want from me? Would you like me to defeat Erebus for you?” He shook his head. “And this is why I have little to do with humans…”

“Am I your only—I hesitate to say son—but your only progeny?”

“You are,” he said. “I don’t make a habit of lying with humans… however beautiful.”

He seemed to be referring to my mother. “You liked her, didn’t you?”

He shifted on his throne again as he shook his head. “She was just a woman. They’re all the same.”

“We both know that’s not true,” I said as I came closer to him. “She became special to you, didn’t she?”

His bright gaze fell upon me again. “For a woman, she was…” He trailed off, as if he didn’t know how to express himself, or as if he didn’t want to.

“You loved her.” A smile appeared on my face. “Didn’t you?”

Cernunnos scoffed, as if the idea was ridiculous. “I hardly knew your mother. We lay together briefly. That is all.”

“But you still loved her from afar, though. I can see you did.”

“Whether I did or not, it makes no difference now, does it?”

It did to me, actually. It mattered that he clearly felt something for my mother, though I didn’t tell him this. “Couldn’t you have stopped her from getting killed?”

“Whatever you think of me, I am not the all-seeing eye. I see what I need to see, and that’s it. And even if I’d known your mother would die, I wouldn’t have stopped it from happening.”

“Why not?”

“It isn’t my place to interfere.”

“But you’re interfering now.”

“I’m merely meeting my son for the first time, nothing more.”

I shook my head. “You’re fucking hard work, you know that?”

“I’m not sure what you expected from me,” he said, sliding forward on his throne a little. “Would you like a hug? Would that make you feel better?”

“Fuck off, you’re taking the piss now.”

“That’s all you humans ever do is take the piss, so⁠—”

“But I’m not human, am I?”

“You are still part human.”

“Which makes me less in your eyes, clearly.”

Cernunnos sighed and then came down off his throne to stand over me like a massive oak tree. “Despite what you think, you are still my son, and I don’t run from the life that I create. You have more power now than any other human on Earth. What you do with that power is up to you, but know that I will always be here to advise when I can, and to give guidance when it is needed. Beyond that, I don’t think you can expect much more from me as your… father. Perhaps over time, things will change and develop. Who knows?”

“Assuming Erebus doesn’t kill me first.”

He crouched down and put a heavy hand on my shoulder, which, despite its weight, felt reassuring. “Your actions of late have given me a reason to have faith in you. That, I can say for sure.”

I nodded as I looked into his eyes. “I appreciate that.”

“As a demigod, you have lots of growing to do. The Earth needs a guardian, and you must become its protector. Erebus is but an obstacle in your path. Remove that obstacle, and your future will be assured, along with the continued future of life on Earth.”

“Do you really believe I can defeat him? What if Apep gets involved? I met him, you know—” I paused as I shuttered at the thought. “His power is vast and terrible.”

“A god like Apep doesn’t play the game directly, which is why he needs pawns like Erebus to do it for him. However, I will be there to ensure he doesn’t get involved.”

“You’ll be at the Final Battle?”

“I’ll be watching from afar.”

“I’d feel better if you were on the battlefield with me.”

He squeezed my shoulder. “I’ve always been on the battlefield with you,” he said, for the first time a note of fondness in his voice. “You just didn’t know it.”
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By the time it took me to blink, I was transported inside the bookshop as if I had never left it. As though I had never ventured to the desert or wound up in Cernunnos’ world. 

Still buck naked, I stood for a moment, glad to be back home in familiar surroundings after the alien landscapes I had previously found myself in. When the picture of my mother hanging on the wall caught my eye, I turned to it. 

“So… I met… Dad,” I said almost sarcastically, a pang of guilt going through me even as I said it, for I still considered Max to be my father, no matter about recent revelations. He may have had his faults, but at least he was there for me when he was alive, which is more than I could say for Cernunnos. “He’s arrogant, but I suppose you can’t expect much more from a god. And me—” I looked down at myself, at my newfangled physical body, which no longer had any scars or marks on it, the skin as smooth and as unblemished as a baby’s now. “I got an upgrade. Though I’m not sure in what way exactly…” 

As I held my hand out palm up, a small sphere of bluish energy appeared unbidden in my hand. For the longest time, I just stared at it as I wondered what to do with it. Then, following some deeply held instinct, I gently tossed the sphere of energy to the floor and promptly jumped back when a fully formed oak tree suddenly burst up from the floor and shot through the ceiling, continuing to grow at an alarming rate until its upper branches demolished their way through the flat upstairs and finally burst forth from the roof. 

All of this happened in a matter of seconds.

“What the fucking hell?” I said in shock and wonder as dust and bits of the ceiling continued to drop into the bookshop. I could only stare at the tree—at what I had done—in amazement.

And I knew that was just the start. 

Within me, I felt a new power source come to life, a power that was many times greater than the magic that normally lived within me. The magic which was now gone, replaced by this new higher power. 

As it coursed through me, my body straightened in exhilaration, and suddenly I became aware of a vast pool of energy gathering in me, a source of power that felt world changing in its intensity and sheer potential—life-giving, but also hugely destructive if I wanted it to be. 

With energy arcing between my palms, I realized the power of life and death was literally in my hands now. 

And I would use it to stop Erebus and the Disciples once and for all. 

Then maybe after I would figure out what to do about the bloody enormous tree in my shop.
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Once I got dressed in jeans and a leather jacket, I teleported to Amelia’s place. No portals this time, just straight teleportation, which proved to be effortless as I appeared in the front entrance hallway of the enormous house. 

But after five minutes, it quickly became clear that there was no one home, and I didn’t have a phone to call anybody either. 

I stood stressing for a moment, wondering what to do before a sudden sense of calmness came over me and I closed my eyes, guided now by some previously unknown instinct or inner power. The second I closed my eyes, I thought of Amelia, and suddenly I was hit with a vision of her that almost took my breath away, for it was like landing in a battlefield—the very worst of battlefields—and one populated by huge, tentacled monsters that were attacking everyone in sight. 

I saw through Amelia’s eyes as she shot bullet after bullet into one of these eldritch creatures, which still kept coming at her until she produced a sword from somewhere and cut the thing in half, spraying greenish-black blood everywhere. I felt her exhaustion after she made the cut, and her despair as she looked around to see people falling in battle, overrun by monsters and hooded Disciples of Apep, all clamoring across a blackened wasteland. Even the sky was unnaturally dark and full of winged beasts. I saw all of this through Amelia’s eyes, and I even glimpsed Dalia nearby as she used her powers to defend against the monsters attacking her. 

Throughout all this chaos and bloodshed, I was also keenly aware of Erebus’ presence in the background as he directed the entire show. 

Then someone shouted, “Look out!” and I felt the pain as it went through Amelia’s body. 

Darkness clouded out the vision, and my eyes sprang open as I gasped, “No! It can’t have started already… not yet…”

“I’m afraid it has,” a voice said that made me spin around to see none other than Constantine standing there, looking uncharacteristically disheveled—dirty and bloody—and I knew he had just come from the battle I had seen raging.

“Constantine!” I said. “What the hell is going on? Where is everyone?”

“Where do you think?” he said, almost angrily. “The Final Battle has been raging for days now. Where have you been?”

Frowning, I shook my head. “What do you mean for days? I’ve only been gone for two days.”

“No, Corvin,” he said, wiping blood splatter from his face. “You’ve been gone for over a week.”

“What? No, that can’t…”

“Believe me, you have. Mirahorn sensed your presence back in this realm, and he sent me to find you.”

“I must’ve been in Apep’s world for much longer than I thought,” I said, almost to myself.

“What? Whatever you’re talking about, it doesn’t matter. Erebus and his forces have almost overcome us. He stands on the brink of victory…”

A sudden icy rage filled me. “No, he doesn’t.”

Constantine stared at me as if he just realized there was something different about me. “Whatever you plan on doing, you need to do it now,” he said. “For the world as we know it is about to end.”
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Ihalf expected the Final Battle to take place in the remote desert I hadn’t long come from, but staying true to the vision that Drakkar had shown me, the battle was taking place in the Wicklow mountains, within a deep valley far from the view of anyone. I realized it didn’t really matter where the battle took place anyway, as Erebus and his Disciples saw it as nothing more than a ceremonial one—a changing of the guard, if you like, and a chance to have the satisfaction of defeating the opposing forces, humiliating them before the final death knell sounded.

When I landed in the valley with Constantine, it shocked me the extent of the death and destruction all around me. The once lush valley was now nothing more than a blackened husk. Erebus had spread his dark energy into the earth, killing every living thing for miles around. Dark energy that still appeared to be spreading to the surrounding hills and forests, eradicating everything in its path. 

I felt this terrible evil as it decimated the surrounding landscape, and I knew it would never stop until it had spread around the globe at a rapid rate, poisoning the Earth, leaving it a lifeless shell.

As Erebus’ poison spread, another kind of evil ran rampant in the blackened valley, making it resemble the worst of Hellscapes. Everywhere there were hooded figures with all manner of weapons, most of which were blades, or vicious looking spiked clubs, brutal weapons designed to do terrible bodily damage, which they had already done judging by the mangled bodies everywhere. 

Mirahorn and the Order Of The Serpent appeared to have gathered a sizable force to oppose Erebus. Still, this army of druids, magicians, and warriors was greatly outnumbered by the Disciples of Apep, many of whom were warlocks or everyday thugs who seemed to delight in using magic and might to create as much chaos and destruction as they could. 

Everywhere I looked, I saw mangled bodies lying atop the blackened earth, their blood spilling out and soaking into the ground, the dark energy in the soil drinking it up as fast as it flowed out of the lifeless corpses. 

The few allied forces that were left fought valiantly on as they clashed with the hooded Disciples and the hordes of eldritch creatures that were also present. The creatures were of various sizes, some as big as the one I had seen in the desert at the nameless city, others no bigger than a large dog, but much more deadly, with innumerable teeth and abrasive tentacles that lashed out at whoever was near them, including it seemed, the Disciples themselves. The monsters didn’t discriminate, and everyone was fair game. This went for the monsters in the blackened sky as well, which swooped down in all their terrible glory to pluck the unwary off the ground, carrying the bodies off into dense black clouds that glowed with constant bursts of lightning.

And that wasn’t even the worst of it. The worst was high in the sky, above the winged creatures and the battle that raged below.

The worst was Apep.

As I looked up in near terror, I saw that a great hole had been ripped open in the sky—in the fabric of time and space itself—so that Apep’s monstrous face could be seen peering through from his own dimension. The great god looked down with innumerable eyes, pitch-black tentacles thicker than anything on earth writhing beneath him as though tapping into the evil spread out below, lapping it up, his rumbling roars almost orgasmic as they carried across the battlefield like a death knell.

The entire scene was stupendously overwhelming, and all I could do was stand there and stare, wondering how anyone—least of all me—was going to stop what was happening, never mind fix the damage that had already been done. 

But whereas before, I may not have had the power to do anything about what was happening, now I did. 

I just had to find it within myself first.

Looking around, I soon spotted Mirahorn about fifty yards downhill from me. He was dressed in his usual white robes, dirtied and bloodied by this stage, and was using a staff to direct magical attacks at the monsters intent on swarming him, probably at the behest of Erebus. Other members of the Order stood around Mirahorn, no doubt trying to protect their leader. 

Then, out of nowhere, a great demon-like monster came rushing through a cloud of black smoke and used its clawed hands to grab and tear at the monsters surrounding Mirahorn. The demon was nothing like the other creatures; it being horned and standing on two legs. I recognized the beast immediately, for it was the same one that Monty had conjured at Iolas’ place that time we took him down. I was glad to see the beast, for it also meant Monty was around somewhere, and was still alive, though I couldn’t see him. With the thick drifts of black smoke clogging the air, it was difficult to see much of anything for longer than a minute.

“Corvin!” Constantine shouted after brutally dispatching a hooded disciple that tried to come at him with a huge axe. “Get your head in the game, man!”

I nodded, still unsure of what to do at this stage, especially since my attention was now taken by a raging tentacled beast that soon came at me on four legs, its enormous mouth dripping saliva in anticipation of biting into me. 

As the creature drew closer, I instinctively thrust out my hand to stop it with magic that I no longer had. Luckily, my new powers stirred in me, coming to the fore without hardly any conscious thought, and to my surprise, the ground itself opened up underneath the eldritch creature just as thick roots wrapped around it and pulled it down into the earth. In seconds, the beast disappeared like it had never been there in the first place.

Constantine was still standing nearby, and he looked at me with something like astonishment on his face after I had dispatched the creature. “That was just one,” he said as more creatures continued to swarm in, as if Erebus knew of my arrival now and was sending his eldritch minions to come and get me. “Now kill the rest of those fuckers before they kill us all!”

Nodding, I turned and ran to the top of a nearby hill, once again astonished when I was afforded a better view of the valley which was like a scene from one of Herri met de Bles’ hellish paintings, which is to say it was like the Underworld itself had burst up through the earth, bringing with it all of its hellish atmosphere and terrible violence. 

I was dismayed and disgusted that such evil could spread its wrath across the Earth, and I was determined to stop it, starting with the foul creatures still running around lashing out at anything in sight. 

Taking a deep breath, I stood atop the hill and raised both arms out to the side of me as I felt my power gather within me, coursing through every inch of my being until it felt like I was nothing but pure energy. 

As this energy reached a crescendo within me, I directed it to burst from me in a huge blaze of light that shot out in all directions through the valley. Any eldritch horror that got hit by this light—which was almost all of them—suddenly found themselves gripped by thick green shoots that burst up from the cracked, blackened earth and intertwined around them, wrapping around the greenish-black bodies of the monsters which screeched and howled with unearthly voices as they struggled against the bonds that now held them. All across the valley, monsters were being pulled down deep into the earth where they would suffocate and eventually rot, never to be seen again. 

Soon, everyone on the battlefield suddenly stopped what they were doing to stare in amazement at the thick green shoots that appeared to move with a life of their own as they grasped for the monsters above ground. Even the winged beasts in the sky were not safe from the grasping vegetation as the shoots reached up high to pluck the beasts from the air, dragging them squealing to the ground where the earth opened up to swallow them whole. 

Then a mighty roar rumbled across the valley, coming from Apep as he sounded his dissent. The roar was bone-chilling and brought back memories of when I was trapped in that awful dimension of his, but this time, the memories didn’t affect me, for I didn’t hold the same fear as before.

When all the monsters were buried beneath the ground, both sides continued to stand around, most unsure of what to do now as they looked upon me standing atop the hill. Mirahorn and the allied forces looked at me with elation on their battle-weary faces, knowing the tide was now turning in their favor. 

Erebus’ Disciples had also gathered now at the far end of the valley, as if in fear. Erebus himself walked out from among them, his stature seeming to grow greater the farther he walked. By the time he reached the center of the valley, he appeared massive, his obsidian form now standing at least ten feet high and seeming nearly as broad, his eyes burning like cauldrons in his face.

This is it, I thought as I walked down off the hill to meet him. It’s time to end this tyranny once and for all.
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Even though Erebus towered over me—and even though his father towered over him—I felt no fear as I stood in the center of the blackened valley. What was left of Mirahorn’s army stood a couple of hundred yards behind me, while Erebus’ Disciples stood bunched up not far behind him, hooded figures that almost blended into the surrounding darkness.

“I see you have found your powers at last, son of Cernunnos,” Erebus said, his voice booming across the valley like thunder. “But you are too late, for they will do you no good. My blood is poisoning the Earth even as we speak. The sea is turning black as my essence spreads to the four corners, and there is nothing you can do to stop it.” As he spoke, green shoots burst from the ground and grabbed at his legs, but the second they touched him, the green turned to black and they fell away, dead. “Not even your disgusting plants can stop me,” he added, smiling to himself as if his victory was all but assured now.

Which it would have been if I hadn’t remembered something—the little weed that had managed to grow in his lair in the nameless city; the little weed that had burned him just before he had turned it to ash. Life here on Earth was not strong enough to resist his black poison, but there was one place where I knew that life would be strong enough to not only resist him, but negate him.

Cernunnos’ world, in the Eternal Forest.

I was positively buzzing with energy at this point as a sense of calm settled over me, a calm that came from knowing what I had to do now.

But first, I had to get Erebus into the Eternal Forest, and he wasn’t just going to let me take him there by the hand. Not that I had ever attempted anything like this before, but I somehow knew that in order to get Erebus to the Eternal Forest, I would have to make physical contact with him first. Once that happened, my power—directed by my will—would take over.

Standing on top of the hill, I allowed my head to drop heavily, as if I’d just realized that it was time to suffer defeat. Dejectedly, I came down off the hill to stand in front of Erebus, who had shrunk in size now, probably so he could look me in the eye to know that he had won. 

“Okay, Erebus,” I said, my voice heavy with affected depression and despair. “You win. The prophecies were true. I mean, who was I to think I could stand in the way of destiny? I’m just a man, after all…”

“NO!” someone shouted from far behind me. It sounded like Mirahorn, though I couldn’t be sure. Whoever it was, I was glad they expressed their despair upon hearing about my surrender, for it only added to the credibility of my performance.

Erebus, however, didn’t appear totally convinced by my capitulation. He stared at me for a long time, and then a ghastly grin spread across his coal black face, and I knew the game was up. 

“Really, Corvin,” he said. “Do you expect me to believe that you would just give up without a fight? I know you too well by this stage, well enough to know that you never give up.” He took a step toward me. “Tell me, what were you planning on doing? Smothering me with your vile vegetation?” He laughed and shook his head as if the idea was pathetic. As if I was pathetic.

It was my turn to take a step forward as I smiled at him. “How much do you believe in the prophecy, Erebus? Are you confident your destiny is assured? Because looking around, it sure seems like it is.”

“What are you getting at?” he asked, frowning now. “What game is this now?”

“No game,” I said as I took another two steps forward until I was now standing at arm’s length from him. “Just a test of faith.”

His frown became a scowl as he stared at me. “What?”

“It’s simple. Your faith against mine. Nothing more or less.”

He looked like he would smile again, but didn’t. “How do you propose to administer such a test?”

“Just take my hand,” I said, slowly outstretching my right arm. “If your power is as strong as you believe it is—if your destiny is that set in stone—then you will surely infect me with your poison, and I will die right here, giving you your victory.”

As Erebus narrowed his eyes at me, the valley all around felt pregnant with anticipation, with the people on both sides maintaining a hushed silence as they looked on. Only a low rumble came from Apep high above us, as if he was speaking to his son directly in some abominable language. 

Then Erebus himself finally spoke. “I’m not sure if this is some last grasp at a victory or something else,” he said. “But know this: you or anyone else will not stop the rot that I have set in motion, nor will anyone—least of all of you—get the better of me in any capacity. My power is supreme and always assured. You want a test of faith? Fine.” He reached out and grabbed my hand, clasping it tight. “But this will be less a test of faith than it will be the start of your death, for I will drain you of all life force before you can even—” He froze mid-sentence as if he felt something, and I saw the panic in his reddish eyes as he went to let go of my hand again.

But I wouldn’t let him relinquish his grip as my power not only blocked his vile poison from entering my body, but also surrounded us both in a semi-transparent bubble that swirled with many colors against the black backdrop of the valley. Gripping his hand tighter, I pulled him closer toward me. 

“The only thing assured here is your arrogance,” I said. “And where you’re going to next.”

“No!” he shouted, realizing his mistake, but it was too late. 

Even as he swung his other arm toward me to knock me away from him, we were already flying through time and space inside the bubble created by my power, and within a matter of seconds, we were standing in the lush green environment of the Eternal Forest. 

Letting go of his hand, I took a few steps back as he remained standing where he was. For the first time, a look of fear appeared on his darkened face as he looked around, aghast at where he was. “Where is this place? Where have you brought me?”

“To a place where the life-force is so strong that even you can’t negate it,” I said.

Quivering with rage, Erebus tried to use his dark power to blacken the lush vegetation around him, to poison the earth as he had done in the valley. But even as his darkness spilled from him, it was canceled out and overwhelmed by the vegetation that was already growing around him, fastening him to the ground so he could no longer move, no matter how much poison he pumped out or how much he struggled. The greenness soon covered almost his entire body, and roots grew out of his feet and legs, roots which made their way down to the ground and burrowed deep, chaining Erebus to the ground itself. 

He screamed and struggled as more and more roots and shoots not only grew over him but through him, entwining around his body until the blackness of his skin could no longer be seen. The only thing that was visible now was his face, and that was because I commanded the vegetation to hold back.

“You can’t do this!” he roared, his voice not only full of rage but also despair, for he knew he would never escape from the green bonds that held him rooted to the earth beneath his feet.

“I just did,” I said as I stepped closer to him. “You will remain a prisoner here in the Eternal Forest for, well… eternity, I’d say.”

“This can’t be!” he cried. “I was supposed to destroy it all! The prophecy⁠—”

“Was wrong. You see, Erebus, even fate can be changed, something you were too arrogant to realize.”

“I will escape these bonds!” he bellowed as the greenery covered the rest of his face. “I will kill you! I will kill all—” His voice was cut off as a thick shoot went down his throat, and more wrapped around his face until there was nothing left but something that resembled a natural sculpture, standing in the middle of a clearing within the vast forest.

“Goodbye, Erebus,” I said. “Enjoy eternity.”
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When I teleported back to the valley, I saw that both armies—or what was left of them—were still standing at opposite ends of the battlefield, as if they were unsure of what to do now that Erebus was gone. 

Apep, though, was still peering through from his own dimension, his enormous black tentacles poking through into this world as if to gauge the energy here. Looking up at him, I addressed the great god. 

“The battle is over!” I shouted up to him. “Your so-called son is imprisoned in the Eternal Forest. Leave this world now!”

In response, Apep issued a mighty roar that hurt the ears as it reverberated through the still dark sky, following up the roar with something that sounded like speech, and which could’ve been the word, “Die!” though I couldn’t be sure. 

At any rate, the rift in the sky got bigger as Apep seemed to force himself through, his great tentacles slithering through like angry cosmic serpents. There was no doubt he was pissed off, and he intended to show us all just how pissed off by destroying the world by himself. 

As Mirahorn and his remaining army came to join me in the center of the valley as if for protection, I stood gazing up at that titanic monstrosity as it continued to force itself through the rift. I may have outwitted Erebus, but I would not do the same with his father, nor did I think I would have enough power to stop him from coming through into this world.

But just as panic spread from me to those standing around, a voice suddenly boomed in the darkness behind us. As everyone looked, a colossal figure emerged from the black smoke, standing perhaps two stories high.

Cernunnos. 

My father.

He came striding forth on cloven hooves, bare-chested, his great antlers spanning the width of an average airplane. In his hand, he held the biggest sword I have ever seen, which he pointed up at Apep. 

“Get back, you foul abomination!” he commanded. “If you come through to this world, I swear I will strike you down! Then I will imprison you in the Eternal Forest along with your dark spawn of a son!”

Apep roared in response, but his roar didn’t contain the same rage that it did before. This one sounded more like frustration, born from the knowledge that he would have to retreat. I’m not sure if the dark god could’ve taken on Cernunnos and won, and neither was he, which is why he soon retreated just as I came to stand next to Cernunnos. 

“Thanks for coming… Dad,” I said, looking up at him with a wry smile on my face.

Cernunnos, for all his ferocity and godly arrogance, smiled as he looked down at me. “That old goat up there isn’t playing fair,” he said. “I just came to see that he does.”

“Lucky for us,” I said.

Apep continued his retreat, and soon the last of his abominable coils disappeared into the rift in the dark sky before the rift itself closed completely. When it did, a long silence settled across the valley, as if no one knew what to do next. 

When I looked around, I saw that Mirahorn and his remaining band of soldiers had all gathered nearby to gaze upon the bearded majesty that was Cernunnos. Then suddenly they all cheered at once, many of them crying tears of joy, not only because the battle was finally over, but also because they had won. 

We had won.

As I stood smiling over at them all, a figure suddenly broke from the group, and as they came running toward me, I saw with great joy that it was Amelia, though I hardly recognized her she was covered in so much dirt and blood. As I stepped forward to meet her, she immediately threw her arms around me and hugged me tighter than anyone ever has. There were tears in her eyes when she pulled back to look at me. 

“I thought you were dead until you showed up again,” she said, then punched me in the chest hard enough for me to cry out in pain. “Don’t ever leave like that again, do you hear me?”

“I hear you,” I said smiling, her face beautiful despite how messy it was.

“You better had.”

I looked up at Cernunnos, then at Amelia. “Amelia, I’d like you to meet my father, Cernunnos.”

Amelia stared up at the towering god and nodded once. “Thank you,” she said.

“Yes,” Mirahorn said, who had now joined us. “Thank you, Cernunnos, and thank you, Corvin, most of all.”

I smiled and nodded, but I was hardly looking at him. As everyone else came forward to gaze upon Cernunnos, I was looking for Dalia and Monty. It wasn’t long before I spotted them both at the back of the crowd, holding each other up. I went to them, and as I reached them, Dalia punched me hard on the shoulder. “Nice of you to show up,” she said.

“Jesus,” I said, rubbing my shoulder, even though it hardly hurt. “Why’s everybody hitting me for?”

“Because you’re an asshole for doing things on your own,” she said.

“We thought you were dead… that Erebus had killed you,” Monty said.

“I did what I had to do. I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”

“Bullshit,” Dalia said. “You know it will.”

“Look, just shut up and give me a damn hug… both of you,” I said, pulling them both into me and holding them for a long moment. “I love you guys.”

“Yeah,” Dalia said, her voice softened somewhat now. “We love you too, Corvin.”
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The great battle in the Valley of Death, as it soon became known, claimed many lives. Most of Mirahorn’s Order Of The Serpent was wiped out, leaving only Mirahorn, Adrina, and barely a dozen others still standing to tell the tale. 

The Disciples of Apep suffered casualties as well, but not as many. After Apep left, so too did the surviving Disciples. However, before they even left the battlefield, Adrina and Constantine vowed to hunt them all down, killing them until there were no Disciples left in the world to taint it with any further evil. 

As for Erebus, his poison was still working its way through the land and sea, continuing to turn everything black as it negated the life-force within.

Along with Cernunnos, however, I used my powers to put a stop to the spread of the poison, and together we both restored the life that was taken from the Earth. By the time we had finished, the valley we were standing in was lush once more, and in the surrounding hills, full-grown trees exploded from the ground as people watched on in astonishment. Soon, the land and sea were back to how they were and teeming with life once more. 

When we were done, Cernunnos walked off into the forest like a rockstar who’d just finished his encore on stage. Before he left, however, he looked down at me and smiled. “You truly are my son,” he said, an unmistakable note of pride in his voice. 

As he walked away, I had to wipe tears from my eyes, for it felt like I had a family again, even if it was a father I knew I would barely see, but time would tell.

Amongst the casualties on the battlefield was Benedict Bonneville. He lay in the newly emerged grass covered in blood, having been attacked by one of the eldritch creatures that he had a hand in bringing here in the first place, which I thought was sweetly ironic. 

“I can’t believe I thought you were one of the good guys,” I said to him as I shook my head.

“I still am,” he said as blood spilled from his mouth. “I can help you, Corvin. We can work together to—” He stopped talking when a bullet entered his forehead, killing him instantly.

“What the fuck?” I said, spinning around to see Iolas standing there with a small pistol in his hand. Compared to everyone else, he seemed relatively clean, as if he had escaped the worst of the battle. “Why’d you kill him?”

“A man like that will never change,” Iolas said. “He will always be a threat.”

“One could say the same about you, Iolas,” Mirahorn said as he came to stand next to me.

Iolas smiled slightly. “I can assure you, I am no threat to anyone anymore. I just want to live peacefully from now on.”

“I suppose we’ll see about that,” Mirahorn said.

“I suppose we will,” said Iolas as he walked away, leaving Mirahorn to turn to face me.

“The world owes you a debt, Corvin” he said.

I tutted slightly and shook my head. “The world can just buy me a pint if it wants. That’ll do.”

Mirahorn smiled as he put a hand on my shoulder. “I never doubted you, Corvin, and I never will. The future of this land is in your hands now. Where you lead, others will follow.”

I looked around at all the people in the valley for a moment, all of whom seemed happy to be alive as the sun broke through the clouds in the blue sky. Mirahorn may have been right, but it was still a scary proposition, knowing that many people would be looking to me to lead now. To lead them where, I still didn’t know.

“Don’t worry,” Mirahorn said. “You won’t be alone. There are many of us willing to help. The world needs someone as fearless as you to put it back on the right path.”

“Let’s just start with this country first, and then go from there, shall we?”

Mirahorn smiled. “Deal,” he said.
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Later that night, I held something of a private party in the bookshop. In attendance were Dalia, Amelia, Monty, Davey, and even Adrina, who had, somewhat reluctantly, agreed to come along, even though she hardly knew the others. 

Monty seemed slightly afraid of her at first, but as the drink flowed, I couldn’t help but laugh as he attempted to come onto her. When Adrina smiled at him with her fangs, he looked like he came in his pants.

Davey I hadn’t even seen on the battlefield. It turned out he was there, but after getting injured by one of the Disciples, Mirahorn found him and teleported him off the battlefield back to the safety of his house. There, Davey tended to his considerable wounds. 

“I wish I had been there to see you in action,” he said as he sat in a chair next to me behind the desk, puffing on his pipe as he held a glass of whiskey. “I hear it was magnificent.”

“I wouldn’t go that far,” I said. “Though it felt pretty damn cool to defeat Erebus and Apep, I’ll say that much.”

“I’m sure,” he said, now staring at the tree in the middle of the shop. “You mind telling me why you have a tree growing out of the floor?”

I laughed. “I was experimenting with my powers. I might leave it there, though. It makes for an interesting feature, don’t you think?”

Davey shook his head as he resumed puffing on his pipe. “Whatever floats your boat, son.”

We drank and sang and played music long into the night, and for the first time in a long time, I felt relaxed and happy, my mother looking on the whole time from her picture on the wall. 

Everyone in the room was family to me. That’s how I looked at it. And as long as I had them, I would never be alone. 

Even Amelia looked happier than I’d ever seen her as she laughed with the others, occasionally coming over to sit on my lap, or to whisper in my ear what she would do to me when we were alone, which… I can’t even tell you. 

Rest assured, I couldn’t wait.

Dalia, too, seemed happy and content, her usual prickly personality subdued, for the time being at least. I think she was just glad I was still alive, and that everyone else was still alive. Perhaps more than me—and perhaps more than I ever realized—she yearned to have a family around her. 

Standing laughing in the shop that night, I think she believed she had found one at last, just as I did.

As for me, I wasn’t sure what the future would hold. Given my new status as a demigod and protector of these lands I called home, I knew well that people were looking to me for leadership and guidance, both of which I intended to give to the best of my ability. Erebus and the Disciples had left a lot of wounds in their wake, wounds that would need tending to and healed over time, which, incidentally, was how I was seeing myself—as a healer. 

I had these powers now, the ability to affect significant change if I wanted to, and as I saw it, it had become my responsibility to do so.

But changing the world could wait for the time being. 

The only important thing to me right then was the people I called family, and for those people, there was nothing I wouldn’t do. 

I may have been blessed with supreme powers, but the people around me were my true blessing.

That I would never forget.
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“I love you, Daddy…”

I awoke to the sound of my dead daughter’s voice echoing in my head, a remnant of the dream—or rather nightmare—I’d been having. Bathed in a cold sweat, I sat up on the sofa and groaned at the tightness in my skull before staring into the empty living room, half expecting to see her there, my angel, smiling at me. 

Callie…

God, her voice sounded so real…but it wasn’t. She was gone, and there was no bringing her back. Not even her ghost remained. Closing my eyes, I waited in vain for the pain to pass, even though I knew it wouldn’t. Only the Mud could dull things enough for me to function, and that was locked up in the bedroom, which meant I would have to get up and get it. But only after I’d had a cigarette. 

The TV was on and Apocalypse Now was still showing. I barely remembered putting the movie on before falling asleep, which meant I hadn’t slept for very long. Willard was on his way to kill Kurtz in the final scene. As I stared at the screen, smoking my first cigarette of the day—the first draw like sandpaper against my throat—my phone rang on the table beside me, next to an empty bottle of whiskey and my badge and gun. Picking up the phone, I saw it was Hannah Walker calling. Rather, the celestial being who now occupied Hannah’s body, who I still didn’t fully trust and probably never will. “Yeah?” I answered, my throat hoarse as I took another drag.

“Ethan. Are you awake?” Walker asked.

“What do you think?”

“There’s been another disturbance at Cave Hill Cemetery. More serious this time.”

“More serious than the dead dog we took away yesterday?” Walker used to work Vice until she overdosed on a speedball and died. That’s when the demon took over her body. Only no one else knows that but me. We became partners a few weeks ago after the police commissioner reassigned me to the station sub-basement to handle the “special cases”. It takes one to know one, I suppose.

“A grave was dug up.”

“Whose grave?”

Walker paused before answering. “Barbara Keane’s.”

“Shit, seriously?” 

“The press is already all over it. The ones called Stokes and Routman are on the scene now.”

“What’d I tell you about talking like that? You wanna blend in here or not?”

“Yes, sorry. I mean Stokes and Routman.” 

“Better,” I said. “Isn’t their shift over? What’s this have to do with Homicide anyway?”

“Nothing, but they were near the cemetery when the call came in.”

“Is the body still there, or was it taken?”

“It was taken,” she said. “You think the two incidents are linked?”

“It would be a hell of a coincidence if they weren’t,” I said, taking a drag on my cigarette.

“There must be some occult connection. Why steal a body, especially one as infamous as Barbara Keane’s?”

“Because some fuckwit probably thinks it has special properties.” I stabbed my cigarette in a glass ashtray that was overflowing with old butts. “Or maybe they just want to have sex with her corpse.”

“Sex with a corpse?”

“What, you think demons have all the fun?” I said. “I know plenty of humans who’d turn even your stomach, Walker, the things they do.”

There was a moment's silence, before she said, “Should I pick you up or meet you there?”

I thought for a second. “I’ll meet you there shortly.”

“Should I bring coffee?”

“I don’t know, you tell me.”

“Yes?”

“There you go. You’re learning. Black, two sugars.”

I put the phone back on the table and stared at the TV as Kurtz gave his final speech, moments before he would meet his end at the hands of Willard. “I’ve seen horrors…“ he began.

“Yeah?” I turned the TV off. “So have I, pal.”

Pulling myself up off the couch, I walked to the tiniest bathroom—for me anyway—in Washington County so I could splash cold water on my face, which did a harsh job of severing any tendrils of sleep that still clung to me. Still in yesterday’s shirt and trousers, I went into the bedroom that didn’t have a bed, but which functioned instead as a storeroom for all my shit. Inside I kept an extensive collection of weapons, stacks of old books and shelves filled with ingredients, some medicinal, some not. Taking a medium-sized glass jar down, I shook the purple liquid inside and stared at its murk for a second or two. Despite being used to the smell, I still recoiled when the acrid scent of the liquid inside the jar hit my nostrils. I placed the open jar on a narrow table that had used containers and spilled ingredients all over it. I took a small dropper bottle out of my pocket and used the dropper inside to suck up the purple liquid. This I did about six times, enough to fill the glass bottle. The last dropper-full I squeezed into my mouth, wincing as usual at the taste—like licorice mixed with blood, with just a hint of absinthe for good measure. Instantly, the effects of the home-brewed substance hit me, soothing my nervous system, smoothing over the turmoil already raging like a motherfucker inside me, pushing it into the background so it no longer interfered with my thinking. Now I could focus on the job without the darkness doing its best to fuck me up. 

In the living room, I found my scruffy tan trench coat lying on the floor behind the couch. I gave it a quick shake before putting it on over my shirt and tie, noticing as I did that it was drizzling rain outside. Grim-faced, I acknowledged the Fairview weather for being as predictable as ever before clipping my badge and holster to my belt. I stood for a moment, my muscles relaxing under the influence of the Mud. 

Another day ahead without my angel in it. 

Another day ahead chasing the darkness, sifting through the detritus it leaves behind like black scum. Someday I won’t have to do it anymore. Someday I’ll be dead, and I can leave this world to its shit once and for all. 

I can only dream…

The sarcasm behind the thought wasn’t lost on me as I reached into my coat pocket and took out the small gold locket that I bought Callie for her sixth birthday, two days before she died. It hung around her neck as I held her in my arms, her guts spilling from her belly as her precious life drained away. Blood spilled from her mouth as she tried to mouth the word Daddy, the last word she ever spoke before her sad eyes glazed over and she was gone, leaving me holding her limp body. She wasn’t the first person to ever die in my arms, though you’d think it was to hear me screaming at the time.

“Boss,” a raspy voice said behind me. “I feel your pain…”

I didn’t turn around to see the source of the voice. I didn’t need to. “Fuck off, Scroteface,” I growled. “Shouldn’t you be out with the other malefactors terrorizing the neighborhood pets or something?”

The Hellbastard made a familiar hissing noise, a sign of frustration. “We grow bored waiting in the shadows.”

“Nothing I can do about that.” I kissed the locket before putting it back in my coat pocket. “When I need you, you’ll be the first to know. In the meantime, fuck off and try to stay outta trouble, would you?”

Scroteface—full name Scrotum Face—gave a dramatic sigh from behind me. “You’re the boss.”

“That’s right, you little shit, I am. And Scroteface?”

“Yes?” he hissed.

I looked over my shoulder slightly, but not far enough to see the diminutive demon standing behind me. “Don’t ever tell me you feel my pain again, you got that? If you do, I’ll teach you the real meaning of the word.”

“Of course.”

“I’m going out now. If I need you, I’ll summon you. Until then⁠—”

“Yes?”

“Try not to kill anything or anyone, especially homeless bums. The people I work with think there’s a fucking serial killer targeting the homeless.”

Scroteface sniggered. “There is. Us!”

“Just keep your fucking crew in check…and yourself.” I turned to look at the Hellbastard for the first time, who was perched on the edge of the couch. His long ears twitched, and his pointed tail swished lazily behind him as he focused on me with bulbous red eyes, which as ever, were full of mischievousness. “Remember, Hell is just a few words away.”

The demon flinched at the mention of his birthplace. “Understood. We hanker for the old days…the blood, the violence…we wants it again.”

I knew full well the days he was talking about, despite trying to forget them. “Those days are over,” I said, my thoughts drifting for a second. “I’m going to work now. Make yourself useful and clean this shit hole of an apartment up when I’m gone. And tell Snot Skull to stop leaving puddles of snot all over the fucking floor, it’s disgusting. There’s also a mutilated cat on the fire escape. Get rid of it.”

Scoteface stretched his wide mouth into something approximating a smile, revealing his yellowed, pointed teeth. “Consider it done, boss.”

I stared at him a second longer, then asked, “Why do I even keep you fuckers around?”

“Because you love us?”

“Yeah, sure, because I love your ugly asses so much.” My face twisted up as I stared at him, at his scarred, greenish-black face. “I’m going now. Bye, you little bastard.”

“Love you too, boss,” Scroteface called out as I walked out the door. “Have a good day at work.”

I headed down the hallway toward the stairs. The Hellbastards could be a real pain in the ass, but they were also useful in my line of work, which these days, was more than just regular police work. Back in the day when I worked for Blackstar, the Hellbastards used to assist on many of the missions we went on. When I left and joined the police department, I had little need for bastard demons to do my dirty work, except on rare occasions. As a cop, the only monsters I dealt with were the human variety, and after the madness of Blackstar, that’s how I liked it. But in the last few weeks, things had changed a great deal, so I summoned the Hellbastards back into service again, figuring I would need their assistance once more. I was also trying to find out who killed my daughter and my ex-wife only two weeks before. Blood would be spilt by the time I was done, and the Hellbastards liked nothing better than to spill it with me.

I slowed my pace as I came to the end of the hallway, spotting the girl sitting on the landing. Her name was Daisy, and she was twelve years old. I’d come across her a few times as she sat reading a book. This time she was reading Abarat by Clive Barker. She had mousey brown hair cut into a rough bob and her skin, what I could see of it under her tatty dressing gown, was pale, her body a little too slender like she was undernourished. There were also dark circles under her eyes as if sleep was something she only got occasionally. Usually when I met her sitting out there, it was because she wanted to get away from her alcoholic mother or one of her mother’s boyfriends. “Hey,” I said, stopping to talk to her.

“Hi, Detective.” She looked up at me with deep brown eyes that didn’t hold much in the way of joy and had probably witnessed too much in her short lifetime. “You going to work?”

“I am. Why are you sitting out here this early in the morning? Your mother again?”

“Her new boyfriend just crashed into our apartment drunk. They threw me out to get some privacy.”

I set my jaw at the thought of a parent throwing their kid out at this time of the morning just so they could have sex in peace. “I’m sorry,” was all I could think to say.

“Don’t be,” she said. “I don’t want to hear their rutting, anyway.”

“Here.” I took a ten-spot out of my pocket and gave it to her. “Go to the cafe around the corner and get yourself some breakfast. At least you can stay warm there. It’s freezing out here.”

She hesitated for a second before taking the money. “Thanks. You’re a real gentleman, you know that?”

“Am I? Don’t tell anyone.”

She smiled and winked at me. “Your secret’s safe with me.”

“You coming then? I’ll walk you down.”

“I’m going to finish this chapter first. Things are just starting to get interesting.”

“Okay, I’ll see you later.”

“Catch some bad guys, Detective.”

Smiling to myself at the irony of her comment, I walked out of the apartment building to the street outside, pausing for a moment to look up at the gunmetal gray sky, turning my collar up against the persistent rain before glancing around the street. I lived in Longford—though most just called it Old Town—south of the river, in an area that was not only a shit hole but had a well-earned reputation for violence and every other crime you could think of. The row houses across from me were dilapidated, some of them boarded up, and nearly every streetlight had been smashed by the dealers who stalked this place. After Angela kicked me out two years ago, this is where I ended up, in the asshole of the city with the rest of the shit stains who live around here: the junkies, pimps, gangbangers, dealers, and every other kind of lowlife in between. And that’s not even including the supernatural elements that regularly haunt this place, most of them in search of human meat.

“What’s up, copper?” a raspy voice said as I walked to my car.

I turned around to see a bearded face among a pile of dirty rags bundled inside the doorway of what used to be a pharmacy before it closed due to being robbed so many times. The man in the doorway was called Jed, an old homeless guy who I’d pumped for information on a few occasions. Very little happened here without him knowing about it. “Morning, Jed,” I said as I opened the driver’s side door of a black Dodge Charger, the front half of which was covered in a dark gray primer. “Anything interesting happen last night?”

“I saw some dealer get stabbed, right over there.” He pointed to the corner across the street. “Screamed like a bitch he did.”

“Did he die?”

“Not as far as I know.”

“Pity. Catch you later, Jed.”

I started the Dodge’s engine and let it idle for a moment as I lit a cigarette, taking a few drags before pulling off with the window cracked an inch to let the smoke out. On the radio, the news had already picked up on the body-snatching at Cave Hill. “In a strange turn of events,” the female broadcaster said, “the body of convicted murderer, Barbara Keane, has gone missing from the cemetery where she was interred just two days ago after her state execution. Local police have yet to give any statement regarding the incident. Although the priest who conducted Keane’s burial ceremony, Father Mike Brown, was earlier asked what the reason might be for the body-snatching, to which he replied it was the Devil’s work. More news on that as it comes in…”

The Devil’s work, I thought as I drove across town toward Cave Hill. Everything is the Devil’s work in this damn city. People don’t know the half of it.

When I pulled up at the cemetery twenty minutes later, I had to park behind all the news vans, squad cars, and forensics vans that were blocking the gates, tutting because I knew I would have to run the gauntlet to get inside the graveyard. And as if on cue, half a dozen reporters came running at me like dogs as soon as I got out of the car, pointing their microphones and recording devices at me, all of them talking at once, firing questions at me that I had no intention of answering. Most of them knew me, calling me by name as they barked their questions at me. “Detective Drake,” the loudest of them said, a man named Gordon Jenkins who worked for the city’s biggest TV news station. “Do you have any leads yet?”

“No comment,” I said.

“Who do you think stole the body?” he asked back straight away.

“No comment.”

“Is this connected to the Satanic ritual that took place yesterday in the cemetery?”

I was about to say no comment again when I paused to look at the reporter who was in his late thirties and dressed in a flashy dark suit. At six foot four, I towered over them all as they stared up at me, waiting on scraps of information that I had no intention of giving them. “What Satanic ritual is that?” I growled. “We found a dead dog. I wasn’t aware of any Satanic ritual.”

“But we know about the pentagram carved into the dog’s head,” a female reporter said. “That’s a Satanic symbol. Do you think Devil worshippers stole Barbara Keane’s body?”

“I wouldn’t know anything about that,” I said. “Now get the hell away from me before I dump you all into Keane’s empty grave for a closer look.” I finished my statement with a smile as I took some satisfaction from seeing the disappointment on their faces. No doubt the captain would be pissed if my brief non-statement ever made it on air, but then what did I care? I didn’t answer to the captain anymore. I only answered to the commissioner, and Commissioner Lewellyn didn’t give much of a shit about what I did if I got the job done. The job he had outlined for me, and which didn’t include talking to the press.

Two uniforms manned the gates of the cemetery, both of whom I nodded to as I walked inside to make my way up the hill and across to the scene of the crime. The rain had now turned from a drizzle to a steady downpour, and I saw that the crime scene technicians had already erected a tent over the open grave to maintain the integrity of the scene. Detectives Jim Routman and Russell Stokes stood outside the tent; their hands dug into their coat pockets as they hunched their shoulders against the rain. Turning to look at me, I sensed their displeasure at my presence, something I was well used too. I enjoyed being the source of their discomfort anyway. Walker broke away from them and came to meet me with two styrofoam cups in her hands, one of which she handed to me. “Black, two sugars.”

“Thanks.” I took the cup, just as everything shifted out of focus, turning the falling rain into a single wall of water in which we were both momentarily suspended. A side effect of the Mud in my system. It would pass.

“Are you alright?” She was staring at me, as she often did, though she didn’t know I was on anything. A lot of things just confounded Walker.

“Why wouldn’t I be?”

“Should I answer that?”

“No, just tell me what happened here.”

Walker stared at me for another few seconds with her dark eyes. Her Visage—the shadow of her demon form—hovered barely visible above and behind her, unseen unless you knew what you were looking for. And even if you saw it, you’d probably dismiss it as a trick of the mind. People have an inbuilt knack for explaining away the strange things they see every day. “The grounds-keeper, one Jack Kemper, came across the open grave this morning,” Walker said as she moved a lock of dark, wet hair away from her face. “The coffin had been forced open, and the body was gone.”

“He see anything?” I stabbed a cigarette into my mouth and lit it with a silver zippo, which had been a gift from my ex-wife before she started hating me. Before she was killed. “Like who did it?”

Walker shook her head. “He gave a statement to one of the uniforms. He didn’t see anything.”

“Forensics turn anything up yet?”

“At least four sets of footprints, not including the grounds-keeper’s. Possibly teens due to at least one small-sized tennis shoe print. We’ll know more later, I’d say.”

“Anything else?”

“An empty cigarette packet that might give us fingerprints.”

I nodded with approval. “You know, you might actually pull this off.”

“Pull what off?” 

“Passing as human.”

She didn’t know whether to be pleased or angry at my comment. Not that I cared either way. Demons are creatures that were forged in the asshole of the universe, thus becoming the greatest assholes in the universe by default. A simple theory, but one I’ve rarely had disproved. I hoped Walker would prove me wrong, but I doubted it. So what if she turned out to be a total demon asshole like all the rest? As long as she does her job with this asshole right here. 

So far, I had to say the demon in Walker’s body wasn’t the worst I’d met. It seemed to have maintained most of Walker’s personality traits and general disposition, picking up where Walker had left off before she overdosed herself into oblivion. It was early days, however, and it would take a while longer for the demon to settle in and regain its memories and former self. If it overstepped after that, I would just put it down, as I had done to plenty of others of its kind. The demon inhabiting Walker’s body seemed to sense this, so it trod carefully around me. 

Walker fell into another one of her confounded silences. Routman and Stokes trudged over, looking like they couldn’t wait to get home, or at least off the job for a while.

“Ethan,” said Routman by way of greeting.

“Drake,” said Stokes, barely looking at me.

“Shouldn’t you two be at home?” I asked them.

“We’re heading there now,” Routman said, his lined face as implacable as ever. For a veteran cop in his sixties he still looked fit, with broad shoulders and a full head of steel-gray hair. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you’d be on compassionate leave.” He called me by my first name because I used to be partners with him, back when I first joined Homicide. Our partnership had been strained—mostly because of how he did things—but we got on okay. Mostly.

“You know me better than that, Jim,” I said. “I can’t sit around while there are people stealing corpses from graves, now can I?”

“Jesus, Drake,” Stokes said. “You lost your fucking family. Take some time, will ya?” I stared hard at him for a moment until he looked away and shrugged. “I’m just saying.”

Stokes was a rakish weasel of a man in his early forties—a few years older than me—though he looked more worse for wear than Routman thanks to his alcoholism, which everybody pretended not to notice. He had a gambling problem, and I was pretty sure he was dirty as well, taking kickbacks from dealers in exchange for information. Something else the department pretended not to know about, except IAB, which had already been on to him once, though they never brought him up on any charges. Stokes was on borrowed time. Sooner or later, he would eat his own gun, or someone would make him eat theirs. “Worry about your own problems,” I told him with a glare.

“So, Ethan,” Routman said, changing the subject, as diplomatic as ever. “Word is you’re working directly for the commissioner now, and that you and Walker here are handling the more…weirder cases. What the fuck’s that all about?”

“Like fucking Mulder and Scully.” Stokes laughed to himself until I stared at him once again.

“Hey, we’re not judging,” Routman said. “We know how much weird shit goes down in this city. Lord knows I’ve seen enough myself over the years.”

Yeah, and turned a blind eye to it like all the rest. 

“Well,” Stokes said, pushing his luck. “I can’t think of a better man than you to be investigating shit like this. What are you thinking, Drake? Devil worshippers like the news is saying? Or maybe graveyard ghouls or a hungry werewolf?” He laughed to himself as if the whole thing was ridiculous.

Taking the last drag on my cigarette, I crushed the butt under my boot and stepped up to Stokes, looking down at him as I considered how easy it would be to crush his skull with my bare hands. “Do yourself a favor and get the fuck away from my crime scene before I bury your broken body in this graveyard. I’m sure your wife’ll not miss you.”

Stokes’ jaw hardened in anger, and he tensed up as if he wanted to hit me. His own fear and insecurity soon betrayed him, however, and he backed down. “You’re a real asshole, Drake,” he muttered before walking away.

“Good luck with the case, Ethan,” Routman said. “I’m going home to my family.” As he went to walk away, he stopped. “I didn’t mean⁠—”

“I know what you meant,” I said.

Routman gave a small sigh before heading after Stokes, who had almost reached the front gates, the media crew outside getting ready to descend upon him, which at least gave me some satisfaction.

“According to Hannah’s memories, you used to be partners with those two,” Walker said. “They don’t seem to like you very much.”

“I’m not in this life to be liked by anyone.” I turned toward the crime scene, thoughts of my dead daughter going through my head. “Come on. Let’s make like Mulder and Scully and see if we can’t solve this thing.”

“Okay,” Walker said. “But who are Mulder and Scully?”

“The truth is out there, Walker,” I said as I trudged on ahead to the crime scene.
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