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 Chapter 1 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Stepping through a magical portal is a hairy business. Hell, stepping through any door can be a riskier proposition than you might expect, as you can never be sure what’s waiting on the other side. Stepping through a whirling vortex of liquid rainbow color that was only getting faster and faster and faster the longer you stood and gazed at it, though…  
 
    It was somewhat of a surprise when I stepped out into a dim space beyond. 
 
    I stumbled slightly as stone met my booted feet, and I took a couple of faltering steps. I blinked as my vision adjusted to the dingy light of my new environment. Compared to the scintillating face of the portal, which had twirled, twisted, and undulated in front of us, this space was poorly lit and had a dank, dingy quality to it. 
 
    Noises behind me told me that the rest of the gang had come through. 
 
    “Oh good,” came Alexander Noir’s voice, “we didn’t die! That’s an excellent result.” 
 
    “You thought we could have died?” asked Cherie Couture, our token French Canadian, her tone dangerous.  
 
    “Well, there’s no guarantee of not being shredded into a gazillion infinitesimal particles when you step through a portal,” Noir said. “Especially when you have to crack one open in a rush like that.” 
 
    “Mon Dieu,” Cherie said with quiet exasperation. 
 
    “Well, now that we have ascertained that we ain’t dead,” Lucia Sanguinoso said. In her soft Southern drawl, the Texan vampire countess continued, “perhaps we might figure out where we are.” 
 
    It was a good question. 
 
    I looked around, my eyes having now adjusted to the dim light. 
 
    “This looks a lot like the warehouse that was fronting the Necromancers’ hideout,” June said. 
 
    I turned and saw that the beautiful blonde former driver was gazing around our gloomy surroundings with a slight frown. 
 
    “Oh yeah, that’d be about right,” Jeeves Brewer griped. The faun stamped one hoof and zipped his gray hooded sweatshirt up a little tighter. He fixed Noir with a gimlet gaze. “Is that what you’ve gone and done, chief? You did all that fiddling with that portal thingamy and you turned it into a damn elevator?”  
 
    “Settle down, my cherubic friend,” Noir said. 
 
    “Hey, watch who you’re calling cherubic, will ya?” Jeeves said. “I had a cousin who was a cherub. Son of a bitch was always turning up to family gatherings dressed in next to nothing and making my Grandma feel uncomfortable. He’d have a few wines and then get his goddamn harp and—” 
 
    Cutting off what I’m sure would have been a good old Staten Island-flavored diatribe, June said, “Hey, where the hell is Aelyn and that sable-skinned demoness that apparently took such a shine to me?” 
 
    Aelyn was a forest nymph. She was about five-feet tall and as lithe and eye-catching a piece of walking, talking, green-skinned death and destruction as you could find outside of the Marvel Cinematic Universe. The demoness was cut from a similar cloth as Aelyn, though clothed and skinned all in a stygian black, with bright golden eyes, golden war paint across her face, and teeth like slivers of gold. 
 
    “They were right behind me,” Azalea La Rouge said. Our freshly minted archmage looked behind her, as if waiting for the missing figures to appear. There was only a solid-looking wall behind her, though. The merest supernatural sheen across the brickwork hinted at the portal it concealed. 
 
    “Well, they’re sure taking their sweet fucking time, aren’t they?” noted Nahlih, the former President of the Portland occult biker gang, The Girls. “You reckon they’re the only ones with any sense and have sat this one out?” 
 
    I regarded Noir as he studied the wall and then turned and scanned the room. 
 
    “I’d be more inclined to think whatever is keeping those two cuddly personifications of death from rendezvousing with us here is something to do with the Phantom Sphere itself, not the portal,” he said. 
 
    “Why do you think that?” I asked. 
 
    “A highly educated, and probably accurate, hunch,” Noir said, with his trademark modesty. 
 
    “Fair enough,” I said. “Although I would like to warn you that making such statements is only going to make you look more of a jackass if it turns out they just decided to play hooky.” 
 
    “Noted.” Noir shrugged. “As for right now though, at this present moment, I feel like it would be more worth our time to worry about what our next steps are.” 
 
    I walked a little further into the echoing space in which we now stood. There was the steady drip-drip-drip of water falling somewhere in the gloom. While the others murmured amongst themselves, I tried using my senses to sift through this new, but strangely familiar environment, for clues. 
 
    It did resemble the warehouse we had entered to make our way into the Necromancers’ underground lair. I realized after a quick appraisal that it couldn’t be. It couldn’t even be the same building, or ‌the same industrial complex. There was no burnt out pickup truck, for one thing. 
 
    “Look at that,” Azalea said from behind me. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder and saw the mauve-haired minx was pointing off to my right. Her gray eyes and many facial piercings glinted in the light coming through the dirty industrial windows. 
 
    There was some weird shimmering neon graffiti on the wall that looked less like paint and more like magic. The color and sheen were telltale signs, but the real giveaway was the way the graffiti moved. It was a crudely painted picture of a blonde woman dressed in what I could only describe as a ranger’s garb—the sort of shit that a wanderer, woodsman, or hunter might wear in your typical high fantasy novel, before he finds out that his destiny involves becoming a king and ridding the world of a great evil. This blonde chick looked to be bending a bald dude with a big white beard and tattoos over a building and fucking him up the butt in no uncertain manner. 
 
    “That’s definitely the most obscene graffiti I’ve ever seen,” I said to Jeeves as the faun came to stand beside me. 
 
    Jeeves grunted. “Probably just about make my top ten.”  
 
    I saw something in a corner, a flash of movement which caught my eye and held it. I narrowed my eyes and followed the sound of soft scuffling, and saw something scampering away into the shadows. 
 
    “Did you see that?” I asked. 
 
    “I saw it,” Jeeves said. His answer came from behind me, where he had strategically positioned himself. 
 
    I moved a step or two closer to the noise. 
 
    “Hey, what’re you doing, chump?” Jeeves hissed at me. 
 
    I motioned with my head to the corner of the warehouse. “Checking it out.” 
 
    “You sound like every dumb kid who ever starred in a horror movie, right before they got their skin peeled off and used to upholster an armchair,” Jeeves muttered, scowling. 
 
    I thought at first that it must be a rat, but it turned out to be…  
 
    “What in the hell is that?” I asked. 
 
    “That,” Noir said, taking off his tortoiseshell sunglasses and polishing them on the hem of his emerald green duster, “looks to me to be a snotling.” 
 
    I looked sideways at the Mentalist. “You’re pulling my leg.” 
 
    “I assure you I’m not pulling your leg or any other part of your anatomy,” Noir said, replacing his sunglasses and turning away. 
 
    I studied the little creature. It was green-skinned, vaguely humanoid, and about five-inches tall. It had a bulbous head which, if I compared it to a potato, would have been doing a disservice to most potatoes. 
 
    “I think Noir is right,” Jeeves said, inching forward so he could inspect the creature. “I’ve heard of snotlings before. Orcs and goblins used to employ them as slaves for simple tasks. They ain’t the most intelligent little beggars in the world, and are nowhere near as much of a pain in the ass as gnomes. Used to be a lot of ‘em around at one point, I think.” 
 
    “Are they dangerous?” I asked, watching the beast blink at me with its big red eyes. 
 
    “Nah, they ain’t a threat to other creatures on their own,” Jeeves said. “I think they realized this a century or so back, so they formed gangs that could attack a bigger target through sheer weight of numbers. Haven’t been seen on Earth for a long time. They were meant to be extinct.” 
 
    “Cute!” came a cry from over mine and Jeeves shoulders. 
 
    I winced at the noise, Jeeves jumped like he’d just peed on an electric fence, and the snotling spirited away and vanished into a hole in the wall. 
 
    “Oh, it’s gone,” Cherie said, frowning after the snotling. 
 
    “Goddamn French Canadians,” Jeeves grumbled. 
 
    Outside the frosted and cracked industrial windows it appeared to be nighttime, but there was the flicker of neon light and the blaring of horns and the bellowing of creatures.  
 
    We reconvened over by Noir, who was standing by the enormous grimy windows on the farside of the industrial-looking space. It could have been used for anything; parking garage, an old manufacturing plant, an abandoned restaurant, it was impossible to tell. 
 
    “I suppose we should just get out there and see if this really is the Phantom Sphere, right?” I said. 
 
    Azalea looked doubtful. “I’m not sure if this is right. From everything I know about the Phantom Sphere, and there is very little to know, the place should be a void of nothingness. This doesn’t seem like much, but it’s certainly not nothing.” 
 
    She was right about that. There was light and sound and solid stone underfoot. 
 
    “I would say that my opening of the portal was at least ninety-seven percent accurate,” Noir said, staring at the frosted window. 
 
    “And the other three percent?” Nahlih asked, pulling out one of her fragrant cigarillos and lighting it up. 
 
    “Well, the other three percent would have culminated with us being spread through the multiverse like molecular jam over a an infinitely wide piece of toast.” 
 
    “And that didn’t happen?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “No, Jeeves,” Noir said. “That did not happen.” 
 
    “Fuckin’ good,” Jeeves said. “I hate jam.” 
 
    “So, it worked?” Cherie asked. “We’re in the Phantom Sphere?” 
 
    “In the immortal words of every meddling optimist who ever changed the world—” Noir said. 
 
    “There’s only one way to find out,” I finished. 
 
    Noir nodded at me. 
 
    “All right then,” Lucia said, “if that’s decided, how about we get out there to see what there is to be seen?” 
 
    “An excellent idea, Miss Sanguinoso,” Noir said. 
 
    We walked through the deserted space and stepped out of the first door we found. It put up a fight until I gave it a couple of strategic boots. Then, with a grating squeal of protesting metal, it opened up into a fetid alleyway. 
 
    Stepping through the doorway first, I noticed it was drizzling. It was that lazy, unenthusiastic kind of rain that was basically mist. It speckled my face, cooling me off after the closed heat of the Necromancers’ underground hideaway. 
 
    The others filed out after me, looking from side to side. The end of the alleyway nearest us was a deadend, piled with refuse and a flat mirror-still puddle. 
 
    “It reminds me of the grimier parts of New York or somewhere like that,” Lucia said. Her pale face was flecked with moisture. As I watched her, she closed her eyes, tilted her head up to the soft rain, and licked the wetness from her bright red lips. 
 
    I tore my gaze away from the erotic sight and tried to take in our surroundings. There was the directionless thump-thump-thump of music coming from all around us. 
 
    “Should it be night?” Nahlih asked. “I didn’t think we were underground that long.” 
 
    “It wouldn’t be night if we were still on Earth time,” Noir said. “I told you, this is the Phantom Sphere.” 
 
    “We haven’t just crossed time zones, but space-time zones, is that it?” June asked, running her hand through her short hair. 
 
    Noir smiled at her. “Well put, June.” 
 
    The alley was awash with garish lights, reflected neon, flickering strobes, and the occasional warm flash of firelight. We walked down the empty alley and stepped out into the street. 
 
    “Whoa,” I said. “Azalea, I don’t want to insinuate that you weren’t any good at that smuggling gig, but I think it’s safe to say the Phantom Sphere is definitely not empty.” 
 
    The street could have been plucked straight out of any capital city on Earth. The roar of sound that greeted us as we stepped out of the alleyway and onto the sidewalk was incredible.  
 
    “Watch where you’re fucking treading, maggot!” a lumbering hulk of a figure growled at me as I jumped backward to avoid colliding with him. I glanced up at the eight-foot-tall humanoid, but only saw one large green eye peering down at me from under the lowered brim of a trilby hat. The eye sat in the middle of a face that could have been carved out of weathered oak. 
 
    “Was that a…” I began. 
 
    “Cyclops, yes,” Lucia said from next to me. 
 
    “Hm,” I said. 
 
    I could have said a lot more, but I was speechless as I feasted my eyes on the insanity in front of me. 
 
    It was, as Lucia had said, a scene that could have been taken straight out of the Big Apple at rush hour. That was being on the conservative side, though. It was, without a single doubt in my mind, like no place I had ever seen in my life. 
 
    Buildings soared high into the misty night sky. They glittered with lights and glass, neon advertisements, and occult projections depicting all sorts of wacky shit. The lights of all these advertisements and from all the windows lit the softly falling rain, causing it to sparkle and bamboozle the eye. The street teemed with folk. 
 
    “Looks to me like the Phantom Sphere is the kind of place where people of all races, sizes, shapes, sexes, and inclinations are welcomed with open arms,” Nahlih said, the orange skin of her face reflecting the lights that shone down on us, “so long as they have ready money in their pockets, and don’t expect to hang around once they’ve been relieved of it.” 
 
    “You make it sound like some kind of theme park,” Cherie said.  
 
    Nahlih put a hand on Cherie’s shoulder and squeezed. “Come on, girl, can’t you smell that? Can’t you smell the freedom? Can’t you smell the fucking possibilities?” 
 
    I zoned out, distracted by the river of traffic that flowed along the road in front of us. I shook my head. There were horses and carts plodding along, as well as wagons that were being pulled by animals that might have been oxen, though I had never actually seen an ox in the flesh. That would have been odd enough, maybe, but then there were folk riding on the back of creatures that lived in story books; sphinxes, flaming hounds as big as horses, griffins and unicorns.  
 
    “Um, was that a gang of centaurs I just saw ride past on the other side of the street?” Cherie asked. “Over there? The ones in the leather jackets that resemble fifties greasers?” 
 
    I shaded my eyes from the light shimmering in the moisture-laden air. The individuals Cherie was alluding to were dressed, as she had noticed, in shiny leather jackets, liberally studded and torn. They wore their thick hair in styled twists that weren’t at all uncommon from the way old John Travolta wore his in Grease. 
 
    “Yep,” I said, “I think they were centaurs.” 
 
    “Oh,” Cherie said, her eyes reflecting a flash of flame from the heavens above. “Oh, right. Good. Just checking.” 
 
    She sidled closer to my side. 
 
    The swirling mass of humanity—I used that word loosely—roared past us. Curses, shrieks of laughter, heckling, cries of dismay, the measured calls of peddlers and purveyors, and whistles mixed together to form a cacophony that would have put Beijing to shame.  
 
    The persistent sounds of horns echoed from the myriad of vehicles that thronged the roads. I saw one red-skinned woman with a pair of huge wings on her back, who I thought might have been a harpy, sitting at the helm of a flying carpet. She was gesticulating wildly at a train of giant boar being ridden by a bunch of robed figures whose only distinguishing features were enormous mustaches, who had trotted out in front of her. 
 
    While this harpy carpet driver berated the boar riders for cutting her off, the four small passengers she carried on the back of the carpet giggled and passed a pipe back and forth amongst themselves. 
 
    “That’s got to be against health and safety regulations,” June said in a detached voice. 
 
    “The smoking of the pipe in a moving vehicle?” Jeeves asked. He was looking at the  floating carpet with an envious eye, as though he might decide to steal one for himself. 
 
    “I think June is referring more to the fact that those guys sitting at the back of the carpet have blue flames on the tops of their heads instead of hair,” I said. “You’d think that the driver of a flying carpet wouldn’t let a bunch of stoners with fire for hair onto such a combustible vehicle.” 
 
    I looked at Noir. The ageing Mentalist had taken off his fedora and was feeding the brim in circles through his fingers. He looked just as dumbstruck as the rest of the gang, and as taken aback as I felt. Making sure that I didn’t step too far out into the jostling crowd of pedestrians, I shimmied over to where he was standing. 
 
    “You okay there, Noir?” I asked. 
 
    Noir ran his fingers through his salt and pepper hair and jammed his fedora back onto his head. 
 
    “My goodness gracious, man, but have you ever seen such a place?” he asked. 
 
    “Nope,” I said. “I can tell you that unequivocally. Absolutely not.” 
 
    “It’s… It’s…” Noir said, struggling for words as his tortoiseshell sunglasses reflected two miniature versions of the chaos. 
 
    “Trouble waiting to happen?” I supplied. 
 
    “Glorious,” Noir said. 
 
    I watched the street theater happening in front of us, as well as all around. It was like we had been dumped into a nest of irate ants, each of which was out on their own mission, rather than working toward some larger team goal. Men and women drank, partied, and gambled on the street, slinging back all sorts of food from carts that shoved through the masses. Music and the sounds of fighting blared from open doorways. 
 
    There were a few people whose race or species I could guess at, but mostly there was just a mass of bodies. There was no way that you could have been racist in the Phantom Sphere—you were just too spoiled for choice.  
 
    “It’s something,” I said. “It’s definitely something.” 
 
    “I just don’t get it, I don’t get it at all,” Azalea said. 
 
    “What don’t you get, hon?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Um, the Phantom Sphere is supposed to be freaking ghostland,” Azalea pointed out.  
 
    “Reputedly,” Lucia said. 
 
    “What?” Azalea said, her eyes reflecting the light of the towering skyscrapers, many of which were festooned with gargoyles—live ones, I realized. 
 
    “Reputably a ghostland,” Lucia said in her light Texan drawl. “I don’t believe there has ever been anyone who has visited the Phantom Sphere and returned to report on it.” 
 
    “Maybe,” Azalea said, “but I used to monitor parallel worlds and channels for the smuggling operation I was involved with. I told you guys that.” 
 
    “You couldn’t have, you know, been wrong, could you?” Nahlih asked through a cloud of cigarillo smoke. “It’s been known to happen to me once or twice in my life.” 
 
    Azalea shook her head, frowning. “Everyone who is in the smuggling game knows that the Phantom Sphere is just a big old bunch of nothing,” she insisted. “Every supernatural scanner, every cabbalistic monitoring device, every shamanistic artifact that I have ever used to monitor the thaumaturgical, cross-dimensional frequencies has never shown anything that so much as resembled life.” 
 
    She shook her head again and puffed out her cheeks. “There is supposed to be nothing here. Everyone knows that.” 
 
    “That’s one of the incongruities of life that you experience more and more as you get older,” Noir said. 
 
    “What’s that, Alexander?” June asked. 
 
    “How often what ‘everyone knows’ turns out to be about as much use as a cock-flavored lollipop at a lesbian convention.” 
 
    We stood there for a little while longer, staring mutely at the havoc and tumult that was happening all around. 
 
    I tried to boil down what‌ made the sight of the Phantom Sphere so overwhelming and so captivating. After about a minute, I concluded that, for me, what was so mind-boggling about it was the fact that there was no cohesion to… Well, to anything. 
 
    Glowing globes of eldritch light hung in orderly lines down the sidewalks, while in the alleyways smoky torches burned in brackets. Magic carpets and broomsticks sat bumper to bumper with 1959 Cadillac Series 62 convertibles and three-wheeled auto rickshaws. Minotaurs stumped down the streets with their heavy hammers and axes slung over their shoulders, mixing it up with the kind of slick, leather clad individuals that could have walked straight off the latest Matrix movie. 
 
    “It’s the old school magic meeting the modern era, is what it is,” I said to myself. 
 
    A sudden gusting of air, a swirling of mist, and a break in the rain falling on us, made Noir let out an exclamation. 
 
    Nahlih yelled out as well, pressing herself back into the mouth of the alley we had just exited. 
 
    A dragon dropped ‌out of the air and landed on the road. A full-on, presumably fire-breathing, dragon. 
 
    “Dip me in duckshit!” Jeeves cried, scrambling to get his rotund form behind the far skinnier figure of June as the massive beast, easily as long as a school bus, touched down. 
 
    Piercing, yet intelligent, bright scarlet eyes sat gracefully within the creature’s long, scaled skull. They scanned the eight of us standing near the mouth of the alleyway as pedestrians muttered under their breath and cursed us for getting in the way. 
 
    Two small horns sat atop its head, just above the thick, scaled ridges that protected its eyes and must have, and I thought this in a detached way, served some aerodynamic purpose. Several rows of small horns ran down the sides of its jaw and down the middle of its snout. 
 
    Sharp teeth protruded here and there from its massive, closed mouth, and it had two long, slitted nostrils. Two small horns protruded from its chin. Calling the head end of the creature a living weapon would have been an understatement, especially when I remembered that it also included a giant flamethrower as standard. 
 
    A lean neck ran down from its head and joined its colossal body. Its top and flanks were covered in narrow scales that slotted together and moved as seamlessly as the most exquisitely crafted mail. Rows of small spikes, each of which looked sharp enough to impale any bird that happened to perch on its broad back, ran down its spine. 
 
    When the dragon lifted its leg, crushing a newspaper machine as it adjusted its position, I saw that its bottom was covered in thicker, more massive scales, which were a slightly darker color than the rest of its body. That color was strikingly familiar somehow. It was a lovely pearlescent blood orange. It rang a few bells, but I was too distracted by the creature to heed the ringing of those bells. 
 
    My eyes took in the four thick limbs that carried its muscle-bound body and allowed the creature to stand illustrious, proud, and towering over the milling traffic. Each limb had four digits, each of which ended in a talon seemingly made of onyx and that would have made a samurai sword look like a toothpick. 
 
    Beautiful and elegant wings sprouted from joints located just above its shoulders. They were folded as neatly as any birds to the dragon’s sides. The wings looked angular, the outsides a beautiful deep black. The wing joints themselves were covered in more of the armor-like scales growing on top of them. 
 
    My eyes skittered along the massive body and down the long tail, which ended in a large, sharp tip covered in many smaller spines. 
 
    “Sweet mamaloosa,” Jeeves said, peeking out from behind June, who looked like she was doing her utmost to stop Jeeves disappearing up her ass. 
 
    It astounded me that not a single person ran screaming for their lives. There wasn’t a soul who thought that flinging spells at the gigantic monster and then making a dash for it was a good idea. There were a few yells and curses and horns, much like there would be if some rude asshole cut into a lane of traffic without signaling. 
 
    As much as the other road-users might have resented the dragon dropping out of the sky, they got their asses out of the way pronto, too. After all, it is one thing to shake your fist and rail at a live dragon for making you late, but another to have one sit in your lap.  
 
    “That’s… That’s a, um… That’s a fucking dragon!” I said in a voice that was a little loud but devoid of emotion in my own ears. 
 
    “I see your powers of observation remain undiminished even after passing through the portal,” Noir said with his habitual dry condescension, which I usually appreciated on a comedic level, though not when a live dragon sat in front of me. “Don’t wig out, Pat.” 
 
    “Firstly, let me say how I appreciate your dated fifties colloquialisms,” I said. 
 
    “Dated?” Noir said, looking offended. 
 
    “Then let me thank you for telling me not to wig out. For a second there, I thought you were going to give me some useless and arbitrary piece of advice.” 
 
    “My point is you can’t keep going about the place with your bottom jaw dragging across the ground, gawping at every personage or creature who may or may not have played a pivotal part in the history or crafting of mythology in the mundane world. You always hear the old schtick about stereotypes stemming from reality, yes?” 
 
    “Yeah, but—” 
 
    “Well, so do myths and legendary people.” 
 
    “So what, you wouldn’t be surprised to bump into Hector of Troy or, I dunno, Baba Yaga, or a gorgon, or Odin on the street?” 
 
    “I’d love to bump into Odin,” Noir muttered. “The bugger owes me twenty bucks.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Nothing, nothing, my point is that magic has existed for a long time and, as such, there have been many notable magic users who have gone down as, quite literally, legends. There are many creatures and beasts that are now considered fanciful that once roamed the lands freely.” 
 
    I pointed up at the skyscrapers with their ranks of grim-faced, stony gargoyles. Even as I watched, one snatched a bat from midair and shoved it into its mouth. “Like those guys, you mean?” 
 
    “Exactly,” Noir said. “You can’t go getting all starstruck, dewy-eyed, and weak at the knees just because you catch sight of Medea, or a three-headed dog, or Apollonius of Tyana at a crosswalk.” 
 
    “I have literally no idea who those people are,” I said. 
 
    Noir sighed. 
 
    “You can’t start giggling like a schoolgirl if you were to cross paths with Gandalf the Gray is what I mean,” he said. 
 
    “I could cross paths with Gandalf the Gray?” I blurted. 
 
    “Well… no, I mean, Gandalf was just the guy’s stage name, you know? Anyway, he did the smart thing and got in on some computer stock early and retired to an island off the coast of Belize,” Noir said. “But you get my gist.” 
 
    “You’re telling me to act as if dragons are all par for the course?” I said. 
 
    “Right,” Noir said. “We faced a basilisk just the other day in downtown Portland didn’t we?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “and it almost killed us all, hence why I’m a little cagey around this goddamn thing.” I jerked my thumb at the dragon. It was still looking down at us. It might have been my imagination, but I thought it was giving us all the vaguely appraising look I gave a deli counter when I was famished. 
 
    “Speaking of which, why is this guy still giving us the glad-eye?” I asked. 
 
    Noir frowned at me. “You mean you don’t recognize her?” 
 
    “Her? Recognize?” I said. “Why would I?” 
 
    Noir frowned deeper, and then let out a laugh of disbelief. “That gorgeous female specimen of dragonkind there, Pat Bane, is none other than Daisy.” 
 
    “Daisy?” I looked up into the dragon’s semi-equine face. “Daisy? As in Daisy the…” 
 
    Then it clicked. 
 
    “This is Daisy the Datsun!” I said. “The color of the scales… Shit, that’s a dead giveaway! I should have remembered what Big Sal Barlow had said to me when she sold us Daisy.” 
 
    Big Sal was the enigmatic and exotic extramundane vehicle dealer from whom Noir had purchased our magical Datsun 250Z. 
 
    “What did she say?” Cherie asked, her eyes glued on the massive dragon. 
 
    I racked my memory. It took more racking than it might ordinarily have taken had there not been a mythical creature sitting parked at the curb and looking at me like a Red Sox fan eyeing a hotdog. 
 
    “‘As subtle as a nun in a brothel,’ were the words that spring to mind,” I said. “Yep, I believe they were the exact words. But she also told me that the car we chose would have a true form, one that the vehicle itself would reveal in time. I guess that this is the time.” 
 
    “Were those the only words she vouchsafed to you?” Noir asked. 
 
    I scrolled back through the timeline of my memory. “Yeah, as far as I can recall,” I said. “I don’t think she said anything else that might prove to be surprising in the near future.” 
 
    “So, Daisy is ours?” Cherie asked, nodding toward the dragon. 
 
    “I would say that Daisy is very much her own,” I said. 
 
    “Agreed,” Noir said. “But, I believe that yes, she will be lending us her services while we are in the Phantom Sphere.” 
 
    “Speaking of the fucking Phantom Sphere,” Nahlih interjected. “How the hell did she even get here?” 
 
    “Dragons have the ability to pass through the barriers between realms,” Lucia said. “It’s how they managed to survive being wiped out by mundane humans during the Dark Ages. Dragon hunting was all the rage back then. Apparently, nothing showcased how big your balls were in those days, and how tiny your brain was, like slaying a dragon.” 
 
    “You’d need a pretty big fireplace if you wanted to mount a head that size over it,” Jeeves said, eyeing the dragon. He was still hiding behind June. 
 
    “Being some of the most proud and powerfully magical beasts in existence they care little for so-called barriers,” Lucia said, her eyes wide and gleaming. “Dragons can conjure portals and slip through space and time as easily as we walk through a door.” 
 
    I was struck by a sudden thought. “Hey, wouldn’t that also mean, hypothetically, that she could open a portal for us to escort the Agents back through, if we find them?”  
 
    Lucia shrugged. “I wouldn’t bank on it, Pat. But she might be able to. Then again she might not be able to bring all of them back at once. Crafting portals out of nothing takes a great deal of energy and mana. We will have to see. In all honesty, dragon lore is something I don’t suppose too many people know much about.” 
 
    Noir clapped his hands. Due to the noise filling the bustling street, it didn’t sound as loud as usual. 
 
    “Well, now that we have a ride sorted, it seems to me we should start pushing along, yes?” he asked. 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I scratched the back of my neck and looked up and down the street. Then I looked at Noir. “And, ah, where exactly do you want to start pushing along?” 
 
    Noir considered this. “Well,” he said, with the air of a man who is making it all up as he goes along, “I suppose we should see about getting a hotel room or some other sort of accommodation. Then we can figure out our next step.” 
 
    “That strikes me as being a sound plan,” Lucia said. 
 
    “All right,” I said, “in that case, just how does one go about mounting a dragon?” 
 
    Jeeves sniggered into his neck beard but shut up when Daisy turned her lambent eyes on him.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Jeeves made a show of coughing once or twice, cleared his throat, and looked hastily at the ground. “Well, I guess if we’re going to be moping around the city, then we might as well do it on dragonback and save our hooves, eh?” 
 
    “Uh, I have a question,” Nahlih said. She took a last drag on her cigarillo, flicked it away, and breathed out a plume of smoke that enveloped her black hair that was shot with gold. 
 
    “Fire away, Nahlih,” I said. 
 
    “Well, I was thinking, I don’t know how popular we’re going to be in this place once we start asking around about where those Agency fuckwits have got to. No offense,” she added to June. 
 
    “None taken,” June said with a soft snort. 
 
    “What makes you think any of these people give two shits about anyone we’re looking for?” I asked. “Looks like every busy metropolitan area I ever saw on Earth times by one hundred. I get the impression everyone here is out to get theirs, whatever that might be, and everyone else’s interests can go jump in the lake.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Nahlih said. “That was my first impression, too. These are my kind of people. Folk look out for themselves via any and every means possible. The kind of folk who say, ‘If I have to choose between you and me—I like me better.’ Miss Sanguinoso over there knows what I’m talking about, don’t you, girl?” 
 
    Lucia considered this. She took a couple of deep sniffs of the misty, rainy air through her perfect nose. 
 
    “The notion that a vast gulf exists between ‘criminals’ and those of us who have never served time in prison or been hauled in by the police is a fiction, in my experience, sweetie,” she said in her soft Texan accent that always lured me, momentarily, into forgetting that this southern belle was more than capable of twisting my head off with her bare hands. “All of us have done wrong to some degree. Heck, chances are most mundane and extramundane beings go through their lives repeatedly breaking the law to some small degree. That bein’ said, I’d be inclined to trust the sylph’s initial judgement of this place; I can’t imagine many here are of the mind that helping track down Earth’s foremost supernatural law enforcement agency is something worth their time.”  
 
    “Trust me, I’m a criminal,” Nahlih said, tapping the side of her nose. 
 
    “There’s a hell of an oxymoron,” I said, “but I get your point.” 
 
    “I’m glad,” Nahlih said. “So, what with most of this fine, eclectic bunch of petty criminals probably being more predisposed to shank us than help us, don’t you think we’re going to stick out like a sore thumb, riding around on the back of this fucking dragon?” 
 
    In answer, Noir pointed up and drew our attention to the fact that there was just as much traffic flying above us as there was on the street. 
 
    Through the misty rain, we could see all manner of creatures gliding and flapping between the finger-like buildings that loomed up and disappeared into the foggy heights. 
 
    The low, dense clouds rolled around the buildings. A shadow swept down out of the mists. It was a creature with the body of a deer and the wings of an eagle. On its back was a figure wrapped in what looked like bandages. It had pale green skin, which emanated with a soft, eerie green glow. 
 
    “A ghoul riding a peryton,” Cherie whispered. “Unbelievable…” 
 
    “Peryton?” I asked. 
 
    “Perytons were said to have lived in Atlantis until an earthquake destroyed the civilization and the creatures escaped by flight,” she told me. “A peryton was supposed to cast the shadow of a man until it killed one during its lifetime, at which point it ‌cast its own shadow.” 
 
    “Sounds mystical, but slightly pointless,” I said. 
 
    The peryton soared down with a croaking cry and swept around a corner and out of sight. 
 
    “I have a feeling,” Noir said as we all gazed up with our mouths open and watched the airborne traffic, “that it would take something particularly reckless and spectacular to excite notice or comment here.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, still looking up at the craziness taking place above us, “give us time. We’ve only been here five minutes.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    I had seen and experienced some wacky shit in the short time June and Noir had come into my life. I had met creatures and beings that I had, ‌until a couple of months before, only ever seen in movies and read about in fantasy novels. I had found out that I was an Aether Mage, and had come to terms with what that meant. Primarily, that magic existed and I could absorb all different kinds of the stuff and recycle it for my own uses. 
 
    Even regarding all that, even after having seen what I had seen and fought in the intense magical battles that I had fought in, even after discovering that the extramundane world and magic existed, riding on the back of a dragon was more like an acid trip than anything else. 
 
    It was incredible. It didn’t feel real, even as it was taking place. I didn’t know how to react after we had climbed onto Daisy’s back, she had crouched, and then launched herself into the air with a great uncoiling of massive muscles. It was simply too bizarre. I didn’t even cry out in amazement. I just sat there like a stunned mullet for thirty seconds and gazed down at the retreating street below. 
 
    We were flying on the back of a dragon as casually as if we had caught a cab and, despite the ridiculousness of that, none of the other citizens paid us any more heed than your average pedestrian might of a passing bus. 
 
    It didn’t take us long to leave the hustling, bustling mass of humanoids behind. The rivers of hurrying figures receded into the gray mist below us in the street, the rain soon making them look as indistinct and featureless as a rabble of insects. 
 
    All of us sat on Daisy’s broad back in four rows of pairs. Even Lucia, whom I assumed could fly, went dragonback. I wondered if this was because of the novelty of it, or because she didn’t want to advertise the fact that she was a vampire. 
 
    I assumed it was because she had never flown by dragon, just like the rest of us. I doubted that her being a vampire would have excited much interest from an observer.  
 
    There were hulking trolls sailing through the air in small, beat-up, one-troll airships, snake-haired gorgons riding brooms, the odd phoenix tearing around and trailing fire, and shining, armor-clad women dressed all in white who I had a sneaking suspicion were valkyries. 
 
    Where they had all come from originally, I couldn’t tell you, but they all looked hellbent on completing whatever missions they were on. Every single airborne traveler had their head down in the same way that people do in most big metropolises when they’re hurrying from one place to the next and don’t want to be accosted. They all moved in their own private worlds, and may as well have had flashing signs attached to their hats and hoods that read ‘SPEAK TO ME IF YOU DARE’ and ‘FUCK OFF, I’M NOT INTERESTED.’ 
 
    I caught sight of a few skeletal individuals, with four arms and four legs and grotesque round heads stuck on their long, swivelling necks, who were scuttling up the sides of a few of the buildings we passed. I pointed these out to Cherie, who was sitting next to me, clutching tight to one of Daisy’s back spines. 
 
    “What the heck are those guys?” I asked. 
 
    “Anansi would be my guess,” Cherie said over the rushing of the wind. “Though it is hard to be certain with all this moisture in the air.” 
 
    “And what would Anansi be when they’re at home?” I asked. 
 
    “Anansi was a spider or spider-like trickster originating in West African folklore,” Cherie said as Daisy soared past a building, the windows of which all glowed with a deep red light. “However, mention of Anansi can also be found in Ashanti, Jamaican, and Surinamese mythology.” 
 
    “You make it sound like there was only one of them, only one of these Anansi,” I said, watching one figure as it slipped over a balcony railing and knocked on a door. 
 
    Cherie shrugged. “The stories I have read always refer to Anansi as being a particular little spider creature, but maybe that just stemmed from a time when those kinds of creatures actually still roamed Earth?” 
 
    “Are they bad?” I asked. 
 
    She looked thoughtful. “Despite being a trickster, he was often celebrated as a cunning and wise protagonist within his stories,” she said. “Anansi could often overcome stronger opponents through wit and cunning, but he also used to get into trouble because he was lazy and greedy and often tricked other bigger animals into doing his work for him. I always found the stories of Anansi cool because they were passed on orally and survived the slave trade. I liked that these stories were a popular story among enslaved Africans because of Anansi’s ability to overcome stronger opponents. Anansi became a symbol of resistance and survival. Pretty awesome, non? Those were the stories though, you know, mon ami. How would I know what real anansi are like, if those things back there were anansi?” 
 
    I sat and considered the power of stories for a while as the dragon continued flying through the forest of buildings. Daisy only had to flap her wings occasionally to keep herself airborne, but each time she did, the mists billowed away from her great body and revealed new parts of the city of the Phantom Sphere. 
 
    “Noir?” I called over my shoulder. 
 
    “Yes, Pat?” Noir replied from right behind me. 
 
    “What sort of place are we looking for, exactly?” I asked. 
 
    “Oh, you know,” Noir said. “One of those hole in the wall deals where the proprietor or proprietress won’t ask too many questions or stick their noses too far into our business, and will be flexible about such things as whether we’re able to pay for our lodgings.” 
 
    “That’s a fucking point,” Nahlih said. “How are we going to pay anything?” 
 
    “Would they even have a currency in a place like this?” Azalea called from the back of the dragon. 
 
    “Oh, honey pie,” Lucia said, “if you can trust sentient beings to do one thing and one thing only, no matter what weird corner of the damned multiverse they might find themselves in, it’s for them to create some sort of fiscal system so they can take advantage of whatever next poor suckers come down the pike.” 
 
    We flew through the collection of hazy skyscrapers, sweeping this way and that. Up close, the buildings seemed even bigger than those we were used to back in Portland. They were also tapered, so that they started off as squat and broad at the bottom and grew slimmer and slimmer as they neared their peaks, much like the trunks of trees. 
 
    I guessed that, although she seemed incapable of communicating with us, Daisy was more intelligent than most of us could imagine. She seemed to have listened to everything we had been saying, for she began flying through narrower streets, between buildings that looked more seedy and derelict. 
 
    The occasional crackle and bang emanated from out of the mists; the Phantom Sphere equivalent of a gunshot echoing from a side street or alleyway. Throbbing music pounded from windows and doorways, and Daisy had to slow her flight to avoid the numerous rope ladders and swing bridges that connected the more dilapidated and closely spaced buildings. 
 
    Even though it was all so alien compared to what I was used to, there was still something vaguely familiar about the environs of the Phantom Sphere. I had a gut feeling it was probably the one place in all the vastness of the multiverse in which absolutely anyone could be dropped and find at least a couple of things they recognized from their homeworld. 
 
    I was just pondering on this interesting theory, that the Phantom Sphere could be this weird stereotype of all cities everywhere, when a sudden sharp cry made me look up. 
 
    “Yo, Pat!” Azalea said, and her words were frosted with a chill foreboding tone. 
 
    “Yeah?” I said over my shoulder. 
 
    “Eight o’clock low,” she yelled. 
 
    I snapped my head around to see what Azalea was talking about. Below us, but moving like streaks of mercury and midnight through the misty air, were no fewer than a dozen figures, riding along on some airborne conveyances that looked like a cross between conventional broomsticks and miniature podracers. Blue flames flickered from wide-mouthed exhausts.  
 
    “I think we might have company,” I said, following the figures with my eyes as they shadowed us. They were sitting astride their strange flying contraptions, and it looked like they knew how to use them. 
 
    “What are your thoughts on what these guys might want?” I called back to the others. 
 
    “I haven’t been on the streets for quite a few years now,” Lucia said, “but my guess would be that the words ‘your money or your life’ would probably come up pretty quickly in whatever discourse they have in mind.” 
 
    “But, we don’t have any money!” Jeeves said. 
 
    “Quite so, faun,” Lucia said. 
 
    A sharp crack and a sparkling flash were the only warning we got that an attack was incoming.  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dozen or so air raiders pursuing us broke into four groups of three. Three of the groups cut down alleyways that branched off below us, while the fourth group pulled weapons, which looked like what you might get if you crossed a flintlock pistol with a crossbow, from under their cloaks and opened fire in our direction. 
 
    The weapons were what had made the sharp cracking noises as they were discharged, while the glittering flashes had been the thaumaturgical projectiles that we saw flying our way. 
 
    “Attack!” I yelled. “Daisy, take evasive action—if that’s the sort of thing that dragons do.” 
 
    In response to my alarmed cry, one of Daisy’s keen eyes cocked downward and took in the approaching raiders. She growled as she saw the incoming hostiles and I felt a flurry of twitches run through her huge muscles; the dragon equivalent of cracking your fingers.  
 
    The world lurched as Daisy dipped a wing so that her massive underside was exposed to the attackers. I had thought this was a big no-no. I mean, I’d been raised on tales of dragons with ludicrously weak underbellies, or at least with Achilles’ stomachs in one famous case. Judging by the fizzing whine as the blazing magical projectiles smacked into Daisy’s broad orange underbelly, followed by the shattering of glass as the supernatural rounds deflected through the windows of the building across the street, I supposed I had been misled. 
 
    Daisy tucked her wings to her flanks and dropped through the air like a RV driving off a cliff as more glittering firework-like rounds of blistering magic flashed past us. I heard Cherie give a shriek from beside me, screaming something in French. Then Daisy snapped her sail-sized wings out again, flapped, and put on a burst of speed, maneuvering between two skyscrapers with an agility that didn’t marry up with her bulk. 
 
    I was looking ahead, my eyes scrunched up against the soft rain and the hard wind, trying to see if any of the air raiders that had peeled off were about to pop out of the woodwork. I had a perfect view as Daisy looked down, roared, and exhaled twin jets of deep orange flame from her nostrils. 
 
    There was a series of blood-curdling screams, and I saw a couple of the air raiders careen across the street below. The two of them were on fire. One punched into a solid brick wall and fell into the void to be swallowed by the mist. The other, still screaming, was batting at his burning cloak and smashed through the window of a random apartment. He shot out again a moment later, still trailing fire and now stuck with cheap glass, and crossed our path. With a deft snap of her jaws, Daisy snatched the hapless enemy from the air, crunched both him and his flying device up, and swallowed them.  
 
    “Holy shit, what a way to go!” I cried into the wind as we banked right, and I tried to get a fresh eyeball on my attackers. “Barbecued dragon bites!” 
 
    Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a brief view of a robed figure zig-zagging this way and that, with one of its boots trailing smoke and embers. I glanced away from the sight of the one air raider who must have been fortunate enough to fly away from Daisy’s fire-breathing demonstration and saw my friends retaliating. 
 
    Cherie was muttering in French beside me as she leaned as far across Daisy’s scaled back as she dared. She rained nature magic down on the last almost unscathed member of that first trio to attack us. Vines of dark green smoke lanced from her outstretched hands and trailed toward her target. 
 
    The incandescent blue exhaust of our assailant’s flying machine flared a brighter teal, and he looped around a crooked chimney, using it as cover. The smoky tendrils of Cherie’s spell latched into the pot metal chimney and crushed it before vanishing.  
 
    Daisy flapped her wings and banked hard right, forcing all of us to hang on or risk sliding off her back and into the void. 
 
    I heard Noir cry out, “Gravity is not an optional extra for most of us, Daisy! I’d thank you very much for remembering that!” 
 
    A fresh batch of our airborne adversaries shot through the sky and around the buildings like a quartet of panicked kestrels trying to attack a California condor. 
 
    The armor plates that Noir had crafted for me, and that acted as reserves for the mana I could soak in as an Aether Mage, were stocked with the assortment of power I had absorbed during the fight with the Necromancers. Without knowing what vein of mana I might be digging for, I reached within myself and drew forth some power just as the next three attackers came into our field of vision from behind a large, poorly constructed, wood and bronze statue of a woman. Their unfamiliar arcane weapons were in their hands, glittering sparks showering from the wide barrels. 
 
    “Pelt straight toward the bastards in front of us, Daisy,” I yelled over the rush of the wind. “And wait for my word to swing a hard left.” 
 
    Daisy obeyed, roaring as she went. At the last possible second, I gave the word, and she dropped a wing and pulled what amounted to an aerial handbrake turn. Glittering silver projectiles fizzed toward us, sending up steam as whatever mana they were powered by contacted with the water in the air.  
 
    We found ourselves side-on as the three raiders came shooting toward us. They left trails of swirling mist behind them as they boosted through the air. 
 
    Most of the magical missiles whizzed past our shoulders or over our heads, but I tensed as one of them thumped, crackling, into my shoulder. However, Merlin’s old mage suit was more than up to the task of absorbing the power, and the projectile assimilated into the clothing so that I could recycle the power at will.  
 
    Which I did, right then. There was a collective scream from the three riders as they crashed headlong into the blinding white barrier of solar and steel magic I erected in front of them. It was a crude and hasty bit of work, but it seemed to have done the trick. 
 
    I smiled grimly to myself. It looked like the spell had done more than that. By the way the airborne, rocket-powered broomstick things had broken apart on impact with the wall I had conjured, the magic throbbing inside of it must have been more potent than I had dared to hope. Well, that was fine with me. It was the first time I had been involved in a supernatural dogfight, so I was happy to err on the side of caution. Adrenaline spiked inside of me, and I was breathing hard with the excitement of someone trying to jack our ride and kill us. 
 
    A chorus of battle cries from behind me made me look over my shoulder as we swept onward. Azalea was shooting rippling lighting spells down at the surviving member of the first trio of air raiders to attack us. The rider weaved this way and that, below and behind the end of Daisy’s tail. Every now and again, when he was able to take a break from dodging Azalea’s spells, he would fire back with his arcane musket-bow. 
 
    There was a stream of sizzling, flashing bolts of bright blue mana that looked like the beams of a weapon you might see in one of the Star Wars movies. The figure tailing us screeched. He was plucked from his flying contraption, which continued without him and spiralled away toward the street. He fell tumbling through the air before being impaled on a rusty balcony railing a couple of stories below.  
 
    Nahlih, the plaid shirt that she had tied around her waist flapping in the breeze, let out a long “Cha-hoooo!” of delight and blew the steam from a pair of paranormal pistols she had produced from the back of her tight black jeans. 
 
    June, now in full warlock mode, had conjured a couple of glowing purple sticks from the aether and was holding them in her hands. She sprang to her feet, balancing on Daisy’s moving and swaying back as nimbly as any snowboarder or surfer. 
 
    “Oh shit, there goes the neighborhood,” I said to Cherie, who was the only one who would have been able to hear my quiet words. 
 
    “Quite literally, I reckon,” she said. 
 
    June looked like trouble incarnate. Mauve and lilac hellfire ran up her arms and flickered over her shoulders. Her eyes were burning like a couple of freshly birthed stars. The little silver horns that protruded from her head when she took on her warlock manifestation glinted in the lights of the buildings that surrounded us. Her canine teeth flashed whiter than marble. Her tail lashed the air behind her as she stood swaying on the back of the dragon. 
 
    The last half dozen remaining air raiders had converged on Daisy’s tail now. It seemed the bandits had abandoned a more tactical approach and had opted to try and swamp us with their numbers. It was a shame none of them seemed to have bothered to actually count how many of us occupied Daisy’s back. 
 
    “You figure any of these fuckin’ dumbasses have realized we outnumber them now?” Jeeves yelled. He was clutching limpet-tight to the spiny ridges of Daisy’s back and was looking mighty green around the gills. 
 
    “I don’t think we can expect these fellows to exercise much in the way of native wit, faun,” I heard Lucia reply. “They’ve too much hurt pride in them to realize they’ve found themselves in a hole, and the smartest thing they could do is to stop digging.” 
 
    June let the glowing sticks in her hands cook. As Daisy banked right to avoid the tottering tower of a tenement block, June dropped them to either side of herself so that they flipped away into space. 
 
    “Hold onto your backsides!” Noir said. 
 
    A couple of the air raiders on the outside of the group managed to peel up and away from the falling sticks, but the magical explosion and subsequent concussive wave tore through the other four like they were made of paper. Purple light and flickering turquoise mana rays stripped flesh from bones and turned one of the riders to ash. Gore and blood sprayed out to mingle with the ceaseless gently falling rain. Their arcane aero-motorbikes were reduced to junk. 
 
    Every pane of glass along the street we had been hurtling down popped like a soap bubble under the force of June’s spell. Alarms sounded in outlying streets for blocks around. 
 
    We had gained a little breathing room, so I slapped Daisy on the back a few times and said, “Easy, girl! I think we’re basically rid of those bastards, whoever the hell they were. Great job!” 
 
    Daisy purred deep in her cavernous chest. 
 
    “I wouldn’t be so sure of that just yet, Pat,” Cherie said, tugging at my sleeve and pointing downward. 
 
    In front of us and slightly below, careening around in a manner that demonstrated his flying contraption was out of control, one of the riders looked like he was doing all he could to stay in the air. 
 
    “Let’s take one alive!” Noir called from behind me. “Individuals of this ilk will doubtless have their ear to the ground concerning the Agency.” 
 
    It was a good point, but it came too late for one of the two remaining raiders. He was hit square in the back by magic sent at him from our newest archmage, Azalea. The coiling spell whipped up the air around into a localized tornado, ripped the figure off his magical mount, and plowed him into the side of a building with such force that the brickwork exploded in a shower of dust. 
 
    “Azalea!” I called back, pointing down at the lone survivor as he wrestled with his ride. “Grab him, will you?” 
 
    “I’ll go too,” Lucia said. 
 
    Together, Azalea and Lucia dropped off the side of the dragon and into space. They shot toward the last of the air raiders just as his arcane mount sputtered, coughed, and the blue flame in the exhaust died. 
 
    He let out a despairing screech, which turned into a gurgle of astonishment as Azalea and Lucia grabbed him under his arms and arrested what would have been a terminal fall. 
 
    “Daisy, touchdown over there,” I said pointing to a spacious roof nearby. 
 
    We alighted on the roof and scrambled off the dragon’s back, none more quickly than Jeeves. 
 
    “You all right?” I asked as Jeeves tottered over to the low wall that edged the roof, hoisted his short, plump bulk up, and vomited over the side. 
 
    “He looks fine,” June said drily. 
 
    “He looks great,” I said, grinning. 
 
    “Must be all the excitement,” Nahlih said with a smirk. “Loves a bit of death-defying excitement, don’t you, Jeeves?” 
 
    Jeeves didn’t answer, but stuck up a sarcastic thumbs-up as he continued to hurl. 
 
    Azalea and Lucia touched down a moment later, dumping their captive to the deck. 
 
    The figure was smaller than I had guessed. Now that it was amongst us, I noticed that it was all skin and bones. An urchin wrapped in a pair of torn trousers, a greasy jacket, and a tatty cloak.  
 
    I pulled the cowl of the cloak back to reveal a shock of bright pink hair, a pointy face with a silver ring pierced through the septum of the beaky nose, elven ears, and bright all-blue eyes which, despite their lack of a discernible pupil, looked nervous as fuck.  
 
    “Who the hell do we have here, then?” I asked. 
 
    “I dunno who he is,” Jeeves said, coming over and wiping the back of his hand across his mouth, “but that’s a fucking fairy.”  
 
    “Oh, shit, you assholes don’t know what you’re doing! No sir, no sir, you don’t know what you’re doing jacking one of Her raiding parties. She isn’t going to be happy that you newbies jacked one of Her raiding parties, oh no, oh no, She surely ain’t,” the punk fairy jabbered to itself, its bright cobalt eyes flicking from one face to another. 
 
    “Do you get the distinct impression that every time this guy says ‘she’ or ‘her’ he’s using a capital S and H?” I asked. 
 
    “I’d say so,” Azalea agreed. “You can tell by the way it’s sweating.” 
 
    “I’ve seen a few guys sweat like that,” Nahlih said. “I had to have some of the Girls sweat men and women like that who hadn’t paid up. This dude has got that look about him.” 
 
    She poked at the fairy with the toe of her boot, and he flinched away. 
 
    “What kind of look is that?” Cherie asked, eyeing the fairy with obvious interest. 
 
    “He looks like he fears us,” Lucia said, leaning forward to stare into the twitching fairy’s nervous eyes, “as well he should. But he smells like he holds a fear in his heart for another. A deeper, darker fear.” 
 
    The fairy muttered and squeaked to itself in what must have been its own language, refusing to meet the vampire’s gaze as Lucia studied its ferrety, sharp-featured face. 
 
    “She? Who the hell is She?” June asked, giving the fairy a not-so-gentle nudge in the ribs with the toe of her boot. 
 
    “She’d kill me for telling, She’d frigging kill me slow for telling you shit, for telling anyone shit about Her,” the fairy said. 
 
    I reached down and hauled the fairy up by the lapel of his greasy jacket. I felt the little bastard’s heart hammering away in his thin chest. Over the top of the fairy’s bubblegum pink hair, I shot June a look and mouthed, “Follow my lead.” 
 
    June nodded. 
 
    I then caught Lucia’s eye, winked at her, and mouthed the same. She nodded too. 
 
    “She’d kill you for telling us what, asshole?” I asked the fairy, giving him a casual shake that set his overly large head snapping this way and that on his slender neck. 
 
    The fairy said nothing, but shot me a surly look from out of his cobalt eyes.  
 
    “Surely, whoever this She is wouldn’t mind you telling us your name, would she, pal?” Jeeves asked, coming forward to play the role of the good cop.  
 
    The fairy hesitated and swallowed, looking around at the eight of us who ringed him in on the run down and trash-strewn rooftop. 
 
    “Here, pal, take a couple of these, they might quiet your nerves,” Jeeves said, offering the fairy a brown paper bag full of bright yellow boiled sweets. 
 
    “What the fuck is this, poison?” the fairy shot at him, sniffing at the bag. 
 
    Jeeves’ face flushed an angry red. “Poison? These are some of old Jeeves’ merry munchies. I don’t give these out to just anyone. You just look like could use a bit of a fucking pick-me-up that’s all. Go on now, they’ll settle your nerves.” 
 
    The fairy looked from Jeeves to me and then back to Jeeves. On either side of him, June and Lucia took a step in to put just a mite more pressure on him.  
 
    With the air of a person being walked to the gallows, the fairy took one of the yellow pieces of candy. He popped into his mouth and winced, looking for all the world as if he expected the thing to explode in his mouth. Then, within a couple of seconds, his expression changed. His face softened, and he gave the piece of hard candy a more thorough suck. 
 
    “Good?” I asked. 
 
    He glanced up at me. We were still practically nose to nose, due to me holding him up by the front of his jacket, and I could smell the candy on his breath. 
 
    “It’s delicious,” he said grudgingly. 
 
    “Of course it is, of course it’s fucking delicious,” Jeeves said, popping one of the sweets into his own mouth. He sucked on the sweet treat with a pensive loudness. “What’s your name, kid?” 
 
    The fairy looked to weigh the pros and cons of telling us his name. Then he said, “Persimmon. Persi for short.” 
 
    Jeeves patted the fairy on his bony shoulder. 
 
    “Course, it ain’t much of a last meal for a lad,” the faun said, “but it’ll do in a pinch.” 
 
    “Wait—what? A last what?” Persi said, his eyebrows shooting skyward. 
 
    “Well, this is what you might consider the rushed version of the last cigarette before being stood against the pockmarked wall,” I said. 
 
    “But… what?” he repeated. “Being stood against the wall? What wall? What fucking wall do you mean, and why am I being stood against the fucking thing?” 
 
    “Well, even though it is such a waste to expunge you from the pages of history,” Lucia said casually, “I cannot help but see the irony in your passing.” 
 
    He looked at her and cocked his head. 
 
    “You get to suck on that last boiled sweet as your final meal in this world,” Lucia continued in a pensive tone. “While I,” and at this point the vampire opened her mouth and allowed her canines to extend to well beyond her full, red bottom lip, “get to get to suck the life out of you as part of my dinner.” 
 
    Persi’s mouth dropped open, and the half dissolved candy fell from between his lips. 
 
    I released the fairy and let him sprawl back on the grimy rooftop. He didn’t get much of a reprieve though, as June slapped him around the back of his pink-haired head. “What’s the name of your boss, numbnuts?” she asked. 
 
    “What?” Persi said in a shrill voice. 
 
    “Not too good of hearing for someone with ears as big as yours,” June said, swatting the back of his head again and producing a crisp smack. “I said who is your boss? Who is this She you keep referring to?” 
 
    “Wh-why would I tell you anything, why would I tell you a damned thing about Her, eh? Why would I say anything if you’re just going to bloody well off me anyway?” Persi shot at us. His cobalt eyes bulged in unconcealed terror. 
 
    “Well, there are ways to go, Persi,” I said, spreading my hands. “And then there are ways to go.” I nodded at Lucia, who grinned, showing off her large fangs. 
 
    “It’s a shame you took up with the gang that you did, Persimmon,” she said. “You look young, and not totally without merit. Still, I guess you never got taught that you never approach a bull from the front, a horse from the rear, or a dragon from any direction, did you? And now look at you, honey…” 
 
    Persi tried scrabbling back from Lucia as she leaned down toward him. However, he was hindered in his escape by the legs of June standing like a wall behind him.  
 
    “Ju-just promise me you’ll leave my body for m-my ma to collect, will you?” he stammered, his eyes darting between us. 
 
    “Body?” I said, making sure that the confusion coloring my words was unmistakable. “You don’t think there’ll be a body, do you, Persi? Look at the size of Daisy over there.” 
 
    Persi’s head rotated right. His eyes fixed on the crouching dragon. As if on cue, Daisy let out a low rumbling growl that made a collection of empty beer bottles dance and skitter across the roof. She licked her lips. 
 
    “She takes a lot of fuel, Persi,” I said. “You don’t think she’d pass up a snack like you, do you? You might be a bag of bones, but Daisy is a dragon that believes something is better than nothing.” 
 
    Persi swallowed. He had the look of someone who wasn’t used to thinking on their feet. I could practically hear the gears turning. 
 
    “Look, I can’t tell you about Her, I just can’t,” he said. 
 
    “Well, you fucking better give us something, Persi,” June said from above him. “The night is getting on, and I’m getting more and more short-tempered by the minute.” 
 
    “I- I can give you a place to crash,” he said, giving us an ingratiating smile that looked more like a grimace than anything else. “You guys are new here, ain’t you? Yes, you must be. That’s why old Brightedge picked you out, why we started tracking you, why we made our move on you. He said that you didn’t look natural on that dragon. Said you probably stole it.” 
 
    “How stupid are you, kid?” Jeeves asked with a sigh. 
 
    “Whoa, you never ask how stupid someone is, Jeeves,” Noir said, from where he was sitting on the edge of the roof and peering down into the swirling mists below, “because chances are, they’ll turn around and show you.” 
 
    “Good point,” he muttered. 
 
    “Brightedge sounds like a real thinker, Persi,” I said drily. 
 
    “Sounds like the kind of foolish man who’d advocate herding black cattle in the dark,” Lucia said, cocking her head to one side. 
 
    “Man, you have got some fucking amazing cowboy sayings,” I said, unable to help myself. 
 
    Lucia gave me a small smile. “You met my father, did you not?” she said. “He had been around for a long time.” 
 
    “We could do with a place to crash,” Azalea supplied. “The night would seem to be getting on. I wouldn’t mind a roof over our heads while we figure out what we want to do next.” 
 
    June gave the fairy at our feet another boot. “Where is this place?” she asked. “And how do we know you’re not just going to be leading us straight into a trap?” 
 
    Persi raised his hands. “Look, I can’t tell you shit a-about Her, but I swear the safehouse will be empty now. You guys just killed the whole bloody gang, for crying out loud!”  
 
    I looked at the others. “He does have a point.” 
 
    “They didn’t strike me as the sort of outfit that would leave anyone in reserve,” June said. 
 
    I considered the cringing fairy. He didn’t look like the sort of individual with either the testicular fortitude or the requisite gray matter to pull any sort of elaborate ruse on us. 
 
    “You know what,” I said. “I think we should give young Persimmon here a shot. A chance to show us that he’s sorry for trying to mug us a thousand feet in the air.” 
 
    “Oh-oh, yeah, mister, that’s right,” Persimmon stuttered, his tongue tripping over itself in its eagerness to try and metaphorically climb into my asshole. “I’m sorry, all right! I’m really sorry! Let me show you where our pad is, eh? L-let me show you guys where you can lie up for the rest of the night. Then, once you see that I ain’t up to any funny business, then maybe you can let me go, and I’ll just go on my way, eh? What do you think?” 
 
    “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, Persi,” June said, looking down at him with a cold look in her bright blue eyes. 
 
    “I think June is right about not getting ahead of ourselves, Persi,” I said. “How about you show us where this safehouse of yours is and, if we like what we see, we’ll stay the night.” 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” Persi said, nodding his head like a bobblehead on amphetamines. “Sounds fair. Sounds good.” 
 
    “Obviously, if we don’t like what we see, or if any of us feel that you’re setting us up, we’ll get Daisy here to turn that safehouse of yours into little more than a smoldering heap of incandescent coals.” 
 
    “Then, Lucia gets to use you as a juicebox,” June said, nodding her head at the vampire, who was still watching the fairy with the intent concentration of a rattlesnake observing a gopher hole. “And once she’s drained every last drop of blood out of that spindly body of yours and reduced you to something that looks more like a sun-dried tomato than a fairy, then we’ll give you to Daisy.” 
 
    Daisy let out another low growl, which resonated across the roof, into my boots, and up into my chest. 
 
    Persi swallowed. His all-blue eyes flickered around, as if he hoped some sympathetic caped hero might step out of the shadows and save him from the pickle he had landed himself in. 
 
    “Okay,” he said in a quavering voice, “I g-g-guess that’s, um, fair.” 
 
    The wretched wannabe air pirate reached up a hand to me. I reached down, ignored the offered paw, and instead grasped him by one of his long, pointed ears and used this appendage to haul him to his feet. Persi squawked and flapped at me, but I manhandled him by his ear over to the waiting dragon. 
 
    “Daisy,” I said, “take a deep sniff of our friend Persimmon here. If he somehow manages to escape, I want you to memorize his scent and make sure that, even if the rest of us should perish, you hunt him down and get your barbecue on with him. Understood?” 
 
    In reply, Daisy pushed her orange snout forward and took a long inhale of the petrified fairy. Her lungs, as she breathed in, were so strong that Persi’s greasy leather jacket flapped forward and he took an involuntary step toward the dragon. 
 
    “All right, Persi,” I said, “so long as you didn’t just shit yourself with fright, you may now climb aboard.” 
 
    Persi looked over his shoulder as he approached the waiting dragon. 
 
    “Don’t be afraid, fairy,” Lucia said, flashing what would have been a coquettish smile at Persi, had it not been for her elongated fangs that glinted in the light of the hundreds of surrounding buildings. “There’s nothing to worry about. I’ll be sitting right behind you.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Thankfully, it was just as June and I had suspected. Persi was about as far from being the Phantom Sphere’s answer to Al Capone as was possible. It seemed the fairy was just how he looked: a dumbass kid who thought it’d be cool to roll with a gang of professional idiots whose aspirations far outweighed their brains. 
 
    Just as the Phantom Sphere itself looked to be an amalgamation of the ‘real’ world that we had left behind and every other fantasy world I had heard about, the rundown neighborhood Persi led us to was a blend of different architectural styles. There were still skyscrapers here, but they were smaller and less dignified than the ones we had battled around. Most of the buildings looked to be made up of smaller buildings that had been added to haphazardly over the years. 
 
    “Kind of looks like new owners build up instead of out, doesn’t it?” I said to Cherie, as the fairy told Daisy which way to go in a querulous voice. 
 
    “You know, I think you’re right,” Cherie said. “That looks like exactly what has been happening. Someone comes along and decides they want to build up and just whacks a new property on top of an existing one! It’s kind of amazing.” 
 
    The house Persi indicated wasn’t what I would have picked for a base of stupid-ass hoodlums. It was the fourth building in a stack of four buildings, which I guessed meant that it was the newest building in that particular stack. There were more crooked towers of these weirdly stacked buildings—and stacked was the only way I could describe them—all around this one. Some were only one house high, while others loomed over the stack by hundreds of feet. 
 
    From the outside, the house looked old but with its own unique charm. White stones and mahogany window shutters over the small, octagonal windows. 
 
    “Doesn’t look like they have to worry about building regulations in the Phantom Sphere,” Cherie said as we all tensed a little at the prospect of Daisy’s imminent landing. “Lucky bastards.” 
 
    The building was shaped like a giant letter L. The extension, the bottom part of the L, extended out so that it overhung the property below. There was no way the extended bottom floor could have been constructed and maintained with anything other than magic. It defied gravity, the laws of physics, and general commonsense. Not only did the bottom part of the L-shaped building overhang a garden below it, but the second and third floors were bigger than the first, which created several overhanging parts on one side of the house. 
 
    The roof was high, rounded, and covered with brown roof tiles, many of which were missing. One small chimney poked out the center of the tiles, like the periscope of a submarine coming out of a sea of beige. Several large skylights, which were covered in moss and grime, let even more light into the rooms below. 
 
    There was also a landing pad on the roof, set off to one side, and hanging with the same sort of blasé unconcern for physics as the first floor below. My stomach lurched as Daisy settled her considerable bulk onto this landing pad. I wouldn’t have been surprised if the whole structure had given up and collapsed. 
 
    Daisy, despite her hefty size and bulk, touched down as gracefully as a seven-ton feather. Once we were all sure that the landing platform wasn’t going to collapse, we dismounted. 
 
    A selection of sagging sofas and armchairs sat on the landing zone, along with a low, cheap-looking coffee table. This had obviously been where Persi and his gang gathered to discuss the current economic and political climate of the Phantom Sphere or, as was more likely and indicative of the numerous beer bottles strewn around, just get drunk. 
 
    At Lucia’s polite but threatening prodding, Persi led the way toward a door covered in flaking paint. It was bolted and locked with a chain made up of finger-thick links of rusted metal and a padlock that wouldn’t have been out of place on a treasure chest. 
 
    Persi turned, looked at me and swallowed. 
 
    “The treasurer of our gang had the key, sir,” he said. 
 
    I sighed. “And I’m guessing the treasurer went down in the street back there, did he?” 
 
    Persimmon shook his head. 
 
    “Where is he, then?” I asked. 
 
    The fairy pointed back the way we had come. He was pointing toward Daisy. 
 
    “This kid’s got a fucking screw loose,” Jeeves grumbled. “So addled he can’t tell Daisy apart from one of his buddies.” 
 
    “Nope, I think he’s saying that Daisy is currently digesting the treasurer,” I said. 
 
    Persi nodded. 
 
    “Never mind,” I said. “Out the way, Persimmon.” 
 
    “What kind of a name is Persimmon anyway?” Cherie asked, pulling the fairy out of the way as I squared up to the door and pressed a hand against it. “Did your parents have a soft spot for fruit or something?” 
 
    “Fruit?” Persimmon asked, tilting his head to one side. 
 
    Cherie shook her head. 
 
    I took some of the ice magic I had absorbed back at the library in Noir’s mansion, and released it into the door. There was a soft creaking noise as the wooden door froze solid, the timber riming over so it looked like it had been hit by a sudden frost. 
 
    “Open sesame,” I said. 
 
    I stepped back and gave the weathered door a solid kick with my booted foot. I had been banking that the door would have broken free of its hinges as the ice magic made it swell, but I must have overcooked it a little because it simply shattered like a pane of glass. 
 
    The chain and padlock fell to the floor with a heavy metallic thud. 
 
    “Lead the way, Persi,” Noir said. “The sooner we make the acquaintance of your drinks cabinet, the better.” 
 
    At Noir’s suggestion, Persi played realtor for us and gave us a tour of the property. The house was equipped with a huge kitchen, in which a scrubbed wooden table and matching chairs sat in front of an old-fashioned wood stove. There were two bathrooms, the nicer one given over instantly to the girls after they had seen the state of the other one. 
 
    “There is no way in hell I’m lowering myself onto that porcelain,” Azalea said as her eyes ran across the stains that covered the walls and, in one grotesque place, the ceiling. 
 
    “I’ll risk my afterlife to help this Syndicate, and help the Blood Moon Clan,” Lucia said, “but I shan’t risk catching whatever urinary tract infections are lurking around in here.”  
 
    The house had a snug living room with an open fireplace, six bedrooms, a large and overly grand dining area, an office that looked like it had been converted into an armory, and what would have been categorized as a garage in any normal house. This last area though had been given over to the cultivation of a series of gleaming black tubers arranged on beds of straw, not unlike the way strawberries were grown on an industrial scale. 
 
    “Persimmon, you naughty scamp,” Noir said, when he spotted the tubers. “Growing devil tongue tubers, eh? No doubt with the intent to harvest, dry, mix with a tincture composed of grave dust and leech juice, dry again, and then turn to powder. Tut tut. What would your mother say?” 
 
    “Mix with tincture of what?” Persi gabbled. “What the fuck is this dude talking about, huh? What’s the deal? Who do you work for?” 
 
    “That’s not the question, Persi,” I said. “The question is, who do you work for?” 
 
    “Yes, fairy, who is it that fills you with this kind of fear?” Nahlih asked, nudging Persi with a rough elbow. “Who is it that puts the fear up a street rat like you? I would like to meet this Her and get some pointers off her.” 
 
    She caught my eye and hurriedly added, “Not that I’m looking to get back into the criminal world again. Just yet, at least.” 
 
    “I told you, I told all of you I can’t speak a word against Her, not against Her!” Persi said, squirming in Lucia’s implacable grip. “She’ll have my guts for garters, my head for a hat, and my bloody balls a-as…” 
 
    “As a bolo tie?” June suggested, giving her own a tweak. 
 
    “Right, right, right, yeah that’s it.” He wiped a bead of sweat from his brow. 
 
    “Look, there’s no rush,” I said, slapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    Noir bent down and plucked one of the devil tongue tubers from its vine and examined it. 
 
    “No rush?” Azalea asked. 
 
    “We all need a rest, a bit of time to acclimatize and get our heads straight,” I said. “While we do that, we’ll put our new and helpful friend here in the study—after we’ve cleaned out all the weapons, obviously.” 
 
    “B-but we agreed that if I showed you where the safehouse was and gave you a place to lie low, then you’d let me scarper, didn’t we?” He swallowed hard. 
 
    “Actually, I think you’ll find we never agreed to anything, Persi,” I said. “See, the gifted negotiator is one whose initial position is exaggerated enough to allow for a series of concessions that will yield a desirable final offer from the opponent. However, you don’t want to start with such an outlandish offer as to be seen as illegitimate from the start and, unfortunately, the offer of instantaneous freedom for you, had we actually been bargaining, was such an offer. Get it?” 
 
    He looked as bewildered as it was possible for a sentient being to look. Jeeves patted him on the shoulder.  
 
    “You want my advice, kid,” he said gruffly. “The most confused you will ever get is when you try to convince your heart and guts of something your mind knows is a complete load of bullshit. With that in mind, I’d advise rolling with what’s going on and not doing anythin’ stupid.” He cast a critical eye over the miserable-looking fairy. “That, in your case, would mean that you’re limited to taking a nap, I reckon, pal.” 
 
    We locked Persi in the cleaned out study after we had emptied it of the diversified collection of stolen weapons. Even though Persi had been part of a gang that had tried to kill me and my friends, I couldn’t harden my heart totally toward him. I imagined he was just one of those many foolish young guys, scattered throughout the cosmos in slightly different iterations, who got caught up with the wrong bunch of assholes. He didn’t have ‘kick me’ pinned to his back so much as have it tattooed across his forehead. 
 
    With that in mind, I left him with a demijohn of water, a blanket, and a much thumbed copy of a comic book called ‘Spider of Destruction.’ 
 
    Once Persimmon was secured, the rest of us kicked back and let our hair down a little. It had been nonstop action ever since the zombies and lich had attacked us at Noir’s mansion and done substantial damage to the place. 
 
    “I’m just going to take some air on the roof and look out at the city,” I told Noir, June, Azalea, and Cherie, who were all sprawled out in the lounge in various states of repose. Jeeves was slumbering already in a sagging wingback armchair, while the clink of cutlery and bottles coming from the kitchen told me Nahlih was preparing something to eat. 
 
    “Sensible,” Noir said, “a bit of fresh air does wonders to sharpen the appetite.” 
 
    “Is that part of why you mostly drink your meals?” I asked. 
 
    Noir looked up from the devil tongue tuber he had been examining. It might have been some noise coming from outside, but I thought the tuber was purring in his hands. 
 
    “Hm?” Noir said. “Well, now that you mention it, Pat, I suppose my aversion to running around outdoors like a headless chicken could have a correlating link with the fact that I prefer taking a liquid mode of sustenance and invigoration.” 
 
    “Some people—anyone with a rudimentary knowledge of nutrition, really—might call that approach to dieting one that is bordering on the insane,” I pointed out as I crossed the room. 
 
    “And they would be wrong,” Noir said. 
 
    Cherie snorted. “How so?” 
 
    “I have too much money to be called mad or insane,” Noir said matter-of-factly. “Anyone who has a bank account which is roughly as capacious as a blue whale’s scrotum can’t be mad. They must be eccentric.” 
 
    I considered this with my hand on the door knob. 
 
    “That’s actually a good point,” I said. “The amount of rich people on Earth who would be certified completely crackers if they were only making minimum wage is pretty astounding when you think about it.” 
 
    “Before you go,” Noir said. “I was thinking that we could be joined shortly by some of young Persimmon’s friends.” 
 
    “You think he might’ve been lying about this place and how many people are in his gang?” I asked. 
 
    Noir shook his head. “I don’t believe so. He doesn’t strike me as the master criminal type. But that doesn’t mean that these buffoons might not have some customers or enemies cold calling them for one reason or another.” 
 
    “We could ask,” Nahlih said from the kitchen. The scent of frying onions filled the area. “We could ask him hard, if you know what I mean?” 
 
    Noir made a scornful noise with his lips. “That little skidmark wouldn’t know his ass from his weenus. I doubt any of the nitwits that ran this amateur operation would have told him anything, even if they had a big gameplan themselves. No, I believe that whoever this Her is that the fairy keeps referring to is the one we need to talk to.” 
 
    “All right, in the meantime, we’ll divide into pairs and go on watch,” I said. “Seems like the simplest thing we can do so we don’t get surprised.” 
 
    “My thoughts precisely,” Noir said, shimmying down into his armchair. “And, seeing as you’re already standing, why don’t you start? Miss Sanguinoso is on the upper level already. The pair of you will make a handsome team, I’m sure.” 
 
    With that, Noir tilted his fedora up, held the devil tongue tuber up to the light so that he could examine it more easily, and then ever so carefully stuck his tongue out and ran it up the side of the strange root. 
 
    “Hmm,” he said. “It smells pleasant, but it tastes like rancid horse droppings.” He made a note on a scrap of parchment and then licked the tuber again. “And it gets worse,” he added, twisting his beard with one finger. 
 
    I left him to it and headed for the roof. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I did, as Noir had said I would, find Lucia already on the roof. The gorgeous vampire, wearing the same stunning red dress she had been wearing since I had met her, was standing in the middle of the landing pad and staring out at the city. 
 
    “Pat Bane,” she said as I closed the door behind me. The rain had stopped now, but a soft fog still enfolded the Phantom Sphere, adorning every single one of the multitude of lights with a paradisiacal halo.  
 
    “How did you know it was me?” I asked. 
 
    Lucia turned. The sight of her standing there, with the misty, murky cityscape behind her and the light diffusing through the fog made the breath catch in my throat. 
 
    She looked good. 
 
    She looked better than good. She looked fucking fantastic. 
 
    I swallowed. I knew how astute this woman was. Living for however many centuries had given her a keen grasp of the minutiae of emotions the human face could broadcast. Not to mention, hunting humans had probably given her quite the insight into their behavior and psyches.  
 
    Combine those things with the fact that she could most likely hear my heart pounding in my chest, sense my temperature rising as I imagined what she might look like if she slipped out of that crimson gown, and smell the pheromones my body was letting off, and she had me at a distinct disadvantage. 
 
    “How did I know it was you?” she asked. “I’m a fuckin’ vampire, sweetie.” 
 
    “Good point,” I said. To my annoyance, my voice came out strained and hoarse. Must have been how hard I was trying not to picture what the hot vampire might look like naked. With her pale skin, lustrous auburn hair, and bright red lips, I was sure she cut one hell of a figure.  
 
    “Excellent,” Lucia said. 
 
    “Huh?” I said, jerked out of my daydream by the thought that she had just read my mind. 
 
    “I said, excellent. I was referring to my point. It wasn’t just good, Patrick Bane. It was excellent. Any time you ask yourself how I know or do anything, nine times out of ten, you can attribute it to the fact that I am what I am.” 
 
    I nodded. At that moment, if I died and had to decide what I’d be reincarnated as, I would have been tempted to choose Lucia’s dress. 
 
    I motioned over to the beat up old sofas. “We’re taking turns as rotating sentries. Me and you have been paired together.” 
 
    Lucia raised an eyebrow. It was a slow raise, and it communicated, in no uncertain terms, that Lucia Sanguinoso, head of the Blood Moon Clan, wouldn’t do anything she didn’t want to do. 
 
    To my surprise though, the beautiful immortal swept across the roof and sat down next to me. 
 
    “So,” she purred in my ear, “what is it exactly we are on the watch for, Pat Bane?” 
 
    “I think that isn’t really known,” I admitted. “Anything out of the ordinary is what Noir thinks. Me? I think, in the Phantom Sphere, you’d have a better chance of picking out something normal rather than abnormal.” 
 
    Lucia smiled, turned, and looked out over the city. 
 
    “An exercise in futility, you think?” she asked. 
 
    “Could be,” I said. “Can’t hurt being up here to keep an eye out though.” 
 
    I found myself running over the woman at my side. She really was something to behold. 
 
    “Tell me, Pat Bane,” Lucia said. “If I was to ask you whether you found me sexually attractive, what would your answer be?” 
 
    I was taken aback by the bluntness of her question. 
 
    “I… uh,” I said. “Why do you ask?” 
 
    “I want to see if you are as brave in all aspects of your life as you are fightin’,” Lucia told me, her liquid black eyes staring deep into me. “It is a curious thing that in our world physical courage should be so common and yet, in that same world, moral courage is as scarce as hen’s teeth. It always intrigues me when I see a man who is physically brave brought low by a seemingly innocuous question. They clam up. Like you’ve stuck an icepick in them with a word.” 
 
    I laughed. All of a sudden, I found myself at ease. Why was I worried about what Lucia Sanguinoso, the vampire, thought about me thinking that she was hot? She’d probably been enduring men drooling over her since before my great grandad was a glint in his father’s eye. 
 
    “I think you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen.” 
 
    Lucia cocked her head to the side. “Is that so?” 
 
    “Yep.” 
 
    “And you would sleep with me? Even knowing what I am?” 
 
    I frowned, turning to face her. “Is this another little test?” 
 
    Lucia shrugged. 
 
    “Well then, in full disclosure, I would say yes, I would sleep with you. You being a vampire doesn’t really factor into the decision. Why would it?” 
 
    “Some men, some mortals, are intimidated by our kind,” Lucia said. 
 
    “By women?” 
 
    Lucia grinned. “By vampires.” 
 
    I snorted. “You could tear my arms off right now, and I don’t think there’d be anything I could do to stop you. I heard you can hear the blood, smell it, moving through a person’s system.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” Lucia said. 
 
     I looked down toward my lap and raised my eyebrows. “I apologize, if that’s the case.” 
 
    Lucia laughed. 
 
    Then she leaned forward and kissed me hard on the mouth. I kissed her back out of instinct. There was a hint of tongue, a touch of the teeth about the kiss, and then Lucia leaned back and fixed me with her unfathomably dark eyes. 
 
    “Let’s not mess around, sugar,” she said, the southern twang coming through her words more than was usual. I realized she must put more of an effort into covering her Texan accent than I had previously thought. 
 
    “No, no messing about,” I echoed, running my tongue across my lips and tasting her seductive sweetness. 
 
    “I’m hungry,” Lucia said, her hand pressing into my chest. 
 
    I didn’t know what to say to that. Your mind can’t help but leap in one direction when a vampire says that to you. 
 
    “Um,” I said. “Am I the only one suddenly aware of their throbbing jugular?” 
 
    “It’s not your throbbing jugular that has my attention, Pat Bane,” Lucia said. 
 
    Talk about a fucking greenlight! Vampire or no vampire, Lucia could have been intent on pulling every foot of artery out of my body, but so long as she did it after we’d got done fucking—if that was really what was about to happen—I wouldn’t have minded.  
 
    Shit, we all had to die of something didn’t we? 
 
    Lucia’s hand shot out and grasped me by the back of the neck. Her touch was cold, but not cold enough to remind me of the fact that, technically, she was dead. She drew me closer, pressing her face against mine, crushing her bright red lips on my own. Our kisses were aching, yearning and precise. There was no romantic folk-tale element to them, no soppiness. There was only that particular burning animal carnality; a fire that needed to be allowed to burn itself out. 
 
    Our teeth clicked together as our tongues thrust into each other’s mouths. I tried not to think about where Lucia’s teeth might end up going. Our tongues danced and probed. Entwined with one another like mating snakes.  
 
    Lucia was so confident, so totally in her element and in control that I couldn’t help but become aroused while I allowed her to take the lead. Being a vampire, Lucia doubtless had more self-confidence than anyone I had ever met before. She knew what she wanted from this arrangement, I had no doubt, and she knew what she wanted to give. 
 
    Our hands seemed to have minds of their own; our fingers moved of their own accord, investigating each other and following the contours of one another’s bodies over our clothes. 
 
    Lucia’s fingernails were sharp and, unless I was imagining things, a little longer than they had been only a few moments before. They traced the plains of my stomach and chest muscles, sending tingles through my body. 
 
    In the back of my mind, I noted Lucia tasted like strawberries and cherries and nutmeg, and she smelled of clean windswept moors—crisp, sharp, natural smells that evoked images of pristine fields of marching wilderness, bleak rolling mountain passes, and nights spent wrapped in blankets in front of roaring log fires while the wind whistled through the crags of the valleys.  
 
    “It would seem, Pat Bane, that we’re embarking on a course that puts us on somewhat of a time limit,” Lucia crooned into the side of my face as she continued to kiss me around my throat and neck. “I hope your male pride will allow me to take the lead in this instance.” 
 
    “Do I have much of a choice?” I muttered. 
 
    “No.” 
 
    “Well, then.” 
 
    I ran my hands over her ass. I could feel an ever so thin strip of material through her gown, which I guessed were her panties. I ached to see her standing in them. 
 
    “Has anyone ever told you, Miss Sanguinoso, that your body is spectacular,” I said. 
 
    Lucia pulled away from me, gazed down at me, and smiled. “Of course.” 
 
    I snorted. “Yeah, well, I guess you hang around this life long enough and you probably hear every pickup line in the game.” 
 
    “As is yours,” Lucia said as my hands ran across the back of the figure-hugging, red dress that she was wearing, moving downward so that I could start rucking up the hem of the long gown. 
 
    “As is my what?” I asked. 
 
    “Your body, I also find it pleasing,” she told me. “Why not lose this mage suit and let me see it in all its glory?” 
 
    I looked around at where we were, comprehending only at that moment that it was probably impossible to have sex in a more public location. 
 
    “Come,” Lucia urged, standing and shrugging one shoulder out of the gown, “you’re brave, ain’t you? Let whoever is watching watch. If their gaze can pierce this fog, then they are welcome to feast their eyes.” 
 
    Her words and obvious lack of regard were more of a turn on than I would have expected them to be. If not giving a fuck for what people thought of you could have been graded, Lucia would have been an A+ student. 
 
    “Fuck it,” I said. 
 
    “Fuck me,” Lucia replied. 
 
    The two of us stood in the fog. I could feel the roughness of the sofa pressing into the backs of my legs 
 
    The mage suit that had, according to Noir and June, previously belonged to Merlin was off in a second. That wasn’t hyperbole either—it was literally on my body one second and on the floor the next. 
 
    Lucia raised her eyebrow. Then she lowered her shoulder, and her dress fell to the floor, pooling at her feet as silently as shimmering blood. 
 
    She stood there in a pair of crimson panties, the color of her underwear contrasting beautifully with her milk pale skin. With her auburn hair cascading down her shoulders, her bright red lips, dark eyes, and beautiful full tits tipped with deep pink nipples, she looked like every single nerd’s steamy picture of what a vampire should have been. 
 
    I opened my mouth to hit Lucia with one of my smoothest lines, but only a soft sigh escaped from between my lips. Her breasts were amazing—the ideal size, natural-looking, and a superb shape. They sat on her chest, firm, inviting, and perky, her nipples stiffening as she watched me feast my eyes on them, the moisture in the air coalescing on them in tiny beads. 
 
    “Tell me something else?” she said teasingly, with that captivating Southern accent of hers. “Do males ever get over the novelty of breasts?” 
 
    “Holy shit, I hope not,” I said. 
 
    My prick was so pumped and ready that it felt more like a third leg than a penis. It stood stiff and ready. It must have looked pretty ridiculous. I didn’t give a fuck about that though. All I cared about was watching Lucia. 
 
    The rising swell of her breasts was complemented by the juxtaposition of her flat, strong stomach. I could make out the subtle outlines of her outer abdominal muscles. They weren’t as defined as June’s or Cherie’s or Azalea’s, but that detracted in absolutely no way from Lucia’s beauty. She was curvier than any of the other women I had bedded so far, and those curves drew my gaze southward, down to her jutting hip bones, her luscious thighs that just begged to be kissed and nibbled on. My eyes, now seemingly in an unstoppable descent, were pulled ever downward until they were well south of her waist. 
 
    “Thwarted by an inch of fabric,” I muttered. 
 
    Lucia chuckled.  
 
    With devastating, delightful deliberation, she slid her thumbs into the waistband of her lacy panties. With only a modicum of tactical wiggling, she managed to draw them down her silky smooth thighs. With an easy flick of her leg, she sent her underwear flicking up so that they landed on the arm of the sofa. 
 
    “Yep,” I said, “I could literally die happy right now. Even if you decided halfway through that you were peckish and wanted to suck every drop of blood from my body.”  
 
    “I’m not going to suck your blood, Pat,” she said, “but I am going to suck your cock.” 
 
    As I gazed at her naked form, she cupped one of her firm breasts with her hand and gently squeezed and pulled at her rosy pink nipple. As she moved toward me, she gave a little groan of pleasure and bit her bottom lip, her eyes locked on my quivering dick. 
 
    Lucia covered the last couple of paces that separated us in a blur of speed and shoved me down on the sofa so I fell on my ass hard. Standing between my open legs, she reached down and began stroking my erect cock. With all the air of a consummate professional, her other hand joined the first and began to fondle my balls, squeezing to the point of pain without crossing the threshold. 
 
    I slid my hands up the backs of her thighs, around her ass, and gave it a squeeze. Then my right hand, which had always been the pioneer as far as exploring went, slipped around and cupped Lucia's perfect, smooth pussy. I began to run my finger around her nook. I slid a digit inside of her and felt that she was already wet and ready. 
 
    Lucia groaned, and I echoed the sound. I twitched with anticipation and grew even stiffer, if that was possible. I swallowed. The leader of the Blood Moon Clan wasn’t the only one good to go; if my johnson had been any harder, I could have used it as a log splitter.  
 
    My eyes flicked down to her wonderfully smooth pubic region. I couldn’t remember the last time I had wanted to stick my tongue into something so badly. My fingers slid smoothly in and out of her pussy as we pawed at one another. Both of us were so keen to get at one another that we were getting in each other’s way. 
 
    A rushing roar sounded nearby, and a phalanx of giant swans hissed through the fog. They had no riders, but flew through the Phantom Sphere as casually as if they had been normal swans cruising over a lake. 
 
    It was only with their passing that I was reminded of where we were and what we were doing, potentially in the eyes of hundreds of locals. 
 
    I wasn’t given long to indulge in this introspection though, as Lucia took advantage of my distraction and pressed me back into the sofa. 
 
    Lucia’s bottomless black eyes were filled with a longing as old as the world as she stared at my boner. She sucked on her bottom lip for a moment, which she had been biting, with her extended canines in evidence, but only so that she could stick her lovely pink tongue out from between her glistening ruby lips. She ran it slowly along them, leaving a trail of saliva in its wake. She then switched things up and bit her top lip this time, and her deep, dark soul-sucking eyes, sliding up the ridges of my chiseled stomach and over my muscular chest, locked with mine. 
 
    Lucia’s hand settled on my thigh and crept upward, tracing its way up my leg, closer to my waiting, throbbing shaft. 
 
    “Once you go bat,” she purred in my face, “you’ll find you’ll never top that.” 
 
    The sofa creaked and moaned under me, its springs protesting as the gorgeous and lethal vampire leaned down with her hands on either side of my lap. She peppered my chest with sharp bites, but before I could do anything, my cock was then enveloped in wet warmth, and I gasped. I looked down and saw that Lucia had the tip of my dick in her mouth and was, in her own good and sensuous time, running her tongue over it, slathering my bellend in her saliva. 
 
    “I’m telling you, you’ll never beat bat,” she said softly as I watched her work her oral magic. 
 
    I was on the verge of saying something snappy and probably only vaguely comedic, when she took a nosedive down on my rod, taking all of it in her throat. 
 
    I moaned as Lucia grasped me by the base of my pecker, squeezing and releasing and squeezing my balls with firm, sure fingers even as she sucked me off. Pure wanton lust boiled through my groin and dick and into my stomach and then up into my chest. She stroked me up and down, up and down, up and down, all the while gazing into my face whenever her deepthroating allowed. 
 
    I sat back in the middle of that busted-ass sofa, as the beautiful, vampirical crime boss gave me one of the best blowies of my life. With no small effort, I tried to keep myself from exploding and filling her mouth with my jizz.  
 
    After a little while of enduring her fantastic ministrations, I pulled my prick free of Lucia’s wet, skilled mouth and said, “That’s it, I… I think I need to be in you. Right now. Right this second.” 
 
    “I think I agree, sweetie,” Lucia said. 
 
    Without another word, Lucia stepped up onto the protesting sofa, straddled me, and then lowered herself until her glistening wet sex was waving an inch above the tip of my cock. I felt my heart rate pick up, my breathing coming heavy through my nose. I grabbed her by her thighs and looked up at her. 
 
    Through a curtain of auburn hair that smelled of wildberries, Lucia Sanguinoso gave me the nod. 
 
    She was so wet and keen that it was the work of a moment for me to guide my cock home. 
 
    Lucia gasped, the sound hissing past her elongated fangs, and then gave a little mewl of rapture. 
 
    “Shit, that’s the spot, Pat, that’s the spot!” she groaned. 
 
    I was so aroused that I felt as if my dick was vibrating within the cozy confines of Lucia’s pussy. For her part, Lucia looked up at the misty heights of the buildings surrounding us. She ran a hand down her stomach, her newly prominent nails tracing pale red lines across her belly. Then, growling, she put her hand between her legs. She gave another soft little moan, which seemed to tug at every one of my caveman instincts, and began rubbing her clitoris. I supported her ass with my hands as she bucked up and down on top of me. She grunted and hissed. Her back arched as I thrust up into her again and again. The nails of her free hand ran down my chest, leaving trails of pleasurable, tingling warmth in their wake. 
 
    For a long while, we lost ourselves in the animal rhythm of our bodies coming together. Our breathing became ragged gasps and groans. I opened my eyes, not really remembering closing them, and noticed fluttering and rippling spasms of pleasure stealing over Lucia’s pretty face. Clearly, we were quickly reaching the end of our sexual tether. I was all too aware that, before too much more time had elapsed, I’d be broaching a fucking keg of the Pat Bane 2021 vintage ejaculate—good for one night only. 
 
    “A little… more… Just a little more, honey.” Lucia groaned. 
 
    We continued to grind together, both of us watching each other from beneath half-closed eyelids. The only sound was the slap of my nuts against her soaking pussy, the hiss of skin on skin as my hands moved over her insanely hot body, grasping at her fantastic breasts and pinching her nipples. The wet sucking noises as my dick slid in and out of her grew faster and faster, until they blurred into a single stream of erotic sound. 
 
    With a sudden desperate, whining exhalation, Lucia reared up, shuddering, and then slammed down hard on top of me. Vampires are fucking strong, and Lucia proved too powerful for the sofa, which collapsed under us. 
 
    “Yes, yes, that’s it. Yes!” she hissed between her sharp teeth. 
 
    I cupped both of her exquisite breasts in my hands, pinching the nipples as Lucia writhed and crushed herself against my groin. I could feel her covering my cock, balls, and thighs with her girl cum as she bucked down on me once more. 
 
    This was enough to shove me to the edge of climax and then bundle me over too. 
 
    “Holy hell!” I said. “Man alive, yes! That’s the fucking… Oh, shit!” 
 
    My back arched and reared up to plant my dick as far inside her as I could. 
 
    And then I collapsed, utterly spent. 
 
    It took a few seconds before I realized I was free of Lucia’s weight. Opening my bleary eyes, I looked up and saw that she was levitating in the air a few inches above me. Her face was turned to the sky and a smile of utter ecstasy was on her face. 
 
    “Uh… Lu–Lucia?” I managed to pant. 
 
    Like a spell being broken, Lucia opened her eyes and collapsed out of the air and landed on the sofa beside me. 
 
    She tilted her head sideways, blew a strand of recalcitrant auburn hair out of her face and let out a throaty chuckle. 
 
    “Bet that’s never happened to you before, has it, Pat?” she said. 
 
    All I could do was laugh, while the pair of us regained our breath and composure and looked up at the swirling fog that lapped against the skyscrapers and jumbled buildings around us like the ocean against the rotten moorings of some forgotten pier.  
 
    There was the sudden loud sound of feet stomping slowly up the stairs. Heavy booted feet, walking irregularly. 
 
    “Noir,” Lucia said, reaching over me to retrieve her underwear from where they had landed on the arm of the sofa. Now that I came to look at that pair of panties of hers, I saw that it was to lingerie what Burundi was to the global gross domestic product. I could have flossed with those things. 
 
    I nodded. “I’d recognize those cowboy boots anywhere,” I said, summoning on my mage suit with a thought. It was one of the best things about the threads that I had inherited from none other than Merlin himself. One of the neatest tricks. Kind of like being able to summon your Tesla to you from out of a parking lot with your phone. 
 
    “Sounds like he’s been passing a few over the tonsils,” I said as I heard the footsteps falter and then Noir curse to himself. “Or that tuber he was licking has had some adverse effects on his cognitive ability.” 
 
    Noir appeared, just as I had pulled my remaining boot on and Lucia was straightening her dress. 
 
    “Changing of the guard,” he said, a spaced out grin on his face. 
 
    “Already?” I asked. 
 
    Noir shrugged. “Ah, you may as well get some rest, Pat. There’s no way that I’ll be sleeping with my mind roving all over the place like it is. Damn good stuff that devil tongue tuber, damn good stuff. Really broadens the… the … really broadens the…” 
 
    “Mind?” I suggested. 
 
    “Mind what?” Noir asked. 
 
    “No, I meant it broadens the mind,” I said. 
 
    “What does? Whose mind?” Noir asked. “Mine is pretty damned wide and rambling as it is.” 
 
    “You’re not wrong there, Mr. Noir,” Lucia said. 
 
    I shook my head. I was feeling far too satisfied and blown away by my own good luck at bedding Lucia to have one of these conversations with Noir. 
 
    “Very good, Noir,” I said. “In that case, I might make a visit to our fairy friend downstairs. I don’t feel like sleeping either to be honest, and he’s had time to mull over his options. I think he might be a little more amenable to helping us now.” 
 
    Noir attempted to tap his nose but only managed to poke himself in the eye with one of his long fingers. 
 
    “Don’t you worry about that, Pat,” he said. “I’ve set Jeeves up with a little contraption of my own devising. Came up with it just now when the lightning of creativity struck! He’s not a violent fellow, but I assured him that you didn’t necessarily need to resort to violence when you were interrogating someone if you had other, more potent abilities.” 
 
    Not quite knowing if I liked the sound of that, I opened the door and headed downstairs. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I found Jeeves in the recently cleared out armory. The room, once the assortment of accumulated and mostly unidentifiable weapons had been removed, was large and would have made a nice study. An octagonal window set at the end of a protuberant nook at one end, which would have been the perfect place to put a desk, or maybe a little reading corner. 
 
    Of course, that assumed those living inside of the rambling safehouse could actually read and write. From what little I had seen of the gang, before the majority of them had been wiped from the face of the Phantom Sphere, they hadn’t struck me as intellectuals.  
 
    Yes, it might have made a nice study, but once all the weapons had been removed, the room had only been a study for a few brief seconds before it had become Persi’s prison cell. 
 
    Now, apparently, it wasn’t even that. 
 
    It was something else. 
 
    When I walked in, I found Jeeves leaning against the wall, picking his teeth with a small paring knife that he must have found in the kitchen. It wasn’t an attitude I should have found particularly ominous, especially when adopted by the portly faun. However, when coupled with the sight of Persi, the shivering fairy, sitting in the middle of the otherwise empty room and tied to a chair, Jeeves cut a more menacing figure. 
 
    And that was me talking; a dude who knew Jeeves, despite having a naturally grouchy countenance, to be about as intimidating as a cheese sandwich. For Persi, who was fastened to the chair in the middle of the room, I imagined the effect would be far more pronounced. He didn’t know Jeeves from Adam, but he did know he had been part of a gang that had attacked us. Nothing like being tied to a chair in the company of someone holding a knife to raise the blood pressure a little. 
 
    I had always been a firm believer in the old Latin adage ‘Nosce Te Ipsum,’ which roughly translated to ‘Know Yourself.’ Frank, my old editor at the Occult Times, had had it tattooed across his forearm. It had always stuck with me because I had been so surprised that Frank, who was a middle-aged, quiet, unassuming man with the most forgettable face I’d ever seen on a human being and a penchant for all things beige, had any tattoos at all. He had told me that it meant that one had to accept and know themselves, their strengths, their weaknesses, their truths, and know what tools they had to fulfil whatever purpose they set out to achieve. 
 
    I thought of that idiom then, while I looked at Jeeves. I wondered what he and Noir had planned for the fairy, and whether Jeeves knew enough about himself to carry it through. It looked like they had come up with a plan that involved just a smidgen of strong-arming to get information out of our prisoner.  
 
    “Hey, Persimmon,” I said as I shut the door behind me. “How’s it going?” I wished there was a lock I could have clicked theatrically shut, but the door only locked from the outside. 
 
    Persi gave me a squeak in answer. The noise a mouse might make just as it was being stepped on by a horse. His all-blue eyes were round and scared in his sharp-featured face. His pink hair was all over the place. 
 
    I looked at Jeeves. 
 
    “What have you done to him?” I asked. 
 
    Jeeves stopped his dental excavations for a moment and said, “What do you mean, pal? I ain’t touched the little shit. Not yet at any rate.” 
 
    He put a nice bit of emphasis on the ‘yet’, wrapping it up in promise and tying a sinister bow around it, before delivering it to the pointy ears of the captive. 
 
    Persi let out another little squeak of dread from between his pursed lips. 
 
    “He looks pretty nervous, Jeeves,” I said. 
 
    “Yeah, well, he’s tied to a fuckin’ chair, ain’t he?” Jeeves said. “He’s not totally stupid, I don’t reckon. He knows what’s coming next, don’t you kid? I’d be buggin’ the fuck out too, if I was him. Not that I’d want to be him,” he added in disgust. “Look at the state of the goddamn guy, eh? Looks like he hasn’t had a half-decent meal in years, and the state of that jacket… You wouldn’t catch me dead in something like that, pal, I’m tellin’ you.” 
 
    I cast a surprised look at Jeeves. I might have guessed that Jeeves would make a note of the kid’s scrawniness, but to comment on his dress when Jeeves himself had all the fashion sense of a blind clown was a bit much.  
 
    “You’d have to have been dead a few months before you fit into his jacket, so I wouldn’t worry about it if I were you, Jeeves,” I said. 
 
    Jeeves scowled. “Ha-fucking-ha,” he said. “You know that ain’t proper, don’t you? You know that ain’t a good look.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Belittling me in front of the captive,” Jeeves said. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry,” I said with a roll of my eyes. “I forgot that you wrote the book on prisoner interrogation.” 
 
    “I’m just saying that our friend here might not think we mean it when we tell him that if he don’t tell us what we want to know, then he’s going to catch some hands, you know?” Jeeves said. 
 
    “Speaking of ‘catching hands,’ just how is it you plan on getting any info out of this guy? Noir said he had cooked up a little something.” 
 
    “L-l-l-look here, fellas,” Persi said, his voice shrill, his words creaking and cracking under the internal strain that he must have felt, “I know you’re p-pissed, but I’m t-telling you that it wasn’t my idea to try and, you know…” 
 
    “Kill us?” I supplied. 
 
    Persi swallowed. His Adam’s apple bobbed up and down like the puck of a carnival high striker. 
 
    “Yeah… That,” he said. 
 
    “You’re saying that you weren’t the brains of the operation?” I asked drily. 
 
    Persi shook his head, missing the sarcasm. The slight barb flew over his head without even ruffling his hair. I imagined this happened a lot with the poor, dumb goop. 
 
    “No shit,” Jeeves said. “What did you dingbats even hope to achieve? I mean, we were riding a freaking dragon for fuck sake. It ain’t exactly a hard thing to miss, is it?” 
 
    “It was the d-dragon we were trying to jack,” Persi said. “Have you guys got any idea how many eyes those are worth on the blackmarket?” 
 
    “Eyes?” I asked. 
 
    “J-j-jeez, you fellas really are f-fresh through the portal, huh?” he said. 
 
    “You could say that,” I said. “What are eyes?” 
 
    “I’m guessing they’re the local currency,” Jeeves said. “Is that right, kid?” 
 
    Persi nodded. 
 
    I walked over to him. Persi cringed as well as he was able to while tied to the chair—not very easily at all, as it transpired. I reached out, and he whimpered. 
 
    “Trust me,” I said, “the last thing I want to be doing is rummaging around the pockets of your jacket. You haven’t got anything in here that’s going to stab, poke, or bite me, do you?” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Thankfully, I found a few coins in the first pocket I tried. They were silver, crudely made, and stamped with a single eye in the center of them. It might have been the long engraved eyelashes, but something about the eye gave me the impression that it belonged to a female. I turned them over in my hands. There was an eye on both sides. 
 
    I dropped the coins back into Persi’s pocket and said, “So, dragons fetch a premium on the blackmarket, do they?” 
 
    “Th-that’s right,” Persi said. 
 
    “And I guess you never bothered to ask why, right?” I said. 
 
    Persi gazed at me blankly. It looked to me like that was his de facto expression. 
 
    “I’m not abreast with the current economic climate in the Phantom Sphere,” I said. “But, maybe, they’re worth so much because they’re impossible to fucking hijack?” 
 
    He mulled this over for a while. 
 
    “That could be why She doesn’t pay a bounty for ‘em,” Persi muttered. 
 
    I snapped my fingers. “Ah, and so we’re back to where we started. She. Her. Back to the subject which sees you bound by the wrists and ankles to this chair.” 
 
    Behind us, the door opened, and Noir wandered in. He was accompanied by Cherie. 
 
    “Aha!” he said. “Here you are, Pat!” 
 
    “Of course, here I am,” I said. “You just told me to come down here.” 
 
    “Did I? Hm. Are you sure we haven’t just synched up on a psychogenic and clairvoyant level?” Noir asked. 
 
    I looked at the swaying man, still clearly in the grips of whatever psychoactive state the licking of that tuber had put him in. “I don’t think so, no,” I said. “I think that’s highly unlikely.” 
 
    “Well, never mind that,” said Noir. “The point is you’re here and I am here. Also, this fairy who may or may not have pink hair, is also here. Splendid.” 
 
    Noir tottered over to Persi, leaned down, and peered at his hair. He poked at a strand with a finger. 
 
    “Tell me, young fellow,” he said. “What is with this hair of yours? Why did you do that to yourself, I mean?” 
 
    Persi blinked up at Noir, doing his best to crane his head backward away from the Mentalist. 
 
    “I-it’s my natural hair color, sir,” he said in a faltering voice. “I d-didn’t d-do anything t-t-t-to it.” 
 
    “By Jove, is that right?” Noir said. 
 
    “Y-y-yes,” Persi said. 
 
    “And tell me, are you stuttering or are my aural faculties playing up?” 
 
    I put a hand on Noir’s shoulder and drew him away from the bound prisoner. 
 
    “I think we’re getting off topic,” I said. 
 
    “I see you’ve bound him to the chair, Jeeves,” Noir said. “Well thought out, that faun. We don’t want him to be able to use his hands. Not with what you’re going to need to do to him next.” 
 
    At this doom-laden proclamation, Persi gave a futile squirm in his bonds. 
 
    “Let’s hope you don’t get an itch on the end of that impressively sized conk of yours, lad,” Noir said. “Not being able to scratch an itch is a torture in of itself, isn’t it?” 
 
    “Speaking of torture,” I said. “What the hell are you planning, Noir?” 
 
    Noir looked from my face to Cherie’s. She had paled a little at the sound of the word. 
 
    “I’m not sure you have the stomach for what’s coming next, Miss Couture,” Noir said, removing his sunglasses so that he could polish them on the hem of his duster. “What I have told Jeeves here to do to this young fellow is grim. Very much men’s work, if you follow my drift?” 
 
    Cherie’s face went paler still, but she raised her chin, shot a quick look at Persi, then said, “I’m not just here—I’m not just part of this team—for show. I’m not just here for the fun parts, Noir. I believe in what we’re doing. And if that means I have to bear witness to whatever it is you’re going to do to this fairy, then so be it.”  
 
    “Now, h-hold on just a fucking minute,” Persi said. “What are you… What are they talking about? I gave you the hospitality of our safehouse! You can have it! It’s all y-y-yours!” 
 
    I held up a hand, and the stammered protests died. 
 
    “We don’t have to do anything to you, Persimmon,” I said. “Not if you tell us what we need to know. Who is the She you allude to? The one that clearly scares the dookie out of you.” 
 
    “He doesn’t understand! N-n-n-none of them understand!” Persi rambled to himself. “How c-could they? They’re so n-new. They don’t know, they don’t know, they don’t know!” 
 
    “What don’t we know, Persi?” I asked, clapping my hands in front of his face so that he snapped out of whatever funk he was falling into. 
 
    “You d-d-d-don’t know about Her!” Persi quavered. 
 
    “Then fuckin’ tell us, you crusty little worm!” Jeeves snapped, flashing the knife under the light of the few lamps that burned in the room. 
 
    Persi jumped and let out an incoherent whimper. 
 
    “What was that?” I asked. 
 
    “Wh-why the hell do you guys need to know about Her? Why don’t you just leave Her be?” he whispered. 
 
    I had given that question a little thought, as we had been standing there shooting the shit. 
 
    “If this She that you keep referring to is such a fucking ultimate badass, even in a place as apparently lawless as the Sphere, then She probably knows about the influx of Agents that must have come through here. Someone who can scare the common criminals on the ground as well as She can, probably knows something that will help us in our quest.” 
 
    “We’d ask you for all the details,” Jeeves said, “but I wouldn’t trust you so far as I could throw you—which actually might be pretty far considering you don’t look like you’ve had three squares in your damn life.” 
 
    “Just tell us about this woman, this looming figure that fills you with so much dread, Persi,” I said, ignoring Jeeves’ clumsy attempts to insult Persi. “Otherwise I’m going to have to let Jeeves here loose so he can do whatever he wants.” 
 
    “Don’t make me take it there, buddy,” Jeeves said. 
 
    “What the hell are you going to do to him?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Did you take on the medley I had Nahlih whip up while you were snoozing, Jeeves?” Noir asked, ignoring Cherie. 
 
    Jeeves nodded. “Onions, cabbage, beans, and broccoli all taken in, pal,” he said. 
 
    Onions, cabbage, beans and broccoli? I thought. What the fuck has Jeeves’ dinner got to do with anything?  
 
    Persi looked around the room at the four of us standing there. “I can’t tell you about Her,” he said. “I can’t tell you who She is. I j-j-just can’t. She’ll k-k-kill me.” 
 
    “There are some things that trump death, lad,” Noir said. “And, surprisingly, the person standing next to me is one of them. You wouldn’t think so, but he has a very particular set of skills, skills that make him a nightmare for people like you.” 
 
    I blinked. “Did you just—” 
 
    Noir held up a hand to silence me.  
 
    I looked at Jeeves and saw him eating a handful of prunes, which he must have been carrying in his pocket. 
 
    “Damn straight,” he said, swallowing a mouthful of the wrinkled fruit. 
 
    “Last chance, Persimmon,” I said. 
 
    He looked at me imploringly but shook his head.  
 
    “That’s too bad,” I said. “Jeeves and Noir, take it away.” 
 
    Jeeves stomped off to the far end of the study, opened a cupboard, and reached inside. As he was scrabbling around, Noir looked down at Persi and shook his head. 
 
    “You know, it really didn’t have to be this way, kid,” he said. “I’m aware that fairies, as a people, are resilient so far as adversity goes, but I think even you’ll find what is going to happen next an unassailable trial.” 
 
    Persi didn’t answer in words but gibbered to himself. I caught Noir’s eye and tried to communicate non-verbally that I wanted to know what he was going to do to this poor bastard. Noir shook his head and nodded toward Jeeves, telling me with a look that I would find out the answer soon enough. 
 
    Over by the cupboard, Jeeves had straightened up and was staggering back toward us with a strange apparatus in his arms. 
 
    “What the hell is that?” Cherie asked. “It looks like a diving helmet.” 
 
    “It is a diving helmet, metaphorically speaking,” Noir said, in his grand and patronizing scholar’s timbre. “It will allow us to travel down into the murky depths of the sea of lies in which this fairy swims and fish out the pearls of truth.” 
 
    “Yeah, that sounds poetic and everything,” I said, eyeing the tube that ran from the strange helmet, “but what does it actually do? In the non-metaphorical sense, I mean.” 
 
    Now that Jeeves had brought it over, I could see that the helmet had been crafted in haste. In a nutshell, it looked like someone had bent thin metal support bars around a goldfish bowl, covered the opening of the fishbowl with a thin sheet of rubber that had a tennis ball-sized hole in it, and then drilled a hole in the side of the fishbowl so that they could connect a rubber hose to it. My eyes followed the hose. 
 
    “Noir,” I said, “why is there a hose connected to that glass vessel?” 
 
    Noir ignored me, his expression as grave as any hangman. 
 
    “Noir,” I said slowly, “why is there a funnel with an elastic cord connected to the end of the hose?” 
 
    Noir held up a hand and gestured to Jeeves. 
 
    “Mr. Brewer,” he said in a portentous voice. “If you would be so kind as to assemble the device.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if that counts as a ‘device,’ Noir,” I said. “It looks like a fishbowl with a bit of garden hose stuck to it.” 
 
    Jeeves pressed the rubber-covered opening to Persi’s head and pushed. The fairy let out a shriek as his head popped through the tight aperture of, what amounted to be, the rubber collar. 
 
    I winced. Persi’s large, pointed ears had put up a bit of a fight and had snagged, but they were through now. He was breathing hard inside the crudely made diver’s helmet, his breath misting the glass. 
 
    “Remember, he’s not going to be able to tell us shit if he asphyxiates, Noir,” I said. 
 
    “Oh, there’s no chance of that,” Noir said. “My calculations when knocking up this thing were bang on the money, as per usual.” 
 
    “Really?” I said, “because it kind of looks like you made it using your feet instead of your hands.” 
 
    Noir held up a quieting finger. 
 
    “What the heck is the funnel for?” Cherie said, repeating my earlier question. “Are you going to pump some sort of truth gas into it or something?” 
 
    Noir’s eyes narrowed. “In a way, yes…” He turned to Jeeves. “Mr. Brewer, if you’re ready, would you please assume the position.” 
 
    Jeeves, avoiding every eye in the room, nodded curtly. Then, to the dismay and astonishment of both Cherie and myself, he pulled his pants down to reveal a pair of baggy beige boxer shorts, which I had an awful feeling had started their lives as crisp a white as freshly fallen snow.  
 
     “What the… Oh, man you have got to be kidding me,” I said. 
 
    Jeeves had slipped the elastic cord around his waist and, as Cherie and I watched with astounded expressions on our faces, positioned the funnel so that it covered his— 
 
    “He’s putting the funnel over his derrière,” Cherie said, tugging at my sleeve but keeping her eyes fixed on Jeeves with his pants around his ankles—or whatever the ruminant animal equivalent of ankles were. “Why is he… Why is he doing that?” 
 
    “I told you that going bare-assed would net us quicker results, Jeeves,” Noir said. Next to him, Persi looked on in horror as Jeeves readied himself. 
 
    “I know, I know, Noir,” Jeeves retorted, “but I fancy keeping as much of my dignity intact as I can for chrissake, okay?” 
 
    “You literally have a funnel strapped to your ass,” I said. “The ship of dignity has sailed, my friend, and you weren’t even there to wave it off.” 
 
    “Wh-what the hell is he g-g-going to do?” Persi said, aghast. His voice came echoey and dim from the inside of the fishbowl helmet. He breathed hard, his skinny chest rising and falling in his distress, as even his probably quite limited imagination began to paint him a picture. 
 
    “Tell that jackass to stop panting, will ya?” Jeeves snapped. His voice was labored. “His breath is tickling my—” 
 
    “Osti, that’s revolting,” Cherie said, clapping a hand over her mouth. “I know he tried to kill us and everything, but…” 
 
    Jeeves had settled himself, ass toward our enemy, in a chair. He held onto the back of it with his knees resting in the seat. 
 
    Noir looked from panic-stricken Persi to Jeeves. He reached out a hand and flicked the hose that connected the two. 
 
    “I cannot believe that a man of Noir’s intellect is actually going to do this,” I said to Cherie. 
 
    She just shook her head. 
 
    Persi shook his head from side to side in a spirited attempt to dislodge the bowl, but Noir’s work, although it looked rushed, was accomplished with his usual competence. The helmet stayed resolutely in place. 
 
    “Last chance to spill the beans, Persimmon,” Noir said. “Otherwise, Jeeves is going to spill his beans, and a whole lot more besides.” 
 
    “Please, I can’t, I j-j-just can’t!” Persi begged, tears in the corners of his eyes. “P-please!” 
 
    “Let me give you a piece of advice that my father gave me, lad,” Noir said, patting him on the shoulder. 
 
    On his stool, Jeeves popped another handful of prunes into his mouth. I wasn’t sure, but I thought I heard his stomach give an aberrant gurgle. 
 
    “You can’t control the behavior of others, kid,” Noir continued, “but you can decide how you counter it. You may not always be able to control what happens to you either, but you can control the way you think about all the events. You always have the opportunity to learn from the things that happen to you. You always have a choice. You can choose to face these hurdles you come across with a positive mental attitude and do what is the smart and right thing for you to do, or you can stand as resolute and unyielding as a mighty oak tree and take a face full of fart.” 
 
    “That’s a weird thing for a father to tell his son,” I muttered. 
 
    “I c-c-can’t…” Persimmon said, hanging his head as best he could. 
 
    “No, you won’t. There’s a difference,” Noir said. “Jeeves, take it away.” 
 
    Persi squirmed in his bonds, but to no avail. His pink hair was spread across the top of the inside of the fishbowl like bright bubblegum-colored paint.  
 
    “Baking air biscuits, get ‘em while they’re hot and fresh out the oven!” Jeeves said, his voice straining and his face contorting with an almost indecent level of concentration. 
 
    Cherie clutched at my hand. I put my arm around her. 
 
    Jeeves didn’t so much as pass gas as forcibly eject it out of his butt with the violence of a twelve-gauge shotgun blast. The fart ripped out high and tight before dropping down a couple of octaves and assuming a more manageable and sustainable alto.  
 
    “Holy shit,” I said as the fart blasted on for a good five seconds. “Cabbage and beans.” 
 
    “Broccoli and onions,” Cherie muttered, disgust gilding her tone. 
 
    There was the smallest of pauses as the fart made its insidious way down the tube, before it entered the fishbowl-cum-gas chamber set-up. 
 
    “No! No! N… Oh gods, oh gods!” Persi screamed as the airborne toxic event made contact with his smell receptors. “Nooooo!” 
 
    He gagged and shuddered in his chair. 
 
    “Tell us who this She is, Persi!” I said. “Come on, man, do the smart thing before you get a case of pink eye the likes of which the Phantom Sphere has never seen.” 
 
    Persi continued to gag and struggle, retching as he coughed. 
 
    Jeeves gave a little groan and looked over his shoulder at the helpless fairy. 
 
    “Hey, kid,” he said, his voice straining once again, “I was thinking of releasing a new fragrance. Tell me what you think, will ya?” 
 
    The funnel echoed with the force of another thunderous double-barrelled ass-blaster. It was deep and resonant and went on even longer than the first one.  
 
    “Goddamn, Jeeves,” I said, “if you’d given it a little more choke there, I think it would have started a fire.” 
 
    Persi howled inside his little glass bowl of horror. Coughing and gagging even more violently than before. 
 
    Jeeves let out a sigh of contentment, as if he’d just finished crafting something wonderful out of clay or wood, or slipped into a hot bath. There was a little pprrrrrrrrt sound, like the noise a squidgee makes when it’s run over a window. 
 
    “Excuse me,” Jeeves said. “That was unintentional.” 
 
    “Who is She, Persimmon?” I said, stepping closer to our captive. “Come on, pal, just tell us. Then we can release you from your miniature hell.” 
 
    Persi didn’t make a verbal response. He just shook his head. I could see his red-rimmed, all-blue eyes through the glass of the makeshift fart-capturing helmet. They were streaming like someone who has been forced to cut up a hundred strong onions. 
 
    “Tell us,” Noir said. “There’s nothing to be gained from holding out, lad.” 
 
    Again, Persi shook his head. 
 
    I stepped back and turned to look at Cherie. Her nostrils flared and her brow creased as she returned my gaze. 
 
    “I don’t think that neck seal is doing everything it could, retention wise,” she said. 
 
    I gave an experimental sniff and instantly wished I hadn’t. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said. 
 
    The next fart sounded like a card caught in some bike spokes. As it rumbled out, I saw Jeeves wince and let out a little moan. 
 
    “Man alive, that sounded like it’ll sting when it dries, Jeeves,” I said. 
 
    Cherie made a face and covered her mouth and nose with her hand. “That’s fucking repellent.” 
 
    “Yes, it is a bit, isn’t it?” Noir said. “Smells a bit like the dog food aisle at the grocery store. Full bodied and potent, it retains the subtle notes of the cabbage and beans, while the broccoli is still very much in evidence, with an unexpectedly piquant finish supplied by the onions, and a little fermented brussel sprouts too if I’m not mistaken.” 
 
    Sometimes you just have to entirely disregard what someone has just said to you, and I did that. 
 
    “Persi?” I asked. “Have you got anything you want to tell us yet?” 
 
    To my amazement, Persi’s head tilted back and a high-pitched giggle escaped him. 
 
    “Hm, okay, I wasn’t expecting him to start enjoying it,” I said aloud. “Although, you know, it takes all sorts and it’d be a boring world if we were all the same…” 
 
    “Ah,” said Noir, “I think I know what’s happening. I hadn’t accounted for this result.” 
 
    “What result?” I asked, just as Jeeves let off another whistling butt-barker from his rectal region. 
 
    “Sorry?” Noir said. “I lost you there for a second.” 
 
    “What result are you talking about?” I said, louder this time. “Why is this poor bastard cracking up all of a sudden?” 
 
    “Oh, yes, well I believe that he’s getting high from the methane,” Noir said. “I hadn’t figured that into the equation. I had no notion that Jeeves would have the farting capability of a young heffer.” 
 
    Jeeves let rip another soupy vapor loaf, and Persi only laughed louder, although he did throw up a tiny bit on the inside of the fishbowl. 
 
    “You know, I think this might work to our advantage, though,” Noir said. “Cherie, my dear, if you would obligingly open the window there? Jeeves, once more for luck, if you please.” 
 
     As Cherie hurried over to the window and cracked it before hanging her head out to gulp in some fresh air, Jeeves let off another loud and proud chocolate air freshener that reverberated down the tube like the cry of some long dead beast in the primeval swamps of yore. 
 
    “You might want to brace yourself, Pat,” Noir said as he took a step toward Persi, who was laughing and crying now. “Might be worth opening the door too. Just to get some airflow through here.” 
 
    I did as requested, while Noir grasped the portable gas chamber on both sides. With a heave, he wrenched it off Persi’s head. 
 
    “Good grief!” Noir shouted as the caged butt ghosts bounded free of their transparent prison. He dropped the bowl to the floor, and it shattered. 
 
    I covered my nose and mouth with the back of my forearm, but it was like trying to peg down a tent in the middle of a tornado; it had absolutely no effect whatsoever. There was no way in hell I was keeping that ripe stench out. 
 
    “Fuck me, Jeeves, it smells like hot garbage,” I choked. 
 
    Cherie said nothing, but she was all but hanging out of the window in her attempt to get as much fresh air into her lungs as possible. 
 
    “Now, Persi, tell us about Her! Who is She?” Noir said. “Or the next time I’m going to tape the tube directly into your mouth, do you understand me?” 
 
    Persi, choking and chuckling like a full-blown raving lunatic, hiccuped. I grimaced, imagining that it probably tasted like how the room now smelled: of ass. 
 
    “Okay, okay, I’ll tell you, I’ll tell you,” Persi panted. “Please… Just… No more gas.” 
 
    There was a small squeak, like the sound of an unoiled hinge closing, from Jeeves, as he detached the funnel from his butt. 
 
    “Sorry,” he said. “I think it might be best if I excused myself and went to the bathroom.” 
 
    “Wait!” Noir said in a commanding tone. “I want you primed and ready, just in case our friend here gets any smart ideas.” 
 
    “No! No, please. I’ll tell you who it is. No more farts, though. For mercy’s sake, no more farts!” Persi said, coughing weakly. There was still a doped up smile on his dial, but the threat of Jeeves’ ass hung over him like a big shit-filled storm cloud. 
 
    “Say what you like about that hateful stench being about as rough on the nostrils as a a mountain goats that’s been dead for a month and locked in the trunk of a car,” Noir said, “but Jeeves’ farts have really cleared up this lad’s stutter.”  
 
    “Who is it then, Persimmon?” I asked. “Out with it. I’m telling you, if you let us know who this big badass is that we need to talk to, then we’ll let you stay here undercover. We won’t turf you out into the streets of the Phantom Sphere.” 
 
    He looked at me for a long moment, as if wondering whether he could trust my words. Then he glanced over at Jeeves, who was sitting on his chair and looking for all the world like a man who was holding in a turd the size of a football with every ounce of his willpower. 
 
    Persi made the smart choice. 
 
    “Okay, okay, okay,” he said. “Her name is… Morgana. Morgana Fay.”  
 
     The name rang a bell somewhere deep in my memory. Then, as Cherie gasped, I clicked. 
 
    “Morgana?” I exclaimed in disbelief. “As in Morgana, the chick who stole Excalibur from King Arthur and gave it to her lover, Accolon, intending that they overthrow King Arthur and rule in his place?” 
 
    “The Morgana who, even when Arthur recovered the sword, stole its magical scabbard, which had healing properties, and indirectly contributed to the King’s fatal wounding in his final battle?” Cherie chipped in, with far too much romantic wonder in her voice. 
 
    I looked over at her and could see the light of fanatical interest shining in her eyes. 
 
    “The Morgana who also sometimes conspired against, and was a general bitch to, Arthur’s queen, Guinevere, because they were rivals for the love of Arthur’s most trusted knight, and recognized hottie, Sir Lancelot?” Cherie continued, a little breathlessly. 
 
    “Hold on, wasn’t it this Morgana broad who sent the Green Knight into Arthur’s court in the hopes that Queen Guinevere would be scared shitless?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    Noir looked at him with an astonished raised eyebrow. I did the same. I didn’t know too much about what we were talking about, but Jeeves knowing anything about mythological history convinced me more than anything that the Phantom Sphere was backassward in a number of ways.  
 
    Jeeves caught Noir and me looking incredulously at him and shrugged. “I watched some shitty film on it the other night, that’s all.” 
 
    Persi, the former air raider, looked from me to Cherie, then from Noir to Jeeves. “I dunno about all that shit,” he said. “All I know is that Morgana Fay is fucking bad news for anyone that fancies messing with her business. And, now, that includes all of us.” 
 
    “Hey, I thought her name was Morgan Le Fay, in the old stories,” I said. 
 
    Cherie shrugged. She had pulled her head back inside now that the atmosphere smelled a little less like butt fumes. 
 
    “I think she’s been known and gone by a lot of names,” Cherie said. “Morgan le Fay is definitely one, but she’s also been known as Morganna, Morgaina, Morgane, Morgante, Morgein, and Morguein, among other names and spellings. I guess she’s been around for a long time, so she’s gone by a few alter egos.” 
 
    “That’s right,” Noir said. 
 
    He looked unusually sober and thoughtful. That might have something to do with the lingering reek, of course, but I thought that the revelation of who ran things in the Phantom Sphere had had the most effect. 
 
    “She is a powerful enchantress,” Noir said. “That is what you should all know. I didn’t think she was still in active circulation. That she should have been banished, or come here, and set herself up as Morgana Fay answers a lot of questions and makes a lot of sense.” 
 
    “She’s bad news?” I asked. 
 
    “There are few worse, I imagine,” Noir said. 
 
    “Sounds like she occupies the role of Don Corleone in this world,” I said. 
 
    “She might be, in a way,” Noir said. To my surprise, he got the reference. “Although she is far more hands on and ruthless than the Don, and lacks his cuddly sense of humor.” 
 
    “Sounds like the woman who might have the answers we’re looking for,” I said. 
 
    “She probably is, if the question you’re lookin’ to have answered is what is the quickest, but most excruciatingly painful way I can be killed,” Persi said with a scowl. 
 
    “What does ‘le Fay’ mean, anyhow?” Jeeves asked through gritted teeth. There was a vein throbbing in his forehead. “Sounds a bit too much like French to me. No offense,” he added in Cherie’s direction. 
 
    “The ‘le Fay’ hinted at the woman’s otherworldly origins, of the fact that it was said she was from fairy stock,” Noir said. 
 
    “And she’s been around for a long time, is that right?” Jeeves asked, trying and failing to suppress a small gas leak. 
 
    Noir shot him a severe look, though it might have been for the obviousness of the question and not the fart. 
 
    “Yes, she’s been around the block, Jeeves,” he said. “She’s often been linked to, and confused with, various supernatural female characters of Celtic mythology. In the later medieval depictions of her, which were probably one of her more famous eras, she was more associated with evil ambition and sexual immorality than outright magic.” 
 
    “Doesn’t sound so bad,” Jeeves said, in a stretched, tight voice. 
 
    “Yes, well, I don’t suppose the male praying mantis thinks the sex is too bad until the female starts eating his head after he’s just inseminated her,” Noir said. 
 
    If the fart that escaped Jeeves had been any higher pitched, only bats would have been able to hear it. 
 
    For a few moments, we stood in silence and considered the notion that we were going to have to go knocking at the door of one of history’s most famous and dangerous magic users.  
 
    “Now, can I go to the fuckin’ bathroom?” Jeeves asked, in a voice that was fit to burst.

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that we knew who it was we were looking for, it was as easy as pie to find out where Morgana Fay was situated. She was the biggest dog in the junkyard. So big, in fact, that whoever had built the palace she now called home, and who had helped create the very fabric of the Phantom Sphere itself and banished her there, had quickly become chow. 
 
    That was the rumor on the street, anyway. There were a lot of rumors regarding Morgana Fay. I supposed this was due to the fact that, to all intents and purposes, she owned the streets. 
 
    “The longer we spend in the extramundane world,” I said to June as we walked through the gloom and the gradually lifting mist the next morning, “the more I realize just how much store you can put on the grapevine, you know?” 
 
    “You mean, you think that gossip is more reliable amongst supernaturals than in the mundane community?” June asked. 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    “I think you’re probably right,” she said. 
 
    “I think it’s because there’s not really any news stations or anything like that,” I said. “You know, in the mundane world, we’re just assaulted with news constantly, everywhere we go. Whereas here, everyone is a lot more reliant on what folk are chatting about on the sidewalk. It’s in everyone’s interest for the chatter to be mostly true.” 
 
    We were making our way through the packed streets, toward a rocky outcrop that jutted out to sea. There being a sea in the Phantom Sphere had come as news to all of us, what with it having been too foggy to see much the previous evening. 
 
    Daisy was no longer with us. The dragon waited on the roof back at the safehouse that Persi had let us crash at. We had thought it best not to attract too much unwanted attention that morning. Plus, being airborne would have meant that we wouldn’t have been able to chat to the numerous sources of information at street level. 
 
    Daisy had been given very specific orders to nuke the house should she see Persi sneaking off anywhere while we were away. This instruction had been made well within his earshot—in fact, I had dragged Persi up to the roof so I could reintroduce him to her. When Daisy had rumbled her assent at my instruction and then fixed Persi with her baleful, aeons-old eyes, he had almost fallen over in fear. 
 
    No, I had no worries about Persi fucking us over. The kid was a follower, not a trailblazer. 
 
    “Don’t eat that prisoner if you get peckish either,” Jeeves had yelled up the stairs to the roof just as we were about to head off. 
 
    “Shit, look at you Jeevsy,” Nahlih had said as she opened the front door, peered up and down the street, and then led the way out of the house. “I never knew you to be the merciful type when it came to assholes who’d tried to kill you.” 
 
    “Mercy? For that jagoff?” Jeeves had replied. “Nah, I just don’t want Daisy to get secondhand pink-eye, that’s all.” 
 
    We walked down the street as the day broadened around us and the mists that had been left over from the previous evening’s shitty weather slowly burned off. 
 
    All around us, the Phantom Sphere hummed and buzzed with activity. It really was like some great hive. 
 
    I guess that would make Morgana Fay the Queen, I thought to myself as we stepped around a cart selling sticks of sizzling omnivorous goat meat. Just what an omnivorous goat was I didn’t have a chance to ask. 
 
    We wandered around the streets of the metropolis with no clear notion where we were going. Although there was a lot of gossip. Morgana was clearly a personage that every small-time criminal and hoodlum in the Phantom Sphere was aware of, and there were few who were actually willing to speak what they knew about her. 
 
    After a few hours spent following half-baked tips and muttered directions, we came to a restaurant that proclaimed itself as the Phantom Sphere’s premiere minotaur-only eating establishment.  
 
    As the others were looking for some new and likely-looking person to ask directions from, a hacking cough drew my eyes downward. 
 
    What I had taken to be a pile of discarded rags moved and manifested itself into the haggard form of an old man. 
 
    “You’ve the look about you of folk seekin’ for something in particular,” he said. 
 
    The old man might not have been just a human. There was some quality about him, despite being covered in filth and having teeth that were so rotten they looked like they were about to up stakes and walk out his mouth, that seemed to hint at him being something more. However, there was no time to ponder his origins. The main thing was the old dude seemed lucid and amenable to conversation, which was more than ninety-nine percent of the other people we had tried to talk to. 
 
    “You’re a perceptive man,” I said. “Or did all the looking around in every direction give us away?” 
 
    “Might’ve been a clue,” the grubby old man replied. He sat up straighter against the wall. 
 
    There was something about the old guy that I couldn’t help but trust, somehow. It was a feeling I couldn’t put into words. Having said that, the rest of our gang were busy looking every which way for a clue as to where we should head next and weren’t paying me any attention. 
 
    “We’re looking to find the residence of Morgana Fay,” I said, crouching down so that the old man and I were level and I didn’t have to speak so loudly. He stank like piss, old food, and old sweat, but I still could have hung him from the ceiling in the study of the safehouse and used him as an air-freshener.  
 
    “My my, is that right?” the old man said, scrubbing a dirty finger through his dirtier mustache. “Well, I’d say you’re the first person I ever met who went lookin’ for that woman.” 
 
    “Yeah, I get the impression she’s considered quite the hardass by almost everyone in this place,” I said. “Most people we’ve talked to are scared shitless of her.” 
 
    “They’d be the smart ones, kid,” he said. 
 
    “Meaning you’re not smart?” I asked. 
 
    “Meaning I’m not scared of her. Not scared of what she might do to me should she hear of me flapping my lips about her.” He grinned with his mouth full of mouldering teeth and spat to the side. 
 
    “You might be just the guy we’re looking for then,” I said. “All we want is to know where she lives. We need to talk to her.” 
 
    The old man chuckled. It was a crackling wet noise that sounded like it hurt. 
 
    “Talk to her?” he said. “What the fuck are you going to talk to Morgana Fay about?” 
 
    “We’ve got some questions for her,” I said. “Well, one question, really.” 
 
    “Hm, well, I’ll not deny that I’d be glad to see this place shaken up a little,” the old man said. “It displeases me on a daily basis.” 
 
    “And Morgan is the reason the Phantom Sphere displeases you?” I asked. 
 
    “Let’s just say that it’s a shame you can’t slit the throat of every asshole whose character such a tactic would greatly improve,” the old man said. 
 
    I snorted. “She’s that bad, huh?” 
 
    “She’s worse,” he said. 
 
    “Powerful?” 
 
    “Oh, yes.” 
 
    “And she’s smart and cunning too? A real thinker, I bet?” I said. 
 
    The old man snorted so hard his mustache flapped. “I’d rather try touching the moons than take on Morgana Fay’s thinking.” 
 
    Our conversation had garnered the attention of the rest of the group now, as had me kneeling down by the old man. I felt Azalea and Nahlih looming over one shoulder and Noir standing at my other. The old man’s eyes flickered upward and then back down to my face. 
 
    “So, where are we heading?” I asked. 
 
    “You aren’t far now, boyo,” he said. “In fact, if you head down this street, direct like, and don’t turn, you’ll eventually come to the shore of the Sea of Ghosts.” 
 
    “The Sea of Ghosts? Why’s it called that?” I asked. 
 
    “Why’s anything named anything?” he shot back. 
 
    “Fair point. So, we walk until we hit the coast and then, what?” 
 
    “You’ll see Morgana’s palace to your left. It’s a real prime bit of real estate. Up on the cliffs. You can’t miss it.” 
 
    “Couldn’t we just fly there?” I asked.  
 
    The old man laughed, another crepitated laugh of bemused delight. “Fly? On what?” 
 
    “A dragon,” I said. 
 
    The old man chuckled harder than ever, one dirt blackened hand slapping at the paving stones he sat on. “You won’t get close to the fortress with a damned dragon in tow, boyo,” he wheezed. “I can tell you that for free. Morgana is very anti-dragon, which makes sense when you consider the sort of legends that have sprung up around the woman over the years.” 
 
    “Shoot first and ask questions later kind of woman, is she?” I asked. 
 
    “More like a shoot first, shoot again, walk up and administer the coup de grace to the back of the head, pour on gas, light, burn, scatter the ashes from the cliff top, and then ask questions,” he replied. 
 
    I got to my feet. 
 
    “I’d offer you some money,” I said. “Only we don’t have any of those eyes that people here use.” 
 
    “Ah yes, the eyes. A not-so-subtle reminder that Morgana is always watching,” the old man said. 
 
    That took me aback. “They’re her eyes?” 
 
    He laughed, slapped his knee, and slouched against the wall. There was the dull chink of glass on stone, and a bottle fell out of his blankets and rolled toward me. I stopped it with my boot. 
 
    “Much obliged,” he said, reaching to scoop up the bottle. “And yeah, they’re her eyes on them coins. She likes to remind everyone that she’s always watching ‘em and that if they say anything they shouldn’t, feel anythin’ they shouldn’t, then she’ll bring them a world of pain.” 
 
    “And that promise of pain doesn’t scare you?” I asked. 
 
    “Pain or damage don’t end the world, boyo, or despair or getting the shit kicked out of you. The world ends when you’re fucking dead. Until then, you can bet your ass that you’ve got plenty more punishment in store from life. All you can do is stand up to the shit that life flings at you like a man—and then be sure to give some back.” 
 
    “Wise words,” I said. “I’ll bear them in mind. Stay out of trouble, and thanks for the tip.” 
 
    “I gave you directions, boyo, not a tip,” the old guy said, pulling the cork from the bottle and taking a hearty swig of the bright blue liquid inside. “A tip usually helps someone out. I won’t pull your leg by saying I’m doing that. As for trouble, I’d say you’ll be bearing the brunt of most of the trouble available in the Phantom Sphere before long.” 
 
    I waved the old man goodbye, and we went on our way. Behind us, he drank deep and raised his bottle in salute. 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    The old man was as good as his word. His directions, simple as they were, led us straight to the shores of a great curving bay. The sand was so white, and the curve so perfect, that when viewed from dragonback, I imagined it must have looked like a drawing of a waxing or waning moon. 
 
    Back on Earth, the shoreline of this place would have been home to the largest, ugliest, and most ostentatious houses money could buy. But here in the Phantom Sphere, the city petered out the closer we got to the ocean. By the time we reached the rugged beach, with its gleaming white sand, windblown trees and shrubs, and white-capped waves, we were well out of the crowds. I only saw a few people littered around the place. They looked much like the old man; the invisible people, the people who got shunned to the periphery of the world. 
 
    “That person looks uncomfortable,” Cherie said, pointing to someone lying down on the edge of the beach, drooping awkwardly over a sharp rock. 
 
    “Yeah, I wouldn’t worry too much about them, girl,” Nahlih said in an insouciant voice. 
 
    “Why?” Cherie asked.  
 
    “Because that motherfucker is dead, or I’ve never seen a corpse before.” 
 
    “They could just be drunk or something,” Cherie said. 
 
    As we watched the still figure, an alien-looking blue and yellow gull swooped down and landed on the rock next to it. The bird cocked its head to one side, hopped a couple of steps closer to the still figure, then made a final jump onto its shoulder. With a quick darting bob, it ducked its head down and then came up again holding something from which something else dangled. 
 
    “Is that a—” Cherie began. 
 
    “Yup,” Azalea said. 
 
    “I’ve been pretty fucked up more than a few times in my life,” I said, watching the gull with an airy detachment. “But I’ve never been so drunk that a bird landed on me and then ate my eyeball.” 
 
    “Let’s keep going, shall we?” June suggested. 
 
    We followed the coast along the curve of the bay. Ahead of us, sitting atop the high, craggy cliffs at one end of the sweeping cove loomed what was surely Morgana Fay’s pad. 
 
    “It looks kind of like the Disney castle, doesn’t it?” Azalea said as we marched toward it. 
 
    “Yeah, it does, but if the Evil Queen and Maleficent were roomies and bought the place together,” I replied. 
 
    On the side we approached from, I saw thirteen strong, round towers, which had both a defensive and decorational aspect to them. The towers guarded the elegant castle, which did indeed look like the classic one I’d seen at the start of every Disney movie. They were connected by chunky walls built of the same light green stone as the rest of the castle. 
 
    Elegant windows were scattered across the faces of the castle. There were also a plethora of arrow slits and holes of various sizes for archers and artillery to shoot out from. 
 
    As we walked further and further around the bay, I noticed that, surprisingly, the gate was modest. There were wide wooden doors and a small bridge that presumably spanned a moat, which all helped to guard Morgana’s stronghold on this rough shoreline. 
 
    “I guess she’s never had to worry about anyone coming along and trying to steal this place from under her,” I said. “Why would she, seeing as the few people who are even aware of its existence think it’s devoid of life.” 
 
    When we came within yelling distance of the walls, Lucia said, “Well, I can tell you one thing about this Morgana Fay.”  
 
    I noticed a hint of approval in her voice. 
 
    “What’s that?” Noir asked. 
 
    “This woman likes nice things,” Lucia said, running her black eyes over the walls of the castle. “Understated, but exquisitely crafted, so that the layman would more than likely find it plain and not in keeping with how powerful she is supposed to be. Anyone who knows what they’re looking at would appreciate her taste, whereas anyone who didn’t would be lured into a false sense of security. Perhaps even going so far as to underestimate the kind of woman Morgana is.” 
 
    “Looks just like a fucking castle to me,” Jeeves said. 
 
    “That,” Lucia said, “is precisely my point.” 
 
    “Sounds like female crazy talk to me,” Jeeves mumbled. I’m sure he probably thought it was out of Lucia’s hearing range, but he had failed to take into account her supernatural hearing. 
 
    “We’ve all got pieces of crazy in us, faun,” she said with her lovely, subtle Southern twang, “some bigger pieces than others. That’s worth remembering where we’re heading, I don’t doubt.” 
 
    We were stopped a spell’s shot from the main gate of the compound by, well, a spell shot. 
 
    A fizzling globe of bright red energy trailing black smoke shot toward us from one of the arrow slits in the walls. At the same time, similar glows of red bloomed in the windows and observation ports of the towers that were nearest and overlooked the gate and the small bridge that crossed the moat. 
 
    The ball of flickering red mana arched down toward us. We had plenty of time to see it coming, which made me think it was a warning shot and not an overt attempt to kill us. 
 
    “Fireball,” Noir muttered from beside me. “A simple spell.” 
 
    “You always say that in a tone that makes me think you have no respect for simplistic spells,” I said. 
 
    “I don’t,” Noir said. 
 
    “Yeah, but a knife is a simple tool when all is said and done, but it can still kill you if someone sticks it into your head,” I said. “If that fireball was to hit one of us in the head, it wouldn’t be a good thing, would it?” 
 
    “Hells bells, no! It’s a ball of magical fire, Pat. Of course it wouldn’t be good to let it hit you in the bloody coconut,” Noir replied with a scowl. 
 
    I sighed. 
 
    The fireball slammed into the ground ten yards or so from where we had come to a halt. A small geyser of earth exploded upward and then pattered back down to the ground. A single wisp of black smoke trailed up into the morning air.  
 
    “I’m supposing the red glows in the window are to show us that, if we continue walking toward the castle, they’re going to start raining fire on us, is that right?” Azalea asked. 
 
    “That must be that woman’s intuition I keep hearing about,” Jeeves said woodenly. 
 
    “Jeeves,” I said out of the corner of my mouth as I watched the gates of the walled compound open up, “I’d like to take this opportunity to remind you of something that you might have forgotten through all your years of bachelorhood.” 
 
    “What’s that, pal?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “That any jackass knows that guys and girls operate on different thinking, basically all of the time.” 
 
    “I knew that,” Jeeves scoffed as the gates thumped all the way open. 
 
    “Yeah, but you’ve obviously forgotten that the single biggest difference between the two sexes is this: guys forget, but never really forgive, whereas chicks forgive, but never ever forget.” 
 
    Through the gates, an armed and helmeted host came marching out. They were clad in robes of deep green with body armor, which looked almost like the tactical rigs S.W.A.T. teams sported, worn over the top. Their heads were covered in barbuta helmets—the kind that encased the wearer’s entire head and neck in metal, leaving only a T-shape open at the front. These men and women carried glowing rods suffused with an eldritch purple light, and looked as if they’d had their senses of humor surgically removed.  
 
    “Why are you giving me a lesson in etiquette at this moment, bud?” Jeeves growled, fidgeting as the thirteen guards stomped toward us. 
 
    “Well, because we’re surrounded by women and you’ve just insulted them with an indirect derogatory slur on their much-lauded women’s intuition.” 
 
    “Ah, they know I’m fucking kiddin, pal,” Jeeves replied. 
 
    “Noted. But, we’re also about to meet with the Phantom Sphere’s most feared individual, not to mention one of the most famous, powerful, and old females mages of all time.” 
 
    “I follow what you’re saying,” Jeeves said. “Check myself before I wreck myself in her presence, right?” 
 
    “Right.” 
 
    The armored soldiers came to a halt nearby. Now that they were so close, I could see their upper arms were protected by rounded, fully covering rerebraces which sat quite well under the shoulderplates of their semi-contemporary tactical armor. Their lower arms were covered by vambraces which had a row of long, curved spikes on the outer sides. They reminded me a little of Shredder from The Teenage Mutant Ninja Turtles cartoons. 
 
    Silence fell between our two parties. 
 
    “Hey fellas,” I said, “how’s it hanging?” 
 
    I felt Cherie stare at me. I looked at her and shrugged. She knew I’d never been one to abide an awkward silence, or to let a frosty and austere reception stop me saying something stupid. 
 
    Now that I had broken the ice so assiduously, there seemed little point in beating around the bush. The worst that could happen was that they got pissed at me and started a fight, but if that happened, I more than backed our chances against the twelve arrayed against us. Even if they were carrying those glowing wizard stick things. The only thing that might give us problems were all the fireballs waiting to rain down on us from the walls and towers surrounding the gate. 
 
    One of the guards, a tall and well-built woman judging by the elegant bone structure that peeked out from through the t-shaped hole of her helmet, stepped forward from the rest of the group. She appraised me with a hostile eye. 
 
    I smiled back. Anyone who has accidentally found themselves walking through some of the more dangerous parts of Sunderland or Lents at three o’clock in the morning was used to aggressive, unwholesome looks, so this chick’s resting bitch face was far from intimidating. 
 
    She had obviously been sent out to ask what our business was and bring us inside. If she’d wanted to do anything more than give us the hairy eyeball—beat our asses silly with those magical-looking clubs of theirs for instance—I doubted she would have bothered with all the posturing. They had that air about them, the guards, I would concede them that; an air of extreme violence bubbling just under the veneer, waiting for the word to be brought out to play. 
 
    “Hi,” I said, in the tone of voice that I might adopt when asking someone at the butcher’s shop to show me where the pork loins were, “we’re here to see Morgana Fay, if she’s around.” 
 
    The guardswoman looked at me through her dark eyes. Hell, she was giving it her all, but she hadn’t had the time or experience, and wasn’t in possesion of the natural predatory sureness of someone like Lucia. When I had locked gazes with Lucia for the first time, I had known then what a deer felt like when it caught the wolf looking at it. 
 
    After you’ve seen that sort of carnivorous, predacious calculation shining in the eyes of someone who is looking at you, the next hairy eyeball that pins you has got to be of the Chewbacca variety if it wants to send a shiver down your spine. 
 
    And this chick just didn’t have it. 
 
    “Yes? No?” I asked. “Is the lady of the house in?” 
 
    I saw the woman’s eyes narrow. Glibness rubs at some people that way. 
 
    “We can come back later if you need some time to think about it,” I said. 
 
    “Madame Fay doesn’t just meet with anyone,” the soldier said, her magic staff shifting in her hands. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, my tone still friendly. “It’s our understanding that she doesn’t meet with anyone at all, really.” 
 
    “So what makes you think she’s going to allow you an audience?” she asked. 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks and smiled even more cordially at her. I think it annoyed her, the fact that I was so obviously not afraid of her. 
 
    “Just a hunch,” I said. “From what we’ve heard about her, she probably doesn’t get too many visitors knocking at her door. She’d probably be interested to hear what we have to say, and what question it is we have to ask her.” 
 
    “And what question is that?” the soldier asked. 
 
    “Ah, that’s for her ears only, I’m afraid,” I said. 
 
    She considered this for a few moments. I figured she was of two minds; she obviously would have loved to stand out there all day and exert her authority and wear my cheerfulness down, but she also had her orders, which were doubtless to bring our asses along inside.  
 
    After a few more tense moments, the guardswoman let out a sigh through her nose and said, “Follow me.” 
 
    The column of guards that had been standing behind her parted neatly in half, six to a side. I led the way, following the woman who I supposed was the captain or sergeant or some higher rank than the rest. My friends walked behind me. As we passed through the two lines of guards, they closed up behind us and boxed us in. Escorted in a moving jail cell comprised of flesh and glowing purple eldritch staves, we crossed the little bridge that ran over the rushing moat and were marched through the gate. 
 
    The doors closed behind us with a heavy boom, which the cinephile inside of me couldn’t help but appreciate. 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I had, if I was being honest, an expectation for what I would find inside the walls of Morgana’s castle. Crumbling, cracked statues of kings and queens, or whatever the rulers of the Phantom Sphere had been called, lined up alongside the insides of the courtyards, serving as reminders of the past. 
 
    Nope, there were none of those. Not a single statue or monument that alluded to the Phantom Sphere’s past. There wasn’t even a slight self-aggrandizing statue of Morgana herself so far as I saw.  
 
    I had also been expecting the castle to show signs it had been improved and tweaked over the long ages in which it sounded like Morgana had been here. I thought we would see evidence that some parts of the castle were clearly newer than others, signs that the big boss lady had been determined to keep her fortress as modern as possible. 
 
    Yet again, there was no sign of this. In fact, there was no sign or hint of how long the bastion might have been standing there on those cliffs on the outside of the main city. It might have been there for a thousand years, but then again, the last oddly green-tinted stone might have been laid the day before. 
 
    What I had not been expecting, what with Morgana’s fearsome and bleak reputation, was all the flowers, nor the carefully sculpted garden beds with their herbs and ferns, or the charming little ponds with their lazily feeding fish. 
 
    “What did I tell you?” Lucia said from near the back of the group. “This woman, whatever else she might be, is a woman of taste. A woman after my own heart.” 
 
    I managed to elbow Jeeves in the shoulder just in time, to make him refrain from asking Lucia whether a vampire’s heart was really worth going after, what with her being one of the undead and all. 
 
    “It is… lovely,” Cherie said, gazing around as we passed into another courtyard and were confronted by a babbling brook that ran down the center of it and then veered off and disappeared through a hole in the thick castle wall. “It really is, isn’t it?” 
 
    I had to admit she was right. As we walked further into the confines of the castle, through the myriad of courtyards, toward the towering main keep which sat in the central bailey like a gothic ice-cream cone, I was struck by how the severity of the exterior of the palace belied the beauty within. I also realized the castle compound was large, and stretched far further back than you would think from the outside of the walls. 
 
    “Meh, I could take it or leave it,” Nahlih said, lighting up one of her cigarillos and staring defiantly back at one of the guards who looked like he wanted to snatch the smoke from between her pretty, crooked lips. 
 
    After what must have been ten minutes, we arrived outside the exquisitely built main keep and were ushered inside. 
 
    “Wow,” June said from behind me, touching me on the shoulder, “look at some of this stuff will you? Look at the furnishings! And the gilt and the moldings!” 
 
    This, as I had indicated to Jeeves, was one of those many key differences that divided the female and male brains. Where June and the other women frothed over the interior decor of Morgana’s palace—the frescos, murals, and ornately carved doors and staircases—I only saw hallways that held great potential for bouts of indoor frisbee. 
 
    There were cavernous banquet halls and ballrooms, which looked like they had never been used but were meticulously dusted and cleaned all the same. I imagined you could fill them with old furniture and hold friendly magical sparring matches.  
 
    I mostly droned out their babbling about the furniture after the first few comments, instead wondering how much further we’d have to walk before meeting Morgana.  
 
    Mostly. 
 
    “...gorgeous, but understated lounge suite!” I heard June squeal. 
 
    “Enough,” the head guard snapped, slamming her staff against her armor like beating a gong. “No more talk or we’ll have your tongues.” 
 
    “Harsh,” I whispered, then looked around like I didn’t know who said it. 
 
    “We’re almost at the reception hall,” she growled over her shoulder. “If you value your hides, I’d start pondering how best to pose your question to Madame Fay.” 
 
    Within sixty seconds of wending our way through Morgana’s lavish digs, we pulled up at a double door that looked to be crafted out of semi-translucent crystal. 
 
    The female soldier that had been leading our little porcession placed her glowing purple staff to the door and held it there for a few seconds. A wash of lilac light spread outward like a ripple from the point of the door she had touched. The female soldier lowered her staff and waited. 
 
    There was a brief swelling hum of sound, like a million bees droning together. This faded. Then the door, which should have weighed about eight tons, slid into the ceiling without a sound. 
 
    “You should get one of those for the garage back at your mansion, Noir,” I said, half-turning to the scruffy man next to me. 
 
    “Hold your tongue!” snapped the guardswoman over her shoulder. 
 
    Once the door had disappeared into the ceiling, we were led into a long room, which was floored, walled, and roofed with white marble. Pillars of the stuff, carved like trees, supported the arching ceiling. A long stretch of plush ivory carpeting ran down the middle of the impressive room, with two paths branching off to the left and right at the halfway mark. There were plain white banners spaced evenly down the sides of the hall. Between each banner hung a small cluster of candles levitating around a floating torch that burned with a white-silver flame. 
 
    Despite having been told to shut our mouths, Azalea couldn’t help but say, “Whooooa,” in a suitably awed voice. 
 
    Vast, tinted glass windows were framed by luxurious curtains colored the same ivory white as the stretch of carpet we walked down and the banners hanging on the wall. The curtains were adorned with emblazoned silver edges and decorated with swirling patterns of silver thread. 
 
    It was with a slight start that I found myself jerking to a halt. June had grabbed me by the shoulder before I could barge into the back of the guard captain, who had come to stand in front of the throne. 
 
    The woman blocked my immediate view. 
 
    “Madame Fay, here are the visitors that were lurking outside your gates,” the guardswoman proclaimed, in a way I thought was a bit inflammatory. 
 
    “Now, hold on a second,” I said, “in our defense, we didn’t really have the time to do any lurking. I don’t even think we had time to linger.” 
 
    “Out of the way, Torrid,” said a soft, but somehow simultaneously whip-sharp, voice. 
 
    The big guardswoman Torrid moved aside without a murmur of protest and went to stand at one side of the hall. 
 
    A grandiose throne of white wood was revealed, carved to look like there were white wings sprouting out of the back of the woman who sat in it. It was covered in intricate etched illustrations of silver and gold, which glittered in the lights of the candles and torches floating along the walls. Fixed on each of the broad feet was a silver clawed foot. The soft pillows, on which the woman sitting on the throne relaxed, were a dark eggshell color and looked comfortable and giving. 
 
    Of course, all that—the wings, the throne, the pillows, the carvings—were a set dressing for the woman who sat upon the great chair. 
 
    She was blonde, blue-eyed, and had a perfect oval face. Her hair was pulled back and twisted up into an intricate knot on the back of her head, and she was dressed, predictably, all in white. The dress she wore was like everything else in her fortified home. It was simple, understated, and yet somehow managed to convey it was as expensive as it was steeped in magic. It also acted as a distraction tool, with a neckline that plunged down toward a cleavage that would have made Scarlett Johansson envious. The eyes that rested on me were as sapphire bright as June’s, but filled with none of June’s natural warmth. 
 
    All in all, the overall effect was a little White Witch, a little celebrity wedding, and a dash of perfume advert. Twining through everything, was a seductive, cold-blooded charisma that made Sharon Stone’s character in Basic Instinct look like a girl scout—and a shy girl scout at that, not one of those terrifying ones that bullies and guilt trips you into buying their cookies. 
 
    “You must be Morgana Fay,” I said, being careful to keep my tone nice and even. 
 
    Morgana smiled. While, if you took it at face value, it was a beautiful smile, there was nothing friendly about it. It was beautiful in the same way that an erupting volcano viewed from twenty miles away was beautiful, or a lightning storm, or a tiger. Beautiful, sure, but I didn’t fancy getting any closer. 
 
    “Excellent deduction,” Morgana said. “Tell me, what gave me away?” 
 
    I decided to play dumb.  
 
    “I mean there’s a lot of stuff that gives it away,” I said pleasantly, “but if I had to go with one clue, I’d probably opt for the giant winged throne.” 
 
    It was always a good tactic for feeling someone out. If you came across stupider and less threatening than you were, there was a better chance you would lure the other person into a false sense of security. I thought that, with a woman of such reputed power and cunning, having her underestimate me and my friends could do us nothing but good. 
 
    “Are you trying to lure me into a false sense of security by acting more dense and less threateningly than you really are, young man?” Morgana asked. 
 
    Shit, she’s good, my brain noted. 
 
    Thanks, brain, I thought back. 
 
    Morgana’s smile turned into a knowing smirk as she watched my face. 
 
    I studied her expression in return, making sure not to turn away. Her face was ageless, much like the castle itself. It would have been impossible to guess as to whether she was twenty or fifty, if I hadn’t known that both guesses were off by about nine hundred years or more. 
 
    Her smile broadened again, and she relaxed back into her chair. Suddenly, she became much less the mythological queen and more the casual loaded socialite. 
 
    “Well, I can’t deny it’s a good opening ploy, pretending that you’re a fool so as to throw me off,” Morgana said. “If I hadn’t seen it, oh, one hundred and seventeen times before, I might have fallen for yours. It was very good. Very believable.” 
 
    “Thanks very much,” I said. “My name is Pat. Pat Bane, by the way.” 
 
    “How nice for you,” Morgana replied. “And what is it that brings eight out of Sphere travelers to my humble abode?” 
 
    “It’s, um, a nice place you’ve got here,” Cherie piped up. “The girls and I were admiring it on the way in. Love what you did in that first dining room with the floating chandeliers and the shape of the chairs, which so subtly matched the giant fireplace. It was très chic.” 
 
    I turned on the spot, with my smile fixed in place. Jeeves and Noir had done the same. All of us were wearing the looks that suffuse men’s faces when they realize a woman is on the verge of letting loose a torrent of verbal diarrhea concerning interior decorating. 
 
    Cherie caught our eyes, and her gushing sentences petered out. 
 
    Morgana laughed; a sound that reminded me of the tinkling of crystal stemware at the beginning of an earthquake. 
 
    “I like that, I like that very much!” she said. “You come in here, into a building that few have ever been allowed to see the inside of, and you start things off by complimenting me on my taste in furniture! Incredible, and original too.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, who can resist a good Chippendale cabinet, I suppose,” I said. “That’s not why we came to see you though, Morgana.” 
 
    The use of the woman’s first name, bereft of any honorific, made all thirteen of the guards take a step toward me. 
 
    In reflex, I dropped into a slightly more agile fighting stance. My mind reached out and touched at the mana reserves that were hidden in my mage suit, lightly touching the mana that resided within the magical reservoir armor plates. 
 
    “Ah,” Morgana said, raising a single finger. 
 
    The guards froze. They literally froze in place, as if they had been turned to stone. 
 
    I frowned and relaxed my stance. It appeared the guards had even stopped breathing. Their faces, so much as could be seen through the T-shaped slots of their helmets, were paused in various stages of frown or snarl. My frown deepened. 
 
    I looked up at the beautiful woman wrapped in the elegant white gown and sitting atop her throne. 
 
    Morgana’s eyes were fixed on me. 
 
    “You see,” she said, leaning forward on her cushions like she was sharing a secret with the rest of us, “I don’t really need guards.” She rolled her eyes and gestured out beyond the walls of the reception room, out toward the main city of the Phantom Sphere. “But, people expect it, you know.” 
 
    Distantly, I heard my voice saying, “Yeah, and you’re creating jobs for local families and stimulating the regional economy, which is, um, good…” 
 
    Morgana ignored me. I didn’t blame her. I would have ignored a comment that inane.  
 
    “I have the supernatural talents to run this entire fortress by myself,” Morgana continued, “but where would be the fun in that, hm? Where would the drama be? Reputations don’t get made without a little thespian creativity, do they?” 
 
    “That was fucking impressive,” Nahlih said with her customary bluntness. “No wonder you’re damned well running this fucking place.” 
 
    Morgana appraised her and smiled thinly. “You’re quite right,” she said. Then her eyes, for the first time, flicked around our group.  
 
    “My goodness, what a motley collection,” she said. “When I heard there were eight people silly enough to come approaching my gates, I have to confess I was intrigued. I can’t remember the last time anyone was brazen enough to come knocking at my door.” 
 
    “Raisins? What’ve raisins got to do with it?” I heard Jeeves whisper behind me. 
 
    “Brazen, you jackass, she said brazen,” Noir hissed back at him. “It means coming up here as bold as brass and demanding an audience with her. Honestly, since last night and all those damned prunes, you’ve had dried fruit on the brain.” 
 
    “Is that why you’re here?” Morgana said, her voice cutting Noir’s off as effectively as if she had sliced the words out of the air. “You’re here to demand an audience with me?” 
 
    “I don’t know so much about the demanding part,” I said. “We did want to have a chat with you, though.” 
 
    “A chat about what?” she asked, her blue eyes narrowing. 
 
    “Well, Madame,” Noir said, tipping his fedora, “there’s something happening on Earth, something that will do no one there any good whatsoever. We were hoping you might know something about it. We hoped you might be able to help us.” 
 
    Morgana picked a pearl from off the sleeve of her dress and flicked it at one of her stationary guards. It pinged off the man’s helmet and skittered away across the marble floor. 
 
    “Personally,” she said, “I’ve always thought Earth could do with a good shake up.”  
 
    “And that’s your opinion, is it?” Noir asked. 
 
    “My dear man, that’s the wonderful thing about my opinions. My opinions may have changed or varied over the years, but the fact that I am always right never has,” Morgana replied. “Ever since I was banished here, I’ve watched on, through my various arcane methods, as the mundane have overrun that poor place. I looked on as they slaughtered the dragons—not that I consider those brutes such a great loss—out of fear. Watched from afar as they burned and drowned innocents by the hundreds in their quest to rid the world of witches. I gazed on in dumbstruck awe as they took down gargoyles, rid the marshes of their bluecaps, brownies, and bodachs, and expunged the Mediterranean of basically all those beasts that made it such a tourist destination back in the good old days…” 
 
    Morgana trailed off. She looked deep in thought and, I was surprised to notice, a little sad. 
 
    “How long have you been banished here in the Phantom Sphere?” June asked. 
 
    Morgana looked up. Any trace of weakness or sympathy or tenderness was gone from her face. A vulpine coldness shone in the depths of her icy eyes.  
 
    “Oh, I was sent here way back when, and I’ve been ruling it ever since,” she said. “Ruling it and molding it, while I scried back across the void at Earth, as the mundane purged it of everything that once made it magical and mysterious, of everything that didn’t fit neatly into their religion or their science, of everything they couldn’t understand or categorize. In short, of everything they feared.” 
 
    She was leaning far forward in her chair by the end of this little speech. She spat the last word out at us and then sank back into her seat. 
 
    “All the while I watched the extramundane becoming more and more like second-class citizens, I carried on keeping everyone thinking that the Phantom Sphere was just a place of nothingness.” 
 
    “Why did you keep up the charade of the Phantom Sphere being an empty void?” Azalea asked. 
 
    Morgana looked at her. “Who are you?” 
 
    “Azalea La Rouge,” she replied. 
 
    Morgana grunted. “I like your hair, Azalea,” she said. “A very pretty mauve.” 
 
    Azalea opened and closed her mouth, at a loss as to what to say to that. 
 
    “And the answer to your question is, pretty hair girl, that I am like a goddess here and don’t need anyone—the Agency included and especially—sticking their noses into my business.” 
 
    This didn’t sound promising. Still, we were there for a reason, and I wasn’t about to let a powerful mage’s bitterness get in the way of me asking her and potentially pissing her off even more. 
 
    Men had been throwing caution to the winds as far as pissing off womenfolk went since the beginning of time, and I’d be damned if I was going to break tradition right then. 
 
    “Morgana,” I said. “Morgana, do you know anything about the Agents that were vanished from Earth and sent here? Have you noticed an influx of beings from any other…” I trailed off and looked at Noir for help. 
 
    “Dimensions,” he added. 
 
    “Right, have you noticed a bunch of new mages arriving here, or anywhere, looking lost and bewildered and generally wondering what the fuck is going on?” I finished. 
 
    Morgana crossed her legs and peered down her perfect nose at us. To either side of where myself and the others stood on the plush ivory-colored carpet, her guards remained frozen in place. 
 
    I wondered if they were dead. 
 
    I wondered if the woman in front of us was that coldblooded. Capable of extinguishing thirteen lives as casually as you might pause your play on demand service. 
 
    I really couldn’t tell, not at that moment, but I got a chilly feeling the safe money would be on her having as frigid and murderous a personality as her reputation hinted. 
 
    She looked like a woman who knew how to carry a grudge. 
 
    It was like I had said to Jeeves earlier, just before we’d set foot inside her fortress walls. Women might forgive, but they sure as shit didn’t forget. Morgana Fay felt like she had been wronged—been scorned—and we all knew how that went. 
 
    “You know,” she said from atop her throne, “now that you mention it, I believe I have seen some of them about.” 
 
    Her words were laced with a honeyed flippancy that did nothing to allay my growing feeling that the situation was about to point its funbags to the sky. 
 
    “You have seen some of them?” June asked, her voice betraying the same wariness I felt.  
 
    “Yes,” Morgana said, examining a perfect white-painted fingernail. “In fact, I’ve been doing my civic duty and employing them.” 
 
    Although I was in front of everyone else and could only see Cherie out of one corner of my eye and Noir out of the other side of my peripheral vision, I felt the others look uneasily around at one another. 
 
    “What do you mean that you’re employing them?” Cherie asked, in her most polite voice. It was the sort of tone she might have used on a café customer who had had a tough day at the office and was only one poorly made Frappuccino away from smashing the Bean Me Up Café into splinters. 
 
    “Well, perhaps using the word ‘employed’ is taking things a little too far—take it with a pinch of salt,” Morgana continued. “After all, when you employ someone, you’re usually required to pay them, aren’t you?” 
 
    “That’s how it usually goes, yeah,” Nahlih said. “At least, that’s what most of the maniacs who used to buy pixie dust off the Girls and me used to tell us.” She shuddered. “It always struck me, hearing peoples’ stories about the nine to five rat race, that the cruelest thing about life isn’t that we have so little time, but that so many poor suckers lose so much of it to ‘gainful employment.’” 
 
    “Yes, well, I have made some of these former Agents into my errand.” 
 
    “How did you manage that?” Noir asked, though I thought I heard a note of tension in his voice. 
 
    Morgana examined another nail and then smiled down at us all. “The usual naughty methods, I suppose: brainwashing, bewitching, that sort of thing. It was awfully fortuitous, you know. I was just in the market for some fresh minions I could rely on to see that my will was imposed all through the Phantom Sphere, and to ensure that I remain properly respected and feared. Not to mention that I receive my fair cut of the silver that is generated in the Phantom Sphere.” 
 
    “And there it is,” I said, loud enough for Morgana to hear me, though I was careful to inject a bit of disappointment into my words. “Ten bucks says that she’s about to break into peels of maniacal laughter.” 
 
    “Oh please,” Morgana said, “that sort of behavior is so sixteen ninety-two.” 
 
    She pursed her lips and regarded me through her frigid sapphire eyes. 
 
    “You know,” she said, “there’s something about you, Pat Bane. Something extremely familiar…” 
 
    “Gosh, I get that a lot,” I said sarcastically. “It must be the startlingly similar physical and facial traits I share with Hollywood heartthrob Chris—” 
 
    “All your hilarious and pithy comments aside,” Morgana said, cutting across what I felt was going to be a promising line, “there really is something about you that stirs a distant, yet potent, memory in me.” 
 
    “I’m sure I would recall if we had met before, Morgana,” I said. “I’ve got a memory for blondes like a steel trap. Just ask June here. I’ve never once forgotten who she is.” 
 
    Morgana continued to stare at me, tapping one manicured finger on the arm of the carved throne. 
 
    “Morgana,” I said as I felt the walls closing in on us, “you need to release the Agents from whatever glamor or hex you’ve put them under. Please. We need their help to save Earth from being totally inundated by the vengeful supernatural.” 
 
    Morgana tipped her head to the side. She ruminated on my words for a few seconds. 
 
    Eventually, she nodded and sighed. 
 
    “Very well,” she said. 
 
    I blinked. “Shit. Really?” 
 
    Morgana snorted. “No, not really.” 
 
    She snapped her fingers and the statuesque guards came to life. 
 
    “Seize them,” she said, gesturing casually to us. 
 
    As one, thirteen staves, glowing with purple light descended to nose level. In the silence that had fallen in the reception chamber, I could hear the gentle hum, like that of an electric fly zapper, coming from the guards’ weapons. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. The others looked primed and ready to fight. At the back of the group, Lucia raised one of her eyebrows. Her dark eyes told me I needed only say the word and she would endeavor to tear that hall apart. 
 
    “Admirable thoughts,” Morgana said, and I turned back and saw that she had risen from her throne. “I don’t doubt that you’re thinking of fighting, but I wouldn’t bother. You saw what I could do to these baker’s dozen with just a snap of my fingers. Imagine what I could do to you all if I really stretched myself.” 
 
    She had a point, and a single glance at Noir told me he was of the same mind. 
 
    “I do appreciate it,” Morgana said, as the eight of us relaxed. “I’d hate to dirty a new dress.”

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We were marched through the corridors, bundled through numerous doors, and shoved and pushed down flight after flight of stairs, until we found ourselves in the kind of gloomy underground passageways that had to be part of the dungeons. 
 
    “I’m glad that at least someone here is having a good time,” I said in an aside to Torrid, the guard captain with the severe expression. “You’ve got to get your thrills and kicks where you can. Good for you for finding a job you enjoy.” 
 
    “Laugh it up while you can, stranger,” she said. “Madame Fay has impregnated the very stones down here with a magic that negates any other magic but hers. You’re here for the long haul. I hope one of you has a good singing voice or can carry a tune.” 
 
    “I imagine that all of us can carry tunes, woman, that ain’t the problem,” Lucia said from in front of me. “The trouble will start when one of us tries to unload the tune.” 
 
    It was fighting talk, but that was all it was. It only took me a second to try and tap into the mana reserves of my suit to realize that what Torrid had said was true. No matter how much I concentrated, the mana in my suit’s reserves slipped away from me. It was like trying to recapture a tiny fragment of eggshell from a bowl of eggs using a piece of limp spaghetti. 
 
    A small part of me was pleased to see that the dungeons of Morgana’s palace had at least stayed in keeping with my expectations of such a place. They were windowless, lit by smoky flickering torches, and there was a definite dank quality to the air. I knew that if we were allowed to stop for just a second, the only noises that we would be able to hear down here would be the drip-drip-drip of moisture on stone and, if we were lucky, the occasional crazed, hopeless scream far off in the distance. 
 
    We were divided up into pairs and imprisoned in separate cells. I was the final person escorted to the last cell, and it was only then I realized Nahlih was missing. In all the confusion and rush of being taken prisoner, it had escaped my notice that one of our company wasn’t with us. 
 
    “Enjoy your stay,” snarled Torrid as she planted her large foot on the seat of my pants and shoved me through the door of the cell. 
 
    “Good line,” I said as I stumbled forward, but the only reply I got was the slamming of the cell door followed by the heavy click and thunk of a deadbolt as thick as my wrist being locked. 
 
    “Can I at least have the wifi password?” I called after Torrid’s receding footsteps. 
 
    I took the opportunity to have a look around the cell. It didn’t take long. There was a bed with a thin straw mattress on it and a folded blanket. In fairness, it was clean. I supposed that had something to do with the fact that no one had ever been dumb enough to come here and get themselves locked up. Well, there was a silver-lining, if you went in for such things.  
 
    There were also some scary-looking chains, manacles, and leather straps hanging from the wall. At least, they might have been scary, had they been covered in a bit of blood or rust or something. Instead, they looked like they’d been bought a while ago, hung up to complement the general aesthetic, and then never touched again. 
 
    There wasn’t much else to say about the place other than that. There was no window. The only light came from a couple of supernaturally glowing globe lights, which gave off an illumination that was a little on the hazy pink side. If there’d been a floor to ceiling window set into one of the walls, I might almost have thought I’d been transported to Amsterdam’s Red Light District. 
 
    There seemed little else for me to do but sit on my bed and wait to see what happened next. I did this and, while I sat and waited for inspiration to strike, I reached within myself and tried to harness my mana. It was no good—I simply couldn’t form a link with my magic reserves. It didn’t matter what variety of stored mana I tried to grasp—ice, nature, solar, wood or holy—I just couldn’t get to grips with it. 
 
    I gave up after a little while, fearful that all my straining might cause me to have an aneurism. 
 
    Time dragged, as it was bound to do, sitting as I was in a big stone box with nothing to do. After a while though, the monkey playing the cymbals inside my head was disturbed by the sound of multiple sets of boots tramping down the corridor outside the cell door. I blinked, stirred, and stared at the door just as it crashed open and Nahlih was thrown into the room. 
 
    She tripped and fell to the floor, but before I could do anything to avenge the slight on her person, the door had closed again. There was the sound of the deadbolt being locked back into place and then boots marching off into the distance.  
 
    “What did they want with you, why did Morgana keep you behind?” I asked, helping Nahlih to her feet. I handed back the plaid shirt that she habitually had tied around her slim waist and that had fallen off as she barrelled into the cell. “Are you all right?” 
 
    Nahlih took the proffered shirt from me. I eyed her as she tied the garment back around her waist. She didn’t seem hurt in any way, but there was no knowing what sort of supernatural screws Morgana could have put her under had she chosen to. 
 
    Nahlih caught me looking at her and gave me a rueful smile. “Nah, don’t worry about me,” she said. “I’m fine. It wasn’t anything like you think. She didn’t string me up by the nipples and dip my feet in hot wax.” 
 
    I laughed, feeling relieved. 
 
    “Well, that’s something, I suppose,” I said. “So, what took you so long? What kept you behind? I don’t think any of us even realized you weren’t with us, what with all the confusion when we got hustled out of there. I know I didn’t until we were being bundled into the cells down here. If we’d have known, I would’ve made sure we kicked up more fuss than we did.” 
 
    To my consternation, Nahlih avoided my eye and turned to face the wall. She swung her arms back and forth.  
 
    “Shit,” she said after a few seconds, “I’m not fucking eloquent enough to dance around a fact, trying to soften it up and make it palatable. I don’t have the words, and I don’t have the damn patience.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Nahlih, you’ve totally lost me,” I said. “What are you talking about?” 
 
    “I’m going to come clean with you, Pat,” Nahlih said, turning to face me. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. 
 
    She ran one of her tattooed hands through her black hair that was shot with strands of deep gold. She fumbled in the pocket of her cut-off denim biker vest, retrieved her tin of pre-rolled cigarillos and matches, stuck one in her mouth, and lit up.  
 
    “Morgana asked if I wanted to work for her,” Nahlih said as she exhaled smoke through her nostrils. “She asked me if I fancied being her fucking inside woman.” 
 
    She took another drag on her cigarillo and exhaled another plume of smoke. Under the pinkish light, dressed in her worn denim and adorned with tattoos and wild hair, she looked more sultry than I had ever seen her. I tried to pull my mind away from the exotic-looking woman’s heavily mascara-covered eyes and her crooked lips as they sucked on the cigarillo. 
 
    “Why did she… How did she know to ask you?” I asked. 
 
    Nahlih gave me a wry look through a cloud of smoke. “The mad bitch said she sensed I was a pragmatic and savvy woman,” she said with a snort. “I might not be much of an orator, but even I can recognize when someone is calling me an opportunist.” 
 
    I grinned. “Well, I mean maybe she knew all about your criminal past, you know? She did say she had the ability to scry back to Earth—whatever the fuck that entails.” 
 
    Nahlih made a face, as if she wasn’t so sure that was how Morgana knew to target her with her proposal. 
 
    “So?” I asked. 
 
    “So what, Pat?” 
 
    “So, did you take her up on her offer?” I asked. 
 
    Some people might have been offended, or at least pretended to be offended, at such an obvious question being directed at their moral code. Nahlih was not one of them. 
 
    “I admit, I was tempted,” she said. “And, really, who would have blamed me if I’d turned my coat?” 
 
    “You were the President of a drug-dealing biker gang,” I said. 
 
    “Exactly, I was a biker gang President,” Nahlih said. “You don’t get into that position without being at least just a tiny bit rotten.” 
 
    “But you didn’t do it in the end?” I said. 
 
    “Nah, I didn’t do it in the end,” Nahlih said. “I told Morgana to go fuck herself.” 
 
    “And you say you’re not eloquent,” I said. 
 
    Nahlih laughed. 
 
    “Do you mind if I ask why you didn’t take up the offer?” I said. “Like you said, it must have been tempting. All you had to do to be an inside woman was come and hang out here with me. Maybe tell me you took a bit of a beating. Hell, I’m sure old Morgana would have smacked you around, or even hung you up by your nips and dipped your ass in hot wax, to enhance the charade. I would have bought it; hook, line, and sinker.” 
 
    Nahlih looked at me. “Yeah,” she said, and her voice was a little gruff. “Yeah, you would’ve bought it, wouldn’t you?” 
 
    I shrugged. 
 
    “And that’s just why I didn’t do it,” Nahlih said. 
 
    “What do you mean?” I said. 
 
    “Did you ever stop to wonder why it seems that every society gets the villains it deserves, Pat?” she asked, sitting on the edge of the bed next to me and crossing her long legs. “It’s funny, but in the eclectic times that we live in back in Portland, the criminal class receives a kind of cosmopolitan and cheeky reputation, you know? We’re either hated by those who follow the law to the letter, or we’re kind of looked up to by those who are too afraid to push the envelope and blur the lines.” 
 
    “I could see how that might work,” I said. “It’s why so many of us will quietly root for a villain in a movie, right? Or at least be more interested in what the villain is up to than what the hero is doing.” 
 
    “Are you fucking thinking of the Joker in The Dark Knight right now, man?” Nahlih asked. 
 
    “I am!” 
 
    Nahlih punched me on the arm and laughed. “I fucking love that movie,” she said. Her orange skin, those few patches that didn’t have tattoos, was a darker burnt orange in the dim red glow of the lights overhead. 
 
    “Same, I love that flick too!” I said, smiling back. 
 
    “And that’s exactly what I’m talking about!” Nahlih said. “When you’re a professional criminal, you also become this oddity that a lot of other folks don’t understand.” 
 
    Nahlih looked at me, glancing up from the tattoo on the back of her hand that she had been tracing with a finger. 
 
    “Don’t tell anyone, but I haven’t missed that feeling,” she said, leaning closer to me. “I haven’t missed the feeling of being scrutinized by everyone who doesn’t understand why I live the way that I do. I’ve enjoyed being on the ‘good guys’ side for once.” 
 
    I patted her on the back, feeling the coarseness of her denim jacket under my fingers. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” I said with mock solemnity, “the fact that within your breast secretly beats a heart of gold will be a secret I shall take to the grave.” 
 
    Nahlih punched me on the arm again and grinned. 
 
    “Are you sure there wasn’t any other reason you decided not to betray us all?” I asked, nudging her with a companionable shoulder. “Not another, more badass excuse for wanting to hang around and potentially get your ass handed to you along with the rest of us?” 
 
    She laughed again, pressing herself against my side. She shrugged, gave me a penetrating look, and then said, “Maybe, I’m just a sucker for punishment…” 
 
    Without quite knowing how it happened, only that it did happen, I found myself with my arms locked around her back while her hands grabbed me around the face and pulled me to her. 
 
    Nahlih groaned into my mouth; a harsh growling sound that made me think of cornered wild things. I pulled her harder against me, crushing her chest into mine, and she kissed me with a fiery and concentrated savagery. Her tongue flicked out and ran teasingly across my teeth and lips. She slurped at me, sucked at me. Went from one to a hundred in less time than it took to say it. She was all over me like bark on a log and I loved it. 
 
    We broke apart. The pair of us were flushed and breathless. I mean, I assumed we were flushed. Under the red tinged lighting it was hard to know for certain. We were definitely breathless though. Breathless not with the exertion of the heavy kissing we had been enjoying, but with the potential for what might happen next. 
 
    “I’ve been a bad girl,” Nahlih said to me, her eyes roving over my face, as if she was deciding which part of it she was going to attack next with her lovely lips. 
 
    “I wouldn’t say that,” I said. “You might have almost been a bad girl, but you resisted temptation and—” 
 
    “Shut up, Pat.” 
 
    “Shutting up,” I said. 
 
    “I,” she repeated, getting to her feet and stepping between my open legs, “have been a bad girl.” 
 
    “Oh… “ I said. “Oh, right! Shit, yes, sorry! Yes. Yes, you have indeed been a very bad girl.” 
 
    Nahlih grinned down at me. Her curtains of gold-shot raven hair cascaded around her face. “You’ve never done anything like this before have you?” 
 
    “Well, I flatter myself to think I have,” I replied. “A gentleman doesn’t mention names and all the rest of it, but I most definitely have put P into V.” 
 
    “No, I mean you’ve never done anything like this before.” She pointed to the far wall where the chains and leather straps dangled. 
 
    Funny how they had looked innocuous up until two seconds before. Now though, under the red light that illuminated our prison, they had taken on an erotic flavour. 
 
    “No,” I found myself saying. “No, I haven’t.” 
 
    Nahlih smirked at me. She stuck her tongue between her teeth. “I have,” she said. “And wouldn’t you know it, I’m a fucking adept teacher.” 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I felt myself stiffening up in my mage suit. I’d said it once and no doubt I would end up saying it again—that mage suit was good for ninety-nine percent of everyday activities, but engaging in a little light BDSM in an underground prison cell was not one of them. 
 
    Nahlih leaned down and kissed me again, sticking her tongue as far into my mouth as it would go. 
 
    “Just remind me,” I said as she broke away, “BDSM would stand for bondage, discipline, domination, submission, sadism, and masochism, right?” 
 
    “I don’t fucking know,” Nahlih replied. “That all makes it sound a little too much like a university degree to me. I’m just a simple biker chick. I just call it fucking Sparta style.” 
 
    I snorted. “That sounds pretty rough.” 
 
    My fingers ran across Nahlih’s firm ass, downward and inward, hands gliding over her roughed up denim, squeezing her tight, round asscheeks as hard as I dared. As I slipped my fingers under her crotch, I could feel, even through her jeans, the heat coming off the sylph’s pussy. The knowledge that she was so eager and ready had the same effect as someone screwing the throttle on my libido. My sex drive roared. 
 
    “Or tempura sex,” Nahlih said in a breathier voice. 
 
    I had been about to pull her down for another kiss when I paused. 
 
    “Tempura sex?” I asked. 
 
    “Rough, but not too rough,” Nahlih explained. “Just a little battered.” 
 
    I tipped my head back and laughed a long genuine laugh. 
 
    “What?” she asked, cupping one hand to my face so I had to look up into her brooding and intense eyes. 
 
    It’s just… We may be in the middle of one of the most dire and hopeless predicaments I’ve ever been in, but I mean, that shit is funny. Tempura sex… That’s clever, Nahlih. That’s fucking funny and clever.” 
 
    Her expression was intent as she studied my face. Then she gave me a bashful smile. 
 
    “You know, that’s probably the sweetest thing any guy’s ever said to me,” she said. 
 
    This sudden baring of a part of the real woman beneath the cocksure and insolent biker facade caught me by surprise, but it filled me with an appreciative glow. It must have cost Nahlih a lot to admit that to me. 
 
    Not wanting the mood to get too sappy though, I said, “And can I just say that being invited to learn all about tempura sex by a master is one of the most romantic offers I have ever received?” 
 
    Nahlih chuckled. “Shut the fuck up, you.” 
 
    “How’s this for starters?” I asked innocently, and I raised my hand and spanked her ass. 
 
    Nahlih made a noise in her throat, something between a gasp of surprise and a soft groan of amorous delight.  
 
    “Not a bad start,” she said in a low voice, “but you’re only scratching the surface.” 
 
    Sitting as I was, I reached up and grabbed her around the waist and pulled her to me. I ripped off the shirt that hung around her waist and flung it across the room. 
 
    “I like your enthusiasm,” Nahlih growled, smiling down at me. 
 
    I reached up and pulled her down to me by the lapel of her denim biker vest. I ran kisses up her neck as I forced her to bend down to me, tangled my fingers through her long tresses and kissed her again. 
 
    I was adamant on showing her I was more than up for the challenge of dominating her, of subduing her to my will straight out of the gates. I was going to— 
 
    “Ah, ah, ah,” Nahlih chided me, leaning away from me. She spoke with difficulty, because as she reversed slowly away from me, she made sure to hold my top lip gently between her teeth. I groaned, enjoying the painful pleasure of it. With a soft snap, she released her biting hold on me and returned to her standing position between my legs. 
 
    “You don’t think you’re going to show me what’s what, just like that, do you?” she asked. “This is my show. You’re the prisoner and I’m the warden until I tell you otherwise.” 
 
    I licked at my smarting lip and grinned at her. 
 
    “You’re the boss,” I agreed. 
 
    “Good boy.” 
 
    “And when do I get to take the reins?” I asked. “When do I get my certificate for being a diligent student, whatever the prize of graduation is?” 
 
    “Hm, well, in return, if you please me…” Nahlih said, taking my hand and slipping it down her t-shirt covered stomach, before cramming it into the warm confines of her figure-hugging jeans. “If you please me, you get the kind of reward that is only befitting of the most fucking diligent and dirty-minded scholars. You’ll know it when you get it.” 
 
    My hand was still stuck down the front of her pants. With some difficulty, I ran a finger through Nahlih’s moist, slippery, hot pussy folds, circling her clit, before pulling it out and sucking on the digit. She tasted wonderful. She tasted like desire, like raw sexual appetite. 
 
    “Just a little taste for the moment,” she said. She breathed heavily through her mouth and looked like she was only just managing to keep a check on her desire to jump my bones. “Now though, Pat Bane, I want you to strip. I want to see what I’m working with here.” 
 
    Ah, I thought, it might not be any good for containing a raging boner, but the mage suit excels at this part of the proceedings. 
 
    “Your wish is my command, Nahlih,” I said. 
 
    With just a thought, I was left sitting in only my boots, without so much as stirring an inch from where I was chilling on the bed. The mage suit pooled on the floor around my feet. I flicked it under the simple bed that was fastened into the wall.  
 
    “Wow,” Nahlih said. “That’s a godsdamned neat trick if ever there was one. I think you could make a packet if you started a range of bondage gear which could do that.” 
 
    “I’ve a feeling it's a one of a kind deal,” I said. “As is this.” 
 
    I took my cock in hand and leaned back. 
 
    “I hope my disrobing speed was to your satisfaction?” I asked, with an attempt at being timid. 
 
    Nahlih looked down at my swollen member, her tongue dabbing her lips. 
 
    “A good start,” she said, in as austere and sensuous a tone of voice as any freshman ever daydreamed a lecturer might talk to him in. “Now, shut up, sit back, and let me show you how this lesson is going to run.” 
 
    Nahlih dropped to her knees so she crouched between my legs, which she forced wider with her elbows. She pushed her wild black and gold hair out of her face as I leaned back against the rough stone wall of the cell. 
 
    More like an obedient underling than a tutor, she leaned forward and began to lick and kiss around my balls and thighs. For the longest time, she didn’t so much as touch my prick, though her hair tickled my shaft and sent little rivers of pleasure flowing up my stomach. 
 
    “Okay,” I said through gritted teeth as, without so much as touching my shaft with her mouth or fingers, Nahlih ratcheted up my libido to breaking point within minutes. “Okay, now I see why you’re the teacher.” 
 
    “You do, do you?” she said. 
 
    I didn’t grab her by the hair and guide her clever mouth onto my dick, although it was tempting. Instead, I let her kiss all around my groin, giving big Pat and the twins the kind of thorough working over they hadn’t experienced in a while. Nahlih licked and sucked on my plums, bit softly at the smoother skin on the inside of my thighs, then ran a flurry of kisses from the base of my cock to my navel. 
 
    Then, without a word of warning, Nahlih dropped her head forward while taking my rod in hand and slid the whole length of it slowly into her warm, wet, slutty mouth. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I gasped. I grabbed a handful of Nahlih’s unruly hair and, following every base instinct in my body and mind, thrusted my pole as deep as I could into her mouth. 
 
    Nahlih sucked me off like a leaf vacuum that had been running with bad company and visiting inappropriate websites. Nahlih, in total keeping with her outward appearance, loved playing the domineering slut to me. Dressed in her biker vest and ripped jeans, she made me want to fuck her harder and in a dirtier fashion than I’d ever thought about with another woman. With every lunging swallow, she somehow emphasized the point that she was here to be treated like the dirty minx she was. She made little moaning sounds and gagged softly whenever the top of my prick rammed into the back of her throat. 
 
    When my shaft was good and slick with copious amounts of her saliva, I pulled it out of her mouth, slapped it a few times on her cheeks, and then pushed her away from me so she fell back on her ass on the cell floor. 
 
    “Now, you strip,” I said. “I want to look at every inch of that hot body of yours.” 
 
    Nahlih’s chin and lips were covered with spit, but she didn’t wipe it away. Her eye makeup ran, making her look like the stereotypical pavement princess who was eager to please. 
 
    “Oh, yes,” she said as she got to her feet and started unbuttoning her jeans. “I see it now. I see the fire in you. Starts in your belly and ends up shining in your fucking eyes. I see it now. It’s warming up real nice.” 
 
    As she unbuttoned her jeans with one hand, Nahlih slipped out of her denim biker vest and let it drop to the floor. She kicked off her boots so they thumped into the wall, then she stripped out of her jeans, shimmying out of them the way women do that somehow looks sexy when, thanks to the tightness of the pants, it should be awkward. When she was free of the clutching denim, she kicked the jeans away too, then tore her t-shirt over her head and dropped it. 
 
    “And the rest,” I said, though I had to say the sight of Nahlih in her plain black underwear was really doing it for me. Fancy lingerie, lacy stockings, and crotchless panties were great, but sometimes you just needed to see a woman in her midweek regular underwear to realize all that other shit was just window dressing; a sideshow to the main event. 
 
    With her usual air of not giving a fuck about how she was perceived by anyone, Nahlih peeled off her bra and slipped out of her cotton panties. She stepped out of them, then flicked them with her foot so they flew and smacked me square in the face. 
 
    Nahlih laughed as I peeled the panties from my face. The crotch was sodden, and I could smell the heady musk of her sex. That only added fuel to the already substantial fire burning in my belly and groin. 
 
    “Get over here,” I commanded. 
 
    She was a sight for sore eyes. She was curvy, but with long legs that looked even longer in the flesh than they did when she wore her jeans. Her breasts were on the petite side, but suited her body perfectly. The curve of her hips promised a hell of an ass, though I couldn’t see it just yet, and her crotch was as smooth as silk.  
 
    Nahlih padded over to me. I linked my arms around her, grabbed her ass, and pulled her toward me. I hoisted one of her legs so it was straddling me and she was forced to balance on the bed with her foot. Taking a leaf from her book, I dove in. I spread her pussy lips with my fingers and devoured her. 
 
    The taste of her was intoxicating as a slug of whiskey; palatable and fragrant as some sweet spirit. I lapped at Nahlih’s pussy with a blundering haste brought on by sheer overexcitement at wanting to see how she tasted. While I slurped and sucked at her slit, Nahlih reached down and pushed my face into her crotch. 
 
    “That’s it, Pat, that’s it,” she said. “Let your inner mongrel out. Be nasty to me!” 
 
    She was so slippery and wet that her juices dribbled over my chin and lips, running down my neck and coating my nose. She moaned with an unabashed animal need and ecstasy. Nahlih twined her tattooed fingers through my hair and attempted to pull me further into her, opening her legs as wide as she could so I could stick my tongue deeper and deeper into her. 
 
    The soft slap of my tongue inside of her was matched by the hissing gurgles of rapture emitted from her throat as she tilted her head back and closed her eyes. As I continued with my eager cunnilingus ‘lesson,’ Nahlih became rougher and wilder. She had always been a wildcard, ever since she had found herself unexpectedly joining our little band. There, in that cell, I realized just how much of her forceful and undomesticated personality she had been withholding. She obviously enjoyed playing the role of the dominant party here, and I saw how it was she had become President of the Girls biker gang. 
 
    After a while, she began grinding her folds against my face with such force I struggled to stop myself from being pushed over backward onto the bed. 
 
    Eventually, unable to resist the call of the wild any longer, I straightened, ready to plunge my dick into her. 
 
    “Hey, where do you think you’re going?” she demanded. Her hair was all over her face, and her lip was drawn back in something that might have been a smile, but might equally have been a snarl. 
 
    I looked over at the selection of leather straps and chains hanging from the wall. Nahlih followed my gaze and nodded. Her fingers were still entwined through my hair. With a jerk, which elicited a gasp from my lips, she pulled me to my feet. Taking me by the hand, she led me to the far wall of the little cell. Then, she stood with her back to the wall and said, “Tie me up and pleasure me, Pat.” 
 
    “Is that an order?” I asked. 
 
    “You bet your fucking right nut it’s an order,” she said. “Now hop to it. I want you now, and I hate waiting around for what I want!” 
 
    With fumbling fingers, I hastened to obey. Once I was sure I had her wrists secured above her head, I took my time with Nahlih’s ankle restraints. I ran my fingers up and down her legs, occasionally cupping her sex in my hand and fingering her while she squirmed with pleasure. After much fucking around and being distracted, I finally got the job done. 
 
    “Mrs. Ex-President,” I said, taking a step back to appreciate the sight, “you seem to be in quite a compromising pickle all of a sudden.” 
 
    “You’re going to know all about a fucking compromised pickle if you don’t get your ass over here,” Nahlih retorted, grinning a wicked grin and framing each couple of words inside a little pant of yearning. 
 
    She struggled against the bonds I had helped her into in an overly theatrical fashion, reminding me of a damsel in distress hanging over a shark pit and awaiting the timely arrival of Sean Connery or Roger Moore. The more she struggled, the more her breasts jiggled, and the more inflamed my passions and appetite for her became. 
 
    Her hands were bound above her head, her slender wrists wrapped inexpertly in a couple of the chains that dangled from the stony ceiling. Her legs were splayed out in front of her like the hands of a clock pointing to eight and four, kept spread by leather straps. The straps were affixed to the wall over her shoulders and connected to each ankle, and made it impossible for her to close her legs. 
 
    It also gave me the best view in the house. Having her spread-legged in front of me like that, totally at my mercy, was one of the most titillating and racy things I had ever seen. 
 
    Nahlih struggled in her restraints, testing our amateur bindings. The bonds held fast, while the muscles in her toned, orange-skinned belly stood out as she swayed slightly this way and that. 
 
    “Now that you have me trussed up, are you going to stand there perving at me, or are you going to fuck me silly?” Nahlih said. 
 
    “I was waiting on an invitation,” I said, grinning at her. 
 
    “That’s very gentlemanly of you,” she replied. “But I’m not looking for a gentleman right now. Manners have no place in this cell, Pat. Now, get over here and give me that big cock of yours!” 
 
    I stepped over to the hanging sylph and took my prick in my hand. It felt hot as a burning coal, as hard as diamond, and ready to be used as a blunt instrument of pleasure. Although every nerve ending in my body, from the waist down at least, urged me to slide into Nahlih’s gaping, moist cleft, I managed not to yield to the desire. 
 
    “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, give it to me,” she whined as I stood there, giving myself the occasional stroke. “Come on, Pat! Fuck me already! Please!” 
 
    With as much slowness as I could muster, I pressed the tip of my throbbing pecker against the opening of Nahlih’s pussy and held it there. It was almost painful, trying to control myself, forcing myself not to push forward more and spear her as deeply as I could. 
 
    Nahlih bucked in her bonds, trying to squirm herself onto my outhrust rod. However, due to the chains and straps, she couldn’t get more than the first half inch of my cock inside her. 
 
    “Shit, is this what they’re talking about when they say the pupil has become the master?” she panted, grimacing as she fought to get at me. “Gods, I want you so fucking bad!” 
 
    As far as invitations went, it wasn’t the most polite or silver-tongued one I had ever received, but it was definitely one of the most heartfelt and genuine. 
 
    Without so much as a word of warning, I grabbed Nahlih’s ankles. I gave her tight ass a quick couple of spanks, then slid my prick into the tight confines of her dripping sex and began pushing into her with hard, slow thrusts. 
 
    I made sure to lock eyes with her while I fucked her, and was careful to keep a little smile on my face as I slammed into her and then drew slowly out. With each withdrawing, I made sure my cock completely cleared her pussy, before ramming in until my balls smacked her ass. 
 
    It was raw. It was dirty. There was nothing classy about it. There were no sounds except for the harsh, guttural, animalistic grunt and rasp of our breathing and the soft slap-slap-slap of my ballsack rapping a wet beat against her ass, which was covered in the girl juices that dripped from her pussy. 
 
    As we fucked, I reached out and took a firm hold on her breast and squeezed and kneaded it hard.  
 
    “Ye-es,” she said brokenly every time I exerted pressure on her tit. “Ye-es, that’s it! That’s… it!” 
 
    I switched breasts and twisted her other nipple this time, harder and slower than I had done before. Nahlih leaned her head back so it rested against the rough stone block behind her. Every now and again, she twitched as an electric current of lust zipped and crackled through her, from her chest to her groin and back again. 
 
    After I had satisfied myself with pinching and pulling at her dark orange nipples, I saw they stood rock-hard and erect in the glare of the red light above us. 
 
    “Where are you going to cum, hm? Where, Pat?” Nahlih asked. Her words went up and down depending on whether I was inside her. “Where? My stomach? My pussy? My tits?” 
 
    I pumped away at Nahlih. My pace had quickened and she was letting out little, unconscious moans of “Uh, uh, uh, uh,” as I plowed her. 
 
    I picked up the pace even more. I felt the heat and tension building between us. I could feel Nahlih’s tight opening clenching and unclenching around my shaft. I knew I was close to the point of no return, and that she wasn’t far from climax either. 
 
    “I’m… close,” I panted. “I’m fucking close, Nahlih!” 
 
    Distantly, through the thundering of the blood in my ears, I heard her replying, “Almost… there… yes!” 
 
    My climax washed through me and over me like a boiling wave of rapture. My knees went weak, and I felt the thrumming rush of release spark in my groin. 
 
    Nahlih began shuddering and thrashing in her restraints, so that my cock was ejected from her slit. Her eyes rolled up in her head and she cried out, “Yes!” 
 
    I was already well over the line, the needle of my libido pushing so far into the red it was in danger of going right around the counter. 
 
    “Shit, yes!” I said. “Here we are, you dirty bitch, here you go!” 
 
    Cum spurted from the tip of my prick as I blew my load all over Nahlih’s sweaty stomach. A few thick ropes reached up to land on her erect nipples.  
 
    Nahlih mumbled and moaned, her tattooed arms quivering and jerking in the chains. “Yes, yes, yes, yes, yes!” she said. “Oh, fuuuuck, yes! Cover me.” 
 
    As I came, I thought I saw an odd, supernatural glow wash through her contorted body. It flushed through her, under the surface of her skin, moving like luminescent red algae under ice. 
 
    I staggered backward, my head as light as if I’d just taken a hit of nitrous oxide, and sat on the bed. I shook and panted with exertion and fulfillment. 
 
    I looked over at the limp form of Nahlih, hanging heavily in the amateur restraints we had cobbled together. She opened an eye and grinned at me. 
 
    I smiled back, gestured at the cum covering her tight body and panted, “Tempura sex… Lightly battered.” 
 
    She laughed breathlessly. 
 
    “How about you help me down out of here?” she said.  
 
    I nodded and hauled myself to my feet. As I helped her unwind the straps and chains, I said, “Well, if we’re scheduled to die, at least I can die happy.” 
 
    Nahlih smiled, took me by the hand and led me to the bed. She ripped a hole in the shitty mattress and removed some straw so that she could wipe the worst of the jizz from her tits and stomach. I helped her and she was soon as good as new. 
 
    “Come off it,” she said as we lay down on the skinny bed, pressed together in the spooning position so my cock was squashed against her magnificent backside. “We’re not going to die. That’s not how this ends.”  
 
    I ran my hand up her flank and gave her breast a soft squeeze, kissed her on the shoulder, and said, “Yeah, you’re damn right that’s not how this ends. We better get some rest. I want to be fresh as a daisy for when we next see Morgana. I have a feeling all of us have some unfinished business, so far as that unstable hellcat is concerned.” 
 
    “You think we can take her down?” Nahlih asked. “She’s been the only tyrant in these parts for a long time by the sound of it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and made myself comfortable against the warm naked form in front of me. 
 
    “Yeah, she has,” I said, “but that’s the thing about tyrants; their limitations are set by the endurance of those they oppose. And you know what?” 
 
    “What?” Nahlih asked. 
 
    “Morgana’s going to find out that she hasn’t ever been opposed by anyone like us before,” I said.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    A scrabbling at the lock of our cell door woke me and had me on my feet before I was fully awake. More specifically, it was the timbre of the scrabbling. There was something off about it. Something that didn’t sound like the sureness of a professional guard.  
 
    “Who the fuck is that?” I mumbled.  
 
    I looked around blearily and tried to remember where I was, why I was naked, and for what reason everything was bathed in a dim red light. 
 
    The scrambling at the door continued, and there was soft cursing from outside. 
 
    With a thought, I summoned my mage suit to me. The enchanted garment wrapped itself around me, clothing me in a heartbeat. I always half-expected it to be cold when I put it on, but the suit was as warm and as fresh-feeling as if I had just pulled it out of the dryer. 
 
    Perfect for those chilly prison cell mornings. 
 
    “Nahlih,” I hissed, scooping up her underwear from the floor, along with her jeans. “Nahlih, quick get up!” 
 
    She was awake in a second. While the scrabbling and cursing at the door continued, I pulled on my boots and she got dressed as fast as she could. 
 
    The door swung open just as Nahlih put on her boots. While she was clothed from the waist down, her t-shirt still lay on the floor alongside her denim biker vest. 
 
    I readied myself, half-preparing to launch at Torrid, if she should stick her head around the door, and give her a juicy one right on the nose. I might not have my powers at my disposal, but I could still deliver a decent closed fist slap if the occasion called for it. 
 
    “What do you want with us now, you motherfu—Noir?” I blurted. 
 
    “That’s the spirit, mate, that’s the spirit,” he said. “Nothing like keeping up a good stream of fighting talk, even in the face of adversity—especially in the face of adversity, I should say.” 
 
    The fact that the rich, mostly forgotten mage had strolled so casually into our cell robbed me of the power of speech. My brain cells seemed to have gone out for lunch and left the thinking department bereft of anyone to watch over it. 
 
    While I struggled to form a coherent sentence, Noir’s head drifted right and settled on the half naked form of Nahlih, who was still standing near the other end of the cell in her jeans, boots and bra. 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry, my dear,” Noir said. “I had no notion the two of you would be… Well, I had no idea the inside of a prison cell could serve as an aphrodisiac, let’s just say that. My apologies for intruding. I wouldn’t have barged in if I’d known there was a lady in mid-change.” 
 
    “You know, Noir,” I said, “that apology would have been a whole lot more believable if you weren’t still looking directly at her.” 
 
    Noir startled and cleared his throat. He removed his sunglasses and began polishing them with the grubby hem of his white shirt. 
 
    “Excellent point, Pat,” he muttered. “I will remember that for next time.” 
 
    As Nahlih pulled her t-shirt over her head, I asked, “Noir?” 
 
    “Yes, Pat?” 
 
    “How the fuck did you get in here?” 
 
    Noir looked surprised. “How do you think, mate?” 
 
    I shrugged. “We can’t use magic—at least I can’t. I have no idea.” 
 
    Noir held up a chunky key. “I used this,” he said, sounding smug. 
 
    “Yeah, but how did you fucking get that?” Nahlih asked as she shrugged her denim biker vest on. “That’s what Pat here is trying to ask.” 
 
    “Is that right, Pat?” Noir asked. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “The explanation is as simple and straightforward as this. You know how you mentioned before that you were unable to tap into your magical powers down here in the dungeon?” 
 
    “Yes, I do recall that, seeing as I said it about fifteen seconds ago,” I said. 
 
    “Right,” Noir said, “well the brilliant thing is that I can.” 
 
    “Can what?” I asked. 
 
    “Now, Pat, I can explain this to you as simply as I can, but I can’t understand it for you,” Noir said, with his old impatience. 
 
    “Sorry, but it sounds like you’re telling me you can access your powers,” I said. “And I know that, thanks to the Agency, that’s impossible.” 
 
    “Ah yes, but you see, it turns out that, here, in this Sphere, the blocks on my magic don’t work,” Noir said, and I heard the excitement and delight in his voice. His words trembled with barely controlled glee. 
 
    I waved my hands in front of my face. “I appreciate that we don’t have much time here,” I said. “So, let me get this straight pronto. You’re able to access and use your powers here? Not just in the Phantom Sphere, but in this dungeon? Now?” 
 
    Noir nodded, tossed the key up in the air—in what he probably thought was a devil may care way—and dropped it. 
 
    After he had retrieved it from the floor, ignoring Nahlih’s snort of mirth, he said to me, “The long and short of it is I’m able to go to work with my Mentalist powers; completely and utterly, after so many years of fumbling and bungling.” 
 
    Noir took a long, slow breath in through his nose and said, “I feel… complete once more.” He stretched his arms over his head and clapped them together. “All right, shall we toddle on, then?” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “I think we’ve seen everything there is to see down here, don’t you?” Noir asked. “I mean, I appreciate a night’s hospitality, but I’m not eager to prolong our stay.” 
 
    “What the fuck is the time anyway?” Nahlih asked. 
 
    “I can’t be certain without access to the sun or a pocket watch,” Noir said, “but if my internal counting is up to its usual ninety percent accuracy—” 
 
    “Which it always is,” I said under my breath. 
 
    “—which it always is,” Noir said, “then I would say we must be close to sunrise.” 
 
    “I doubt Morgana is going to be keen to lay out breakfast for us,” I said. 
 
    “I fear you’re right, Pat,” Noir said. “I’d give a lot for a bacon sandwich and a gallon—no, even half a gallon!—of Kentucky bourbon.” 
 
    “Let’s get the others and get out of here,” I said. “There must be other people around here who can point us in the direction of the Agency survivors. At least we now know they’re here. We just need to track them down and free them.” 
 
    “Follow me,” Noir said. 
 
    We walked out into the corridor and smackdab into a guard. 
 
    I was trying, ineffectually, to draw power from the mana reserves in my suit before I had even thought what I was doing. I took a step back, treading on the feet of Nahlih as she walked behind me. 
 
    “Shit, Noir!” I said. 
 
    “Hold your horses, lad,” Noir said, putting a hand on my arm. “Don’t mind this guy. He won’t bother you.” 
 
    The guard stood still, gazing at the opposite wall. His face was blank, except for a small smile that tweaked up the corners of his bearded lips. I waved my hand in front of the man’s face. 
 
    “Not a dicky bird,” Noir said, absently patting the man on the head so that his helmet fell down over his blank eyes. 
 
    “How…? Is that you?” I asked. 
 
    “Guilty as charged,” Noir said, looking up and down the corridor. “I’m using my Mentalist power to enter this fellow into a pleasant little daydream. Now,” he said to the guard, “in you go, son.” 
 
    The guard, with his helmet still covering his eyes, walked into the now empty cell and closed the door behind him. 
 
    “Lovely,” Noir said, locking the door, flipping the key up, and managing to catch it this time. “Let us proceed. Azalea is waiting for us just down here.” 
 
    We hurried along the passage toward another door. As we went, I asked Noir, “So, how the hell did you figure out you had access to your magic and snare a guard to try it on?” 
 
    “I think, mate, you’re not quite up to speed with just how hot a tamale old Alexander Noir used to be back in what my biographers might be tempted to call my heyday,” Noir said. “I was mucking around in my cell while Azalea slept when I realized I felt different. I felt a familiar touch on my soul. Something I hadn’t felt for so long that, at first, I refused to believe it. Then, when I heard the guard patrolling past, I reached out with my mind and netted his unwitting consciousness as easily as you might scoop a goldfish from a bowl.” 
 
    We stopped at another dungeon door, and Noir pushed it open. 
 
    “Come, Miss La Rouge,” he said. 
 
    Azalea slipped out, gave us the thumbs up, then closed the door quietly behind her. 
 
    “Now for the others,” Noir said.  
 
    We moved from cell door to cell door, freeing all the others, until our company of eight was once more reunited. 
 
    “I don’t suppose anyone bothered to count the turns and how many paces we went down certain corridors and all the rest?” I asked. 
 
    “I’ve got me a fine memory for directions,” Lucia said, “but something about this place lays a fog across even my mind.” 
 
    She looked just as glamorous as she always did, resplendent in the red gown that matched her lipstick. 
 
    “You can’t remember how to get out?” I asked. 
 
    Lucia shook her head. 
 
    “Well, there’s nothing to be gained with us just waiting time down here,” June said, placing her hand on my shoulder and giving it an affectionate squeeze. 
 
    “Oui, June is right,” Cherie said. “We should at least keep moving. We’ll find an exit sooner or later, but the longer we sit in one spot, the more likely Morgana or one of her minions will stumble across us.” 
 
    “Are we actively looking for this Morgana gal?” Lucia asked. 
 
    “Shit, I do not fancy crossing paths with that crazy bitch again,” Jeeves said with feeling. He shook his horned head and set his chins to jiggling. “Fuck no, I do not want that.” 
 
    I clapped him on the shoulder. “Haven’t you realized it yet, Jeeves?” 
 
    “Realized what?” Jeeves asked, his eyes narrowing. 
 
    “In life you have to do a lot of things you don’t fucking want to do,” I said cheerfully. “Most of the times, that’s precisely what the fuck life is… one vile goddamn task after another.” I gave his porky shoulder a reassuring squeeze. “Does that make you feel any better about running across Morgana?” 
 
    Jeeves rolled his eyes. “Oh, yeah, my confidence is friggin’ brimming over now, bud. Thanks a fuckin’ million. Jeez…” 
 
    There was a scuff of boots and then the sound of someone dropping dishes. We looked around and saw that a guardsman had wandered around the nearest corner. He stared at us in stunned silence, with spilled food and broken pieces of plate littered around his feet. For a long second or so, we all stared at one another. 
 
    The guard lunged for the magic stave that hung at his belt. Before he could so much as set fingers to it, Noir stepped forward, raised his hands in the clichéd sorcerer’s pose, and stretched out his fingers toward the man. 
 
    The guard’s face went blank. He spun around in a full 360, then ran headlong into the nearest wall with enough force to make all of us say, “Oooooh.” 
 
    Noir lowered his hands and looked sheepishly around at us. 
 
    “My apologies,” he said, “I’m still getting used to it, you know. He just caught me on the hop and my thoughts got scrambled as I tried to snare his. Crossed wires, etcetera.” 
 
    Noir approached and prodded the unconscious man, who was now sporting two blooming black eyes. His nose looked broken, and he had a lump the size of a chicken’s egg forming on his forehead. 
 
    “Yes. Well. He seems to be incapaciated,” Noir said. “Shall we carry on? I’ll do better and make a neater job of it next time, I promise.” 
 
    And he did. 
 
    Our freshly reunited octet moved through Morgana Fay’s massive palatial complex as quiet as mice. Now that we were no longer in the dungeons, we could use our magic as we pleased. But it turned out we didn’t really need to with Noir leading the way, conquering the minds of every guard we came across. 
 
    It seemed that, with the unharnessing of his powers, a new facet of the man had been revealed. He walked, in his alligator skin cowboy boots, with a renewed confidence. This was saying a lot, as Noir had never been short of self-confidence. Now though, he didn’t just have the intellect to solve the problems or hurdle the obstacles set in front of him, he also had the power and the mana. 
 
    “Which direction should we head?” I asked, after watching Noir take simultaneous control of two guards stationed by a door and have them knock one another out with the butts of their magical staves in a ballet of perfect synchronization. 
 
    “I’ve always considered that a man who announces his plan aloud is a man whose only sure reward is going to be the laughter of the gods,” Noir said, stepping over the legs of one of the fallen men. 
 
    “So, no real clue as to how we’re going to get the fuck out of here?” I said. 
 
    “No. Not as such,” Noir said, avoiding my eyes. 
 
    “It’s odd, ain’t it, that we have yet to pass by a window?” Lucia said. 
 
    It was agreed that it was a bit weird, but that if we continued on, we would be bound to come across a window sooner or later. Then, one of us could stick their head out and figure out the best exit route. 
 
    We carried cautiously on. 
 
    Noir dealt with most of the guards, gradually getting more confident in his old skill the more of his Mentalist’s powers he was forced to use. 
 
    He only missed a couple of guards that slipped through his net. On one occasion, he had gone on a little further ahead, down a long and dim corridor. I saw him, standing in the shadow of one of the few statues, as he used his mind manipulating powers to stop one sentry dead in her tracks. As he did, he used his telekinesis to control one of the plain white banners that hung on the wall so it wrapped around the face and neck of another guard who trotted through a door at that moment. 
 
    Noir put the woman to sleep with a thought, and then had the banner swing the other guard hard at the ceiling so he was knocked cold and fell in a jumbled heap on top of his female compatriot. 
 
    We were all just turning to one another and saying what a clean and crisp bit of work it was when yet another guard pushed aside a white and silver tapestry, which had apparently been concealing a hidden door. He reacted in an instant. 
 
    I was closest to the guy, so he naturally pointed his mage stave at me and let loose with a burst of magic that took shape in the air as a series of rings blasting toward me. 
 
    I absorbed the magic—a simple, blunt-force kinetic magic, my suit somehow managed to communicate to me—into my chest and stepped back a pace. 
 
    Reacting instinctively, I thrust out my hands, almost as if I was shoving the man even though we were separated by eight yards of empty corridor. Magic hummed through my body. I regurgitated the rings he had fired at me as a simple nexus that filled the corridor and pelted toward the guard. It caught him and propelled him down the hallway, where he was flattened against the far wall. The guard crumpled to the floor, his robes falling over his head. 
 
    The other time we almost came undone by Noir getting ahead of himself was when he burst into a room and failed to see a guard standing behind the door he had just pushed open. Luckily, even as Noir had shot a heavy desk across the room with his mind, crushing a man against the far wall, before flipping said desk over so it flattened him into the stonework, Lucia spotted a second guard through the crack between the wall and the door. 
 
    As the man moved to hit Noir in the back of the head with a spell, Lucia smashed her small, feminine fist through the thick wooden door so hard it burst asunder. She grabbed the man’s stave, wrenched it from his grip, and then hit him so hard under the chin with it that he performed a half back somersault and landed on his face. She did all this so fast that the man actually hit the deck ahead of a few of the larger pieces of door. 
 
    Noir whirled, his emerald green duster flying around his skinny legs, and stared at the explosive destruction wrought so casually by the elegant vampire. 
 
    “What in the blazes are you doing?” he asked. 
 
    Lucia arched an eyebrow and pointed at the second man on the floor. 
 
    “You missed one,” she said. 
 
    Noir opened his mouth as if he was going to protest, but I shook my head. 
 
    Noir caught my eye and then said, “Well done, Miss Sanguinoso. Well spotted. I knew the bastard was there, of course, but still… Well done. While we’re within these walls, we must remember to be cynical. We must fight against our bubbly, happy-go-lucky natures. We must learn never to see the potential good side of an enemy and never fail to see the bad side of one. We must become owls; vigilant in the darkness and blind to the light.” 
 
    “And to always pursue vermin?” Lucia rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Bubbly natures?” June scoffed. “Are you including yourself in that?”  
 
    Noir flushed. “You get my damned point,” he grumbled. “Just keep your eyes open and try not to get killed.”  
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We had no idea where we were going. That was the problem. In the predawn gloom, the minimalist interior and neutral color palette of Morgana’s home, which had so dazzled the girls in the daytime, now made them curse in frustration. Every room and corridor looked the same in the few lights that had been left burning in the sconces on the walls and orbs floating around the ceilings. 
 
    On we marched, taking care of the smattering of guards that patrolled. Initially, I was suspicious of the lack of manpower employed throughout the castle. Morgana Fay was the top dog in all of the Phantom Sphere and, as such, I had expected the place to be crawling with henchmen after dark. I mean, surely there would have been someone ballsy, stupid, ambitious, or drunk enough to attempt to knock her from her perch? Eventually though, I had to assume the lesser criminals really were that terrified of Morgana. Maybe, she really didn’t need the security. 
 
    “Ah, a staircase,” Noir said, after opening yet another door. “How do we feel about going up and seeing if we can’t get to the roof?” 
 
    “Doesn’t seem to be too many options,” Azalea said. “I’m game.” 
 
    “I’ve a feeling there is far more to this here place than appears on the surface,” Lucia said. “Lead on, Noir, but be careful.” 
 
    We took the stairs up. The flight climbed and climbed and then cut back on itself. And it went up. 
 
    And up. 
 
    And up. 
 
    Finally, after we must have climbed a thousand feet of stairs, we pushed open a door and stepped out onto an open-sided courtyard that looked over the sea. The sun was just rising, the sky and sea melded together at the horizon in a band of mercurial silver. A fresh, salty breeze whipped the girls’ hair around. The cry of gulls sounded, high and clear, as invigorating as a shot of espresso on the ears. I breathed deep, feeling myself come alive now that we were out of the confines of the castle. 
 
    “Good morning, strangers,” said a calm and purposeful voice. 
 
    Morgana was already up there waiting for us. Blonde hair flowing, white dress snapping in the breeze. 
 
    “Coincidence?”” I said sardonically. “I think not.” 
 
    “How the fuck did that bitch know we were going to end up here?” Nahlih asked. The climb seemed to have diminished her patience. 
 
    I chanced a glance away from Morgana, who seemed at ease, and saw that June’s horns were extending out of her head; a sure sign she was about to throw down. I reached out and put a hand on her arm and gave her a look for her to relax for just a moment more. Just until we knew how this was going to go. 
 
    “How did I know you’d wend your way through my halls, sneak through my corridors, knock out my inept guards, and end up here?” Morgana asked, a note of amusement in her voice. She sounded like she was talking to a bunch of little kids. “Because I brought you here, you fiery little minx.” 
 
    “What do you mean you brought us here?” Azalea asked. “There were no locked doors, no sealed off corridors. We chose every turn and ascent or descent. You can’t have set out a route that led always here without making it obvious.” 
 
    Morgana clapped her hands. “Gods, you’re cute—and, seriously, your hair really is an incredible color. I was thinking about it all last night. Ah me, but really, what you’re saying is precisely what the rat in the maze would say.” 
 
    “But—” Lucia began. 
 
    Morgana held up a hand. It was a mark, perhaps, of her power that the head of the Blood Moon Clan fell silent. 
 
    “What, would you rather me say, that Fate brought us all here together?” she asked. “Rather a heavy word to be throwing around before anyone so much as had a cup of coffee, don’t you think? Besides, Fate doesn’t run like a string through our lives, pulling and guiding us. When you have seen as much of life as I have, you come to understand the multiverse is too broad for us to wrangle. We can only control those minuscule parts of it that we understand and, unfortunately, I understand this place far more than you.” 
 
    “How did you know we’d escape?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Oh, I didn’t know that. I can’t predict the future,” Morgana said. “Anyone who tells you they can do something as impossible as pick out a single thread in the multiverse-spanning tapestry of the future is to be commended and admired only for the magnificence of their self-delusion or the sheer whopping arrogance of their lies.” 
 
    “Then how—” June began to say, bristling at Morgana’s condescending manner, despite the hand I had laid upon her arm. 
 
    “This place,” Morgana said, holding her arms wide and interrupting June, “is an extension of me. I know every little nook and cranny, every creak and groan, every shadow and scent. I was alerted the moment the guard unlocked the cell of the older gentleman here without my implicit order. It didn’t take much for me to magically order the corridors of my bastion so that they guided your little gang up here to my private garden, so that I could deal with you out in the open. It’s always so nice up here at the dawning of the day.” 
 
    “And how’re you going to go about doing it?” I asked, taking a step forward. 
 
    Morgana raised a sculpted, pale eyebrow. “Doing what, Pat Bane?” 
 
    “Dealing with us,” I said. 
 
    Morgana put a hand to her own throat. Tapped a finger against her clavicle.  
 
    “I’m deciding that even as we speak,” she said in an even-tempered voice. “I mean, prudence would dictate I kill you all here and now and have your corpses thrown into the swift currents of the sea below this cliff.” 
 
    June shifted next to me. I felt a heat emanating through the sleeve of her blazer, which made me think a warlock tantrum was building. Out of the corner of my eye, I also noticed that Nahlih’s orange skin had started to throb, ever so subtly. 
 
    Shit, I forgot! I suddenly thought to myself. After June and I fucked, June’s inherent warlock abilities were unlocked. Same thing happened with Azalea when she became an archmage. I wonder if that means Nahlih’s magical ability has been altered in some way. What the fuck would change with a sylph, I wonder? 
 
    An even more interesting and vaguely terrifying thought, terrifying for anyone who stood against us or threatened us, at least, occurred to my mind as this train of thought chugged on down the tracks. 
 
    And what about Lucia Sanguinoso? What bodily, magical or skilled enhancement could take place within a vampire to make them even more dangerous? She already took on eighty percent of opponents as easily as a tank might take on a bicycle as it was.   
 
    Morgana bit her lip and sized me up with her cold, clear stare. 
 
    Regardless of the fact that I was getting sick of her overconfident, patronizing manner, I couldn’t help but note the pensive expression made her look pretty damn sexy. 
 
    Shut up, brain, that’s not helping, I thought. 
 
    “Yes,” Morgana said. “There is something about you, Pat Bane, that intrigues me. That annoying tug of a memory I can’t quite place, which makes me think that something about you is stirring up some old recollection from long, long ago. But what?” 
 
    “Honestly, Morgana,” I said, “I can’t help your old ass with that.” 
 
    I had hoped to nettle her with the blunt shot. Women were supposed to be sensitive about their age after all. Then again, I didn’t know of many women who would look as smoking hot as Morgana after nine hundred or so years. 
 
    Morgana smiled indulgently at me. To my annoyance, my stab at her had been deflected so that her simple facial expression made me feel like a prize-winning chump. 
 
    “It might be worth stopping to reflect on what attaining a great age means, Pat Bane,” she said. “What’s more, it might be worth considering that it is the seasoned mages who usually declare war, but it is the younger ones who most often fight and die in them. Not that this,” and she indicated all of us with an apathetic wave of her hand, “would be anything so grand or protracted as a war.” 
 
    Those words hung like sparkling fire in the air. A threat. A challenge. A mocking insult. 
 
    I felt a pressure on my arm. Noir stepped past me and strode cockily toward Morgana. He walked across the maintained gravel bed that had been planted with clumps of fragrant herbs and wildflowers, his cowboy boots crunching on the stones.  
 
    “Madame Fay,” he said, coming to a halt some ten yards away from the woman who stood as white as a lily in the middle of her rooftop garden, “I’m going to beseech you one last time.” 
 
    Morgana flapped her face with her hands. “Are you just? My my, I can’t remember the last time someone beseeched me to do anything.” 
 
    Noir ignored her with his trademark disdain. “I would implore you to help us; to release the Agents you have under your spell, and to help us locate the rest of them.” 
 
    Morgana looked vaguely amused. “Okay,” she said, “that’s a fair enough request. Each of us have our own separate quests and all that, but what if I don’t want to help you? What will you do then, Mr…?” 
 
    I saw Noir’s shoulders sag just a little. Even here, in the Phantom Sphere, it appeared, he couldn’t escape the lack of recognition that dogged him. 
 
    Then, his back straightened and he said, “The name’s Noir. Alexander Noir.” 
 
    “Well, Alexander Noir, what will you do if I refuse to help you?” Morgana asked.  
 
    “I’m afraid it’s nothing but bad news for you,” Noir said with a shrug. 
 
    Morgana yawned, stifling it with the tips of her slender fingers. “Do you know, if I had a silver eye for the amount of times I’ve received empty threats such as that, I’d be a… Well, I wouldn’t be a rich woman, but I’d probably have enough to buy a cup of coffee,” she said. “What makes you think I’d be scared of you?” 
 
    Noir stretched his neck and flexed his fingers. 
 
    “I was considered quite the whizz back on Earth, you know,” he said. “So much so in fact, that they expunged my name from both the histories of the extramundane and the minds of our people.” 
 
    “You naughty boy,” Morgana said. “They do say there’s no bigger flattery than having someone try to destroy you out of sheer envy.” 
 
    “Who said that?” Noir asked. 
 
    “I did,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Let us duel for the truth,” Noir said. “Let us duel for the information we require.” 
 
    Morgana laughed. “Duel for the truth? What a novel idea. Reminds me of the sort of shit old Arthur was so fond of doing. But what, when I inevitably blasted your bones into ash, would happen to your friends?” 
 
    Noir shrugged. “Do with them as you will. It won’t matter to me.” 
 
    “Because you’ll be dust on the wind?” Morgana asked. 
 
    “No, because I’m going to win,” Noir said. 
 
    Noir moved his hand. It wasn’t an expansive gesture; a simple flick of the wrist, as if he was ridding himself of a fly that had landed on his knuckle. At the same time, he gave his head a small shake, a movement that could have been misinterpreted as a tick. 
 
    The gravel bed surrounding him rose like a swarm of hornets. 
 
    “Oh, look at that,” Morgana said, a faint note of surprise coloring her words. 
 
    The gravel balled itself into a fist and rose higher above Morgana. Then, with a dull boom it brought itself crashing down on top of her. Gravel exploded in all directions as the fist disintegrated. Dust filled the air. I, along with Jeeves and the five women still standing in dumbstruck amazement at what had just transpired, flung up our hands to shield ourselves from the flying debris. 
 
    “What the hell, Alexander!” June coughed, flapping at the air in front of her. “That was—”  
 
    “A ballsy effort,” Morgana said. 
 
    As one, we turned.  
 
    Morgana stood on the other side of the garden. She appeared unscathed. “Gods, but it’s been so long since I’ve been challenged like this.” There was no fear or trepidation in her voice. If anything, she sounded excited, thrilled, and disbelieving. 
 
    To my mind, those weren’t the sort of characteristics you wanted to see in an enemy. I was surprised then, when I glanced at Noir and saw that he too was smiling slightly. 
 
    “Are they having a good time right now?” I asked Cherie. “Because, if they are, I have no shame in saying I do not get it.” 
 
    “I second that,” Jeeves said, who had taken up his strategic position behind June. 
 
    Noir moved his head a fraction. A blast of wind ripped in off the ocean. I didn’t think Noir summoned or created the wind out of the aether. From what little I knew about his Mentalist abilities, I thought he was only able to manipulate and shape that which was already there. I figured he must have caught the breeze that was already blowing around us, compressed the air until it was of the same density as concrete, and then funneled it at his opponent. 
 
    Morganna raised a single finger. The blast of air split around her, like a river flowing around a boulder. The paving stones to either side of her were torn up as easily as bread crusts and flung into the air. The low stone wall of the parapet behind her was ripped away, and the heavy rocks that had made it up were sent spinning out to sea. 
 
    “My goodness, look at me, I’m rusty!” Morgana laughed. She sounded like a child who had picked up an instrument she had once been an expert on, and was finding it hard to get back into the groove of things. “It’s been so long, Mr. Noir. I apologize for this show.” 
 
    Noir raised his hands at his sides. A glimmering sphere of rippling, shuddering air, which shimmered and wavered like a heat haze, surrounded Morgana. Noir brought his hands slowly together, as if squeezing some invisible object as hard as he could. 
 
    “Do we help him?” Azalea asked. 
 
    “I do not think that would be a good idea, not at this point,” I said. “I think he needs to see if he can do this on his own.” 
 
    “And if he can’t?” Lucia said. “Does honor dictate you will not get in the middle of this clash of titans?” 
 
    “Fuck no,” I scoffed. “Honor is great in fairytales, but it hasn’t got a place in real life. Fuck honor when your friends are in danger.” 
 
    Even though I stood behind Noir, I could see the veins standing in his neck as he tried to crush or imprison or do whatever it was he was trying to do to Morgana. I heard a low growling coming from his throat as he fought and strained to better her. 
 
    With an echoing crack, as sharp and loud as if the sky itself had just been cloven, the forcefield around Morgana burst like a bubble popping. Noir was blasted sideways by the exploding energy and sent spinning through the air. 
 
    “Alexander!” June yelled. 
 
    Noir landed hard, but he managed to land on his feet. He didn’t stay there long. He tumbled over backward, but turned the tumble into a roll, which brought him back to his feet. He puffed like he had just run a race, his fedora was askew, and there was sweat beading his face. His sunglasses flashed in the broadening light of the growing day. 
 
    “Now,” Morgana said, shaking back the sleeves of her white gown, “allow me to retort.” 
 
    Nothing illustrated Noir’s blossoming understanding of her power more than the fact that he broke into a dead sprint to try and get to her before she could loose whatever magic she had up her sleeve. 
 
    It was a futile attempt. Morgana kicked out daintily at the air in front of her with one white-booted foot. 
 
    The ground rose in a wave and flicked Noir into the air. As he was cartwheeling through space, Morgana twirled her hand and a lasso of interwoven beams of silver light plucked him from the air. With a soft, lazy jerk of her hand, she yanked Noir toward her so he crashed into the gravel bed and slid through a bank of herb beds in a shower of soil. 
 
    “I’ve seen enough,” I said. 
 
    “As have I,” June said. 
 
    She levitated into the air at the same time as I started forward and reached for the power I had stored in my mage suit’s mana reservoirs. 
 
    Morgana’s gaze flicked up from Noir to us.  
 
    “No!” she cried, in a voice turned terrible, icy and old. “He wanted this! He shall have it!” 
 
    “Fuck you, you crazyass bitch!” Nahlih roared, drawing one of her occult pistols from the rear waistband of her jeans. 
 
    Noir took advantage of Morgana’s momentary distraction and shoved at her with his mind, but she brushed his efforts away without any apparent effort. 
 
    Intuitively, I combined wood and light magic, and sent a shower of shining stakes flying toward Morgana. 
 
    She stopped them dead in the air, Neo-style. In fact, she probably did it with even less effort than Neo stopping bullets. In that, old Keanu had to go through all the effort of raising his hand. Morgana just looked at my flying needles of death, and they halted as if they had hit an invisible wall. 
 
    “Pretty,” Morgana said, looking at the light stakes. Then, she looked at me. “Pretty, but useless.” 
 
    The stakes spun to face me and my friends. 
 
    “Ah, crap,” Jeeves said. 
 
    The light stakes sprayed outward, like quills ejected by a uniquely talented porcupine. I couldn’t banish them; they were beyond my control. 
 
    The seven of us, heading toward Noir, were forced to dive in different directions. Some light stakes smacked into the ground, sending up miniature geysers of earth and gravel. Other light stakes slammed into the low stone walls of the parapet so that chunks of rock were sent spinning away. And the rest of the light stakes blew the wooden door behind us into splinters. 
 
    I got to my feet as quickly as I could. I saw that I had come to rest next to Azalea. As I reached within myself to launch another magical attack, Azalea took to the air. 
 
    “Enough!” Morgana howled. 
 
    She threw her hands out, and the force of the power she projected was like having an invisible pickup truck run into us all simultaneously. Me, Jeeves, June, Nahlih, Cherie, Lucia, and Azalea were all sent flying, rolling and tumbling across the rooftop garden so that we smashed into the battlement. 
 
    The raw strength of Morgana’s magic battered at me like a gale, like the fiercest heat of the sun, like unseeable sleet. It forced all of us back against the inside of the rooftop’s parapet, crushing us against it. Even Lucia, with all her superhuman strength, couldn’t get to her feet. Her lips were drawn back in futile fury, showcasing those famous vampire fangs. 
 
    Then the pressure receded, releasing us like the pull of a tide that was going out. 
 
    I sucked in a breath. Sucked in another. 
 
    Morgana stood over Noir. She looked from him to us with mild curiosity. 
 
    “Such fierce and blind loyalty to one another,” she said. “I’ve never had much use for the trait—for loyalty, I mean. Not in myself. Not really in my servants either, for I can just bend their feeble, average minds to my will.” 
 
    I got shakily to my feet and hurled a glowing beam of the purest holy magic at Morgana. The blazing bolt of golden light took the shape of an eagle just before it came in contact with her. The eagle’s talons stretched wide as it angled itself toward her face and— 
 
    Was exploded in a cloud of golden motes by the white-clothed mage. 
 
    Morgana looked at me, her brow furrowing a little.  
 
    “People who only pledge themselves to one monarch, or stick exclusively to a single cause, or love just one person in their lives are, in my opinion, shallow imbeciles,” she continued. “What they label as loyalty, what they construe as fidelity, I brand as either a sluggish way of seeing things or a distinct lack of imagination. Devotedness is to the emotional person what lack of deviation is to the life of the intellectual—simply a manifestation of a failure to move with the times.” 
 
    “I kind of glazed over toward the end of that little monologue,” I said. “I heard enough of it to be able to tell you that you don’t know shit about loyalty. Most of the time you don’t need to use twenty-dollar words to describe it. Most of the time loyalty is born because you view the person as a friend.” 
 
    I pointed at Noir. “He’s my friend.” I jerked a thumb over my shoulder. “They’re my friends.” 
 
    Noir had had his fedora and sunglasses knocked off. He raised his head from the gravel, looked at me, and I saw a trickle of blood run out of the tangled mess of his hair.  
 
    Morgana made a face. “That’s sweet, Pat Bane,” she said. “There is a common belief that while friends will believe in your capacity for greatness, it is actually your adversaries that will make you live up to it.” 
 
    She cast her gaze over myself and the six others who were behind me, all of them on their feet now. 
 
    “I’m going to kill a few of you now,” Morgana said in the same kind of voice she might have used to inform us she was going to bake a batch of flapjacks. “Then you’ll see how full of hot air all those fucking beliefs are.” 
 
    I took a step toward Morgana. By each of my shoulders, Azalea and June rose into the air. 
 
    “What did I tell you about people who broadcasted their plans aloud, Pat?” Noir said in a cracked voice from the ground. “You’ve got to be careful: don’t say a word to anybody about anything anytime, ever.” 
 
    From his prone position lying in the dirt and gravel, Noir waved his arm in our direction. 
 
    “No, Noir, you—” I began, perceiving what the old bastard planned. 
 
    All seven of us were plucked from the ground by Noir’s Mentalist magic and thrown backward. We sailed through the air, over the edge of the rooftop garden, and out into the void.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I thought I heard a shriek of rage from Morgana Fay, but before I could be sure of it, my ears filled with the sound of the whistling wind and my mind became preoccupied with the fact that I was falling off a cliff. 
 
    Sky and sea flipped, rotated, and changed positions as we fell through the air. I seemed to have left my stomach back on the rooftop garden. Fleetingly, I wondered whether the girls who could fly had taken flight already. Not that it made any difference to me. I was incapable of even telling which way was up. 
 
    All other concerns were driven out of my mind by a harsh smack as I hit the surface of the water and went under. Bubbles filled my vision at the same time as salt water filled my mouth, and I fought not to impulsively swallow it. Whether the water temperature was naturally balmy, or because my mage suit once more proved its worth, I wasn’t afflicted by a sharp shock of cold. Willing myself not to panic, I let my buoyancy, not to mention the buoyancy of the mage suit, do its work. 
 
    I broke the surface in a misting of spray and silver droplets and dragged in a relieved breath. I looked around. The others were already bobbing around me. As we all caught our breaths, Jeeves surfaced like a miniature whale and blew a spout of water from his mouth. 
 
    “What the fuck was the old fool thinking?” he barked. “Blowing us off the fucking edge of a tower like that?” 
 
    He looked scared and worried and annoyed to be floating in the ocean. I didn’t blame him; treading water with boots was hard enough, but trying to do it with hooves must have been a fucking ordeal. 
 
    Lucia, who looked no less beautiful despite her slightly bedraggled state, said, “I tried to fly, but I could not.” 
 
    “Me too,” June said. “I think Alexander put a block on our abilities.” 
 
    “I repeat: what the fuck was he playin’ at!” Jeeves said.  
 
    “He was saving our lives, Jeeves,” Cherie said, pushing her hair out of her eyes. 
 
    “Speaking of which,” Nahlih said. “What happened to the crazy bastard?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” I looked up and was amazed to see we were already far from Morgana’s bastion. 
 
    “Holy shit, there must be some current,” Azalea said. 
 
    “Luckily, this water seems quite briney,” June said. 
 
    “What’s that got to do with the price of fuckin’ fish?” Jeeves said, flapping his arms in his battle to stay afloat. 
 
    “It means we won’t have to work as hard to stay afloat,” I said. “Just inflate that chest of yours as much as you can, spread your arms, and try not to exhaust yourself by splashing around like a goddamn octopus with Parkinson’s disease, okay?” 
 
    Jeeves didn’t seem to be listening, because he lunged out at that moment and grabbed hold of a small ornamental tree that looked to have been blasted off the rooftop garden along with us. He looped his arms over it and glared at me. 
 
    “It’s a miracle we didn’t hit any of the rocks at the base of the cliffs,” Azalea said. She was lying on her back with her arms spread wide. 
 
    “Oh, yeah, it’s a miracle, all right,” Jeeves said stonily. 
 
    “We’re still alive, Jeeves,” I pointed out. 
 
    “And where there’s life there’s hope,” Cherie said, who was familiar with a lot of those sort of proverbs—as a café owner it was part of her job to find such maxims and replace certain words in them with ‘coffee’ or ‘cake’ and then write them on the specials board. 
 
    “In reality, hope is the friggin’ worst of all evils because it prolongs the torments of a person,” Jeeves snapped back. “Look at us, for chrissakes! We’re bobbing around in the drink like seven dumbass corks, waiting to have our legs nipped off by whatever the fuck things are swimming under us.” 
 
    “You didn’t happen to go to the Alexander Noir school of pep talks, did you?” I asked. 
 
    “Although, I never would have thought these words would trot over my lips,” Lucia said, “I can see why the faun is so irate. Our position does look slightly precarious.” 
 
    Jeeves snorted. “Precarious? We’re being dragged across the bay by this rip. Dragged out into an unknown sea where unknown creatures are probably waiting to start on our legs as lunch and finish the day with a dinner of heads. What the fuck are we supposed to do?” 
 
    I cast my eyes back to Morgana’s castle. The place had receded a decent way already. I wanted to say we needed to go back to get Noir, but everyone knew that. We couldn’t do that until we figured out a way not to drown. 
 
    “The water might not be too cold, and we might be able to float pretty easily,” I said, “but this current is going to drag us wherever it wants to. We need to get back to land as soon as we can. Then, once we’ve done that, we can concentrate on getting Noir back.” 
 
    “If that crazyass whore hasn’t pulverized his ass into paté already,” Nahlih said. 
 
    “Can any of you guys fly?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “I think I could,” June said. 
 
    Azalea and Lucia murmured their assent. 
 
    “Then why can’t you guys just carry us out of here?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    Azalea smiled bitterly. “If only we could, Jeeves, but it’s not that easy.” 
 
    “To instill two bodies with enough mana to let them defy gravity is no small thing, faun,” Lucia said in her silky southern accent. “I might be able to perform such a feat, but I doubt these two others would.” 
 
    “Can’t you—” Jeeves started to say, but Lucia quelled him with a look. 
 
    “I can’t ferry six other full-grown people back and forth,” she said. “Even if I could, in the time I was flying one person back to shore, the remaining people would drift somewhere else. The risk of losing each other would be too high. Whoever was left out here would doubtless die.” 
 
    A moody silence fell. 
 
    “Still,” I said, “at least you don’t need to worry about having your legs eaten first, Jeeves.” 
 
    “How do you figure that?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me? With those skinny-ass pins of yours?” I said. “Nah, the only thing you’d have to worry about is a shark using them as toothpicks after it’s eaten the rest of us.” 
 
    That got a little laughter, but it was hard to land a real rib-tickler while stranded at sea. I figured that even George Carlin couldn’t have wrung more than a few giggles out of the gang at that point, even if he had been alive.  
 
    We floated in silence, until Morgana’s castle dwindled away to nothing and even the city of the Phantom Sphere itself was just a smudge on the horizon. 
 
    “Man, we are so fuckin’ fucked,” Jeeves said, breaking the silence. “Anyone else think that we’re absolutely fuckin’ fucked.” 
 
    “Totes mcgotes,” Cherie said, looking at me with a hopeless dimness in her eyes. 
 
    I was about to extend a few words of comfort to her, but had only just managed to get my mouth open when I was yanked under the water. 
 
    Bubbles streamed around me as I was dragged down into the blue depths. Somehow, I managed to keep enough presence of mind to equalize the building pressure in my ears, even while I tried to see what the hell was going on. 
 
    The water was crystal clear, and I could make out the form of a figure below me. The details of the figure were indistinct, what with me being under the water and all, but I could make out enough of it to form a basic conclusion. 
 
    Fish tail? Check. 
 
    Humanoid torso? Check. 
 
    Trident slung over one shoulder? Check. 
 
    Rope made of seaweed that had been used to lasso my ankle? Check. 
 
    That is a motherfucking mermaid, my brain told me. 
 
    I didn’t know if my magic was going to work twenty feet under the sea, but it was worth finding out when the alternative was death by drowning. 
 
    I pointed downward and released a stream of ice magic from my fingertips. The water the unleashed mana traveled through froze in a beautiful stream of solidifying ice. It was like seeing underwater lightning form, almost. The magic punched into the mermaid and stunned it. The figure went rigid in the water, partly encapsulated in ice, and started drifting downward and away from me. 
 
    The seaweed rope was still attached to my ankle, but it weighed almost nothing and wasn’t going to stop me getting back to the surface. 
 
    What might have stopped me getting back to the surface were the trio of other mermaids that swam out of the deep blue depths. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said, but only a bubble came out. 
 
    To my surprise, instead of charging in with their tridents and trying to skewer me, the mermaids fired a stream of beautiful green magic at me. The spell, from what I could make out through my blurred vision, took on the guise of a stream of emerald green fish. 
 
    I wasn’t sure how I had managed to keep so calm during this whole scenario, especially with my lungs screaming at me. 
 
    I floated and allowed myself to be hit by the marine magic. The fish engulfed me like a shoal of thaumaturgical piranhas, but my mage suit absorbed them without any trouble, although I was buffeted and spun by them smacking into me. 
 
    My vision became worryingly tunnel-like, but I had just enough consciousness left to see the mermaids slow down as they approached me. Summoning my last reserves of strength, I tapped into the marine magic I had just sucked in from them, injected it with a little fire magic, then sent a burning pulse of boiling water at my foes. 
 
    The jet of boiling water fizzed through the sea that divided the four of us, expanding out in a cone shape as it went. It hammered into two of the mermaids that weren’t quick enough to get out of the way, while the third dodged far enough aside to only be sent into a bit of a spin. 
 
    I didn’t get to see what happened next because I was propelled up through the water like a rocket. I blasted through the surface, performed a front flip, and landed with an excruciating smack on top of the water, in a belly-flop that would have drawn cheers from any right-thinking crowd. 
 
    “Where the fuck did you go?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “Oh… hey, Jeeves,” I gasped, sucking in great lungfuls of sweet, life-giving oxygen. “Don’t… mind me, I’m… just… staving off… a mermaid… attack. How the fuck are you?” 
 
    I looked down through the crystal clear water, but with the sun glinting off it and bubbles my ascent had churned up, I couldn’t make out shit. 
 
    “Mermaids,” Jeeves groaned, clutching even more tightly to his log. “Fuckin’ muderous, killer mermaids! Has there ever been a preconceived idea of how a kind of people are supposed to be or behave that has been more cockeyed than this?” 
 
    “What are you talking about, Jeeves?” Cherie said, peering down between her legs just as I was doing. 
 
    “You know what I mean! Mermaids are supposed to be hot and help you out,” Jeeves said. “They’re supposed to be flirty. The only conundrum or problem a guy is supposed to face when meeting a mermaid is figuring out whether he is comfortable fucking something which is, essentially, a goddamn fish from the waist down.” 
 
    “Are we really having this conversation?” June asked. “Or have I died and gone to hell?” 
 
    Jeeves wasn’t listening. He was looking up at the sky and bemoaning, “We should have stayed in the cells! How did everything go so wrong?” 
 
    “Going wrong is not the end of fucking things, faun,” Nahlih said. “Fuck no! I have come back from plenty of shit that looked like it was going wrong. So snap out of it!” 
 
    There was a rush of bubbles off to our right. 
 
    “Here they come! Ready yourselves!” Azalea said. 
 
    “Wait!” I said. “Look!” 
 
    A pair of mottled blue and gray hands had emerged slowly out of the water about five yards from us. They only had three fingers on them, as well as the thumb, and were webbed almost all the way to the tips. 
 
    “Wait!” I said again. “Don’t cast anything just yet, just hold on!” 
 
    The hands were followed by a pair of slender arms, muscular but not overly wide shoulders, and then a head. The head was covered in matted plaits of seaweed-like hair, which didn’t look hairy so much as it did slimy. I only spared a few seconds of thought to the mermaid’s coif however, as in the next moment, a pair of the strangest-looking eyes I had ever seen emerged, blinking rapidly. 
 
    “Beautiful,” Cherie blurted from next to me. 
 
    She was right. They were huge and oval and the color of the inside of an abalone shell. The pupils were small in relation to the irises, but that only emphasized the prismatic and varicolored glory of them.  
 
    The rest of the mermaid’s head emerged from the sea, showing off the same mottled gray and blue skin tone. The being’s mouth was as wide as a grouper’s and, when it licked its lips with a long black tongue, I saw it was filled with widely-spaced triangular teeth. 
 
    For a few moments we all just floated there, looking at one another. I figured my companions and I were simply drinking in the sight of the mermaid, while the mermaid—who looked to be of the male persuasion—was eyeing me closely, like he was making up his mind about something. 
 
    “Don’t anyone get aggravated now,” I said out of the corner of my mouth in a calm voice. “We’re in a bit of a predicament in case you didn’t realize. The multiverse has us by the throat, yes, but I think this might just be a way out of our trouble.” 
 
    “Or we could just damn well kill this thing before he kills us and take our chances with the sea,” Jeeves said. He had sunken down as far as his fat head would allow him to behind his log and was peeking over the top of it at the mermaid. 
 
    “The direction of my thoughts, Jeeves—and, with the fucking shortsightedness that you’re exhibiting, I hesitate to voice them—is that you might want to plaster a big smile on your face and extend the branch of friendship to our buddy here,” I replied. 
 
    Jeeves said nothing, but I noticed he tried to fix a strained smile to his chubby face. 
 
    The mermaid pointed one webbed finger at me and then garbled something in a language that sounded like no language I had ever heard before. If you had blown through a straw into a sink full of syrup and then mixed that sound with the noise of a rushing river, then you’d still not be anywhere near what it sounded like, but you might have some idea. 
 
    The mermaid rattled on in his unintelligible but musical language for a minute or so and then stopped and looked at me. 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, man,” I said, treading water. “I have no clue what you just said.” 
 
    The mermaid waited expectantly for a few more seconds, looking at me from out of those incredible mother-of-pearl colored eyes of his. 
 
    When I wasn’t any more forthcoming, he ducked his head under the water, presumably to snatch a breath of water, and then tried again. 
 
    “Nope, nothing,” I said when he had finished his speech. “Nadda. Zip. Not a single word. I’m sorry.” 
 
    A touch on my shoulder alerted me to the presence of Lucia, who had swum up to me. 
 
    “I think I might be able to help,” she said. 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You can understand him?” 
 
    “Not so much,” the vampire said, “but I have been around a long time and heard a thing or three.” 
 
    “Are you a good judge of character?” I asked. “Because I know I can’t understand a single thing this dude is saying, but my gut is telling me he’s not going to do us any harm. Not now.” 
 
    “Good judgment comes from experience, and a lot of that comes from bad,” Lucia said. “And the gods know I’ve had my fair share of that, especially learning how to lead the Blood Moon Clan at my father’s knee. What’s more, my clan used to run some river smuggling operations with a family of selkies based in Astoria, at the mouth of the Columbia River.” 
 
    “And that means you can understand this guy? I thought selkies could walk around looking human?” I asked. 
 
    “Their language was not too dissimilar to what this mermaid is speaking,” Lucia explained. “Just let me have a go. It’s not like we have any better options.” 
 
    “It’d be great if you could decipher his talk,” I said, “because I have an awful feeling this guy thinks I’m studying to be a half-wit.” 
 
    The mermaid relayed his message for a third time. Lucia nodded a couple of times, seemingly at random points in the narrative. When the mermaid had finished speaking, she nodded to him and held up one finger: the universal sign language for ‘hold on a minute, my friend.’ 
 
    “It would seem, from what I can gather, that this mermaid and his people have been following us for miles,” she said. “Now, I can’t be certain as to whether they have just been watching us drift and trying to figure out whether we were alive or not, or actively hunting us, as I don’t understand many of the subtleties of the language.” 
 
    “Actively hunting us?” Nahlih asked in a deadpan voice. 
 
    Lucia raised one of her eyebrows. “I think we are in the kind of situation in which my dear father would have advised us to drink upstream of the herd.” 
 
    “Upstream of the… We’re in the ocean!” Jeeves said.  
 
    “It means we should take note of our surroundings so as to avoid doing—or saying—anything we might later regret,” Lucia said. 
 
    Jeeves looked like he was thinking of saying something cutting, but she gave him a look that said, as plain as day, that if there was going to be any cutting, it would involve him and a select part of his anatomy.  
 
    “Regardless of what these folk were doing,” Lucia continued, “I believe that whatever Pat did down there, it has earned him, and by extension us, the respect of the mermaids.” 
 
    “That’s great and everything,” Nahlih said, “but we can’t exactly cobble their respect together into a life raft, can we?” 
 
    The mermaid garbled a few more sentences and then stuck his head under the water. Within a few seconds, a host of mermaids had slipped up out of the depths. Their blotched and marbled skin made them all but invisible in the water. 
 
    “Don’t worry,” Lucia said. “They’re not about to make whatever the opposite of sushi might be out of us. I think they’re going to help us.” 
 
    “Help us how?” Cherie asked, her eyes darting around. 
 
    Lucia grinned, showing off her fangs. 
 
    “They’re going to give us a ride to dry land, I think,” she said. 
 
    It wasn’t too long afterward that we were deposited by the mermaids on the seemingly deserted shoreline of a large island, which lay off the mainland of the Phantom Sphere. In the distance, we could just make out the city in all its hazy glory. 
 
    The mermaids had allowed us to loop our arms around their slight but sinewy shoulders and had towed us to this island. Why this particular island and not the mainland was explained by one of the female mermaids after I pointed back toward the city. In response to my query, she had pointed at herself and then at the city of the Phantom Sphere, then drawn her finger across her own throat. 
 
    “They don’t want to risk getting killed by any of the inhabitants of the mainland,” I said. “I guess they must have had trouble with them in the past and shun the place now.” 
 
    “I thought you said they were going to help us?” Jeeves grumbled, wringing saltwater from his gray hoodie as we watched the mermaids swim away from the beach, wave, and then dive under the surface and disappear. 
 
    “They did,” Lucia responded, running her fingers through her dark tresses. I had to say, there were probably not many people who could pull off a soaking red gown, but Lucia was definitely one of them. 
 
    “Leavin’ us on a gods-forsaken spit of land an impossible swim from the mainland? How the hell is that helpin’ us, you crazy dame?” Jeeves said. His worry was evident in the way that it trumped his natural fear of the vampire. 
 
    “Well, they could have let us die out in the sea,” Lucia pointed out. 
 
    With the mood Jeeves was in, I was about seventy percent sure a tantrum was on the cards. As his grumbling started to move into the red zone, the rest of us looked out over the ocean toward the city. My eyes traveled along the coast. The cliffs on which Morgana’s castle was set were shrouded in mist, but I could imagine the place in my mind’s eye. 
 
    A soft noise behind us made me turn. 
 
    Two men stood on the top of the dunes that surrounded the beach that we had been dropped on. They watched us. 
 
    “Great,” I said quietly. “Who the fuck is this now?” 
 
    Lucia was at my side. “I can’t tell you that,” she said, “but I can tell you that they don’t smell like fear or anger.” 
 
    “And that’s good, is it?” I asked. 
 
    “If we’re not looking for a fight, I imagine it is,” Cherie said.  
 
    “Cherie is right,” Lucia said. “Most people stink of anger and fear just before they visit violence on each other.” 
 
    The two men were as different to one another as peas and apples. One was portly, fairly short, and looked to be dressed in an antiquated business suit. The other was long and lean, with blue swirling tattoos covering the pale skin of his arms and torso, and wore not much more than a simple fur kilt and a long white beard that reached almost to his knees. 
 
    Me and my six sodden friends clustered together and watched as the two men walked down the steep dune. Even the porky one, who looked like he’d perfected the art of never lifting anything heavier than a slice of pizza or can of beer, made the downward climb look easy. 
 
    They came toward us with their hands raised and their palms showing. 
 
    “It’d be a nice change if these two didn’t want to kill us,” Cherie said. 
 
    “Agreed,” said Azalea. 
 
    “Greetings,” the bearded man said. 
 
    Now that he was so close to us, I could see that he was an old guy. His head was bald as an egg, his face a network of fine lines. His body was free of a single ounce of fat, the muscles still defined in places, but there was a definite sag to his skin. His eyes though… There was nothing remotely old about them. 
 
    “Hi,” I replied. It might have been a little short, but with everything we’d been through, I figured I could probably be forgiven. 
 
    The bearded old man looked over our shoulder at the ocean. 
 
    “Rough day?” he asked. 
 
    “Like you wouldn’t believe,” I said. “You know the kind where you feel like going back to bed about five minutes after you wake up?” 
 
    “Ah yes, I know that kind of day well,” the old man said. 
 
    “Before we accidentally go and offend you in some way or somehow,” June said, “may we tell you why you find us trespassing on your beach, please?” 
 
    The old man’s eyes crinkled, his mustache twitched, and I got the notion he was grinning under that big snowy beard of his. 
 
    “How could I refuse such a polite request, my dear?” he said. “Please, go on.” 
 
    “In a nutshell,” June began, “we were captured by Morgana Fay while petitioning her for help, and then thrown from the top of one of her towers when she decided to get rid of us.” 
 
    I raised my eyebrows and looked at her. “That was amazingly concise. Usually, when someone starts a sentence with ‘in a nutshell’, you can be confident they’ll keep jabbering away until you have to hit them with a blunt instrument, but that was really good, June.” 
 
    “Indeed,” Beardface said. “Very concise. Yet, I must ask just what in the world you were doing asking that power-crazed harlot for help?” 
 
    “We weren’t sure just how fucking nutty she was until we got there,” I said. “And by then, of course, it was too late.” 
 
    The old man nodded. He was giving me a very, very piercing look. 
 
    “Sorry, if we’re intruding on your island,” I said, wondering if these two men were looking for an apology, “but we didn’t have much of a say in where the mermaids dropped us off.” 
 
    The bearded man glanced at his silent companion, then smiled at us. “Not a problem at all. In fact, I should say that it’s about the best place you could have ended up.” 
 
    “How’s that, old timer?” Nahlih asked. 
 
    “Because this island,” the old man said, “is a host to rebels; those of the Phantom Sphere who would fight against Morgana. If I am not mistaken, I would label you as being among that band of people now.” 
 
    Azalea cleared her throat. “When you say that it plays host to rebels who stand against Morgana,” she said, “you, ah, you don’t just mean the pair of you, do you?” 
 
    The old man frowned and then looked at the other man. 
 
    “Oh no!” he said suddenly. “No, no, no. There are quite a few more of us over the dunes. Oh, I see what you were getting at there. Yes, I can definitely see how you might not be blown away by that pronouncement if it was just the two of us.” 
 
    I held out my hand to the old man. “I’m Pat Bane,” I said, “and if I can prevail upon your kindness, it’d be great if you could take us to meet the leader of these rebels.” 
 
    The old man took my hand. I found, to my amazement, that he had a grip like hot iron. 
 
    “My name,” he said, “is Merlin. As for the leader of the rebels, well… You’re looking at him, kid.” 
 
    For a moment, I gawked at him. 
 
    “Merlin?” I asked. 
 
    “Correct,” said the old man. 
 
    “As in the Merlin?” 
 
    “The very same.” 
 
    “But… but… but you’re not wearing a robe and a pointy hat.” 
 
    Merlin frowned bemusedly at me. “What good would a robe be in the middle of a mage battle, lad?” he asked. “You’d be tripping over the thing all the time, I imagine. As for the pointy hat… Doesn’t make a lick of sense to me, that one.” 
 
    “I think what Pat is trying to say, Merlin,” Lucia interjected smoothly, “is that in the world we have left, your legend lives on, but you are portrayed as more of a scholarly figure.”  
 
    Apart from a white beard, there was far more of the Pictish savage about Merlin than there was of a venerable Dumbledore-like character. In fact, if this Merlin had met Dumbledore, I wouldn’t have liked the latter’s chances one bit. Merlin looked like he’d be more than capable of snapping wands and biting an opponent’s ear off if it came down to it. 
 
    Merlin wagged his head. “Ah, yes, I see. People forget that we were living in a pretty tough world back in those days. Made people damn tough. Just look at Morgana.” 
 
    “Of course,” Cherie said, clapping her hand to her forehead. “No wonder you are the leader of a band of rebels fighting against her. You and her have been at loggerheads for—” 
 
    “For longer than your mortal mind is capable of imagining, yes,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Is there anything you can tell us about Morgana, Merlin?” I asked. “Is there anything you might know that might help us in any way?” 
 
    Merlin’s eyes glinted. Sandwiched as they were between bushy brows and a luxuriant mustache, it was hard to tell what color they were. 
 
    “I know a lot about much,” he said. “One of things I know is that you are an Aether Mage, and that you might be the very secret weapon we rebels have been waiting for.” 
 
    “How did you know I’m an Aether Mage?” I asked, my mouth slightly ajar. 
 
    “Because I was one myself, before Morgana crippled my magical ability by making me absorb too much mana at once,” Merlin said. 
 
    His naturally amiable and easygoing face had lowered into a thunderous frown. After a few brooding seconds, it cleared a little, and he fixed me with that x-ray eye of his. 
 
    “Nice suit by the way, lad,” he said. 
 
    For a moment, I was totally oblivious to what he was getting at. Then, with a sudden rush of heat to my face, I realized. I looked down at the mage suit that enclosed my body. I looked up at Merlin. 
 
    Now that I looked at the old dude, I saw that we were quite similar in stature… 
 
    “I feel kind of awkward,” I admitted, “like I’ve been caught wearing someone else’s underwear.” 
 
    Merlin laughed good-naturedly and slapped me on the back. Even through the suit it felt like someone had hit me with a wooden paddle. Merlin might have been old but, like a piece of oak, it seemed like he had only got harder. 
 
    “Don’t worry about that, Pat,” he said, putting his arm around me and leading me toward the dune he had just come down with his silent associate. Behind us, the other man and my friends followed us. “Now, tell me, what do you want with Morgana now?” 
 
    “We need to bust back into her place and see if one of our friends is still alive in there,” I said. “If he is, we need to bust him out. We’ve got to save him, that’s priority number one.” 
 
    “That’s why you’re here? That’s what has brought you to the Phantom Sphere?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “That’s not why we came here originally,” I said. “That’s the chief reason now, but we also need to locate the members of an Agency that were sent here from Earth. We need to find these Agents, snap them out from under Morgana’s sway, and then get them back to Earth to help with the insurgency of supernatural creatures running wild there.” 
 
    Merlin looked sideways at me. “That’s a hell of a to-do list.” 
 
    “You’re telling me,” I said. 
 
    Merlin looked thoughtful as we started to walk up the dune. “I think, Pat, that there is a very good opportunity for our two factions to help one another here.” 
 
    “Merlin,” I said, “if we can help you achieve your ends and overthrow Morgana while we’re accomplishing our goals, then so much the better. First thing’s first though—we need to rescue our friend, Alexander Noir.” 
 
    “Noir… Noir…” said the chubby, eccentric-looking fellow who had arrived with Merlin, finally breaking his silence. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder and looked at the man. He had a thick, meaty physique, was wearing a three-piece suit—an incongruous choice of beach attire—and spoke in a plummy English accent. 
 
    “Wait, one hell of a second, that name is familiar to me. Isn’t he the bugger who inherited my damn hat?” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Aleister here,” Merlin said. “He gets a little cantankerous when it comes to headwear.” 
 
    “Aleister? Aleister Crowley?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s him,” Merlin said. 
 
    “You know, I think it is,” Crowley said. “I think Noir is the name of the geezer who inherited my bloody fedora.” 
 
    “I’ll tell you what,” I said, “if you help us rescue him from Morgana, I’d bet that Noir might be willing to discuss a timeshare deal with that hat of his.” 
 
    “Really?” Crowley said. 
 
    I shrugged non-committedly. “Anything is possible.”
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    “I’ve got to tell you, Merlin,” I said, “and I apologize if I sound like a broken record, but you really do look nothing like how people back on Earth think of you these days.” 
 
    “No?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “I mean, the beard is still there,” I said. “People love the beard, but the bald head and the tattoos and everything, they haven’t really made the cut.” 
 
    Merlin wagged his head, which sent his long beard flicking upward so he had to flatten it with a hand. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “now that you mention it, I do recall noticing the change in my worldly perception when I was last back on Earth. I had only accidentally been summoned there, and I knew the Phantom Sphere would recall me before long, so I was rather busy.” 
 
    “You’ve visited Earth since you’ve been here?” I asked. 
 
    “Indeed. I was summoned by some strange concatenation of circumstances to a rather nice town called San Francisco—I don’t know if you’ve heard of it? I don’t pretend to understand the technical aspects of it, but a ‘moving picture’ had recently been released, and to my amazement, I saw my name on the pictures advertising it. I recognized the name, of course, but there was nothing about the little drawn man on the poster that looked anything like me. He had spectacles on and wore, as you previously noted, a blue hat and robe. It was made by a chap called Walt Diddly, I believe.” 
 
    I smiled to myself as we continued walking through the dunes, Merlin and I leading the way while Crowley and the rest of my crew came along behind. 
 
    “Yeah, old Walt Diddly sure exercised some creative license with the real you, that’s for sure,” I said. “When was it that you were back on Earth?” 
 
    Merlin’s already deeply lined brow wrinkled further. “Goodness, it’s hard to keep track of the years when you get to my age, lad.” 
 
    “And you were dressed like you were now?” I asked. 
 
    “Just as you see me,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Beard and furry skirt?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” he said. He snapped his fingers. “It was nineteen sixty-four, I believe, or thereabouts.” 
 
    I considered this, looking at the old guy’s outfit again out of the corner of my eye as we stumped along. 
 
    “San Francisco in the sixties,” I murmured. “Yeah, that look probably wouldn’t have raised too many eyebrows.” 
 
    Merlin led us on through the dunes, from the tops of which I could see that the island was bigger than the beach had led me to believe. 
 
    I mentioned this to Merlin, who nodded. 
 
    “Yes, they dropped you on the beach that is situated on the narrowest point of the island,” he said. “Quite fortuitous, really. Crowley and I were only coming out here to check on the crab pots, which is something we do every three days. Good exercise. Crowley doesn’t get enough of the stuff, if you ask me.” 
 
    “I’m almost one hundred and fifty bloody years old, Merlin,” Crowley grumbled from behind me. 
 
    “Talk to me in six hundred years, junior,” Merlin replied good-naturedly.  
 
    The sand leveled out and we found ourselves walking along a dusty track, which led us toward a belt of trees. Inside this copse, the air was much cooler than it had been on the beach. With the day growing hotter, it was a relief to get into the shade. Jeeves had already taken off his soggy hoodie and tied it around his waist so that he walked, resplendent, in his tank top with his pudgy, hairy arms swinging. 
 
    Curling vines dangled from many of the trees, and a medley of flowers, which grew dispersed and sparingly, highlighted the otherwise brown and green backdrop. A variation of animal noises, predominantly those of birds, resonated through the air, and overpowered the sounds of our stomping boots on the forest floor. 
 
    “I wouldn’t have thought a place like this could exist right across the water from the hub of the Phantom Sphere,” Azalea said from behind Merlin and me. 
 
    “Yes,” Crowley said in his rich and aristocratic accent, “it does take one by surprise, doesn’t it? That’s Morgana for you—all about progress, progress, progress. Loves the finer things in life, Morgana.” 
 
    “Excuse me for saying so, pal,” Jeeves said, “but you look like a man who appreciates a few of life’s luxuries yourself.” 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see how Crowley would react to that statement, but the portly man just tweaked one of his waistcoat buttons and smiled. “Indeed I do, my dear faun. Indeed I do. However, I’m not of the mind to coldblooded murder, threaten, and enchant anyone and everyone in my path to obtain them. And speaking of life’s little luxuries, I really do think that a person of your stature would look rather nifty in a two-piece herringbone tweed suit. I used to know a tailor on Savile Row who could have worked some absolute magic for you. You really should have seen London at the start of the twentieth century, it was…” 
 
    While Crowley, who had become talkative now that he had seemed to judge us as worth speaking to, chatted to Jeeves about men’s fashion, we continued through the pleasant wood until we came to a break in the trees. From this naturally occurring exit, which was flanked by a couple of beech trees, a path ran down into a large dell. 
 
    “Shit, you weren’t kidding that it wasn’t just the two of you,” I said. 
 
    “Yes,” Merlin said, “as you can see, during my time here I have managed to secure the loyalties of a fair number of notable mages who have found themselves banished, sucked into, or otherwise lost in the Phantom Sphere.” 
 
    Below us, at the bottom of the shallow depression that looked like a great bowl, was a small village. In truth, it looked like what had once been a small village, but had long ago been abandoned to the wilds. There were pockets and parts of it that had been reclaimed—I supposed as Merlin had recruited more rebel mages to his cause. Most of it though, still looked abandoned and derelict. 
 
    “It was once a growing community of dozens of families,” Merlin said as we were joined by the others. “When I first came here it was bustling.” 
 
    “Bustling?” Nahlih asked. 
 
    “Well, if not bustling then at least not dead,” Merlin amended. “With Morgana’s arrival, the little island villages like this all but faded away, due to her maniacal need to expand the main city of the Phantom Sphere and get everyone in it under her control and paying her levies and taxes. She and I continued to fight in those early days, though I was far weaker than she due to my power having been broken. Before I knew it, were it not for the occasional bird calls, the only sounds in this town were those of the wind and the sea. The sounds of market vendors, playing children, and a thriving community were no more. Slowly, very slowly, my fellows and I are bringing it back to life, but it is imperative that no one knows we are here.” 
 
    “What’s that over there?” June asked, pointing across the patched and holed roofs of the ghost town. I glanced to where she was indicating. It was the top of a finger of stone that looked to be a few miles off and poked up over the far edge of the large dell. 
 
    “The lighthouse was once a beacon in multiple senses of the word,” Merlin said. “The once bright light on the outskirts of the village that guided the squid boats home.” 
 
    “But no longer, I’m guessing?” Azalea asked. 
 
    Crowley snorted. “No, no longer. Now it’s merely a broken pillar and the perfect spot for nesting birds who take advantage of its superior views.” He patted his stomach. “A pity, really.” 
 
    “About the lighthouse?” Lucia asked. 
 
    “Hm? No, I was thinking more of the squid boats. I do love a bit of calamari, especially served with a green salad and a squeeze of lemon.” 
 
    We walked down into the small village. On closer inspection, it became evident the town had been built, as Merlin had said, many years ago. Grass filled the labyrinth of cracks that the crumbling mortar had left between the stones, which the houses had been built from. Gardens, once well-tended, were now little more than miniature meadows at the backs or fronts of the falling down cottages, bustling with the insect life that had made their homes in the tall grasses and overgrown bushes. 
 
    Amazingly, most of the fittings of the cottages were still around. Some of the doors were shut tightly, while others had succumbed to the slow flow of time and had simply collapsed under their own weight, as the elements and years had eaten away at them. Many of the little buildings stood precariously upright despite looking like they had no means to do so. I couldn’t help but think it’d take just a slight nudge to tip most of them over. 
 
    “The salt breeze coming off the sea has helped preserve a lot of the architectural integrity,” Merlin said, when he caught me staring. “That’s been helpful when new rebels come trickling in. Means we just have to repair rather than rebuild. Yes, that’s been a real blessing, as most of us mages wouldn’t know a monkey wrench if it walked up and offered us a banana.” 
 
    As we made our way into the center of the little community, it became evident that these houses were in use and had been much repaired and patched up. We also started to see people; other mages who were busy gardening, practicing spells, reading, and doing other chores. 
 
    Merlin introduced us to a few of the mages we came across as we meandered through the rebel camp. We drew a lot of curious stares. I supposed this was because while it might not have been odd for Merlin to return with the occasional fresh recruit, it was probably unheard of for him to stroll into their base with seven at once. 
 
    “This here is Henry Starr,” Merlin said, indicating a middle-aged man sitting beside a fire. He was dressed in a dusty black shirt, jeans, and boots. A cowboy hat and a belt fitted with two holsters, each of which contained a sleek gold pistol of magical design, sat next to him. The man was shaving, but instead of a conventional mirror, a sheet of liquid metal hung in the air in front of him. The metal followed Starr’s face as he moved so that he could always see what he was doing. 
 
    “My word,” Lucia said, her Texan accent springing to the fore. “Henry Starr? The outlaw? There was always a rumor you were extramundane, but never any evidence to prove it.” 
 
    “Howdy, miss,” Starr said. “Been a while since I’ve met anyone who knew my name.” 
 
    “They just don’t make bad men like Henry Starr here anymore,” Merlin said. “He was the last of his kind, a true cowboy bandit.” 
 
    “That’s right,” grinned Starr, who had a scarred and stubbly face. “I was the bridge between the old world and the new, at least as far as bank robbin’ was concerned. I was also the bridge between mundane and extramundane crime too, though none of the normies knew that, o’ course.” He winked at us. “People always wondered how it was I got released from prison those times when I should’ve hung. Fact is, the only thing I was better at than robbin’ banks and shootin’ people was using my mana to influence decisions. Touch of the Mentalist on my mother’s side, you see.” 
 
    When we had left Starr to his shave, Cherie came up beside Merlin and said, “And are you happy having bandits from the Old West helping your cause, Merlin?” 
 
    Merlin chuckled and looked at Cherie with an indulgent eye. 
 
    “Ah, the naivety of youth! It’s been a long time since I was blessed with it.” 
 
    Cherie looked like she was going to take umbrage with this, but before she could release her more French-Canadian side, Merlin put up a hand. 
 
    “I didn’t mean it as an insult, my dear,” he said. “I merely meant, in my clumsy way, that naive people, especially the younger generation—which to me is literally everyone—tend to generalize people more. Good, evil, kind, or cruel, all based on their actions. However, it’s worth remembering that even the smartest person in the multiverse isn’t the wisest, or the bravest, or the most spiritual, in all matters. All of us are flawed in some way.” 
 
    “I get what you’re saying,” Cherie said, “but not all of us are flawed to the point of shooting people dead so we can steal their money, sommes nous?” 
 
    Merlin chuckled. “Well put,” he said, leading us down a lane in which a few chickens were taking a dust bath. 
 
    “Well, how can you trust someone like that?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “I don’t particularly trust anyone, my dear,” Merlin said. “But with a mage like Henry Starr, you can trust him to see a grudge through to the end, and he has his own reason to want to overthrow Morgana. Ah, if it isn’t Janet, Leatherlips, and Sarah, may I introduce you to our new friends.” 
 
    This last sentence was directed at a trio of mages who had just emerged from a small cottage to the right of us. 
 
    “Ladies and gentlemen, this is Janet Horne, Sarah Wildes, and Leatherlips. They have been here with me for a long time,” Merlin said. 
 
    Janet and Sarah were a couple of pretty, but fairly quiet and demure, women who bobbed their heads in greeting to us all but didn’t offer much in the way of conversation. Leatherlips was a tall, proud, and imposing Native American man. He had porcupine quills woven through his long gray hair, a tomahawk hanging from his belt, and a look of infinite patience on his kind face. 
 
    “If you’ll excuse us for a moment,” Merlin said, taking Leatherlips by the arm and gesturing for Janet and Sarah to follow him. “I need to confer with my associates here and tell them what your arrival portends. They’ll tell the rest of the camp, so that we might all be ready.” 
 
    “Ready?” Jeeves said. “Ready for what? Hey, pal!” 
 
    But Merlin and the other three had walked off a little way and were deep in hurried discussion. 
 
    “What do you think about this place so far?” June asked. 
 
    I shrugged and jerked my thumb over my shoulder. “I mean… It’s fucking Merlin. What’s not to love about that? How much cooler is he in real life than we’ve been made to believe by popular culture?” 
 
    June laughed, her gorgeous blue eyes crinkling in the corners. “You are literally impossible to get down, aren’t you?” 
 
    “What’s there to get down about?” I asked. “Noir isn’t dead. I can feel it. Morgana isn’t the kind of nutjob to destroy someone like Noir without an audience. He embarrassed her by saving our lives, and I have a feeling she’s going to want to make a spectacle of him.” 
 
    “And that doesn’t get you down?” June asked.  
 
    “Shit no,” I said. “Admittedly, when we were floating in the sea, my enthusiasm and optimism were pretty low, but now that we’re here…” 
 
    June made a hopeful face. “It is fucking Merlin.” 
 
    I leaned in and kissed her on the cheek. “Damn right it is,” I said, “so let’s see what he’s got up his sleeve.” 
 
    Merlin returned at that point. He rubbed his hands together and looked pleased about something. 
 
    “What was all that about?” Jeeves asked. “Huh? What’re you gettin’ the rest of your people ready for?” 
 
    “You’ll have to excuse Jeeves, Merlin,” I said. “He’s from Staten Island. People are a little different there.” 
 
    “Hey! What did I tell you about bad-mouthing the island, buddy?” Jeeves said. “I can make fun of Staten Island, but if a non-Staten-Islander takes a stab at that precious little corner of paradise, all hell will break loose!” 
 
    I waved him down, while Merlin looked at him in astonishment. 
 
    “This island you hail from must be a place torn by conflict if all the citizens are as fiery and passionate as yourself, Jeeves,” Merlin said. “One must always remember that ideas and not battles mark the forward progress of the extramundane.” He grinned. “But if one must fight, and must engage in a battle of wits, one should try and not turn up to the fight unarmed.” 
 
    “Speaking of which,” I said as we set off once more down the lane, “you look like you already have a plan so far as taking the fight to Morgana goes.” 
 
    “Oh he does,” Crowley said, mopping his face with a handkerchief. “He’s had a plan in mind for years and years, haven’t you, Merlin? When he tells you what it is, you’ll see why your coming has filled him with such glee.” 
 
    “First though, I wish to see you fight,” Merlin said. “There is a sheltered cove ahead, a little beach hidden from the sea beyond by the arms of the bay. It is there we practice and spar. Afterward, we will eat, discuss the plan, and then rest.” 
 
    It wasn’t hard to read between the lines of what the legendary mage was saying. 
 
    “We’re going in to attack Morgana tomorrow?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Merlin said. “I trust you have no objections to this?” 
 
    “Not at all,” I said. “The sooner we get Noir out of that palace of hers, the better.” 
 
    We rounded a corner in the lane, and I saw that the path stretched off in a straight shot ahead of us. Beyond where it stopped, there was the glittering line of the ocean. 
 
    “There’s the beach,” Merlin said, lengthening his stride. “Let’s get out there and see what you can do with that suit.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    I stood on the beach and enjoyed in the feeling of the soft silica sand between my toes. I’d taken my boots off because we were sparring, and it seemed unlikely Morgana or anyone would descend on Merlin’s hidden haven. 
 
    While my six friends were divided up into three pairs, I faced Merlin. Crowley sat in the shade and nibbled on a handful of nuts. 
 
    “Now, as I touched on before, I’m not half the mage I was when I was younger, when Morgana and I first came to blows,” he said. “I’d still probably be capable of giving you seven a run for your money, but one on one with Morgana… That would be tantamount to suicide these days.” 
 
    Merlin kicked at a clump of sand. 
 
    “So, what do you want to do?” I asked. 
 
    “I want to see what you have learned about my suit in the time it has been in your possession,” Merlin replied. “I want to see which of its secrets it has imparted to you, and whether you have picked up on any I might have missed during my tenancy of it.” 
 
    I snorted and stretched my arms over my head. “I doubt I’ll have figured out anything you didn’t. I’ve only known I was an Aether Mage for the past couple of months.” 
 
    “Well, we shall see.” 
 
    “Don’t you want some sunscreen or a hat or something?” I asked. The sun had risen high and unchecked in the sky now and gleamed on the old man’s bald dome. 
 
    “You just worry about yourself, youngster,” Merlin replied, and he stepped forward and threw a swift and wide haymaker punch in the air. 
 
    The sand nearby erupted upward, coalesced into a sphere, and swung itself toward me like the Devil’s wrecking ball. It resembled the spell Noir had attempted to use on Morgana; a manipulating of worldly matter, a shaping of the environment into a weapon. 
 
    I braced myself against the onslaught of sand, opening myself up to absorb the magic Merlin had directed at me. At the same time, I also conjured a bubble of iridescent orange fire magic around myself so that I was sheltered from the worst of the stinging sand particles, even as I absorbed the magic. The fire bubble turned the sand grains that hit it into molten glass and sent them flicking away. 
 
    “Good!” Merlin said. He sounded pleased and more than a little impressed. “Soaking in the mana used and deflecting the physical objects that might also do you harm. Very good, indeed, Pat! Instinctive display.” 
 
    With a twisting motion of his hand, Merlin summoned a quartet of little horned creatures, neon green in color and with wisps of smoke where their legs should have been. The creatures zoomed around me like four rabid gibbons, whooping and hollering and flinging tiny bolts of green lightning at me. 
 
    The suit absorbed the lightning bolts without any trouble. When I felt I had absorbed enough of the weak magic, I raised my hands in the crude parody of pistols and let loose with a hail of supernatural bullets that blasted out of the tips of my fingers and perforated the four imp-like creatures. Smoke billowed out of the wounds my recycled bullets made in them, misting the air much like blood would have done. With a chorus of wails, they vanished. 
 
    “Easy,” I said, feeling warmed up now. 
 
    “What was?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “That second spell. That second attack.” 
 
    “Do you mean those manic imps?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “Yeah, those guys,” I said, feeling my smile slowly wilt. 
 
    “Ah yes,” Merlin said. “Only thing is, they were not the attack. They were the distraction.” 
 
    “Distraction from wh—” 
 
    Merlin’s water hex hit me in the small of the back like the Coast Starlight. It spun me high into the air, pummeling me from all sides as it blasted me upward. I was caught in a dizzying splash of water that battered at me and lashed my face with stinging spray. It was so disorientating I had no idea which way was down or, for that matter, whether I was still touching the ground. I was caught in a column of salty water that I guessed Merlin had tapped into the sea for. 
 
    I began draining the mana from the spell as soon as I was cognizant of what was going on, while my mage suit absorbed a lot of the damage that would have been wrought on my body had I not been wearing it. The water spell weakened as Merlin’s magic was leached from it until, after a few seconds, the howling breeze began to slow. 
 
    And then die. The water fell away from me. 
 
    And I realized I had been blasted about eighty feet into the air. 
 
    “Oh, shit,” I whispered.  
 
    For a fleeting moment, I saw my friends below on the beach pause in their separate sparring and look up at me. I distinctly think I heard Jeeves laugh. 
 
    I dropped like a one-hundred-and-seventy-pound stone. Arms flailing, legs pumping. 
 
    If it had looked undignified, it was because it absolutely was undignified. 
 
    “Shiiiiit!” I said. 
 
    “Use the suit!” Merlin yelled. 
 
    I didn’t know what he meant, but I was a damned mage, wasn’t I? I had a few tricks up my sleeve. 
 
    I reused the mana I had taken from Merlin’s spell, the very same spell that had blasted me up into the air and landed me in this predicament. I created a roaring downdraft of hot wind to slow my descent enough to stop me shattering my leg bones. 
 
    I had hoped the effect would be something along the lines of Iron Man coming into land, but I whipped up a localized sandstorm and dug a small crater at the same time. I also slowed my fall, but instead of landing lightly like an avenging angel, I touched down on my ass. The wind was knocked out of me, and I lay stunned at the bottom of the depression my spell had made on the beach. 
 
    I heard some soft clapping coming from a little way away. 
 
    “Shut up, Jeeves,” I said. 
 
    The clapping stopped. 
 
    I clambered out of the hole and walked toward Merlin with a sheepish grin on my face. 
 
    “Got a little cocky there, didn’t I?” I said as my friends got back to their private battles. 
 
    Merlin held his finger and thumb about a twelfth of an inch apart. “Just a smidge,” he said, his eyes shining from under his snowy eyebrows. 
 
    “What did you mean when you said, ‘use the suit?’” I asked. 
 
    Merlin clapped his gnarled hands. 
 
    “Ah, yes!” he exclaimed. “That was what the second part of that little test of mine was about, of course.” 
 
    “What was the first part?” 
 
    “That we must all have eyes in the backs of our heads, that we must all be vigilant,” Merlin said, his strong hands grabbing me by the shoulder and giving me a little shake. 
 
    Man, the guy is fucking strong, I thought. There’s not much to him, but what there is feels like it's made of twisted steel and hardened oak, toughened in the forge of life.  
 
    “When you go against someone as cunning, cruel, and clever as Morgana Fay, you must be vigilant—all of us must, even of each other, but mostly of ourselves,” Merlin said, his ever-changing color eyes boring into mine. “What my long life has taught me is that the ultimate life and death struggle is with ourselves. Morgana Fay might kill our bodies, but only we can kill our spirits, Pat.” 
 
    I nodded. “Vigilance,” I said. “Vigilance always.” 
 
    Merlin smiled. “Good,” he said. “Now, the second part was to see if you had found one of the more helpful aspects of that suit of mine—of ours, I should say. It is apparent you have not. Can you guess what secret it might be holding that it has not divulged to you?” 
 
    I thought about what had just happened. 
 
    “Good!” Merlin said, watching me. “Too many people are quick to judge someone and call them idle because he is absorbed in thought. They forget there can be visible labor and then invisible labor too.” 
 
    I felt a small frown of incredulity furrow my brow. 
 
    “Merlin,” I said, “you’re not about to tell me the suit can make me fly, are you?” 
 
    Merlin punched one knotty fist into the air and did a little spin on the spot. “Ah, that’s the joy of these longer modern lives that everyone is living now, isn’t it? Knowledge and discovery!” 
 
    “I don’t know if the average modern life stretches to almost a thousand, Merlin,” I said. 
 
    “That’s not the point, Pat,” he replied. “The point is that knowledge is cumulative, and the longer someone lives, the more time they have to get to know things. Yes, yes, the suit can make you fly! Yes, indeed.” 
 
    I looked over at Crowley to see if he was in on this, but the portly guy had fallen asleep in the shade. 
 
    “You mean it?” I asked. 
 
    “Try it,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Try it?” 
 
    “Try it, but make sure you keep low. The last thing we want is one of Morgana’s spies spotting some young chap rocketing around the sky like a damn firework.” 
 
    “But, Merlin,” I said, “how the hell do I do it? Is there a button or something?” 
 
    “A button? A button?” he scoffed. “Gods above, are you a mage, lad, or are you a mundane? A button forsooth.” 
 
    “Well, then how do you—”  
 
    “You will it, lad, you will it,” Merlin said. “You will it, and the suit responds.” 
 
    I looked up at the sky. “I don’t think—” I began. 
 
    “No, you don’t think, not for this,” Merlin said. “You’ve a good mind, lad, but a man can rely on his intellect, his wits, and his testicles for only so long. Sometimes, he must trust blindly in his heart and his gut. Here, let me give you a hand.” 
 
    Merlin might have complained he was only a shadow of his former magical self but, judging by the ease that he levitated my ass into the air with only the slightest twitch of his fingers, he still had a little juice left in the tank. He sent me flipping end-over-end up into the blue sky, like a pancake that’d just been flicked from the pan by a professional chef. 
 
    I reached the zenith of my unexpected turn as a champagne cork and then began to fall, the cloak of the mage suit flapping around me. 
 
    “Will it!” Merlin yelled, his long white beard fluttering like a battle standard in the gentle breeze blowing off the sea. 
 
    Fuck it, I thought. Do or die.  
 
    I imagined I was in one of those squirrel suits, or had a rocket strapped to my back, and pictured how I would fly and turn if that was the case. 
 
    I fell toward the ground headfirst, the wind whistling in my ears. From out of nowhere, I was visited by a piece of advice a snowboard instructor had once given me on a winter trip I had taken to the Grand Teton National Park. The woman had told me, “Let your body follow your eyes. Where you look is where you’ll go.” 
 
    With this in mind, and the rush of the air in my ears, I focused on a point some way down the beach, past where Azalea and Cherie were trading spells. 
 
    I reached into myself, found that secret place that all of us have deep within. It was that place where we store all the things we truly believe, where we keep all the little convictions, slivers of faith, and interpretations of the world that we have gathered. It was the place in which the last vestiges of our childhood wonderment and self-confidence resides. 
 
    And I touched the kind of belief in there, the sort of blind conviction, that I needed. 
 
    I was about ten feet from the ground when the magic, or whatever it was, caught.  
 
    The acceleration was instantaneous and tremendous. I shot down the beach, my arms tucked to my sides and my legs straight out behind me to minimize drag. My cloak flapped and snapped behind me, making noises like a bull whip being cracked in my ears, spurring me on. So fast was I moving that sand was ripped up from the beach by the wind of my passage. It fell softly back in a shower of white-gold granules. 
 
    And, to my astonished delight, I found that flying was… flying was fucking easy. 
 
    I dipped a shoulder to dodge a seagull with a death wish, sending it spinning away behind me in a burst of feathers and shrill squawking. 
 
    There was nothing to it. It wasn’t like learning to do something, because the only thing I controlled was myself. I had known myself for ages, so this did not present any real problem. There was no worrying or second guessing whether I could do what I was doing—I was doing it! No doubt, in one of those comic book movies, I would have had an epiphany of sorts and ended up crashing into the ocean, but in reality, flying felt as natural and intuitive as walking. 
 
    There was no thinking, only feeling. 
 
    I ripped low and left and headed out across the bay. The water shimmered under me like a moving blue mirror. I caught brief glimpses of things swimming under the surface, but whether they were mermaids or some other denizens of the deep, I had no time to tell. 
 
    This was freedom, this was living! Holy shit, I had imagined this as a boy—as had every single person who’d ever seen a bird wing its way overhead—but no daydream had even come close to the reality. 
 
    I made a sharp U-turn and headed back to the beach. I concentrated, trying to push myself as fast as I could go. I twisted this way and that, getting used to the aerodynamics of my own body. Man, how I ached to turn my eyes to the heavens and go into a swift climb, but I had to resist this urge. Merlin was right. We couldn’t risk any of Morgana’s spies finding out we were alive or where we were. 
 
    I shot like a bullet across the bay, heading back to where my friends were gathered on the beach. The flash and crackle of their spells had died, and they were all just watching me as I rocketed toward them. 
 
    Just before I reached the beach, I descended to about eight feet from the sand, then I flipped my legs under me and opened my arms. I slowed, so much so that a burst of sand flared up and out, blasting away from me. Then, testing just how delicate the suit would allow me to be in my flying, I came slowly down and landed as lightly as a fucking feather. 
 
    As soon as my bare feet touched the sand, the girls were around me. They were congratulating and hugging me, while Jeeves and Merlin stood apart and watched them fuss over me. Merlin was beaming, while Jeeves was the very personification of stupefied awe and wonder. 
 
    “Holy buttfuck Batman, that was fucking incredible!” the faun managed. “How did it feel?” 
 
    If I smiled any wider, my grin was in danger of meeting at the back and making my head fall in half. 
 
    “Well,” I said, over the gabble of excited women, “if I said I felt like a human Viagra pill, I wouldn’t be saying the half of it.” 
 
      
 
    * * * 
 
      
 
    On the way back to the ghost town, with the girls, Crowley, and Jeeves leading the way, the afternoon fading into evening around us, Merlin said he had more advice for me. 
 
    “Merlin, fire away, you brilliant, wise son of a gun,” I said. 
 
    Merlin laughed. “Hits you like a drug the first time you fly, doesn’t it?” 
 
    I snorted. “If you say so, Merlin, you’ve been around long enough to know. What is it you need to tell me? What other revelation have you got to spring on me?” 
 
    “It’s about your ability to draw magic from spells fired at you, Pat,” Merlin said. “This bit of information isn’t quite as spectacular as figuring out you can take to the skies like a damned golden eagle, but it might almost prove more useful.” 
 
    “Hit me with it,” I said. 
 
    “Essentially, I wanted to draw your attention to the fact that, just as you can imbibe or absorb magic that is used against you, you also have the ability to draw upon magic from inside another mage.” 
 
    I chewed this over for a few seconds. “I can literally leach mana straight out of people who are nearby?” 
 
    Merlin nodded his bald head. 
 
    “So, my powers no longer hinge on me getting hit by magic?” 
 
    “That’s correct,” Merlin said. He was giving me another one of those shrewd looks of his, so sharp that you could have shaved with it. 
 
    “Instead of having to wait for someone to attack me, if I have no mana stored, I can suck magic directly from an enemy mage and use that magic?” I said, wanting to make absolutely sure I understood the implications of this information. 
 
    Yes,” Merlin said, stroking his bushy mustaches with one finger, “but it doesn’t necessarily have to be an enemy. You can do this, you can draw mana from anyone. You can even draw mana from inanimate objects that hold magic within them.” 
 
    I nodded as I digested this. Meanwhile, Merlin continued staring at my face. 
 
    “Shit, that comes with a lot of responsibility, doesn’t it?” I said. 
 
    Merlin’s wrinkled face creased even more with open delight. “Ah, I knew you were just the lad we had been waiting for.” 
 
    I gave him a confused look. “What do you mean?” 
 
    “You’ve the combat skills and the heart to go far on whatever path you choose, Pat. That much was obvious the moment we met. With what you just said then though, you proved you weren’t just made to follow a path. You’re the kind of individual who is meant to go instead where there is no path and leave a trail.” 
 
    “Coming from a genuine living legend like you, Merlin,” I said, “that means a lot.” 
 
    Merlin clapped me on the shoulder. “I’m just speaking the truth, young man.” 
 
    I nodded. “I only need one more truth from you, old timer,” I said, ducking the swat Merlin aimed at me and smiling. 
 
    “And what is that?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “I need to know the truth about how we’re going to break into Morgana’s castle, free my buddy, and then rattle that woman’s cage. Crowley hinted you’d had a plan simmering away for some time.” 
 
    Merlin laid one of those powerful hands of his on my shoulder. “Oh, I’ve got a plan, kid. How about we sit down by the fire, enjoy some fresh caught seafood, and I’ll tell you all exactly how we’re going to show Morgana that, even though the majority of us don’t have sharp claws and long teeth, we can still fight like godsdamn wolves.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “All right, all right, let’s go through this one more time,” Jeeves said as he sucked at a morsel of crab stuck in his back teeth while simultaneously trying to talk. “Give me this plan one more time, so we know exactly what’s going on.” 
 
    “You mean, can we hear the plan one more time so you can try and ensure you’re not the one that ballses it up, don’t you?” June said. 
 
    Jeeves looked like he was going to make his usual protests at this accusation, but then decided it was too early for his habitual complaints. 
 
    “Yeah,” he grunted, extricating the piece of crab from his molars with a vile sucking sound. “Yeah, that’s about it.” 
 
    It was the morning after the day we had been deposited on the rebel island. The night before had been spent, as Merlin had said it would be, sitting around the fire and making our plans. Well, ‘making’ plans wasn’t the right word to use, as Merlin had clearly designed and refined his plan over many years. 
 
    I looked at the old wizard. He sat in the prow of the small fishing boat, staring out at Morgana’s palatial fortress where it loomed out of the dawn haze. Wiry, gnarled, wearing his fur loin cloth-cum-sarong, and covered in his swirling Pictish tattoos, he looked more than ever like some old myth that had come to life. His long, white beard hung over his shoulder, pushed there by the light breeze. 
 
    “Merlin?” I said, recalling his mind back from wherever it roamed. 
 
    He stirred and turned around. “Hm?” 
 
    “Mind going through your plan one more time?” I asked. “For luck.” 
 
    Merlin’s perceptive, strangely colored eyes glinted in his weathered face. They were little more than a couple of points of distant lights hidden in the crags of his countenance, between the bushy beard and his cotton wool-like eyebrows.  
 
    “Ah, luck,” he said. “Let me tell you a thing I’ve learned in all the years I’ve spent walking the worlds, girls and boys.” 
 
    “Oh, bloody hell, Merlin old chap,” Crowley said from the stern, where he manned the tiller. “It’s a bit early to hit them with one of your lessons, isn’t it?” 
 
    Crowley was using a spell to power the boat, which allowed us to make such good progress against a head wind. A second boat coming behind ours carried Leatherlips, Henry Starr, Janet Horne, Sarah Wildes, and a few other rebel members. There weren’t a lot of us, but Merlin assured me the rebels coming with us were mages of impressive and formidable power. Besides, his plan relied on stealth. Too many mages would be more of a hindrance than a help. 
 
    “Life is not easy,” Merlin said, ignoring his plump compatriot. “We all have, or will have, problems—even tragedies—to deal with in the time allotted to us.” 
 
    Mom’s face flashed across the forefront of my mind—then the broken security camera footage, which showed the moment she had been snuffed from the world by the truck. 
 
    “Luck has nothing to do with any of it,” Merlin continued. “Bad luck is the unfounded and illusory excuse for those who don’t have the gumption to deal with the sometimes awful hurdles that life erects in our paths.” 
 
    “Let’s hear that plan again, then,” Jeeves said. 
 
    “A fine idea,” Merlin said. 
 
    Azalea, Nahlih, Lucia, and Cherie huddled closer so they could hear Merlin’s words over the hiss of sea water against the keel and the screech of gulls overhead. 
 
    “Now, as I said last night,” Merlin began, “our mission hinges on the element of surprise. After what you told me about your scrape with Morgana and the capture of your friend, I believe that moving in this morning is the best option. She will not know if you are alive or dead. The currents in this sea are mighty strong and swift, as you know.” 
 
    Jeeves shivered as he remembered our hours spent stranded in the middle of the sea. 
 
    “Gonna be a while before I dip a hoof in the brine again, I can godsdamn tell you that,” he said. 
 
    “Even if Morgana errs on the side of caution and assumes you have somehow survived, she will not expect you to return to her so quickly, I think,” Merlin said. “She will expect you to lick your wounds and make your plans somewhere safe, before trying to rescue your friend—if he lives, of course.” 
 
    “He’ll be alive,” I said, clenching my fist at my side. “If there’s one man in the Phantom Sphere who could talk his way out of a death sentence, it’s Alexander Noir.” 
 
    “It’s true,” June said. “That guy has survived numerous attempts on his life in the line of duty, not to mention his time in exile. He’ll still be alive. He has to be.” 
 
    No one spoke of the likely alternative, the one that entailed Morgana blasting Noir into charred confetti. 
 
    “Quite so,” Merlin said. “It’s a fresh day, and it’s always a good idea to begin each day with a positive thought and a grateful enthusiasm for still being amongst the living.” 
 
    “So, all being well and Noir still being alive, we’re going to head through this passageway you know of at the bottom of the cliffs, is that right?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s correct,” Merlin said. 
 
    “And you’re sure this passageway isn’t known to Morgana?” Azalea asked.  
 
    “Oh no, that’s not what he means at all, dear lady,” Crowley said from the rear of the boat. “There’s no nook or cranny in all of that impeccably designed and decorated fortification that Morgana doesn’t know of.” 
 
    “Then what good is trying to sneak in through this tunnel?” Jeeves asked. “Sounds like we’re just risking getting smashed up on the rocks with little to gain from it.” 
 
    “Morgana knows of every corridor and passageway, every door that’s camouflaged and plain, it’s true,” Merlin said, combing his fingers through his luxuriant white beard. “All ways are watched to some degree, but some are watched far more closely than others.” 
 
    “When she caught up with us on the rooftop, she told us she knew everything that happened inside her castle,” Lucia said in her calm, measured tone. “If that’s the case, then what will it matter how we gain entrance if our footsteps are going to be dogged as soon as we enter?” 
 
    Merlin looked over our heads, where we sat on crates in the middle of the boat’s deck, and exchanged a knowing look with Crowley. 
 
    “Same old Morgana,” Crowley said. 
 
    “What’s that supposed to mean?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Just that Morgana is a highly capable mage, but she is not omniscient,” Merlin said. “She’s always had a mighty high opinion of herself, too. Long years of scaring people silly with her prodigious power has only reinforced her belief that she is—what term am I looking for?” 
 
    “The dog’s bollocks,” Crowley said in his tweed-stuffed accent.  
 
    “My dear, old-fashioned father always told me that if you ever got to thinkin’ you were a person of some influence, then all you had to do was try to order somebody else’s dog around,” Lucia said. 
 
    Merlin chuckled. “I like that. It’s accurate too.” 
 
    Lucia smiled without much in the way of humor. “Yes,” she said. “It’s ironic then that he should have failed to follow his own advice and let his ego hasten his demise.” She looked over at me and winked. “I still owe you for that one, honey.” 
 
    “Saying Morgana has a hell of an ego is one thing,” June said, grunting as our fishing boat hit a small swell, “but I don’t see how that’s going to stop her sensing we’ve arrived as soon as we try to break in.” 
 
    “Ah, now here is a part of the scheme I might not have mentioned last night,” Merlin said. “Last night I wanted to simply impress upon you that I had thought about this for a long while, and that I had developed my plan with a lot of careful thought.” 
 
    “You also mentioned that Pat here was a key component to it,” Nahlih said. She was leaning against the single mast and smoking one of her cigarillos. “And that you had been waiting for someone like him.” 
 
    “That I did, that I did,” Merlin said. He stroked his beard. “How we will gain entrance to Morgana’s fortification and why Pat is such an important component are two joined parts of the puzzle. Now, the reason Morgana was alerted that you had escaped your prison cells as soon as you did wasn’t because she has some innate understanding with her castle, as she told you. It’s because there are four spell sensors under the dungeon level of her compound.” 
 
    He looked around at us, as if what he said should’ve made sense. Going by the collection of blank looks on the faces of the group, I wasn’t the only one who wasn’t up with the play. Only Lucia made a little noise of understanding. 
 
    “What exactly is a spell sensor?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “It makes me think of a proximity sensor,” I said. “Like you see in the movies. Like a tripwire that detects motion.” 
 
    Merlin gave an approving nod. “You have the gist of it, I believe. It’s an apparatus that essentially acts as a tripwire and warning bell, albeit one that detects magical auras rather than movement. Morgana has four of these stationed in each corner of her compound, under the level of the building that is below the dungeons. Few people are aware that there is even a level below the one on which she houses her unfortunate prisoners.” 
 
    “And this level can be reached from the ocean?” I asked. 
 
    “Yes,” Merlin said. “There’s a rough and rocky way that leads up into the bowels of the castle from the sea. It’s at the very base of the cliffs, and I would be lying if I didn’t say that it is going to be fraught with peril just trying to dock there.” 
 
    “Hold up, hold up,” Jeeves said, “if that crazy bitch has these spell sensors sitting in her basement, what’s to stop them picking up our friggin’ magical auras once we come in from below?” 
 
    Merlin snapped his fingers and pointed at him. “The pertinent question, Mr. Brewer. And the answer is simple. The spell sensors, being stationed in the four corners of the building, cover the whole place in an expanding nexus of magic-detecting threads that are invisible to the naked eye. What’s more, they are impossible to navigate around.” 
 
    Jeeves threw his hands up. “Oh great, well it sounds like this whole thing is going to go like a breeze then.” 
 
    Merlin held up his hand. “The nexus created by the spell sensors extends upward and outward but, crucially, not downward.” 
 
    “So, coming up from the sea will enable us to get into the castle undetected,” June said. 
 
    Merlin nodded. 
 
    “But what good is that?” Azalea asked as she tied her mauve hair back into a ponytail to keep it from her eyes. “If even the dungeons are on the floor above these sensors, we still won’t be able to bust Noir out without setting them off.” 
 
    “And that, as they say,” Crowley said languidly from the stern, “is where Mr. Bane comes in.” 
 
    I looked from Merlin to Crowley and back again. 
 
    “How can I help?” I asked. 
 
    “Using your talents as an Aether Mage, Pat,” Merlin said. “Using the information that I vouchsafed to you yesterday evening on our way back from the beach.” 
 
    “You mean, I can drain the mana out of these spell senses?” I asked, hazarding a guess. 
 
    Merlin beamed. “That’s right. You can suck the power out of those sensors and render them useless.” 
 
    “And once they’re sucked dry, the nexus dissolves or disappears and we can get into the dungeons and spirit Noir out of there?” I asked. 
 
    “That’s right,” Merlin replied. “And while we’re doing that, the other boat will be cruising to a smuggler’s stair that runs up the more sheltered side of the cliffs on which the edifice stands. Leatherlips is a mage who is highly attuned to thaumaturgical vibrations and will be able to sense when the nexus is down. They will then move into the castle and start taking out the guards.” 
 
    “How are we going to find these sensors once we gain entry through this lower cliff entrance?” I asked. “I’m guessing the others aren’t going to want to be bobbing around at the base of the cliffs for too long, risking being spotted and fired upon from the castle.” 
 
    “That’s a good point,” Nahlih said. “I’m not keen on being shot at with spells like a fucking fish in a barrel.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about finding the spell sensors,” Crowley said as he turned the magically propelled fishing boat a little more inland so it would hug the coast. “Merlin knows where they are.” 
 
    “How’s that, if so few people are even aware of the existence of this particular tunnel and the hidden floor it connects to?” June asked, turning her bright blue eyes on him. 
 
    Crowley raised an eyebrow. “Because he was the one who installed them, during an interval in which he and Morgana had tried to bury the hatchet. It was after he had done this bit of DIY that Morgana tricked him into having his powers blasted.” As one, me, Jeeves, June, Nahlih, Azalea, Lucia, and Cherie turned our gazes on Merlin. 
 
    His face made a transition that was the equivalent of a sunny day clouding over into a world-beating storm.  
 
    “Yes,” he said, in a voice that rumbled up from his thin chest like lava from the depths of the earth. “Yes, I have much to repay Morgana for when we next meet.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    We made it to the base of the cliffs without mishap. So early had we set off from the rebel’s island that the sun was only just peeking over the horizon. 
 
    “What’s to stop the guards from spotting us from the walls and just blowing us out of the water?” I asked Crowley as we drew nearer to Morgana’s compound. 
 
    “As Merlin said before,” Crowley said, leaning on the rear rail of the boat and looking ridiculously overdressed in his neat tweed three-piece suit, “there are ways that are guarded more closely than others. As for guards spying us from the walls, I should say that being seen is an inevitability. That’s why Merlin had us up and abroad at such an ungodly hour. This is the time in the morning that those men and women that ply their trade at sea—fishermen and smugglers—are most active.” 
 
    “That much is true,” Azalea said. She stood nearby and gazed out at the gently rolling ocean. “I’ve spotted quite a few boats already.” 
 
    Once we were at the base of the cliffs, it took all of Crowley’s skills, both as a mage and a sailor, to keep the little boat hugging the bluffs as closely as it could without smashing it to pieces on the sharp rocks. 
 
    The other boat, piloted by Henry Starr, veered off to head for the other side of the cliffs where, according to Merlin, there were some popular fishing grounds that would lend credence to it being a fishing vessel. 
 
    “I have to admit,” June said to me, eyeing Crowley with surprise, as the portly man maneuvered the boat with consummate skill, “I would never have picked this man as the nautical type.” 
 
     “I used to be somewhat of an adventurer in my younger days,” Crowley said. “During my time at Cambridge, I developed quite the taste for the outdoors, though my physique might lull you into the impression that I had done nothing taxing in my life.” 
 
    “Initial judgments,” June said. “They are dangerous things to make.”  
 
    Crowley chuckled, setting his corpulent face to jiggling. 
 
    “Ah, first impressions! Dangerous things, indeed. After all, what can a first impression really tell us about someone we’ve just met for a minute on a beach or in a boat? For that matter, what can a first, hasty judgment tell us about anyone?” 
 
    “Why, no more than a chord can tell us about Bach, or a brushstroke about Da Vinci,” Lucia said. 
 
    “Quite so, quite so!” Crowley agreed. “Why, looking at you, my dear, one would see a refined southern belle with a discriminating taste in dresses, but there is far more lurking under that silky surface.” 
 
    Lucia smiled her pointiest, whitest smile at him. Crowley returned her gaze unwaveringly. 
 
    “Yes,” he said, “by their nature, human beings are so capricious, so contradictory, so delightfully convoluted, that each and every one of them deserves not only our evaluation, but our reevaluation too. It should be an unfaltering goal in our lives to withhold our opinions until we have engaged with people in every possible setting at every possible hour. Only then might we be in a position to judge them.” 
 
    “Elegantly put, Mr. Crowley,” Cherie said. “Tres expressif.” 
 
    Crowley looked pleased with himself. “I dabbled in poetry too in my youth,” he said, “as well as writing a few novels.” He spoke with a lack of modesty that I had last experienced coming from the lips of the very man that we were on our way to try and save. 
 
    “Yeah, well, where I’m from, we call a douchebag a douchebag,” Jeeves said. “And that goes for chicks too. And so far as Morgana Fay is concerned, I’ve seen about as much of that douchebag as I need to know that she is the very definition of fuckin’ douchebag.” 
 
    I turned to Crowley. “That’s what passes for poetry on his native island.” 
 
    “Very earthy,” Crowley said. “And, might I say, an opinion I heartily agree with.” 
 
    The boat made its way doggedly around the cliffs. Merlin was clutching at the gunwale and peering at the cliffs with fierce concentration. He whipped around and hissed to the rest of us, “Ready yourselves! The entrance is up ahead, concealed by the open ocean by a jutting rock. There!” 
 
    With a skill and lightness of touch that defied his hefty exterior, Crowley guided the vessel into the gap Merlin had indicated. Because of the tightness of the gap and our proximity to the cliffs, the water was choppy and rough as hell. Foam and spray splashed into the air and stung our faces. Luckily for me, Merlin’s mage suit deflected the seaspray as easily as a duck’s feathers, but some of the others got a little wet in the time it took Crowley to navigate the gap.  
 
    “Pat, come up here with me,” Merlin said, waving for me to join him at the prow. 
 
    I did as I was told just as Crowley managed to guide the boat through the hazardous gap. Once we were through, like a grain of sand slipping through the pinch in the hourglass, we emerged into a small cove that was sheltered from the boisterousness of the sea outside. It was more a cave, I realized as we sailed out into it, as it had a ceiling of roughly hewn rock that had numerous stalactites hanging from it. 
 
    “Sentries!” Lucia said in a voice that carried to all of us. 
 
    She was right. There were two guards stationed on a rocky pier. They were rotund and old-looking fellows. The kind of guards that were stationed in the parts of a castle that literally never got used. 
 
    “I’ll deal with them,” I said. 
 
    “Allow me,” Lucia said, her fangs extending in her jaw. 
 
    “I’ll handle it,” I said. “Let’s keep this non-lethal, I doubt these guys are working for Morgana out of a compulsion to exude a power over others.” 
 
    “They look more like they’ve been posted down here for forever and mostly forgotten about,” Merlin said. 
 
    The two old men relaxed on a couple of mismatched chairs on the pier, a rickety table set up between them. On the table was a game board of some kind and a couple of mugs of coffee. So engrossed were they in their game that they didn’t hear our approach over the muted slap of the waves outside, or see us as we sailed toward them.  
 
    Silently, and with a gratifying ease, I floated up into the air, dropped down over the side of the boat so I was levitating just above the water, and shot toward the clueless sentries. 
 
    “Working hard or hardly working, boys?” I called as I ascended from near the surface of the water and shot up over the edge of the pier. 
 
    To their credit, neither had a heart attack. One, admittedly, choked on the butterscotch candy he had just popped into his mouth, but he still went for the magically charged stave that was leaning against the table. 
 
    I let out a brief, bright flash of solar mana, which knocked one man out of his chair, while the other clapped his hands to his eyes and continued to choke on his candy. 
 
    Not wanting this old man to die, I whacked him hard on the back. The candy shot out and hit his compatriot in the face, just as he was using the table to claw himself to his feet. He toppled back out of sight again with a muffled curse. 
 
    The man who had been choking sucked in a grateful breath, but before he could do much more than that, I enveloped him in a fog of warm holy magic, which coalesced around him like a glittering golden cloud. With a soft sigh and a contented smile on his creased face, he slumped forward over the table and then slid to the floor unconscious. 
 
    The second man was getting to his feet once more with the grim tenacity of the born and bred soldier. His magical stave had fallen from his grasp, but he slipped a dagger from out of a sheath at his wrist and lunged at me. 
 
    I fired what I judged to be an adequate amount of storm mana, which I had absorbed from Azalea during a sparring match. The mana zapped out from my eyes, leaving them stinging just a little and my vision slightly blurred for a moment. It hit the blade, exactly where I had been aiming, traveled down it, and into the man’s arm. 
 
    I had thought it would give him enough of a jolt to render him unconscious, and it did. It also blew his boots off and fired them off the pier and into the sea. The old timer went over in style, landing flat on his back, his sparse gray hair standing on end. A moan told me that he was still alive, although in no mood to continue our little disagreement. 
 
    The sound of wood knocking on rock made me turn, and I saw that the boat had run up alongside the pier. Crowley tossed me a rope, and I tied the vessel inexpertly to a piling. 
 
    “Pass me another bit of rope, will you?” I asked. “We better get these two trussed up.” 
 
    When this was done, and we were all out of the boat, Merlin took point. 
 
    “Crowley, stay with the boat,” he said. 
 
    “Bugger that for a game of soldiers,” Crowley replied, using an English saying I found indecipherable. “You must be off your chump if you believe we’ll be exiting the same way we arrived.” 
 
    “And what do you mean by that?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “I mean that it’s not a question of whether things go wrong, old boy,” Crowley replied, hauling himself out of the fishing boat with some difficulty, “it’s a question of when they go wrong.” 
 
    Merlin looked like he was on the verge of putting forth some arguments as to why Crowley was wrong. He opened and closed his mouth a couple of times and then said, in a less than convinced voice, “You’re talking through your hat, Crowley.” 
 
    “More’s the pity, Merlin, I’m not talking through my hat,” he said. “On the contrary, my hat—or lack thereof—is part of the reason I insist on coming with you. I’d like to chat to this Noir chap and see if we can’t come to some sort of arrangement. Plus, you’re going to need a mage of my skill and deviousness on your side, and don’t try and deny it.” 
 
    Merlin grumbled into his beard, but it was clear there was going to be no gainsaying Crowley. He was right. I had a similar feeling in my gut: that the chances of this all working out as smoothly as Merlin predicted was probably a little on the optimistic side. 
 
    Merlin headed up a flight of roughly cut steps that led up from the base of the cliff. It wasn’t the kind of stairwell that anyone with even a slight case of claustrophobia would have enjoyed taking. The rock was dark and gleaming, almost obsidian, and reflected the light cast by the rarely placed torches. A lot of the time we were guided only by the firelight rippling across its refracted surface from the torch burning around the next corner. 
 
    Eventually, we turned a penultimate corner and saw the dim, orange light of brighter fire reflected across the shining surface of the staircase, and on the walls and ceiling that pressed down on us so tightly. Unnecessarily, Merlin put a finger to his lips. The stairs continued going up, around yet another corner, but he looked like this was our stop. 
 
    “Is this the floor below the dungeons?” I asked in his ear. 
 
    Merlin nodded. I passed the message back down the line. 
 
    “To minimize the chances of us all being caught traipsing about down here in a great herd, you and I will go and deal with the spell sensors,” Merlin said. “The rest of the team will stay hidden down this stairwell.” 
 
    I nodded and gave Merlin’s instructions to Cherie, who was right behind me. 
 
    “But what if you guys need backup?” she asked. 
 
    I gave her a reassuring squeeze on the hand. “Merlin seems to think that the security down here is going to be light. You lot just stay here and stay frosty.” 
 
    “Frosty?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “They say it in the movies,” I said, having the good sense to look a little embarrassed. 
 
    “What does it mean?” 
 
    “I think it means stay cool, calm, and collected.” 
 
    “You know something?” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You watch too many movies.” 
 
    I stifled a laugh, gave her hand another squeeze, then turned and gave Merlin a nod.  
 
    We emerged into a low ceilinged, hexagonal chamber. It was lit by eight torches held in iron brackets. The torches were magical in nature, as they were giving off no smoke or heat, nor were they diminishing the longer they burned. 
 
    “This way,” Merlin said, and we set off down one of the four passages. 
 
    “Each of the spell sensors is linked to the main chamber we just left,” Merlin said as we moved along the dark passage. “From each of the sensors though, there is another corridor that runs around the perimeter of the castle. We’ll follow that route right around and deal with each sensor in turn. When we’re done, we’ll move our butts back to the stairwell on the double and then head upstairs.” 
 
    It seemed like a good plan and, as we hurried along the deathly quiet subterranean hall, I felt like we might just be able to accomplish it without so much as disturbing a mouse. Not that there looked to be anything half so evolved as a mouse down here. It was just a great gloomy tunnel of glittering, gleaming black stone. More acutely even than in the stairwell, I felt the great weight of the cliffs above us pressing down on our heads. 
 
    It was a bit of a surreal sensation, traveling through that long, undeviating tunnel. There wasn’t enough light to see far ahead or, once we had gone a hundred yards or so, enough light to see behind. With the wavering firelight from the occasional thaumaturgical torch rippling off the ceilings, walls, and floor, it almost felt like Merlin and I could have been running on some gigantic treadmill, without us actually moving at all. 
 
    After what felt like quite some time, although it might only have been ten minutes or less, we emerged into what at first seemed to be a dead end. It was lit by another torch, this one burning bright blue. After a few seconds spent blinking my eyes and trying to get my vision to focus on the optically challenging shiny walls, I saw that Merlin and I had found our way to the one corner of Morgana’s compound. 
 
    “And that must be the spell sensor,” I said. 
 
    It was an unnecessary thing to say; the odd apparatus was the only thing in the small room. However, I felt like I needed to speak, if only to anchor myself back in reality. The flickering and shimmering blackness of my surroundings was playing tricks with my eyes and mind. 
 
    “Aye, that’s it,” Merlin said, and his voice seemed to echo out of the undulating, wrinkling confines of our surroundings. “Look at me, lad. Look at me!” 
 
    His voice rang in the close space and brought me back to reality with the effectiveness of a bucket of iced water down the back. 
 
    “I could see your mind wandering,” he said, the blue light winking and dancing off his bald head. “It’s this place and the magic contained within it. I forgot about that, as having cast the spells used for its excavation, it has no effect on me. That was what it was designed to do though—confuse and bewilder the unready mind. Just focus on me, focus on my words, and focus on our task.” 
 
    I nodded, making an effort to picture Noir’s face and use it as a focal point for my flagging concentration. 
 
    “Okay… Okay,” I said. “It’s just… I felt so weird for a moment there, almost like I was on something, or drunk.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “What do I need to do to suck the power out of this thing?” I asked. 
 
    “Nothing overly impressive,” Merlin said. “Just quest out with your consciousness, open yourself up as you do when absorbing other magic. You should, as a fellow Aether Mage, be able to find the magical equivalent of a spigot within the enchanted fabric woven around the sensor. When you have found this weak point, all you need to do is open it with your mind and the magic will release.” 
 
    I turned my attention to the object. It looked, to my layman’s eyes, similar to a spinning top. It was made of gray stone, was about two feet high, and spun on a plinth that looked to be made of— 
 
    “Is that gold?” I asked in the hushed voice most people take on when they are in the presence of a large amount of money. 
 
    “Yep, solid gold,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Like, real solid gold. The precious metal etcetera?” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Merlin said. “The very same gold that gets dug out of the ground someplace. The very same gold that we then melt down, mold into bars, dig another hole, bury it again behind a big door, and then pay people to stand around guarding. The same gold that has no real utility. The same gold that anyone observing from some other, more rational planet might be scratching their heads over as they try and figure out why we hold the stuff in such high regard.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said softly. “That’s the gold I meant.” 
 
    “And before you get any smart ideas about grabbing that golden base and slipping it under your arm, let me tell you that it weighs a shade under one-hundred and ten pounds.” 
 
    “Seems a shame to just leave it here though,” I muttered, the gold winking in the light. 
 
    I knew that a gold bar was valued at about seven-hundred and fifty grand, and this plinth looked to be made up of at least four of them. 
 
    Merlin snapped his fingers under my nose. 
 
    “As I once tried to tell Morgana when we were both much, much younger,” he said, “it is not by being richer or more powerful that a person becomes greater; one is a matter of fortune, the other of honorableness. Remember; there is bound to come a time, due to your adventurous and insatiable nature, when you will ask for nothing but more life.” 
 
    I nodded. “Right,” I said, “now is not the time to be thinking about how cool it would be to have a Lamborghini Aventador.” 
 
    I focused on the spell sensor, trying to push away all the (hopefully) erroneous things Hollywood had drilled into my head about reaching out with your mind to touch the essence of something else. I reminded myself that I had learned to fly yesterday, that I was an Aether Mage, that I could do anything so long as my will was focused enough. 
 
    I made the initial bond with the spell sensor without difficulty. I closed my eyes, mentally clutching at the threads of mana that I could sense made it up. I poked and probed my way around the spell sensor until, just as Merlin said I would, I found a frayed patch of thinner meshed spellwork. 
 
    “I think I have it,” I said. 
 
    “Good lad,” Merlin said. “Now, all you have to do is unpick it, if you know what I mean, and the magic will dissipate into the air and return to the aether.” 
 
    I did as Merlin said, worrying at the weak spot until it broke and gave way. A warm rush of pure aether flooded out. It wasn’t something tangible, not in the way that I had ever known anything before—I couldn’t see it. If I had been forced to describe what I experienced, it would be like trying to describe the sound the sun makes as it sinks, or the smell of the color blue, or what it would feel like to hold the taste of an orange. 
 
    Then, as hastily as it had overwhelmed me, the expanding cloud of dispersing mana dissipated, or at least went beyond my ability to detect, and the strange spinning top of the spell sensor wound down and stopped. 
 
    “Good!” Merlin said, thumping me on the arm with one of his strong hands. “Very good. Now, onto the next!” 
 
    We ran down the corridor on our immediate left and repeated our work with the next spell sensor. I unraveled the magic that Merlin had bound it with, however many years before, and the stone spinning top whirred into silence. 
 
    “And onto the third, lad,” urged the old man who, despite the extended cardio session, looked to be as spry and fit as me, if not more so. 
 
    We ran through the bewildering, mind snagging corridors of gleaming black stone. We found the third spell sensor humming along, still trying to do its part in maintaining the doomed alarm nexus. I deactivated this one even more quickly than previous. 
 
    “One to go!” Merlin said. He grinned and slapped me on the shoulder once more, with the force of someone hitting me with a chair, and took off down the corridor. 
 
    My mother had always warned me against complacency. She had been a nurse and had seen firsthand what it could lead to. From what I had gathered from the few stories from work that she had shared, she had believed the easy roads in life were nothing more than armchairs that had adopted cunning disguise. When I had figured that out and thought about it as I surveyed the world around me, it’d seemed that there were a ton of people in the furniture business. It also struck me that these cleverly camouflaged armchairs could tip people without warning into their graves. 
 
    It was that variety of complacency, mixed with the mindfucking interior of that perimeter tunnel, that almost tipped me into my own grave. 
 
    I ran around the final corner, out into the chamber in which the last of the four spell sensors was spinning away, and almost ran smackdab into a small patrol of half a dozen of Morgana’s guards. 
 
    Where they had come from, I didn’t know. They might have always been on patrol down there, crossing and recrossing and missing Merlin and myself as we legged it through the trippy corridors. Whatever the reason was, they were most assuredly there, and they appeared to have been expecting us. 
 
    The words, “There they are!” were what gave that away, although I only heard them out of the corner of my ear. The rest of my attention was focused on the two werewolves that made up a third of the contingent of six soldiers. 
 
    Pointy ears, slavering jaws that looked capable of crushing Merlin’s bald-ass head like the egg it resembled, yellow teeth that looked like they had never so much as seen a toothbrush, mad red eyes that were filled with hate as a miser’s are filled with greed; these were the only characteristics I needed to note. 
 
    All six of the soldiers, bar the werewolves, had their magical staves in their hands, pointing in our direction. 
 
    I didn’t waste time trying to reason with them. What was I going to say, that we had lost on our way on the tour? 
 
    As Merlin, who I had overtaken on the run, skidded around the corner, I blasted the closest guard with a stream of storm and fire mana. He was blown off his feet, his staff clattering into the ceiling in a spray of lilac sparks, and into the man behind. 
 
    It was close quarters fighting, made all the harder by the size of the werewolves. Bolts of purple mana fizzed past my ears, striking the stone around me in gouts of magenta flame. I left myself open to hits and absorbed the magic that struck me. I ducked a raking claw aimed at me by one of the werewolves, then lashed out with a whip of recycled purple light that curled round the legs of one of the soldiers. The man’s legs snapped together, and he fell, then I sent a violent surge of magic through the link and exploded him in a sparking surge of mauve energy. 
 
    The werewolf roared in my face and kicked me in the chest. It was a hell of a kick but was absorbed by the armor plates within the mage suit. It turned out to be a detrimental move on the werewolf’s part, as me being sent tumbling backward allowed Merlin a clean shot with his own brand of magic. 
 
    Whatever he did to the massive four-hundred-pound, hairy humanoid dropped him like a stone, blood oozing out of the werewolf’s ears. 
 
    The remaining werewolf was still eager to tear our larynxes out, but the remaining soldiers looked less certain. 
 
    It was too bad for them that it was only going to end up one way.  
 
    A flying bolt of mana sped past my head and thumped into Merlin’s scrawny chest. The old skin of his torso rippled outward at the force of the blow, but his tattoos glowed suddenly blue as his body absorbed the mana. 
 
    Whoa, I thought.  
 
    I didn’t have long to goggle. Merlin fired out a retaliatory twisting spiral of purple light that dissolved the man who had been unfortunate enough to try and kill him. I saw that out of the corner of my eye. As the soldier was turned to goop, I called forth some ice mana and blasted the legs of the advancing werewolf with sub-zero fog. 
 
    As the wolf howled in agony, frozen to the spot, I gritted my teeth, opened my arms wide, and said, “Gives a whole new meaning to the term blue balls, doesn’t it?” 
 
    Then I unleashed an even more potent, but localized, blast of mana that turned the werewolves head into an ice cube. A wayward, panicked blast of mana fired from the stave of the last remaining soldier hit the werewolf in the back of the dome and his head shattered. 
 
    The final guard roared in blind terror as he found himself alone with Merlin and me. He let off a stream of magenta darts from his staff, which peppered the ceiling just above our heads, raining down flakes of shining black rock. Then, Merlin stepped forward, holding out his hand like he was reaching for something. 
 
    The soldier convulsed, and his eyes bulged—and I mean they bulged. 
 
    Merlin closed his hand into a fist, and the man’s eyes popped like a couple of soft poached eggs and his chainmail-covered chest imploded inward with a cracking of ribs, spine, and collar bones.  
 
    “Oh!” I said, as the man fell to the floor. “Oh, shit! Oh man, that was nasty.” 
 
    Merlin unclenched his fist and looked at me. At that moment, it really didn’t take much to imagine this man running around the wilds of ancient Britain, destroying other tribes in battle, slaying dragons, erecting Stonehenge, and doing all the other crazy shit that the tales spoke of and hinted at. 
 
    “I thought you said that Morgana broke your powers?” I asked, noticing he was breathing heavily now. 
 
    “She did,” Merlin said matter-of-factly. “I’d say I’m only twenty percent of the magic user I used to be before she pulled a swift one on me.” 
 
    I didn’t say anything, but the thought of what Merlin must have been capable of back in the day was a humbling one. 
 
    “Come on, youngster,” Merlin said, jerking me from my reveries, “it’s time we went and sprung that pal of yours, don’t you think?” 
 
    “Yeah, I think Noir would appreciate that,” I said. 
 
    “And then,” Merlin said, with grim delight etching his words, “comes…” 
 
    “The killing and revenge segment of our show?” I said dryly. 
 
    “Killing and revenge?” Merlin scoffed. “No, next comes justice. You’d be amazed, having seen what I’ve seen over the years, kid, to realize just how little fondness people have for that.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The disabling of the spell sensors seemed to have worked just as Merlin had predicted they would, and we made it up to the dungeon level with no trouble. Taking out the sensors also had the benefit of making magic possible in the dungeons, which meant I had a pep in my step, ready to deal out spells to whoever opposed us. The staircase ended in a concealed doorway that was set into the end of what looked like a dead-end hallway, but what was really a door of such smooth architectural genius that it was invisible from the other side. 
 
    We encountered a pair of guards standing to attention right in front of us when we opened the masterfully disguised door, but they were facing in the other direction. Crowley, who gave the impression of a fighting man who had not gotten out much lately, stepped up behind the pair of men, touched a finger to both of their helmeted heads and, before they could so much as cry out, incinerated both their skulls. 
 
    A flash of bright flame, the smell of barbecue, and all that was left of the two men’s heads were clumps of blistered flesh and molten metal. 
 
    “That was a bit extreme, wasn’t it?” June said. 
 
    Crowley turned and looked at her in a mildly scandalized way. 
 
    “Extreme? Dead before they knew what was going on and all in complete silence?” he said. “I’ll have you know I’m an expert when it comes to all things fire mana related, my good woman. Life is a forge and crucible after all, is it not? It’s the place where the hammer meets the anvil, too. You'll be broiled, smelted, and pounded on, and you’ll scarcely have a clue as to what is happening to you.” 
 
    “Tabarnak, I can believe that,” Cherie said under her breath. “Barely breakfast time and I already feel like we have been passed through the furnace.” 
 
    “That’s right, young lady,” Crowley said in a low voice. “But the key is to stand resolutely against the pounding. Metal is worthless until it’s shaped and tempered into something! The result is more about hard work and perseverance than luck. Face the hammering and don’t fear the proving. You’ll stand well against any hammer and anvil—you all have that look about you.” 
 
    “Still, the whole melted head thing,” Nahlih said. “Pretty gnarly whatever way you slice it.” 
 
    “They would have felt next to no pain and dead is still dead, whether it is via broken neck or melted head.” 
 
    “Did you mean to rhyme that?” I asked him. 
 
    Crowley had the good grace to look at least a little abashed. “Once a poet…” 
 
    We moved through the empty corridor, knocking gently at each closed cell door, but finding them all empty. 
 
    “C’mon, c’mon, c’mon, Noir, where the fuck are ya?” I heard Jeeves mutter from behind me. 
 
    I tapped at the penultimate door on our right, then went to move on. 
 
    “Great griffin gangoolies! Can’t a prisoner get a single second of shut-eye in this gods-forsaken festering turd trap? Knocking and tapping at the damn door all day like a woodpecker with Parkinson’s. Leave me be or kill me, why don’t you!” 
 
    Merlin turned to me and lifted one bushy white eyebrow. 
 
    “Yeah, that’s Noir,” I said. 
 
    “Is he from the same strange part of the world as the faun?” Crowley asked. “They speak in much the same manner.” 
 
    Jeeves scoffed. “Fuck, him from Staten Island? He’d be so lucky!” 
 
    “Noir?” I said through the heavy metal door, trying to keep my voice low. 
 
    “Noir? Of course it’s Noir. Who else is it going to be, you half-wit? What kind of jail are you running here, for Pete’s sake? It’s a good thing that that psychotic, egomaniacal woman upstairs is so talented with her magic. If she had to rely on the brains you gibbering morons are exhibiting, she would be doomed beyond belief.” 
 
    “I can’t tell,” June said, “whether he’s in the blackest of moods or having a great time.” 
 
    “I don’t think the two things are mutually exclusive with that man,” I said. 
 
    “Good grief,” he continued, “I’ve been aware for years that some folk may be smarter than others, but together you and your fellows have somehow created one mighty collective idiot.” 
 
    I sighed. It was one of those annoying quandaries that you sometimes find yourself in. I was not at all comfortable being able to raise my voice too much, not with the threat of a small army of guards probably not far away. On the other hand, it sounded like Noir was going to be able to keep up his tirade of insults almost permanently unless we managed to get through to him.  
 
    I had no choice. 
 
    “Alexander Noir, you jackass!” June said, her eyes flashing as she rapped on the door. “Alexander, just quit your noise for a second and listen to our voices, not what we’re saying. By the multiverse, maybe we should just leave you in there with yourself for company and see how long it takes Morgana to get sick of your shit and just release you.” 
 
    I looked sideways—and, obviously, downward—at Jeeves.  
 
    “She’s pretty sexy when she’s riled, ain’t she?” Jeeves muttered. 
 
    “Shut up, Jeeves,” June said. 
 
    “Yes, ma’am,” Jeeves said. 
 
    There was a sudden silence from inside the jail cell. 
 
    “June?” Noir said. 
 
    “Stand back, Noir,” I said. 
 
    “Pat?” Noir asked. 
 
    “Stand the hell back,” I said. “You can ask all your infernal questions later.” 
 
    “Righto, mate,” Noir said, his voice sounding like it was coming from further back in the room now. “Fire in the hole.” 
 
    Merlin stepped forward and put his thin, bare arms to either side of the doorway. I saw the muscles in his shoulders and back knot and writhe. Then the solid iron door, which must have been at least four inches thick, crumpled inward like a tin can. 
 
    There was the dull patter of footsteps on concrete coming from the other side of the portal and a cry of, “Make way!” 
 
    All of us stepped backward out of the way. A second later, a body came crashing into the teetering, buckled door and crashed through it. 
 
    Noir picked himself up from the floor, dusted himself off, and straightened his fedora. 
 
    “Ah, you’re all here,” he said. “Excellent. Things are looking up.” 
 
    The alarm went off with such an unexpected sharpness that I almost jumped out of the mage suit. 
 
    “Holy hell, that almost gave me a heart attack,” Lucia shouted, one hand clutching at her breast, her liquid black eyes scrunched up in discomfort. 
 
    “I thought vampires—” Nahlih started to say. 
 
    “It’s a figure of speech,” Lucia said. 
 
    The blaring wail of sound was what might have been achieved had someone chucked three dozen horny, hungry wolverines into a dumpster, along with a Ceremonial Brass band, and then sent it over Niagara Falls. 
 
    “I can’t hear myself think!” Jeeves roared, his hands clapped over his pointed ears. 
 
    “Lucky you,” Noir said, though his words were almost lost in the noise. 
 
    “The goddamn cat is out of the bag now,” Lucia bellowed, “and it’s going to be a shit load harder gettin’ the damn thing back in.”  
 
    “Come on, we need to get upstairs before we get hemmed in down here,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Who’s this?” Noir demanded, eyeing the half-naked, tattooed, massively bearded form of the ancient and commanding mage.  
 
    “Merlin’s the name,” Merlin said. 
 
    To my astonishment, a reverential light came into Noir’s eyes. He doffed his hat briefly and said over the noise, “Merlin, it’s an honor.” 
 
    Crowley’s eyes followed the battered and worn fedora. 
 
    “This is beautiful and everything,” Nahlih shouted, “but how about we get the fuck going!” 
 
    “The sylph makes a good point, let’s go!” Azalea said. 
 
    Without another word, Merlin led the way along the corridor, and I followed. The others fell in behind us. 
 
    We moved hurriedly through the twisting, labyrinthine halls, which progressively became lighter and exuded less of a dank quality. 
 
    As Merlin rounded a corner, he was forced to throw himself aside to avoid a spray of mana rifle fire which ate up the wall behind him. I stepped around the same corner and sent a pressure wave of concentrated storm magic erupting down the hall. The force of spell, powered by my desperation and eagerness to get the fuck out of the dungeons as well as my innate power, ripped the corridor to pieces. Sconces and torches, as well as a few loose bricks and a lot of dust, were torn from the walls and sent smashing into the guards. The guards themselves were sent hurtling backward and crunched into the far wall. 
 
    “Keep going,” I said, over the noise of the continued alarms. 
 
    We found a staircase and climbed up it, running hard. We burst out of a door at the top of it and found ourselves in a large atrium. It was nowhere that I recognized, but that damn minimalistic decor made everything look the same to my eyes. 
 
    The alarms were fainter up on this level, but the guards were no less vigilant. It looked like we had burst out of the dungeons just as a whole group of the bastards were readying themselves and getting organized to come down and deal with us. 
 
    Armor gleamed in the comfortable lights of the floating globes and fairy-powered lights that hung around the wide-open space. Magical staves pulsated with the banked purple mana. There were suites of chairs and tables dotted around; cozy alcoves in which people could converse with one another—even though there was no evidence to suggest Morgana ever invited people here unless she wanted to imprison or murder them. 
 
    Noir was first to react. He raised hands, which were contorted into claws, at two of the guards. As one, the two women raised their staves and brained one another over the helmets. Twin flashes of lilac light bloomed, and the pair of female soldiers fell, making a noise like an armload of pots and pans being thrown down a staircase. 
 
    And then, as the saying went, it was on. 
 
    More of Morgana’s soldiers charged in from adjoining corridors, whether because they were on their way down to the dungeons or had been alerted by some other means I couldn’t say. None of the ifs or whys mattered. All that mattered was staying alive. Things didn’t get much simpler than that. 
 
    Spells whined and cracked off the walls, floors, and ceilings all around us as we ran for an assortment of covers or otherwise engaged with Morgana’s soldiers. Sparks winked and flared as streams of gleaming purple darts and projectiles crackled out of the tips of the soldiers’ mana staves, pinging off light fixtures and metal framed chairs, sending them flying. 
 
    Spells punched into doors, flinging them off their hinges, or else drilled into the soft furnishings and plush couches so they exploded into flame. A blast of blue light shrunk a heavy wooden cabinet that Cherie had thrown herself behind, leaving her exposed. 
 
    Cherie flung out an arm at her attacker, and a burst of flowering shrubs erupted from the floor of the great hall and engulfed the woman, who screamed as she disappeared under the rising deluge of flora. 
 
    My conjured spells leaped and rained from my hands as I let loose with everything at my disposal and paced sideways toward where Jeeves was hunkering down with Nahlih behind a claw-footed sofa. The intensity of the magic emanating from me sent waves of heat around my extended palms. The deep, throbbing boom-boom-bo-boom of Crowley firing off small detonation spells to my right made my teeth rattle. 
 
    “We have to keep moving,” I heard Merlin yell from somewhere. “We can’t afford to get penned in! When Morgana stirs herself to take us on, we will need all the space to fight that we can find.” 
 
    I was distracted from what he said next by a spell that got under my guard. It was shaped like a flapping, flaming, green hawk, and it thumped into my chest and propelled me backward through a door. Unfortunately, the door was closed. Timbers buckled and part of the wall came down as I smashed through it. The burning green hawk clawed and snapped at my chest before I could marshal my thoughts enough to absorb the magic into my suit. If it hadn’t been for Merlin’s mage suit, I might have been in serious trouble. 
 
    There was a flurry of movement, and Nahlih came sliding across the floor on her knees toward me, her mana pistols blazing in her hands. Beams of bright red light shot outward and blew one of Morgana Fay’s troops off his feet in a spray of blood. He slumped heavily backward and fell through an ornate coffee table. 
 
    “Up you get, handsome,” Nahlih said and helped me to my feet. 
 
    The others barged through the door I had so recently and selflessly helped open with my body. 
 
    “What’re you lying around for?” Noir demanded as he pulled me to the side, out of the way of a scintillating flow of flickering yellow darts that whacked into the door jamb and melted fist-sized holes in the woodwork. “Didn’t you hear Merlin? We need more room.” 
 
    “That hall was the size of a fuckin’ house!” Jeeves roared as he slid and slipped past us. His hooves weren’t made for quick escapes over smooth marble. 
 
    “That might be the case,” Merlin said, “but it was made to feel a lot smaller when the cyclops arrived.” 
 
    “Cyclops?” I said. 
 
    There was a deep bellowing snarling noise from out in the hall. It sounded like a dozen pickup truck-sized wild boar had somehow managed to be wrangled together to form a choral group. Dust fell from the ceiling in little trickling showers. It was only then I perceived that the wailing alarm had at last been shut off.  
 
    “That’d be them,” Lucia said as the chorus of roars echoed out from the room beyond. I couldn’t help but notice her hair was in disarray and there was blood all over her chin. 
 
    “Our best hope is to find our way outside,” Noir said. “I’ve fought the woman and have tested her mettle. I know what she is capable of and we’re going to need all of our strength, power, and skill pitted against her if we wish to damn well kill her.” 
 
    We battled our way through the hallways and corridors of Morgana’s palace fortress. Occasionally, we would pop out into some airy hall or gargantuan suite of rooms and turn to trade spells with the soldiers that inevitably gained on us or that we crossed paths with. 
 
    In one such huge room with mirror walls—just to add to the fucking confusion and insanity of the situation—the crew of irate cyclops caught up with us. 
 
    It was the tinkling, apocalyptic smashing of glass that made me turn around when we were halfway across the mirrored ballroom. Three cyclops had battered their way through the doorway which, at a stretch, might have been able to accommodate one of them at a time. 
 
    Say what you like about cyclops. Say they might not be the dumbest creatures on the planet, but they sure better hope all the chickens don’t die. Say they might be able to articulate themselves more clearly, and with less flying spit, if their sires had all been second cousins instead of first. Say that, but at least you can look at one and know, without any doubt, what it is. 
 
    “Those are cyclops,” I still found myself stating, staring at the bald, muscle-bound twelve-foot-tall humanoids. They were much taller than the cyclops I had encountered in the city streets a few days back. They were dressed in loincloths that looked like they were just the regular robes of the soldiers that had been carefully tucked and secured to hide the cyclops’ trouser snakes. 
 
    “What gave it away? The one fucking giant eye?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “Jeeves, catch!” Nahlih yelled, tossing one of her pistols to the faun. “Make yourself useful and pop these assholes!” 
 
    Jeeves pointed the mana pistol at the middle cyclops and squeezed the trigger, just as a squad of strange, bandy-legged creatures with wings on their backs loped into the room. The red beams thunked and sparked into the ribs of Jeeves’ target, and the giant, hideous thing let out an enraged howl of pain. A few more of the laser-like beams deflected from the brawny arms of the cyclops and punched into the mirrored wall beside it. The section of wall burst into pieces, the glass cascading across the floor. 
 
    The winged newcomers had charged through the destroyed wall that the cyclops had opened up. They had evil, pointy features and skin that reminded me of the kind of bark you’d find on the trees in one of the more leprous and haunted forests. They carried clubs of bone in their hands. As they charged toward us, with their red eyes glowing like coals and their wide mouths open, a couple of them took wing. 
 
    “Gargoyles!” came a cry from behind me. 
 
    Azalea ripped into view, having taken to the air. Lightning danced in her hands and ran along the backs of her arms. She went high, grazing the mirrored ceiling, and then dove down. With a sweeping gesture, she sent lancing tendrils of bright blue lightning raining through the crowds of gargoyles. A couple of the foul folk were turned to ash on the spot, while one of the cyclops caught a concentrated blast in the eye. 
 
    The cyclops roared. It lashed out in blind pain and fury—not directionless pain and fury, but quite literally blind, as its eyeball was now running down its face. Its angry blow caught one of its fellow cyclops in the face and sent it staggering, which in turn ended with that cyclops crushing a gargoyle against a wall. More mirror glass rained down. 
 
    The world turned into a chaotic dance of flashing lights, shattering mirror panels, rampaging cyclops, and screeching gargoyles. 
 
    Off to my right Lucia gave a little groan of almost painful pleasure. It was an incongruous sound, seeing as we were about to throw down with a bunch of bloodthirsty supernatural monsters. I glanced over and saw that her usually deep, dark eyes were stretched wide open and glowing red now, her fingers had elongated into red claws, and her fangs had lengthened almost to her breastbone. 
 
    “Aaaah, Pat!” she yelled. “I knew I felt different after we made the monster with two backs up on the roof of that safehouse, but I’d no idea couplin’ with an Aether Mage would turn me into a nosferatu!” 
 
    “You’re welcome?” I hazarded, my eyes locked on the oncoming gargoyles. 
 
    “Stronger, faster, and with heightened senses during the thrill of battle? Yes, yes, I suppose I am thankful, but these pathetic fools won’t be!”  
 
    I hoped she was right because the first gargoyle hoping to kill me stepped up to plate. 
 
    I nudged aside the thrust of an incoming gargoyle’s club with a burst of air mana before whipping around and delivering a torrent of iridescent blue fire into the face of another enemy, who had been closing in from my opposite side. The gargoyle’s head went up like a lit match, and he screamed and reeled away. I popped a couple of sharpened stakes of wood into existence, then used some holy mana to propel them into the guts of the first gargoyle, causing him to fall backward with a screech. 
 
    “Die!” I cried, raising my hand to let loose with a strangling creeper of nature magic. 
 
    Before I could capitalize on this, a third creature swooped in and tackled me around the middle. My mage suit might have been able to absorb any kind of mana thrown at it, but it couldn’t absorb physical beings so far as I knew. We grappled with each other for a moment, as the gargoyle’s wings propelled us across the war-torn ballroom. 
 
    June’s flaming bolt of magenta fire struck the gargoyle in the wing joint and took the wing off in a spray of blood that resembled motor oil as it splashed my face. 
 
    I grimaced. “Dude, that’s fucking gr—” I yelled, and then we plowed a furrow through the hard, pale white wood of the ballroom floor. 
 
    Splinters and bits of planking flew up around us. 
 
    The gargoyle was a strong and angry son of a bitch. He snarled as we grappled nose to nose in the wreck of the floor, breathing his putrid, vaguely alchemical breath into my face. He was on top of me, and his fingers were clamped around my throat and squeezing, squeezing. 
 
    The lack of oxygen made it hard for me to concentrate. A dull thumping echoed through my ears, as well as the pathways of my brain. Dimly, I became aware that it was the sound of my lowering pulse. My vision narrowed as I tried to remember just what mana I had still in my reservoir armor plates, but my mind was scrambled. 
 
    What a shame it was that I couldn’t absorb this fucking guy like I absorbed all the other spells that were flung at me. 
 
    You can absorb this guy, my dying brain told me. 
 
    Oh sure I can brain, I thought back fuzzily. I’m just going to absorb a gargoyle through my pores, is that it? It’s amazing a jackass like you calls the shots around here. 
 
    You can’t absorb him, my brain said. But you can absorb the mana within him. The worst that’s going to happen is that you die. At least you would get the satisfaction of telling me that you told me so. 
 
    Something about what my muddled brain told me made sense. As the gargoyle’s fingers dug deeper into my neck, I concentrated on leaching the mana out of his body, where it pressed on me as he tried to strangle me. 
 
    It was like I had inhaled sharply, though I filled with strength instead of breath. Within two seconds, I felt more clear-headed and less like I was going to float away and detach from the earth.  
 
    The gargoyle’s grip loosened around my throat. Its fingers slackened. It let out a long exhalation at the precise time I drew in a ragged breath. 
 
    I coughed as my lungs filled with the creature’s foul, stinking breath. “Fuck me, but the gods wasted a good asshole when they put teeth in your mouth,” I choked. 
 
    I shoved the gargoyle up and away from me. It lolled back on its knees, straddling my legs. It looked ashen gray and weak. Its eyes had dulled from bright red to a limpid beige. 
 
    One of the two remaining cyclops raised a foot over the pair of us. 
 
    “Fuck!” I said, and flew backward. 
 
    I shot out from under the gargoyle, like a tablecloth from under a glass. Such was the speed that I reversed my ass out of there that the gargoyle barely wobbled. 
 
    The cyclops’ foot came down on top of its smaller compatriot, and there was the dismal crunch and squish of bones and organs being turned into dog chow. 
 
    I came to a halt on my back, ten yards across the room. The cyclops glared down at me, obviously of the mind that I had spoiled what would have proved to be a fun game. 
 
    As I sucked in a couple more much needed breaths, I scrambled for mana and a way to shape it. I focused on tapping into the reserves of nature or stone magic that I had absorbed from Merlin during our sparring session the day before. I formed the mana, whatever variety it was exactly, into a spherical and familiar shape which had popped into my mind. When the little supernatural grenade had formed, I hefted it, pulled the pin I had created it with, and tossed it between the cyclops’ legs. 
 
    The mana grenade went off with a dull, unexpecting pha-schplat noise. Scrunching my eyes against the fizzing sparkle of bronze energy I had unleashed, not to mention a halo of stinging sand particles, I was rewarded with the singular sight of a twelve-hundred-pound cyclops flipping slowly into the air. 
 
    The great hulk was dead, shredded and flayed from the waist down and missing a decent section of his face too. Gargoyles ran from the scene of the explosion, one limping heavily with a piece of wooden flooring embedded in its thigh. As I watched, the limping gargoyle snapped open its wings and was crushed by the giant corpse that landed on it. 
 
    I managed to get to my feet, feeling better than I expected thanks to the energy and magic I had absorbed from the gargoyle. The last of the gargoyles were being mopped up by June, who was an awesome sight when she was in warlock mode. 
 
    “You okay, pal?” Jeeves asked, trotting over. Nahlih’s pistol was still in his hand and his head swiveled from side to side. The pistol barrel was smoking with a pale pink mist. 
 
    “Yeah, I’m good,” I said, massaging my throat. “How about you?” 
 
    Jeeves waggled a hand from side to side. “Had a couple of moments there where my life flashed before my eyes.” 
 
    “Mon Dieu, that must’ve been a disappointing watch,” Cherie said as she came over to the pair of us and dusted me down a little. 
 
    “Ha-de-fuckin’-ha,” said Jeeves. 
 
    “Looks like we’re all done here and can start moving on,” Cherie said, nodding over to the other side of the mammoth room. 
 
    The last cyclops had been forced into a corner by the combined powers of Merlin and Noir. As the three of us watched, Noir looked to hold the pissed off creature in place with his mind, while Merlin, with a sweeping gesture of his hands, turned the mirrored glass behind the creature into a fluid sheet. This sheet of liquid glass draped over the cyclops from head to toe and then hardened, appearing to embalm it on the spot. 
 
    “I recognize this place,” Merlin said as he attempted to wring black blood from his beard. If we head through the doorway over there, we should find ourselves in the courtyard that fronts the castle. The drawbridge opens out onto a small bridge beyond, if my memory serves me right.” 
 
    “Let’s stop talking about it and get going, then,” Lucia said, dropping down from out of the ceiling with a dead gargoyle clutched by the throat. The thing must have weighed two-hundred and twenty pounds, but she held it like it was made of straw. She twitched, and her new nosferatu form gave way to her regular appearance. 
 
    Noir glanced up. “What were you doing up—” 
 
    “Not now, Alexander!” June said. 
 
    “June’s right,” I said, winking at her. The addition of the horns and tail somehow only managed to make her look sexier in my eyes. “Merlin, lead the way!” 
 
    “Follow me.” He went to take off, and then stopped in his tracks, peering to his right. 
 
    “Hey Crowley, you silly old fool, what the blazes are you doing heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    Crowley stopped in the entrance of the door he had just been about to pass through. 
 
    “Don’t you lot mind me, I’ll catch up in jiffy,” he said nonchalantly. 
 
    “Yes, but where the hell are you off to?” Merlin persisted. 
 
    “Oh, I just have a little present for Morgana that I need to deliver.” 
 
    “Present? This is hardly time to make up for all the Christmases we’ve missed with her!” 
 
    Crowley ignored that remark. “Oh,” he said in an aside as his broad bulk was about to sail from the body-filled ballroom, “and, by the way, everyone who isn’t allergic to four-thousand-degree heat should probably be well away from this joint in ten minutes or so.” With a final smug smile, he disappeared. 
 
    Merlin chewed his bearded lip for a moment, then said, “Right, you heard the man! All those not keen on finding out what it might be like to live on the surface of the sun follow me!” 
 
    As we ran out of the mirrored ballroom, through a pair of buckled doors and out into the rooms beyond, Noir grabbed me by the shoulder. 
 
    “That’s really Merlin?” he asked. 
 
    “I believe so,” I said. 
 
    “The Merlin?” 
 
    “That was my reaction too,” I admitted. “He sure as shit might not look the part in our eyes, but he knows his way around magic.” 
 
    “And that Crowley was Aleister Crowley?” Noir asked. 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    As we dashed through a beautifully, if sparsely, appointed living room I saw Noir reach up and fondle his hat. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “I think you’re going to want to hold onto that. Especially when you see Crowley again.”  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 19 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Things didn’t get any less busy once we’d made it into the fresh air of the courtyard. The crunch of heavily booted feet running on gravel echoed off the insides of the curtain walls and the occasional urgent shout reached our ears.  
 
    We were in the part of the castle that was called the bailey—the area that directly surrounded the main structure, or the keep. As the courtyards that we had been led through on our way to see Morgana had been, this massive central one at the front of the estate was beautifully kept. 
 
    “That gal might be a few clowns short of a circus,” Lucia said, “but damn, she really does know how to surround herself with beauty, doesn’t she?” 
 
    Manicured lawns, paths of raked white pebbles, shaped hedges that looked like they had been sculpted with nail scissors, ornamental ponds, overflowing beds of stunning flowers, and little stone benches and tables adorned the space in front of us. It was more like something you’d expect to see in a stately home or estate in the Hamptons, not so much the lair of an evil overlord queen type figure in an alien universe. 
 
    “You’ll have to take some interior decor and landscaping tips from her back to Portland,” I said drily. 
 
    Lucia tapped the side of her head. “Don’t you worry, human. I am.” 
 
    “Of course, we have to not die first,” Azalea said. 
 
    “And the chances of us being able to accomplish that,” Noir said, “seem to shrink by the minute.” 
 
    “They literally are shrinking by the minute,” I said, in a somewhat pointed voice. “I don’t know what Crowley thinks he’s going to be able to do, or what surprise he’s got shelved up that big tweed-covered ass of his, but it sounded like he intended to raze this fucking place to the ground.” 
 
    “Certainly seemed like it, lad,” Merlin said, motioning for us to keep moving. “And if I know Aleister Crowley, which I do, he’ll make good on his promise.” 
 
    “Let’s saddle up and get the hell out of here then,” Lucia said, her Texan accent shining through just a little more with the building stress levels. 
 
    “Hey, I’ve got an idea,” I said as we ducked through an arch of fragrant pink flowers that sighed at us as we passed. “Azalea, Lucia, June, and I will take to the air and help clear the path ahead. We’ll make sure we can just go right out the front door.” 
 
    Merlin nodded. “All right, you four go, and we’ll meet you there. Good luck.” 
 
    “Warn us if Morgana decides to bother herself with us, will you?” I said. 
 
    Merlin snorted so hard that his mustache flickered out an inch from his face. 
 
    “You won’t need me to tell you if that mad woman arrives on the scene, you can believe me when I tell you that,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Where the fuck is that bitch, anyway?” Jeeves spat, eyes darting about in his beefy, red, bewhiskered face. 
 
    “She’ll think it besmirches her reputation, having to stir herself to deal with us,” Merlin said. “That’s my guess. How I hope she goes down with this ship if Crowley manages to light a fire under her backside.” 
 
    “One thing I think we can be sure of with her,” I said, “is that it’d be a real dumbass who counted her out without the proof of her cooling body lying in front of him. Let’s go!” 
 
    The three girls and I took to the air, leaving Noir, Merlin, Cherie, Jeeves, and Nahlih to hotfoot it into a dense rose garden. The flower garden was filled with blooms of gold and blue and lime green, as well as the usual delicate pinks and dusky reds, and led the casual ambler—or in this case the running hunted—toward the main gates of Morgana Fay’s compound. 
 
    As soon as we were twenty feet or so off the ground, June cried out and pointed to our left. Simultaneously, Azalea alerted me to something on our right. 
 
    “Nothing like being the filling in a shit sandwich,” I said as I watched the small flock of gargoyles issuing out from a high tower on the right side of the castle. Below and to our left a squadron of armed soldiers came swarming out from the base of another tower. The two groups of bad guys converged on the four of us as we hovered in midair, as well as our fleeing friends on foot. 
 
    “How long do we have?” I asked no one in particular. 
 
    “I forgot to charge my phone this morning, Pat Bane,” Lucia said. 
 
    There were few beings that could deadpan like a member of the undead. 
 
    “Good point,” I said. “Let’s just work on the assumption that we have almost no time remaining. Get the gates open, keep the guys on the ground from getting penned in, and try not to die.” 
 
    “You know, life is a fine thing and death is peaceful,” Lucia said matter-of-factly. “But the transition from one to the other… That’s the thing that gives some folk pause.” 
 
    “I’ll take your word for it, Lucia,” I said. 
 
    I steeled my resolve and fixed my eyes on the lead gargoyle, noticing how its throat expanded grotesquely as it bellowed its war cry. I saw then why it was that the medieval sculptors had used the things as gutter ornaments on their roofs. 
 
    “June, if you can give the assholes on foot a bit of trouble and keep them distracted on your own, that would be great. The rest of us will engage the gargoyles. They’re the bigger threat to Cherie and the rest of them. The foot soldiers won’t be able to pinpoint them once they enter the gardens, thanks to all the hedges and stuff.” 
 
    June didn’t ask questions. She knew it was a solid plan, and she was too pragmatic to raise the obvious concerns. Concerns like: would we get out of this with all our body parts still attached and in their correct configuration, for instance. 
 
    Instead, she gave me a long and deep look, winked one sapphire eye at me, and then shot away to head off the incoming troops. 
 
    I didn’t fancy their chances. Still, if you were going to trade your mana stave in for a harp, then you may as well do it at the hands of an avenging angel that was as easy on the eyes as June was. 
 
    Time was slipping away, as it always did. I returned my attention to the horde of gargoyles flapping and screeching toward us. We looked to be their primary target, until one of the motherfuckers spotted the rest of our crew sprinting across the ground. 
 
    “Shit, let’s move!” I said. 
 
    Noir, Jeeves, Cherie, Merlin, and Nahlih would have been able to take care of themselves I was sure, but they would have been slowed down in a big way by a bunch of gargoyles dive-bombing them like angry blackbirds. And, right at that moment, time was something we just didn’t have on our side. 
 
    As me, Lucia, and Azalea converged on a path with the gargoyles, I saw the crew on the ground dart into a hedge maze. The maze itself was a simple thing, made more for decoration than as a challenge. Even if it had been a tricky one, the five runners could have simply blasted their way through it. On the flip side of this, gargoyles attacking from the air weren’t going to be thrown by people running into a maze—not when they could watch from above. 
 
    However, I saw that Cherie had been struck by a brilliant idea. She reached out and brushed her hand along the leafy sides of the trimmed maze. At once, an occult wall of vegetation emerged from the preexisting walls of the maze. The supernatural fauna grew swiftly upward and then closed over the roof of the maze.  
 
    “Thata girl, Cherie!” I called as Lucia, Azalea, and myself rocketed toward the gargoyles, who now shrieked in rage instead of excitement. 
 
    Azalea had the lead. As we flew, she stretched her arms out wide to either side of her and began conjuring thick black clouds out of the aether. These clouds began massing around the group of gargoyles, obstructing their view further and stinging them with occasional bolts of lightning. 
 
    I was at Azalea’s side and flew across her path as the gargoyles retaliated with a shower of bullet-like projectiles that turned out to be discs of magically conjured stone. I had thought they would try something along those lines, so I was braced and ready for impact when a bunch of the projectiles smacked into my body, peppering my legs, arms, and chest. The mage suit absorbed the missiles without difficulty. 
 
    In hindsight, I was lucky I didn’t take one in the kisser, but I was thinking only of protecting my friend at the time. Besides, being on the receiving end of the gargoyles attack only fueled me with magic that I could use against them. 
 
    I recycled the magic. I conjured stout walls of stone out of the air, placing them within the clouds Azalea continued to materialize. Gargoyles, swooping this way and that in a vain attempt to get out of the mage-made storm, plowed into the walls and dropped senseless out of the sky. 
 
    A few of our aerial attackers shot toward us, their claws splayed wide. 
 
    Lucia, in nosferatu guise, sped out of nowhere, tackling the biggest of these brutes out of the air as he approached. What a sight it was to see that woman, who was as curvaceous and sensual as any supper club singer, smashing into the gargoyle’s ribs with the force of a runaway locomotive. Both she and the gargoyle disappeared from my view, the nosferatu raking her quarry mercilessly with her elongated red claws, and I was forced to start dealing out some quickfire punishment. 
 
    The sky descended into madness as the gargoyles and us mages fought for supremacy. My pulse was jacked as I fired spells this way and that, dodging spells when I could and absorbing them when the opportunity presented itself. Gargoyle body parts rained down as Azalea ripped them apart with bouts of pure white lightning. Her mauve hair stood out around her head like strands of plasma as she flicked lightning bolts in all directions. 
 
    For my part, I used every trick at my disposal. I flew this way and that, battering and hacking at gargoyles with flaming weaponry I conjured using a mix of stored fire and holy mana. The twin pair of swords that I brought into being looked like bright yellow lightsabers. They cut through the gargoyles with ease. I found myself slashing them from the air, batting them away like stony flies. 
 
    I threw one of the swords overhand and managed to pin a gargoyle to the inside of one of the castle walls. I turned and unleashed a blast of icy air that froze another gargoyle’s wings together so it plummeted to the gravel path below and shattered like a dropped statue. Then, I dropped down onto the back of a gargoyle passing below me, ran him through the back with my other fiery yellow sword, and kicked him toward Lucia. She snarled as she crushed the gargoyle’s head with a piledriver-like fist. 
 
    It was madness and chaos but, crucially, we managed to mop the gargoyles up in a little over two minutes. 
 
    That might have been good, quick work, but it still might not have been quick enough. I saw that Jeeves, Merlin, Cherie, Noir, and Nahlih had exited the other end of the maze and were heading for the closed front gates leading to the small bridge that spanned the moat. I was able to pick them out at once, thanks to the bright red beams of the mana pistols that Nahlih and Jeeves wielded. 
 
    “What the hell? The gates are opening!” Lucia said. “Do you think that that’ll be Henry Starr and the others?” 
 
    Something in my gut told me that this was going to be the case, and I said as much. 
 
    “Come on,” I said, “June hasn’t mopped up those foot soldiers and they look like they have shields that are helping them deflect her attacks.” 
 
    There was a scattering of broken bodies that had been left across the pristine grass and immaculately raked gravel paths like a trail of breadcrumbs. The main host of the soldiers that June had flown over to intercept were mostly still alive and were heading across the ornate grounds to cut off Merlin, Noir, and the others as they headed for the slowly opening gates. 
 
    The gates creaked open, wider and wider, and I caught a glimpse as to what was waiting on the other side. 
 
    “Nope, those definitely are not on our team,” I said. “Let’s get down there!” 
 
    A host of a dozen werewolves waited on the other side. Our friends on the ground were sandwiched between the bulging muscles and ripping teeth of the werewolves and the staves and shields of the guards. 
 
    “I’ll help June mop up these tenacious fucks,” I yelled. “You two help the others with the wolves.” 
 
    June was in the middle of raining down purple fire on the shielded soldiers, whose kite shields glowed with an eldritch orange light and looked to be absorbing and deflecting the spell fire she casted at them. The defensive items looked to have limits however because, as I swooped in, I saw the shield of one woman suddenly dim. With a scream that plucked at the hairs on the back of my neck, the female soldier went up like a torch; skin crackling and blackening under the ferocious heat of the occult fire. 
 
    I swept in low and from the side of the preoccupied troops, while June harried them from above. 
 
    The soldier at the front of the group turned at the sound of my approach, which just went to show how fast I was moving and how close to the ground I was. It must have been the hiss of gravel blasting out behind me that did it. 
 
    The soldier’s eyes went wide, and then her mouth curled into a snarl of pure hatred. 
 
    It was none other than my old friend Torrid, the captain of Morgana’s guard. 
 
    “You!” she screeched, dropping her shield down to face me and pointing her stave at me. 
 
    “Me!” I cried back. 
 
    I used the stone mana that I had absorbed from the gargoyles to do a simple switcheroo, turning Torrid’s shield to solid rock. The sudden change in weight almost dislocated the woman’s arm from its socket. She lurched over with a grunt of surprise. The next surprised noise she made wasn’t so much a grunt as a squeal. I careened into her with a flying shoulder charge that sent her spinning into the men behind her. 
 
    The three of them went down as I banked sharply to come around for another attack. Meanwhile, Torrid and the two men she had bowled over had acted as human tripwires for the soldiers behind, who were busy looking up at June. The domino effect that ensued took down practically the rest of the squad. Once most of them were floored, June made like Smaug and poured down more of her ruthless purple fire from on high. 
 
    Torrid caught my eye, even as I boosted in to make sure the job was done, and managed to half insult me with a hearty scream of, “You fucking cu—” before she was obliterated from the Phantom Sphere, along with most of her comrades. 
 
    I have to admit, I’d been more sorry to see large and impressive scabs fall off than I was to witness the demise of that particular specimen.  
 
    Only two of the squad remained. I had to harden my heart a little bit as I cut toward them and prepared to take them down. This heart hardening was made easier when they looked at one another, dropped their shields, and pulled little handheld crossbows from their belts. 
 
    Before June could bathe them in more of her occult fire, she was forced to erect a shield of buffeting semi-transparent green air to stop the bright pink bolts of mana they sent her way. The quarrels sparked and flickered off her shield. Despite the shield looking to be made of wavering hot air, I saw it cracking under the ceaseless hail of mana quarrels. It looked like the soldiers had an endless supply too, as neither of them seemed worried about running out of ammo. 
 
    I hit them from the side with wood mana. Simple vines twirled up out of the earth, wrapping themselves around the bodies of the two men. They fired off a few more shots at June, forcing her to pump more mana into her shield so that it wouldn’t break. Then, with a final expenditure of the wood mana, I caused four-inch spikes to pop out from the vines that hugged them. This effectively ushered them off their mortal coils, while simultaneously turning them into the largest colanders in the world. Blood sprayed in profusion. 
 
    June landed heavily next to me. “Thanks for that.” 
 
    I waved her words away. There was no point in saying that I’m sure she would have done the same for me; I knew that she would have. 
 
    “The others—” I began. 
 
    “Are going to be fine, I think,” June said. 
 
    I turned to see where she was looking, expecting to see some serious carnage taking place with those dozen werewolves. What I saw instead was Leatherlips, the giant Native American mage, coming flying down to brain the penultimate werewolf with his tomahawk, which looked to have transformed so that it was made of smoking quicksilver. The handheld war ax left a steaming soldered wedge missing in the werewolf’s head. Not surprisingly, the beast keeled over. 
 
    There was a dull boom as Henry Starr, the famed outlaw, fired one of his magical six-shooters at the final werewolf that was squaring off against him in front of the gate. To my surprise, the man’s round seemed to strike the werewolf in the back of the head rather than the front, even though he and Henry were standing face-to-face. 
 
    As his opponent dropped dead, Henry’s gun twirled itself back into his holster, and he said to his twitching opponent, “I wouldn’t have been branded an outlaw if I fought fair now, would I son? Should have expected me to be using these here carny rounds.” 
 
    Noir seeing me watching, cupped his hand to his mouth, and yelled, “How would you feel about stopping messing around over there so that we can get the fuck out of here, Pat?” 
 
    I looked back at the castle. There was no sign of Morgana. 
 
    “What about Crowley?” I asked. 
 
    “Are you kidding me, lad?” Merlin said. “You missed him?” 
 
    “Missed him?” I asked. 
 
    “That rotund bugger is already over the bridge and halfway to the city by now. Let’s get going! Anything that gets Crowley moving any faster than a walk can be nothing good.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 20 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Not having to worry about escaping Morgana’s palatial compound in an oblique fashion or care about stealth meant we made it to the edge of the city of the Phantom Sphere in double time. The road, being part of dear Morgana’s compound as it technically was, was as smooth as freshly laid asphalt. It also had that pleasing springiness to it that poured rubber surfacing had, which meant even Noir moved along at a fair clip. 
 
    The long slope that led down from the palace on the cliffs was devoid of buildings. I guessed this was due in equal measures to Morgana not wanting anyone else near her, and the inhabitants of the Phantom Sphere valuing their own skins enough to know when prime seaside real estate was off the table.  
 
    At the bottom of the slope, after about three minutes of hard running, we entered the edge of what passed for an industrial zone in a magical community. At that time in the morning, most of the bustling around the warehouses and rickety shacks had to do with the fishing haulers returning from sea. There were also manufactories that were starting to belch out smokes of vibrant colors from their chimneys as work got underway. 
 
    “Past that magic carpet depot!” Merlin yelled, indicating a large, open-sided building that might have been a taxi depot transplanted out of any taxi rich city in the States. “Keep running.” 
 
    “Oh come on, Merlin,” Noir puffed. “We’re a bloody mile away from it now.” 
 
    “You don’t know Crowley!” Merlin said. “Trust me when I say the man has been known to get carried away.” 
 
    Speaking of the devil, we caught up with the rotund Englishman halfway down the next block. 
 
    Without any of us asking a question, the chubby man wheezed, “Should be any second now. Should’ve happened already, really. Actually, if I’m being frank, I thought you might have caught the tail end of it on your way out the front door. Glad you made it, of course, but still…” 
 
    “Your concern for us feels feigned, Mr. Crowley,” Janet Horne said, one hand clamped over the bonnet that covered her head. 
 
    “Does it, my dear?” Crowley said. “I can’t imagine why.”  
 
    We sprinted past a stable of golems that were being mucked out by a couple of goblin stablehands sharing a roll-up, who stared at us as we shot by them. We were just, at the suggestion of Sarah Wildes, about to turn down a side street filled with an assortment of junk shops when there was a shriek from high above us. Actually, it was a series of coordinated shrieks that sounded more like war cries than they did, say, a bunch of girls finding a couple of big spiders in the bathtub. 
 
    “The sirens, dammit!” Merlin said, skidding to a halt and turning his wrinkled face to the clear sky. 
 
    Only it wasn’t clear anymore. Five dots were set in front of the wispy, high cirrocumulus clouds. 
 
    “Don’t sound like no sirens I ever heard,” Jeeves grunted. 
 
    “That’s not what old Merlin means, partner,” Henry Starr said, drawing his two beautiful mana pistols from the holsters on his hips. “He’s talkin’ about the Sirens.” 
 
    “That’s what I just said,” Jeeves said. “Isn’t it?” 
 
    “I thought sirens were mermaid things?” I said. 
 
    “Sirens are beautiful, mischievous beings who enjoy luring sailors to the rocky cliffs of the islands they live on with their irresistible songs and music,” Sarah said, her voice as calm and quiet as if we were speaking over tea and cake. “Tales usually say the ships of these sailors get sunk and the sailors drown, but more often than not, the sirens end up engaging in… intercourse with them.” She blushed and went silent. 
 
    “Sirens are often portrayed as beautiful women, but they’ve been depicted in different forms as well, like mermaids or women who transform into more vicious-looking beings once they attack the sailors from up close,” Noir said. 
 
    “And they’re not any of these things?” I asked. “What are we about to deal with here?” 
 
    “These aren’t just sirens, they’re the Sirens, like I said afore,” Henry Starr said, clicking back the hammers of his pistols. “And, they’re women, they’re beautiful, and they’re as dangerous and mean as any mama wasp ever was.” 
 
    We watched as the sirens came shrieking toward us. Five ragged shapes getting bigger and bigger. 
 
    In a quickfire rhythm of dull thuds that split the roadway and sent all the workers and traders, street urchins, and wheeler-dealers running for cover, the sirens landed. 
 
    They were just as Henry Starr had said; beautiful and mean-looking. The five of them couldn’t have been more identical if they’d been copy and pasted; ragged dresses of dirty white, skin that was the pale blue of a corpse fished out of a frozen river, bright red hair, and bodies that could’ve put a horn on a jellyfish. They oozed sexuality almost as freely as they exuded imminent violence. 
 
    They were almost as gorgeous as Morgana herself, but they gave off none of her intelligent, thoughtful restraint. I could tell they were one wrong word away from trying to unravel all the sinews in our bodies like cats with balls of yarn. 
 
    For a couple of long seconds no one spoke. None of us so much as moved. 
 
    “Merlin,” the first siren said in a melodic voice, her red hair floating above her head like slow-motion fire. “You really shouldn’t look at us that way. You’re old enough to be our father, and then some.” 
 
    Merlin stroked his beard slowly. He looked like a man who was weighing his words as if they were gold dust. 
 
    “Yeah, he could very well have been your father, of course, but it looks to me like there was a dog that beat him over the damned fence,” Nahlih said as she lit up a cigarillo. 
 
    The sirens leaned forward and shrieked together, their eyes blazing with hatred and scorned pride. They rose slightly off the ground, dresses flicking around them, their hair dancing like flames caught in a sudden draft. 
 
    “Now you’ve gone and done it,” Jeeves said grimly. 
 
    Noir held out his hands toward the foremost siren, the one that had spoken to Merlin. His fingers stood stiff and quivering, looking like the branches of a tree in winter that was about to be caught in a storm. 
 
    The lead siren clamped her hands over her ears and howled. She screamed so loudly, with such an eerie, ringing vibrancy, that the whorled glass windows that lined the warehouses, processing plants, and manufactories nearby burst. The distance the exploding glass made it into the road grew shorter the further from the sirens the windows were, until the panes only quivered in their frames. 
 
    Merlin stepped forward with his spindly arms outthrust and was caught by one of the sirens, who enveloped him in a bearhug as she flew through the air. As Merlin struggled, loosing magic into his attacker’s back, the pair of them smashed through the corner of an armorer’s shop, sending bricks and dust cascading into the road. 
 
    I caught a glimpse of the armorer sticking his red-faced head out of the door, before seeing what was happening and retreating again. 
 
    The sirens scattered to engage us, undeterred that there were fourteen of us and only five of them. 
 
    Sarah Wilder and Janet Horne were caught up with one. The siren grabbed the pair of them by the throat and screeched at them, hard enough to set their hair to flapping. The two women peppered the creature’s face with a series of delicate sparking spells that made the siren drop them and take a step back. 
 
    Leatherlips attempted to behead the woman with his quicksilver tomahawk, but the siren moved as quick as a rattlesnake and then lashed out with a hand. There was a burst of red light, a shower of burning sparks, and Leatherlips was flung backward, as if he’d just been shot out of a cannon. He was propelled across the road and crashed through the heavy metal doors of an icehouse so hard that the large doors were knocked clean off their hinges. He disappeared from sight. 
 
    Henry Starr, Nahlih, and Jeeves fired at each of the five sirens with their pistols as opportunity allowed. The flashing rounds of their weapons zipped off the roadway and sparked off the lamp posts that lined the road, shattering the oil lamps that hung from the tall poles. 
 
    Nahlih was glowing a bright orange now, glowing like I had never seen her orange skin glow before. Her hair, which was usually a raven black shot with strands of gold, was now a full, oily sable black and almost looked like liquid made strangely solid. She caught me looking and winked. 
 
    “You helped me attain dark fairy status, Pat! I feel fucking incredible!” 
 
    To illustrate her point, she slid her mana pistol back into the holster at the small of her back, made crude pistols out of her fingers, and started firing projectile spells at the siren they were engaged with. The spells whizzed through the air like smoky black bullets, striking the siren and causing it to stumble back in pain and shock. 
 
    I engaged with the siren nearest me with the kind of fury that only boils up when you see your best friends in mortal danger. I lashed out with a spear of light that I had conjured and was rewarded with a screech of rage as a sliver of fabric fell curling away from the siren’s dress. 
 
    Alerted by her sister’s cry of rage, another siren trapped Cherie inside a giant red bubble and flew over to help her fellow deal with me, the upstart who’d done worse than harm her sister and dared to ruin her ragged dress. 
 
    I saw her coming at me out of the corner of my eye, waited for her to get within optimal spell casting distance, and then acted. I drove my fist into the solid concrete of the roadway while simultaneously letting out an expanding, thrumming ring of fire magic. 
 
    The two sirens were sent flipping away from me. One was blown out of the air before skidding across the road, leaving a trench in the asphalt. The other collided so heavily with one of the iron lamp posts that it bent nearly in half. The oil lantern that hung from the top of it flew across the street and through the second story window of a potion brewery. There was an echoing cry of dismay as the flaming lantern crashed through the shuttered window, a soft gloop noise, and then a mushrooming ball of blue flames lifted part of the roof clean off. 
 
    Tiles rained down, shattering in the street. There were screams and shouts from inside the brewery and from neighboring buildings. A chimney came crashing down and burst apart not ten yards from where Azalea fired sprays of occult hail at one of the sirens, forcing it back. Both were forced to dive backward out of harm’s way. 
 
    The siren that had hit the lamp post was the first one to recover, crawling to her hands and knees in an unladylike fashion.  
 
    Noir, having picked himself up from being flung through the air by an enraged siren’s spell that he had barely blocked in time, rolled to his feet, made a chopping gesture at the buckled lamp post, and the iron thing stabbed downward like a descending claw. The broken, jagged end punched through the back of the siren on all fours, almost cutting her in two as it drove itself into the concrete. She struggled, gasped, and then collapsed dead as blood pooled out of her stricken body. 
 
    I turned my attention back to the woman I’d sent scraping along the road, but caught sight of Cherie trapped inside the transparent red bubble. The bubble’s surface ran with flickering evil-looking flame, which reminded me of the fire that might burn on an oil slick. The bubble contracted, and it looked like Cherie was choking. Soon she’d be encased in an airless vacuum bag, like a piece of sous vide steak. 
 
    I pointed a finger at the shrinking bubble, aiming as wide of Cherie as I could, and sent a spike of glittering ice mana, reinforced with a bit of steel mana for added potency, punching through the bubble. It burst and disappeared. Cherie fell heavily to the floor. 
 
    I breathed a sigh of relief, which morphed into a gasp as the siren I had sent plowing through the asphalt came flying at me. 
 
    I wasn’t expecting it and hadn’t the time to erect any kind of defense. I braced myself for impact. The siren’s bloody face was only half a foot from me when she jerked to a halt. 
 
    If I was surprised, it was nothing to how the siren looked. She was so taken aback that her power of flight failed her, and she fell to the ground with a meaty smack which must have driven the wind out of her. I blinked, looked up, and saw that Cherie hung grimly onto the end of a chain of occult daisies. The flowers burned white and gold, so bright that I was barely able to look at them. One end of this chain was fastened around the ankle of the siren. 
 
    Knowing we only had a few seconds to capitalize, I combined a few of the different manas that I had stored in my armor plate reservoirs and manifested a sledgehammer with a bulbous head out of the aether. 
 
    With a roar, I brought the hammer up and around and down, aiming for the siren’s melon. She tried to move aside as she saw her death coming for her, but the magical weapon caught her in the back of the head and flattened it like a fucking Easter Egg under the wheel of a bus. Blood and brains burst out and sprayed across the road, while the head of the hammer sunk into the tarmac and sent cracks spider webbing out from it. 
 
    Those siren sisters struck me as the kind of broads who would never give up once they set their minds to doing something—like slaying fourteen other people. It was hard to defeat someone who wouldn’t ever give up, but hitting them in the back of the head with a giant magical hammer sure worked wonders. 
 
    There was a collective cry of dismay. I looked up to see one of three remaining siren sisters cast aside a magical buckler she had been using to block the mana rounds fired at her by Starr, Jeeves, and Nahlih after she had apparently absorbed the occult bullets into it and then fired them back at the three shooters. Both Nahlih and Jeeves were lucky—they were somehow missed by the hail of blazing bolts that shot out at them, but Starr was spun by one of his own rounds that took him in the shoulder. 
 
    “Dammit!” I roared and made to step toward the gunslinging rebel, who was lying on his back and grimacing with pain as he clutched his bloody shoulder. 
 
    Before I could move more than a pace, I was hit from the side by a meteor. 
 
    At least that’s what it felt like. 
 
    Another siren had seen me making my move toward her sister and had decided to take advantage of my distracted state. 
 
    The pair of us rocketed across the road. I was winded and, even with the protection that the mage suit afforded me, felt like I had just been hit in the ribs by a runaway subway car. I just had the presence of mind to encapsulate myself in a shield of frosty ice mana before both the siren and I smashed into the brick wall of an icehouse used to store the catches that came off the boats. We went through the solid brickwork like a couple of steel ball bearings punching through a wafer biscuit. 
 
    Dust filled my eyes and nose. Fragments of brickwork stung my face, even with the shield in place. Flaming red hair licked around my cheeks, and the siren’s hot, sweet breath tickled me. The snarling woman and I landed hard on the bare stone floor of the icehouse, tearing up the concrete like it was filo pastry. I could hear the yells and cries of men and women running for cover, but I paid them no mind. 
 
    The siren slashed at me with fingers tipped with burning red claws. I stopped her by grabbing her wrist, bringing her claws to a halt an inch from my eyeballs. 
 
    I was in bonafide freestyle mode with my magic at that point. I was fueled on adrenaline and imagination and the necessity to stay alive. 
 
    My eyes flashed with a blinding burst of solar mana. The siren reared up from me, blinking vigorously. As soon as her weight was off me, I propelled away from the ground using some of the storm mana I had absorbed from Azalea. 
 
    The siren and I rocketed upward, shattering through the thick timber beams of the roof. Higher and higher we rose, and then, when we were at least two-hundred feet above the world, I grabbed her by the hands and drained her of her power. 
 
    It was like sucking up a fresh milkshake all in one go; sickly almost, a rush of magic instead of sugar, and a thrill that made your average brain freeze pale in comparison. 
 
    I saw the energy fade in the siren’s malicious eyes. Saw the fires that powered her flicker and die. Her fingers grew clammy in my hand, her skin turned from the light shade of corpse blue to the darker color of the mold that runs through blue cheese. She snapped her jaws weakly at me, her teeth clacking together with a brittle sound. She sighed. 
 
    And I let her go. 
 
    I stayed floating in the air as the siren tumbled down, down, down. With a mighty rending smash of breaking wood and pulverized stone, she crashed back into the factory, creating a new hole in the roof, and plunged into a huge vat of freezing, icy water. 
 
    She did not rise again. 
 
    Filled with the fresh mana of my enemy, I pelted down toward the ground, where I could see my thirteen friends herding the remaining pair of sirens back down the street. 
 
    I landed like a tornado touching down, ripping up the concrete around me. A skittish horse bolted out from a building and fled down the street, pursued by a couple of centaurs. 
 
    The sirens looked madly from one face to the next, as all of us, bar the injured Starr, who was propped against an upturned cart, closed in around them. 
 
    “What’s it going to be ladies?” June asked, her silver warlock horns glinting in the light of the day. “Are you going to stay or go? You're grossly outnumbered and I don’t see your boss anywhere.” 
 
    The siren sisters cocked their heads to one side and hissed at us. 
 
    “These are two such beings that do not understand there is peace even in the storm,” rumbled Leatherlips, dabbing at a gash in his head. 
 
    “I’m not sure they prescribe to the ancient wisdom of the great plains,” Noir said. 
 
    “I fear not,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Let’s finish this,” Janet said with a quiet determination that was more intimidating than a full-blooded roar from a lesser person would have been. 
 
    And then Morgana’s palace exploded. 
 
    Explode seemed like a paltry word to describe the detonation that took place. Erupted might have been better. Or detonated. In truth though, all three of them combined fell short of the mark. 
 
    The entire complex, as well as the cliff that it stood upon, just flew apart. It burst into an expanding ball of fragments, as if it had been made from porcelain and dust and ash, rather than solid stone. Flames of black and silver, laced with flickering green lightning and garnished with neon sparks of brightest orange, propelled chunks of masonry as big as cars hundreds of feet into the air. Dust rose like a plague of locusts. The cliff dropped away into the sea in a world-ending cacophony of shattering stone and raging, roaring water. Steam hissed and billowed out as the boiling rock impacted the saltwater. The main keep was obliterated, turned into stone chips, but the outer towers of the fortress toppled over or crumbled, melting in places like they were made of wax. 
 
    It was apocalyptic. 
 
    “Oh, there’s my little bang,” Crowley said, with devastating understatement.

  

 
   
    Chapter 21 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The magical firestorm blazed up into the pristine pale blue sky. Debris sailed upward, black against the light, mackerel-skinned clouds. 
 
    The sirens wailed as they were buffeted by the shockwave that rolled down the hillside and enveloped the part of the Phantom Sphere in which we were doing battle. Some of the smaller ramshackle huts that lined the street were flattened by the rolling pall of dust and soil and smoke that came down from the destruction of the castle. 
 
    “Crowley, you silver-spoon fed old dog, you did it!” Merlin crowed, flinging up his tattooed arms and performing a jig that would have been out of place on every dance floor in the multiverse. “You damn well did it!” 
 
    “I’d throw up my hat in celebration, old boy,” Crowley said, over the thunderous rumble of the detonation that was only now reaching our ears. “Only, I don’t seem to have a hat just at this moment.” 
 
    He looked pointedly at Noir, who pretended not to hear him. 
 
    The noise of the fulmination was so loud and long that it almost drowned out the grief-stricken din of the pair of sirens. The two women didn’t look at all happy to see their boss’ stronghold, along with the boss herself, go up in smoke. 
 
    The wailing continued, rising in pitch. This was disconcerting because the sirens had both snapped their mouths shut, turned, and looked up at the sky. Yet, the wailing continued unabated, though now it sounded like it was far off, but coming closer. 
 
    Because we had been engaged in a life and death battle up until a few seconds ago, the fact that they dropped us completely from their attention was unnerving. 
 
    “Uh, Merlin,” I said, “I think you might want to stop with the hot-steppin’ Napoleon Dynamite routine.” 
 
    Merlin’s skipping dance slowed as he rotated and peered out toward the wreck on the hillside. The hill itself was wreathed in smoke and dust, but the breeze sweeping along the coast cleared it enough for us to see that the headland the castle had been perched on was now more of a necklace; it was good deal shorter than it had previously been, a lot of it having slid into the water of the bay. 
 
    “It can’t be,” he said. “I don’t see anything.” 
 
    The wailing continued, getting closer now. It reminded me of an approaching fighter jet. They were surprisingly quiet when they were closing in on you. It was only when they reached you that you realized just how fast and just how powerful they were— 
 
    A streak of white crashed into the middle of the street. It hit so hard that the road rolled out from where it had landed like the concrete had been turned into water. This was not the case, as we found out when, a moment later, the asphalt splintered and buckled like cracked leather and threw us all off our feet. The cobbled paving stones popped up from the sidewalks like grains of rice dancing on a hot skillet. More glass broke, and the icehouse I had smashed through with the siren teetered and went over in a roaring crash of splintering wood and shattering stone. 
 
    “Bad day to be an insurance company,” I muttered, getting to my feet and waving the dust away from me. 
 
    Morgana Fay stood in the middle of the road. To say she looked livid was doing her a disservice. She looked so angry I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d dispensed with magic and just gone for our jugulars with her teeth. 
 
    It wasn’t that she was frothing at the mouth, pawing the ground, or snorting fire. In fact, her pale and unlined face was eerily tranquil. Her mouth was even crooked up in a little quarter smile, as if she was in on a joke that none of the rest of us had caught onto yet. 
 
    The hate and fury radiating off her was so strong I saw Jeeves take a step back. When she let out a long, slow exhalation of annoyance through her perfect nose, dogs started barking and howling in the adjacent streets. 
 
    Her eyes burned like blocks of flaming cobalt. Her petite, well-knit frame was taut and ready, thrumming with agitation, under her somehow still pristine white gown. 
 
    The fourteen of us stared at the three of them. Actually, it was more accurate to say the fourteen of us stared at Morgana while keeping the two sirens in our peripheral vision. I felt like we were in a quickdraw with an extended guest list. 
 
    There was a crunching sound like someone walking over a bed of coals. It was Morgana popping the knuckles of one hand and then the other by balling them into fists. 
 
    The silence stretched. 
 
    “Merlin,” Morgana said. The word dripped venom. 
 
    “Morgana,” Merlin said. His voice was heavy with distaste, as if the word sat like cat shit on his tongue. “You look as radiant and narcissistic as ever.” 
 
    The other side of Morgana’s mouth twitched up to join the first. “While you look like a walnut that’s spent too much time in the sun. I knew, of course, that you must be lurking somewhere nearby, and allowed myself to hope you had retired gracefully. Just goes to show how much hope is worth, doesn’t it? Still, it makes what is going to happen next a bit neater. Out with the old thorn in my side and—” 
 
    “In with the new?” Nahlih suggested. 
 
    “I was going to say, and out with the new too,” Morgana said, her eyes fastened on Merlin’s. 
 
    Merlin didn’t deign to reply to that. Instead, he ran a hand through his long white beard. Once, twice, three times.  
 
    Morgana tucked a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. She licked her lips and looked at the two remaining sirens. She let out another long, suffering sigh. It was a sigh that signified she really couldn’t be assed to deal with us, but if you wanted something killed, then sometimes a gal just had to roll up her sleeves and kill it herself. 
 
    “Looks like your place is going to need a lick of paint and a few new roof tiles,” someone quipped, their words hanging in the smoke like sparks. 
 
    It took me a second to realize I had said it. 
 
    Morgana turned her gaze on me. It was so hard and so sharp that she couldn’t have affected me more if she’d thrown a butcher’s knife at me. 
 
    “Pat Bane,” she said. “I should have killed you—I should have killed all of you—when you were standing before me in my throne room.” 
 
    “I think I actually saw a bit of your throne land in that junkyard down there, just around the corner from the flying carpet depot,” I said helpfully. 
 
    I was in for it now—all were. It wouldn’t have mattered what we said or how we groveled, now that Crowley had turned her luxurious fortress into a smoking hole. The only question now was, could I aggravate her enough so that she would make a mistake. 
 
    “Ah, I see you’re trying to subtly manipulate the psychology of the individual, e.g. me, are you?” Morgana said. 
 
    “What? No,” I said. 
 
    Dammit. 
 
    “I’m going to rid myself of all of you now,” she said matter-of-factly. “It seems a shame, as well as a bit of an anticlimax for you, Merlin. I mean, here you were, obviously thinking I hadn’t changed the security setup in the castle since you and I built it, thinking that perhaps now, with this bunch of ragtag wanderers from present day Earth, you would be able to snatch your revenge.” 
 
    Morgana snorted and shook her beautiful blonde head. Then she laughed. It was a light, trilling laugh, but I noticed how the sudden sound made June and Azalea flinch and hunker down into fighting stances. I also saw how the injured Henry Starr was reloading one of his pistols behind his back, wincing a little as the muscles in his perforated shoulder pulled. 
 
    “Good grief, Merlin, darling,” Morgana said, cocking her head to one side, “that’s so typical of a man. As soon as I tricked you into giving up so much of your power and then turfed you out, I installed a new alarm system. I knew you’d be back Merlin, whether it was in one year or one hundred years. It’s not in your nature to let the one you perceive as being evil get away, is it? You forget I’ve been fighting with you for a very long time, darling. I know you. I know you in some ways better than you know yourself. And there’s something else that you forgot, Merlin.” 
 
    “I don’t suppose there’s any chance of you shutting up now that you’re in mid-flow, is there?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “You forgot that retribution and revenge are two sides of the same coin,” Morgana said. “You’re just like me, really, Merlin.” 
 
    “Wrong, Morgana, wrong,” Merlin said. “Retribution needs only to feed once, while revenge has a monstrous appetite, forever hungry and never filled.” 
 
    Morgana gave a sardonic pout. “You always did have a lovely way with words, of looking at things. It’s almost going to be a pity to finally expunge you from this life.” She smiled but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Still, destroying someone’s life, grinding their last breath out under your heel, can be remarkably cathartic.” 
 
    Crowley laughed. It was a laugh that started in the middle of him, in his prodigious guts, and rolled out to the outer reaches of his frame like the undulations of an earthquake expanding from the epicenter. 
 
    Morgana turned her icy blue sapphire eyes on him. 
 
    “What’s so funny, fat man?” she asked. 
 
    “Oh nothing, my dear, nothing,” he said. “It’s just, well, there’s always so much posturing before the showdown, isn’t there? No one ever gets right down to it as soon as they lay eyes on one another, do they?” 
 
    Morgana’s eyes narrowed, and her nostrils went dangerously white. 
 
    “Do you know why that is?” Crowley asked. 
 
    “Do tell,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Because after all those years of fighting and making up and fighting and making up and double-crossing and cooperating,” Crowley said in one big rush of voice. “After all of that, you both quite admire one another, don’t you? It’s adorable in an unhealthy way.” 
 
    “Let’s see if you think there’s anything adorable about this,” Morgana said, and she brought her hands together. 
 
    The buildings on either side of us collapsed inward into the street. No, they did more than collapse, they threw themselves into the road. The three-story hunting store and Cranky Cora’s Fishin’ Supplies rose up and then curled over, their timbers snapping and pinging free as they fell inward. 
 
    I grabbed Jeeves and flew out from under the teetering pile, even as Noir and Merlin threw up their hands to buy those who couldn’t fly a little extra time. As they battled to hold up two falling buildings with their magic and their minds, Azalea and June flew like a pair of hellcats at Morgana. 
 
    I dumped Jeeves down out of harm’s way and said, “Just try not to die, okay?” 
 
    “That’s the only fuckin’ item on my daily to-do list, pal,” he said. 
 
    “Good, because I can’t be bothered having to trawl Craigslist for another chef, all right?” 
 
    “Fuck you, buddy.” 
 
    I nodded at him and punched him lightly on the arm as he hefted the pistol that Nahlih had given him. “I’ll be expecting one hell of a celebratory feast if we get out of this one.” 
 
    “If we make it out of this one, pal, you shall have yourself a fuckin’ belly-buster,” Jeeves said. 
 
    I left him there with his pistol, took to the air, and went in search of Morgana. 
 
    It was imperative I finished this before one of my friends got killed. 
 
    Noir and Merlin were still battling with the falling buildings, but edging slowly out from under the teetering piles of architecture. Figuring we didn’t have time for that shit, I put on a burst of speed, pulled a loop-the-loop, and shot through the short tunnel created by the falling buildings. 
 
    I called out a warning and tackled the other two men around their waists. I put as much mana, will, and power behind my suit’s flying capabilities as I could, and we rocketed out the other end of the tunnel and rolled down the road. Without the magic of the two mages holding them up, the buildings crashed into the street, sending debris everywhere. 
 
    Meanwhile, June and Azalea were taking it in turns to harry Morgana, who looked mildly amused as she parried and dodged the girls’ increasingly desperate attacks. I was about to join in and see if I couldn’t wipe the cocky smile off her face, when I was intercepted by one of the sirens from the left.  
 
    In my haste to get my hands on Morgana, I had forgotten about her two formidable henchwomen. 
 
    Before I could mentally open the reservoirs that allowed me to soak in the magic the siren was throwing at me, she hit me in the chest with a blast of red-hot mana that sent shivering tendrils of pain shooting across my chest. I was tossed into the air by the torrent of magic, but I managed to keep my wits about me enough to counter the attack that followed. It was from the other siren, and it came in the form of a swirling double helix of bright red light aimed right at my heart. 
 
    Thanks to my newfound ability to fly, I righted myself in midair and absorbed the double helix of fire magic straight into the suit. I drew it out of the reservoir armored plates, recycled it, changed it, and fired it right back.  
 
    The siren was caught from below, as the newly expanded double helix of magic burst out of the ground like a worm. It wrapped itself around her and, using my mind, I made it squeeze her. At the same time, I pumped more of the stored mana I had taken on from the siren I had drained into the spell. The caught siren thrashed and screamed. Her ragged off-white dress smoldered where the strands of my spell pressed against her. 
 
    I would have had her there and then, I think, if it wasn’t for the other siren coming at me. I was forced to drop my concentration to counter this new threat, which came in the form of a rush of poisonous gas from the siren’s mouth. 
 
    I cursed, even as I countered this nasty bit of magic with a blast of wind that drove it back into my adversary’s face. She must have inhaled a good old mouthful of the noxious gas because she dropped from the air, retching. 
 
    I went to turn my attention back to the siren I’d had all trussed up and ready for slaughter, only to see Noir pick up an entire hay cart with his mind and smash it into the weakened woman with the force of a 2-ton truck traveling at seventy miles per hour. 
 
    Cart and siren were shot backward and crashed into the solid stone wall of a tavern. She was crushed between the unyielding stone and the heavy timbers of the hay cart, vomiting up a stream of blood before she was inundated by the hay. 
 
    A cry made me turn, and I saw that Jeeves and Nahlih had converged on the siren who had taken in too much of her own poison gas. The woman’s face was green instead of pale blue, her eyes dripped blood, and there was a black crust around her mouth. She screeched at Jeeves and Nahlih as she tried to stand and then fell to one knee as they closed on her, their weapons drawn and their faces set. 
 
    “Fuck… you!” the siren gasped, spraying spit as her red hair flickered and faded. 
 
    “Fuck you? I wouldn’t fuck you while there are still stray dogs running in the street, bitch,” Nahlih replied and squeezed the trigger of her mana pistol. 
 
    Jeeves followed suit. Together, they lit the siren up in no uncertain terms. By the time they stopped, Morgana’s final henchman was smeared across the sidewalk that she had been kneeling on. 
 
    It was fourteen on one. 
 
    I would have thought that was an advantage in any situation, whether it be a team sport, a fight, a vote, a game of tag, or a pursuit over the fucking rooftops of Marrakech—or anything! 
 
    But none of those scenarios included Morgana, and that was where the whole fourteen on one thing got turned on its head. 
 
    Morgana was like a force of nature; capricious, unpredictable, and oh so fucking dangerous. Spells flowed from her like breath. She seemed to put barely any energy into her movements, flowing this way and that as if she was going through some choreographed dance instead of taking part in a battle against fourteen other people.  
 
    With one hand languidly raised, she held off the advances of Azalea and June, respectively an archmage and a warlock. To do this, she had conjured a shield of such fantastic spell absorbent capabilities that if it had been toilet roll, it would have been about fifteen-ply. Nothing the two girls produced could penetrate it, and the elliptically shaped barrier moved wherever they moved, seemingly of its own accord. 
 
    As I closed in to join the fray, along with Nahlih and Jeeves, I saw Noir and Merlin circling warily. They were obviously of the mind that caution and patience were the watchwords of the day. They looked to me like hunters trying to pick their spots. 
 
    Leatherlips was not of the same mind. With a ringing warcry, the Wyandot Native American mage charged. His porcupine quill-decorated tresses flew behind him as he sprinted toward Morgana. When he was about twenty yards away, he raised his quicksilver tomahawk to his lips, whispered a spell or prayer to it, and sent it spinning, trailing sparks, toward her chest. 
 
    Morgana didn’t even turn away from Sarah Wildes and Janet Horne, who she was busy setting smoking silver ravens on. The birds darted and swooped at the two women and resisted every attempt they made to destroy them. Morgana raised her hand, and the tomahawk deflected sideways, like it was following a curving track. It didn’t slow—on the contrary, it picked up speed. Then she released it, and it shot away toward Lucia, who was forced to flip out of the way. 
 
    Deciding the quickest—and most dangerous—way to bring Morgana to bay was to get physical hands on her, I shot across the ground toward her at about waist height. My thinking was that any magic she threw at me to try and deflect my course was magic I could absorb. While I was absorbing it, of course, I could just keep on trucking and nail her with a spear tackle. 
 
    Of course, no matter how good and tight that plan sounded in my head, I knew there was a fair chance Morgana would make reality play out in some other way entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 22 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Morgana fired a couple of darting golden light beams at me that flew through the air like tuna swimming through the ocean. One punched into the ground short of me and sent up a geyser of stone dust like a mortar round going off. The next one, which hit me in the shoulder, I absorbed. Timed to perfection and leaving myself open to absorb the magic, that shot still hurt like a son of a bitch. Morgana raised her hand, looking like she was going for a third.  
 
    I put on an extra spurt of speed, pushing myself to reach her before she could let fly. 
 
    Morgana blurred where she was standing. It was almost like she glitched out. Then, somehow, she had me in a grip that would have felt right had she weighed four hundred pounds and been built like a sumo wrestler. 
 
    With a spin that almost jarred my teeth out of my head, she harnessed the intense speed I had built up and used it to fling me from her. She kept a hold of me at the same time, perhaps to direct our trajectory, and together we shot across the street and smashed through the wall of a dry goods store. 
 
    We didn’t stop there. So massive was the momentum she had added to my already lightning speed that the pair of us crashed through the back wall and into the shop behind. We weren’t in there long enough for me to register what kind of building it might have been. The next second, we had punched our way through an ornate bay window, taking out half the brick wall with it. 
 
    Without Merlin’s mage suit, I would have died then. Luckily though, the suit did me proud and protected me from the worst of the impacts. I also had a feeling Morgana had woven a shield around herself and this shield had inadvertently protected me somewhat because we were in such close proximity. 
 
    I didn’t want to give her time to rest or react. I would have loved for the others to catch us up, but I knew Starr was injured and Janet and Sarah were preoccupied with the supernatural ravens. As for the others, I didn’t know where the fuck they were, and if I waited to find out, chances were I was going to get creamed. 
 
    With a roar, I leaped to my feet. Brick dust billowed off me as I infused my body with holy and fire mana. My cloak flapped behind me as I shot across the space that divided Morgana like the Flash, fire flicking from my heels. I slammed into her and propelled her backward, growling my defiance in her face. I took off into the air, gained as much altitude as I could, then shot downward, leaving a trail of fire in the air behind me. 
 
    The two of us fell fast, flailing. I had Morgana’s upper arms in a grip reinforced with steel mana. She opened her mouth and blue light welled in her throat. I gave her a good old-fashioned headbutt, which I fucked up, having never headbutted anyone in my life before. Her tooth cut my forehead, and I felt blood flick through my hair as we pelted back toward the roofs of the outer city. 
 
    We went through the side of a seagull shit-covered steeple like a pair of lead balloons. We crashed through solid granite masonry, shattering blocks as big as dumpsters and sending dust billowing into the street below. 
 
    Chunks of stone rained down, crushing the stalls and assorted vehicles dotted along it while their owners ran for the fucking hills. The stained-glass window, which had apparently decorated one side of the steeple, burst outward like a beautiful, razor-sharp, multicolored bubble. Slivers of glass as big as humans fell spinning into the street, exploded on impact, and scythed through anything or anyone that had been unfortunate enough to be left on the street. One shard cut an ill-fated and rather decrepit hippogriff neatly in half, spilling its steaming guts all over the place. 
 
    For just a second, I lay on my back and concentrated on breathing. 
 
    “Ow,” I groaned as I forced myself to my feet. “Just… ow.” 
 
    Morgana stepped out of the dust and wreckage. Her hands moved, and ribbons of glittering blue light snapped out at me, leaving sunspots in the air, they were so phosphorescently blue. 
 
    I countered them with a thought, manifesting localized miniature tornadoes of sable poison mana that sucked the ribbons of light in and disintegrated them. Even as I did this, a small, lazy part of my brain, which was apparently sitting back with a bucket of popcorn and watching all this crazy shit unfold, wondered just how I was doing it. 
 
    I countered by setting the air around Morgana on fire and compressing it down onto her like a flaming glove. She somehow froze the flames, made a pushing action in the air, shattered the frosted fire, and sent the frozen, sand-sized particles hissing back at me. 
 
    I didn’t do anything too fancy this time. Just threw myself over a low wall that happened to be nearby. The wall was reduced to ultra-fine rubble by the time Morgana’s magical counter passed, but it did the job. 
 
    “You fight without skill,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Thanks,” I said drily. 
 
    Morgana’s mouth crooked up into that half grin, which was as sexy as it was mocking. 
 
    “I mean that you fight as someone who has never been taught, never been told what limitations he should expect to come up against,” she said, walking slowly closer to me. “As such, you put no limitations on yourself. You perform the sort of spells you believe you can, craft the sort of magic you believe the world is ready for and can manifest. In short, you fight by instinct. You fight with your heart and not your head.” 
 
    There was a noise from behind her. 
 
    Morgana whirled. 
 
    Lucia, Henry Starr, and Nahlih had just exited out of a side alley. Both Lucia and Nahlih were in their nosferatu and dark fairy forms. Both looked ready to see if they could pull Morgana apart between them like a Christmas cracker. 
 
    “Come here, bitch!” Nahlih cried, holding up her two hands, which were wreathed in black smoke. “I’ve got something I want to give you.” 
 
    Lucia didn’t bother with words. She simply opened her jaws unnaturally wide and hissed. 
 
    Without pause, without any dramatic affectation, Morgana brought the buildings down all around them and in front of them once more. A simple sweep of her arms was all it took to do the work of a couple of wrecking balls. As the tenements fell, she also wove them full of rime and ice, so that they hit the street, filled it, and then solidified into a wall of snow and frozen shattered stone and glass, buying her more time. 
 
    With me. 
 
    Great. 
 
    “I guess we should get back to it, then,” I said, cricking my neck to one side. 
 
    Morgana looked at me through her piercing blue eyes. It might have been a trick of the light, but I thought I saw wonder shine in them. 
 
    “You have your friends, why not just leave?” she said. “Leave me to control the Phantom Sphere, as I have done for many long years, and toddle off back to Earth. It’s the best offer you’re going to get all day.” 
 
    I puffed out my cheeks. 
 
    In the silence caused by the vacuum left by everyone in the immediate area hightailing it out of there, I could hear a rhythmic thumping noise coming from inside the lump of frozen architecture that Morgana had turned half a city block into. Lucia’s Texan accent, which was more pronounced when she was pissed off, was muffled through the stone and rime. 
 
    “It does sound like a good offer,” I admitted. “But I made a deal with Merlin. I gave him my word that if he helped me rescue Noir, I would help him in moving you on.” 
 
    Morgana sneered. I didn’t mind. She could sneer at me all day. Every second she spent sneering was another second in which one of my crew might turn up and lend me a hand. 
 
    “Your word?” she said, shaking her head. “That’s cute. That’s precious. Is that something they teach you about at school on Earth?” 
 
    “The older I get, the more I come to realize you really learn little of importance at school. You don’t learn how to tell what’s going on in someone’s mind or how to act if you did. They don’t tell you what to say to someone who's just had someone die on them, or who’s dying themselves. You don’t learn what to do if you unexpectedly strike it rich or go broke. And you sure as shit don’t learn what to do if you wake up one day and have magical powers thrust upon you.” 
 
    Morgana raised an eyebrow. “Not much of an education, hm? Personally, I never bothered with it. I was always a learn on the job kind of girl.” 
 
    “Yeah, well, be that as it may, another thing you don’t get taught is the value of your word. That’s something you have to work out for yourself.” 
 
    “And you have given this to Merlin.” 
 
    “That’s right.” 
 
    “That’s a shame, because after I kill you, I’m going to kill him. Then your word would have counted for nothing,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Just because a twenty-dollar bill goes through the wash and is destroyed doesn’t mean it wasn’t at one time worth something to someone.” 
 
    Morgana made a face. “Oh, I hate when that happens.” 
 
    “Same.” 
 
    “The real shame is, Merlin and I could have really worked some magic on this place. I had big plans—have big plans—for expansion,” Morgana said, and I didn’t think the ruefulness she showed was fake. “He would have been a great help. Still, if you want to do something well…” 
 
    “Best to try and kill Morgana Fay before you do it,” came Noir’s voice from behind us. 
 
    Morgana didn’t turn and snarl curses and then lay into Noir. She simply stamped her foot and sent out a line of magic that ripped up the cobblestones of the skinny street in a shower of molten blue sparks. The magic bowled into an incongruous 1970 Buick Skylark GSX Stage 1, which was rusting on the curb, and flipped it off the ground. 
 
    As the classic car rotated in the air, heading toward Noir, Merlin stepped out of the shadows of an adjoining alleyway. His face was set and stern, his eyes burning like a couple of varicolored coals in his head. 
 
    It was a trap, I saw that in an instant, with Noir playing the bait.  
 
    And I knew that Morgana, being the canny bitch that she was, would have seen it coming too, somehow. 
 
    As quick as thought, I pushed out with my mind and sent a ripple of invisible mana blasting toward Merlin. Not Morgana, who was right in front of me, but the old bearded mage who was trying to nail her from behind. 
 
    My indiscernible spell caught Merlin in the side and sent him spinning out of the way. It was a sign of just how intent he must have been on landing a fatal blow on Morgana that I got him at all. I doubted that one time out of one hundred would find Merlin with his guard down, but this was that one time, thankfully. The spell, which was laced with storm and solar mana, plucked him up and spun him like a top, putting him off balance and breaking the concentration he had on Morgana. 
 
    It was a good thing I played my hunch and blasted my ally out of the way. As Noir dived clear of the flipping Buick Skylark, Morgana snapped her attention to her left and screamed as she fired a blast of burning chartreuse-colored fire at where Merlin had been standing before I knocked him flying. 
 
    The fire spell was so potent I staggered back from the heat of it, even though I was standing at least fifteen yards away from her. I fell over a pile of rubble and knocked my head on some stonework. 
 
    Fucking typical. Everything I’d gone through that day, and it was my own feet that did me in. 
 
    The beam of blistering occult flame carved through the building behind where Merlin had stood like a blowtorch through a cheese slice. It melted through stone and brick like they were made of jelly. Mortar and gravel ran like liquid. It went through that building and the buildings behind it so that they collapsed. 
 
    Morgana let out a scream of frustration, having missed her target. Instead of canceling her spell, she brought it around to find Merlin, who was still on his butt on the ground. Moving the torrent of that inferno looked cumbersome though. The green-yellow fire melted and cut through the street, sending globules of magically liquefied building materials splashing and flying in all directions like flecks of lava. 
 
    Merlin scrambled backward, tried to get to his feet, but was sent tumbling again by a flick of Morgana’s other hand, which tripped him and seemed to pin him to the ground under the weight of some invisible force. 
 
    The gushing torrent swung slowly toward the stricken legendary mage. Veins stood on his forehead as he tried to counter the spell Morgana had him under. 
 
    “You never had enough ambition for me, Merlin,” Morgana hissed through her teeth as she fought to bring her awful beam of roaring fiery death around so she could turn Merlin into a puddle. “I’m so glad I have a lot of the stuff—and there never seems to be an end to it. That’s the best thing about it. Just as soon as I manage to fulfill some goal or way to further myself, I catch sight of yet another glittering higher up still. It does make life so interesting.” 
 
    Noir jumped over the hood of the buckled Buick that had almost crushed him with his arms outstretched and his emerald-green duster flapping and snapping around his thighs. He looked impressive, though I probably wouldn’t ever have admitted that to him. His face was screwed up in concentration. 
 
    The magic he loosed, as I got unsteadily to my feet, whooshed past me like the wash coming out of the back of a jet engine. It was the most powerful expulsion of mana I had yet seen him use. 
 
    I saw the rush of Mentalist mana impact the side of Morgana’s torrent of withering fire like one hose of water smacking into another. Her spell was indented by his, the force of his magic grinding her progress down so that she was moving in inches. 
 
    But the key thing was that Morgana was still moving. Even though she had to expend some of her prodigious power keeping Merlin pinned, she was still able to bring the sizzling hot deluge of green-yellow fire around to bear on the hapless mage. 
 
    I staggered. I could feel a trickle of something warm and wet running down the back of my head where I’d struck the debris. I blinked a couple of times. Wasn’t it Arnie, or one of his pals in Predator, that had said they didn’t have time to bleed? Well, I was with them on that. There was too much that needed doing in about the next five seconds for me to have to worry about blurred vision or blood loss. 
 
    As if in answer to my vehement wishes, I felt a tingle in the back of my head. The strangest sensation followed; a feeling of my flesh knitting together. The flow of blood slowed and stopped. 
 
    I just fucking healed myself, I thought dazedly. I just pulled a goddamn Wolverine! 
 
    Figuring out how I did it was going to have to wait. 
 
    As the cascade of rushing, roaring fire inched ever closer to Merlin, I threw myself forward. There was no thinking, just doing. My only idea was to take advantage of the woman while her attention was spread between Noir and Merlin. 
 
    I clamped one arm around Morgana’s waist in as tight a bearhug as I was able to, and the other around her throat. I didn’t strangle her, but I held her fast. 
 
    Then I opened myself fully, opened up my reservoirs and closed my eyes. I pictured myself as a black hole and Morgana’s power as light. I funneled it into me, guided it, coaxed it, manhandled it. 
 
    It was like trying to subdue a bucking bull with a piece of string, like attempting to thread a needle while wearing boxing gloves, like trying to rub your belly, tap your head, and hum the national anthem while being tossed over a waterfall.  
 
    But it was either tame this raging beast, or let Merlin die. 
 
    In the end, that was the choice I had made, the word I had given. It didn’t matter how hard or easy it had been to make that choice and give my word, or how hard or easy it might be to keep it. All that mattered was that I had made the choice. 
 
    Almost imperceptibly, I felt Morgana beginning to weaken. The flow of magic I was absorbing into my body was such that I could actually feel it building behind my eyes. I thought that if I were to open my eyes then, all I would see was white or shimmering gold. The thought that Morgana was strolling around with all this power, and more, locked up inside of her was an astonishing one. 
 
    “No,” she croaked, her words squeezing out past the pressure I was exerting on her neck. “No…” 
 
    I risked a peek through my eyelids. I saw the gout of fire weakening as I sapped more and more of Morgana’s mana away. It was losing power, like a hosepipe with a kink in it. What was more, Noir was clearly finding it easier to counter the movement of it. It looked like he already had it in a deadlock. 
 
    Suddenly, as if he had just sprung an invisible lock, Merlin jerked himself upward. He scrambled to his feet. 
 
    “Keep holding her, Pat!” he called. 
 
    I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. I was afraid my concentration would be broken if I so much as uttered a syllable. 
 
    Morgana groped at my arm around her neck. I felt the fizzing vibration as she tried to cast some sort of spell at me from point blank range, but it was just sucked up in the mage suit along with all the rest of the mana I was draining directly out of her. 
 
    “No…” she said again, her arm flapping at my forearm. 
 
    The ebb of her magic flowing into me lessened. I opened my eyes and saw, to my surprise, that most of the others were standing around us, watching in silence. June and Azalea looked to be trying to dig Lucia, Henry Starr, and Nahlih out of the frozen building that Morgana had collapsed. 
 
    Then, with an abruptness that took my breath away, Morgana went limp in my arms, and the pair of us fell backward. 
 
    I felt like I was bursting with mana, like the mage suit was the only thing stopping me from flying apart. It was a heady and intoxicating feeling, almost the reverse of being black-out drunk. Instead of everything being blurred, reactions dulled, mind slow and feeble, and judgment clouded, I now felt like I could take on the world. I felt like I could see for miles, could almost see into the future, everything around me was so sharp and crisp. 
 
    “Pat, move!” Merlin said. “Noir, ready?” 
 
    I shot backward, out from under Morgana like a bar of soap that’d been stepped on. I only meant to fly back a little, but such was the immensity of the power I had taken on that I ended up crashing backward through a wall. 
 
    I didn’t feel a thing. I flowed to my feet, without even having to use my hands. 
 
    Noir and Merlin pounced on the stricken figure of Morgana, who was lying on the deck with her beautiful white gown pooled around her. 
 
    “You know the incantation for the prison prism?” Merlin said. “The one we talked about?” 
 
    “Of course,” Noir said, “but do you have the power to—” 
 
    “I must!” Merlin said. 
 
    They bent over Morgana and began weaving a golden cage around her. They twisted the molten threads out of the aether, but within thirty seconds I could see, in some way that I couldn’t describe, that they were overstretched. 
 
    “Here,” I said, “take this.” 
 
    Without quite knowing how, but following the gut instinct that had so far not let me down, I released a flow of magic. It was a tendril, visible only to me, that snaked out and joined the spell they were weaving, as a tributary stream joins a bigger river. 
 
    The incantation, this prison prism, that the two mages were crafting was bolstered by the flow of recycled magic I supplied. 
 
    Before the eyes of everyone, the cage grew, each bar melding with the next in a beautiful, organic-looking web. As it grew, Morgana’s weakly struggling body was drawn up into it. It looked like she was being gently plucked from the earth and carried into the cage by one of those mechanical claws that you can play for a buck at any arcade. 
 
    She came to a halt, levitating in the middle of the cage, just as the final golden bar sealed itself into place. 
 
    “Almost there,” Merlin gasped, his mustache fluttering as he breathed hard and sweat streamed down his bald head. 
 
    The gaps between the golden bars began to fill in. At first, I thought that it was with some thin membrane, but then I realized that it was, in actual fact, a shimmering crystal. 
 
    I saw Morgana struggle feebly a few times, and I pumped more of her recycled mana into Merlin and Noir’s spell in response. 
 
    The final pane of crystal filled the gap between the bars. Merlin called a few words in a tongue I didn’t understand, and the prison prism glowed a brief and glaring white. 
 
    Then the light faded, and the prism was left hanging in the air with Morgana floating inside of it. 
 
    Merlin and Noir stepped back and gazed at what we had just done. Merlin’s eyes were bright as stars. 
 
    “We did it,” he said. “We damn well did it.” 
 
    “Did what?” I asked. 
 
    “Captured Morgana,” Crowley said. He was leaning against the upturned Buick, gazing at the prison prism in awe. “That spell is as close to unbreakable as any incantation going. I can’t bloody believe it.” 
 
    Merlin turned from watching Morgana squirming, trying and failing to touch a finger to the inside of the shimmering cell, and looked at me in wonder. Behind him, Henry Starr was limping toward us, followed by June, Azalea, Nahlih, and Lucia.  
 
    “You saved my life,” Merlin said. 
 
    “Well, yeah…” I said. It seemed churlish to deny it. “Maybe. Just a little. Me and Noir. No one likes a bragger though, right?” 
 
    Merlin smoothed his huge white beard and held out his gnarled old hand. “You can keep those fancy pants of mine, kid,” he said, nodding at the mage suit. “I feel like they’re going to help you accomplish some big things.” 
 
    “I’m not going to lie to you, Merlin,” I said, shaking him by the hand and puffing out my cheeks, “I almost accomplished a big thing in the pants a moment ago.” 
 
    Merlin laughed and slapped me affectionately on the cheek a couple of times. “Ah, where’s the fun if you don’t almost die a couple of times, eh?” 
 
    I tilted my head this way and that. “I’m not one hundred percent sure that made any sense, but I can understand there’s nothing more adrenaline-spiking than being shot at.” 
 
    Merlin smiled. “Any man with power in his hand can be said to be courageous, lad. But true courage shows itself in someone when they know they’re outmatched before they start in on something, but they start it anyway, and see it through to the bitter end no matter what.” 
 
    “Wait, you thought we were fucked before we even started, pal?” Jeeves asked.  
 
    All of us laughed at his outrage. 
 
    “This is a heartwarming scene and all,” Noir said, “but we’re not done yet.” 
 
    “Godsdammit,” Jeeves said, throwing up his pudgy arms. I noticed that one of the arms of his gray hoodie had been torn or blown off at some point. “I’ve already turned my underwear inside out and back to front. I don’t know if I can stand another fight to the freakin’ death.” 
 
    “I’m not talking about fighting anymore, Jeeves,” Noir snapped. 
 
    “Then what, bud?” Jeeves asked. 
 
    “We still need to find out where our Agency friends are,” Noir said. “That’s why we came here, if you’ll recall. We have bigger problems looming at home which we cannot face without them.” 
 
    “Isn’t it nice to have something to look forward to?” Nahlih said drily as she lit up one of her cigarillos and blew the smoke toward Morgana. 
 
    “Quite,” Noir said, looking up at the floating female mage and cocking his head to one side. “We need to be pointed in the right direction to locate them, and then…” 
 
    Morgana, her bright blue eyes ringed with shadow, turned her gaze on Noir. 
 
    “And then you need to decide what you do with me, is that right?” she asked. 
 
    Her voice came muffled through the magically reinforced crystal, but there was no mistaking the icy calm in her voice. 
 
    “Yes,” Merlin said, when Noir only continued to stare at Morgana thoughtfully. “After you have helped locate the colleagues of these fine folk, then we will decide your fate.” 
 
    “No one makes our fate but ourselves, Merlin,” Morgana said. “We lay the path with our minds and then walk it with our bodies. Remember that.” 
 
    

  

 
   
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 23 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Now that she was captured, bound, and unable to escape, Morgana had the attitude of a child who had finally been beaten at her favorite game. As such, she gave up the location of all the Agents without any preamble. This was a refreshing change. All the movies I had ever watched had prepared me for being led into about four different traps before we actually found the men and women that we sought. 
 
    “You have me now, why would I begrudge you the servants I had stored?” Morgana said as she floated along in her prison prism next to us, when I pointed this out to her. “They’re no good to me now, and they just fell into my lap in the first place.” 
 
    “You were storing them?” June asked as we walked down a long-deserted street and headed toward a collection of nondescript and shabby warehouses surrounded by a twelve-foot chain link fence topped with glowing green spikes. 
 
    “Storing… housing… What’s the difference?” Morgana said with a wave of her hand. “Their brains were idling when I wasn’t having them run errands. As long as they had a roof over their heads and I had my soldiers feeding them twice a day, they were happy as clams. When I didn’t have them working, they were in a perpetual state of dreaming.” 
 
    “Just dreaming?” Cherie asked, squinting. “You weren’t torturing them in their minds or anything like that, were you?” 
 
    Morgana looked genuinely surprised at the idea. 
 
    “Why would I do that?” she asked. 
 
    Cherie blushed a little. “Oh, you know,” she said, “it’s just something that… um, bad guys do… Isn’t it?” 
 
    “And you say I watch too many movies,” I said to her under my breath. 
 
    “We all dream. Sometimes I think it’s the only good thing to do in this world,” Morgana said, with a shake of her head. 
 
    “You said there were guards stationed here, wild woman,” Leatherlips said. “Soldiers without pride who were happy to take your coin in exchange for menial and degrading duties.” 
 
    “Well, when you put it like that, it doesn’t sound too glamorous a posting, does it?” Morgana said. 
 
    “Where are these warriors now?” Leatherlips asked, ignoring the sarcasm. 
 
    “I wouldn’t worry about those warriors of mine, handsome,” Morgana said. “If the Phantom Sphere can be relied upon for one thing, it’s its grapevine. Word of my capture would have spread through this place like cockrot through a brothel. I doubt if any of my loyal and steadfast men at arms will have lingered once word of my fall reached them.” 
 
    It appeared she was right in her assumption. By the time we reached the warehouses that she indicated, the gates were wide open and there wasn’t so much as a rat in sight. 
 
    At her direction, Merlin had the huge sliding doors of two warehouses heaved open by Leatherlips and Crowley. 
 
    “Let’s get in there and make sure that everyone’s all right,” I said. 
 
    I started forward along with June, Cherie, Janet Horne, and Sarah Wildes. Before we could even get through the door, a woman dressed in the classic blacksuit, white shirt, and black tie of the government agent staggered out into the sunlight. She was tousle-haired and had the look of a sleepwalker who had just woken up to find herself in a house that didn't belong to her. 
 
    “What the fuck?” she croaked. 
 
    Cherie began to explain—a futile effort, in my opinion—but then another woman stepped blinking out into the light, and then a man. Before we could even begin to explain what had happened, more and more of them emerged into the sunshine. 
 
    They were all in similar states of dishevelment, though some were worse than others. Some were caked in dried blood and carried wounds, while others were dressed in clothes more appropriate for a gang banger to be wearing. These, I guessed, were those who had been sent on hairier missions or more dangerous collections by Morgana Fay or her captains. 
 
    Sarah Wildes and Janet Horne wandered among the growing assembly of freshly woken Agents. The soft-spoken women began filling the most alert people in on what had taken place and where they were. Leatherlips did his part too, as did Cherie and Nahlih. 
 
    I was surprised Nahlih was eager to help the disorientated masses acclimate, before I realized she was probably getting a kick out of the stunned reactions of those who had tried to bring her motorcycle club down for so long. 
 
    Quite a few of the Agents were vomiting heartily. I shot a look at Merlin. 
 
    “Coming out of a deep dream state can do that to some people,” he said with a frown. “Some people dream so deeply and so blissfully that coming back to reality is almost painful.”  
 
    All in all, it reminded me of the morning after some epic college frat party. Almost everyone dressed the same, staggering out into the sunlight like the undead, falling over and being sick and wondering what the fuck happened the night before. 
 
    In the midst of the confusion and chaos, Daisy flapped down out of the azure sky and landed nearby with a weighty thump that knocked over some of the more weak-kneed individuals. 
 
    “Yours?” Merlin asked, cocking an eye at Daisy. 
 
    “She’s with us, yeah,” I said. 
 
    “It looks like Morgana’s been straight with us, at least with this,” Noir said. “I have to admit, I’m surprised.” 
 
    “I’m full of surprises, haven’t you learned that yet?” Morgana replied, fluttering her lashes. 
 
    Noir eyed her through his tortoiseshell sunglasses but said nothing. 
 
    Word spread among the Agents themselves now, as clusters of them began to fill other clusters in. All of us got back together and removed ourselves a little way from the Agency employees. We stood near where Daisy was waiting in the middle of the road, curled up like a giant cat and enjoying the warmth of the sun-heated asphalt.  
 
    “And now,” I said, when we were all reconvened, “I guess the time has come to decide how to deal with this feisty piece of work here.” 
 
    I nodded at the crystalline cage that floated alongside us and held the captive Morgana. She still looked tired, the bags under her usually flawless face were a testament to her weariness, but there was something in her gaze as she observed me through the sides of the prison prism that made me uneasy. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, the consensus amongst the rebels was that the Phantom Sphere would be a far better place without Morgana presiding over it. Most, if not all, of them were in favor of killing her there and then. 
 
    “It’s one thing to say she can’t be allowed to rule in any way, shape, or form, old boy,” Crowley said, “but the actual fact of the bloody matter is that she can’t be locked up here either. There’s just no place safe enough to put the wench. She’s too damned talented for her own, but mostly our, good.” 
 
    “Tellin’ somebody to get lost and makin’ ‘em do it are two entirely different propositions,” Starr agreed. 
 
    “You can’t just kill her though,” Cherie said in the middle of this back and forth. “I mean, merde, you can’t just fucking kill the woman like you might wring a chicken’s neck or put down a rabid dog, can you?” 
 
    “Actually, you’d be amazed at how easy that can be done, little lady,” Starr said, while Janet Horne patted Cherie’s hand. “Best thing we can do is string her up and let the Phantom Sphere watch her dangle.” 
 
    “I’m not sure about the whole public execution, stringing up, and dangling technique,” Merlin said, eyeing him. 
 
    “Oh, don’t you be lookin’ at me like that, Merlin,” Starr said. “I know for a guaran-damn-teed fact you’re guilty o’ doin’ plenty worse than hangin’ someone back in the day.” 
 
    Merlin held up his hands. “Guilty as charged, Starr, you won’t hear me deny the eccentricities and mistakes of my youth. However, I will remind you that things were a little different back in the sixth century. Priorities were less about deciding which saloon to frequent and more about how a man might live past the ripe old age of forty.” 
 
    “It must be said, Merlin,” intoned Leatherlips from where he stood with his tomahawk in hand and his eyes locked on Morgana, “that you most certainly succeeded on that score.” 
 
    Merlin’s brows lowered so they looked less like heavenly clouds floating across the front of his bald head and more like a couple of dangerous and venomous caterpillars searching for something living to lay their eggs in. 
 
    “Let us stick with the problem before us, shall we?” he said. “This is no trivial matter. As far as we can see, Morgana either has to be executed for the tyrannical and ruthless hold she subjected the Phantom Sphere to or—” 
 
    “Come with us,” Noir said. 
 
    Everyone went silent. Even Morgana, who could have written the playbooks on composure and bluffing, looked over at him. 
 
    “What was that?” Crowley asked. “You want to take this ticking time bomb along with you when, or should I say if, you’re able to get out of here?” 
 
    “There’s no if about it, Crowley,” Noir said. He’d made a habit of avoiding Crowley’s slightly protuberant pale eyes, as if worried that if the pair of them made eye-contact, Crowley might demand the fedora that had once been his and was now Noir’s.  
 
    “And how do you bloody well know that?” Crowley asked. 
 
    “I know that you’re so fat the escape velocity at your surface exceeds 3.0x108 m/s, Mr. Crowley,” Morgana said, her voice ringing dully through the crystal panes of her prism prison, “but surely that lard doesn’t cloud your vision? Surely, you can see the dragon stationed just over there? It’s the large, scaled beast.” 
 
    I had to admit, it was good fighting talk for a woman whose very fate was being discussed by the man she was insulting. Whatever else she was, Morgana Fay was fearless and didn’t give a fuck what anyone else thought of her. I couldn’t help but respect that side of her. She would be her own woman until the end, no matter what that end might be. 
 
    Crowley didn’t say anything, but a dull flush crept up his neck. 
 
    “The prisoner has a point, Crowley, although she said it in a mean way,” Sarah said. 
 
    “Sarah’s right,” Merlin said. “They have a dragon in their employ—” 
 
    “Daisy’s not in our employ, I’d just like to say,” I said. “She’s part of the team.” 
 
    Daisy let out a long appreciative rumble at this. 
 
    “Yes, well, they have a dragon helping them,” Merlin said, “which means they can make a portal that will take them back to their world—all of them.” 
 
    “And you really want to take this viper with you?” Starr asked. “Why?” 
 
    “I want us to bring Morgana back because the Agency has the capabilities to detain her,” Noir said. 
 
    “Had,” June said. 
 
    “Sorry?”  
 
    “Had the capabilities to detain her. That facility you're thinking of is now a smoking crater, remember?” 
 
    “Yes, yes, trivialities,” Noir said. “I’m sure the Agency has more than a few little hidey holes in which we might be able to store this fine specimen. I shall have to have a word with our favorite friend, Special Agent Frobisher.” 
 
    He cast around, as if he might be able to pick Frobisher out of the massive collection of Agents that were spilling out of the open doors of the warehouse. I didn’t rate his chances. There were a lot of tall, broad, athletically built women and men staggering out of the dark confines of Morgana’s little zombie worker storage facility. Trying to spot a four-foot nothing dwarf in that crowd would have been like trying to… Well, spot a dwarf in a crowd, I supposed. 
 
    “That’s not really a reason to bring someone as dangerous as this angry kitty back though, is it?” Nahlih said, puffing on another one of her cigarillos and wreathing her head in greenish smoke. “I mean, I’m all for bad bitches, and I’ve no love for the Agency, but what if she gets loose and decides she wants revenge on all those who captured her, huh?” 
 
    “You mean go down the old kill-us-one-by-one-until-her-vengeance-is-complete route?” I asked. 
 
    “Precisely,” Nahlih said. “I mean, it’s all very well for these motherfuckers, sitting all cozy in their alternate dimension, but what about us?” 
 
    “You know, I’ve heard about that sort of shit happening,” Jeeves said. “I’ve fucking seen movies about that shit.” 
 
    “Not for the first time I would like to remind you that movies are not, in fact, real,” Cherie said. 
 
    “Yeah, I know that, but the ideas come from somewhere, don’t they?” Jeeves argued. 
 
    I waved my hands to head off a quarrel that I didn’t doubt would have been as prolonged as it would have been ridiculous. “I think Nahlih is asking,” I said, speaking over them, “what the actual point of bringing Morgana back with us would be, Noir.” 
 
    “The actual point, my actual point, for bringing her back should be an obvious one,” Noir said, slipping back into his wearily resigned genius voice. 
 
    “Well, go on then, tell us what’s so damned obvious, Mr. Noir,” Lucia said. 
 
    “He wants what’s inside my head,” Morgana said.  
 
    Noir pointed at her. “She is a veritable gold mine of knowledge. It would be a crime to just kill her and waste all that information, don’t you think? She’s been around since the mundane first started writing about magic, since they first began writing, really! What she knows… Well, it makes what other people know—what buffoons like Frobisher think they know—pale in comparison.” 
 
    “I don’t know if you can tell through the crystal, but I’m blushing,” Morgana quipped in a low, flirtatious voice. 
 
    “I know what she knows, Noir,” Merlin said. “Why don’t you allow me a little time to coalesce my memories and thoughts and put them to paper, hm?” 
 
    “With the greatest respect imaginable, Merlin,” Noir said. “You do not know what Morgana knows.” 
 
    Merlin’s fluffy white eyebrows made a decent effort to escape to the top of his bald dome. 
 
    “Is that right?” he said softly. “And how do you reckon that, lad?” 
 
    Noir didn’t look abashed. I hadn’t expected him to. He was caught up in articulating a scheme now, explaining his reasoning and showcasing why he was right, and smart to boot. It was like a drug to the man. 
 
    “Because she is a villain, Merlin,” he said, taking off his fedora and running his fingers through his black and silver hair. “She is a villain. Folk like her don’t scruple to push where people like you or I would be constrained by our morals to go. People like Morgana have more single-minded, ruthless ambition and passion inside of themselves because part of their psyche is not taken up with a damned code of ethics or cluttered with principles.” 
 
    Merlin twirled his beard around his finger and studied Noir. 
 
    “Are you saying you have a moral code?” Jeeves snorted. “That must be a short read.” 
 
    “Oh, I know I can be a bit of an abrasive ass,” Noir said flippantly, “but who can’t? I know I can be demanding and impatient, or come across as not giving a damn about anyone but myself, but the unfortunate fact remains that I do care about designs other than my own.” 
 
    He scratched at his five o’clock shadow and then said, “In all honesty, I could probably get a lot more done if I could come up with a spell to dampen my morals a touch.” 
 
    “Merlin makes a good argument though, Noir,” Lucia said. “Both he and Morgana were in the same stories that we have all heard about, even if all we have heard about are the legends.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” Noir said, waving a hand. “But it’s the villains, the assholes, that make the stories happen, isn’t it? They’re the ones that rattle the cages and piss people off and do things that result in ‘the law’ or ‘the good guys’ having to step in.” 
 
    “What’s to say that this harlot might not spill the beans you’re looking for after a bit of forceful interrogation, eh?” Crowley asked. 
 
    “Villains don’t fear pain or death, but wrap themselves in them like suits of body armor and embrace them,” Noir said. “Us poor morally encumbered wretches have to tell ourselves that we don’t wish to know the ultimate truths, which is why we must stop those who will do anything to uncover them.” 
 
    “But what if we’ve genuinely never wanted to know these ultimate truths that you speak of?” Merlin snapped. “What if we’ve always stood against those who have sought to uncover such things because we genuinely believed them to be wrong, and that such secrets of the multiverse were better left uncovered?” 
 
    Noir shot him a quizzical look, as if he couldn’t believe anyone wouldn’t want to know the secrets of the multiverse, and then shrugged. “The lies we tell other people are nothing to the lies we tell ourselves. What I’m getting at is that she knows more than you, whether you can believe that or not.” 
 
    Merlin opened his mouth to retort, but Noir held up his hand.  
 
    “I’m calling you a good mage, Merlin,” Noir said. “Not a mage that will stop at nothing to gain the answer to things that might secretly interest him, just a tiny, incy-wincy, little bit. Unlike her.”  
 
    Merlin sighed, setting his mustaches to fluttering. Clearly, Noir’s words had hit home, but Merlin still wanted to have his revenge on Morgana for stealing part of his own tremendous power. 
 
    He turned to Crowley, Sarah Wildes, Henry Starr, Janet Horne, and Leatherlips. 
 
    “My friends,” he said, “you are the representatives of our resistance movement. What are your thoughts on all of this?” 
 
    The debate continued, and I found my thoughts drifting away. I wasn’t much concerned which way it went, not in the grand scheme of things. I wasn’t sure I wanted to witness an execution, though. Taking a life in battle was one thing—both parties knew what they were playing for and what the stakes were—but a coldblooded killing was something else. 
 
    With that in mind, I looked slowly up at Morgana. 
 
    She stared at me so intently that I was unsure whether her gaze hadn’t made me look up in the first place. With some difficulty, probably due to whatever powerful magic bound her, Morgana crooked a finger at me to come closer. 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    Everyone else was either involved in, or heavily invested in, the debate that was raging. I stepped as close as I could. 
 
    “What do you want?” I asked. “If you’re going to try and seduce me into letting you out, then I have to warn you, I got laid in your prison so I’m probably good for another half day or so.” 
 
    Morgana blinked. “You had sex in my prison cell?” 
 
    “Well, there’s not a lot to do in there, you know, and you have a whole bondage set-up going on. My sylph friend was very impressed.” 
 
    She shook her head. I got the impression that whatever she had wanted to tell me, she hadn’t expected me to launch into that story. 
 
    “You’re going to want me to go with you, Pat Bane,” she said. 
 
    “I don’t know if you can hear what everyone is saying over there,” I said, jerking my thumb over my shoulder to indicate the heated exchange of views taking place behind me. 
 
    “I can hear just fine,” Morgana said. 
 
    “Right, then you would have ascertained that you’re not exactly the flavor of the month.” 
 
    “So it would seem.” 
 
    “I’m not sure if what I want has too much to do with what the outcome of all this is going to be.” 
 
    “That’s a shame,” Morgana said softly, “because if they decide to kill me, you’ll never become what you were meant to be. Merlin helped you, yes, that much is clear, but my knowledge far outweighs his.”  
 
    I shrugged, but my mind thrummed with the possibilities. Sure, I’d like to avoid witnessing an execution, and having Morgana teach me more about my abilities wasn’t the worst thing in the world.  
 
    Except she was crazy. A tyrant. A woman who held an entire alternate world under her thumb.  
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said to her. 
 
    I backed away from Morgana’s fantastical holding cell, turned, and walked slowly back toward where Noir now stood in the middle of the assembled group of mages.  
 
    “You’ve seen how dangerous she can be,” Merlin was saying to Noir. “If she escapes…” 
 
    “Paddleless up Shit Creek about cover it?” I cut in. 
 
    Merlin nodded. “What do you think, Pat?”  
 
    “You’re sure, Pat?” Merlin asked. He was eyeing me, but I could see that if I asked him to, he would let us take her back to Portland. There are a lot of things that will endear you to a man, but saving his life and helping him capture his most despised enemy are two of the biggest brownie-points bonanzas. 
 
    I looked over at Morgana, but she was gazing serenely at the sky. 
 
    “We’ll take her with us,” I said, “I think we need to hear what she has to say. What knowledge is stored in her mind. Hell, there are probably more bad guys like those Necromancers looking to cause trouble back on Earth.” 
 
    Noir was looking from me to Merlin, as Merlin digested my words. His strange-colored eyes flicked over my face. Merlin held my gaze for a second more and then gave an almost imperceptible nod. 
 
    “All right,” Merlin said, “she’s all yours.” 
 
    “Splendid!” Noir said. “I’ll go and find dear old Frobisher and explain the position.” 
 
    “No, Noir,” June said, stepping up and placing a restraining hand on his arm, “Frobisher will shit kittens when he claps eyes on you after so many years. You epitomize everything he despises about the Agency, and about the world in general.” 
 
    “Intelligence, foresight, and the ability to pull my head out of my own ass every now and again, you mean?” Noir asked. 
 
    “I was going to say chaos, lack of planning, and a penchant for anything at all unscripted,” June said. 
 
    Noir rolled his eyes. “Gods, I do detest that little beard on legs. Very well, you explain the position, and make sure you don’t let the little shit give you any trouble. Reinforce the point that we just saved his life and the life of all the Agents that were under Morgana’s sway.” 
 
    June hurried off into the huge crowd of confused and milling Agents. 
 
    As soon as she was gone, Noir walked over to the dragon. “Daisy, if you’d be a dear and conjure a portal back to earth, that’d be absolutely super, mate.” 
 
    Daisy let out a little trumpeting sound of assent and lumbered away. 
 
    “How are we going to make sure everyone gets back to where they were supposed to be?” I asked Noir. “There must be Agents stationed all over the world here. I can hear some Spanish being spoken, as well as some German, and definitely some French.” 
 
    Next to me, Jeeves gave a little shudder. 
 
    “Don’t worry, mate,” Noir said, “even though these are all the active Agents from all over the world, when they step through the one dragon portal, they’ll be transported back to whichever country they came from. I could explain all about thaumaturgical signatures, crossed cabbalistic wavelengths, and spectral inter-dimensional magnetism, but let’s not kid ourselves and pretend you’d understand or take in more than about one word in seven.” 
 
    “A fair call,” I said without rancor. 
 
    “Now, let Merlin and I go off into a corner and iron out a few details while everything is made ready,” Noir said, “and we’ll be back cruising the Pearl District in no time, eating burgers and sipping IPAs. The first round is on me.” 
 
    “You bet your ass it is,” I said. “And the one after that one too.”  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 24 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Merlin stepped forward and clapped a hand to my shoulder. His enormous white beard bristled and twitched in a way that told me he was grinning like a Cheshire cat under all the foliage. 
 
    “So,” he said, “it’s done, and we made it.” 
 
    The two of us looked over at where Morgana floated in the prison prism that Merlin, Noir, and I had pooled our powers to create for her. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, clapping one of the most famous mages of all time on his own shoulder and squeezing, “I guess we are. And I guess we did. Fucking close run though, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Merlin laughed and nodded. 
 
    “I have to admit that things came to a closer pass than I would have liked to think they might,” he said. 
 
    “Tighter than a fish’s asshole is how I would describe it,” I said. 
 
    “Though I don’t like to put too much store on luck, good or bad, the stars were certainly shining down on us during that last little scuffle,” Merlin conceded. 
 
    From somewhere in the distance there was the sound of tons of masonry giving up the fight with gravity as a building collapsed. A lazy finger of dust rose into the air. 
 
    “Yeah,” I said, “that really was some little scuffle, wasn’t it?” 
 
    Merlin’s face fell just a touch as he observed Morgana in her crystalline cage. 
 
    “Are you sure you want to take her with you?” he asked one more time. “Are you sure that it would not be better to…” 
 
    I shook my head. I had been giving the same matter some thought over the past few minutes, as I shot glances at the beautiful and dangerous captive.  
 
    “Nah,” I said, giving the old man’s shoulder another pat and then letting him go. “Nah, I don’t think we need to do that. I thought at first that it might be the smart move, you know, even though Noir makes a convincing argument about how she probably holds a lot of secrets on the magical arts. I thought at first that killing her would remove a load of malice from the world, as well as a hell of a lot of potential danger.” 
 
    “But then you had another thought, did you?” Merlin asked. 
 
    “I figured that life is a lot like water, you know; it’s precious. A lot of the time though, most people end up wasting it. We don’t need to be those guys, Merlin. I know she did a bit of a number on you, but just let her go. Forgive her if you can. I’m sure that’ll be the best revenge against a woman who is so good at holding a grudge.” 
 
    Merlin laughed, his eyes scrunching up with mirth. 
 
    “Truer words were never spoken,” he said. “Even so, do you really think this Agency of yours has sufficient skill and potency to keep her detained? You think they will be happy to lock her up and throw away the key? I can trust you to do that, can’t I, lad?” 
 
    “I’ve never understood why you’d throw away the key after locking someone up,” I pointed out. “So, I’ll do one better and make sure the damn thing is kept and stored somewhere out of her knowledge. How about that?” 
 
    “Yes,” Merlin said, impervious to my joke. “Yes, I think you should make sure she knows nothing about how she is held. Keep her in the dark, lad. Get your information and then… Well, by then it will be up to you.” 
 
    I nodded, not liking the unspoken implications. 
 
    As Morgana looked on with scorn in her eyes, Leatherlips walked and skipped around the outside of the supernatural holding cell. He had a burning clump of herbs smoldering in his hand, his eyes were closed, and his peaceful face made me believe he was communicating on some other plane. He was chanting and humming in the Iroquoian tongue. 
 
    As he let flow his enchantment, the curling smoke from the smoldering herbs twined themselves into words that I couldn’t read and impressed themselves onto the outside of the prison prism. The smoky words looked like they soaked into the walls of the vessel housing Morgana, before dissipating away into nothing. 
 
    While Leatherlips finished up with his spell, with Janet, Sarah, and Starr standing nearby in case Morgana gave us one last burst of trouble, Merlin nodded over to where Special Agent Frobisher stood. The dwarf was surrounded by five burly Agents, though whether they were his personal bodyguards or not I had no idea. 
 
    “This fellow here,” Merlin said to me. “This one you call Frobisher.” 
 
    “Yeah?” I asked. 
 
    “You think he can be trusted to do what is right? To do his part in keeping Morgana locked up and under control? If I’m honest, youngster, he looks like the kind of excrescence whose father would have been mighty disappointed in, if he’d not had the brains and good sense to get the hell out of there when he saw the little turd being born.” 
 
    “Merlin, that was a brutal zinger!” I said, with half a laugh. “You better watch out that old Special Agent Frobisher doesn’t hear that kind of talk.” 
 
    “I don’t see what’s so special about him,” Merlin grumbled through his beard. “What’s he going to do, audit me?” 
 
    I made a sound of agreement in my throat. “He might do that, but in all seriousness, I do think the guy can be trusted to try and keep Morgana under ice. He’s a stickler for the rules if nothing else, and she must have broken a ton of those by keeping him and the rest of the Agents under whatever spell she had them under. He’ll probably want to know whether she had a prearranged agreement with the Necromancers.” 
 
    “Something I wouldn’t mind knowing about myself,” Merlin said.  
 
    We watched as Leatherlips’ ritual came to an end and the final enchantment wove itself like smoke into the prison prism. 
 
    “Look, Merlin,” I said, “are you sure you won’t come with us? I know Noir in particular would love having you around, although I don’t know how he would function having someone more knowledgeable than himself around. The girls and I would love to have you teach us all the little tricks of the trade that you must have picked up in your years on Earth. You’ve probably got a few more things you could tell me about this suit of yours too, I bet.” 
 
    Merlin chuckled. “You know, there would have been a time not too long ago, Pat, when I would have gladly taken you up on an offer like that.” 
 
    “But?” I asked. 
 
    Merlin stroked his beard thoughtfully. With a beard the size of his, it gave him plenty of time to ponder over his words. 
 
    “But look at these fools,” he said, indicating Frobisher. “If these are the kind of bureaucratic bunglers that pass for leaders in the old world, well, I’m not sure if I would have the stomach for it anymore. At least back in my day, and within the Phantom Sphere, criminals, rascals, and fiends have the good grace not to shy away from what they are. They don’t try to pass themselves off as politicians or supervisors or businessmen—that’s one thing that comes back to me from my last brief spell on Earth, you could get away with a hell of a lot of awful shit so long as you called yourself a businessman or politician.” 
 
    I opened my mouth to try and convince him otherwise, to try and tell him that things weren’t that bad. Then I closed it again. 
 
    Merlin plucked at his fur warrior’s skirt. Traced the line of one of his swirling Pictish tattoos. 
 
    “Aye, lad,” he said. “I noticed it back then. The gods only know what it’s like there now. There’s no place there for old relics like me and Morgana.” 
 
    “You might find that things haven’t progressed in quite the way you feared back in the sixties,” I tried one last time, though my heart wasn’t really in it. 
 
    Merlin snorted, stroked his mustache with a thumb, and gave me an affectionate pat on the back. 
 
    “Ah, the P word,” he said. “I wonder whether any of those brainboxes that are always going on about progress, as they have been doing ever since I was young, have yet figured out that the key to progress means getting nearer to the place you want to be.” 
 
    I frowned. “But that’s the thing about progress isn’t it? You have to keep moving forward to keep it going.” 
 
    Merlin’s mustaches twitched in a smile. “Spoken with the determination of youth, and without the gift of retrospect, which is the bittersweet gift of the old. The thing is though, with every successive generation that comes along, all the new pioneers can think about and concentrate on is pushing boundaries and charging forward. No one seems to discern that if you have taken a wrong turn somewhere along the line, then to go forward does not get you any nearer to something better. If you are on the wrong road, progress means swinging a swift and sure 180 and traveling back to the right road. Very few register that, as far as realizing mistakes have been made, that it is the person who turns back soonest who is the most progressive person.” 
 
    Merlin sighed. 
 
    “Sometimes wisdom can be a real pain in the ballbag, kid, I’m telling you,” he said. 
 
    “They do say retrospect is a bitch,” I volunteered. 
 
    “They’re not wrong, whoever they are,” Merlin said with another little mirthless laugh. “The danger of having two-thousand odd years of living under your belt is that, when one begins to search one’s past for those little turning points, one is apt to start seeing the buggers everywhere.” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Together, Merlin and I watched Frobisher stump forward and take possession of the floating prison prism. The five men and women that I had taken to be Frobisher’s bodyguards transpired to be Morgana’s security detail. Using some kind of levitating magic, they fell in around her and began moving her toward Daisy’s spinning, undulating portal.  
 
    “Looks like it’s time for you and your lot to get on back, Pat,” Merlin said. 
 
    I nodded. Shit, but I was tired. I hadn’t realized how much the day’s insane affairs had taken out of me. Now that we had things seemingly wrapped up in the Phantom Sphere, I was eager to get back to Portland, grab a kebab and maybe a couple of donuts, and then go to sleep for a couple of days. 
 
    “You’ll be all right here?” I asked one last time.  
 
    Merlin patted me on the arm. “Course, lad. Now that Morgana is gone, me and Janet, Sarah and Starr, Leatherlips and Crowley, and all the rest have a chance to turn the Phantom Sphere into a world worth living in.” 
 
    Merlin held me from him at arm’s length, his strong hands gripping me by the upper arms. He ran his eyes over me and then gave a pleased nod. “And just make sure you take good care of those undies of mine, lad,” he said, indicating the mage suit. 
 
    “Undies?” I asked. 
 
    Merlin grinned at me. “I made it back in the day, kid. One of the first truly potent bits of magic I ever performed. It adapts to the wearer’s mind, as well as their body, you know?” He pointed down at his furry skirt. “When I designed it, there was a lot less to it than there is now!” 
 
    “Well, fuck me,” I half moaned, half laughed. “I can’t wait to tell the others that I actually inherited Merlin’s tighty whities. I suppose it might take the edge off their envy, though.” 
 
    Merlin’s beard blew this way and that as he laughed. “I don’t doubt you’re right,” he said, slapping his skinny thigh. “Especially when you tell them that we only bathed and washed our gentleman’s package once in a blue moon.” 
 
    My jaw dropped open in horror. 
 
    “And how often is that?” I asked. 
 
    He could hardly breathe, he was laughing so damn hard. 
 
    “Not often, kid,” Merlin gasped. “Not often.” 
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 25 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The hard part—the endings, the farewells, the goodbyes between my crew and Merlin’s, and the famous last words—were mercifully all taken care of in short order. It was a new experience saying goodbye to people who we had been through so much with in so short a time, people we had put our lives on the line to help out and who had done the same for us. 
 
    But life, as everyone knew, moved fast. I had a gut feeling we’d all cross paths again, and that it might not be so far into the future as we might think. 
 
    “How did the hat negotiations go with Crowley?” I asked Noir as Frobisher watched us stroll toward the portal, tapping his small foot with impatience. Just seeing the dwarf doing that, after we had saved him from a life of ignorant servitude, made me slow down. 
 
    Noir matched my pace, smiling benignly around at the Agents who were eyeing us with wonder as we passed. Frobisher had insisted on us going through the portal first to make sure that this wasn’t some sort of elaborate trick. 
 
    “We came to an understanding in the end,” Noir said. “I introduced him to the notion of the time-share.” 
 
    I grinned at Daisy as we stepped up toward the portal. 
 
    “I had a feeling you might do something like that,” I said. 
 
    With a final wave to Merlin, Crowley, and the rest of those mythical mages that were to remain, for now at least, in the Phantom Sphere, I stepped through the portal that Daisy had created. Noir, June, Cherie, Azalea, Nahlih, Jeeves, and Lucia stepped in behind me. 
 
    I experienced a very, very strange sensation, which could best be described as having my body turned to glutinous, warm honey for an instant, and then I was through. 
 
    I coughed and staggered forward a little as my corporeal form was deposited back into the slightly brisk early morning air of another Oregon day. My surroundings seemed far dimmer than the bright light of the full day that I had left behind, and I perceived we were back in the interior of the warehouse that fronted the Necromancers’ lair. There was the recognizable graffiti and the burned-out pickup truck. 
 
    I coughed again and gave my head a shake. Inter-dimensional travel was a hell of a thing to get your head around, maybe, but the body put up no such fuss. Whereas my head was always set to spinning at the thought that the portals we stepped through were moving us vast distances through space in basically no time—or perhaps not moving us anywhere in basically no time—my body never seemed to care about any of that. For my body, it was just another step on the road of life. 
 
    My friends came through the portal in a different order than they had stepped into it. They also didn’t appear to follow straight after me. Noir, for instance, had been right behind me, but didn’t appear until after Azalea had come through. 
 
    Due to the number of Agents lined up to use the single dragon portal, the Portland-based Agency employees came through in dribs and drabs. The look of relief on all of their faces when they found themselves in the dingy warehouse, and saw the burned-out Ford F-150, was a picture. 
 
    “Whew-wee, but I’m sure as shit glad to be back!” said a vaguely familiar, drawling Texan voice from behind me. 
 
    My friends and I turned from where we had been watching a scattering of the returned Agents going over to the grimy windows and peering out at the very human industrial area beyond them. 
 
    A tall man with wide shoulders, who I had last seen on my very first day at the Agency, was walking toward me. He smiled a gap-toothed grin and moved with an easy swagger across the floor. 
 
    “Faulkner?” I said, dredging up the name from my memory. 
 
    “Howdy, bud,” the tall man said, walking over to me. He tapped the side of his head in a way that made me think if he had been wearing a cowboy hat, he would have tipped it. “Ain’t seen you in a good little bit, but I remember the name. Pat Bane, ain’t it?” 
 
    I proffered my hand, and the lanky Agent took it and shook it warmly. 
 
    “I’m guessing that it was you who sorted out the dragon portal for us, huh?” he asked. 
 
    I motioned to my group of friends behind me. “We all did.” 
 
    Faulkner ran his bright, quick eyes over the battle-stained party. He nodded to them. 
 
    “Well, much obliged,” he said. “I’ve got to tell you, whatever the hell we were all up to in there is a bit of a blur. I couldn’t rightly tell you what’s been going on. All I recall is that as soon as we arrived in that… in that place—” 
 
    “The Phantom Sphere,” June supplied. 
 
    “June!” Faulkner said, beaming. “Hot damn, look at you! You don’t look like no chauffeur to me anymore. Yeah, well, as I was saying, as soon as we got to the Phantom Sphere—after an almighty bang and a brief time of senselessness—I recall that we were scooped up by some fellows who might as well have had ‘henchmen’ written all over ‘em. They took us to see some fine filly dressed all in white and with bright blonde hair.” 
 
    I looked knowingly at the rest of my friends as Faulkner whistled through the gap in his teeth. 
 
    “Yes sir,” the Texan Agent carried on, “she was quite something to look at, I will tell you that. Saying that though, I could tell as soon as looking at her that there was a filly that was wilder than any mustang. You’ve probably heard the expression: there are many theories about arguin’ with a woman, and there ain’t a one of them that works? Well, this woman was the very epitome of it.” 
 
    “And after meeting with her you can’t remember anything?” Cherie asked. 
 
    “Well, not specifics, like,” Faulkner said, his broad brow furrowing. “I just remember being told to do… stuff, and kinda just waltzing through life like I was drunk and didn’t give a damn. Just gave myself over to not thinking, if that makes any sense?” 
 
    “Yeah, it makes sense,” I said. “Correlates with everything we’ve heard about Morgana Fay at any rate.” 
 
    “Morgana Fay?” Faulkner asked. 
 
    “You might have heard of the wench going by one of her more famous alter egos back in the day. Morgan Le Fay, perhaps,” Noir said. 
 
    Faulkner’s eyes widened. 
 
    “No shit,” he breathed. 
 
    “Yes shit,” said Noir. 
 
    “And you guys busted our asses out of there? Freed our consciousnesses from whatever spell this Morgana hussy put us under?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You’ll get to meet her pretty soon,” I said.  
 
    Faulkner looked off into the distance. Then, his attention seemed to be caught by someone who had just come through the portal. 
 
    “Excuse me for just a few moments,” he said, tipping his invisible hat. “I need to fill in a buddy of mine and make sure the word of this gets spread. Before others start speaking different truths around the place. Hey, Lee!” 
 
    With that, he strode away, toward an Asian guy who I remembered had been part of the team, along with Faulkner, who had made up the rest of my ‘class’ on the day I had been tested. 
 
    Me, Cherie, June, and the rest of my friends moved to one side of the portal as more Agents came through and began swelling the ranks of those that had already returned. 
 
    I watched out of the corner of my eye as Faulkner talked to Lee. When he was finished both the tall Texan and the Asian man went in opposite directions and began chatting with other men and women. Those people in turn went off and talked to others and, before you could say ‘Chinese whispers’, a subdued babble of talk was taking place, even as more and more Agents came through Daisy’s portal. 
 
    “Will Daisy be able to come through once everyone else has?” I asked as we watched the ripples of truth spread amongst the growing number of Portland Agency members. 
 
    “She could,” June said, “so far as I know. I don’t think she will, though.” 
 
    “Why?” 
 
    “Because dragons are fucking smart, that’s why, handsome,” Nahlih said from where she was leaning against a crumbling and dirty concrete support column. “Daisy won’t want to come in here, even if she could fit comfortably. She’ll probably make herself a nice private portal and head back to this guy’s pad.” She jerked a thumb at Noir, who was ignoring the growing chatter and whose face was glued in the direction of the portal. 
 
    “I’m inclined to agree with the sylph,” he said. “Daisy will have gone home to await us. Dragons care little for the politics and problems of humanity. Her loyalty is to us, and us alone.” 
 
    I was about to ask Noir when he thought we could get out of there, maybe stopping off on the way home to grab a stack of pizzas from a particularly delicious pizza joint on North Williams Avenue, when he waved me down in his usual impatient manner. 
 
    “Not now, Pat, not now,” he said. “I think… Ah, yes, here he is, the damned man—dwarf, I should say—of the hour.” 
 
    Noir smiled delightedly and looked toward the portal entrance. 
 
    “Well, well, well, look who it is!” I said, my umbrage at basically being told by Noir to button my lip vanishing in an instant. “I hope you’re all ready to receive your medals.” 
 
    June snorted when she saw who Noir and I were looking at. 
 
    Special Agent Frobisher had just stepped through the portal. Due to his stature, he was hard to see, what with the gathered crowd of Agency members milling in front of the portal. However, with his arrival, the crowd moved back, much in the same way that iron filings might retreat from a negatively charged magnet. He most certainly gave off that vibe, the vibe that said that people would always keep a certain amount of distance from him no matter where he went. 
 
    It might have been sad, had the guy not been so unpleasant, supercilious, and had his head shoved so far up his ass that he might have taken a part time job as a reversed ouroboros. 
 
    It went someway to describing Special Agent Frobisher’s personality when I saw that, under his massive beard, he didn’t look particularly pleased to be back home. On the contrary, he almost appeared to be looking at the milling Agents with the kind of askance gaze that managers adopt when they find employees messing around in the back room or playing on their phones. 
 
    His natural grouchy demeanor didn’t endear him to the rest of the Agents as far as I could see, most of whom looked to be the kind of young or active men and women that I would have labeled as ‘field agents.’ There were a few scientist-looking types among these agents, but they were interacting and chatting amongst themselves with the camaraderie of a well-oiled team. 
 
    A movement caught my eye. Whereas the majority of people nearest to Frobisher were easing away from him as he advanced into the warehouse, Noir was shoving his way through the throng and heading toward him. He caught me keeping an eye on him and waved for me to follow. 
 
    I grinned. I didn’t know what was going to happen next, but whatever it was, I would have put a crisp fifty on it being fun. 
 
    As we made our way through the crowd, the portal rippled and writhed once more. A murmur of intrigued wonderment moved like an audible wavelet through the crowd. 
 
    The captured form of Morgana Fay, looking as resplendent in white as she always did in the prison prism, floated through the magical opening. 
 
    The magical cage floated a foot above the floor and Morgana levitated within it, seemingly unable to touch the sides. Five Agents were accompanying the prison prism, looking as grim and serious as you might expect the men and women charged with guarding one of the most notorious mages of all time to be. 
 
    Morgana looked at ease. In fact, she might have been asleep or stunned for all the notice she took of her surroundings. Her arms were at her side, and her eyes were closed. Despite having just been involved in a fight that had leveled or wrecked a few city blocks, she looked like she had just stepped off the cover of Vogue. 
 
    As the team of five guards came to a halt behind Frobisher, along with the prison prism they were escorting, Noir and I slipped out of the front ranks of the crowd. 
 
    I had a bit of a devil-may-care attitude going on. It might have been because Noir was exuding the exact same manner of swaggering incautiousness, or it might have been because I had just survived the most intense magical battle I could have ever imagined, let alone been a part of. 
 
    Whatever it was, I found myself viewing Special Agent Frobisher as nothing more than a little bullying bureaucrat, who put far too much store in procedure than common decency and his fellow team members. 
 
    I had, when we had first met, been awed by him because he had been so commanding, and in charge of a fucking magical law enforcement agency—who wouldn’t have been? Now though, after having seen what real mages were capable of, after seeing what I was damn well capable of under extreme pressure, I had little respect for the guy.  
 
    Noir and I came to a halt in front of Frobisher. He ran his beady eyes over the slightly mad and manic-looking figure of Noir. He couldn’t have looked any more apprehensive and out of his depth if a stick of dynamite, complete with fizzing fuse, had wandered up to him and gone in for a high-five. 
 
    I often forgot just how contemporary and bohemian and rock’n’roll Noir looked, but when he stood in front of Frobisher, it became obvious. It was like watching the ultimate pencil pusher and red tape creator from some corporation being confronted by a walking acid trip. 
 
    The crowd of Agents now scooched in a little closer. From the small smile that flickered across Noir’s carefully constructed mask of amiability, he was well aware of the audience too. 
 
    “So,” I said, deciding it was prudent to get the first word in before Special Agent Frobisher could start boring us all to death or ordering everyone around, “now that we’re all back in the comparatively fresh air of this lovely abandoned warehouse, what do we do next?” 
 
    The blunt question seemed to put him off balance, just as I had hoped. 
 
    “We?” Special Agent Frobisher asked, one of his bushy eyebrows inching skyward. 
 
    Noir put a condescendingly chummy arm around Frobisher. I say it was condescending because Noir had to adopt an awkward half-crouch position to get on his level and drape his lanky arm over the cranky little fellow’s shoulder. 
 
    “Frobisher, old boy—you don’t mind if I call you Frobisher, do you?” Noir said. 
 
    Special Agent Frobisher looked like he very much minded being deprived of his honorific, but before he could say so, Noir had already plowed on. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Now, as I was saying, Frobisher old boy, there are many people out there—not me, of course—who would say you have all the charisma of a dead dog, the likeability of a particularly virulent case of gonorrhea, and are more a vindictive, pathetic, shallow, red-tape addicted pile of poorly hidden insecurities.” 
 
    Frobisher’s mouth opened, and his beard bristled like the quills of a pissed off porcupine. “Now, wait a second, Noir, what do you—”  
 
    Noir ignored him. “In fact, I do believe the nicest thing I have ever heard anyone say about you is that they haven’t ever had to talk to you.” 
 
    “Who in the devil—”  
 
    “And one of the meaner, albeit probably quite valid, things was that the only thing your wife would want for Christmas is a folded flag,” Noir continued as he steered the bureaucratic dwarf out into the sunlight. 
 
    “I don’t have a wife!” 
 
    “You astound me,” Noir said. “Anywho, putting all these libelous, and numerous, opinions concerning you aside for the moment, I think my esteemed and extremely proven colleague, Patrick Bane was asking what the dickens the Agency plans on doing next?” 
 
    “I don’t doubt that you’re cognizant of the fact that, despite us going into the Phantom Sphere and pulling off possibly the greatest rescue of all time, Special Agent,” I said, piling it on thick, so he couldn’t miss my point, “the Necromancers must still be on the loose out here somewhere.” 
 
    Special Agent Frobisher looked from Noir to me, from me to Noir. Then he glanced around at the Agents gathered around us. Many of them were inhaling great lungfuls of Oregon air, which was wafting across from the Columbia River. They looked as if they were lost in the joy of being back on Earth, but I could tell most of them were listening in on the conversation. They were Agents after all. Frobisher looked like he realized this too. 
 
    “Well, yes, I suppose the most prudent thing is that we—meaning qualified and bonafide Agents—will start hunting these, um, this gang of… these…” 
 
    “Necromancers,” I said. 
 
    “Yes, these Necromancers,” Frobisher said, a flicker of irritation speeding over his face. “We will start making inquiries as to their location, motives, and future plans.”  
 
    Noir clapped Frobisher on the back, and I saw him wince in annoyance. 
 
    “Well said, Frobisher, well said,” Noir enthused. “And, as Special Agent of foresight and razor-sharp wit, you’ll leave no well of information or expertise unplumbed?” 
 
    I could see what Noir was doing here. I piled in to help. 
 
    “That’s right, Special Agent,” I said loudly. “With such an important and global case as this, there would be no way that one in such a position of responsibility as you would turn your ear away from any help, would you? Not when both the mundane and extramundane worlds are looking for answers? You strike me as a man—dwarf—who would do everything in his power, no matter how unorthodox, to bring the Necromancers to justice.” 
 
    Frobisher looked shiftily around at the other Agents. 
 
    “Well…” he said. “Yes, of course, but—” 
 
    “Good!” Noir said. He took a quick swig from a flask he had produced, went to clap Frobisher on the back again, misjudged the height difference, and smacked him around the back of the head instead. 
 
    “In that case,” I said as Frobisher rubbed his head and glowered at Noir, “my friends and I will be honored to take on the positions of Probationary Agents, while Alexander Noir here is reinstated to his former position of Agent, sir.” 
 
    “What?” Frobisher gurgled, but the word was lost in the murmur of agreement that rippled out from the Agents that had not looked like they were listening but clearly had been. 
 
    “Very kind of you, Frobisher, old man,” gushed Noir, his sunglasses flashing as he bent his face down to look him dead in the eye. “Awfully kind of you, indeed.” 
 
    Frobisher swallowed. His mouth worked. I would have bet my last dollar that, under the beard that could have hidden a racoon, he was flushing an angry puce. 
 
    “I… Well… You did very well in saving us, but—” he stammered through gritted teeth. 
 
    Noir beamed and raised his voice over the Special Agent. 
 
    “That’s settled then,” he said. He turned and addressed the milling Agents. “No more talk, you heard the Special Agent! All you lollygaggers, stop standing around ready yourselves! Here’s the state of affairs…” 
 
    As Noir gave the gathered Portland Agents the rundown on what had been happening while they had been under the magical sway of Morgana, I turned my eyes to the woman in question. 
 
    Morgana floated in the prison prism, surrounded by the five Agents who had been assigned to keep an eye on her. As I fixed my gaze upon the beautiful, austere, and powerful mage, I felt a frisson of electricity shoot through me from base to apex. 
 
    Morgana looked up and stared straight back into my eyes. She smiled—not one of those evil, chilling smiles that villains are apt to whip out when they’ve been thwarted and are already cooking up some insane plan to obtain their vengeance. No, this was a smile filled with promise, with honest delight, with the joy of someone who had already implemented a plan long in the making that had paid off. 
 
    She looked thankful. 
 
    Ah. Crud Muffins. What if being brought back to Earth was exactly what she’s had in mind the whole time? my brain said to me. 
 
    I didn’t like that idea. It boded ill. 
 
    As I looked at her, Morgana opened her crooked, clever lips and mouthed the words, “Thank you. I will not forget. I will show you what it truly means to be an Aether Mage.” 
 
    My mouth fell slowly open once more. 
 
    What the fuck is she talking about?  
 
    Before I could even begin to frame a question that I could mouth back at her, a sharp cracking report sounded over the crowd and made me jump. I turned instinctively, but saw that it was only Noir clapping his hands to quell the burbling murmurs that had sprung up amongst all the gathered Agents. 
 
    When I turned back to Morgana, I saw she had folded her hands in front of her, closed her eyes, and was floating as serenely as if she was being stored in a suspended animation.  
 
    “We have work to do!” Noir said. “You best buckle on your big-boy pants, because I’ve a feeling it’s going to be quite the little adventure.” 
 
    I felt Cherie’s hand on my arm and reached up to give her fingers a quick squeeze. I caught Noir’s eye and grinned. 
 
    “An adventure, huh?” I asked the rock’n’roll star-looking mage. 
 
    Noir removed Crowley’s old hat and ran his fingers through his black and silver hair. 
 
    “You’re not going to make me explain to you what might be coming down the road are you, Pat?” he asked in his old scholarly manner. 
 
    I shook my head. “Nah, your explanations always take too damn long. Adventure first. You can explain as we go.” 
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