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Chapter One






John woke up to a jumbled kaleidoscope of images, none of
which made sense. There were strange shapes, jutting and angular,
as if they’d been lifted from a cubist painting. There was a skewed
perspective, as if said painting had been hung considerably off
center. And then there was . . . well his malfunctioning brain
couldn’t even try to guess at that last one.

A gnome? he thought
blearily. A mad elf? Someone, at least, with a shock of wild, pale
hair and huge round eyes, peering at him intermittently from behind
aspects of the painting.

He thought about going
back to sleep or whatever he’d been doing before he woke up
wherever the hell this was, but the gnome wouldn’t let him. It was
a persistent gnome. And now it was tugging and jerking and dragging
him out from beneath what he finally recognized as his kitchen
table.

The angular pieces
crowding his vision slowly resolved themselves into chair legs,
seats, and the underside of the slab of wood that he used for
kitchen prep. Where he’d passed out, John presumed. In a puddle of
sick that was currently being smeared across the floor, along with
bottles and needles and old take out containers, the latter from
whenever he’d last remembered to eat.

That had been a while ago,
judging by the way he felt. And by the length of beard that met his
palm when he dragged it over his face. And by the hoarse,
incoherent snarl he let out when the damned gnome bounced his head
off a table leg for the fifth damned time!

“Gah!” John
managed.

The dragging paused.

“Ah, you’re
awake!”

“Gah.”

“Good, let’s get you up.”
The cheerful comment was accompanied by more dragging, although not
by the gnome. He was using some kind of spell in an attempt to
wrest John and the table legs apart, which wasn’t working thanks to
the trash heap the kitchen had become. The spell kept grabbing
things that weren’t John—a waste bin, one of the kitchen stools, a
broom—along with things that were, or that were attached to him—a
slipper, the belt from his robe, his left hand—and tugging on them
equally. Which soon left him slipperless, beltless, and jammed
between cabinets and table with the stool smacking him
enthusiastically in the side of the head.

“Gah! Gah!
Gah!”

“You’ve said that, dear
boy, and really, all that flapping about isn’t helping.”

The gnome resolved itself
into an image of Jonas Marsden, his one-time boss and current
burglar, since John had obviously not gotten up to let him
in.

"Oh, my pleasure, think
nothing of it," Jonas said, after John slurred out an accusation.
And before John could respond to that, he
found himself levitated off the floor and into the air, along with
random bottles and paper bags and used napkins, which started
following him out the door and up the main staircase of his house.
All while he writhed and cursed and tried to hold on to the clothes
that were being stripped from his body by that same infernal spell,
one he was too damned hungover to counter.

"Now, now. Language,"
Jonas admonished, right before John plunged head first into a bath
of hot, soapy water that he knew hadn’t been there five minutes
ago.

That was followed by a lot
of scrubbing from a suddenly animated and very determined bath
brush and a flurry of washcloths. Cursing at them did nothing, an
attempted counter spell did nothing, and slashing at them with his
arms only summoned more to the fray. Until it looked like he was
encased in a pink whirlwind, because his wife had loved pink and
she'd bought the damned towels, like she'd bought almost everything
in the house because it had been hers. Her house, one he'd purchased with
decades of future wedded bliss in mind, and far enough out in the
country that there'd be no neighbors to notice if the two of them
didn’t age normally, if those decades stretched into something
more.

Of course, that also meant
there was no one to notice when he was dunked again, and came up
yelling invective. No one to help when he was scrubbed almost to
the damned bone, and then scrubbed some more. And finally dried off
by a fierce, warm wind that blew up out of nowhere, whilst
simultaneously being attacked by a comb and a truly vicious set of
scissors.

By the time Jonas's
animated minions had finished torturing him, John was hoarse,
clean, and bleeding from a dozen cuts from the straight razor that
had determinedly attacked the fuzz on his cheeks.

"Y' could have killed me,"
he snarled, eyeing the shiny blade. And wrestling with a still
flirty scrap of pink, which was too busy cleaning his left ear to
allow him even to wipe away the blood.

"You seem to be doing that
well enough on your own," Jonas replied from the doorway. "I'll
make us some tea, shall I?"

John cursed some more and threw a spell that
turned the damned towels to ash.






~~~

“Son of a
bitch!”

John awoke for the second
time, which was disorientating, although not as much as looking at
the world through a field of fire—a very different world. The
English cottage with the determined bath accessories was decades in
the past, and he didn’t live there anymore. He lived here, in the
Vegas hotel room that was currently burning down around his ears,
whilst someone yelled: “Get him out!”

“I can’t get him out,”
another, strangely calm voice said, although it sounded a little
strained.

“Why the hell
not?”

“Because
I’m busy!
Unless you’d like to deal with this yourself?”

“This” apparently referred
to the gargantuan fireball that was boiling about the air above
John’s bed. It wasn’t ascending; it wasn’t descending; it wasn’t
dissipating. It was just there, a yellow white ball of flame hot
enough to singe the skin of his outstretched hand, despite being
several yards away, as if he’d been throwing it at
something.

Or at someone, he
realized, catching sight of a slim, dark figure on the other side
of the flames.

Someone who had caught it.

That would have made him
come off the bed, had the spell not glared like a miniature sun,
sending tendrils of fire feet out from its core. He stared up at it
for a moment in confusion; fireball spells were smaller, cooler,
better contained. They didn’t burn like a fallen star.

But this one did, and kept
on doing so as John edged out from underneath, rolled off the bed
and dropped to the floor. He hit hard, a disorienting smack that
left his limbs jumbled up and his head spinning. And searing light,
so hot, so bright, so close, all but cooking his eyeballs. He
finally realized that the room wasn’t on fire, as he’d first
thought. He’d just been looking at it through the spell, along with
the two people glimpsed amid jumping afterimages: a hulking shadow
near the door and a smaller one closer up.

A smaller one who
was eating the flames.

John blinked and tried to get a hand up to
shield his eyes, only to have the gesture misinterpreted.

“Don’t try to fix it now!”
The smaller figure—a woman—snapped. “I’m already dealing with it.
You’ll just make things worse!”

John didn’t reply, since
his tongue didn’t seem to work anyway. He lay there like some
stricken maiden with a hand on his head, watching as the vast field
of fire was slowly drunk by a small woman with a neat up do, a
fierce expression and skin a few shades darker than the chocolate
mocha of the man behind her.

Caleb, he thought
blearily, finally recognizing the shadow of the large war mage, and
relaxing a bit. At least, he did until he caught his friend’s
expression. John sighed.

Yes, he’d thrown the
fireball; it was his magic boiling around up there. And yes, he
must have done it in his sleep, something that hadn’t happened for
. . . well, ever. And yes, that was the sort of thing that rookies
did, young mages in training with too much power and too little
discipline, which was why they were usually housed well away from
everybody else, to avoid having them burn down whatever training
facility they were attending.

So, what the hell was
wrong with him?

His memory took that
moment to kick back in, and he threw an arm over his eyes, staying
flat on the floor whilst the vast ocean of his past beat at him and
the fire seared him and the woman—the null witch, he supposed—did
what nulls do and drank his magic, slowly returning the room to
something like normality. Well, a normality of singed walls and
burning curtains and an overhead light fixture that was now a
smoking nub in the middle of a charred ceiling, but John didn’t
feel like complaining.

It could have been worse.

It should have been worse.

Then somebody grabbed
him.

It wasn’t Caleb, who was
still glaring at him from across the room. It wasn’t even the null,
who had collapsed onto a chair, her eyes bright and her face all
but glowing with the power she’d absorbed. No, the panicked woman
slapping at his smoking clothes and running soft little hands over
his torso, checking for burns, was somebody else.

“Where are they?” The
blonde in his arms turned on Caleb, frantic and furious. “How did
they get past you?”

“They didn’t.”

“You killed them?” She
stared around, as if expecting to find a pile of smoking bodies in
the corner. Which wouldn’t be that strange around here, John
thought grimly, and tried to get up.

That was obviously not the
right move.

“Stay put!” she snarled,
and jumped to her feet.

John stayed put, mainly
because his brain was still trying to remember how his legs worked,
but also because memories of the woman above him, what felt like a
lifetime of them, were suddenly pouring through him, a cascade that
included a great many things, but not her standing protectively
over him, blue lightning shielding her hands, and her eyes pale
fire.

Okay, John thought dizzily. I’ve missed a
few things.

And then the ceiling caved in.
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Chapter Two






 Because I said so.” John Pritkin
looked back at the angry faced mage behind him, whose cloak was
billowing out in the cold wind, snapping almost as much as his dark
eyes. And wondered for the tenth time if it wouldn’t have been
better to come alone.

The “man” was an angry
pup, barely out of his teens. He was also the only dark face in a
sea of pale, Anglo-Saxon sneers, one eager to prove himself to the
mages who hadn’t bothered to conceal their disdain at John’s
presence. Or their suspicion: the last thing they wanted on a demon
hunt was another demon.

Or half of one, in John’s
case.

Something that was demonstrated again when
the pup snarled: “I don’t take orders from you!” and started
forward.

John’s arm caught him across the chest. “And
because Marsden said so.”

“Unhand me mage—or
whatever you are!” The unsaid word floated in the air, silent only
because Jonas Marsden was respected that much, being head of the
War Mage Corps, the military branch of the world’s leading magical
authority, the Silver Circle.

The Corps, a cross between
a magical police force and the Royal Marines, supposedly kept order
in the supernatural community. The “supposedly” came from the fact
that they had been known to make bad matters worse, blustering into
situations they knew little about and imposing “order” by cursing
the hell out of anyone who opposed them—or looked at them sideways.
They had some genuinely talented mages among their number, but that
was a two-edged sword.

People able to control a situation by force were unlikely to have
learned any other methods, such as the ones needed here.

“I haven’t put my hands on
you,” John said evenly, reigning in his own temper, which was a
feat these days. “But something else might, if you go charging in
there—"

“Damned
amateur!”

“—and there’s no rescue
clause in my contract.”

The boy immediately went
from hot to boiling, bristling with so much magic that it
threatened to burn John’s skin, even through several layers of
spelled cloth. He had power, this one; John would give him that.
And an honesty the others lacked.

Maybe he could be useful,
after all.

“Are you threatening me?”
the boy snarled.

John looked up from
securing his safety line. “No. I am saying that something else,
something unknown, something that has already killed five men,
several of them competent mages, is down there.”

He gestured over the edge
of the cliff, where the young war mage had decided to have this
conversation and where the wind was threatening to blow them all
out to sea. They couldn’t see the dark slit of a cave entrance from
here with the night and the crashing surf hiding it. But it was
there, two thirds of the way down what the locals called a crag and
he called a towering precipice.

Bloody Cornwall.

“And you’re going to play
the hero and go kill it,” the boy sneered.

“No, I’m going to find out
what it is.”

“How?”

“Like
this,” John said, and pushed him
off the cliff.

Of course, he
went over, too, with a
hand firmly fisted in the boy’s coat, but you’d never know it from
all the screaming. And the cursing—of the
magical variety—the first of which his new partner tried
while still mid-air. The second followed
as they hit the side of the cliff and went rappelling down the
sheer face, being smashed into the rock every few yards by gale
force winds. And a third bounced off John’s thankfully bespelled
coat once they landed on a narrow ledge a hundred feet
down.

At which point John slammed the crazy
man-child into the rocky wall and wrapped a bit of shield around
the lower part of his face, gagging him.

The curses cut off
abruptly. John sighed and leaned back against the cliff in relief.
There; that was better.

At least it was until he
had to dodge the fist that plowed into the rocks beside him. One
which hadn’t been warded, judging by the pained faces his companion
was making. And the renewed curses he was mouthing, all of which
were silent—and thereby useless, because the boy had yet to learn
the fine art of silent spell casting.

John rolled his eyes and sent a tendril of
magic into the cave.

He didn’t use the demon
variety, of course, which would have been picked up immediately. He
didn’t use the human, either. Most of the time, being a mongrel
cross between three different creatures—human, demon and fey—was a
headache, leaving him more of an outcast than the boy would ever
be. But occasionally, it had its uses.

Like allowing him to
employ a type of magic the demon was unlikely to know, or even to
recognize. John closed his eyes and felt the fey spell slither
through sea and rock and air. From the brilliant moonlight ruffling
the surface of the dark ocean, to the shallow pools littering deeply shaded
caves, lit only by the reflection of a reflection, and then into a
darkness so vast and so deep it felt like it went on
forever.

Where are you? John
thought, concentrating. I know you’re there. I can
feel you.

And he could. His demon
senses were why Jonas had bothered to roust him out of his grief
and back into the field, to give the Corps at least an idea of what
they were facing. Whatever
was in that cave had been having a field day with
the local population of sheep and goats, leaving savaged carcasses
scattered across the landscape.

That would have been bad
enough, but then the magical version of a local constable had gone
to investigate. He was one of the auxiliaries the Circle employed
who weren’t powerful enough for the Corps, but who were useful for
giving wrist slaps to prank playing children and issuing fines for
minor infractions of magical law. A steady sort of man with a wife
and three little stairsteps, bluff and genial, but sober and
reliable at his job. And missing, until his body was found bobbing
in the sea near a local beach several days ago.

Or rather, part of it was.

Most of the fleshy bits were suspiciously
absent.

The Corps tended to take
exception when one of its operatives was butchered for meat. So,
the next time, they sent a war mage—a real one. One who knew the
area because he’d grown up in these parts, a somewhat garrulous old
Cornishman with enough power at his
fingertips to be considered the magical equivalent of a
tank.

He hadn’t come
back, either.

As a result, this time it
was a full squad, with a half demon along for the ride because they
still didn’t know what they were dealing with. And things that eat
humans for breakfast were usually classified as demonic. Or so
Jonas had told him over tea, without so much as batting an
eyelash.

John really, really wished he’d been able to
take offense at the casual comment.

But the plain fact was
that Jonas was probably right. And his men were probably going to
get eaten, possibly alive, if they went in there with only human
magic and human hubris. John had therefore reluctantly allowed
himself to be talked into going along.

After all, who better to fight a monster
than another monster?

The only problem was that
this monster might recognize him, or at least, what he was. And
while that could result in an attack, it could result in the
opposite, as well. If the
murderous beast slithered away somewhere, who
knew where it might turn up next, and how many horrors it might
commit along the way.

No, this ends here, John
thought, concentrating. And slowly, slowly, slowly, he began to get
a picture. Of something powerful . . . yet not; of something old .
. . yet not; of something familiar yet alien, but not in the way
he’d expected. But almost as if . . .

The boy broke his
concentration by suddenly grabbing him, which was bad. And by
throwing a curse through a gap he’d made
in the improvised gag, which was worse. But it was still
manageable, because John was, of course, shielded.

Unfortunately, the cliff face wasn’t.

A chunk of it shattered,
sending cracks up the already jagged rock, and a large piece above
their heads started sloughing off. The falling slab only missed the
two idiots who’d been clinging to its surface because they weren’t
anymore. John had thrown them backwards at the last second, sliding
into the cave mouth on a moving stream of chalk and rock that felt
almost as liquid under his feet as the ocean outside—and as
slippery.

He also somehow kept hold
of the boy, raising a shield
around them both and expanding it outward to the
size and shape of a large bubble. One tough enough to cushion the
mass of blows they took as they bounced and slammed and rolled and
jarred, all the way to the bottom of a steep ramp inside the cave. And hit a wall at the far end where the
shield burst apart, dumping them onto a
floor that was wet and salt encrusted and rough as a
cobb.

The amount of bruising
he’d taken might have occupied John’s mind more, but at the same
instant, a wild, blood-soaked figure lunged at them
out of the darkness, arms raised and teeth bared,
an unearthly howl emanating from between its lips.






“John!”

“Fuck!” John yelled and
jerked around, one hand outstretched in a defensive posture that
caused his shields to snap into place. The other was laced with a
barely contained fireball that he couldn’t see well enough to
throw, because of the migraine blurring his vision.

It felt like someone was striking his head
with a mallet.

A very determined
someone.

With a damned big mallet.

After a moment,
he managed to focus enough to notice his
surroundings, which were neither a salt encrusted cave nor
a burning hotel room. What slowly came into focus
instead was a cavernous space with a general air of dilapidation.
There was flaking paint on some exposed piping beside him,
industrial tile under his feet, and the whole thing smelled of body
odor, magic and . . . mouse droppings?

“John!”

His head snapped up when
the voice came again, and agony lanced through his skull. He went
down to one knee at the violent, almost shocking pain. Over the
sound of his fireball spell sizzling out against the cold tile, he
heard the thud of running boots.

“Get
back!” someone barked, as several nearby figures converged on his
location. He couldn’t see them—the
pain was blinding—but he heard them pause whilst the runner
did not. And the next second, strong hands were
gripping his arms.

Or trying to. The hands
actually gripped his shield instead, which permitted them through
the surface, like plunging into a cold pool. Only to solidify
immediately after, trapping them under a watery scrim. And allowing
John to spin and slam the offending body against the
floor.

It wasn’t easy, even with
all the adrenaline pumping through his system, the body being huge
and heavy with muscle.

And not fighting back,
John realized, after a moment.

“Right on the sciatica,”
someone sighed.

For an instant,
John saw again the boy he’d dragged over a cliff:
a narrow, coffee-colored face, suspicious brown eyes, and a thatch
of wild curls. Only to have the face change and age as his eyes
managed to focus: the neck broadening into
maturity, the hair disappearing, the eyes—the most recognizable
feature—acquiring a few obvious crow’s feet. It was still Caleb,
but this man was teetering on the cusp of middle age, if a
well-preserved and handsome version of it.

John wondered why he’d
been dreaming about his old friend, and such a weird dream, too.
Jonas had come after him, that much was true, to shake him out of
his downward spiral after the death of his wife. But that strange
foray into Cornwall wasn’t what had followed.

Was it?

“You gonna kiss me or let
me up?” Caleb asked dourly.

John let him up.

And then sat back down
abruptly, as the room spun around him.

“You hurt?” Caleb asked,
as more people started gathering around. And then dispersed just as
quickly, when the cranky war mage commander sent them off with a
few well-chosen words.

A bunch of smart “sir,
yes, sirs!” echoed through what John was
finally recognizing as the Corps’ temporary Vegas HQ. After the
previous one was destroyed in the current war, the Corps had taken
over an old warehouse complex on the outskirts of the city that had
looked like it was about to fall down. And still did, since they’d
been more concerned with functionality than appearance. None of
which explained—

“What the hell are you
doing here?” Caleb demanded, as John pulled himself back to his
feet.

Exactly, John thought,
memories swirling around him like a hurricane, or like those damned
washcloths Jonas had set on him, all those years ago. But he
couldn’t grasp them. They slipped through his mental fingers and
danced away, and when he pursued them, they turned into demon
sprites who laughed and laughed, taunting him from just out of
reach—

“John!”

“I’m fine,” he said
hoarsely, answering his friend’s previous question, and promptly
staggered into a wall.

“Of course, you are.” The
tone was unamused.

John stared around blearily. “Did I set
anything else on fire?”

“Were you trying to?”
Caleb asked, and grabbed him.

That led to John looking down, and blinking
in confusion.

“The hell am I
wearing?”

“That
was my next question,” Caleb said, pulling
him off the wall and over behind some sandbags. They were shoulder high,
delineating an exercise area that was currently empty. Another set
behind them created a pathway which led to a bank of lockers
along another wall.

John located and then
fumbled with the dented metal cabinet
assigned to him, finally managing to get it open and to pull out
the only clothes it contained: a set of ancient gray sweats that he
kept around for workouts. They were worn and threadbare, but clean.
And better than the t-shirt, boxer briefs and pale gray bathrobe
he’d been wearing for some reason.

Probably because I’m
supposed to be in bed, he remembered.

“Damn
it, John! You’re supposed to be in bed!” Caleb echoed
his thoughts in what he fondly believed to be a
whisper.

“I’m aware of
that—”

A meaty hand grabbed his
shoulder. “Then what the devil are you doing here?”

“I don’t know.”

“You
don’t know?”

All this repetition was
starting to get on John’s nerves, which weren’t in great shape to
begin with. Much like the rest of him. The small, square mirror on
the inside of his locker showed him back a thin, pale face that he
barely recognized, one with dark circles under bloodshot green
eyes, a three or maybe four-day growth of beard, and a shock of
blond hair sticking out haphazardly, as if trying to form a halo
around his pounding head.

He grimaced at the irony
and pulled on the sweats. That worked out all right, but his hands
shook slightly. And, of course, Caleb noticed. His
bull-in-a-china-shop routine masked a more than competent
investigator, and a damned fine mage.

One who was going to drag
him off to the medics if he didn’t start making some
sense.

“I swear to God,” Caleb
snapped. “If you don’t start making sense—”

“Cut it out!” John said,
and then paused, wondering. He looked at Caleb, his eyes narrowing,
which caused the other man to make an abortive movement toward his
side holster. One he stopped halfway, although he didn’t lower his
hand, as John slowly and deliberately reached out—

And poked him in the chest.

“Something wrong?” Caleb
asked dryly.

John grabbed his friend’s
shoulder and squeezed. He felt real. Solid. Not like another damned
dream. The repetition was probably down to the fact that there were
only so many things someone would say when a friend showed up at
work looking dazed and disheveled, in his underwear, and proceeded
to slowly poke you.

John ran a hand over his eyes. “I’m . . .
not feeling well.”

“I gathered
that.”

John sat on one of the
benches in front of the lockers in order to put on his trainers.
Caleb settled beside him. For a moment, nobody spoke.

“What’s the last thing you
remember?” Caleb finally asked.

John assumed he meant in
the real world, although for a second it was hard to tell the
difference. He pinched the bridge of his nose. Concentrate, damn
it!

“Dante’s,” John said hoarsely. “I’d just woken from a dream and thrown a
fireball spell. There was a woman there . . . she caught
it—”

“Tami. A null
witch.”

John nodded.

“She’s been helping me
babysit,” Caleb informed him. “Cause sometimes you throw weird fey
spells I don’t know how to counter. But her abilities absorb them
just the same.”

“Fey spells?” John looked
up at his friend. “Then I’ve . . . done this before?”

“’This’ meaning walk
across town in your bare feet while apparently zonked out of your
mind? Or ‘this’ as in try to burn down the hotel? Which this are we
focusing on here?”

John contemplated that for
a moment. At least it explained why his feet were cut and bruised
and filthy. He tried cleaning them off with his socks but it didn’t
help much, just smeared the dirt around. He finally put the shoes
on anyway and leaned his head back against his locker.

“I guess you’ve had an
interesting day, haven’t you?” he asked Caleb.

“Not really.” Caleb said,
eyeing him darkly. “The fireball incident was a week
ago.”
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Chapter Three






Coffee?”

 John rounded on Caleb as
soon as they hit the man’s dingy office, because discussing his
current state out in the open wasn’t a great idea. But instead of
answers, he had a coffeepot thrust in his face.

He pushed it aside with a curse.

“Well, I’m having some,”
Caleb said, unperturbed, and plugged the frayed, fabric wrapped
cord into the wall. Or, more accurately, into an adapter, because
the pot looked like it had been bought in Britain circa World War
II.

“A week?” John demanded, his hands on the desk. One of which Caleb
calmly moved aside so that he could put down a disposable
placemat.

The thick white paper was
printed with decorative beads and swags of lace and looked like
something a small, grandmotherly figure should be fussing about
with, instead of a huge war mage, but Caleb didn’t care about such
things. He was well known for unashamedly drinking the girliest
cocktails imaginable, the multicolored kind with three parasols,
and for stubbornly believing that he could sing karaoke. To say
that he was secure in his manhood was an understatement.

“Girl’s
drinks taste better, and I’m amazing at karaoke,” Caleb said,
when John made a comment.

“You are not
amazing.”

A flash of brilliant white teeth lit the
dark face. “Women think I’m amazing.”

“I was talking about your
singing.”

Caleb laughed. John
didn’t. He just watched his friend commandeer an old leather desk
chair that he refused to get rid of, despite the fact that it
squeaked terribly and had stuffing falling out of the cushion, and
put his feet up.

The coffeepot gulped and
gurgled. The chair squeaked and squawked. The two men glared at
each other.

Or, rather, John glared;
Caleb gave back his patented Zen face, the one he used with perps
he’d decided to simply wait out.

“My go to is “Power of
Love”,” he finally said. “Luther always pulls.”

“Caleb!”

“Stop hitting my desk.”
Caleb adjusted his little doily. Because God forbid that the
scratched and stained wood get another ding in it. “And relax. I
got you in here before you tore a hole in the roof or fried any
recruits. I’m duty officer tonight, so nobody’s coming by to ask
questions. And the coffee is almost done. Sit back and I’ll bring
you up to speed.”

He did. A few minutes
later, John was on his second mug of coffee-flavored water, trying
vainly to get some caffeine into his system, and Caleb was
finishing up a short, but alarming recitation.

“You
mean to say that I’ve been wondering about, setting things on fire,
for a week?” John demanded.

“Not on fire.” Caleb
thought about it. “Mostly. But I think you were dreaming, and you
talk in your sleep.”

“I damned well
don’t!”

“Okay, you spell cast in
your sleep. Some weird shit, too. That portal—”

“Portal? What
portal?”

“—you conjured up may have
permanently scarred some of the boys—”

“Boys?” John said sharply,
despite feeling like a magpie.

“I had
to bring some of the guys in, and don’t give me that,” Caleb shot
him a look. “The vamps that work at that hotel were helping to
relieve me, so I could get some sleep, but then you do
stuff like open portals
full of hell beasts—”

“What . . . kind of
beasts?” John asked weakly.

The big shoulders went up
and down. “Damned if I know. One of the guys called them fire
sprites, ‘though if that’s the technical term I couldn’t tell you.
Small, red, evil eyed little bastards who scorch everything they
touch—”

John winced.

“—and you know how much
vamps love open flames—”

“So you
brought in members of the Corps?”

Caleb sent him another look. “Good guys. I
trust them.”

But can I? John thought. And hoped he hadn’t
been up to anything too illegal. “Was that all?”

“Oh, hell no.”

John sighed.

“I was there three nights
ago when you started muttering. Next thing I know, the damned
shower curtain walked out of the bathroom all on its
own."

“What the—”

Caleb nodded. “That’s what
I said. Turns out, you’d conjured up some sort of fey construct,
human shaped but formed out of water. I asked Adam about it—you
know the one, part brownie?”

John nodded. The
diminutive war mage was barely four feet tall, having taken after
his paternal grandmother, but spells don’t care about a man’s
height. And Adam could more than hold his own in battle.

“Well, he called it a man
. . . a manli . . . a man-something. Said the fey use them like
squires in battle, the way we do golems.”

“They do
not use them in battle—usually,”
John corrected himself. “And they’re
called—”






He was running, and
running fast. He tore through the thick underbrush, getting whacked
in the face by tree limbs, some of which sent sprays of burning sap
across his skin. Faerie, he thought grimly, as he jumped a gorge,
almost missed, scrambled up the other side, and then paused for a
second at the sudden appearance of an arrow, white fletched and
rune carved, vibrating out of the dirt in front of his
feet.

Alorestri, the more
clinical part of his brain noted. Wave Dancer clan. They liked to
rub red ochre into the carvings, to make them stand out—

Shut up! He told himself,
while standing on tiptoe to avoid the arrow.

The fey didn’t miss, so
they were playing with him, trying to herd him where they wanted
him to go. As if he was an animal, the way they thought of all
humans. But he wasn’t an animal.

And he had fey blood, too.

He proved it a second
later when he sent the arrow flying back at them without the need
for a bow. The sudden windstorm he conjured up was strong enough to
also blow three sentries out of the trees and send them tumbling to
the forest floor. They jumped up and tried to scale the bank behind
him, preparing to run across the river like it was solid land, for
water was their element. But earth wasn’t, as demonstrated when a
sudden landslide sent them sliding all the way back
down.

John laughed, feeling
amused and relieved—for a moment. Until the river at the bottom of
the gorge began to ripple and bulge in a very unnatural way. And
three new figures emerged from the depths, looking almost
transparent against the rushing stream, including one with a
surprised looking fish swimming round and round inside its watery
head.

John stared at it in consternation.

Well, shit.

It stared back, or rather,
the fish did. The creature itself didn’t have eyes, just vague
indentations in what John assumed was a ward, serving as a magical
“skin.” The trio didn’t exactly look human, although their shapes
were mostly right, but they didn’t look like anything else, either.
Until the vague bulges on the face of the fish creature slowly
transformed into the approximation of a saucy grin, a horrible, too
wide expression that no human could duplicate, because no human
could open up half his skull.

Or shoot up out of the
river like a geyser and latch onto the bank, pulling itself towards
John like something out of a horror movie—and pulling
fast.

Shit, shit, SHIT—






“John!”

He jumped and looked up to
see Caleb leaning across the desk, both hands on the doily, eyes
narrowed on his face. Like maybe that
wasn’t the first time he’d said something. John
swallowed.

“What?” It came out a
rough croak.

“Is there something you
want to tell me?” Caleb demanded.

Not unless I want to get locked up, John
thought, staring mutely back at his friend.

He could feel it even now:
the panicked sweat trickling down his back as he ran, soaking his
shirt; the mad chase through the forest, with him dodging iron hard
trunks and whipping limbs,
which his watery pursuers just flowed around; the
drenching the creatures had given him when he’d finally managed to
explode the wards holding them together, causing the little fish to
gasp its last on the loamy soil.

And the beating that had followed from the
fey, when his brief fight with their creations allowed them to
catch up.

It had been savage—they
hadn’t liked the fact that he’d used their own magic against
them—but that hadn’t mattered. No more than it did when they picked him up and
threw him back through the gate he’d painstakingly unlocked. The
portal had grabbed him, but John had laughed through a split lip
nonetheless, tasting blood but also victory. Because he’d won. The
fey hadn’t realized: he’d been on his way out anyway . .
.

His way out from where? he
wondered suddenly. When had all this happened? He remembered
vividly every trip he’d taken into Faerie
and that . . . hadn’t been one of them.

He felt disoriented,
almost dizzy, the same way he had after the dream about the cave.
He refrained from rubbing his backside,
where the bruises he’d acquired when he tumbled out the other
side of the portal throbbed once again,
because Caleb was looking at him like he
might be mad. It did not help John’s frame of mind that his friend
could be right.

 He cleared his throat. “Yes. The, er, the water creatures.
They’re called manlikans.”

“Uh huh.” Caleb’s
suspicious expression didn’t waver. John couldn’t really blame him.
He glanced around, but the only reflective surface in sight, to
show him how well he’d managed to compose his features, was the
scratched and dented side of the coffeepot. And it just gave him
back a nose caught in a furrow and elongated past
Pinocchio’s.

But his real expression
must have been more convincing, because after a minute, Caleb
slowly nodded. “Yeah, that was it.”

He started digging around
in a battered cabinet and came up with some shortbread. He took one
of the small cookies and slid the rest of the pack over to John.
Things were bad when Caleb shared his precious shortbread, so John
took a piece.

“Anyway,” his friend
continued, after a moment. “The manlikan had gotten all wrapped up
in your shower curtain, I guess when it exited the tub. So, there I
was, half dozing off, because I’d finished my book and the only
crossword type games you had were those damned sudoku
things—”

“Caleb—”

“—and bam! The door slammed opened and there it was, swathed in that
awful black curtain with the embroidered bats on it. Seriously, who
thinks that crap is chic?”

“A casino designed to look
like hell?” John said, feeling queasy. He looked at the shortbread,
but didn’t eat it. He didn’t want a damned cookie. He wanted to
know what was wrong with him.

“More like the bargain bin
at Party City, the week after Halloween,” Caleb said sourly. “But I
still had nightmares for days.”

John frowned. “Because of the bats?”

“Because
of the way the water pushed
and bulged at the plastic. It . . .
wobbled.” The word was
accompanied by a small shudder.

“Caleb—”

The coffee pot went off
again, and the giant war mage stood to silence it. “Then, when I
finally got my shit together and cursed the thing into oblivion, do
you know what happened?”

“It
turned into steam,” John
said, watching the same thing boil out of
the pot, while another random memory tried to ensnare
him.

He brutally thrust it away.

“Caleb—”

“It
turned into steam!” Caleb agreed. “For a minute. ‘Til the damned
thing re-condensed and came after
me, and by then it was pissed.”

John gave up attempting to
explain anything to Caleb, because it felt
impossible. His friend was an excellent war mage, better than most
people gave him credit for, since he wasn’t constantly trying to
claw his way to the top. But he also wasn’t a shrink, someone John
was starting to suspect he needed, and it wasn’t fair to saddle him
with this.

John decided to finish his terrible coffee,
reassure Caleb, and go find someone who could help him.

But not in the Corps.

War mages were essentially
magical nukes, and there were stringent policies in place for any
who started to “malfunction.” Mental illness of any kind, whether
PTSD or more magically induced problems, did not result in therapy.
Best case scenario, it resulted in a carefully supervised leave,
where any unusual behavior was flagged and reported. Worse case, it
resulted in being locked up, drugged, or put in what was
essentially prison until the Corps decided what to do with
you—assuming they ever did.

There were stories of men
who had been in the stasis pods the Corps used for warehousing its
problems for a century or more, until a cure was found. There were
rumors of others who were still there, from even earlier times,
slumbering through the years while any life they’d had passed them
by. And they would continue to do so for who knew how much
longer.

John felt a shudder go
through him, harsh and bone deep. He knew what it was like to lose
literally everything and come back to a world changed beyond
recognition. He wouldn’t go through that again. He
couldn’t. Even if they
eventually saved him, it wouldn’t matter.

Everything he gave a damn about was
here.

“John?”

He looked up to see Caleb leaning
across the desk again, coffeepot in hand. His friend was watching
him narrowly, but still didn’t demand the answers John knew he
wanted. He was giving him time to volunteer the information, only
what he had to say wasn’t anything Caleb wanted to hear.

“You want some more or
what?” Caleb asked, after a moment.

John held out his mug.
Caleb topped him off with what he’d promised would be stronger this
time. He’d lied.

John took a sip and made a face. “Do you
honestly call this coffee?”

“Do you honestly still
have a stomach lining?”

John started to reply when Caleb held up a
hand.

“Wait.” He pulled a jar
and a spoon out of the battered metal cabinet. And proceeded to add
a heaping mound of instant coffee on top of the sudsy
water.

John just looked at him.

He added another spoonful.

John waited patiently.

Caleb sat the jar down on
the desk and made a be-my-guest gesture. John obliged. And finally
managed to come up with something that was still swill, but was at
least swill with a punch.

“I’m going to pretend I
didn’t see that,” Caleb muttered, and gathered up his now sadly
depleted stash.

John drank his newly
fortified coffee and his friend went back to describing the battle
with the manlikan. It sounded like a Keystone cops sketch, with the
creature flinging the burning curtain at some of the casino’s
vampire guards, who had arrived at exactly the wrong time and went
up like Roman candles. And then something about a fire extinguisher
exploding.

John was trying to pay
attention—Caleb told a good story—but his problems kept intruding.
And not just the current one. But everything that had happened in
the past month, a dizzying array of insanity that had started with
an ancient demon curse and ended—

Here. With John sitting in
his friend’s office, wondering if the Corps’ version of the men in
the white coats were on their way while Caleb kept him busy. And
the fact that he would entertain that,
would actually suspect that one of his oldest friends would be
feeding him shortbread and regaling him with crazy stories so he
wouldn’t run away, so they’d know where to
find him—

Said everything
about what kind of shape he was in. And he wasn’t going to get any better sitting
here. John ate the cookie, knocked back the swill, and started to
sit the cup on the desk before noticing something . . .
strange.

Very strange.

“Caleb?” he said
cautiously. Caleb’s lively story had come to an end at some point,
but lost in thought, John hadn’t noticed. The two men had never
felt burdened with the need for conversation. They’d often spent
hours in each other’s company, even on missions that didn’t require
it, in comfortable silence.

This wasn’t
comfortable.

And neither was the hot
coffee now running off the desk like a smoking waterfall. John
abruptly pulled back, and managed to avoid having it soak through
his trainers. But the liquid stream continued to come nonetheless,
cascading off the desk to stain the worn
carpet squares on the office
floor.

Yet Caleb just stood
there, eyes fixed, the now empty pot in one hand, the
coffee-covered desk under the other, unmoving.

The hell?
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Chapter Four






Caleb?” John said again, unsure for a moment if he was seeing
things. And frankly hoping so. “Caleb!”

No response.

The doily was ruined, John
thought ridiculously, as he watched coffee being soaked up by the
paper lace for a second. Before snapping out of it and surging to
his feet, his senses expanding in all directions. But if there was
a threat, he couldn’t detect it.

There was no
magic swirling around. No blonde time traveler of
his acquaintance popping in for a private
word and pausing everything around her. No anything.

Just his friend, standing
there blank faced and unmoving, like an imposing statue carved out
of wood.

Like the men in the hall,
John realized, catching a glimpse through the glass pane in the
door. He stuck his head out to see
Jackson, a hard-bitten trainer, petrified in the midst of giving
some sandy haired recruit a blessing out. The old man still had his
mouth open, wide enough for a single gold molar to catch the light.
And to wink at John as if to say: “Isn’t this fun?”

No, John thought, his hand
dropping automatically to the thigh holster he wasn’t wearing. He
cursed, because he wasn’t wearing anything else, either, at least
not of the weapon variety. Which was a problem considering the
large knot of glassy-eyed war mages headed his way.

He jerked back inside,
spun and reached for Caleb’s sidearm—

And missed, because his
friend was no longer behind the desk. Like Jackson and his recruit,
who had been swept up by the advancing throng, Caleb was suddenly
on the move. Passing John, flinging open the door, and heading
outside—

All with the same blank
eyed stare that everyone else was wearing.

Everyone.

A steady stream of mages,
trainees, and support staff—even one guy with a mop still in
hand—flowed silently by the office and down the hall. After a
moment, John went with them. Because either he really was mad or
something was very, very wrong. And considering that the
supernatural community was currently at war . . .

Well, he hoped that he was simply mad.

The crowd surged down the
hall to a door near the far end, which gave out onto the main
salle, where Caleb had found John half an hour before. He’d have
had a hard time locating him now, because people were spilling in from all
sides, hundreds of them. But the place wasn’t filling
up.

Probably because of the
huge, black portal on the far wall, thrumming with power, that was
swallowing them like water down a drain.

John stared at it for a
second. Darkness boiled at the center and flickers of green fire
licked the sides, the latter a tell-tale sign of destabilization.
Not the kind that preceded a collapse; it would be far worse in
that case. But the kind that indicated that an enormous amount of
energy was being channeled through that thing.

A long-distance portal,
then, the rational part of his brain commented, while the emotional
part was busy screaming. Because nobody was supposed to be able to
open a portal in here. This was the Corps’ West Coast headquarters. They had
bloody shields!

Only they didn’t. The
usual tell-tale buzz against John’s skin was missing, which around
here was more like a bunch of electric eels snapping at his arse,
because the Corps’ wards had never played well with his magic. But,
suddenly, there was nothing.

Of course, there wasn’t.

Anyone who could enthrall
this many war mages could also order them to turn off the damned
shields, couldn’t they?

And then John spied Caleb,
calmly walking ahead, and started pushing and shoving toward him. He doubted he
would reach his friend in time, but that wasn’t the only point.
If a group with
this kind of power wanted them dead, they could have simply ordered them
to kill each other.

No, they wanted them somewhere else.

And John was deathly afraid that he knew
where that was.

Ever since the war
started, there had been attacks on the Silver Circle’s main base of
operations in Stratford. As the parent organization of the War Mage
Corps, it was an obvious target, but the age-old fortress wasn’t so
easily assailed. First begun during a time of war, it had been
designed specifically with attack in mind, which was why it wasn’t
in a castle or even a modern skyscraper. Instead, it occupied a
sprawling rabbit warren of tunnels under the English countryside,
protected by acres of spells, some dating back to Tudor times. They
had been laid and re-laid and fortified by centuries of the best
magical talent the Circle could boast.

No one was getting in there.

Or so everyone had thought.

John had missed the recent
assault due to being involved in his own bit of drama. But he’d
heard stories, in those few periods of lucidity since his return.
How the base had been attacked from multiple directions at once,
how literally thousands of dark mages had crashed through the outer
defenses, how the Corps had been battered by vicious black spells,
some of which no one had ever seen before.

To the point that the best
the knights had been able to do was to slow them down.

Until Jonas Marsden, aged
though he was, with arthritic hands that only worked because of the
spells he constantly kept applied to them, his eyesight shot, his
hearing questionable, his back bent, nonetheless rallied the Corps
and led a charge through the tunnels. To which he’d applied an almost
forgotten spell to morph them into whatever shape would allow the
knights to take the invaders from behind. And above. And
below.

Suddenly, the dark mage
army had found itself trapped in an ever-changing labyrinth of
steadily narrowing corridors that closed in so much that they
couldn’t even move. Or cut them off from
their allies into small groups that were then dropped a story or
two, into the midst of a circle of
murderous faces. Or crushed them under ceilings that abruptly
collapsed, sandwiching them between tons of rock and
earth.

And all the while, the
Corps was slowly, methodically, and with utter savagery, clearing
their base of every last one.

Yet it had been a vicious
fight all the same, from what John had heard, one that had required
ripping experimental weapons from the labs to test them in actual
combat. One that had forced young recruits, many with peach fuzz
still on their cheeks, out of bed to protect key areas, because
every fully trained mage was needed for the fight. One that had
caused a group of civilian adjuncts—secretaries and janitors—to arm
themselves, and to defend their areas with deadlier force than
anyone had expected.

Yet many of them had died
nonetheless.

John had heard that Jonas,
his face thunderous but his voice silent, had picked his way
through the dead in the Corps’ library after a battle there. He’d
been bleeding from a head wound, but had ignored the nurses vainly
attempting to bandage him up. Instead, he’d personally seen to it
that every deceased staff member had been gently and carefully put
on stretchers and evacuated.

Before immolating the dark
mage bodies himself, including several which had still been
alive.

Burning them to
powder.

It had been a chilling
sign that the war had entered a new phase, and that the old rules
no longer applied. So what do you
do, John thought now, when your all-out assault
just failed, and you realize that your best efforts may never take
out your opponents? Why, you let them do it for you.

Although how the hell the
other side had gained control of a whole army of war mages, he
couldn’t imagine. Enthrallment spells only worked on the weak
minded, which war mages damned well weren’t! And the knights had
received training in how to detect and throw them off in any case.
The only thing that attempting to enthrall a war mage should get
you was a pissed off war mage.

Yet here was not one, but
hundreds of examples to the contrary, many of whom John had known
for years and could vouch for their competency. No one
should have been able to enthrall these men! Not
without a fight, and not without the
bespelled mage lurching about, screaming a warning and giving
everyone time to react.

Just like no one should
have been able to enthrall him.

But someone had. Why else
would he be here, with his feet cut from stumbling barefoot around
Vegas like a drunken tourist? Why else
would he have shown up in his
underwear? And why else would he be
plagued by strange memories, if not to distract him from the job
and fog his mind, while someone else took control of his
body?

John felt his lip curl and
power flood his system. Someone was going to pay for this. Someone
who had been in too much of a hurry to designate specific war mages
for their army, and instead had sent out a general call to everyone
assigned to this base—and had netted more than they bargained
for.

A lot more, he thought,
anger surging to the surface. He stopped fighting to get ahead and
instead cut through the now shoulder to shoulder throng to the
nearest line of sandbags, pulled himself up and ran along the top,
bypassing the strangely silent crowd. Only to see the portal
swallow Caleb, just ahead.

Goddamnit!

He reached the end of the
bags and jumped to the ground, knocking people over, not one of
whom reacted. Other than to right themselves and continue on their
path, like the mindless automatons someone had turned them into.
John pushed past them until he reached the far wall, where the
mighty thrum, thrum, thrum
of the portal was raising chills on his
arms.

As if the blank faces of his colleagues
hadn’t done that already!

His one piece of luck was
that whoever had positioned the portal had only been looking for a
large enough space for it to materialize. They hadn’t bothered with
what was around it, including a set of temporary bleachers on
wheels that had been brought in for people waiting to use the main
salle, or for classes taking instruction in new techniques. And
which now served a different purpose when John let loose the wheel
lock and shoved them in front of the portal’s great
mouth.

And, all right,
that provoked a
response.

The crowd, which had not
cared about getting elbowed in the ribs or knocked aside or even
pushed completely over, did care most emphatically about a barrier
that stopped them from reaching their goal. John suddenly found
himself engulfed in a barrage of spell fire, which he barely
shielded quick enough to avoid. But his watery shields were
immediately steaming and wouldn’t last long under a combined
attack. Already, the bleachers were burning.

Burn then, John thought
viciously, and shoved them outward, forcing the crowd to stumble
back to avoid immolation. It bought him only seconds, but seconds
were all he needed. He sprang toward the portal, the strongest
disruption spell he knew on his lips, and sent his body crashing
through the giant maw.

The backlash was immediate
and terrible. Power howled all around him, hurricane-like winds
tore at his shields, and the spell he was using to bend the thing
to his will was ripped to pieces almost before it left his lips. He
switched to silent casting, but it wasn’t much better. Any kind of
casting takes concentration—which is a little difficult when it
feels like you’re being thrown down the throat of some great
beast!

But his second spell
worked, dragging all that power out of its loop, forcing the
maelstrom to stop cutting through metaspace like a giant drill and
instead to swirl up behind him like a cloak. A burning, searing
cloak that lashed anything it touched. And it was touching more
every second, shearing away great swaths of his shields like they
were nothing.

John growled out a curse
and hung on, dragging all that power almost physically off the wall
and forcing the portal’s mouth to close up behind him.

That prevented any more
mages from entering the tunnel, but it left a boiling mass of smoke
and purple lightning welling up in his wake like a living storm,
one with only one target now: the tiny man in front of it. John
felt it snap at his heels as he tumbled forward, heard it roar in
his ears, smelled his panicked sweat. And saw his shields start to
buckle as the magical storm fought to rip him apart.

It almost succeeded.

It should have succeeded, because this
portal was unlike any he’d ever seen—a tornado
compared to a summer squall. It raged and
howled, boiled and thundered. Yet, somehow, miraculously, his
shields held.

He wasn’t sure why they
did, but he didn’t have time to worry about it before he was
abruptly dumped out onto a road, smoking and sizzling. The mighty
wave of energy behind him disappeared with a deafening
whoosh as the portal
reached its end and ate itself. It fucked off to release its
remaining energy into metaspace, while John lay where he’d fallen,
trembling and choking and wondering whether he was coming apart at
the seams.

He was fairly certain that the answer was
yes.

His shields took that
moment to finally give up the ghost in a huge cloud of steam. He
couldn’t see a damned thing as a result, but he could feel, and it
was wrong. Instead of the hard-packed earth of HQ’s tunnel system,
his searching fingers found only rough stone. And before he could
figure out what that meant, headlights pierced the vapor in front
of him and he was almost run down by some kind of
vehicle.

He rolled out of the way
just in time, landing in a gutter as whatever it was zipped
past, belching dark exhaust in his face.
And finally putting him out of the path of the clouds of steam. He
paused, halfway through an attempt to get back to his feet, and
stared around, utterly confused.

Because this . . . was not HQ.
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Chapter Five






John stumbled into a phone booth and somehow managed to get
the door shut behind him. His hands were shaking, his vision was
blurry, and his knees kept threatening to
give way. But not because he’d been hit by
a vehicle.

But because he’d been hit by a spell.

Specifically,
the spell, the damned
enthrallment that was pulling at him with what felt like the
strength of ten men. He muttered a counter curse, which did exactly
fuck all, just like the last three, except for marginally calming
his trembling hands. Enough that perhaps, just perhaps, he could
make a blasted call!

He didn’t have his phone
with him, not having worn it to bed, and the booth was similarly
lacking. But that didn’t matter, because it had something better.
Or, at least, it was supposed to.

The large mirror in front
of him should have been reflecting back John’s harried face, the
inside of the booth, and parts of the noodle shop across the
street, where a cheerful yellow sign was
gilding the cobblestones. Or, rather, it was trying to, but it was
constantly being eclipsed by the crowd of war mages passing in
front of it. Their silhouettes caused the
light to blink, blink, blink as they strode down the cramped little
street like men on a mission.

Which was what they were,
which was why he needed to get the damned phone to work!

But the surface remained
cloudy and silvery gray, even when he thumped it. So, he thumped it
again, harder this time, enough to send the facade rippling a
little. And then sent a bolt of magic through it, hot enough to
have melted regular glass, and finally. No wonder nobody used these
bloody things anymore!

The surface started
to sluggishly swirl about, and a slightly
annoyed looking face emerged. It was the same silver gray as
the mirror, long and hairless, with minimal
facial features because it was just an avatar that the spell used
and nobody gave a damn what it looked like. Which wasn’t the case
in reverse, apparently.

It gave John a disdainful
once over, taking in the dirty and now sweat-stained sweats,
because it had taken him minutes to locate a phone booth and the
summer night was hot and humid.

John scowled back at it,
raising a hand menacingly, and the thing finally began to
speak—

In Cantonese.

John zapped it again, only
to have it abruptly switch to Portuguese. And then to Mandarin,
Spanish, French and something that might have been Azerbaijani, for
all he knew, but it wasn’t helping! Goddamn it! It was a bastard
thing in a bastard box in a bastard town—

“Sir. Please refrain from
shaking the booth,” the mirror told him, or John presumed so. The
latest language was German and his was rusty, since he primarily
used it to swear in. Something he demonstrated to the box, before
switching to English when he ran out of expletives.

“Oh.” The thin faced
operator sniffed. “I might have known. British.”

John snarled at it. “Put me through to
Stratford HQ. Now.”

“And
which HQ would that be, exactly, sir? Amalgamated Alchemists?
Astley’s Charms and Hexes? Avon
Extreme Home Furnishings—”

“You know damned well
which! War Mage HQ!”

“I don’t
have a listing for a War Mage company, sir,” the box told him,
smugly regretful. “But perhaps you meant Warring
Herbs and Tinctures? Or
Wimberley Magical Exterminators? Or—”

“The Stratford Branch of
the Silver Circle, War Mage Division, Office of the Lord
Protector,” he said, slowly and distinctly. “And don’t tell me you
can’t find it!”

“Well, we’ll just have to
see, won’t we?” the face in the mirror said pertly. “Please
hold.”

It disappeared, and John
fantasized about putting a fist through the bloody surface, but it
might affect the enchantment. He didn’t know. He didn’t know how
anything worked around here!

The booth was in a city
that John had minimal experience with, and which bore very little
resemblance to the human version of Hong Kong. At least, he
was pretty sure that was where he’d ended
up, along with half of the Vegas branch of the War Mage Corps.
He’d visited a few times in the past on
assignment, and it wasn’t the sort of place you forgot.

Most cities of any size
had supernatural enclaves of one type or another, carefully hidden
from human view. Some of the larger ones, like New York or London,
or those containing the headquarters of important supernatural
organizations, such as Stratford or Paris, had a number of them.
But there were a few, scattered around the world, that weren’t
human cities at all.

Supernatural Hong Kong was one of them.

Of course, it wasn’t
called that. Colloquially, it was known as Rogue’s Harbor, after
the port of choice for smugglers and pirates, assassins and
thieves, that it had once been—and some would say still was. More
often, though, it was just Hong Kong, because it occupied the same
space as the human version, living among it, beside it, but
slightly phased out of existence with it, so that two cities could
occupy the same space at the same time.

That marvel of
metaphysical construction was centuries old now, but had never been
surpassed due to the huge ley line sink that lay directly beneath
the city. Ley lines, the mysterious rivers of magical energy that
crisscrossed the planet, were prized for the power they possessed, some of which the supernatural
community had tapped into to fuel wards,
run large spells, and cut portals from one line to another,
creating short cuts around the world. Some crazy bastards even
surfed the lines themselves, going directly into the current
protected only by their shields.

The wells of power created
where lines crossed were even more valued, and Hong Kong had one of
the largest on earth. Almost every ley line of any importance in
Asia ran through it, generating so much magical power that it could
keep the supernatural city in a slightly different space, quantumly
speaking, than its human counterpart on an indefinite basis.
Resulting in a community that didn’t have to hide
anything.

And, oh, the difference that made.

John eyed a bunch of
little cards that had been tucked around
the mirror, with more scotch taped to whatever space was available
in the booth. Some were ads for local restaurants or businesses,
but most were of a more . . . personal . . . nature. Blondes,
brunettes and redheads, of every type and
description imaginable, shook their collective groove thing in his
face no matter where he looked, trying to get him interested in the
charms provided.

And for once, John found
himself wishing them every success.

The damned spell was so much stronger
here.

He’d felt the flood of
memories back in Vegas, but not the spell behind them. But he was
making up for that now. It had taken everything he had to get here,
fighting through streets crowded with dead-eyed war mages, half of
whom he didn’t know, maybe because they weren’t from Vegas. He had
no idea how many of the Circle’s bases had been compromised, but it
was definitely more than one, and the implications of that . .
.

He didn’t want to think about the
implications.

Especially since it was
all he could do to stay in the booth and not join them! His body
was shaking, sweat was breaking out on his face, and he felt like
he might throw up. And all the while, cards of sultry beauties
shook their assets at him.

He stared at a pert
brunette directly in front of his face, in pride of place on top of
the mirror. And tried to will some of the incubus side of himself
to the surface. It had plagued his life for years, that legacy from
his father, causing him to lose concentration at inopportune and
even dangerous times, and resulting in countless sleepless nights,
tossing and turning with emotions he couldn’t afford to feel. But
now—

Damned if he couldn’t use
a distraction now!

The figure on the card was
doing her best to oblige. She shimmied and shook, posed and
preened. She was going for the exotic, or maybe the sacrilegious;
he wasn’t sure. But she was wearing an Indonesian temple dancer’s
headdress in chased gold, along with a few diaphanous wisps of a
matching fabric that revealed . . . pretty much everything. She
made some attractive poses, only stopping every so often to point
at the number on top of the card.

Which, John assumed, one
could call to find out what fetish, exactly, she catered
to.

He took the little card
down, causing the level of gyration to reach almost contortionist
levels, because the animation spell was obviously designed to
respond to any indication of interest. But try as he might, he
didn’t have any. And that fact suddenly did help, although not in the way
he’d imagined.

A wash of pure fury
coursed through his veins, so hot that it felt like it displaced
the blood. It was so typical! When his nature could hurt him, it
was Johnny on the spot, yes, sir, be right there, sir! But in one
of the few instances where it might actually help—

Where the
hell was it
now?

Magic prickled at his
fingertips and surged with every heartbeat as John tried to calm
his famous temper. It didn’t work. But the rage did do something else: it pushed
back the effects of the spell, giving him a clear head for what
felt like the first time since he’d woken up, and making everything
come into sharp, even brilliant focus.

Allowing him to see
clearly the burst of magic erupting from his left hand before he
could stop it, a dazzle of white-hot fire that—

Shit!

Had just melted the door handle.

John struggled with the
now-fused door, wondering what was next, and what the hell was
wrong with his control lately. He’d never had this much trouble
governing his power. Was the spell interfering? Because that made
no damned sense. He hadn’t been spelled all week, when he’d been
threatening to burn down the casino he called home. So why would
it—

His thoughts cut off
abruptly, as another flood of power sizzled through the air, but
this time, it wasn’t coming from him.

It also wasn’t a spell.
But more like the feeling he sometimes had
at HQ, when too many overpowered mages were squashed together in
too small a space. As if the very air was
electric.

It therefore wasn’t
exactly a surprise to look up and see a large group of heavily
armed men and women appear at far end of the street. They didn’t
look like police, if this place even had police. He frankly doubted
it, because the city wasn’t run that way. The first time he
visited, he’d been told that it had been divided into territories
by the vampires who first built and still
ran it. And while personal fiefdoms were
now outlawed, Hong Kong—especially magical Hong Kong—wasn’t known
for being particularly law abiding.

And it didn’t look like the local vampire
mafia were pleased to have a bunch of war mages suddenly show up on
their turf.

They were about to be a
lot more displeased, John thought, and redoubled his efforts to get
the damned door open. But then a miracle happened: his call finally
went through. “Mage Pritkin?”

He glanced at the mirror
to see the 3-D face of Jonas’s long-time secretary, old
Betty Armitage, poking out of the surface and looking disapproving. This was
not a surprise; she’d never liked him. Of course, from what he’d
been able to tell, she’d never liked anyone, so John had somehow
developed a soft spot for her. It was rather refreshing to be hated
in exactly the same amount as everyone else, for a
change.

“Betty—”

“Mage Pritkin!”

Oh, bloody hell.

The elderly—she had to be
pushing two hundred—woman’s face scrunched up, leaving only the
prominent nose and chin clearly visible. If anybody had ever looked
like the stereotypical version of a witch,
it was Betty, except for the grandmotherly white curls and English
rose complexion. The attitude, however,
was spot on.

“If I have told you once,
Mage Pritkin, I have told you a hundred times, my name—”

“Yes, of course. Special
Agent Armitage—”

“—is Special Agent
Armitage! I have been at this organization longer than you, and
indeed, longer than most people, and you will address me by my
proper title—”

“Yes! Yes, I will, I
merely—”

“—or
else we shan’t have anything to
talk about! Is that clearly understood?”

“Yes.” John said
again, and attempted to look chastened,
because arguing with Betty never got anyone anywhere and he needed
to talk to Jonas, damn it! “Yes, it’s understood. My apologies.
Could you please connect me with—”

All hell broke loose,
silencing his request in a massive ball of sound and light and
magic. And unlike the previous burst, this wasn’t simply the
passive power of a large number of magic users in a small area.
This was a spell, one that tore down the alley toward the vampires
like ball lightning, if ball lightning was the size of a
house, burning the sides
of the brick buildings as it went, and crumbling the stone into ash
in a long line on either side. It was so hot, John was sure it had
burnt his face from here, and so bright that he knew he shouldn’t
look directly at it.

He did anyway.

That wasn’t the sort of thing you saw every
day.

He’d seen mages try to
throw collective spells before, but it rarely worked. War mages
tended to be lone wolves, making it unusual for a group to be
assigned together long enough to learn to time their magic
perfectly. What normally resulted instead was a bunch of individual
spells that never really linked up.

Not this time. The boiling
mass of power, the combined spell of the maybe fifty or so mages
still on the street, roared down the alley, loud as a banshee and
bright as the sun, and John could only be glad that it wasn’t
headed in his direction. Until it hit a shimmering blue shield that
the vampire squad had somehow erected, and bounced off—

Straight back the way it
had come.

John cursed, dropped and shielded, like the
rest of the street was doing, with bright blue, green and white
bubbles popping up everywhere.

He didn’t see if they worked.

He didn’t see
anything.

Except for the phone booth
melting around him, its bright red paint turning black and sliding
off, the metal underneath dissolving and dripping down the sides of
his shield like liquid mercury.

John stared at it, and
then at his shields, which were somehow
withstanding that along with the fury causing it, how he didn’t
know. But they were holding. Even while the monstrous spell lashed
the small alley like the whips of every demon in hell.

It finally stopped, what
felt like a lifetime later, because that
amount of magic doesn’t just melt away. Leaving John under a solid
looking sphere of silver metal when he cautiously lowered his
shields. He stared at it. It gleamed back at him. He thumped
it—cautiously.

It rang like a bell.

John stared at it some
more. Because that . . . wasn’t supposed to happen. His shields had
somehow not only protected him, but had cooled the molten metal, all in the
space of perhaps a couple of minutes. John thumped it again, just
to be sure he wasn’t dreaming, something that . . .

Turned out to be a very bad idea.

The second chime no sooner
rang through the street than there was yelling in Cantonese. And
the next moment, his metal bubble was being assaulted by something
that dented it all over, like the pitted surface of a golf ball.
Until one of the somethings broke through, and a spear stabbed
down, only missing turning John into shish-kebob by a fraction of
an inch.

Anger flooded through him,
the way it always did in battle, the way they taught young recruits
to avoid because it clouded the brain. But this time, it cleared
it, allowing John to be in perfect control of his faculties as he
re-engaged his shields and exploded them outward, shattering the
metal bubble into a thousand pieces. And sending an explosion of
sharp-edged steel flying directly into his attackers.
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Chapter Six






The four men and one woman were
vampires, he noticed, when he bounced back to his feet. But not
even the undead recover immediately from a shower of lead slamming
through their bodies. John used the few seconds he had before they
retaliated to assess the situation.

It wasn’t good.

There were still-shielded figures
everywhere, many of which were being assaulted as he had been.
There were war mages—startlingly few of them—on their feet and
defending themselves from a motley crew of vampires, weres and
mages who were attacking from all sides. And there were smoking
rings where other shields had been, but which had failed under the
onslaught of that terrible, combined spell.

John stared at them, and at the things
inside them, the huddled, smoking piles of bones or ash that marked
where a war mage had fallen.

An icy hand gripped his heart and squeezed,
hard enough to make it skip a beat. And then he spotted one of the
nearest burning pyres, and it felt like it stopped altogether. A
large figure, still mostly intact because his shields must have
lasted almost long enough, was crouched inside a spelled coat. It
had partly survived, too, with pieces of burnt leather curled up on
the once strong back, but the general shape was intact. It had
provided additional protection to the mage, once his shield dome
collapsed, but not enough.

Not nearly enough.

John couldn’t seem to tear his gaze away
from the burnt face, which was no longer recognizable. Yet the body
itself, seared in place with one knee bent, like a knight on an
ancient tomb, was the correct size and what was left of his skin
was the right color. Caleb, John tried to say, but no words came
out.

Until a vampire leapt for another huddled
figure, one whose shield had just failed, leaving the badly injured
man attempting to crawl away over smoking hot streets.

John literally saw red. He wasn’t sure if
the tide of fury slamming through him had just burst half of the
blood vessels in his eyes, or if it was the spell that tore out of
him that distorted his vision, but it didn’t matter. A tongue of
fire leapt from the whip he’d materialized in one shielded hand,
slashed across the street and wrapped itself around the vampire’s
head.

And ripped it off.

The now fiery head went bouncing down the
street, and half the attackers—the vampire half—turned to stare at
him. But only for a split second. Then they were coming, all of
them, including the five with metal shards sticking out of their
bodies who were trying to jump him from behind.

The fire whip expanded in length and breadth
as he whipped it around his head, taking out his nearest attackers
and then tearing down the street like a comet. The few war mages on
their feet hit the pavement. Those who could, raised shields again.
Those who couldn’t used their coats for protection, staring at him
over the lapels, as if suddenly waking from a dream to find
themselves in a nightmare.

Some even tried to come to his aid.

He didn’t need it.

“Stay down!” he rasped,
and slung the great band of fire sideways across the street,
catching a dozen figures halfway through a leap, and sending them
crashing to the ground—

With their smoke blackened bodies severed
neatly in two.

The sparks shed by the
giant lash had caught even more, throwing the whole street into a
panic, because there was nothing vampires hated more than
fire.

What a pity, John thought grimly.

It was his favorite spell.

The whip slammed back the
other way, catching another group
of the creatures, who somehow stayed
intact long enough to be smashed into the burnt and blackened side
of a building, where they disintegrated into a mass of burning
chunks. And then again and again, but not catching as many this
time, because they were turning, they were running, they were
fleeing the scene—

Or maybe, John thought, they were just
getting out of the way.

Because what looked like
every vampire in the world suddenly started pouring off the tops of
the four and five story buildings surrounding the street, a dark
wave of them like a living waterfall. John dropped the whip and
threw up a shield, but felt the pull of their collective attempt to
drain him nonetheless. With all that power directed at him, he was
surprised they hadn’t managed it already.

But it wouldn’t be long.

He needed more fire, and
he needed it now.

John screamed with effort,
the power he was suddenly channeling feeling like it would burn him
alive. But it didn’t; somehow it didn’t. And it worked.

The flood of reinforcements hit the smoking street just in time to meet another wave of
newcomers, pouring out of the three portals he had just opened in
the air all around them. Fire imps—and yes, Caleb, he thought
grimly, that was what they were called—poured forth from one of the nastier
hell regions. The small, blackened bodies, like hardened lava,
spewed in all directions, short and squat, but surprisingly thick
and heavy, and armed with two-inch-long talons they didn’t need,
because their touch was enough.

Their touch was death, at
least to creatures as flammable as old newspaper.

The initial wave of the
vampire attack paused, not understanding what they
were seeing. Not until the imps leapt onto the advance guard, and their blackened
skins flashed molten red and gold, as the fire part of their name
came into play. And realization dawned.

Vampires screamed
and immolated, or turned and tried to flee
if they were back far enough, creating a breakwater of smoke and
burning flesh and churning, screaming bodies around John.
And quickly, almost faster than
he could see, the rest of the creatures spun
about, almost as if coordinated. They scrambled up and over the
buildings a lot less elegantly than the way they’d arrived,
their—in some cases—still flaming bodies
disappearing into the night.

Leaving just the enemy mages behind.

There weren’t nearly as
many of them—the crowd looked to have been mostly vampires—but
they’d had time to figure out a strategy whilst John
was dealing with their allies. The
huge blue shield he’d seen earlier had
reappeared, glimmering at the end of the street, with the mages
clustered behind it. And this time, without all the vamps in the
way, John realized something: it wasn’t being generated by them at
all.

The thick, blue-white wall
was enormous, filling the full width of the road and, based on
the distortion of the figures behind it,
at least four feet thick. John stared at it, caught between
awe and disbelief. Because nobody had that
kind of power—

Except for people living
on a ley line sink, he realized.

And then the wall started to move.

For half a second, John
watched blankly as the thick shield flowed over burnt cobblestones
and the blackened bricks of the buildings on either side. It looked
like a wall of light, moving slowly but
inexorably forward. But it may as well have been a
steamroller.

John saw a peddler’s cart
be flattened, along with its array of shiny fake jewelry, which
fused with the soft, heated stones of the road to become a
permanent part of the alley. He saw a streetlamp be taken down as
if its metal pole was made out of paper. He saw a trashcan get
knocked over and rolled in front of the spell for a moment, before
it caught on a body and they were both flattened
underneath.

Then he was moving, and
shouting orders at the war mages still standing—the handful who
appeared to have broken the enthrallment—to catch those who were
still under and who were walking toward the light. “Get them
back! Get them back!”

They tried, but the
enthralled mages were fighting them, even the one with a smoking,
cooked arm hanging uselessly by his side.
Or the one missing half a face. Or the one with the back of his
coat burnt out, the magical cloth desperately trying to mend the
damage, even while the white top of a spine peeked through the
fibers.

But in their enthralled
state, they didn’t feel the pain, unlike their more clear-headed
brothers and sisters.

Who were losing.

And that was before something happened in
the street behind him.

John was facing away from
it, but he saw the horror spread over the faces of his comrades and
spun around. He heard a roaring in his ears, felt his eyes try to
focus on what looked like a sea of blue, and then he jumped. Back
out of the way, barely in time, as another wall rumbled over the stones
where he’d just been standing.

He tripped
over a body, and barely managed to stay on
his feet, while the new wall of light shimmered across the corpse
of a fallen were. It sucked him under, ground him down, and spat
out something on the other side that in no way resembled human
flesh—or any other kind. The roaring in John’s ears got louder, or
maybe that was the sound of his people, gasping in horror and
looking to him for a miracle.

Which was ironic, considering the only one
on offer.

“I’m sending you to hell,”
he told a tall, balding mage he’d seen around a few times, but
whose name he didn’t know.

The man didn’t react, other than to stare
blindly at the wall. “Aren’t—aren’t we already there?”

John struck him, hard
enough to send his head whipping around. And then grabbed his
shoulders when he blinked and shook him
until some semblance of life came back into those eyes. “I’m
sending you to the hell region known as the Shadowland,” he said
harshly. “To the court of the demon lord
Rosier—"

“A—a demon lord?” The man
looked more confused than angry, and John couldn’t tell if that was
because this was so outside his experience, or if he was simply
addle pated from the spell.

And then another mage ran up.

“Sir!”
The young, dark haired man actually took the time to
salute. John would have
belted him, too—what the hell were they teaching them these
days—but the boy seemed to have a head on his shoulders. “What do
we do when we get there, sir?”

“You’ll need to find
Rosier’s court. I can’t send you there directly—there are wards
around it to prevent that—but I’ll get you as close as I can. But
watch yourself. The Shadowland is dangerous—”

The young man nodded, his eyes wide. “My
father used to buy potions there. He’d never let me go.”

“Well,
you’re going now,” John said
grimly, and saw the boy swallow. “Watch
out for yourselves, and for those still fighting the
spell—”

“W-what happened?” The
first mage asked, and yes, he was still half under.

“You were enthralled,”
John told him sharply. “Guard against it happening
again!”

“Enthralled?” the man looked offended. “I can’t
be enthralled—”

“Yes, sir!” the young mage
said, and to his credit, he barely flinched when a new portal
erupted in the street behind him.

The effort almost sent
John to his knees. Opening a portal was always difficult, but
opening one large enough for this many people to pass through,
without it destabilizing and killing them all partway, was not the
work of one man. Unless, of course, said man was half demon and the
target of the portal was the hell regions. His power was stronger
there, and as soon as the connection was made, he felt a familiar
surge.

But not enough.

Not close to enough.

“Go!” he yelled.
“Now!”

The mass of fire imps
hadn’t needed to be told. They’d made straight for it, since
their own portals had just been swallowed
by the walls encroaching on either side. John shut the trio of smaller portals down, redirecting all of
his power to widen the only one that mattered anymore. But it was
getting harder.

No, it was getting
impossible.

He’d already channeled
enough magic tonight for a few dozen men, and while it somehow felt
like he still had power to spare, it also felt like it was ripping
the tendons from his flesh and the skin from his bones to utilize
so much of it. There was a reason the human body only manufactured
so much magic at a time, and this was it. God, this was
exactly it.

John felt something in his
neck pop, his skin crack, his eyes water. And heard the scream that
had been boiling in his throat rip out of his mouth, causing a
nearby woman—a vendor caught in the crossfire—to shriek. But it
also did what his previous command hadn’t. Mages started running
through the portal’s mouth, dragging and pushing people along with
them, with some carrying their fellows while others crashed through
alone.

“I can’t
be enthralled,” the older mage kept repeating, yelling to be heard
over the powerful whub, whub,
whub just ahead. “I’m a war mage! I demand
to know—”

John kicked him through the hellmouth, and
he kicked him hard.

“You’re not coming.” That
was the young mage, from beside him.

“I can’t and hold it
open—

“Then I’m not leaving
you.”

The boy—no, the
man—sounded serious. It almost made up for the fact that he was a
fool. “You have to get them through!” John snapped. “Tell Rosier .
. .” he paused, because this was difficult, even now. He hated
asking his father for anything, but Rosier could protect them and
get them back to HQ, and right now, he was the only one who could.
“Tell Rosier that Emrys sent you.”

To John’s relief, the young man didn’t ask
questions, maybe because there wasn’t time.

“I will. And as soon as
we’re back, I’ll send help—”

“No!”
John grabbed his arm. Goddamnit! “Tell Jonas:
send no one. They’ll
simply be enthralled and turn into reinforcements for whoever is
behind this! I’ll find out what’s going on and report back. Until
then, do not send
more men here!”

Again, the young man didn’t ask questions.
He just nodded, clear eyed and determined. And saluted again before
disappearing into the darkness.

He was the last, at least
of those living. John waited a moment for him to clear the other
side, then let the portal close with another scream, just because
he felt like it. All around him, on the rooflines of the buildings,
the vampires had returned, what looked like thousands of
them. Some were standing, others had found
seats along the ledges, and still more clung to the sides of
the buildings, like insects about to
pounce.

But none were trying to drain him.

They preferred to wait for the show
instead.

Keep waiting, John
snarled, gathering the last of his strength, every scrap he had
left. And used it all to throw a wind spell at the ground. It was
the same one he’d sent at the fey in that vision in Caleb’s office.
Only this time, the only person it sent flying was him, up, up, up
into the air, high enough to make him dizzy, high enough to make
him worried, because if his shields didn’t pop—

And they didn’t.

John had a panicked moment
to see the two blue walls crash together
below, to see the vamps and weres on the
surrounding rooftops gesturing and pointing at the insane mage who
thought he could fly, to see the
shimmering, golden city spread out below him, where fires were
already breaking out in multiple locations, where hundreds of
enthralled war mages had broken into clumps to attack . . .
something. And, finally, the harbor far in
the distance, as dark and mysterious as the well of power beneath
it.

And then he was falling.
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Chapter Seven






The multicolored lights that the sandwich seller had draped
across the front of his cart were popping on John’s tongue like
bright candy. The smells from the grill were hovering almost
visibly in the air above it: hazy peppers, ghostly onions and fat
tomatoes still tinged with a blush of red. The slight hiss of rain
hitting the cracked sidewalk just beyond the canopy of the little
cart was fading in and out, an echoing silence one minute, a
rushing torrent the next, so loud that it almost drowned out the
beating of his heart.

He was going to die.

Or maybe he already had.
He couldn’t feel the scarred wood of the peddler’s countertop under
his fingers. He was gripping it hard enough to turn the tips of
them white, yet it was like grasping mist, and felt as if they'd
fall through at any second. It didn’t seem real, like the hazy
street beyond, streaked with headlights. Or the splattering
coolness of rain on his trouser legs, one of which protruded from
underneath the too-small awning and was slowly getting soaked. Or
the cursing demon toiling over his grill, sucking on a fingertip
that had brushed the hot surface. Or the woman beside him . .
.

Who was bright and vivid
and there, rock
solid in a way that none of the rest of this was. And who was
looking at his sandwich covetously. He slid it over and she all but
buried her face in it, because Cassie had learned the hard way to
never miss a chance to eat.

He watched her, because it
was probably his last chance, and because he found her endlessly
fascinating. She'd grown up in a situation not unlike his own, or
at least, his own after his father had come to earth to claim him.
John had been born in sixth century Wales with little understanding
of his peculiar ancestry, just thinking of
himself as another magically gifted child, part fey like so many others. But all that changed when a demon
lord came to carry him away to a land of enchantment and danger and
strange beauty. And creatures who wanted to kill him for
supplanting them in the succession, and a father who intended to
prostitute him out for whatever advantage that would give him, and
a ruling council who had watched this strange hybrid from the
beginning and hadn’t liked what they saw.

They’d liked it even less after he managed
to kill one of them.

They hadn’t mourned the
creature in question; they hadn’t
liked him any better than John had, for
the beast had been foul even by their
standards. But his death had made them worry. About how easily a
senior demon had gone down. About the strange fey magic John had
evidenced in battle. About what else he
might be able to do.

About which of them was next.

John could have told them
the answer to that: no one. He didn’t want to exterminate the demon
high council, even if he could have. As bad as they were, chaos
would be worse, without the restrictions the council put on who was
allowed to come to earth and what they could do there. Chaos would
mean a lot of dead humans. Chaos might mean all dead humans. So,
no, John was no threat to them.

But, of course, they hadn’t believed that.
And even if they had, why take a chance? It wasn’t the demon
way.

As a result, John had seen
himself change from a bright eyed, curious young man into an angry,
resentful, more-than-slightly paranoid one, character traits he'd
never fully managed to excise, even after all these years. But
Cassie . . . she hadn’t been brought up in hell, no, but could a
vampire's court—especially that
vampire's—have been much better?

Somehow, he doubted it.

Just a few of the things
she'd said at times, casually, as if describing normal behavior,
had painted a picture that was frankly appalling. Brutal, vicious,
conniving, and dangerous: the creatures
she'd rubbed shoulders with growing up had deserved those
terms every bit as much as the demons he'd
known. Yet how different their reactions had been!

John didn’t understand
her, even after spending the last four months almost glued to her
side. How she’d remained so sane, so caring, so . . . different,
both from them and from his own bitter, world weariness, was nothing less than amazing. And
now—

Gods, he didn’t want to see her hurt now!
Didn’t want to see her follow in his footsteps, that bright
optimism fading into his own savage cynicism, that strange light
that she carried within her dimmed or extinguished. He didn’t want
to see any of it.

Not that he would.

He was going to die.

The demon high council had
been looking for an excuse to kill him for centuries, and now they
had one. They weren’t going to give that up. But he wasn’t dead
yet, John thought, and wiped a thumb across her greasy lower lip,
because life was beautiful, she was beautiful, and he wanted her to
know that before the end.

Five minute later, they
were being called away to hear the verdict, and John felt his feet
rushing instead of dragging, the stupid
hope bubbling up in his veins strangely euphoric. This day had been
a day of wonders, of revelations, of wildly improbable events, the
greatest of which was the expression he’d
seen shining out of her eyes. Five minutes had changed his world;
five minutes had done the impossible. Maybe, just maybe, it could
happen again.

Or maybe not.

The verdict came in a
blaze of spell light so bright that it all
but blinded him. Only one thought had been
in his mind, in the split second he’d had to think anything, and
that was to knock Cassie to the side, to make sure that it didn’t
hit her, too. In that he’d succeeded, but there had been no way to
evade it himself.

It landed like a freight
train, knocking his soul out of his body and back through his life,
shedding years like seconds as they flew by in the wrong direction.
The shock and pain had made thinking almost impossible, leaving him
rushing through a kaleidoscoping tunnel of his past, one changing
so quickly that he could barely make anything out. It had felt like
being caught in a raging river, hitting stones and obstacles
occasionally along the way, but mostly drowning under the
whitewater rush.

But despite his panic and
horror, there were brief moments of lucidity when he’d known what
was happening to him. When he’d realized that the demon council
hadn’t been content just to kill him. No, he’d made them afraid,
something that no one had managed in millennia, and for that he had
to pay. And perhaps they had thought it fitting that the man once
known in legend for aging backwards should die that way.

And he should have.

The spell they’d used was
ancient and terrible, sending the soul speeding back through time
to its birth, and then beyond. He wouldn’t simply die; he would be
written out of existence. Vanishing, in a puff of magic, as if he’d
never existed at all.

It was the worst fate they
could imagine, to know the end was coming, yet be unable to stop
it. And they’d been right—it had been absolutely terrifying, his
mind surfacing only long enough, here or
there, to cry out for help that no one could give
him. And by the time the spell finally
started to slow down, he was too far back in his past for even the
stubbornest time-traveler to reach him.

Only, somehow, she had.

He remembered her
catching up twice: once in what had looked
like Amsterdam, on a frozen canal with snow in her hair. Everything had been a blur around him,
everything but her. He’d been desperate, confused, almost out of
his mind, but for a split second, he’d seen her—he
knew he had.

But a moment later, he’d
been snatched away again, and she was gone. And that had been it,
the farthest back she could possibly have reached, for he hadn’t
been to Amsterdam in centuries. And before that had been a lengthy
sojourn at his father’s court in hell, where her magic didn’t work.
By the time he’d emerged back into the cool greens and deep blues
of earth, back into sunshine and clear skies and a beauty the hells
had never known . . .

It was almost over.

In my beginning is my end,
John had thought. He’d read that somewhere, along with its codicil:
in my end is my beginning. But the latter wouldn’t be true for him.
He was fifteen hundred years away from where he’d started, and she
couldn’t reach him.

The spell had finally
slowed down, being almost out of energy, but it didn’t need to
travel much farther. The next moment would be his last, or the one
after that; it didn’t matter anymore. But at least it was jumping
now, in fits and starts, less an unbroken reel of film and more a
glitching video cassette, allowing him a final glimpse of the world
he’d known. Wales was beautiful all year round, but John had always
liked the summer best. And summer it was—

When he saw her
again.

He’d opened his eyes on
one of the brief respites between jumps, not on the fine sunny day
he’d expected, but on a flaming night. A tent flap was beating back
and forth in a high wind, like a bird trying to take off. And she
was sitting beside him, watching the sky burn and sparks fly past
the tent’s opening, thick as rain, while armies clashed in the
distance and the skies above them cracked open like all the fires
of hell were descending. The unimaginable spectacle should have
caught the eye.

It didn’t.

All he could see was her.

He’d tried to form words,
tried so hard, realizing that he didn’t have much time, but wanting
to know: how she’d found him, how she’d traveled so far,
why she’d risked it. But
he couldn’t seem to speak. All he could do was stare at her dumbly,
the strange light from outside staining her blonde hair pink, her
dress blowing against her body, the sparks reflected in her
eyes.

And her name . . . what
was her name? His scrambled brain had searched and searched for the
answer, like it was a lifeline, like it was the most important
thing in the world. And to him, right then, it had been.

But he couldn’t remember,
not until she started to cry, silently, almost stoically, tears
slipping down her exhausted, dirty face as she stared at the
carnage outside. And, suddenly, he knew. “Cassie,” he’d said
hoarsely. “Your name is Cassie.”






John came back to himself
slowly, while his brain fought to separate past from present. It
wasn’t easy. He could feel the memories tugging at him, and for
once, he wanted to stay with them, to relive again the moment when
she’d finally turned to face him, her expression surprised and
relieved and then, for some reason, chagrined.

Until she’d gotten to her
knees, taken his face between her
hands, and told him the last words he’d ever
expected to hear: “My name is Cassie Palmer, and I love
you.”

The demon council had wanted him dead, with
no way back to torment them, and so had used one of the biggest
weapons in their arsenal.

They just hadn’t realized:
he had a bigger one.

He could see it all again,
so perfectly: the ancient god, forcing his way through a tear in
the sky, countless stories tall, a giant the color of blood and
framed in fire. It had seemed like the end of the world, but when
Cassie stole his breath in a kiss, when his arms wrapped
automatically around her, when their bodies met and melded and a
new kind of fire caught between them, he had felt an answering
power of a completely different kind.

He’d always hated his
demon heritage, but in that moment, he’d been glad, exultant even,
that his father was prince of the incubi, and that he held within
his veins the ability to multiply magical energy through passionate
union. And passionate it had been.

And searing and
frightening, because he’d never done this before, never had the
kind of relations that demons called sex. Not the mere meeting of
bodies as the humans did, but the fusing of souls, of lives, of
power, so much, so hot, so overwhelming, that every time the
feedback loop came back around, and energy poured out of her into
him, he was sure it would be the last time, that it would rip him
apart.

Yet, every time, his
incubus took all she could give, exulting in it, feeding from it,
and magnifying it, many times over, before sending it back. Until
finally it was too much, until his blood had felt like lava and his hair had
literally smoked, until he knew they were both about to come apart
at the seams because no one could contain this. He’d sent it back, one last
time, and watched, exhausted and confused, still thrumming with the
power his demon had fed from, and had
still not made a dent in what Cassie took.

And used to rip open the
skies, to tear apart the pathways between worlds and to
bring another old god into the
fight.

John had stared in awe as
two ancient beings clashed in the skies above him, and almost felt
like he could join them. He still did, weeks later. Power thrummed
in his veins, tingled his fingertips, snapped behind his
eyes.

Which suddenly flew open
as the realization hit: that
was where all the extra power he’d been using had
come from. The left-over energy from the vast amount that had been
used to kill a god. The energy that he and a demigod had made
together.

He threw back his head and
laughed, laughed in spite of it all, laughed at fate, which never
ceased to play with him, but for once had smiled on him,
too.

Like Cassie, who had saved him again, and
didn’t even know it.

And then something gave
way beneath him, and he fell three stories with a rope wrapped
around his leg, suspended from what looked like a trash heap laid
across the space between a couple of closely packed buildings. And
ended up swinging back and forth in front of the biggest goddamned
vampire he’d ever seen. For a moment, John just stared, the
laughter dying in his throat, because the creature had to be seven
feet tall and was built like a tank.

He hit like one, too.

But weirdly enough, it
didn’t look like he’d planned to. He started to say something, then
shot a glance over his shoulder, where the sound of running feet
were coming down the small alley. Then he sighed and turned back
around.

Sorry, he mouthed, making John blink.

And then the world exploded, along with what
felt like John’s head, and he knew no more.
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Chapter Eight






Screaming and drums.

Screaming and
drums.

Screaming and drums, drums, drums.

It was the first coherent
thought John had, as he swam back to consciousness, with the second
being the realization that he was bouncing against a gigantic
spread of flesh and muscle that he assumed was someone’s back. John
was no lightweight, being between a hundred and seventy and a
hundred and eighty pounds in his underwear, depending on how hard
he’d been hitting the gym of late. Yet he’d been thrown over a
massive shoulder and was being carried about as easily as a
child.

Vampires, he thought, slowly coming back to
his senses.

As soon as he was able, he
cast a silent spell to glamour his eyelids, allowing them to look
closed while he gazed around. It was a simple enchantment, but it
shouldn’t have worked. The magic itself was minimal and might have
gone undetected, but John’s breathing and heartrate had sped up,
and there were probably other signs detectable to a vampire that he
was awake. Yet, if he noticed, the creature carrying him gave no
sign.

Or perhaps he did, for who
could tell in here?

It sounded like they’d just entered the
seventh circle of hell.

Instead, it
appeared to be a ramshackle wooden building the
size of a warehouse or large barn. It was
poorly made, with numerous gaps between
the roughhewn planks that formed the walls, and appeared to date
back centuries. But the story wasn’t the building, but what it
contained, which looked like every damned vampire in the
city.

All of whom were yelling
their heads off.

John couldn’t see them
very well since there was no artificial lighting. Merely lines of
greenish gray storm light from outside leaking in through the gaps
in the walls and striping the scene. But
he had a hazy impression of a wooden dais at the far end of the
room, set four or five feet off the floor, and crowded with people.
There were even more people hanging off multi-tiered seating on
either side of a large open space covered with sawdust, which
reminded him of the bleachers he’d torched back in
Vegas.

He fervently wished he
could summon some of that fire now. But he didn’t have the
strength, having given his all back in the alley. Not to mention
that this many vampires—because ninety
percent of the room appeared to have
fangs—could drain him in an instant, even through shields he wasn’t
sure he could raise anyway. It didn’t help that it felt like his
skull had been cracked open, to the point that he wondered if the
wetness leaking down the side of his face was brain
fluid.

Something splattered
darkly on the floor beneath him.

No, only blood.

John couldn’t decide whether to be relieved
or not.

Before he could figure it
out, he was dumped onto some old wooden boards that had been used
to patch an even older stone floor. He was outside of the big open
area, if only just, near a collection of barred metal cages almost
as tall as a man but too small to hold the number of war mages who
had been crammed into them. Far
too small.

For a moment, John felt his heart stop.

But there were tell-tale
signs of movement here and there—the flutter of fingers, the rise
and fall of a chest, the twitch of an eyelid—so they weren’t all
dead. But they were close. One of the men’s faces was pressed
against the bars of the nearest cage, and he already looked like a
corpse: pale lips, pale skin, and sunken eyes that spoke of
dehydration, but not of the water variety.

Drained, John
realized, or partly so, like
all the rest. Leaving them alive but too weak to
do anything about their condition, if they were even aware enough
to know what it was. He expected the same thing to be his fate and
braced for an attack, but nothing happened.

Except that the large
vampire said something to a man working to open the nearest cage,
and the next moment, John found himself being dragged back and
lashed to a barrel instead.

It was one of three that
were standing near the cages, filled with sand and cigarette butts,
helping to delineate them from the seating area on that side. They
looked like they’d been doing the job for centuries, leaving them
brittle and mouse eaten, with their iron bands almost rusted
through. They were an altogether terrible choice for their current
occupation.

Or they would have been, except that they
were surrounded by about five thousand vampires.

None of whom were paying
any attention to John. The crowd was celebrating their victory,
yelling and stomping their feet on the wooden benches, making it
sound like an orchestra of drummers was doing a routine. And
laughing and drinking and jeering, even singing in a few cases. To
the point that, if John hadn’t already had the grandmother of all
migraines, they would have given him one.

The only people staring
him down were a group of nearby mages, presumably ones working for
the vampires. John was certain they couldn’t see through his
glamourie, but they might be able to detect that he had one, or
that he was using some form of magic. He saw one of them say
something to a nearby guard, but the vampire, with the breed’s
usual contempt for humans, ignored him.

John’s hands were tied
behind his back, out of sight, so he started working to get them
free, dislocating a thumb and then snapping it back into place
after sliding it under the ropes. It hurt, but so
did everything else; his body felt like a giant
bruise. Maybe because of the thatch of old bamboo poles and
assorted junk back in the alley, which the locals appeared to have
used as an outdoor storage system. It had broken his fall and
almost certainly saved his life, but it had had its own set of
problems.

Like a hunk of junk that
he was fairly certain had left a permanent
divot in his back!

It didn’t matter; he’d
been trained to think past pain. The problem wasn’t thinking, it
was what he had to think about. He needed to get the corpsmen
out of here before the fanged monsters finished what they’d started. He needed to talk to Jonas and find out
if there was any spell that might break
the enthrallment. And, most of all, he needed to find out who had
brought them here and how and why and he didn’t know how to do any
of it!

And then a tiny voice
spoke in his ear.

“Mage Pritkin!”

It almost made him jump
out of his skin, and giveaway the fact that he remained semi lucid.
Because it was right
there, like an insect buzzing in his ear
canal, only this wasn’t an annoying whine. It was—

“Mage Pritkin! Damn it,
wake up!”

John swallowed and glanced
around, but there was no one that close. Except for one of the
burly guards, who was standing nearby, leaning on what appeared to
be an old-fashioned battle-axe. But he wasn’t saying anything. And
even if he had been, John didn’t think he would sound like Minnie
Mouse!

John tried to shake his
head to clear it, but that earned him a glance from the guard, so
he stopped and lolled some more. Which changed his field of vision,
allowing him to notice something rather odd. Make that
very odd, he thought in
alarm, as something began wriggling and squirming and moving about
under the fabric of his shirt.

Something
alive.

John was
desperate to throw a spell to do what his hands
could not, but there were too many mages in the crowd who might
notice the magic, and weres who could smell it. He couldn’t take
the chance when he was the only corpsman
still conscious. But he also couldn’t lie there while some creature
ate him alive! Which is what it felt like it was doing, with
something sharp piercing his skin like—like—like—

Like a tiny golden stiletto?

John stared as a mostly
naked and entirely pissed off temple dancer emerged from under a
rip in his shirt, her face red and her ceremonial headdress
askew.

She was somewhat 3-D, with
the lines of her body raised against the skin of his chest like a
colorful bruise. But mostly, she was flat, except for certain
assets that she was adjusting grumpily, while pulling her hat back
into place. She finally managed it and then glared up at him,
pushing tumbled black hair out of her eyes.

“Finally! About time you
listen to—”

John freed his right hand
and clapped it over her. And then glanced wildly around, to see if
anybody had noticed. It
didn’t look like anybody had, possibly because
she wasn’t there, being merely the product of his fevered
imagination!

Or possibly because a fight had just broken
out.

And, for once, it didn’t involve a war
mage.

Instead, it was a vampire
who went sailing across the large open area—literally. He wasn’t
staggering back from a savage blow, as is usually the case when
that phrase is used. He was literally flying as if shot out of a
cannon. He burst through the two barn-like doors where John had
come in, letting in a greenish swath of light that spotlighted the
only other vamp in the clearing.

John recognized him as the
creature who had brought him here, and who was currently being
jumped by at least a dozen smaller men—because every man in there
was smaller—but who did not appear to be overly worried about it.
If anything, he just looked bored.

A moment
later John found out why. Everybody did. And, for
the first time since he’d entered the
room, the noise level died down.

Well, except for the
shrieking.

Luckily for them, the
vampire’s assailants were all vampires themselves, which meant that
they might survive having their heads ripped off, or having a leg
separated from the rest of their bodies so that the big vamp could
beat them with it, or being pulled in two. Part of the latter
specimen—a torso with a stunned looking face—scuttled across the
floor and stopped near John, where the bloody yellow-white column
of his spine slithered back and forth, back and forth across the
floor, making tracks in the dirt like the tail of a
snake.

Or a scorpion, John
thought dazedly, when it suddenly arched upward, as if searching
for its body’s missing half.

John’s horrified gaze went
from the carnage in front of him to the creature who had caused it.
The breadth of chest and shoulders would have done a gladiator
proud, although the big vampire was dressed more like a fashion
model. He rather looked like one, too,
something John hadn’t had much of an opportunity to notice before
now, considering that most of what he’d seen of him had been fist.
But the knife-edged jaw with the slightly
cleft chin, the glittering black eyes, and the sleek black hair,
which was somehow still perfectly styled, made him look vaguely
like a Chinese superman.

Of course, there were
other reasons for that.

A bigger than average vamp
jumped off the dais to try his luck while the monster was busy with
someone else. He was wielding what John assumed to be a pair of
scimitars, based on the curvature of the blades, but he couldn’t be
sure. They were moving so fast that they looked like airplane
propellers while the craft was still in motion, just two silver
blurs.

Until the large vamp spun
and kicked some dirt in the sabre wielder’s face. And when that
caused him to falter, grabbed him by the throat, snapped his neck
and threw the twitching body back onto the
dais. Where it was toed off by one of the vampires standing near a
trio of thrones, with a slight moue of
distaste.

The duel, if
such it had been, was over almost before it
began, and now the huge vamp was speaking to the people on the platform. John couldn’t understand him,
and not just because of the language
barrier. But because the chorus in the gallery seats had started up
again and become even louder than before.
John stared at them groggily, the noise, pain and blood loss making
it almost impossible to think straight.

Until another hard jab to
his thigh refocused his attention.

He risked a look under his
hand, hoping against hope that the crack to his skull hadn’t been
that bad. Perhaps he’d simply had a mental hiccup. Perhaps the
memory spell had coughed up a flicker from the recent past. Perhaps
he’d merely picked up an angry insect.

It wasn’t an insect.

It was, however, seriously pissed off.

“Get your hand off me,”
the tiny thing snapped. “I have a cost!”

“What?”

A miniscule finger came
up, tipped with an even tinier bright gold
nail, and waggled at him. “You pay to
play, big boy, or no touchy touchy!”

“What?”

“I
said—” The little creature stopped,
and the tiny forehead crinkled. She suddenly started examining
herself, and seemed as surprised as John by what she found. She
finally looked up. “What you do to me?”

John stared down at the
vision of loveliness on his chest in complete confusion. She looked
like a tattoo—of the magical variety. Some of those could move,
like the sleek tiger currently prowling around the big vampire’s face. And most of them had a purpose beyond
just the cosmetic: they enhanced a trait for the
wearer, provided extra power to spellcasting, or
formed an added layer of protection beyond
a person’s personal shields. They were many and varied, but they
all had one thing in common: they took as long to apply as human
tattoos, and were just as painful.

So, what the hell was this?

It was the girl from the
phone booth, the one he’d last seen on a
business card touting her mistress’s charms. A business card that
he’d lost track of in the carnage, but which might have gotten
stuck to his shield at some point. Like about the time the huge
wave of magic hit?

Had it gotten sandwiched
between the wave and his shields and, once
they were retracted, somehow transferred itself to his skin?
It was his best guess, although he’d never heard
of such a thing. But clearly something had happened.

Leaving him with perhaps
the first temporary tattoo in the magical world.

“I’m . . . not sure,” John
finally whispered.

“Well, that no good, is
it?” she demanded, taking out a tiny mirror. And then shrieking in
alarm when she saw her face. “I have a beard! I have a beard! Why I
have a beard?” Some incoherent Cantonese cursing followed, along
with more glaring at John. “You so hairy!”

John had no idea what he
would have responded to that, but he wasn’t given a chance. Because
the crowd roared again, and he looked up to see the massive vampire
striding purposefully in his direction. Well . . . fuck.

He managed to get his
shirt front closed and his hand back behind him, although it hardly
mattered. The next second, he was being jerked up, the ropes
burning his skin as they fell off, and being towed forward. Away
from the relative shelter of the barrels and into the big open
space.

Where he was flung on his
knees in front of the thrones.
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Chapter Nine






Relax, they don’t know who you are.
The big vamp’s voice echoed in his head, causing John to
twitch. That’s why I messed up your face a
little.

“A little?”

Stop whining. And why are
your eyes closed?

John hastily dropped the
glamourie over his eyelids and rearranged his expression, not that
it mattered. A second later he was being shoved flat against the
dirty floor, why he didn’t know. Until he realized: he’d just been
put in the traditional kowtow pose of respect in front of the
dais.

He was left there, with a
heavy boot on his neck, while the big vampire talked to a trio who
John assumed were the triad leadership. He wasn’t sure since
Cantonese was not one of his languages and translation spells were
shite at the best of times, not that he could risk using one at the
moment. Fortunately, he didn’t have to.

“They say they kill you
all,” the tiny dancer whispered, from a new perch on his
collarbone. He was bent over like a pretzel, ensuring that she was
right by his ear. “But Zheng-zi, he say no.”

“Zheng-zi?” John
whispered.

“Senator Zheng he is now,
or so my mistress heard—”

“A senator?”

“Mmhm.” Her voice changed
from the somewhat strident tones she had been using to something
soft and breathy. “Isn’t he dreamy? My mistress say she’d visit him
for free.”

John ignored that last bit
of information in favor of the more relevant part. By senator, he
assumed she meant a member of one of the six vampire senates that
governed the world’s fanged population the way the Silver Circle
did for magical humans. Or they were supposed to.

He’d heard that the
Chinese consul, who led the East Asian Court, was mostly content to
collect her taxes and leave the denizens of Rogue’s Harbor to their
own devices. But perhaps he’d heard wrong. Maybe there was some
oversight, after all.

John’s mood perked up slightly.

Of course, senators could
be complete bastards—indeed, he often thought that was part of the
job description—but they did tend to care about things that other
vampires did not. Like the fact that killing off a fuck ton of war
mages when they were currently allies with the Circle against a
greater foe might not be the best idea. Perhaps that explained why
the creature was helping him, if help this was.

Only it didn’t seem to be
going well. John couldn’t currently see the people on the dais from
his position, but he had gotten a glimpse on the way down. And he’d
been trained to pay attention.

The figure on the left was
a woman, Korean by the look of her, in an outfit that blended
pirate chic with modern sensibilities: a red silk shirt, a pair of
brown leather trousers and matching boots, and a bright blue
headscarf. It was a somewhat masculine outfit, but she had
brightened it up with ropes of jewels around her neck. Not
necklaces, exactly, but golden chains strung with miscellaneous
small items: men’s signet rings and old-fashioned watch fobs,
ladies’ lockets and brooches and a large emerald crucifix, earrings
that could have come from either sex, and a few odd additions that
took him a moment to identify: horn buttons, an ornamental shoe
buckle, hat pins looped around on themselves to make oddly shaped
pendants, and a huge citrine bead. There appeared to be hundreds in
all, and judging by their designs, they spanned a great swath of
time.

Trophies, John thought,
and felt his skin crawl.

He wondered what she’d
take from him.

The middle chair and the
one on the right were occupied by men, with the vampire in the
center being the obvious leader. That was a bit surprising since he
wasn’t Chinese. He was an older man, if that meant anything when
discussing beings who were technically immortal, and not only
looked Japanese but was dressed the part in golden medieval
emperor’s garb. It contrasted with his modern haircut and the Omega
watch on one wrist, but John had to admit that it drew the eye.
Unlike his younger looking companion’s sleek gray business suit,
which next to all that splendor rather faded into the
background.

The younger man looked
Chinese, but so far, he hadn’t said a word. Maybe because he
couldn’t get one in edgewise. The Korean woman and the emperor were
shouting at each other, at Zheng, and at what appeared to be half
the audience, who were not shy about expressing their
opinions.

The tales he’d heard about
Asian deference to authority appeared to have been somewhat
overstated, John thought dizzily

It didn’t take long for
things to get heated. To the point that he started to wonder if
there was about to be another fight, and what exactly he was going
to do if there was. But he was jerked back to his feet before he
could decide.

“The city masters want to
know what the Corps is doing here,” Zheng told him, taking over the
role of interpreter. “I have to admit to a certain curiosity
myself.”

“They’re enthralled,” John
rasped, his throat still sore from all the screaming he’d done back
in the ally. “They don’t know what they’re doing. Someone is using
them—”

He cut off because there
seemed to be plenty of people in the crowd who spoke English, and
they hadn’t liked that answer. “It’s true,” John yelled, to be
heard over the uproar. “We’re not your enemies!”

Annnnnd they liked that
one even less.

Several of the spectators
suddenly ran at him, one with a drawn dagger, only to get smacked
back into the stands by Zheng. It was a somewhat impressive feat
considering that he still had the nape of John’s neck in his other
hand. “If you want to live, let me do the talking,” he told John,
as if he hadn’t just asked a damned question!

Then he struck
him.

The blow was hard enough
to send John back to his knees, his head ringing, but it quieted
the crowd. Which meant that he could almost hear the words the
creature on the central throne was saying. Not that he understood
them.

But then, he didn’t need
to.

“He
doesn’t believe you,” Zheng said, as the man gestured threateningly
at the cages. “What he does believe is that the Corps needs a
lesson in respecting other people’s sovereignty, one written in
blood. If you have a reason—a good reason—why that isn’t the case,
I would mention it now.”

John didn’t hesitate. His
training had covered this sort of thing, too, and even if it
hadn’t, there weren’t a lot of options. Not with a crowd currently
baying for his blood.

A very expensively dressed
crowd.

Like the Korean woman,
most of the throng had on a combination of expensive designer
clothes and pirate chic, with all of it dripping in jewelry. Money
clearly mattered here, and the status that went with it. And people
who like money tend to like more of it.

“Ransom,” he croaked, and
saw the emperor’s eyes light up.

Apparently, that was a word he knew.

“The Corps will buy them
back from you,” John said loudly. “All of them, as long as they’re
alive, and at a generous price—”

“Good answer,” Zheng
murmured.

But not good enough.
Because the Korean woman, at least, was not interested in ransom.
The Korean woman wanted blood.

“Hye-Jin say money not
bring back her dead,” the temple dancer whispered, causing Zheng to
start a little. And then to stare at what was visible in the
darkness beneath John’s shirt collar. But he didn’t say anything,
including about the Korean woman’s comment, and neither did John.
Because what do you reply to that?

John decided he’d better
think of something.

“We’ll also help you get
to the bottom of this,” he promised. “Find out who is really behind
it—”

“She say she already know
who behind it,” the dancer said, as Hye-Jin jumped off the dais and
started for John.

Zheng stepped in between
them, so fast that John didn’t even see him move. The big vamp and
the small woman had a standoff that made the hair on the back of
John’s neck stand up from all the power suddenly being flung
around. It felt likely to give him a sunburn.

But not because of Zheng.
The big vampire didn’t wince, didn’t flinch, didn’t give any
outward sign that he’d even noticed. He also didn’t reciprocate,
keeping his own power on a tight leash. He obviously wanted to
avoid another fight, probably because a good number of the people
in the stands were sworn to the woman, judging by how many had on
matching headscarves. And powerful or not, he couldn’t take on the
whole room.

And neither could
John.

But he knew someone who could.

“Jonas Marsden!” he
yelled, loudly enough that the woman flinched.

“What about him?” she
snarled.

So, she could speak
English when she felt like it.

“You have two choices,”
John said, equally harshly. “You can negotiate with him—I can open
a channel for you right here, right now—and take a king’s ransom
for each of these men—”

“I don’t
give a damn about—”

But the woman was cut off
by the emperor, or whoever he was, saying something with a slash of
his hand. And the next moment, a dozen vampires in ancient golden
armor suddenly appeared and encircled John, adding their bulk to
Zheng’s protection. It worried him that the old man had thought he
needed it, but the way the woman’s eyes flashed, he might have been
right.

“Or?” Zheng said
pointedly.

“Or, you
can refuse and kill these men—who I assure you, did not know what
they were doing—and afterwards you will meet Lord Protector Marsden.
But it will be on his terms, at a time of his choosing. And I doubt
that any of you will survive it!”

The woman moved. John
didn’t see her, hear her, or have any other warning that his senses
could track. But since her fist was suddenly around his throat and
he was dangling an inch or two off the floor, he felt fairly safe
in making the assumption.

The fist squeezed, but it
looked like he could manage a shield, after all, when the incentive
was sufficient. Because try as she might, his neck didn’t snap
under her hand. Until her eyes began to glow, and his shields began
to retract, crumpling under the pressure and threatening to choke
him out.

Then he was suddenly back
on the floor, gasping and retching beneath the protection of a slew
of golden clad spears, while the woman and the emperor screamed at
each other some more.

“You okay?” Zheng asked,
bending down to put a hand the size of a catcher’s mitt on John’s
back.

John glared up at him, his
face probably as red as a tomato—what parts weren’t swollen and
bloody, that was! “Why do you ask?” he croaked savagely.

“You don’t look
okay.”

John thought of an
appropriate response to that, but was jerked up again before he
could make it. He was about to demonstrate to the smirking guard
who’d grabbed him exactly
what he was still capable of, but wiser heads
prevailed. Namely Zheng’s, who suddenly clasped his right wrist,
and a terrified temple dancer’s, who was whispering “cool it, cool
it, cool it,” into his left ear.

John cooled it, at least
enough to realize that a large, square mirror on a frame was being
wheeled out from the darkness beyond the dais. It was as big as a
shop window and reflected fully half the room. Including the two
torches that had just sprang to life on the wall behind the
emperor, John supposed so that everyone could see who they were
talking to.

For a moment, he felt a
surge of relief course through his system. And not just because he
might finally be able to make a report. But because, if money would
fix this, it might solve more than one problem.

The vampires seemed immune
to the enthrallment spell, perhaps because they functioned as a
hive mind. The only way to control them would be to gain power over
the master, and whoever was behind this did not seem to have
managed that yet. Meaning that John could use them to round up the
rest of the enthralled mages, who they could then sell back to the
Corps.

But, of course, it wasn’t that easy.

“Careful,” John’s sexy
version of a Babelfish whispered, straight into his ear canal. “The
Shikken say he let you pay ransom, then kill them
anyway.”

Which probably explained
why Hye-Jin was looking happier suddenly, and why Zheng-zi was
frowning. But he didn’t say anything else, mentally or aloud, which
probably meant that he’d done all he could. Leaving this up to
John.

Who found himself abruptly
pushed toward the mirror.


 


 


 


 


[image: ]

 



Chapter Ten






It
was the phone booth experience all over again, except that the
silver head emerging from the mirror to
take John’s number was a lot more
obsequious. Unlike a certain white-haired menace on the other end
of the line. Betty Armitage looked up from her typewriter,
obviously annoyed at being disturbed again, and scowled at
John.

Who stared back at her, hoping that “special
agent” wasn’t just a courtesy title.

He couldn’t tell, since
the air of annoyance and vague exasperation she wore were the same
as always. Narrowed gray eyes scanned the room, going from the dais
of deadly creatures behind him, to the phalanx of guards
surrounding him, to the far side of the big space, where the edge
of the metal cages could just be seen. John doubted that she could
tell what was in them from this angle, but he couldn’t be sure. Her
only reaction, if reaction it was, was a slight tightening of
already thin lips.

“Mage,” she finally said,
not using his name, which was protocol in situations where that
information might get someone killed. Unfortunately, it was also
standard when Betty was annoyed, so it didn’t tell him anything.
“You wanted something?”

“The Lord Protector,
please,” John rasped, out of a half-collapsed throat. “I need to
discuss a potential five-fifty-five—”

“Watch it,” Hye-Jin
snapped.

“—a conference to discuss
a prisoner exchange,” he added, for her benefit. “Is he
available?”

Betty flipped open a day
planner. “I’m not sure he’s in yet. He doesn’t have anything on his
schedule until this afternoon.”

John stared at her some
more. A five fifty-five was not a conference call. It was an SOS,
an “agents down, more in peril, request immediate extraction” cry
for help. Something the Corps should be able to provide, at least
for everyone except John, who was still in his old sweats and
trainers.

But the rest of them weren’t.

And while the vampires had
been smart enough to strip off their captives’ weapons, their war
mage pins remained in place. Originally designed to keep a man’s
cloak together back when such things were fashionable, they now
served a variety of other functions. Including housing a homing
device that allowed mass recall in times of emergency.

Because the bad guys
weren’t the only ones who could open a goddamned portal!

John most decidedly did
not have the strength to do it again, but the Circle had magic to
burn. And, yes, it would burn a terrific amount to force a portal
open halfway around the world, but they could do it. The vampires had
thoughtfully grouped their captives all together in one small
space, which was the main prerequisite for an
extraction.

At least it would be, if Betty understood
what the hell he was talking about!

“One moment,” she said,
before John could get his thoughts together. “I have a call on
another line.”

“No! Betty! I mean,
special ag—” The screen went blank.

The Korean master, Hye-Jin, looked pointedly
at John.

“She’s,
er, she’s a bit . . . eccentric,”
he said awkwardly.

This provoked a string of
what sounded like Korean profanity, but may have just been
contempt.

“She say she don’t know
why everyone worries about war mages, if this what you like,” his
personal translator informed him.

Right then, John didn’t know, either.

And then Betty was back.

“Could you check, please?”
he said quickly. “The Lord Protector is usually in by eight, and it
must be half past by now.”

Eight thirty, Betty, he
thought, wishing he had the vamp’s ability with mental
communication. Eight Three Zero. Portal evacuation, damn it; you
must have had this in training!

Betty did not appear to
have had this. Or maybe her training had been so long ago that
they’d called it something else. Or perhaps she’d just forgotten,
because she wrinkled her nose in irritation again.

“That is not the correct
time, mage. You should get your watch fixed.”

She winked out again
before John could reply, although this time, she’d put him on hold.
Giving him the surreal experience of waiting around a storm-tossed,
vampire-filled, filthy warehouse while elevator music tinkled out
of the mirror’s surface. It appeared to be an acoustic version of
Evanescence’s “Going Under”.

Appropriate, John thought,
as the vampires crowded ever closer. Only, unlike the lyrics, he
was pretty sure he couldn’t save himself this time. He really,
really hoped he didn’t have to.

Before the song ended,
Betty was back, adjusting the old-fashioned cat’s eye glasses she
wore because she worked deep in HQ’s underbelly, and vision spells
didn’t play well with the powerful wards there.

“I was mistaken,” she told
him crisply. “It appears that he is in, after all. Oh, and by the
way, it’s 9:55. Do set your watch, mage.”

“What,” John said
blankly.

“Set
your watch. It’s 9:55 . . . now,” and John’s eyes widened. And
then darkened, when he threw the heaviest black out spell he knew
over his vision.

He was barely in time.
Darkness descended, pure and deep and absolute, at least for him.
But judging by the all the screaming,
yelling and cursing suddenly going on around him,
that that wasn’t true for everybody else. He didn’t
know how long it would take the vamps to realize that they needed
to break the mirror to cut off the searing sunlight blazing
everywhere, but it probably wouldn’t be long.

He bolted.

The spell was one of those
that had been developed back in the bad old days when humans and
vampires struggled for power. It weaponized the sun’s rays, ramping
them up enough that it created a white out effect that could extend
for several city blocks. It also burned retinas in seconds, blinded
permanently in less than a minute, and cooked the skin right off
your body if it went on long enough—and that was for
humans.

John didn’t know what it
did to vampires, since he’d never seen it utilized, but the sudden
storm of ash clogging his nostrils and filling his mouth as he
stumbled forward was telling.

Seemed not everyone here
was a master, he thought, right before he slammed into the
cages.

And almost had his head taken off by a
spell.

He dropped to the ground,
crouching on the balls of his feet, his hand clenched on a cage
bar. The mages, he thought, remembering the group who had glared at
him when he came in. And they didn’t seem any happier
now.

More spells crashed by
overhead, but they were too high, the men making the amateur
mistake of only firing at normal height. John didn’t fire back—as
if he had the strength—nor did he shield, thus giving them no help
in locating him. The small black out spell he was using was lost in
the magic pouring from the mirror, and they were adding to the
problem by grouping themselves too closely together. The spill over
from their own power was helping to camouflage him, and John didn’t
wait around for them to figure that out.

He crawled around the side
of the cage, using the bars as a guide, toward the knot of magic
that shimmered in the air just ahead. It crackled and sparked in
his mental eye, lighting up the mages almost as well as if he’d
been wearing night vision goggles. That was especially true around
one at the edge of the group, with magic lacing his fingers because
he was about to release another spell.

Which he did, just after
John leapt up, grabbed him and turned him on his
friends.

John heard a bunch of
bodies drop, but he wasn’t sure he’d gotten them all. And he didn’t
have time to find out. Because the mage he’d grabbed was fighting
him and fighting hard, and the vampire guards were suddenly all
over the place, probably drawn by the sound of combat.

He dropped the man with a
savage blow to the neck just as a bunch of fanged horrors sprang at
him, looking like the reverse of the mages in his mind’s eye. They
were dark instead of bright, blacker-than-black outlines against
the background of John’s spell. They were cooler, too, like deep
wells of shadow on a hot day. He realized that, if he concentrated,
he could detect them with some accuracy.

But the reverse did not
appear to be the case.

John jerked back out of
their reach, into the thick of the crowd, while they fumbled and
stumbled about. They should have been able
to locate him by scent alone, which was as much a primary sense for
their kind as sight was for his. But the panicked sweat of the
crowd, some of which were humans, the
smell of singed hair and burning meat, and the general chaos of a
mass of screaming people all trying to reach the exits at once,
seemed to have disoriented them.

It wasn’t doing John a lot
of good, either, who took an elbow to the head and a blow to his
already sore back, and was then almost run
down. Which might explain why the guards weren’t attempting to
follow him. After a moment, they turned
and went back to the cages, taking up positions all around
them.

Because, John realized
with a lurch, they knew the corpsmen were his target, and that he
was unlikely to leave without them. They were waiting for
him to come to
them. And that was
basically worst-case scenario.

Portals only had so much
capacity. If this one was to take a few hundred men out of here,
and from so far away, it couldn’t afford to have an army of vamps
crawling all over it, too! He was going to have to lighten the
payload.

He cursed silently, having
planned to go along for the ride, since there wasn’t much more he
could do here in his condition. But there was one thing, he thought
grimly. And then he was cursing out loud, screaming his fury and
pain and hopelessness at the guards.

A second later, John found
himself surrounded. And a second after that, he was staggered by
the power drain as his blood started to flow out of him in
particles too small to see. A master’s power was impressive enough
all on its own, and if these vamps were
still standing and functional, they definitely fit into that
category. But all of them together . . .

Was like a
punch to the gut.

And although his shields
could slow the process down, they couldn’t stop it. Mages caught in
the middle of a group of vamps either got help, fought free, or
died where they stood. There were no other options.

Which was . . . less than optimal . . .
since only one of those choices was currently available to him.

John dropped to his knees,
already feeling dizzy, disoriented and seriously unwell. And then
he felt something else. Something worse. Something that twisted
noticeably under his gut, in a sickening motion that made him want
to vomit.

Goddamn it! He couldn’t even die in
peace!

But you don’t have to
die, the thought whispered seductively
from somewhere inside him. Your shields
could be better. Your shields could be perfect.

John shuddered, feeling
the loathsome presence of his demon, the legacy from his father
that he’d never been able completely to excise.

He felt it uncurl from
beneath his ribcage, like a snake coiled around his spine. It made
his skin crawl, and not just from revulsion. It was fear that
clouded his mind, trembled his hands, clogged his throat. And made
concentration nearly impossible just when he needed it the
most!

Because he
wasn’t the only one who had been energized
lately.

He felt his arms
start to shake from the effort of holding
two spells, and all the while he could hear his demon whispering to
him, as it hadn’t in centuries. A siren’s song promising
anything and everything, if only John would give
in and use its power. And it had
power.

In fact, it had almost all of it.

Because what he’d been
experiencing lately, both the accidents at the hotel and the huge
amount of magic that he’d channeled today, had been merely the
spill over from that night in Wales, the small amount that his
human side had been able to absorb. But the majority of that massive torrent hadn’t gone to him. It had
gone to the creature now flexing and expanding in a way that it had
never been able to before.

It had gone to his demon.

Don’t you want to know
what you can really do? it
whispered. Don’t you want to
try?

And, of course, he did. He
felt the well of unused power thrumming inside him, like a second
heartbeat. He knew it was potent; knew it was vast. But he also
knew something else: it was treacherous.

If he ever had any doubts
about that, the memory of his wife’s body, crumbling like burnt
charcoal in his arms, slapped him back to reality. Because it
hadn’t been disease or age or a freak accident that had killed her.
It had been him.

Or, to be more precise, it had been the
thing inside him.

And all the caveats in the
world didn’t change that. Yes, she’d started it, initiating the
feedback loop of power that came with demon sex despite being far
too weak to properly participate in it, and thus being drained
before she could receive anything back. Yes, his father had known
what she planned and hadn’t warned him, hoping that a newly
powerful, part demon wife would help to lure his son back to the
hells. And yes, John himself had been to
blame for not having interacted with his father’s people more, and
thus not understood what his wife was
doing or how to stop it.

But while all three of
them had played a part in the tragedy, they hadn’t actually caused
it.

His demon had.

Inside him was a creature
with the same hunger that had motivated his wife, despite knowing
that she risked her life. It was the same obsession that had led
his father to try to force John into a life of prostitution, of
sleeping with powerful demons in order to generate the energy
needed to shore up Rosier’s rickety throne. It was the same
fixation that drove all demon kind, for the only thing they really
understood was power.

And giving it to them
rarely ended well.

John felt the usual
creeping horror of what he was come over him, before savagely
shoving it away. He didn’t need his demon side—he never had! Even
less so now. Allowing it the freedom to maneuver, to get those inky
black claws into him, to possibly take control—

No! He’d die before he did that!

And you just might, it whispered, right
before the ground began to shake.

At first John thought it
was him, the tremors in his arms having spread to his legs. But
then the rafters began sifting down a century’s worth of dust, the
floor started bucking wildly enough to cause the
stones to crack under his knees, and a new sound
cut through the din, the familiar whub,
whub, whub of a portal. It was powerful
enough to raise the hair on his arms, what the Circle’s weapon
hadn’t already burnt off, and to bring an exhausted grin to
his face.

You might kill me, you fuckers, he thought.
But you won’t get all of us. You won’t get . . . us . . . all . .
.

He was still smiling when
he collapsed against the floor, unmoving.
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Chapter Eleven






John Pritkin was in hell. Not the literal one—not any of the
thousands of worlds that made up the hell dimension—which was a
shame. Because even the most fearsome of them had nothing on
this.

He slowly picked up a
loofah and began to scrub.

It was one of those
extended versions on a stick, for which he had been truly grateful,
until he realized: it didn’t matter. Silken water slid over silken
skin, until John wasn’t sure where one ended and the other began.
And the sensual rubbing of the loofah didn’t help.

God, it really didn’t!

He quickly put it back
down and picked up a washcloth instead, which looked to be one that
Jonas had pilfered from the Corps’ locker rooms. The Corps had
little in common with human militaries, except for the firm belief
that hardship was good for the soul. So, the Corps’ idea of a
washcloth was more akin to sandpaper, something that John had been
known to complain about on occasion.

He wasn’t complaining now.

Because now, thanks to a
magical clusterfuck, he found himself dealing with the unsettling
experience of inhabiting a different body. That was bad enough;
incubi might be spirits and possess people all the time, but his
human blood had kept his soul anchored very firmly in place, a fact
he had not fully appreciated until this moment. But to make things
worse, it wasn’t just any body he’d
invaded.

It was Cassie’s.

He had never quite
realized how small she was, how slight, how bird like her wrists
were or how sharp her shoulder blades, the latter of which looked
likely to tear through her skin if he wasn’t careful. He didn’t
know what to do with a body that felt like it weighed nothing, that
had virtually no muscle, no stamina, and a center of gravity so
different from his own that he kept stumbling into
things.

The whole experience was
incredibly disturbing for a number of reasons, but the one most
concerning him at the moment was the pain. The washcloth was
unforgiving, highlighting every scratch, every bruise, every
wrenched muscle that protested as he moved and stretched. And all
of them were his fault, his failure.

Damn it, he was supposed to be better than
this!

He had to be. Every war
mage was technically the guardian of the Pythia, the supernatural
world’s chief seer, and willing to lay down their lives for hers at
a moment’s notice. But he had taken on a special charge, given to
him specifically by the previous Pythia, who had realized that
Cassie—beautiful, mercurial, stubborn, clueless Cassie—hadn’t
received the usual training, and was going to need help. And he was
supposed to give it to her.

Specifically, he was supposed to keep her
alive until she could grow into her power, something that should
have been easy enough, except that Cassie Palmer attracted enemies
like bees to honey!

The Corps, her rightful
protectors, were currently convinced that she was a dangerous rogue
and were trying to bring her in for trial—the outcome of which John
was pretty sure had already been decided. The vampire senate were
trying to control and use her, specifically that oily Basarab, who
had gotten his claws into her early and deep. And the rest of
the supernatural community only knew her
as the daughter of a dark mage and a traitor.

She needed friends, she
needed support, and she damned well needed a better
bodyguard!

He flung the sad
excuse for a washcloth against the wall, having
finally managed to get her more or less clean, by scrubbing an
appalling amount of dried mud off the sweet rounded limbs, adorable
shoulders and taut, firm backside—

John stopped, scowling,
and removed his hand from somewhere it had
no business being. Then he shut the water off and, for a long
moment, just stood there, watching suds swirl down the drain around
sparkly pink toenails. And wondering what god he’d offended to end
up in this mess.

Daikoku, apparently, a
little Buddha-looking Japanese deity who thought that every day was
April 1st. He was actually a damned djinn in disguise—one of the
pranksters of the demon world—and his favorite play was switching
people’s bodies with those of their friends, companions, or
enemies, then sitting back to enjoy the show. How he must he
chortling now, John thought savagely, at the idea of a half-starved
incubus suddenly thrust into the body of—

Shit.

Don’t use the word thrust,
he thought miserably, and slid down onto his haunches.

Only they weren’t his, were they?

He tried really, really
hard not to think about the sleek, tanned thighs with the
fascinating color line demarcating where her shorts usually
reached, so golden brown on one side and so creamy white on the
other. Or the sweet line of her calves flowing into her delicate
ankles, with a sprinkling of freckles making intriguing patterns
that he’d like to trace with his tongue. Or the dimpled knees—and
why the hell did she have dimpled knees? Or any of the five hundred or
so other distractions currently tormenting him, but it didn’t
work.

Not least of which was because his new
position left certain other plump assets almost touching the
aforementioned dimples.

Fuck!

He climbed out of the
shower, thankful that the bathroom mirror had fogged over. He left
it that way, toweling off as impersonally as he could, whilst
staring at the ceiling. It was useless, of course. He felt like he
was about to come out of his skin, or at least, out of hers, but
that didn’t seem to be on the agenda just now and—

And damn it all, where the hell were his
clothes?

The ones he’d arrived
in—and then slept in, after an exhausting, headlong race to get
here ahead of some dark mages—were ruined. Torn, stained and
filthy, he doubted if they would be salvageable at all, and they
certainly weren’t at the moment. He finally wrapped a towel around
himself and went off to find something suitable.

Only to find Jonas instead.

His old friend and mentor
was coming up the stairs bearing a coffeepot on a tray, the smell
alone being enough to make John’s borrowed mouth water. But it
wasn’t getting any closer. Because Jonas had stopped,
stared, and then looked quickly away with
what appeared to be a faint blush creeping up the old
cheekbones.

What the devil was the matter with the
man?

“Jonas?”

“John. Yes.” Jonas cleared
his throat. “Good morning. Did you sleep well, then?”

“Is it
morning?” John couldn’t tell. The usual rasp of beard announcing
the passage of time was absent, and it was still dark outside.

“More or less. I, er, I
was just going to start some breakfast.” The rheumy old eyes were
staring fixedly at a knot in the wood paneling lining the stairs,
why John didn’t know.

“What are you doing?” John
demanded.

“I, er, I was just
bringing you up some coffee.”

“I can see that. I meant,
why are you staring at the damned wall?”

“Oh.” Jonas’s eyes found
another knot they liked. “I was giving you time to cover
up.”

“I am covered!”

“Yes, well. But perhaps a
little higher, dear boy?”

John scowled at him, wondering what he was going on about. Before
looking down at the area where Jonas
determinedly wasn’t. Only to realize that he’d wrapped the towel
around his waist instead of . . . instead of . . . oh, damn it all
to hell!

He abruptly snatched the
towel up—too abruptly. Which caused it to fly open in the back,
slapping a sensitive region with cold air. John cursed some more,
which was not nearly as cathartic in Cassie’s sweeter tones, but
finally got things arranged again.

“All right, I’m decent.
Although if I had some damned clothes—”

“I left
them outside of your door, didn’t
you see?” Jonas asked, finally risking a peek. “Or perhaps it was
Cassie’s door. I thought you might have decided to share a room,
after all . . .”

“And why would you assume
that?”

Jonas just raised an eyebrow, but didn’t
answer, being too busy struggling the rest of the way upstairs with
the coffee.

As it turned out, he had
indeed placed suitable clothing—for a young woman, that is—on a
stool outside Cassie’s bedroom door. John
looked it over with a sneer on his face: khaki
capris and a flimsy yellow top. And
sandals, no less!

He needed to get her
something more suitable, and considering how much trouble
she regularly fell into, he needed to do
it soon. Steel toed boots and a war mage coat for starters, over
laced with as many spells as he could fit onto the thing. Or,
better yet, a damned tank!

But this would have to do
for now.

Only something appeared to be missing.

“Where is the bra?” he
asked, following Jonas inside the bedroom.

“What? Oh, I didn’t think
. . .” Jonas’s forehead wrinkled. “Perhaps you can reuse the one
from yesterday?”

“The one from yesterday is
filthy!”

“Well, there is a
washer/dryer, you know,” Jonas said pointedly, which is how John
ended up doing laundry.

It was morning, as it turned out, if a
very dark and blustery one. John drank his coffee and watched the
skies toss water at the window of the little laundry room, while
Cassie’s clothes from yesterday went round and round. It was oddly
cozy.

He was still in the towel,
but the laundry was behind the kitchen, in what had been the old
pantry, and Jonas had the stove going full blast. So, Cassie was
warm enough. But he had slipped on the sandals because the floor
was cold, and her feet were absurdly soft and
vulnerable.

Like the rest of her.

He shied away
from that thought, concentrating instead on the
scent of the rain mixing with the sweet-smelling detergent Jonas used and the buttery scent of
frying eggs drifting in from the next room. Jonas was puttering
about, talking to his damned demon possessed dog, and
whipping up a full English for breakfast. He
seemed content, drifting around the small
space, humming lightly to himself. There was no sign that he
recalled the incident from years before, when he’d rescued John
from his dangerous wallow in self-pity after the death of his
wife.

The death of his wife in
this very house, John realized, struck by the fact that he hadn’t
thought about that once since his arrival.

He usually avoided this
place like the plague, which was why he had sold it to Jonas after
the old man’s somewhat forced retirement. It had lain empty for
decades before that, gathering dust, because he hadn’t so much as
stepped foot in it. But it wasn’t easily unloaded, being a Circle
designated property, meaning that it had a magical issue associated
with it and couldn’t be sold to a non-magical human. It had
therefore moldered away quietly for decades.

And John . . . well, he had moldered
elsewhere.

He wasn’t sure how one was
supposed to get over the death of a spouse, especially when one had
had more than a little to do with that death. He only knew that
he’d never found it. Ruth’s memory had haunted him as surely as any
ghost, showing up reliably at any moment of peace or joy and
turning it to wormwood in his mouth, for what right did he have to
peace? To anything?

Coming back here had only
served to intensify those feelings, so he mostly hadn’t. Not even
when he’d signed the papers with Jonas, which had been done
electronically from half a world away. He’d assumed that being here
would prove as painful as ever.

It wasn’t.

The sun was behind the
rain clouds outside, yet the kitchen and little laundry space
glowed with warmth. The old dog was napping in front of the stove,
threatening to trip Jonas up every time he passed, determined that
he not miss his fair share of the sausage that had now joined the
eggs in perfuming the air. There was a new rug on the floor, bright
cherry red and cheerful; a new—to John anyway—set of gleaming
copper pans on the kitchen wall; and a very new sense of peace and
tranquility.

It was . . . disturbing.

Profoundly so, because he
could easily imagine Cassie living here. Imagine her bustling
around the next room, fixing God knew what kind of unhealthy dish
for their dinner. Imagine their dog—decidedly unpossessed—getting
in the way. Imagine children—

Stop it!

But his brain didn’t want
to stop it. His brain had fixated on this new idea, like said dog
with a bone. It populated the scene in
John’s mind with absurd touches, like frilly curtains and
overstuffed furniture, because she liked girly things, and a garden
blooming with flowers—yellow nasturtiums, her favorite—and
a—

No! I said
stop it!

John pushed off the
washer and went back upstairs, undergarments be
damned. He needed to get dressed, he needed to concentrate on the
problems at hand, he needed to get them out of this damned haunted
house! One not filled with visions of the past anymore, but with
even more disturbing ones of a future that was never going to be,
that never could be for any number of—

Gah!

His hand brushed her chest
as he jerked on the flimsy top that
Jonas had thought suitable. The capris
were all right, being thick and almost denim like. But the top . .
.

Damn it, was the
man trying to
kill him?

That wasn’t fair, John
knew, but he was having a difficult time with fairness just at the
moment. He was trying not to notice the way that a couple of puffy
nipples strained at the cloth, as if begging for the touch of his
hands. Or his mouth, he thought dizzily. He knew how they would
taste under his tongue—he ought to; he’d imagined it often
enough—soft and yielding but rapidly coming to a peak, getting harder, getting—

John let out a strangled
scream, and tore off the damned shirt. He just stood by the bed for
a moment, half naked, trembling and breathing hard, and wishing for the millionth time that his incubus was
an actual spirit, one he could exorcise and fight to the death! But
it wasn’t. No matter how much he liked to think of it as a separate
entity, one he could cut out of himself like a goddamned
tumor, it was part of
him.

A hated part.

Because he
couldn’t have this. Don’t you understand, he snarled at himself. You don’t get
this; you don’t get to feed, you don’t get to feel, you don’t get
anything. And you damned well know why!

Cassie wasn’t his, and she
wasn’t going to be. He was here to protect her, to counsel her, to
help her. Not to profit off her!

Everyone else
wanted that, all of them, even those who called
themselves her friends. And it wasn’t likely to change. That was the lot of a Pythia; she was by
definition the one whom people turned to who wanted help, who
needed defending, and Cassie had a heart bigger than all outdoors.
She would never turn anyone away.

But John would. He would
guard her from all dangers, and that included himself. He might not
be able to kill his incubus side, but he could damned well control
it. Tie it up and tamp it down, deep, deep, so fucking deep, that
it might as well be as dead as he wanted it to be!

And make sure that
it never got out.

After a few more moments,
his breathing evened out, his heart rate fell back into slow, even
beats, and the room stopped pulsing
vividly around him.

John Pritkin finally got dressed.
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Chapter Twelve






John awoke to a feeling of déjà vu; he didn’t know
why.

Then he figured out why,
when he was slung off a massive shoulder and onto something hard.
It was painful enough to make him wince, or maybe that was the
bucket of water that was thrown in his face a second later. A
bucket of very cold water.

He came up like surfacing
from the deep, shaking his head and spluttering, feeling like he
was drowning on dry land. Only to hear somebody say something in
Cantonese. Something that, judging by subsequent events, was
probably “hit him again.”

“I wouldn’t, if I were
you,” a second voice said.

Somebody hit him again.

John yelled at the second
shock of liquid cold, his eyes coming open and blowing wide.
Allowing him a perfect view of the fangs on the creature above him.
And on a half dozen more who were crowding
him round, who were holding him down, who were trying to keep
him—

From doing that, he
thought, jumping up with a yell and
blowing his shields outward like a bubble, slamming the vampires
against the sides of a narrow brick alley.

And then almost falling back on his ass,
when the world went swimmy.

“Told you not to wake him
that way.”

That time, John identified
the voice. It was that damned Zheng, the one who had carted him
here and dumped him on a bench, and who was now sitting on an
overturned bucket, yet managing to look like a king
on a throne. John scowled, and tried to look like he wasn’t bracing against the
wall.

“Where . . . the hell . .
. are we?” he panted.

Zheng gestured around. “What does it look
like?”

It looked like a bloody
alley. One plastered with vampires who, John realized, he hadn’t
bothered to release yet. He still didn’t because he didn’t know
what was going on, and because the nearest one was fighting with
the bubble of John’s shields. The others were splayed against the
rough bricks like fanged butterflies on a pin, but not this one.
His fists punched the air, his feet kicked and flailed, and his
mouth, despite being squashed almost flat, was nonetheless trying
to bite.

“That’s Kong,” Zheng said.
“I’d let him down if I were you. He’s, er, excitable.”

John did not see that as a
good reason to let him down. But the increasingly swimmy feeling in
his head was a different story. If he had to fight the bastard,
better now than when he was about to pass out—again.

Retracting his shields was
such a relief that he barely reacted when the creature hit the
ground, bounced up, and was in his face in less than a second. John
had the vague impression of the other vampires recovering with
substantially less fanfare, but the one half an inch away and
breathing like a bull in winter held most of his attention. The two
of them stayed like that for a long moment, until John got bored.
Along with tired, pained and generally over the bastard’s
shite!

“Do you want to go back up
again?” he inquired curiously, and Zheng said something sharply in
Cantonese.

It probably had to do with
the hand his creature was trying to thrust through John’s body, but
without success. Because John hadn’t dropped his shields. He had
simply drawn them back against his skin, thus greatly reducing the
power drain.

Leaving the vampire poking
at his abs as if in admiration.

Go without sex for a
century and you, too, can be ripped, John thought dryly, thinking
of the hours he’d spent at the gym. And then he shoved the idiot’s
hand away. “Sit down before I put you down.”

That did not appear to go
over well, judging by the flood of words being aimed at
Zheng.

“He say
you should die for all the vamps you kill,” the cutie pie on John’s
left bicep informed him, while filing her nails. “He say you
bastard and murderer and—” she paused, and waved the nail file at
Zheng. “What English for po
kai?”

Zheng shrugged. “Asshole?”

“Yes. He say you asshole
man.”

“It’s been said before,”
John rasped, and then he stopped dead.

So did the surrounding
group of vampires, and rather more convincingly, but John barely
noticed.

Something was wrong.

He could see his little
stowaway because one shoulder of his sweatshirt was missing, along
with most of the sleeve. The cuff still clung to his wrist, but it
was black and crumbly, as if it had been grazed by a passing spell.
One that must have hit him after his shields had failed.

Yet the underlying skin was fine.

A narrow, dirty window was
the only reflective surface around, but it was enough. John strode
across the alley and shoved his face into it, searching his
appearance through dust and dirt and a spray of dried mud, the
latter of which was fast turning liquid again as rain began pelting
down. But he could nonetheless see his reflection staring back at
him, his very whole and uninjured reflection, despite the blood
still smeared about.

The fearsome injury Zheng
had given him, which had swollen his jaw to the point that it had
made speech difficult and had turned his nose into a cauliflower,
was simply gone. The cut above his right eye, which had probably
come from the bastard’s ring, and which had been cascading blood
down his face with the enthusiasm of all head wounds, was a faint
pink mark. And his busted lip, which had made him feel like a
society matron with one too many fillers, was back to its usual,
humorless line.

And it wasn’t just his
face. His muscles now moved freely, with barely a twinge, whereas
he should have been hobbling about like a pensioner. And although
his head was still a bit light, that was likely due to the
abruptness of his awakening rather than to blood loss, because his
breathing wasn’t labored and he felt strong and healthy.

What have you done? he
thought, shock eating its way
through his system. What have you done?

There was no answer from
the thing inside him, not that he needed one. Not with
the memory of the
body swap still fresh in his mind, along with the
emotion it had triggered. Emotion that he’d been unable to repress,
no matter how hard he’d tried. Emotion that, even in memory, had
allowed his demon to tap into Cassie’s power through the conduit
between them, which had never been closed after Wales.

And steal a feed that John
didn’t want and she couldn’t
afford!

“Did you
kill her?” he yelled, staring at the sky because he had no way to
look inward. “Goddamnit, did you
kill her?”

“Er,”
Zheng said, as John waited for a reply, for information,
for anything.

Nothing came.

His heart lurched, to the
point that he thought he might pass out again. He grabbed hold of
the dirty bricks beside him, digging his fingers into the stone,
trying to ground himself. Because, for a moment, he didn’t know
where he was: a rainy alley smelling of kimchi and wood smoke, or
a darkened bedroom in a farmhouse outside
Stratford, clutching a dead woman in his arms.

Someone was saying
something, but he couldn’t understand,
didn’t care. This couldn’t be happening
again. It couldn’t!

But the power singing in his veins said
otherwise.

And it wasn’t because
his demon had used its own power to
heal him. The way his strange, hybrid body
worked, his demon could amass power but only John could decide when
or if to use it. So, this hadn’t come from his creature.

Which left only the one possibility.

He turned from staring
upwards to pummeling the hell out of the brick wall beside him,
because he couldn’t pummel the thing he so despised. And because it
was either that or lose his goddamned mind! His hand was shielded,
and the wall was relatively soft and crumbly. But it was the sheer,
overwhelming rage ripping through him that allowed him to literally
punch his way through the side of a building.

And to keep on doing it, driving into the
brick, feeling it give way like broken bones, over and over and
over and over—

“Did you
kill her? Did you kill her? Goddamnit, tell me you didn’t fucking kill—”

His fist was caught by a giant-sized
hand.

He was about to
protest—memorably—when he came back to himself a little. Enough to
notice the circle of staring vampires, the tiny old woman with a
bun and a broom, peering out of the wreckage of what John belatedly
realized was her home, and the massive vamp with a crease
between his eyes holding him back. John stared at Zheng, but it all seemed unreal,
irrelevant.

Everything did, next to
the thought of what he might have just done to Cassie.

And was still doing, he
realized, as he felt another tiny surge of power pulse through the
bond. The last fucking one, he thought savagely, shutting down the
connection so abruptly that it staggered him, and then severing the
link. He immediately felt the loss: isolation where there had been
companionship, cold where there had been warmth . . .

Warmth. His desperate mind
snatched at the thought like a drowning man grasping a life line.
She had felt warm.

Perhaps he hadn’t killed her, after all.

For some reason, that
thought hit him even harder than the
first, sending him stumbling back against what remained of the
wall. Because he knew exactly
what that felt like. The horror of what he had
done to his wife had warred with the strength and vitality surging
through him that night, leaving
him feeling physically perfect for
days afterward, almost like a teenager
again.

And allowing him to experience the mental
anguish of what he’d done with vivid clarity.

This . . . was not the same. He felt healed,
but like a battery that had run down and needed recharging. As if
his demon had taken enough life energy to sustain him, but had been
stopped before it could finish the job.

But there was only
one way to know for certain.

He caught sight of a phone
in Kong’s back pocket and went for it, but the damned creature
moved too fast.

“Give it to
me!”

“Go to hell!”

“Which one?”

“Okay, let’s slow this
down,” Zheng said, right before being clobbered by battle granny
with the broom.

He sighed. Took the broom
away. Waved progressively larger sums of cash in front of the
wizened old face until she finally grabbed it and went back inside,
muttering across her newly cut threshold.

Then he turned his
attention to John, who by then had acquired
Kong’s phone.

“How did you do that?”
Zheng asked, confused, probably because he still had John’s left
hand imprisoned in his fist.

John didn’t answer, being
too busy trying to place a call. He was frantic to check on Cassie,
but the damned phone didn’t work. “What’s wrong with it?” he
demanded, but the owner did not appear cooperative.

Perhaps because he was still levitating
upside down, courtesy of the shake down spell John had cast.

It was usually used to
frisk subjects who might have lethal traps hidden about their
persons, or who were merely too combative to be bothered with. That
last described Kong perfectly, who was swearing up a storm whilst the spell shook him vigorously up and down, despite the fact that it
had already cleaned him out, raining change, a wallet, several
guns, and a wicked looking chopper—a large
machete-like knife popular with the triads—onto the ground. Along
with the phone that John thrust in his
face.

“Unlock it!”

Kong said something that did not sound
helpful.

“He say it already
unlocked,” the temple dancer informed John. “He also say he going
to gut you when you let him down.”

John immediately let him down.

Zheng sighed some more,
and grabbed his vampire before he could attempt to make good on his
promise. And kept hold of John, so he couldn’t do likewise. He said
something to Kong, which did not appear to help, then to several of
his other servants, who moved forward to restrain the obviously
livid vamp. Zheng finally let go of John’s hand, but only so he
could take his arm.

“Walk with me.”

“Let go of me! I have
to—”

“None of
the phones will work.”

“Won’t work? Why?”
he looked at the useless block of metal in
his hand. “What are you—”

“I’m about to show
you.”
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Chapter Thirteen






The vamp led him down the alley to where it let out onto a
wider street. From the shadow of some kind of flowering vine, John
could see part of an area of shops and cafes that ran down a slight
hill. It should have been an attractive spot, on the cusp between
the Japanese and Korean areas of the city, where enclaves of
immigrants had created a colorful mishmash of styles: upturned
roofs of red and yellow tiles, windows decorated with big-eyed
anime figures, and a tiny bibimbap
hole-in-the-wall that competed for customers with
a squid-on-a-stick cart parked cheekily outside. It was the kind of
place where you could easily spend an afternoon shopping, eating
and exploring the city.

But not today. Today,
chaos reigned. And rained, because the torrent was now pounding
down hard enough to turn the small, cobblestone street into a river
and to send items spinning away from makeshift storage facilities
overhead.

In the skies above,
lightning flashed in brilliant bursts, strobing the landscape.
Clouds gathered so thick and dark that they turned afternoon into a
decent approximation of night. And the wind howled with gusts that
threatened to pick up the squid cart and throw it down the hill,
adding fuel to the fire that was already consuming a
building.

It didn’t succeed, but it
did grab a string of orange-red paper lanterns, sending them
spiraling upward like an
out of control kite.

Yet it wasn’t the landscape that drew John’s
eye.

“The hell?”

“What’s the matter?” Zheng
asked. “Did you think you got them all?”

John didn’t answer. He was
too busy staring down the street, to the point where it crossed a
large avenue. And where the battle in the sky was being reflected
in the brilliant bolts of energy sizzling
between triad members and corpsmen. Hundreds of them.

“You told the tong they’re
enthralled,” Zheng said. “Was it true?”

“Of
course, it’s true!” John snapped, feeling the
tromp, tromp, tromp of
all those boots in his skin. “The Corps doesn’t go around attacking civilian cities!”

“Well, they’re attacking
this one. The tong had reports that they’ve spread out to every
quarter. Question is, what are you going
to do about it?”

John stopped staring down
the street long enough to stare at the big vampire. “What am
I going to
do?”

“You’re a war
mage.”

“And you’re a senator! You
must have resources—”

“Yeah, six of them,” Zheng
hiked a thumb back at his men. “And not my best fighters. I brought
investigators—”

“For what?”

“Not for this.” It was
grim. “I’m here chasing a murderer.”

“A murderer?”

“It’s a long story. Lord
Cheung—my old master—lost some vamps in a
basement in New York, to some weird ass
bullets—”

“Bullets that can kill a
vampire?” John frowned. He’d never heard of such a
thing.

Zheng scowled, as if he hadn’t intended to
mention that. “Doesn’t matter. Anyway, some of the clues led here,
so I took a handful of guys to check it out—”

“You did? Shouldn’t that have been Lord Cheung’s job, if they were
his vamps?”

“He didn’t have anything
to do with this!”

John raised an eyebrow.

He’d never said that he did.

Zheng glowered at him. “Point is, I didn’t
know I was stepping into a warzone! I don’t have the men to deal
with this—”

A stray spell from the
battle shattered a nearby shop window, sending flames leaping up
the side of the building. And causing several dozen windchimes
inside to toll like funeral bells. How appropriate, John thought,
and threw a shield over the end of the alley.

“—and
wouldn’t have, even if my whole family was here,” the big vamp
continued. “What am I supposed to do about
that?”

He gestured at the now
merrily burning street, but John didn’t immediately respond.
Because Zheng was wrong—he hadn’t thought he’d rescued everyone.
He’d seen too many men he didn’t recognize to believe that the
Vegas branch was the only one compromised. But this . .
.

He hadn’t expected this.

“Call in your senate,” he
rasped, despite hating every word. But there was no other choice.
“Vampires seem immune to whatever spell is being used. We can use
them to round up the Corps—”

“Round
them up?” Zheng raised a single eyebrow in a manner that reminded
John uncomfortably of another senator he knew. “How exactly do you
expect us to round them up? They’re war mages.”

“The same way the triads
did! Drain them enough to knock them out until we can determine
what’s wrong—”

“Yeah,” big arms crossed
over an even bigger chest. “Problem is, while you’re doing that,
they aren’t just standing around waiting for you to finish. They’re
actively trying to kill you—”

“—which won’t take long. The
Lord Protector probably has every researcher in the Corps
working on this—”

“—and they’re very good at
killing you—”

“Damn it, man! We have to
buy him time!"

“To do
what?” Zheng demanded. “By the time they come up with anything, you
bastards will have burnt down half
the city! It took the combined power of three triads to subdue a
few hundred of you, and they only managed it because
the mages were punch drunk when they first
stepped through those portals. They’re like goddamned
tanks—"

“Which is why we need your
senate!”

“My senate is on the other
side of the planet!”

John had his mouth open
for a comment, but at that he shut it again. “What?”

Zheng nodded. “I’m on the North American
Vampire Senate.”

“Since when?” John thought
he knew all those bastards.

“Since about a month ago.
They had an opening and I ‘applied.’” He grimaced. “I’m beginning
to think that may not have been my best move.”

Yeah, John thought.
Titles sounded impressive until you
realized the responsibility and danger that often went with them.
He’d faced that fact many times since joining the Corps, only
most of those times, he hadn’t cared. Live
or die; it hadn’t seemed to matter much.

It did now.

It did not improve his
mood that it would be exactly like the universe to let him live
when he wanted to die, and then to switch that around later
on.

Exactly
like, he thought, as light began to splash the
alleyway.

John turned his head to
see a vampire running toward them from the direction they’d come
and carrying a crate. It appeared to be one of the old-fashioned
wooden kind, the sort vegetables used to come in, from what he
could see. Which wasn’t much because it was on fire.

“What the hell?” Zheng
said, rearing back.

The vamp carrying it just screamed in
reply.

“Put it down, you
idiot!”

The vamp did not put it
down. John wasn’t sure the creature could think that clearly, over
what appeared to be abject terror. Zheng
swore and kicked the crate with a boot, sending the contents
scattering all over the ground. And his vamp screaming and running
into a wall.

Whereupon he got up, screamed some more, and
. . . did it again.

These are my allies, John
thought blankly.

These are my only allies.

My God, he was fucked.

“Calm down!” Zheng said,
grabbing his hysterical vampire. He must have put a little too much
power behind the command, because the vamp immediately collapsed
and had to be rescued again, having ended up too close to one of
the . . . burning . . . items . . .

Damn it!

John expended power he
couldn’t spare to put out the flames that
were snapping around a pile of
leather, and then turned on Zheng. The big
vamp was propping his sad excuse for a servant against the wall,
making sure that he was out of the danger zone, only to turn
around and find himself in another one
with John. Who was holding up what looked suspiciously like a war
mage coat.

“What
is this?”

The eyebrow went back to
work. “Consider it a gift, like your life. You’re welcome, by the way.”

“You saved me to help you
figure out what is going on and avoid a war with
the Circle. I hardly owe you thanks for that! And
where did you get this?”

Zheng sighed. “You’re
almost immediately unlikeable, did you know that?”

“Where?”

“Cool your jets. We
grabbed it from the pile the tong took off your men, before we
fled. Along with the other stuff.”

“What other
stuff?”

Zheng gestured at the
half-burned box and the items it had
contained, which were now lying all over the ground,
some still smoking. John put them out, too—with
the coat this time, which was fireproof—and examined the remains. There wasn’t much.

Some melted potion bombs,
now black and bubbling, were seeping into gaps between the stones.
A raft of cracked and empty potion bottles sparkled in the
firelight, the remains of their contents occasionally sparking and
turning the flames unusual colors. And some throwing stars, with
enough of the enchantment left to spasm against the road like
Mexican jumping beans, hopped around what had to be an entire
store’s worth of guns.

The latter were useless,
with charred stocks and bent frames, but would have been so anyway
in comparison to the magic that had been left behind. John’s hand
clenched at the thought of what had been passed over, all the next
level magical items an army of war mages must have been
carrying. But the guns had been taken instead
because they were all the vampires understood!

It was so infuriating
that, for a moment, he just stood there, trembling. At least he
wouldn’t have difficultly warding off the damned
enthrallment spell, he thought grimly. It
seemed to have problems pushing past fury, and the way he felt
right now, he was probably safe for days.

He got himself under
control after a moment and sorted through the rest of the detritus.
But the only usable items were the coat
itself, which John pulled on despite it being too small for
his frame, and a couple of personal spell
bombs that had been preserved inside a warded pouch. They weren’t
from a retailer, but rather something their former owner had
made up for himself. John rubbed the
blue-black, slightly crumbly surface of one to release the scent,
and immediately went swimmy headed again.

Knock out bombs. Useless
against the vampires this city was
infested with, but which might be of help
against humans. He shoved them in a pocket.

And felt something else brush against his
hand.

He pulled out a long,
smooth, slightly bumpy piece of wood that had been protected from
the blaze by the spells woven into the
coat. Holly, John’s brain identified automatically, Odin’s wood.
Said to be the tree his spear had been made from. A powerful wood
that made a powerful weapon, and a challenging one to control . .
.

John’s fist closed around it.

He looked up to find Zheng
watching him.

“Is this it?” John
demanded.

“I beg your
pardon?”

“There were several
hundred mages back there! Is this all you took?”

Kong, who had shown up
with the other vamps in response to his
friend’s screams, suddenly lunged for John, but the others held him
back.

“Yeah,” Zheng said
heavily. “Don’t know why we couldn’t have managed a leisurely
shopping trip. You’re lucky we got anything at all.”

Not that lucky, John
thought, feeling naked without his equipment, not to mention
vulnerable. Which is what he damned well was! War mages carried an
arsenal of magic with them to compensate in a fight if theirs ran
out.

So much for that idea.

“You said you’re on the
North American Senate?” he asked Zheng, to make sure he’d heard
right.

“Yeah?”

“Then where the hell’s the
Chinese?”

“China?”

John was beginning to
wonder if he’d hit his head one too many times. “Then
call them?”

Zheng rolled his eyes.
“Already tried. You need special phones to
call out from here, unless you’re near a portal. And now that those
are closed, too—”

“What do you mean, closed?
There are five major portals out of here, and that’s just the
authorized ones!”

“And
they’re all shut down,” Zheng said
patiently. “And no, I don’t know why.
Nobody seems to know what the hell’s going
on. We were trying to get you out so you could vouch for what
happened here, but we ran into a mass of
confused people trying to do the same
thing. Only to be told that the gates are out of commission and
nobody knows when they’re going back
up.”

John stared at him some
more. “Are you trying to tell me that we’re trapped?”

“With a
bunch of murderous war mages on a rampage, yeah. And if we can’t
get out, nobody can get in to help us. Which means a whole lot of people are going to die unless
you figure out a way to stop this.”

I’ll get right on that,
John thought, looking down at his blood splattered sweats, filthy
trainers and nonexistent weapons. But then he looked back
up at the vampire, who was waiting with a strange
expression on his face, half jaded cynicism, half hopeful
expectancy. It didn’t look like he thought any more of mages than
the tong did, but John was all he had.

And vice versa, John thought, facing up to
reality.

“All right,” he told Zheng
harshly. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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Chapter Fourteen






The whole neighborhood was burning,
John realized, gazing around the city from the roof of a house just
off the main road. Overhead, the boiling green and black clouds
were laced with lightning. On John’s level, it looked like some of
the surrounding houses had been on fire
for a while, because the roofs were starting to collapse and erupt
in flames that spewed toward the heavens. And below were what
looked like leather rivers, flowing through the streets and
lighting up the night with their own type of fire.

Because he’d been wrong:
there weren’t hundreds of mages down
there.

There were thousands.

How the hell was he supposed to stop
this?

The answer, of course, was
that he wasn’t. Not by targeting corpsmen, at least. That would get him killed in his current state, and
even if he could somehow break through the enthrallment on a few of
them, what difference would it make?

No, he needed to find out
who was behind this and target them. A spell did not long survive
the death of the caster, including enthrallment spells. And if
there was one thing John was good at, it was killing
things.

But for that he needed to know who to
kill!

The current plan was for
him to apply a Return to Sender hex and a
tracking charm to one of the war mages. The hex
should cause him to break off whatever he
was doing and head back to the originator of the enthrallment,
while the charm should ensure that they didn’t lose him in the
chaos of the city. It was a common tactic for dealing with
enchanted suspects, which is one reason such charms were standard
war mage equipment.

Unfortunately, John didn’t have his
equipment.

That was a problem for
more than one reason, because the enthralled mage had to remain
functional in order to lead them back to the source of all this.
That deprived the vamps of their favorite way of dealing with
wayward humans, and neither the spell nor
the tracker could be applied through shields. Meaning that his
little group had to trap a war mage, get his shields down, hope he
had the right charms in his equipment, and
apply one to his body, all while leaving him in decent shape and
not getting killed themselves.

Which was a little hard to
imagine without weapons!

“We have weapons,” Zheng
said, in reply to John’s muttering. They were lying side by side
against the roofline of the house in order
to peer over without drawing attention. The big vampire seemed to
have decided that this made the perfect opportunity to
continue their argument.

It had moved from ordering
John to fix this, to trying to micromanage how he did it, including
offering advice about human weapons, most
of which they didn’t have and none of which would have helped
anyway!

“There’s some shops around
here we could raid,” Zheng added when John didn’t answer, because
ignoring a master vamp was apparently not allowed. “Although what
me and the boys are carrying is really—”

“Useless,” John said
shortly.

“I beg to differ,” The
vamp pulled a .357 magnum out from under his arm. It was obviously
a custom job, with intricate engraving on the frame, a slide
polished to a mirror shine, and an ironwood grip. It came complete
with a monogrammed snake skin holster. John tried not to
sneer.

He must not have done a
very good job.

“What?” Zheng
demanded.

“It’s very . . .
pretty.”

The big vampire blinked.
“You did not just diss my gun.”

“That’s not a gun, unless
you’re going up against non-magical humans, in which case I have to
wonder why you’d bother.”

“Then what would you call
it?”

“Jewelry.”

Zheng glared at him. “I
had this special made!”

“To impress your friends
and to look good. A single spell would melt it back into a lump of
steel—oh, forgive me, titanium.”

The sneer became more pronounced.

Zheng glared some more but
he put his toy away.

“Can’t you just throw a
spell on one of these bastards and call it a day?” he
demanded.

“War mages in the field
vary their shield’s resonance constantly. Spells slough off in
seconds. Not to mention that we have to touch skin in order to
place the charm—”

“You can’t do a spell for
that, too?” It was Zheng’s turn to sneer. “Some of my mages
can.”

John didn’t bother to
comment on the skill set of his mages, which probably matched his
gun—flashy but ineffective. But he did
answer the question because he wanted the creature to
shut up. “Layering
spells is tricky, especially with this much magic floating around.
The Return to Sender has to be strong, to override the strength of
the compulsion. Putting a tracker on top of that risks it fritzing
out, meaning that if we lose him—”

“My boys
aren’t gonna lose him.”

“—then we’re out of luck.
Not to mention that we still need his shields down for the
hex!”

Zheng scowled, but didn’t
say anything else. Maybe because, like
John, he wanted to get this over with. John stared down at the
little alley again and tried to concentrate.

It wasn’t easy. The
street behind him looked like a
Leni Riefenstahl film, all rain slick leather, eerie lighting, and tramping
boots. While in front of him was a bare stretch of cobblestones
that seemed to be mocking him, and in his fist was a twig that
wasn’t doing a damned thing because this was Earth, not Faerie, and
fey magic didn’t sing here!

But the covens’ did, he
reminded himself. The bastardized version of fey magic they used
was dangerous, glomming onto the wild magic of Earth and bending
it—hopefully—to their will. The plus side was that it didn’t
require much of your own power, just enough to serve as a lure,
which was perfect since that was all he had left. The down side was
that, unlike in real fishing, if the lure was taken by too
big of a fish, you didn’t just lose your
equipment, you lost the hand that was holding it.

And possibly more, John
thought, glancing up at the angry
sky.

Zheng sighed. “Are you sure—”

“Shut up!” John hissed,
and waggled the damned twig about some more, a little more
forcefully this time.

And felt something
tug back.

“What?” Zheng said,
glancing around, as all of the hair on John’s arms stood at
attention.

All right, he thought, concentrating. All
right. You caught something. Now just . . . reel it in.

How? The more logical part
of his brain asked, and he felt the tug lessen.

Stop it! Stop it! Don’t
think. Feel.

Coven magic was intuitive,
riding emotion more than logic, and instinct more than reason. It
was why most of the Circle didn’t use it, and couldn’t learn it.
They wanted rules, guidelines, bullet points. But coven magic
didn’t work that way. John couldn’t have said exactly how it did
work, because then he’d have to think about it and he couldn’t
think about it. He just knew . . . that if you opened up . . . and
invited it . . . seduced it . . . enticed it . . . in, that
sometimes . . .

It came.

“What
is that?”
Zheng said, jerking, when what looked for all the world like a tiny
white fairy appeared on the end of John’s twig.

It wasn’t, of course. But
the electric sprite that jumped and danced and flickered sometimes
gave that appearance. He stared at, mesmerized, turning it slowly
around and splashing the vampire’s face with leaping shadows. He
could almost see it, the miniscule face,
the fluttering wings, the—

The way it was growing
bigger.

“—do something, you crazy
bastard!” Zheng said, his voice a little high, and John realized
that half the wand was now engulfed in pale flames. Not hot, and
not consuming the wood, because it wasn’t fire. But John didn’t
think it would be a good idea to let it touch his skin.

He flicked it instead,
using the springiness of the wood to send the fiery mass flying
down into the alley, where it hit the
ground and spidered across the stones—but
not for long. Because with it had gone the
tiny seed of his own magic he’d used as bait. The latter being
imprinted with an idea but no substance.

It quickly found substance.

The little alley was
slightly lower than the surrounding streets, and had therefore
gathered not only its own share of rain,
but the runoff from both directions. It had gone from damp to
flooded, with the picturesque cobblestones completely
submerged at this point. Giving his spell
plenty of his favorite element to work with as the wild magic fell
into line.

And brought a new
creature into existence.

A moment later, John was
watching a colorless body slowly emerge onto the road, feet first.
It looked like a glass vase filling up
with water, if the vase was the size and shape of a man. And was
able to flex its feet and move the hand-like protrusions that had
now materialized at waist height even before the rest of it filled
in.

The rainstorm had given
John the idea, but he hadn’t been sure it would work. It seemed to
be working. Because, within minutes, five more manlikans shuffled
and shifted below, the rain drops plinking onto their almost
transparent bodies like ripples in a pond.

That shouldn’t have been
the case; a proper manlikan’s “skin”—the magical ward containing
its element—was tough and resilient, to
the point that water would bead and run off.

These were not proper manlikans.

The first ones looked
better, but by the end of the half dozen John had made, his spell
had weakened and its precision had gone to
hell. The later versions were considerably less Adonis-like as a
result, with comically overlarge feet and alien-looking heads
with only slits for eyes. But they still
packed a punch.

More importantly, they could absorb one.

John had left them
somewhat permeable, so they could heal
damage by absorbing more water. They would continue to do so until
the rain let up—which according to Zheng wasn’t likely since a
typhoon was headed for Hong Kong—or until the magic wore off. And
hopefully, by then, he would have a solution to this
mess.

“That . . . is some fucked
up shit,” Zheng said, staring at the nearest of John’s creations.
It was the last, and John should probably have quit while he was
ahead.

It was short, stout and
stubby limbed, looking vaguely like the Pillsbury Dough Boy if the
advertising icon was made out of water. It turned its round, mostly
featureless face up to John, awaiting instructions, and he felt the
big vampire beside him shudder. Zheng seemed to find the creatures
disturbing, John didn’t know why.

They were running with the
red and yellow neon of some signs down the road, as if an artist
had dragged a glowing paintbrush over them, and they occasionally
flashed with reflected bursts of lightning from overhead. Other
than that, they mostly showed a distorted version of the bricks
behind them, or the vaguely horrified faces of the vampires at
either end of the alley awaiting the signal to begin. John found it
odd that creatures who didn’t so much as
flinch at seeing a man literally ripped in two had a problem with
his little helpers.

“They’re just water in a
warded skin,” he told Zheng. “Like water balloons with
legs.”

“Uh huh.” The big vampire
didn’t look convinced.

Maybe because the features
on the doughboy—a gaping cavern for a mouth, a couple of vague
indentations for eyes and a blob for a nose—had not fixed into
position properly, causing them to drift about the face. The
“mouth” was currently on the forehead, with the eyes roughly where
the chin should be, giving it a strange, upside down effect.
Meanwhile, there were no ears in evidence at all, until one came
floating around the side of the head and bumped gently into the
“nose”.

“Fucked up shit,” Zheng
whispered again, and John decided that the creature would
do.

He jumped down into what was fast becoming a
river and splashed over to his little army.

“Protect,” he instructed,
pointing at himself, because manlikans were not exactly genius
level.

They were used primarily
as beasts of burden in Faerie, to carry a warrior’s tent or extra
weapons, or for target practice. They could also be
used like puppets, allowing a warrior to see
through their eyes, and to go places his body couldn’t reach. But
John had no way to control six at once, so
they were on autopilot, which limited them to very basic
commands.

Hopefully that would be enough.

He gave the
signal.

And, to their credit,
Zheng’s boys didn’t waste any time. They sprang into action, using
vampire swiftness to grab a war mage off
the street at each end of the alley. It
was done in the blink of an eye, so quickly that the men probably
didn’t realize what had happened, leaving the two of them confused
and slightly disoriented when John’s twin spells hit.

He slammed back into a
recessed doorway, his protectors piled in
front of him, as soon as the magic left his fingertips. The alley
was dark, the recess even more so, and the transparent manlikans
didn’t draw the eye. Unlike a couple of pissed off war
mages.

Who immediately targeted each other instead
of John.

What followed was a
furious battle that John couldn’t see very well, since the mages
weren’t close enough and he was looking at it through his watery
protection. All he saw were smears of color and explosions of
brick, but he could feel it. And so could his
protectors.

The amount of magic being
thrown around was enough to cause the water in the outermost
manlikan to begin to boil, making it look like a ghost wreathed in
the veils of steam escaping through its pores. A progressively
smaller ghost, since it was losing water
faster than it could replace it. John couldn’t help it, however,
not without drawing attention to himself, not even when a second
manlikan was taken out by a ricochet,
exploding in a wash of hot liquid, some of which hit him over the
heads of his defenders.

Shit! Trust him to get one
of the maybe five percent of mages with fey blood. Manlikans were
resistant to human magic, but their own would take them out fast
enough. He pulled the rest back as far he could, further out of the
line of fire, which was not a fun sensation.

Wobbles, he thought darkly.

And then the mages came
into view.

Mage number one was a
sandy haired blond with a battle-scarred golem close behind him.
Its clay surface was pitted with what looked like acid burns, there
was an ugly slash mark across its chest, and its nose was missing
entirely. Its master could have repaired the damage or built it a
new body altogether, but he hadn’t bothered, perhaps because he
hadn’t even bothered to help himself.

His long, leather coat was
tattered along the bottom, which since they were self-healing,
meant that the spell was fraying, too. His boots were scuffed and
old, bandoliers of ancient potion bottles crisscrossed his chest,
and a ratty old bandanna hung around his throat, which looked like
it hadn’t been washed in years. He reminded John of an old west
gunslinger. Not a Hollywood pretty boy with a perfect smile and
hand tooled accessories, but the real deal: middle aged, cynical,
and battle worn, the sort of man who didn’t bother to repair his
coat’s spell because nothing was ever going to touch it
anyway.

Because his shields were
like solid steel.

No, John thought grimly.
Not that one, especially not with the damned golem acting as back
up. For his plan to work, he needed those
shields down but with the mage still functional. That man’s shields
would only fall when his heart stopped beating.

The other one, he decided,
even before turning around. No matter who it was, he had to be
better than Wyatt Earp over there. Preferably some fresh-faced kid
with crap shields that were already buckling under the—

The other mage was Caleb.
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Chapter Fifteen






For a moment, John wondered if the distortion effect of all
that water was playing tricks on his eyes. But no. There was the
same powerful build, the same guarded expression, and the same
clothes—black jeans and a maroon button up—that Caleb had had on
back in Vegas.

The figure John had
previously seen welded to the street, on the other hand, had been
wearing the typical long coat that war mages used to conceal their
weaponry. John could still see the bits of burnt leather in his
mind, curled up on the strong back. But Caleb hadn’t had a coat on,
had he? Before the world went to hell, he’d been doing paperwork in
a warehouse with lousy air conditioning!

So, a doppelganger had
died and Caleb had survived. John felt a surge of relief so strong
that he actually took a step forward before stopping himself,
remembering that his friend was not his friend right now. And that
tripping merrily into the midst of a duel was not a smart
move.

Unfortunately, manlikans are not smart.

Specifically, the doughboy
wasn’t, and it had gotten the wrong idea
from John’s abortive movement. It did a toddler-like run on its
stubby legs out into the street, and then paused, as if wondering
why John wasn’t following. And before John
could call it back, it was hit with one of the spells flying about,
an amber hued bolt that it absorbed through its porous
skin, and that turned it
a bright, glowing orange.

Among other things, John thought,
staring.

He didn’t know what the
spell had been designed to do originally—judging by the color, it
was something offensive to hammer at Caleb’s shields—but it wasn’t
doing that now. Instead, human magic was mixing with fey in the
belly of the beast John had created. But instead of flaming out as
he would have expected, or bursting the manlikan from the inside if
it was powerful enough, it was doing . . . that.

“What the hell is that?”
he saw Zheng mouth from the rooftop.

John had no idea.

The best he could tell,
the two types of magic were warring, chasing each other around and
around inside the pudgy form and bloating it more with each pass.
But instead of tearing, the crappy ward serving as the creature’s
skin stretched and elongated, and then stretched some more. In
seconds, it was maybe six times the size of a man, as if the
doughboy had been allowed to rise overnight.

And to fill the narrow alley with its pudgy
“flesh.”

The duel
abruptly stopped, possibly because the two
combatants could barely see each other anymore. Or possibly because
everybody else could. John saw Zheng suddenly gesturing
wildly from the roofline, along with a couple of
his men. The rest were still at either end of the alley, as John
saw when he poked his head slightly beyond the doorframe. But a
second later they were flying back, they were scrambling up the
sides of buildings, they were getting out of the way.

Because two huge streams
of war mages were breaking off the crowd and following swiftly
behind them.

For a second, John just
stared. The corpsmen had been so single
minded a moment ago that it had almost looked like they couldn’t
see anything around them. Unless it became a target by trying to
get in their way, that is. But now . . .

Yes, we definitely have their attention now,
John thought, as they started throwing everything they had at the
glowing orange doughboy.

And at the men with
weakened shields standing in front of it.

The cowboy was all right,
being tackled to the ground by his golem,
and having better shields anyway. But Caleb was another story. The
idea had been to get his shields weak enough that John could finish
the job, whilst the manlikans distracted the other mage. It hadn’t
been to kill him! But that was what was
about to happen—any second now.

John swore savagely and pointed at Caleb.
“Protect!”

The manlikans moved
immediately to obey, except for the one John held back because his
current shields were shit. Only his creatures didn’t bother trying
to go around the doughboy as John would have. They went
through it instead,
walking straight into the massive creature, their skins merging
with it like smaller streams flowing into a river.

John could see them resume
their own, distinct shapes once inside, the color difference making
them discernable from the surrounding orange “flesh” as they moved
quickly toward their goal.

They didn’t reach it.

Because someone else had
heard the command, too.

And god damn it, John thought, fighting to
get out of his orange prison before the doughboy killed Caleb all
by himself!

He wasn’t trying to. He
was trying to do what he’d been told and protect the tiny war mage.
And, like the golem, take him to ground.

Which he accomplished by the simple method
of rolling on top of him.

John abruptly stopped
fighting and stared through the translucent flesh at the dome of
air that had been preserved inside Caleb’s shields—the same ones
that were keeping back who knew how much weight. Considering how
quickly they were contracting, pulling back toward his body as they
lost power, it was probably a lot. His damned creation was going to
crush the life out of his friend, any damned second if John didn’t
do something!

And with spell fire concentrated on his
location from both sides, there was only one option.

“Attack!” he yelled,
pointing in both directions.

And suddenly, it was a
whole new ballgame. The two and a half normal manlikans
remaining—because one was down to child size after losing so much
water—burst out of the massive doughboy, running headlong at the
mages converging on the right. Whereas the great
orange one rolled further down the alley, off of
Caleb and toward the corpsmen on the left, forcing them to
momentarily retreat to avoid being crushed.

And leaving a battered mage behind, under an
eggshell thin shield that popped a second later.

Caleb was still deadly, of
course, shield or no shield—a fact that many a foe had forgotten to
his cost. John didn’t forget, and stayed behind his last protector
while he threw both knock out bombs. He would have liked to have
reserved one, but Caleb was rated high at spell resistance and John
wasn’t taking any chances.

The bombs exploded when
they hit the stones beside his friend, who had just jumped back to
his feet. And who just as quickly crumpled onto the road again, out
cold in the middle of a cloud of dark blue smoke. John breathed a
sigh of relief, and ended up choking and gagging on a tendril of
the overflow.

He spat it out and sent some wind to
disperse the smoke, just as Zheng appeared at his elbow.

“Was this the plan?” he
breathed, staring at the battle raging on either side of
them.

“Does this look like the
plan?” John snarled, running over and kneeling by his
friend.

“Then let’s get out of
here! We’ll take him upstairs,” Zheng jerked his head toward the
rooftops, “and do it there—”

“Can’t.”

“Why the hell
not?”

“Because I don’t know how
the mages are being monitored!” John snapped, grabbing the arm
Zheng had started to put around Caleb. “Any unusual movements, like
climbing a damned building whilst unconscious, could tip off
whoever is behind this! We do it here.”

“Then hurry the hell
up!”

John couldn’t argue with
that. But frisking his friend wasn’t going so well. Caleb was
armed, of course, because war mages are always armed, even sitting
in an office eating shortbread. What John didn’t know was
whether—

Yes!

His hand closed over a
small pack attached to the back of Caleb’s belt, which held
emergency supplies. It was redundant—Caleb carried the same sort of things on the potion
belt he usually had draped around his hips and in his coat. Both of
those items were missing today, but the
backup was in place. Because war mage training teaches that
paranoia is a virtue.

Which it is, John thought, fumbling the
little case open, and removing a small item.

It damned well is!

“Hurry up!” Zheng said
again, glancing back and forth at the two sides of the alley. The
big vamp didn’t look like someone who was usually nervous, but
then, John doubted that he’d ever been in the middle of a magical
breakwater. Which is what it looked like they were crouched in at
the moment, with a bulbous orange ass blocking one side of the
street, and what looked like a wall of water obstructing the
other.

The normal manlikans had
flowed together, stretching their bodies outward like puzzle
pieces, fitting together to bar the way forward. Fey magic or no
fey magic, they should have failed under the barrage of so much
energy by now. Except that, like the doughboy, they seemed to be
absorbing a good deal of it.

But not all.

The once clear wall boiled with colors and swirls of power,
actually glowing with it, and its flat surface had started to bulge
outward with the excess it couldn’t contain. The bulge
was growing by the
second, like a huge balloon being blown up, getting bigger with
every spell and stretching closer and closer to John and his two
companions. He did not want to be there when it broke.

Apparently, neither did
Zheng, who had graduated from yelling to smacking him on the
shoulder. “Damn you, do it or leave
it!”

John did it, finishing his
incantation and then slapping a small bronze disk to the side of
Caleb’s throat. “Got it!”

“Then let’s
go!”

John couldn’t agree more.
He took off his coat—damned thing didn’t fit anyway—and wrapped
Caleb up mummy style, before dragging him into the deepest doorway
he could find. And then stationing his last manlikan in front of
him.

“Protect!” he said
clearly, pointing at Caleb. And then just stood there, staring down
at his friend and biting his cheek for a second, because moving him
was a risk, but leaving him might be more so.

“Damn it, come on!” Zheng
snarled, and grabbed John’s bicep. And then John’s decision was
made for him, although not because of Zheng.

The huge bubble the
manlikan wall had turned into had started shimmering and shaking
and generally acting like something getting hammered by hundreds of spells and not taking it
well. But the elastic nature of the crappy ward John had created
around his creatures had expanded rather than given way, more and
more until it couldn’t hold anything else. It finally burst,
releasing not hundreds, but thousands of captured spells all at
once, in a deluge of color and power and
death.

With no shields, John
would have died in seconds, except for the vampire. Who, big as he
was, moved like nothing John had ever
seen—and still didn’t. One moment, he and Zheng were on the street,
straight in the path of all that magic, and the next they were two
stories up, with John feeling a passing
spell twist his ankle and rip a shoe off his foot. An instant after
that, they were on the roof, putting them above the explosions
erupting below as all of those spells flew down the alley, lit up
the night, hit the massive side of the doughboy, and . .
.

Ricocheted.

“Holy
shit!” somebody yelled.

John thought there was a chance it might
have been him.

He couldn’t tell, because
it was impossible to hear anything. Not over the sound of spells
going in every direction, since they hadn’t hit a flat wall but rather the curved ass cheek of the
accidental giant. The result looked like a massive fireworks
display had been set off in the alley, spewing multicolored death skyward and making John’s
heart clench for Caleb—

And then for himself.

He felt the building under
his feet shiver and shake, and suddenly, he was trying to run over
open air. At least, that’s what it felt like with the roof
crumbling underneath him. He wouldn’t have been able to keep ahead
of it, since the same thing was happening to the roofs in front of
him as well, as spells plowed through the
houses below.

But Zheng was another matter.

He grabbed John around the
waist like an American linebacker grabbing a football, and headed
for the end zone. And headed fast. John had a vague sense of
buildings literally disintegrating underneath
them, of dust and debris flying through
the air, of a crimson spell that ricocheted off something below and
flew up through the roof, missing them by inches, and of Zheng’s
constant swearing.

But they didn’t fall in.
John received a new appreciation for vampire speed as Zheng and the
blurs of his men leaped the sometime sizeable gaps between
buildings, jumped over air conditioners and other obstacles, and
somehow kept just ahead of the crumbling infrastructure. Which kept
on crumbling, why John didn’t know, since it felt like they’d gone
a dozen blocks by now!

And then he looked back, and saw why.

“Son of a
bitch!”

“What?” Zheng said, and
craned his neck, too.

“Son of a
BITCH!”

There were echoes of more
local types of curses from the boys, but John barely noticed.
Because following them across what was left of the rooftops,
scrambling over debris and fighting through a hail of spells, was a
very determined orange doughboy. Or what was left of
one.

It was about half the size
it had been, maybe less, which still left it big enough to peer
over the edge of the smaller buildings without having to jump. And
to scramble over the taller ones like an overgrown toddler
determinedly following its mama. Or its daddy, in this case, John
realized sickly.

And everywhere that baby went, the war mages
were sure to follow.

Along with their attack.

Well . . . shit.
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Chapter Sixteen






Can’t you stop that damned thing?” Zheng demanded.

Not from this distance,
John started to say as the big vamp put him down. They’d
gotten far enough ahead to pause
for a second, although that might not have been
the best plan. Because a bolt of something ripped by John’s face,
close enough that he could feel the heat on his lips, causing him
to rear back.

And then Zheng started shaking him.

“Cut it out!” John
snarled.

“Then do something!”

“If
you’d brought me some usable weapons, perhaps I could!” John said,
as they took a flying leap over another alley. The gap was a little
wider than he would have liked, forcing him to have to expend magic to
clear it, although the vampires managed it with ease.

Enough that one of them turned on him before
he’d even touched down.

It was Kong, of course.

John didn’t know what the
creature was saying, because his little interpreter was cowering in
an armpit. She appeared to have a fear of heights. John tried
poking her, but only succeeded in getting a tiny smack from a gold
lace fan in return.

And then Kong was in his face.

“He said you would have
your weapons, if you hadn’t turned the sun on us!” one of the other
vamps said. “We barely got out of there alive!”

John didn’t bother to
point out that he hadn’t done that, because he would have if he
could. Not on them specifically, but on the tribunal. “What did you
expect me to do?” he demanded. “Let several hundred war mages be
murdered?”

It appeared that Kong understood English
better than he spoke it, because he didn’t wait for a
translation.

“He asked how many of us
your men have killed today?” his colleague said, looking like he’d
like to know, too.

“Less than they will if we
stand here arguing!”

“That’s not an
answer.”

“Then
how about this? None. Not on purpose, nor by their free will. We are not your enemy—”

“You always enemy!” That
was Kong himself, pushing his friend out of the way. “You kill us!
That all you do! This no different!”

Zheng had gone ahead of
the rest, over by the edge of the flat roofline, and he didn’t look
happy. John started to join him, when the big vamp turned around
and came back over, saying something sharply in Cantonese. It
caused Kong to whirl away in disgust, but the tension was as thick
as the smoke drifting in the air around them.

“His family was killed by
a mage,” Zheng explained briefly. “He went after the son of a
bitch, got cursed with vampirism for his trouble, and then almost
died with no master to show him the ropes. He’s not your kind’s
biggest fan.”

John looked through the
clouds at Kong, who was now over by the roof edge where Zheng had
been, but for some reason wasn’t jumping it. “For what it’s worth,
that spell isn’t in use by the Corps,” he said. “I doubt most even
know it. The Corps doesn’t specialize in making more
vampires.”

Zheng snorted. “No, I
suppose not. Still, keep your distance.”

That would be a good
trick, John thought, as they crowded together on the other side of
the roof. And then stepped back abruptly—or at least, John did. The
vampires, except for Zheng, sprang away like all the fires of hell
were after them.

Which did at first appear
to be the case.

John risked a quick glance
over the edge of the roof, only to see that the buildings on either
side of a wide street were burning and shooting flames out of a
group of windows below. They looked like factory windows: large and
square, and facing each other across the road. The dual updraft was
feeding into an inferno that felt likely to roast him, even if he’d
had shields.

He stepped back and
glanced at Zheng, who, judging by his expression, had already
realized that they couldn’t go around. The buildings on either side
were too far away for even vampires to jump with accuracy, and the
ground below was swarming with mages. And behind them . . .

The now smaller
doughboy was
gaining—fast. It looked like he’d taken one too many bolts to the
butt, which was draining him. But there was still some magic there, and thus maybe some hope.

“I can
bridge it,” John said, watching
Zheng. “If you trust me.”

Zheng scowled. “Do we have a choice?”

John looked at the roofs
behind them, some of which had caved in
under the doughboy’s still considerable weight, and the rest were
covered in fast approaching mages. “Not anymore.”

Zheng smiled, showing fang. “Then I guess we
trust you.”

But did he trust himself,
John wondered, staring first at his creature and then at the sky.
It was still raining in fits and starts, sometimes heavy as a
deluge, and sometimes almost playfully, like a child tossing water
around. But even the harder bursts didn’t seem to be helping his
creature or hurting the fires.

Unlike the wind, which had
increased substantially in just the last few minutes.

It whistled down
alleyways, ripped flames off rooftops and sent them leaping into
the night. Or scattered them across suspended storage piles, which
quickly turned into floating pyres, dripping fire and ash onto the
mages below. And, increasingly, onto the fleeing
crowds, huddled under spelled umbrellas to
deflect both rain and magic, and trying to keep to the smaller
streets. But fleeing all the same, because they feared fire more
than battle.

John thought briefly of
the small granny with her broom, and hoped she’d be all right. And
then he hoped he would, as he pointed at the fast approaching
behemoth, and then at the gap. “Protect!”

The doughboy didn’t
hesitate, flinging its still mammoth body across the opening and
creating a wobbly, orange, rapidly evaporating bridge that the
vampires looked at with almost identical
you-have-got-to-be-kidding-me expressions.

John was not kidding.

“Go!” he
yelled, because they didn’t have much time. And not just because of the mages. Enormous clouds of
orange steam were already boiling off into the night, making it
look like a fog machine had been set up on the rooftop—and not just
theirs. Within seconds, orange clouds had billowed
across the surrounding buildings, the streets,
everything, to the point that John could barely see his hand in
front of his face.

Damn it! Where the
hell was the
thing? he thought, wondering how he’d managed to lose something
that big—a second before he bumped into it. And there was no
mistaking what it was. The “flesh” was hot and getting hotter,
since he’d basically put a pan of water over an open fire. But not
dangerous—not yet.

He caught a
fistful of squashy, too-warm orangeness and
heaved himself upward.

He heard Zheng behind him,
cursing at his extremely reluctant vamps, or maybe at John, or
maybe at all of them, John didn’t know. He was busy trying not to
look down at the gap between the
buildings, and at the conflagration trapped under all that fake
blubber. But it was hard to ignore. It was almost exactly like
being in an oven, hot as the hinges of Hades, with fiery tongues
licking the underside of his creation and causing clouds of steam
to well up beneath the translucent flesh, turning it into some kind
of hellish light show.

The vamps didn’t seem to
like it any better, John noticed, when he finally tumbled off the
other side. And looked back to see half of them following him,
their faces scrunched up, their eyes closed, being guided by
whatever other senses they possessed. Because, if they looked down,
they were lost.

And they were the brave ones.

The rest were still on the
other side, appearing completely panicked by the surrounding
conflagration, the fiery, floating trash piles, and the billowing
orange steam. And the bridge to hell in
front of them, looking thinner by the second. Which it damned well
was, which was why they needed to
hurry!

“Go! Go!
What are you waiting for?” John yelled, at the same time that Zheng
bounced over from the other
side.

He’d dragged two of his
men along with him, one tucked under each arm the way he had towed
John up the side of a building. That left
only Kong behind, who the big vamp had obviously planned to go back
for, but John grabbed his bicep. Because the “bridge” had just
sprung a leak, sending a massive geyser of steam shooting
upward.

It was soon going to be
joined by others, judging by the numerous
thin spots in the body, which wasn’t so round and roly poly
anymore. The geyser had gone a long way toward deflating it,
leaving it less of a mountain and more of a flat skein of rapidly
thinning power stretched over the gap, one he was not at all sure
would support Zheng’s weight. Or anyone else’s.

Kong seemed to realize
that, too, and to finally understand that
he’d waited too long. It was in the suddenly jittery motions
twitching his limbs, in the rapidly whipping head that was trying
to look in two directions at once, and in the hugeness of the eyes
that he turned on his master. Right before
he took off for the side of the building, obviously preferring to
take his chances with the war mages below.

Only that wouldn’t work
out any better, considering how they responded to anyone who got in
their way. And that included anyone kamikazeing them from above! He
was going to get himself killed.

Zheng obviously felt the
same, making a quick gesture with his hand
that, despite being nowhere near his vamp, served to trip him up.
But that wouldn’t help for long. Not with the war mages practically
on top of them, the manlikan’s energy almost gone, and the roof
under their feet threatening collapse.

And then Zheng tried to grab his wayward
child—from across a couple dozen yards.

For a moment, John thought
the flickering firelight and the fog were playing tricks on his
eyes. But then he blinked and saw the same thing: two ridiculously
elongated arms chasing a panicked vamp around a rooftop. Master’s
powers, he realized, the kind of freakish abilities some of the
older vampires developed. Although they were usually more
deadly!

And more effective.
Because the rubber like appendages had to be withdrawn a second
later, when the doughboy erupted in another geyser, this one at
least two stories high. The flames weren’t getting through yet, but
it was only a matter of seconds.

They were out of time.

“Envelope!” John yelled,
pointing at Kong. Who stopped running long enough to stare at him,
obviously wondering what the hell he was talking about. Before his
eyes slowly slid over to what was pulling off the building, what
was rising into the air, what was—

“Auggghhh!” Kong screamed,
as what looked for all the world like a dark orange lava monster
rose to its shapeless feet, its melted looking hands, face and body
brilliant against the darkened sky, its untethered mouth a gaping
wound in its lump of a head, one that appeared to be screaming a
warning as it lunged for the petrified vampire.

And did as it had been instructed.

A second later, John and
Zheng were still looking at Kong, only now he was suspended in the
midst of a gelatinous mass of magical power, staring out at them in
terror from his orange prison. But not as much as when the manlikan
responded to another command, in the form of the wild, beckoning
gestures John was making. And took a run and then a flying leap
over the huge gap between the buildings, the hapless vamp along for
the ride whether he wanted to be or not, the lava like flesh taking
and absorbing several more energy bolts from the pursuing
mages—

Before finally bursting
apart high overhead, in a shower of what felt like boiling rain
that pattered down all around them.

Along with a completely
freaked out, utterly traumatized, and—for once—completely silent
vamp. Kong hit the rooftop steaming and juddering and coated with
orange goo, and Zheng snatched him up. Then the whole group took
off, dodging the spell bolts streaming after them—although there
weren’t many. Because the pursuing mages were piling up on the
other side of the roofline, behind what was now a leaping wall of
flame.

“Why the hell . . . didn’t
you do that . . . before?” John demanded, running alongside
Zheng.

“Do what
before?”

“The arm
thing!”

Zheng shrugged. “Didn’t want to risk
stretching over the fire. Besides, it’s one of my master’s powers.
An ‘if I tell you, I have to kill you’ sort of thing.”

John stopped running.

Zheng laughed and clapped
him on the shoulder. “Don’t worry. You’re safe, war mage— ‘till you
start to annoy me. Now keep up!”

John endeavored to keep up.
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Chapter Seventeen






Caleb made it. John picked up his signal once they reached the
ground again, using the other half of the tracker charm. He’d
affixed it to the inside of his arm, where it pulsed with a steady,
regular heartbeat—his friend’s. If it had been his own, it would
have been a hell of a lot faster.

“Well?” Zheng asked, or
rather mouthed, because John couldn’t hear a damned
thing.

That might have had
something to do with the weapon’s shop across the street, which was
in the process of burning down. It was shooting bolts of
multicolored spells skyward in a less impressive, but no less loud,
version of what they’d left behind in the alley. In addition, the
heat seemed to have gotten to the more prosaic weapons, detonating
ammo boxes like staticky bombs with bursts of bullets flying
everywhere.

Not surprisingly, this had
caused the crowd in the area to panic and run, not that they hadn’t
already been doing that. He and Zheng’s crew had pulled back around
the corner of a building, not that it helped much. But it helped
some, John thought, as a burst of gunfire nailed an illuminated
restaurant sign just overhead, sending a shower of golden sparks
down onto the cursing vamps.

“Damn it, is it working?”
Zheng yelled.

“Give me a minute!” John
yelled back, because even vamp hearing probably needed an assist at
the moment. And because it should have been obvious that the answer
was ‘sort of’.

John thumped the little
device on his arm again and the staticky blue square hovering in
the air in front of him straightened up. It was a grid pattern, not
showing streets or buildings, or even height and depth, because all
that added complexity to the spell and made it that much more
likely to be discovered. Trackers were designed to be used on
dangerous dark mages, among other threats; they prioritized stealth
over everything else.

Because walking into a
dark mage trap after he realized he was being tracked was . . . not
optimal.

However, that left the
rudimentary grid John was looking at, where that same heartbeat was
pulsing, pulsing, pulsing away, nine squares over from them. John
did the mental math, and looked up at Zheng. “He’s within half a
mile, and moving fast!”

“Half a mile? That’s all
it says?” Zheng grabbed John’s arm, and the grid went wonky
again.

“Cut that out!”
John said, and knocked the creature’s hand
away.

And promptly found himself
up against a wall—literally. His remaining shoe was dangling a few
inches off the street, his head had just taken another jolt, and
his back was feeling like it had been shoved at least part way
through the concrete. So much for that brief window of
camaraderie.

For a moment, he was
keenly aware of the fact that he was
basically out of magic, out of weapons, and facing seven unhappy,
fanged faces, including one he’d have had difficulty dealing with
even at his best. As it was, they’d have
to fight over who got to drain him first.

But then he flashed on an
image of Cassie as he’d first seen her: sprawled on the floor of
the North American Vampire Senate, tumbled blond curls in her face,
wearing a ridiculous happy face t-shirt in a bright, sunshiny
yellow. She’d been a victim if ever he’d seen one, and facing off
with the type of vampire that would have given this lot nightmares
for weeks.

Which was why what came
next had been so surprising. John had seen that same perfect
victim—delicate, powerless, and unarmed—look up at the creature
humans had once called simply “The Ripper.” And stare him
down.

At the time, John had
thought her either mad or extremely stupid. It was only later that
he’d realized: she’d been playing the best card she had. The
vampires wanted something from her and wanted it badly; they
weren’t going to let the bastard feed. But if she’d wavered, even
for an instant, if she’d shown that he could scare or intimidate
her, they might have let him try some non-lethal but very
unpleasant methods to get her to do as they asked.

But she hadn’t wavered.
Hadn’t blinked. Hadn’t done anything but glare at the son of a
bitch in a way that clearly said “you’re not helping
your case.”

Causing the creature to back off, even
before John had started trying to be the hero.

She’d taught him something
that day, something he utilized when he
looked from Zheng to the huge hand the vampire had splayed on his
chest. And slowly raised an eyebrow. “Am I annoying you
already?”

Zheng glared at him some
more, and then let him go, so abruptly that John would have
staggered if he hadn’t been expecting it. “I have the feeling you
were born annoying!”

“My father would agree
with you.”

John thumped the disk on
his arm again while the vampires huddled around, providing some
protection from the battering of the crowd. Not that it helped. The
other half of the tracker had melted into Caleb’s skin, an
invisible, weightless presence that was supposed to be impervious
to blood, sweat and tears. But not to magical conflagrations,
apparently.

The static was getting
worse.

“We need to get away from
that,” John said, nodding in the direction of the weapon’s shop. “I
think it’s interfering.”

“You think?” Zheng said
savagely. His temper had undergone a noticeable change since they
climbed down from the rooftops, and it wasn’t hard to see why. This
was his city, or it had been before his recent elevation. And it
was falling apart.

In more ways than one,
John thought, as the street suddenly moved
beneath them.

The vamps mouthed curses
he couldn’t hear over the heightened screams from the crowd, while
he went staggering back against the wall.
And then the street did it again, harder this time, the upheaval
almost knocking him off his feet. The vampire’s servants stood
firm, like sailors on the rolling deck of
a ship, but their eyes were wide and more than a little
panicked.

They obviously didn’t know what was going
on, either.

Unlike Zheng, who appeared
to have figured something out. Because he took off like a shot,
leaving John and the boys staring at each other. And then trying to
follow him through the now stampeding crowd.

It was harder than it
looked, and it looked pretty damned
impossible.

The streets were narrow,
there were too many people, and the ground kept heaving everyone
into the sides of the alleys, where they were deluged by waterfalls
of trash from above. Burning trash, in many cases, which had the vamps spooked as hell and John cursing
his lack of shields. And that was from the minor
tremors.

The major ones caused the
whole street to buck like a bronco—or more accurately, like an
earthquake had hit it, sending the weaker buildings imploding,
people screaming, and rapids forming in all the water swirling
underfoot.

Then something else hit,
more ephemeral but no less worrying. It caused John to jerk his
head around, and wonder if another combined spell had just exploded
nearby. Because a wave of magic had accompanied the latest tremor,
but it wasn’t a kind he knew.

But Zheng obviously didn’t
feel the same. With a curse loud enough to be heard over the chaos,
he went striding out of the latest alley and into the midst of a
square of falling buildings and floundering people, where confused
war mages seemed to be attacking everything now. They were sending
blasts at the detritus flying at them on the wind, at the tiles
cascading off surrounding rooftops, and even at each other when one
stumbled across another’s path. They were attacking anything
and everything that could be viewed as a
threat—which definitely included a seven-foot-tall
vampire!

John grabbed Zheng’s arm and slammed them
both into the side of a building, just as the silvery tail of a
dissolution spell flew past their faces. It detonated against a
nearby shop, where the big glass windowpanes melted rather than
shattered, running like liquid into the raging river the street had
become. The same would have been true for the two of them, had it
hit them without shields, which neither of them had at the
moment!

“What the hell do you
think you’re doing?” John yelled.

“Getting to the bottom of
this.”

“You won’t make it five
feet out here! You don’t have shields!”

“Then shut up—if you’re
able—and come along,” Zheng growled. And the burly idiot started
off again, before John could point out that he didn’t have shields,
either!

At least not conventional
ones, he thought, catching sight of something out of the corner of
his eye. He grabbed a vampire. “Smash that
window!”

It was a testament to how
bad things were that the creature didn’t hesitate at being ordered
around by a war mage. He smashed the window. And John grabbed an
armful of the warded umbrellas inside, tossing most of them at the
vamps and keeping three for himself and Zheng.

If he could find the man!

He spotted him up ahead,
throwing people out of the way as he forged a path across the
square, apparently heedless of the fact that any of the spells
flashing by could take him down and some of them could blow him
up!

“Phalanx!” John snapped,
and a dozen umbrellas opened at once, linked together, and formed a
shield wall of black cloth and blue defensive shields that John
really hoped were stronger than they looked. But there was no time
to find anything else.

“Forward!” he yelled, and the seven of them went barreling
across the square, umbrellas to the front and sides and overhead,
first at human speed and then at something a good deal
faster, when the vamps on either
side of John grabbed him under his arms and he found
himself running on thin air.

But they caught up with
their insane master in time to prevent a vicious looking crimson
spell from sheering his head off.

It went bouncing from
umbrella to umbrella instead, popping the shields and turning the
electric blue fields black and smoking.
Before jumping off to melt a nearby, plastic garbage can into goo.
The vamps dropped the ruined armor and regrouped behind the devices
that were still active.

Not that it helped much.

There was magic
everywhere, with multicolored fragments of deflected spells
bouncing between shielded umbrellas like sprites, lighting up the
darkness in vivid hues. Cool puddles of defensive spells, mostly
greens and blues, surrounded people and parasols and extended a
little way into the air around them, smacking John reproachfully
whenever he got too close. And the vivid reds, oranges and yellows
of the more offensive variety strobed his vision, blurring with the
rain, and fighting with the neon signs all around for
dominance.

The latter were mostly
coming from the war mages, but some originated with the crowd, as
people fought to escape to some safer part of the city. Which most
seemed to have identified as the opposite of the way his group was
going! It left John feeling like a salmon trying to swim upstream,
if the other salmon had all decided to head the other way
and were armed.

And then that strange
magic hit again, another wave that rippled over the
street, sending the spell fragments scattering like
multicolored confetti, darkening half of the glowing umbrellas, and
causing one of the vehicles
commonly in use around here to spiral out of the
sky.

They could look like
anything, since there was no reason to hide magic in a city built
on it. And because they were basically just a platform for a
levitation spell, to get commuters above the narrow alleys
and sudden dead ends that plagued the mostly
unplanned metropolis. But the most common style was a recycled
rickshaw body with a giant fan on the back that provided both
propulsion and steering.

In theory, at least.

John had always
thought of them as death machines, buzzing about
wildly overhead, many with naked, metal fan blades and no cages to
keep them from taking your damned head off. And he saw no reason to
revise his opinion. Not after this one
plowed through a burning trash pile two stories up, crashed into a
building, and emerged from the other side only to careen across the
street into a sushi shop.

The driver was immediately
assaulted by a couple of large, graffitied samurai, which seemed to
serve as both décor and makeshift bouncers. They peeled off the
wall, fluffed themselves out from 2-D to 3-D, and proceeded to
pummel the hell out of him. While he yelled something vicious and
then started fighting back with an umbrella.

Unfortunately for him, it
wasn’t shielded.

And unfortunately for John, the whole
incident gave Zheng an idea.

“You bastards come find
us!” he ordered his men, who had crowded close to hold the crowd at
bay, their umbrellas deployed in all directions, and who were now
looking as confused as John felt.

“You going somewhere?” he
yelled at the big vamp.

“No, we are!”

And before John could
ask the obvious, Zheng had used his elastic arms to snag another passing rickshaw,
this one maybe three stories up. Or no, John realized, that wasn’t
quite correct. He’d used one
of them.

The other was looped around John’s
waist.

Goddamnit!

And then they were gone.
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Chapter Eighteen






John once had a friend who was fond
of video games. But when John went by his
tattoo shop one day, to take him to dinner, he’d found him cursing
at a small screen. Apparently, there was something called an escort
quest, where a player had to protect a character from attack for a
certain length of time, which had seemed easy enough. Except that
said character seemed entirely designed to get himself
killed.

John had laughed at his
friend’s consternation when his character was murdered for the
fifth time in a row, after which the small device had been thrown
at a wall.

He wasn’t laughing now.

He was dangling off the
side of a wildly careening sky buggy, which Zheng seemed to have no
idea how to drive. Which was a problem since he’d just thrown the
driver onto a passing roof! That left John hanging by one hand off
a decrepit door, because the rickshaw looked to be an original,
nineteenth century antique, and struggling to get inside, all while
being raked along the side of buildings, dragged through a sky
filled with lightning and magic, and then through a string of
banners that almost decapitated him! And as he was fighting with
them, he couldn’t help but notice—

“Shiiiiiiiit!”

John somehow managed to
push off the side of a building and launch himself inside the cab,
just before he would have been dragged through a huge neon sign.
The cab caught part of it anyway, sending a large section crashing
down onto the crowd below. Who responded by shooting spell bolts
upward, one of which sent them into a spin
seemingly designed to ensure that John lost the dinner he’d never
had!

“Give me that!” he said,
and grabbed the control, which was simply a tall, joystick-like
device set into the floor that operated the big fan. But either it
was stuck or the fan blade was bent, John couldn’t tell whilst
being slung about as if on a carnival
ride. And then he was abruptly snatched out of the cab and forcibly
taken on a flying leap courtesy of the crazed, son-of-a-bitch, asshole of a—

“Auggghhhhh!” he screamed,
because Zheng hadn’t just jumped to another cab, which would have
been insane enough. No, he was jumping to consecutive ones
and taking John along for the ride. Zheng
was bouncing them from
speeding murder buggy to speeding murder buggy—more or
less.

In quick succession, John
lost a clump of hair when a fan blade got too close, giving him a
buzz cut over his left ear; took a blow to the solar plexus when
the driver of one of the cabs took offense at their jumping on top
of him; and was bitten in the right calf by another man’s little
bastard of a dog.

All of which was less of
a problem than when Zheng decided to
simply jump over nothing but thin air, which might have been
survivable for him but wasn’t for John!

However, they didn’t slam
into the ground as he’d expected, but rather into a crosswalk he
hadn’t seen because it was a skinny little nothing of a thing, just
a few bamboo poles and an occasional cross
tie, connecting some buildings three stories above the
street.

Magical Hong Kong had
grown up as much as out, and considering how clogged the small
arteries below were, John couldn’t blame people for finding
alternative means of getting around.

Like, he realized with
a sinking stomach, the hundred or more
bridges crisscrossing the way ahead. Many of which he got to see up
close and personal after Zheng dragged him off the bridge and onto
the top of another speeding cab, and they went on a wild journey
through a tunnel of bamboo and concrete, whilst constantly dipping
and rising because the damned bridges were on all different levels.
Even worse, half of them were connected by
ladders and stairs, and even a long metal slide that John got a
good look at since they missed it by millimeters.

Unlike someone’s
clothesline, which they barreled through a moment later, sending a
string of laundry streaming out behind
them. Or, more accurately, out behind John, because the line had—of
course—snagged him. But unlike the banners that had almost garroted
him a moment before, at least this one was useful.

He started reeling it in,
as best as he could one handed, because the other was keeping a
choke hold on the rain slick top of the cab. He managed to locate a
pair of jeans and a t-shirt that looked like they might fit,
although nobody had been good enough to hang a pair of boots out to dry. But they had left a heavy
coat with some waterproofing, which was fortunate. Because John had
to throw it over top of him a second later, when they passed a
gutter spewing what looked like Niagara Falls!

“Heh,” Zheng said,
watching John flail around under his makeshift tarp, trying to get
dressed without falling to his death.

John stuck his head out long enough to glare
at him. “What?”

Zheng grinned, his good humor apparently
restored either by adrenaline—if vampires had such a thing—or by
watching John’s contortions. “You adapt well.”

“Do I have a choice?” John
snarled.

“No.” And then the rat
bastard pushed him off the buggy!

Fortunately, they’d just
dipped low to avoid a lady tossing out a bucket of fish
guts, and so didn’t have three stories to fall.
Just one and a half. They landed hard—at least, John did—on a patch
of wet earth on what looked like the edge of a park, with the maze
of buildings behind them and a small hill ahead, crowned by a grove
of trees.

Zheng immediately bounced
back to his feet and scrambled up the water slick grass as if it
was dry land. John had a little more trouble, partly because the
fall had knocked his breath out and left him gasping. And partly because he’d almost landed on a war mage
who had decided that he was a
threat.

But Zheng was right—John
did adapt well. At least when the choice was do or die. Which is
how the war mage ended up with a face full of heavy, water logged
coat and John ended up sprinting over the hill with his newfound
jeans still around his ankles.

And then he
abruptly stopped, wondering if he wouldn’t
have been better off on the other side.

He took a moment to snatch
his trousers up under the scant shelter of a tree, and to survey
what looked even more like a battlefield than the panicked action back in the city.

In a valley beyond the
small grove, a battle was being fought fiercely and on every
possible side. Windblown spells slashed through clouds of poisonous
gasses, sending colorful tendrils clutching at the combatants like
clawed hands. Drifts of smoke floated about like low lying clouds,
cutting down visibility, as did the smoke and fires raging
everywhere. Especially in the distance, where John could see a
small pagoda swathed in spell fire. And in front of it—

He stopped, his eyes
narrowing in confusion. “What are they doing?”

“You
tell me!” Zheng spat, appearing out
of nowhere.

The big vampire must have
been further down the hill, nearer to the battle, because John
hadn’t seen him when he crested the summit. But he was back, and
his mercurial emotions had shifted once again. At least,
John assumed so, considering that he
suddenly found himself flat on the ground,
a beefy hand around his neck, and an enraged master looming
over him.

“Release me you bloody
idiot!” John spat.

The bloody idiot stayed
where he was.

“Release me or you’ll
regret it!”

“One of us will,” Zheng
promised, his hand tightening—just before a stray spell bolt hit
him square in the back.

He in turn hit John, when
the force of the blow thrust him forward like a fleshy club,
trapping the mage under hundreds of pounds of dead weight. Although
there was less of it than there had been a second ago. The spell
had taken a cannonball sized chuck out of the vampire’s back, and
the effect was now spreading further.

Or it was trying to.

John lay there for a
moment, stunned from the feel of being bitch slapped by three
hundred pounds of vampire, and getting a
close-up view of exactly how formidable their healing abilities
were. He assumed the effect was exaggerated considering that this
was a senator, and therefore had a huge family who could feed him energy through the blood bond. But
it was still eye opening.

John had thought he’d seen
it all at one point in his life or another, but watching veins
reknit themselves, flesh bloom where none had been mere seconds
ago, and a spine, white and slippery, rise from the blackened meat
of the vamp’s back like a string of islands poking up from the sea
. . .

Well, he was grateful that the old wars
between Zheng’s kind and humans were long over.

Or they were supposed to
be.

But within seconds, while
he was still fighting to get out from under, the giant fist
clenched shut once more. John did some mental swearing, then tried
to cast a spell to pry the damned thing open. When that didn’t
work, he resorted to more hands-on sorts of persuasion. Because the
Corps didn’t work out like they did in order to throw
spells!

John used a combination of
several martial arts and a huge reserve of pent up rage to break
the creature’s hold, then did his best to also break his jaw. He
didn’t think the latter worked—the bastard had bones like solid
steel—but he hit hard enough to get a look of surprise out of the
vamp. And then another when he managed to throw him off.

Zheng landed on the back
that was still attempting to mend, but didn’t so much as flinch. He
was on his feet the next instant, but the short fight seemed to
have cleared his head. At least enough that he didn’t immediately come after John
again.

For a moment, the two men
regarded each other warily while
the battle raged nearby. John was taking a chance
by paying more attention to the vampire than to the several hundred
heavily armed combatants below, but he didn’t have a choice. He had
to get the man to listen.

“I don’t
know what the hell set you off—”

“What set me off?” Zheng
waved an arm at the little temple. “That set me off. Are you
blind?”

No, and despite the drifts
of smoke, John could currently see quite well. The rain had finally
let up, although the angry skies bore witness to the fact that this
was a temporary respite. What he didn’t understand was what he was
seeing. It looked like a couple hundred
corpsmen were trying to destroy the picture postcard pagoda, which
seemed like a strange target.

Even stranger, they did
not appear to be succeeding. A powerful shield sparked and flared
in the gloom with every volley, to the point that the little temple
appeared to be wreathed in lightning. Yet not so much as a tile on
the many small rooftops appeared to have
been disturbed.

Zheng must have read the
confusion on his face, because he finally calmed down. At least
enough to demand: “Don’t you know what that is?”

John looked at it again. It was a pagoda. He
looked back at Zheng.

He did not seem like a particularly
religious person to John, but what did he know?

Zheng swore
some more. “That’s the Pagoda of the Whispering
Winds. It’s one of the six pillars
supporting the phase spell.”

“The phase?”

“Yes,
the phase! The phase!” Zheng looked a little crazed. “The one that
keeps this place from crashing into human Hong Kong? The one that
keeps it from killing everyone in both cities?”

Annnnnd, finally,
something started to make sense.

John stared at the pagoda
some more. Built of dark hardwood, it had classic upturned roofs
painted blue underneath, six progressively
smaller stories as it went up, and strings of brass bells
swinging from the corners. It was
attractive, as was the small park it was set in, but was otherwise
unremarkable.

Except for the fact that it was about to
kill them all.
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Chapter Nineteen






Hong Kong’s phase was famous for being one of the biggest
feats of magical engineering on earth. It required multiple
conduits—masked as pagodas, apparently—to channel enough energy
from the ley line sink below the city to fuel the spell. The
reserve there was so deep and so large that it could power almost
anything.

And, John realized, could
destroy it just as easily.

The city was sitting atop
potentially the biggest bomb on earth, the equivalent of thousands
of nuclear reactors. Meanwhile, the supernatural world was involved
in a war, one in which neither side had been able to score a
definitive victory. But annihilating two cities, along with a
sizeable chunk of the War Mage Corps, would certainly
qualify.

John felt his blood run cold.

“How many pillars have to
fall,” he asked Zheng through numb lips, “before the spell
fails?”

“How the
hell should I know?” the big vampire snarled.
“You’re the mage!
You tell me!”

But John couldn’t tell
him. Spells as important as the phase tended to be excessively
overengineered. If their enemies wanted to bring it down, they
would need to destroy more than one pillar, maybe a lot more.
Although how many John didn’t know because this wasn’t his
city!

But if they didn’t stop
this, it wasn’t going to be anyone’s city, and millions were going
to die.

“We have to find Caleb,”
John said.

“Who?”

“The war mage we’re
tracking! We have to find out who’s behind this—”

“You have to,” Zheng responded,
whilst searching for something in his suit. “I have to see the
tong.”

“The
tong? Why on earth would you go
back there?”

“Because they have men!”
Zheng said, gesturing at the leather coated army. “And they’re the
only ones who do!”

“Men who are already
fighting—”

“Yes, in the damned
streets, when they need to be here! This is the real
battle—”

“The battle is the whole
city!” John snapped. “If the tong pulls its forces here, the Corps
will follow. They won’t have anyone slowing them down
anymore—”

“And if
they don’t come here, those pillars will fall and we’ll all die,”
Zheng pointed out. “And I know the
tong. They haven’t committed all their
troops. Not by half—”

“Then where the hell are
they?”

“Where do you think?” Dark
eyes flashed. “Guarding their warehouses and rerouting mages away
from their businesses. They’re trying to minimize losses when we’re
about to lose the whole damned thing! They have to send their
people here—all of them. Now!”

“And you’re going to
convince them of that how?” John demanded. “Even if they didn’t see
you rescue me—”

“They didn’t see shit.
Your lot made sure of that!”

“—they didn’t seem exactly
friendly!” John thought of the duel Zheng had had to face simply in
order to get a hearing. And that was after he’d dragged John in as
a prize! “What makes you think they’ll listen—”

“They’ll listen.” It was
grim. “They’ll listen if I have to—"

Another earthquake hit,
sending both men to their knees.

“—rip their damned insides
out!” Zheng yelled, glaring at the Corps, who had just launched
another massive volley at the pagoda.

John could feel the magic
like sunlight on his skin. Could smell it on the air, a harsh,
buzzing, peppery odor that stung his nose and watered his eyes. As
if anger had a scent.

Shield or no shield, that pillar wasn’t
going to last.

John gripped the big
vampire’s arm. “If you survive, tell them to reroute the
barriers—those great blue shield walls of theirs. Tell them to trap
as many mages as they can in the city—”

“With
the civilians?” Zheng looked at him
like he was mad. “That will leave the people no way
out—”

A stray spell from the
battle slammed into the canopy of trees above their heads, sending
burning branches and leaves pelting down
on the two men. Zheng swore, but other than moving back slightly,
there was nowhere to go. The battle was worse.

“A way out where?” John
yelled, through smoke and drifting ash.
“You said it yourself, the portals are closed! We must have been
pushed out of phase far enough that they can’t find us!”

It would explain why Jonas
hadn’t been pulling any more mages out of here. The clogged, narrow
streets should have served as the perfect bottlenecks to allow for
the extraction of large numbers of the enthralled. Yet, if that had
happened, John had seen no sign of it.

No sign at all.

Probably because, for any
portal to be opened, it had to have a fixed point on either end.
When John first arrived, the city had still been in its usual
phased position, since whoever was masterminding this had needed to
get his own troops in here. But as soon as they all arrived, it had
been in his best interest to knock the place out of alignment,
ensuring that no rescue attempts could be made.

And leaving those inside well and truly
alone.

Zheng must have agreed,
because he nodded tersely but didn’t comment. Or maybe that was
because he’d finally found what he’d been looking for. It was a
small bronze ball, scuffed and scratched and dented, with Chinese
characters impressed into the metal. It looked old.

The vampire saw John’s interest, and gave a
grim smile. “You mages aren’t the only ones with tricks up your
sleeves.”

Or on them, John thought,
as Zheng held the device just above his right forearm. A second
later, the small orb was gone and he was wearing a bronze gauntlet.
And then a breastplate of boiled leather, a pair of matching
tassets to protect his legs, another gauntlet and a Chinese style
helmet, all of which were covered in small, trefoil brass
ornaments. Lamellar armor, where metal plates were sewn into the
leather to strengthen it, had been common in ancient China, but
John had never seen anything like this.

The suit had other
in-your-face features: a fearsome Chinese dragon roared silently
from the middle of the breastplate; matching dragon head pauldrons
snarled and bit at the air; and a pair of Chinese swords with red
tassels on the hilts hung from a matching sash around the waist.
But it was the smaller decorations, if decorations they were, that
really caught the eye. And burnt the skin, John thought, as he
thoughtlessly put a hand out to touch one, and had to quickly
snatch it back.

The tiny plates were
sparking with filaments of white light that arced between the
trefoils and glowed brighter than the show
going on over their heads.

But lightning they
weren’t.

“Nice, huh?” Zheng was
back to the hail-fellow-well-met routine he used when not
threatening to cave in a person’s skull.

“If you had that, why the
hell bring me along to protect you?” John asked
furiously.

A dark eyebrow went up. “You
volunteered.”

John thought about decking
him. He thought hard.

“Besides, this only has so
much of a charge,” Zheng added. “I didn’t want to waste
it.”

“Where did you get
it?”

He shrugged. “Duel with a bastard a couple
centuries ago. Hardest fight of my life. Took me almost an hour to
take it off him.”

“Take
it off him? How the hell did you take
it off him?”
John’s hand still burned like fire and he hadn’t even touched the
thing.

Zheng grinned, and for the
first time, it looked genuine. “One piece at a time.”

John had a feeling that
the vamp was talking about more than just the armor, but he didn’t
ask. Unless he was badly mistaken—and considering the throbbing in
his hand, he didn’t think so—the armor was interwoven with a
powerful force magnifier. Anyone who attacked Zheng would find his
strength amplified and sent back at him, many times
over.

Such items were deadly in
battle, so much so that they were treated like the magical
equivalent of bump stocks and outlawed to the public. But they’d
never been in the Corps’ standard kit for a reason. A very good
reason.

“There are spells that can
muffle the effect,” John warned. “Even turn it back on you. Not to
mention that taking on an entire tong—”

“I’m not taking on the
tong,” Zheng said, sending him a look. “That’s not how it works.
Hye-Jin will either challenge or she won’t. If she does, I’ll need
all the help I can get. If she doesn’t—well, maybe I’ll last long
enough to present your plan.”

“And I’ll find Caleb, and
the thing controlling him,” John promised.

Zheng nodded, and then
paused for a second. Before grasping John’s arm—forearm to forearm,
in an almost knightly gesture. “You’re a bastard, war mage. I like
that. Hope you survive.”

He started to move off,
but John held on. “If I do, I’m going to need help killing this
thing.” He summoned all his strength and put a simple locator spell
on the two of them. It left him panting in effort, but it worked.
“You’ll feel it when you’re close,” he gasped. “Come find me
after!”

Zheng nodded and ran off
to face the tong’s group of villains, his armor sparking and
throwing spells and men alike out of his way, while John stood
there, feeling dizzy from the magic loss. Or maybe that was the
blood loss he hadn’t fully recovered from. Or the fact that he was
armorless, weaponless, and only had one damned shoe!

He looked around, wiping
smoke and rain out of his eyes. Spell bolts were flying thick and
fast in the little valley below, but they weren’t much thinner
elsewhere. If he was going to track Caleb across the city, he was
going to need supplies. Weapons, armor, a damned war mage coat that
fit him and could substitute for his . . . non-existent . . .
shields . . .

John’s thoughts trailed
off, as he noticed something just below the tree line. Something
that looked like a tiny old man in a coolie hat, edging around the
shadows. He’d arrayed a dozen shielded umbrellas along one side of
a large wheeled cart, and was slinking along behind them, pushing a
heavy load and trying to stay in the quieter areas.

It took John a second to
understand what he was seeing, because it was so bizarre. A battle
was raging between the Corps and some of the triad, spells were
flying, deadly clouds of smoke were drifting, and great divots of
earth were being flung up whenever a spell bounced off of someone’s
shields and plowed into the ground. It was chaos.

Yet, defying it all
was the old man and his
cart of stuff, cutting across the battlefield. For a moment,
John thought the man had gotten
confused, or tried to find an alternate route out of the battle on the road only to fall
into a worse one here. But then he saw him stop by a fallen war
mage. And instead of trying to help the man, he began rifling
through his pockets and tugging on his coat.

He was stripping the
fallen, John realized. Taking anything that might have value, from tong and war mage alike, even
from some who were still moving! Leaving the wounded behind, naked
and defenseless.

Ensuring that, if they
weren’t already dead, they soon would be!

John surged to his feet on
a wave of pure fury, only to pause at the sound of someone
thrashing up the other side of the hill. He spun, caught between
fight and flight, but with no real way to do either. His body
tensed, hoping for a lost civilian, but expecting something far
more deadly.

Only to pause in disbelief a moment
later.

“Caleb?”

The familiar dark eyes
stared at him out of a blood splattered
face, just slightly distorted by the blur of the manlikan standing
protectively in front of him. John had no idea what he was doing
there, but he’d take a little luck for once! John grinned, joy and
relief cascading through his body.

“Caleb!”

And then his old friend
punched him straight in the mouth.
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Chapter Twenty






Aughhh!” the boy staggered back, looking alarmed, until he hit
the wall of the cave. And then seemed to recall that war mages
didn’t scream like little girls. Which was probably why he sent a
powerful fireball at their bloody attacker, one John barely managed
to deflect in time.

The roiling ball of flame
went ricocheting farther into the cave system, bouncing off walls
and lighting up a very non-natural tunnel nearby. One that looked
like a giant worm had gnawed a path through solid rock. John stared
down at the reddish flames glinting off the chewed-up stone, and
felt somewhat grateful when the light went out.

So much for the element of surprise.

He then had to abort
another spell by the damned boy, who he was really starting to
regret bringing along. But he’d needed someone to watch his back,
and he trusted open hostility more than the cynical, jaded dislike
on the faces of the other mages. If this boy decided to hurt him,
he’d do it openly, and probably after warning him that it was
coming—or at least John hoped so. He’d once thought that he was a decent judge
of character, but after what had happened with—

He cut his thoughts off
savagely. Focus! He grabbed the boy’s arm and twisted it behind his
back, before he could cast another damned spell.

“What the hell are you on
about?” the boy panted. “It’s going to kill us both!”

John bit back a
curse. Then he let it fly
anyway, because it wasn’t like everyone
within five miles didn’t already know where they were. “Look at
it!”

“What?”
The boy stared at him. And then those bright black eyes slid over
to their “attacker”, which hadn’t moved all this time and never would again. Well, unless he fell
over, John thought, as the man toppled onto what had been his face
before something bit half of it off.

The body appeared to
have been wedged between a couple of
rocks, which had left it partially upright, at least until two war
mages slid into it. That had caused it to bobble around, and the
rush of wind whistling through the missing back of its head had
caused the eerie scream. But this fellow would never attack anyone again.

The boy swallowed, and
then did it one more time, taking in the bare rib cage that
appeared to have been licked clean, the missing organs, and the
shredded, fleshy parts of the legs, through which yellowed bone
could be seen.

John saw when realization hit, and the boy’s
gaze fell onto the war mage pin still gleaming from the neck of a
blood-soaked cloak.

“Masterson.” The boy’s
hand clenched on John’s shoulder, hard enough to make him
wince.

“What’s left of him,” John
agreed.

A pink tongue flickered out to wet the boy’s
lips. “He never even made it past the door.”

“No.” John started pulling
the safety line away from his belt, only to have his wrist clamped
down on by that same hard grip.

“What the hell do you
think you’re doing?”

John looked at him quizzically. “Getting
ready to go inside.”

“Inside?” The kid looked
like the word didn’t make sense. “Inside what?”

John summoned a ball of
moonlight, an old fey trick, to illuminate the small cave where
they knelt, along with their gory colleague. And the now dark
tunnel that speared off at a considerable angle going down. And yet
it still took the boy’s eyes a moment to widen.

“Are you
insane?”

Oh, good, he got it, John
thought, and extricated his wrist. “Don’t worry. You don’t have to
come.”

The boy took a moment. John was busy, and
therefore not watching him closely, if at all. But he could
practically feel the indecision radiating off him.

And that was before John
found a solid spot to pound in the metal spike to act as his
lifeline’s anchor.

Wouldn’t want to fall and get hurt, he
thought wryly, right before somebody started shaking him.

“Are
you insane?” the boy asked again, with a look that said he’d already
made up his mind. “That damned thing has to know we’re
coming—”

“I told you; you’re
not.”

“Why the hell did you
bring me down here, then?”

“To watch my
back.”

“Yet you’re going in
alone.”

John nodded at Masterson,
whose remaining blue eye was flickering with an almost lifelike
intensity in the spell light. There were a few tufts of red hair
still clinging to the unopened part of the skull, which the wind
had managed to arrange in a comb over, as if the body was coyly
trying to hide the missing part of its brain.

“Masterson was a good
man,” he said briefly. He should know: back when he consulted with
the Corps, the garrulous old Cornishman had been one of his
students.

John really hoped that
wasn’t why he’d been sent out here, although it was fairly likely.
Masterson had evidenced a real gift for the demonic arts, despite
being fully human and decades older than most of John’s students.
And this sort of thing was exactly why Jonas had brought John on
board to begin with—to bring the Corps up to speed on how to fight
the kind of things that weren’t supposed to be prowling around
earth, but often did anyway.

Damn the demon high
council! John thought, not for the first time. Those bastards were
supposed to prevent this type of thing. Earth was a resource, and
the demons who came here were supposed to be carefully vetted to
make sure they didn’t lay waste to said resource. So, what the
hell—literally—had gotten past them?

And just how
powerful was it to have destroyed a damned fine
mage before, as the boy said, he got in the door?

“So, what are you saying?”
the young man demanded. “That I’m not?”

John had been staring at
the remains of his one-time student, but
now he looked back at the angry pup. “What?”

“You’re saying I’m not
good enough. Is that it?”

John blinked at him. “How
the hell would I know? I just met you.”

“But you chose me. You
brought me down here, instead of one of the others. You saw
something—”

“Yes. And now I’m seeing
something else.”

“Like what?”

“Like hubris. This is no
place for it. You’re going to get yourself killed.”

“And
you’re not? What makes you so sure
you can survive down there?”

John looked up from testing his line, and
almost ignored the question. But for once, there was something in
those black eyes besides anger. Some strange, youthful candor that
pulled a similar response from him.

“I’m not,” he said
truthfully, and dropped.






~~~






John came around to a
nauseous feeling in his gut, a pounding in his skull and an
argument in his ears. He blinked himself back to consciousness and
saw a burning tree limb on one side of him, an expanse of brilliant
blue umbrellas on the other, and a couple of battling silhouettes
right over top. One of which was wearing a temple dancer’s
tiara.

For a moment, John
just stared at the pissed
off, full-sized, 3-D cutie brandishing a
golden stiletto. She was shaking it menacingly at a wizened little
guy in a coolie hat, who John recognized
as the vulture he’d seen picking over corpses on the battlefield.
Which is probably what he thought John was!

Not yet, John thought
savagely, sitting up with a roar, and
causing the old guy to stagger back and the cutie to clock the
bastard upside the head. He barely seemed to notice. He stared at
John for a second, then began screaming his head off and running
away, fleeing down the incline and then sheering off into the
darkness as fast as his legs could carry him.

John just sat there, wondering what the
hell, until he felt a large clot of blood slide down his temple and
splatter onto the grass.

He probably looked like a
zombie come to life, he realized, gingerly feeling his ruined face.
Which appeared to have been pulverized—again. Caleb had really done
a number on—

Caleb.

John scrambled to his
feet, staggering a little, and looked around wildly. But all he saw
was the battle raging over top of the umbrellas, darkness and
drifting smoke. Caleb was nowhere to be seen.

But he had been here. John’s face was
testament to that. But why had he been here? And why had he been so
damned hostile?

And, more importantly,
where was he now?

John stabbed at his arm,
trying to activate the charm, but nothing happened. Except for a
line of pain that shot up from his elbow to his shoulder, probably
because somebody had gotten there first. And literally stabbed him,
ripping a two-inch hole in his flesh, John didn’t know
why.

And then he realized: the
tracking charm was gone.

John just stood there for
a moment, swaying a bit on his feet, processing this. He supposed
there was an outside chance that the old peddler had taken it,
although it seemed unlikely. It wasn’t worth much, and besides,
there should have been no way for the man to even know it was
there. Caleb, on the other hand . . .

John was left with the
disturbing conclusion that Caleb had somehow followed him here, had
assaulted and knocked him out, and had
ripped the tracking charm out of his
forearm. But why? What on earth for?

Probably because he
wasn’t the one in charge.

Damn it! Whoever was
controlling Caleb must have realized what
John was attempting, likely because the plan hadn’t exactly gone
smoothly. He remembered the two groups of mages that had suddenly
broken off from the rest and flooded the alley, before chasing him
and the vampires across the rooftops—because somebody had told them
to. Somebody who wanted to find out if he had a problem.

He’d discovered that the
answer was yes, but had then lost John’s group. So, he’d
backtracked to Caleb, reversed the charm,
and used it to trace John instead. A mage, then, or somebody who
knew the kind of magic the Corps used.

And then he’d ordered Caleb to do . . .
what?

Probably kill him, John
thought grimly. The bastard could have just killed Caleb, but that
wouldn’t have ensured that John wouldn’t try the same trick on
another mage. Killing John, on the other hand, would solve the
problem once and for all. But there’d been a spanner in the works
that the bastard hadn’t expected: Caleb
was notoriously spell resistant, and he considered John a
friend.

So he’d fought the
command—tired, beaten up and probably seriously confused, but he’d
fought it, nonetheless. Fought and won, at least enough to leave
John alive. The bastard behind this had only been able to destroy
the charm and to incapacitate John for a short time.

The question was, did he know it?

John’s eyes widened a
little at the implication, and then he lunged for the
cart.

It looked like the vulture
had been busy. There was a jumble of
potion belts, most of them with their
vials either missing or half depleted, but he managed to cobble a
semi-full one together by quickly combining what remained. He
shrugged into a war mage coat, one a little too big but that was
better than the alternative, and loaded it down with throwing
knives, bowie knives, grenades, garrotes, guns—including two .44
Magnums for the belt’s holsters and four smaller types for the
specially made pockets in the coat. The latter could be levitated
and fired independently if needed, and he assumed he would need,
considering that his magic was all but spent and he had assassins
on the way.

“When did Caleb leave?” he
rasped at the no longer little dancer.

She was balancing on one
foot, trying to put her shoe back on. “Who?”

“The mage who hit
me!”

She shrugged. “Couple minutes ago. Right
before bad man came.”

“Did you see which way he
went?”

“Bad man?”

“No, Caleb!”

She shrugged again,
and gestured around.

Yeah, visibility was not so great.

“He try to steal from
you,” she added indignantly. “And you not
even dead yet!”

“Bad form,” John rasped,
and grabbed some ammo that had been piled on top of a handful of
little glass vials that sparkled like starlight in the
gloom.

He paused for a moment, staring at them, and
then shoved them in a pocket, too.

The dancer nodded in
agreement. “I beat him. I protect you!”

“That’s . . . very
kind.”

She beamed at him, showing
off a pair of dimples.

“But aren’t you supposed
to be . . . on me . . . somewhere?” John asked, throwing clothing
out of the cart until he came across a pair of boots that almost
fit.

“No. I supposed to be on
card like my sisters.” She shot him a look out of heavily made up
eyes. “This very weird day.”

No shit, John thought, and then jerked his
head up as a bunch of flying cabs came speeding across the
battlefield, straight at him.

“You’re supposed to be on
a card,” he repeated quickly. “Are there more of these
cards?”

“All over city. My
mistress pays touts to put them out every week.”

“And they’re enchanted
with the same spell as you, all in one bunch?”

She nodded.

John smiled grimly. “I have an idea.”

“Is it sexy idea?” she
asked, batting her eyelashes at him.

“You know, it’s pretty
sexy,” he said, and shoved her down the hill.
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Chapter Twenty-One






The dancer slipped and fell, not
surprising considering her four-inch
heels, and rolled the rest of the way down the incline. Before
coming to rest in the middle of the bunch of rickshaws, which had
stopped at the bottom of the hill, not wanting to risk flying into
the trees. The drivers did not seem to know what to do with
a mostly naked temple
dancer who was now cursing up a storm.

She was still full-sized,
still 3-D, and still very human in appearance. Except for glowing
faintly around the edges, leaving her looking like a slightly
profane angel as a bit of the magic she’d absorbed leaked out into
the air. Because her original spell had been a crappy animation
type and not anything substantial enough to handle the amount of
power that had been poured into it.

It was a commonplace
enchantment around here, usually used for advertisements, since it
allowed them to clamber off their signs and chase prospective
customers down the street. Or, with a little more magic in the mix,
to act as doormen, greeters, and bouncers, like the samurai back at the noodle shop.
Or as distractions, John thought, as the golden dancer climbed back
to her feet and glared up the hill.

“This not sexy! This not
sexy at all!” she yelled, right before the war mages opened
fire.

But not at John. They were
firing where she was looking, but he was no longer there, since a
distraction doesn’t do much good if you don’t take advantage of it.
But something else was.

The vulture’s cart was
missing its umbrellas, which were currently dark, folded, and
tucked under John’s arm, but retained a healthy supply of
explosives. Along with potion bombs, acid grenades, and other
touchy magical devices the peddler had collected, none of which
reacted well to getting the shit blown out of them by a bunch of
war mages. And neither did the grove of trees.

Their trunks—the ones that
didn’t immediately explode—served as the pins in a giant pinball
game, rattling spells back and forth between them before sending
them flying outward in all directions—including back at the
mages.

They, of course, weren’t
in place anymore, either, having shielded and started up the hill
on the heels of their magic. And were
now hunkered down, waiting out the storm.
Assuming, John supposed, that he was the one lobbing dozens of
spells their way.

Whereas, in fact, he was
the one attempting to steal one of their vehicles.

Which would have been easier if they were
idling closer to the ground!

“Kong was right!” the
dancer told him, coming up behind him. “You asshole
man!”

“Shut up and help me!”
John panted, tossing the umbrellas into a cab.

“You shut up!” she said,
poking him with a long, golden nail. “I lost my hat!”

“It was a stupid hat,”
John said, before bending her over, putting a boot on her back, and
launching himself after the umbrellas.

“It not stupid! You
stupid! And short! My mistress say, no man under five six worth a
damn!”

“I’m almost five nine,”
John said, bending down to grab her by the arm and pull her
up.

“Only short men say
‘almost’,” she sneered. “You ever hear six-foot-four man say he
almost six-five? No. You short.”

“And fucked, if you don’t
shut up and start shooting,” John pointed out, because a couple of
the mages were smarter than he’d hoped, and had figured out what
was going on.

He slapped a gun into her hands, which she
looked at in shock. “I not know how to shoot!”

“Point it at the fan
blades and pull the trigger!” John yelled,
to be heard over the mages’ yells and the revved-up sound of the
engine. Which he really hoped was a good one, as they tore out of
there with maybe a thirty second lead.

If that, John thought, as
a spell shot right over them and the dancer screamed and let off a
volley—at the wrong damned target.

“Not our fan blades!” John snarled.

“Well, how I supposed to
know?” she demanded shrilly. “You say shoot fan blades so I shoot
fan blades! I lover not fighter!”

“You’re not going to be
anything soon,” John pointed out, as a strafe of gunfire rattled
against their backside.

“Go down! Go down!” she
yelled, but John couldn’t go down. Her bullets had done something
to the blade, or more likely, to the mechanism that tilted the
device up and down. He could fly, in other words, but he couldn’t
land and he also couldn’t go any higher.

Which was a problem
considering that the mages were gaining as he sped into the midst
of the only cover around—the maze of bridges.

“Are you crazy?” the
dancer shrieked, grabbing him. “Turn around! Turn
around!”

John did not turn around. “Take the wheel,”
he told her.

“It not have a
wheel!”

“Then take what it has!”
he snapped, and climbed over the seat.

He grabbed the umbrellas,
popped them back open, and secured their reactivated shields to the
back of the cab. They kept wanting to fly off, their broad surfaces
catching the wind, but he managed to stop that by weaving the
handles in and out of the fan like supports for the roof and then
looping the curled handles around the sturdy bottom one. It wasn’t
a perfect system, but it provided some protection.

Which was needed, because
their pursuers were right on their ass.

“Augghhhh! It won’t go up
and down!” his driver screamed, as several spell bolts flew over
them and demolished a bamboo bridge.

Parts of the fiery mass
fell on either side of them as they sped past, but John batted it
away. “I know that—”

“Then why you bring us
here?”

“We’re not going to be
here long.”

“I know
we not be here long! We be dead!” she shrieked, and then shrieked
again when they scraped across the
surface of another bridge that they couldn’t move to
avoid.

“I don’t think you can
technically die,” John assured her, as he started unloading the
contents of his coat onto the back seat.

“I not want to find
out!”

Neither did John, which
was why he was hurrying. Well, that and the fact that they were
fast approaching a big stone expanse that he and Zheng had passed
coming the other way. It was the sturdiest bridge
in the area, with a covered walkway and thick
concrete sides, and thus the only one that might work for his
needs.

Or not, he thought, his
eyes blowing wide at the sight directly ahead. Because the once
deserted conduit was now packed with people. The ones in the area
had been retreating into their homes when he came through before,
to get away from the fighting. Now, a great number of them seemed
to be doing the opposite, choosing to flee instead.

Leaving the bridge crowded
with bodies and completely unsafe for his
plan. He had hoped to fly under the covered area, giving him a
second to jump off without being seen. And then to blow
the cab as it shot out the other side,
making it look like one of the mages’ spells had destroyed it.
Because that was the only thing likely to get them off his
tail!

But not now, he thought, as they went
barreling toward a bunch of terrified faces.

“Turn! Turn!” he yelled,
grabbing the joystick, and getting batted at by perfectly manicured
hands.

“Let go! I drive better
than you!”

“How the hell would you
know?”

“Cause I
know better than to turn into that!” she yelled, as a spell hit
and popped two of their umbrellas at the same time.

“It’s better than hitting
the wall with a backseat full of explosives!” John said, and saw
her blink. And then crane her head about and—

“Why
there explosives?” she screamed,
just as John jerked the craft around.

Leaving them facing a
swarm of war mage driven cabs instead.

And it looked like whoever
was behind this wasn’t taking any chances, because there had to be
a couple dozen of them. Making his new plan to barrel through the
middle look like suicide. Which it was, he thought, as a whole raft
of spells came flying at them all at once, turning the storm-tossed
darkness crimson and gold and reflecting in the little dancer’s
suddenly huge eyes.

Before tearing right over their heads,
because John had just done the only thing he could under the
circumstances.

And switched off the
engine.

“Auggghhhh! I hate you, I hate
you, I hate—” the dancer screamed, right before they hit the road
below—

And bounced.

They bounced some more,
before wildly careening across the narrow street. Because John had
thrown himself backwards as they fell, ensuring that they landed on
their big, blue, heavily warded arse,
instead of slamming straight down. Which
popped most of their remaining shields, but left them, and their
explosives, intact.

For the moment.

“Move!” the dancer said,
shoving him out of the way. She reengaged the engine and slammed
the joystick all the way forward, right before a dozen spells
crashed into the roadbed where they’d just been. Cobblestones
exploded behind them, flying everywhere like chunky bullets, but
they were already speeding away, into a market.

It looked like the area
had been abandoned when everyone started to flee. The result was a
mostly deserted plaza filled with stalls, pushcarts, and trucks,
along with acres of food and merchandise that were currently
serving as obstacles. Big ones, John thought, as they slid up a
ramp, into an opening in the body of a delivery truck, through the
crates of cabbages within, and out the other side.

Right before it exploded.

The rest of their
umbrellas gave up the ghost, blocking the fiery cloud of magical
fire from overwhelming them, although it did set their backside
alight. And left burning cabbages raining down everywhere as they
left the market behind and ricocheted through a maze of wet,
cobblestone alleys barely wider than the cab itself. Which . . .
might just work, John decided.

“All right, here’s what we
do!” he began, but the dancer wasn’t listening. Probably because a
bunch of cabs had just appeared in the alley ahead of them, having
flanked them while they were evading the first group.

Good one, John thought,
some clinical part of his brain appreciating the tactic even as he
wrenched the cab abruptly to the right—and into a
building.

They scraped through the
door—barely—because their ride was a narrow, one-person vehicle.
Some of the ones the corpsmen had
commandeered were the larger, two seater
variety, which couldn’t follow. And a couple of those got in the
way, momentarily barring the smaller vehicles from the pursuit,
although that wouldn’t last.

“All right,” John said,
trying again. “The only way we get out of this is if they think
we’re dead—”

“We about to be dead!” the
dancer yelled, over the sounds of the spells the mages were
shooting through the door behind them.

“Not if you do what I tell
you!” he yelled back, as they crashed through another doorway, tore
down a hall with their sides scraping paint off the walls, and
burst back into the street—

Right into the middle of another group of
mages.

This one was on foot, not
that it mattered much. But some of them did go down from the cab’s
momentum, like leather coated bowling pins. And the rest ducked and
shielded to avoid its sharp-edged
fan blade.

Giving John time to sling his vehicle around
and to plunge headlong back into the hallway again.

Where he met a bunch of
the smaller cabs coming the other way.

“Shit!”

And then something
exploded, but it wasn’t coming at
them, John realized, after a second. It was
coming from them.
Because the little dancer had grabbed the explosives.

“Don’t use them all!” he
yelled, jerking the cab into a room off the hall.

“You shut up!” she
screamed, and threw some more, practically obliterating the wall
behind them. And in the process, making it that much easier for
their opponents to follow.

Not that it mattered. The
enthrallment had the mages’ brains
set on utter single-mindedness, to the point that they’d have knocked down the
damned wall themselves if they had to. Or
risked firing through explosions, falling masonry, and a collapsing
ceiling, John thought, as bright bolts of death slammed past on all
sides.

Including one that sent them spinning
through some windows and out into the night.

They crashed into the
opposite building, fan first, destroying their ride and dumping
them onto the street alongside the remaining explosives. Where they
were sitting ducks for what had to be fifty mages, some on foot and some in cabs, coming from all
directions and all focused on the same thing. For a second, John
despaired, a dozen plans running through his mind, none of which
were likely to work.

And none of which proved
to be necessary.

Because another group of flying death
machines suddenly swooped down and grabbed him and the dancer off
the street, just as the remaining mages burst out of the building
behind them.

And were met by a massive
fireball caused by someone firing into the middle of their spilled
explosives.

The resulting blast almost
caught John and his sidekick, too, the fireball chasing them and
the cab they had somehow ended up in four stories into the air. Or
maybe more. John couldn’t be sure, feeling a little dazed and more
than a little confused as he caught sight of his
rescuer.

“Kong?”

“We even, war mage,”
the vampire spat as they jerked around the
side of a building. And then suddenly stopped, abruptly enough to
almost throw John out of the cab, except that he had a death grip
on the top of the door. “Go!”

“What?” John sat there,
trying to catch up, since all that had happened at vampire
speed.

Kong said something that
sounded profane. “Get. Out,” he repeated. “We’ll lead them
away. You run!”

John nodded and rolled onto a flat
rooftop.

“You better make this
worth it!” Kong snarled, and then he and the other vamps, who had
also commandeered cabs, tore off into the sky—in all different
directions.

John crawled under a line
of wet laundry and waited, his chest tight, his breathing labored,
as a mass of mages in cabs emerged from the alley below, their
leather coats flapping out behind them like superhero capes. They
hung in the air for an instant, caught between the greenish light
from above and the orange glow from below, heightening the
otherworldly effect. Before abruptly taking off after the
vamps.

John collapsed back against the wet
concrete, and just breathed for a moment.

Lightning flashed
overhead, rain slapped him in the face along with somebody’s
abandoned laundry, and he found himself struck with a strong desire
to giggle. It was absurd; he knew that. But he was alive when he
shouldn’t be, and the sheer relief had laughter bubbling up anyway,
while the storm winds howled and the city burned and the little
dancer glowered at him from behind a soggy cheongsam.

“What
now, asshole?” she asked, after a
moment.

John got himself under
control and rolled back to his knees. “Now,” he told her
breathlessly, “we go talk to your sisters.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two






The pharmacy was dark and silent. Too much so. Especially
considering the footprints headed in the door.

John crouched down, put a
finger to what looked like a drop of liquid gold on the wooden
planks of the entryway, and brought it up to his nose.

And then reared
back, because the shining energy tried to
glom onto him, to merge with him, to sink into his skin and
to—

“Son of
a bitch!”
he whispered, and flung it onto the road.

“What is it?” his little
helper asked, squatting down to balance on her stilettos. She
started to reach for the same golden smear, but John pushed her
hand away.

“Don’t,” he said tersely,
while doing a quick inner assessment, to make sure it hadn’t gotten
a hold on him.

“Why? It
dangerous?”

“It’s demon
blood.”

“Demon?” Her eyes widened.
“What kind of demon?”

“The bad
kind,” John snarled, and pulled her around the side of the
building, to where they were hidden by the shadow of the roof. Not
that that would be enough; not against one of
them.

There was only one type of demon whose blood
glowed like that, and they didn’t have to see you to kill you.

Goddamnit, he should have known!

“I’m going inside to check
it out,” he told her roughly. “You stay here.”

“And do what?” she asked,
looking panicked at the idea of being alone.

“Stay out of trouble. I’ll
be back for you—”

“No! I can
help!”

“You’ve already helped,”
he pointed out, striving for patience. “You got us
here.”

And she had. One of her
sister cards, propped in the window of a barbershop on the nearby
main avenue, had seen Caleb stride down
this alley not fifteen minutes ago. That
didn’t mean he was still here, but it didn’t mean that he wasn’t,
either. And possibly inside right now, along with the demon behind
all this!

Because John should have
remembered: plenty of them knew human magic, too. Well enough, at
least, to recognize the tracker for what it was and to also
possibly recognize John. Not to mention being among the few
creatures with the power to pull something like this
off.

He tried to pull away, but the dancer didn’t
let go. Animations based on a real person tended to take more than
just their appearance from the source; they took something of the
model’s personality, too. And it didn’t look like her mistress was
used to this sort of thing.

“You promise?” Golden
nails bit into his coat sleeve. “You come back?”

“I promise.”

He meant it. She was his
only source of information about the city, not to mention his
only way to find Caleb if this didn’t
work. He wasn’t going to abandon her in an alley, any more than he
was willing to let her get destroyed by the creature inside. But
she didn’t look convinced.

“I will come back,” he
repeated.

“Not if you
dead!”

“I’m hard to
kill.”

That got him a withering
stare. “You crazy man! You almost die, like, ten times since I know
you!”

“Almost being the
operative word,” John said, and pried off her grip. “Now, can you
stay out of sight?”

He expected her to cower
down in the shadows or to find a niche in the walls, which wouldn’t
be difficult around here. The alley was less affluent looking than
the neighborhood where he’d come in, and
much older. The pharmacy that turned the street into a dead end
looked like it dated back centuries, with weathered, carved wooden
shutters, an upturned roof with enough missing tiles to give the
appearance of a gap-toothed smile, and a hand lettered sign in
peeling gold paint over the door.

But it was easily the
best-looking thing on the street. Otherwise, there were looming
tenements, overflowing trash skips, and a snarl of items stored on
a straining bamboo lattice that was so thick, John couldn’t even
see through it. It gave the street a tunnel like effect that was
more than faintly creepy, something not
helped by the animated graffiti everywhere.

It scrawled over trash
cans, spiraled across the ground, and climbed the walls. Most of it
hadn’t been maintained, so the magic had
either worn off entirely or was soon to do so. The result was a
warrior apathetically disemboweling a bored looking peasant on the
asphalt, while a snake-like dragon yawned and groomed its no longer
shiny scales on the wall above.

And then pulled back in
alarm when a golden cutie ran straight into the bricks beside it,
instantly going 2-D again and tamping down her glow. To the point
that she was a barely visible outline, like an old mural that had
faded and weathered over time. And which was now peering over a
rain barrel, watching John worriedly through heavily made up
eyes.

He nodded approval, and turned back to the
task at hand.

The collection of skinny
glass vials he’d taken off the peddler clinked in his pocket. And
then glistened in his palm when he brought them out, gleaming
silver-bright against his skin. John just
stood there for a moment, almost mesmerized by the constantly shifting swirls and spirals of
light.

And anxious and sick to
his stomach and half disbelieving that he was even contemplating
this.

Because the vials weren’t
some dangerous battle concoction like the larger ones affixed to
his belt. No, these were infinitely
scarier, at least to him. Because they didn’t contain death but the
opposite.

In these vials was life distilled.

Specifically, they
contained life magic in its purest form, the silver swirl of
unassigned power glittering and gleaming against his flesh, brightly enough to light up his
fingerbones. The mages it had come from had captured some of their
excess power and stored it in warded vials for later use, giving
themselves a backup in case their strength petered out in combat.
It was a fairly common practice in the Corps, rather like blood
doping in professional sports only this was legal. After all, it
was their magic; it wasn’t like they were stealing it from anyone
else . . .

John cursed, and
told himself to stop being a fool. This wasn’t
like feeding from Cassie, wasn’t like it at all! That had required
his demon’s help, to open a conduit into her power,
and had energized the damned thing in the
process. This wouldn’t. Any mage could do this, as it didn’t
require a conduit. The power was already here!

It was the same as using a
potion bomb in battle, rather than throwing a fireball. The former
helped to conserve your magic, while this replaced it after it ran
out. There was no difference.

Except that this hadn’t come from him.

Each of the innocuous
little vials contained another mage’s magic, their strength, their
abilities, the essence of men now likely dead and gone. It wasn’t
John’s to take, and it shouldn’t have been possible for him to
consume without the risk of serious physical and mental harm. Like
the dark mages who put their lives in jeopardy to steal this stuff,
which left them powerful and energized for a time. But also crazed,
wild-eyed, and skeletal, fell beings who hardly looked human after
a while, because no one’s body was
designed to consume someone else’s
magic!

Well, almost no one’s.

John’s fingers tightened
around one little vial, and his thumb pushed up the stopper, before
he even consciously told it to. The scent seeped out into the air,
like a glistening stream of pure oxygen in a city
filled with smog. It called to
him, clean and fresh and alive,
not like the spilled power out front, which had
been desperately trying to find a new home, although he could have
absorbed that, too, had he been willing to risk giving the creature
it belonged to a hold on his mind. He could absorb
anything.

Because he wasn’t a dark
mage. He was a half demon. More
specifically, he was half incubus demon, the one race who could
merge with literally anyone’s power, anyone’s at all.

He was made for this, or
that part of him that came from his father’s people was.

Yet still he hesitated.
The whole damned city was threatening to come apart, war mages were
dying in service to some foul creature’s plan, and he was possibly
the only lucid operative left besides a bunch of goddamned
vampires. And what was he doing?

Standing here, wasting time!

But the habits of a
lifetime were hard to break, maybe because they’d also been hard
won. He knew, and his demon knew: the more you came to rely on such
crutches, the swifter you looked for them in the future. And
eventually went to any lengths to find them.

Just ask the mages who fell to the dark.

He wouldn’t do likewise if
he did this, but he would
feed an addiction woven into his blood and bone.
One that mere vials wouldn’t be able to satisfy for long. And then
where would he turn, when his hunger grew? What deals would he make
with his personal demon for power that he didn’t want and strength
he didn’t need?

Only he did need it now, didn’t he?

John cursed again, furious
and conflicted. And what else was new? His heritage had brought him
nothing but trouble his entire life. Hell, it had taken his life,
for all intents and purposes, more than once! If it provided some
passive assistance in a moment of crisis, it was about damned time!
He’d worry about the fall out later.

He screwed
up his courage and belted back the first little
vial.

There were five in
total, and he used them all, not knowing what he might be facing inside.
And then began to worry about what he was
facing out here. He leaned against the side of the building, his
body spasming from the energy suddenly coursing through him. It was
a shock, because he didn’t do this sort of thing. He didn’t even
carry his own backups, his body making far more magic than he
usually needed in a fight.

But not this
much!

He stared around at the
alley, swallowing hard, as the rush of power threatened to swamp
him. Colors bloomed against the darkness, the supposedly invisible
wards on the surrounding flats suddenly clear as day: a scattering
of bright blue, strong and healthy; a square of sickly green, more
a screen than a true ward, spitting and sputtering and soon to
fail; a rectangle of dark purple on the back of a row of shops,
a repellant rather than a mere shield,
pulsing with the energy necessary to throw a would-be thief
across the alley.

He could normally feel the energy wards gave
off, but not see it.

He could see everything now.

Like the little dancer,
staring at him in concern from behind her
barrel, suddenly bright and vivid once more. Like the golden
splashes heading in the door of the pharmacy, weaving like a
drunkard’s footprints. Like the very air around him, which seemed
to pulse in time with his heartbeat.

And then the full
rush of power hit and he went to his
knees, feeling the earth spin underneath him. Feeling something
like he had that night in Wales, only he hadn’t needed to function
then! Feeling the vials fall from his hand to rattle against the
road as his heart threatened to beat out of his chest and sweat
broke out on his face.

What had he done? How much
had he taken? What had he—

Augghhh! Another wave of
sensation hit and he bent almost double,
his human half fighting to absorb that
much power, all at once. And the information that came with
it.

Because this was not mere
magic, it was someone’s life force he’d just ingested. And it was
accompanied by a flood of knowledge he didn’t want. He could feel
the personalities of the donors like flavors on his tongue. Some
dark and bitter, the echo of a life now extinguished. But some
surprisingly bright and sweet, still vibrant with life.

Like their owners.

A succession of faces
flowed in front of his mental eye: stern, taciturn, and dangerous.
Older mages with a lifetime of experience behind them, grimly doing
what they thought was their duty. Or young ones,
frightened and confused, but determined to prove
themselves. One of the latter was so clear that John could see him,
wedged under a shelf of dirt near the battlefield,
with his golem squatting beside him in the
mud.

It looked up suddenly, as
if it could see John, too, and maybe it
could. You never knew what a summoning spell would call forth. You
might get some powerful, but not too powerful, demon to trap inside
the body you’d prepared, to serve as servant and shield and
bodyguard, all in one. But you might get
something else entirely.

This one’s clay eyes were
blank and staring, like a statue before the paint was
applied. But darker ones lay behind them, sharp and knowing and strangely gleeful. John
got the impression that it was laughing, although at what, he
couldn’t say. At its master, for having the life magic he
desperately needed stolen by another? At John, for feeling guilt
and fear over what many demons did as a matter of course? At the
lot of them, human, demon and vampire, all about to die together,
while still fighting each other to the last?

John didn’t know. He just knew he couldn’t
stay like this, huddled in the street like a frightened child. And
thanks to the magic now burning in his veins, he didn’t have
to.

He came off the stones
with a roar, strode around to the front of the pharmacy, and threw
open the door.
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Chapter Twenty-Three






No
one was there. At least not in the big outer room. It should have
been dark, there being little light in the
alley and less leaking through the shutters over the windows. But
brilliant, gleaming magic was
everywhere.

It spilled out of the blue
and white ceramic pots lining rows of shelves on one wall. It
sparkled in finger and hand prints on the big, dark wood counter.
It danced and swirled with the dust motes turning lazily in the
air, and on the beams of gray-green light flooding in through the
open door. It glistened on practically every surface like fairy
dust, as if Tinkerbell had paid the shop a visit just before John
had.

If Tinkerbelle wore size
twelve brogues, that is.

John’s fuzzy brain
suddenly got a lot sharper. The golden
splatters from outside had resolved themselves
into footsteps in here, as if someone had slowed down, pausing long
enough for the drips to make outlines on the scuffed, hardwood
floor. They wove unsteadily across the room and into the next one,
where they disappeared through a set of sliding doors—along with
everything else.

Darkness boiled in the
space beyond, but not the usual kind. Not the gentle peace of a
moonless night or soft embrace of a silent bedroom. No, this was
the very deliberate absence of any and all illumination, to the
point that the swirl of dust stopped cold along the threshold, with
no bleed over whatsoever.

A spell, in other words.

It had the slick, oily
feel of dark magic, even this far away, coating the inside of
John’s nostrils, slicking his throat, and making him want to spit
out the taste or to summon a spell to
filter the air.

Instead, he swished it
around his mouth like wine, drew it farther into his lungs, let it
trickle out on his breath. High he might be, and hopped up on
stolen magic, but in this case that actually helped. It heightened
his senses, human as well as other kinds, and every single one of
them was telling him the same thing: this was not
demonic.

It was a dog’s dinner of
crisscrossing strains, a sometimes sour, sometimes bitter blend of
magical energy that said as clear as day that, like John, the
practitioner was also borrowing power, and from multiple sources.
But in back of it all, the lattice holding it together, was just .
. . human. Powerful, yes, and with a high tolerance for foreign
magic, but human nonetheless.

It puzzled him. Was he dealing with a demon
or not? Because they didn’t use human assistants!

John held out a hand, and
summoned a ball of light from outside. That usually left him with a
fistful of pale, white moonlight, but
today the illumination swathing his hand was gray-green and angry.
But it served, cutting through the human spell as if it wasn’t even
there.

He stepped over the
threshold into the next chamber, holding up the fey
light, and the darkness receded before
him.

The room inside was much
like the outer one, except smaller. Probably used for private
consultations with whoever managed this place. There was a door
branching off to the right, a large cabinet of small drawers on the
left, a small table and chairs, and another door straight ahead
that was open and appeared to lead to a storage area.

There was also a confusion
of footprints on the floor, some dark and muddy, others gold and
gleaming, but most smeared and streaked in a scuffle that led
nowhere. Or everywhere, because there were signs that people had
been coming in and out of both doors. John headed through the one
straight ahead, because it was already open.

And then stopped abruptly, at what appeared
to be a golden explosion.

It looked like someone had
set off a grenade in a vat of gold paint. There were striations
spearing out in all directions, painting the floor, the walls, even
part of the ceiling. It was beautiful, a glittering sunburst of
power in the gloom.

Except for the
corpses—half a dozen at least—clustered at
the epicenter.

They were human, as were
the others scattered along the periphery,
including one speared on a wall-mounted coat rack like a hanging
side of beef. There was magic here, too, the remains of
battle spells snarling and scrabbling in
corners, still fighting each other even after their owners were
dead. Or gone, John realized, catching sight of some golden
splashes headed out the back door.

They looked like paint
drips. Power sliding off a shield, perhaps? He didn’t know, but the
golden smear petered out a little way up
the street, swallowed by the darkness.

But not before someone had stepped in
it.

Caleb, John
thought, recognizing the distinctive
pattern on the sole of Corps’ issued footwear. The footsteps were
also his friend’s long, even strides, which could cover a lot of
ground quickly. But they weren’t running, much less in wholesale
flight from slaughter.

So, he’d gotten here afterwards, like John
himself.

And then had gone . . . where?

He started to call out to
his little helper, to see if any of her sisters could locate the
big war mage again, when he heard someone in the room behind him.
Someone growling softly, like an animal that senses danger nearby.
Someone who might have answers.

John snuffed out the fey
light, just in case, although he doubted it would have allowed a
human to see through the spell suffusing the little workspace. But
he’d already determined that there were demons involved in this. It
wouldn’t have surprised him at this point to see fey—or much of
anything else.

Which was just as well, because “anything
else” took that moment to attack him.

His legs were swept out
from under him the second he reentered the smaller room, landing
him flat on his back. He’d trained to fight in darkness, like all
war mages, and with his demon senses that wasn’t even too great of
a handicap. It should have been fine.

It wasn’t fine.

Because the problem wasn’t
the darkness, it was what was in
the darkness.

Which was moving so fast he couldn’t even
track it!

He leapt back to his feet,
his spine protesting the magically enhanced speed of the move. And
then other things started protesting as he kept it up, drawing on
the overabundance of power coursing through his veins to counter
the lightning speed of the blows raining down on him from what
seemed like all directions. It felt as if he was fighting a whole
squad of people instead of just one, but it was one, his senses told him that
much.

One who was strong, vicious, and inhumanly
fast—

And who had just made a
mistake.

An overreach allowed John
to get a grip on a strangely lightweight body, which he launched
with brutal force against a wall. It ought to have bought him an
advantage, at least, if not ended the fight all together. And
perhaps it would have.

If another
assailant hadn’t entered the
fray.

“Dory!” someone whispered
loudly—and stupidly. John immediately turned and fired at the sound
of the voice, using one of the .44’s he’d taken from the peddler’s
cart. And emptied the clip, because the last thing he needed was
two against one in utter darkness!

He didn’t know if he’d hit
his mark, but he did know that he’d managed to piss somebody off.
But it wasn’t the person he’d been firing
at, who had given a squeak and stumbled back into the outer room.
No, it was his original opponent, who uttered an
animal-sounding roar and leapt for him
like a speeding bullet.

A speeding bullet with fangs.

Shit!

John felt sharp, pointed
teeth slide across his throat, before he
had a chance to pop shields or get a weapon up. But he didn’t need
a weapon to cast a spell—one of the most powerful repellants he
knew. And this time, the creature didn’t end up being thrown at
the wall but through it, a brick one judging by
the dust suddenly flooding John’s lungs as he followed his
prey through the hole its body had
made.

And into a light filled
room, beyond the reach of the blackout spell, where a small woman
was lying in a heap of bricks. John stared at her for a split
second, because she looked like she weighed a hundred pounds
soaking wet, which she mostly was, having just
come in from outside. And then she was back on her feet with a gun
in her hand.

Shit!

John barely managed to get
shields up in time to absorb the spray of bullets coming at him. He
reflexively sent a spell to heat up her gun, forcing her to drop
it, which she did. A second before she flipped over his head,
landed lightly on his other side, and began clawing great chunks out of
his shields.

“Bag!”
Somebody yelled, as John spun around inside his rapidly shredding
bubble, wondering if he was seeing things. People didn’t just
attack a war mage’s shields with their bare hands. It
was insane.

But then, so was she,
judging by the look on her face. Even more disturbing, one bright,
cinnamon colored eye was glaring daggers at him, as the arm on that
side of the body slashed great gouges in his protection.
Meanwhile, the other eye was busy helping her
remaining arm to paw through an old duffle bag.

It looked for all the
world as if someone had torn a slender, attractive, dark haired
woman in two, then tried to stich her back together again. There
were no actual stitch marks, but there may as well have been. The
mouth on the actively-trying-to-gut-him side was curled into a
snarl, while the other was turned down thoughtfully, as its owner
searched for something inside the duffle.

Something she found a moment later, and
slapped against the surface of his shield.

What the
fu—

A whirlwind of
spells assaulted him before he could
finish the thought, sending him staggering back under an onslaught
worthy of a battlefield. A cluster bomb, he realized, the
equivalent of an entire squad of mages all attacking at once. It
was a death sentence, pure and simple.

Or it would have been, had John not just
imbibed the power of an entire squad himself!

So, instead of dying, he
thrust a shielded arm through the maelstrom and grabbed the outer
layer of his protection—quickly, before the damned potion bombs
studded throughout the attack ate his arm off. And then inverted
his armor, doubling it over and creating a warded sack of sorts
with the explosions taking place safely inside a thick layer of
shielding. Which he then pulled off over his head and tossed aside,
allowing the bomb to expend its power uselessly in a
corner.

While he popped out a
brand-new set of shields.

And then returned the favor, sending every
curse he knew at the damned vampire.

One of them caught her
sidekick, a short, dark haired creature John didn’t get a good look
at before he was wrapped up like a mummy, courtesy of a Shelob
spell. Named after the massive arachnid in Tolkien’s saga, it sent
a sticky web of magic at a person to immobilize them, after which
they could be attached to any available surface.

John chose the ceiling,
slinging the smaller creature upward before turning his attention
on the main event, who had managed to get
a shield up in the few seconds she’d had.

It infuriated him because
he recognized it, or rather, what it was. A Corps’ invention, it
was commonly called the Shield of Last Resort. It didn’t depend on
a war mage’s own power, but was prepped ahead of time and could be
attached to a device, in this case a small watch. Then, if
one’s magic started to run low in combat,
it could be deployed to reinforce buckling shields, to allow for a
retreat, or to permit a last stand, depending on the
situation.

It was not supposed
to be sold to outsiders!

And neither were they,
John thought, his eyes blowing wide as one of his spells hit the
duffle mid-air, which she’d just thrown at
his head.

Along with everything remaining inside
it.

John went down under a
barrage of next level magic that sizzled and lashed, howled and
blustered, and took out a wall and half of
the ceiling, much of which fell on him. His shields shattered, his
head hit a falling ceiling beam and then the floor, and he grayed
out for a second. Before coming around again in time to see a pair
of big brown eyes, both now facing the same direction, staring down
at him curiously.

As if she didn’t understand what he was,
either.

And then came a fist that
looked like it belonged to a debutante and hit like a bodybuilder.
Holding a barbell. Backed up by a Mack truck.

The fuck? John wondered, finally able to
finish his thought.

Right before he passed out.
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Chapter Twenty-Four






John slammed back against the wall, his breath a ragged rasp
in his throat, the taste of chalk and salt and something darker on
his tongue. The very air was thick with it down here, a strange
miasma that seemed to pool in his lungs and made it hard to
breathe. Or maybe that was something else.

“Shock grenade!” the boy
gasped, pulling one off his belt.

And then pausing, hand halfway to the pin,
when John grabbed his arm.

The damned fool had
followed John down here, despite instructions to
the contrary, because “I don’t take orders from you!” Only, right
now, he was looking like he wished he had. John was definitely
wishing he had, if his plan was to bring the whole cliffside down
on top of them!

“That thing will kill us
anyway!” his companion hissed.

John shook his head and
pulled a flare off his belt, a bright red one that flashed like
fire in the boy’s too wide eyes.

Caleb, John reminded
himself. His name was Caleb. He was doing a man’s job; he deserved
a man’s name.

He threw the flare into a
nearby downward sloping tunnel, and watched it bump and fall and
cast wildly leaping shadows on the walls.

A second later, a
maelstrom of movement went after it, too fast for human eyes to
track. Or even half demon ones. John saw a
flurry of shadows leap out of a nearby passage, heard the scrape of
claws on stone, and felt the tremors in the wall behind him as
something tore after the light.

And then nothing.

Until the most
ear-splitting screech he’d ever heard reverberated through the air,
like a thousand fingernails shredding the inside of his
skull.

“This way!” he gasped,
dragging a shell-shocked Caleb into a branching tunnel, one that
was level enough for a headlong run.

For a few seconds.

Then the floor gave way
and they were falling down an almost perpendicular shaft, rolling
and bouncing and screaming—silently.
Because sharp as some of the rocks down here were, it was better
than being shredded by the massive claws that had cut these
tunnels. They had burrowed through the rock like it was nothing,
leaving it tattered and torn behind them for the wind and tides to
smooth.

Only the forces of nature didn’t reach this
far down.

Which is why it took John
a moment, after they finally crashed to a stop, to realize that
there was something other than furrows underfoot. Something brittle
that crunched horribly beneath his boots. Something that he really
hoped wasn’t—

“Bones,” the boy breathed.
“Guess we know . . . what happened . . . to the local
livestock!”

Among other things, John
thought, casting a muffling spell. And then pulling a tiny ball of
moonlight out of the air, which was all he
could get down here. The small orb flickered and gleamed like a
single candle, but was bright enough in the utter darkness to
highlight a profusion of carcasses.

They looked old—brown and
cracked and broken. They smelled like it, too, with no pungent odor
of decay left to cut through the chalky
haze. John lifted the orb to see how far they went, and winced as
the light splashed off the uneven white
walls of a large cavern.

Only no, not a cavern.

“It’s a larder,” his
companion said, gazing around in awe.

That was one word for it, John thought
grimly.

There were bones heaped
higher than his head; bones crunching underfoot; bones hanging down
from the ceiling, held together by shriveled, leather like tendons. There had to be thousands of them,
mostly from pigs and sheep and goats, judging by the shape of the
skulls. But with the occasional cow or horse added in, its
stripped rib cage poking up out of the piles and
crusted with salt.

And working with motion from a multitude of
bats, their black eyes gleaming from inside hundreds of empty eye
sockets, as if the dead were watching them.

John heard himself swallow.

“Yeah,” Caleb said
hoarsely. “Yeah. We need backup.”

That had been apparent
since their initial scuffle with whatever
was down here, which thanks to the bad lighting and the
ferociousness of its attack, they’d only seen as a massive shadow
on a wall. All they knew was that magic sloughed right off it;
bullets seemed to pass right through it; and thanks to the fragile
nature of the cliffside, using their bigger guns was likely to
bring the whole damned thing down on their
heads! Assuming their colleagues didn’t do it for them.

That was why John hadn’t
already called for help. War mages had a bad habit of escalating
violence when they felt threatened, something that could easily
bury the lot of them while leaving the creature intact. It didn’t
seem to have a problem plowing through a few thousand tons of solid
rock, but John doubted his little squad would do as
well.

“Not a good idea,” he
rasped. “They might end up being slaughtered, too—”

“Too?”

“—since we don’t know what
we’re dealing with here. But at least it’s not demonic, as I first
thought—”

“What did you mean, too?”
Caleb demanded.

“—as
they’d be after life energy. A rogue demon might attack a threat
that gets too close, but this thing is clearly
hunting for meat—”

“Which we are,” Caleb
reminded him. “And it looks like it’s
hungry!”

John couldn’t argue there.

The massive larder was
depleted. And judging by the state of things, it had been so for a
while. There were teeth marks on the bones, crossing and
crisscrossing each other as if whatever had been gnawing on them
had returned multiple times to strip every last scrap of meat away.
There were no hides or pelts anywhere, as
if those had also been consumed. Even the bones had
been cracked, so that the marrow could be
sucked out by a desperate . . . something.

And when the last of its
stored food had been consumed, it had gone to the surface, and
started hunting different prey.

But one thing didn’t make sense.

“There are too many
carcasses,” John said.

“What?” Caleb looked at
him strangely.

“Nobody reported missing
entire flocks. A handful of animals here and there, yes, but not
hundreds—”

He cut off when he was suddenly grabbed and
shoved against the wall. “Have you lost your wits?”

John broke the young man’s hold. “What is
wrong with you?”

“I could
ask the same of you! We’re in a labyrinth with a monster, and you
want to talk about livestock
numbers?”

“It’s a fair
question—”

“It is not a fair
question!”

“—as it tells us something
about the creature,” John insisted. “How did it get all of this
down here? Why did nobody notice? And why did it run out of food?
It could collect so much at one point, yet suddenly lost the
ability? It doesn’t make sense.”

“It doesn’t have to make
sense! It’s a bloody monster!”

“Is it?” John broke a salt
encrusted thigh bone out of the wall. “An animal doesn’t use salt
to preserve its food. It doesn’t create a larder, not of this size.
And it doesn’t—”

“Would
you shut up?” Caleb shook him, his eyes wild. “Just tell me how to kill
it!”

“I can’t
know how to kill it if I don’t know what it is,” John said, trying
for calm. His nerves weren’t much
better than his companion’s, but he’d been in more battles. He knew
that panicking gets you killed.

As does ignorance.

“I need to get a good look
at it, or we’re fighting blind,” he said flatly.

“If you get that close,
you’ll end up like Masterson, with half your face eaten off! I say
we get the hell out of here, tell the Corps that there’s a fucking
monster down here, and bomb the damned tunnels!”

“And how do we explain to
the local residents, when half the cliff face suddenly sloughs
off?”

“Who the
hell cares?” The shaking
resumed.

And then stopped abruptly.

“Caleb?” John said, when
the man suddenly went glassy eyed.

There was no response.
Unless you counted a facial twitch accompanied by a single line of
drool leaking out of the side of his mouth. John reflexively looked
down at the man’s stomach, because the last time he’d seen a look
like that, it had been after someone he was talking to was
unexpectedly run through.

But there was no sword or
knife blade sticking out of Caleb’s midsection. There was no wound
at all. But when John looked up
again—

His face met a fist as hard as steel.

He went down onto a pile
of bones, which promptly collapsed
underneath him. Which was the only reason a second blow didn’t
knock him out and leave him at the mercy of his suddenly rabid
partner. Whose fist hit the wall above his head instead, with a
crunching sound that had even John wincing.

But Caleb’s blank
expression never changed.

John rolled off and
scrabbled further back into the cave, to give himself room to
maneuver. Which he was clearly going to need, because Caleb . . .
was not himself. It could be possession, John thought, but the
possessed didn’t have that sort of look on their faces.

Quite the contrary, as the
creature controlling them usually lent them its expressions, which
could be murderous, amused, or—considering the type of demons who
used possession as a weapon—horrifyingly strange on human
features.

This was none of the
above. Just a blank, glassy-eyed stare that was somehow even worse,
especially considering what had probably caused it. And what was
behind it.

Enthrallment, John
thought. So much for the idea that they were after some kind of
animal. It took intelligence to take over a human mind.

And a lack of it to be
speculating like an idiot when something was trying to kill
him!

John dodged to the side,
just before the pile of bones he’d been lying on went up in flames.
He stayed on the move, throwing a shield out in front of him and
trying for what appeared to be the cave’s only entrance. But
Caleb—or rather, the thing controlling Caleb—knew that, too, and
was using his body to block it.

He remained there even
when John lobbed a fireball right beside his head, its boiling
tendrils coming close enough to singe his hair.

Caleb never even flinched,
because of course he didn’t. Any mage—any normal one—would have
dodged to the side and thrown up a shield of his own, giving John a
chance to dive for the door. But Caleb didn’t move because the
thing controlling him didn’t care if he died—would probably prefer
it.

Because that was the idea,
wasn’t it? That they kill each other down in this pit, affording it
an easy meal. Only that wasn’t going to happen.

Not even close, John
thought savagely, and sent out an enthrallment of his
own.

But not at his fellow war
mage. Enthralling humans was touch and go,
and John did not intend to risk breaking the man’s mind by
wrestling some unknown entity for it. Not when there was another
candidate.

In fact, there were
thousands.

His spell permeated the air, not as a bolt
but as a mist too fine to see. Unlike its results. All of a sudden,
a storm of bats ascended into the air, or dropped from the ceiling,
or sent skulls toppling off piles of bones as they fought to get
out, to get airborne, to fly—

Straight at Caleb.

John’s companion went
down, suffused in a whirling, beating, screeching cloud, and
John sprinted for the entrance. Burning
bat bodies flew everywhere, as Caleb launched a barrage of spells
into the air. But he was on his back and they mostly flew upward,
and John was shielded anyway.

Meaty
thuds hit his protection, dark splatters
of sizzling blood obscured his vision, and the acrid stench of
frying fur assailed his nostrils. But he made it to the door. And
then through it and outside, using fey magic to push ice cleats out
of the bottom of his shoes, to give him traction on the steep
ascent.

It was hard going, nonetheless, but from the
sounds coming from behind him, Caleb wasn’t yet following.

Good.

John didn’t want him in
the way when he found this thing. Because his young companion had
been right: fuck what it was. Right now, all John cared about was
how to kill it.
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Chapter Twenty-Five






John came slowly back to something like awareness, albeit with
a swimming head, a throbbing jaw, and a brain wondering why
everyone seemed to feel the need to belt him in the
face.

Or why he kept having all
these confusing visions. He could see it all so perfectly: the rock
cut corridors splashed with moonlight; the fiery, flying bats,
their eyes glowing orange from reflected
flames; his own labored breaths smoking in
the cold air in front of him, while white hot terror clawed at his
insides. But none of it made sense, because none of it was
real.

The memories of Cassie
he’d been having were vivid, picture perfect recollections of past
events. The ones with Caleb, on the other hand, were strange fever
dreams he didn’t understand at all. And, frankly, didn’t want to
understand.

Like why someone was trying to strip off his
trousers.

“What are you doing?” a
woman’s voice asked sharply, as John fought his way back to full
consciousness.

The tugging stopped. “We gotta find out if
he’s a war mage.”

It was a somewhat nasal man’s voice that
time, probably the one with his hands on John’s arse.

“Why would he be a war
mage?” the woman demanded.

“Cause he just took a crap
ton of magic to the face and didn’t even blink? Normal mages would
be a shiny spot on the floor right now. So, ten to one, he’s got a
silver circle tat somewhere on his body—”

“Who cares?”

“—or a black, depending on
which group he’s with.”

“And again, we care about
this because?” The woman sounded impatient—and American, albeit
with an odd accent hovering around the edges of a few words.
Strangely, her voice also sounded distant.

Or maybe that was John.
He was trying to concentrate; he was
trying hard. But the voices kept fading in and out, close one
minute and far away the next, whilst his gut roiled.

At least he was face down,
so he wouldn’t choke on his vomit, he thought vaguely, as the man’s
voice came again.

“Well, for one thing, if
he’s silver, we probably shouldn’t kill him, us being allies and
all—”

“I wasn’t planning on
killing him,” the woman said, which was news to John, considering
the ferocity of her attack. “And will you stop trying to take his
pants off?”

“I told you—they all got a
tat.”

“On
his ass?”

John finally realized why
he couldn’t move. His hands were cuffed—in
front of him. That made the woman—the
master vampire, he assumed—either amazingly careless, or so
overpowered that she wasn’t in the habit of needing to worry about
little things like captured war mages.

John felt his lip curl.

“It’s usually on one of
the arms somewhere,” the man was saying. “So they can recognize
each other easy, you know? But maybe he wanted it someplace
else.”

“For what?” the woman
demanded.

“I dunno. Maybe he’s a
special agent or something.”

“Why
would that make him put it there?”

“Well, who would check
there?”

“You’re checking
there!”

John had also been gagged,
which did exactly fuck all to stop silent spell casting. As he demonstrated a second later, when a thought
freed his hands and sent the gag sliding out of his mouth. It felt
like a snake slithering across his tongue, which did not improve
his already black mood.

“Because I’m smarter than
the average Joe,” the man said, and pulled John’s trousers down.
“Hey, that’s nice. Bet he does a lot of squats,” the voice said,
turning appreciative.

And then cut off all
together when John twisted, lunged and seized the bastard by the throat.

Yes, he was a vampire,
John thought, seeing a flash of fang in the panicked face as the
creature began scrabbling at John’s arm.
It did him no good, since John had used a warded gauntlet to grab
the son of a bitch, not being a complete idiot. And even vampires
have a problem focusing well enough to drain you when their heads
are in danger of popping off!

John pulled his arm out of
the ward, but left the ghostly, blue white bit of armor behind,
hovering in the air and clenched around
the man’s neck, while he looked for the master. He didn’t see her.
Not too surprising, as he couldn’t see much of anything with his
vision pulsing in and out.

But he could hear, and sounds were coming
from somewhere overhead.

Right overhead, John
realized, staring at a wooden ledge some eight or nine feet
up.

The ledge ran around three
quarters of the room and appeared to grant access to higher
shelving. The room didn’t have any windows that he could see, but
there was some sort of bright light up there, sending a cascade of
beams down onto the rubble that were being broken by
the woman’s body as she walked back and forth.
She was talking on a phone, judging by the distant, tinny sound of
another voice, in between arguing with her assistant.

John felt his spine relax
minimally. Her distraction gave him a brief respite, which he used
to assess the situation. He’d been right before: it wasn’t
good.

His body felt like a giant
bruise, his left side throbbed with pain—a broken rib, some more
lucid part of his brain informed him, maybe two—and there was blood
on his face. Along with sweat, brick dust and what smelt like
potion residue. But it must have already expended its strength
before he fell into it, because it wasn’t eating away his flesh.

Yet, he thought grimly.

He threw a
temporary cast around his ribcage—a
magical structure like the gauntlet, only lighter and considerably
sleeker—and then tried to stand.

Not a good idea, he
decided, as he immediately went back to one knee. He
shook his head to clear it, but that only made
the room skew violently, so he stopped. Possible concussion as
well, then.

Protocol in these
cases—AKA when a war mage was injured enough to have problems
standing—was to retreat. Get to safety, call for backup, and get
the damage evaluated by a healer. In other words, recognize when
you’re outclassed and get your ass out of there before you throw
years of training down the drain along with your life!

It was good advice, and
normally John would have followed it. But there was nothing normal
about this situation. And no one else to fix things if he didn’t,
since all available back up was currently trying to burn the city
to the ground!

In situations like these,
the rules changed. A war mage was expected to make do, and to
expend his life if necessary to save others. Not that there was a
lot of choice here: if John didn’t rescue the city, he died along
with it.

Hell of an incentive, he
thought, and grabbed his T-shirt—only to find that it had been
ripped in two.

John tossed the scraps of
cotton aside, threw a couple of bandoliers of potions across his
chest, and shrugged into his coat—and paused. It was lighter than
it should have been. A lot lighter.

Some of his weapons were missing.

John couldn’t see them
anywhere in the dust and detritus on the floor, and a quick search
of the flunky revealed that he didn’t have them, either. So the
master must have taken them. But why?

As trophies like Hye-Jin’s necklaces?
Because John couldn’t think of another reason. She certainly didn’t
need them against him!

Or maybe she did. Had he
hurt her worse than he realized? He’d been fairly certain that
she’d gotten that damned shield up before any of his spells
connected, but magic was treacherous. Magical battles were famous
for doing as much damage afterwards as during, thanks to lingering
spells, potions’ residue and drifting clouds of poisonous
gas.

She was powerful, a first
or second level master at a guess, which meant she was deadly. But
she was also out of tricks. That infernal duffle had been destroyed
along with the magic it contained, while John had magic to
burn.

He also had something else.

He sized up his captive,
who was fighting with the ghostly gauntlet and losing. He was
Asian, or partly so, scrawny, with a shock of dark hair falling
into unremarkable blue eyes. And, considering that he hadn’t found
a way out of the trap yet, fairly pathetic.

Unlike his master, John thought, looking up
again.

“I haven’t been spelled,”
the woman was saying.

“You wouldn’t necessarily
know it if you had!” A frantic voice on the other end of the phone
informed her. “That’s what I’m trying to tell you! Do you feel numb
anywhere?”

The vampire
sighed. She was facing away from John as he
jerked his captive up a ladder, and didn’t turn
around at his approach. Possibly because
she thought his footfalls were those of her servant.

Or possibly because of what lay bleeding at
her feet.

John stopped abruptly.

The light he’d seen
cascading over the balcony wasn’t coming from a
high-powered lamp, as he’d supposed. It was coming from the
human-like figure he’d expected to find downstairs, after seeing
his blood everywhere. And who, even crumpled on the ground, was
damned imposing.

Standing, he’d easily top
eight feet, maybe a bit more. He had long,
dark hair that was currently spread over
the boards around him, a handsome, deceptively kind face, and more
muscles than he needed. Which was none, considering what he
was.

The Irin were a
species of demon that humans called fallen
angels, that demons called Watchers, and that John called royal
pains in the ass. They were constantly lurking around the hells
with their oily smiles and their butter wouldn’t melt expressions,
spying on any and everybody because that was their stock in trade:
knowledge. They collected it, pored over it, lusted after it more
than any incubus had ever lusted after a conquest.

They were
basically hell’s version of MI6, except they
didn’t usually share their information, even with each
other.

Was this who Caleb had led
him here to find? If so, the Irin seemed to have been hoisted by
his own petard. The amount of golden light puddled beneath him was
a sizeable and spreading stain, and one arm had already started to
fade, to the point that the planks of the balcony were visible
through his flesh.

He was dying.

It shouldn’t have
surprised John, considering what he’d found downstairs,
but it did. Perhaps because the Irin always
seemed so inscrutable, so formidable, so immortal. But there was nothing that
lived that couldn’t die; not if faced with an opponent powerful
enough.

The thought caused John to
re-evaluate the vampire, because none of her kind should have been
able to take down an Irin.

He remembered the strange,
Picasso-like face she’d shown him for a moment during the fight,
and felt a shiver crawl up his spine. But
before he could figure out what he was dealing with, or beat a
hasty retreat, her servant managed to gasp out a name.
“Dory—”

The vampire sighed again. “Ray! Just put his
butt back where you found it and get up here! We’ve got to—”

She broke off because
she’d finally turned around, her face back
to normal but her eyes widening at the sight of her hapless
companion, flailing about on the other side of the railing. Where
John’s gauntlet was holding him by the
neck, like a misbehaving puppy. John met her shocked eyes with a
stoic look, since the game was now up, and jerked her servant a
little closer.

“Time to talk,” he
rasped.


 


 


 


 


[image: ]

 



Chapter Twenty-Six






The talk didn’t go well, and neither did anything else.
Including the mirror that John was currently working on, which gave
a squawk and turned black for an instant, before abruptly going
silver again. And shocking the shit out of him in the
process!

He quickly pulled his hand
back and Ray, the vampire’s servant, scowled. “Thought you knew how
to do this.”

“Give me a minute.”

“Yeah, only I’m not sure
he’s got one,” Ray hiked a thumb at the Irin.

It seemed that
John had been wrong. The vampire hadn’t attacked
the creature, after all. On the contrary, she was trying to save
him.

It wasn’t working.

And it wasn’t going to as
long as he held his current form. He was being drained of power by
the body he was projecting into this realm, one he no longer needed
considering how many holes it had in it. It looked like he’d been
ambushed in the storeroom, and while he had vanquished his
attackers, he’d hardly emerged unscathed.

He’d made it this far,
then collapsed into unconsciousness, leaving his power unguided. It
was attempting to heal him, when what he needed was to drop his
physical form and conserve what energy he had left, before he was
drained dry. Unfortunately, he was in no condition to make that
call.

John was and could easily finish off the
body and save the soul.

The question was, did he want to?

He tried a
different spell on the mirror, this time getting
a longer flicker, one he immediately cut off. He was attempting to have it reflect the image on Ray’s
phone, which had been specifically
designed to work in this crazy place. The idea was to allow the
healer whom the dhampir had been talking to earlier to get a better
look at her patient, or so John had promised.

In reality, he had something else in
mind.

“Don’t you think your
master might need assistance?” he asked Ray, after a
moment.

The vampire scowled. “Dory can handle
herself.”

Understatement of the
year, John thought savagely, as literally every part of his body
throbbed in sympathy.

“Yet she wouldn’t have
managed the fight half as well without you,” he flattered, gritting
his teeth. “What if those dark mages went for back up?”

“You just want to get rid
of me,” Ray said, surprisingly perceptive. Perhaps he was smarter
than he looked. But then he frowned, and climbed down the ladder.
“I’ll be back in a minute.”

“I’ll be here!” John said
cheerfully, as the mirror fritzed and flickered.

“Just get that damned
thing working!” the vamp said, obviously unwilling to play Happy
Families with the man who had almost choked him out.

John just waved a hand and
tried to look like he was concentrating until the creature left the
room, off chasing windmills with his
master. Or, to be more precise, off chasing the spell that John had
sent ricocheting around the alley, hitting garbage cans, breaking
windows, and generally making as much commotion as possible. But it
wouldn’t last much longer, which was why he needed—

Yes! he thought, as Jonas’
office flashed into view.

Only, this time, it appeared to be
empty.

“Special Agent Armitage?”
he asked, as what sounded like an explosion rocked the image in the
mirror, sending an overhead light fixture swinging.

“N-not exactly,” someone
said, from offscreen.

The view slurred and
dipped as whatever the Corps was using for a reflective surface was
dragged off the desk. A moment later, a skinny, freckle faced
ginger appeared, his curly hair sticking out from under a World War
II era helmet. “J-Jonas Marsden’s office. C-can I help?”

The boy—he didn’t appear
to be over fifteen—looked like he could use some himself.
Especially when another explosion went off nearby, causing him to
flinch and give a high-pitched bleat, like a startled sheep. He
grabbed the top of his helmet and hunkered down under the desk, as
smoke drifted into view.

“Where is Betty?” John
demanded.

“Er, she’s
busy?”

“Doing what?”

The sound of machine gun gunfire came from
off screen.

The boy flinched again. “That?”

“What the devil is going
on there?”

“I—it’s hard to
explain—”

“Try.”

“Well, s-some war mages
have—” the boy began, when the view was suddenly jerked to the
side, to show John a close up of the wrinkles on old Betty
Armitage’s face.

“Well?” she
demanded.

“Well what?” John asked,
trying to see behind her. “What’s going on?”

“What do you think?” Betty
snapped. “Those mages you sent are causing no end of—”

Something blew a hole in
the wall, causing the young man to yelp and flatten himself on the
floor, and Betty to throw up a shield. Through the drifting clouds
of smoke and dust, John could see what appeared to be a fierce
battle taking place in the corridor outside the office, as war mage
fought war mage. Although why the hell, he didn’t know!

“They were drained!” he
pointed out.

“Not after medical got
finished with them,” Betty snarled. “Should have left them
unconscious ‘till we figured out how to remove the spell.
Regulations clearly state—”

“You
haven’t found a counter spell
yet?”

Betty gave him the look that deserved. “Does
this look like we’ve found a counter spell?”

“Damn it, you need
to hurry up! We don’t have time
for—”

He broke off, because
Betty’s roof had just caved in. Jonas’ war time office was
underground, many levels below the Stratford countryside. Much of
which had just poured through the ceiling, burying the desk and the
two people huddled underneath it.

John grabbed the mirror, sending the
reflection skewing about and threatening the spell, but right then
he didn’t care.

“Betty! Betty!
Damn it, are you all right?”

There was no answer, just
wildly swirling clouds of brown dust. John felt his heart seize,
wondering how many people he’d just helped to kill. The wards on
the lower levels of HQ were supposedly the best in existence, with
the Circle’s wardsmiths constantly revising and upgrading them. If
the assault could break through those, it could take out the whole
damned complex!

“Damn it, Betty! Answer
me!”

Someone coughed.

“If I’ve told you one
time,” an annoyed voice wheezed. “I’ve told you a hundred. My
name—”

“Is
Special Agent Armitage,” John finished for her,
feeling massively relieved.

Betty’s now dirty face
coalesced out of the dust to frown at him,
probably because of the expression on his. She hated sentiment,
even when it was directed at her. “Did you want something?” she
demanded. “We’re a trifle busy at the moment.”

“To speak to
Jonas—”

“He isn’t in.”

“What do you mean, he
isn’t in? You’re under attack!”

“Yes, well. That seems to
be a regular feature of the job of late,” she said sourly. “But the
fact remains that he hasn’t been here all week. He’s on an
errand—”

“An errand?” John didn’t
bother to keep the disbelief out of his voice. “What sort of
errand?”

The sour look intensified.
“That’s classified. Now, if there’s nothing else?”

“Of course, there’s
something else! I need to make a report—”

“You can do that when you
get back,” Betty said, as the office shuddered around her. The
tremors caused her image to flicker and bounce, and created little
avalanches in the dirt behind the desk, which she regarded
balefully. “Assuming you do. And assuming that we’re here to take
it.”

“Damn it!” John exploded.
“You don’t know what—”

“And I
don’t need to know.” It was flat. “We’re doing everything we can,
but we can’t get anyone into the city, and even if we could, they’d
likely only be enthralled, too. If and when that changes, we will
send you aid. Until then, you are the senior officer
in charge. It is your
responsibility to find a solution.”

John had already known that, but hearing it
stated outright made him feel like Atlas holding up the world. But
she was right; if the Corps didn’t have a counter spell, there was
nothing they could do to help. Whatever happened in this city
today, the people on the ground were going to have to deal with
it.

Speaking of which—

“No!” he said, as her hand
moved to end the communication. “I need something else!”

Betty sighed. “Well, out with it, man.”

“I.D. First name Dory.
Perhaps five two, dark hair, female
vampire, appears youthful. Says she’s a fellow operative, sent by the North American Vampire Senate
on an investigation to the city.”

“And you have reason to
believe otherwise?”

“A few,” John said,
glancing at the Irin.

The vampire’s servant had
said they were Circle allies, but John had
his doubts. The Irin were treacherous beasts, and not to be
trusted. And since the vampire was trying to save him, she was
likely on his side, whatever that was.

And the Return to Sender had ended here.

John thought back to the
massacre in the storeroom. Had a group of arrogant humans decided
that they could run this scheme better than a powerful, immortal
being? Had they turned on the Irin and been mostly slaughtered, but
not before he got off an SOS? It would explain why the woman had
been carrying so much purchased magic, when she was basically an
army all on her own. If John had been planning to fight a squad of
dark mages, he’d have had a lorry’s worth
of weapons, too.

Only that it didn’t
explain why she’d left John alive. Or why the Irin had been
bleeding power even before he arrived here. Or
why a vampire would be helping to blow the
city sky high with her in it!

“You didn’t get a full
name?” Betty asked, pulling a stick out of what had been a smooth
chignon, and was now a dusty mess. John had assumed that it was one
of the chopstick-like hair ornaments that some women used to keep a
bun in place, but now . . .

It was looking a little suspicious now.

The ginger apparently
agreed, having just finished digging himself out of the avalanche,
only to abruptly burrow back in.

“Er, no,” John began,
before what was most definitely a wand flicked and blasted a
three-foot corridor in the dirt.

“One moment,” Betty said,
and crawled off, John supposed toward the set of filing cabinets
that had been revealed on the other side of the room.

After a moment, the
ginger’s head poked up again, dirt clumps falling off the helmet.
Huge blue eyes stared at John, and then at the newly carved tunnel.
The boy swallowed, looking more than a little
off-kilter.

John had an idea.

“Jonas’s errand is going
well, then?” he asked genially.

The blue eyes
blinked. “I . . . suppose so?”

“You haven’t received any
reports?”

The red head shook,
dislodging more dirt. “No, other than Mage Jelani requesting
additional help yesterday.”

“Mage Jelani?”

“On loan
from the Jamii ya
Uchawi.”

John managed to keep his
eyes from narrowing—just. The Jamii ya
Uchawi were a separate but allied magical
authority, also known as the East African Warlocks. Why was Jonas,
head of the biggest magical organization on earth, requesting
outside help? And then needing additional assistance beyond
that?

“Really. I don’t think I
know him,” John said, wondering how to elicit more
information.

He needn’t have worried.

“He arrived with the group
a week ago,” the boy said, his eyes lighting up. “There were at
least twenty mages—or so I thought—all in these gorgeous robes and
with magical tattoos of a type I’ve never seen before. They looked
like liquid gold against their skin, and they constantly changed
patterns—”

“You thought?” John
interrupted, because he was running out of time.

The boy stopped.
“What?”

“You
said you thought
there were twenty mages?”

The boy nodded. “It looked
like they’d brought some kind of dogs with them, huge, shaggy
things in these tremendous jeweled collars. But it turns out that
the dogs were also mages! Or, Bouda, I guess, magic workers who can
change into hyenas for tracking purposes—”

“Tracking?”

“You know, for all those
creatures that got out in the recent attack?”

John blinked.

He did not know.

“Well,
they’ve been brilliant at chasing
them down,” the boy informed him. “We’ve got back almost half so
far, and some were pretty fearsome! Guess that’s why the Lord
Commander called for help—”

“No doubt,” John said,
thinking about the cache of magical creatures the Corps had rounded
up through the centuries, and kept in stasis pods on HQ’s lower
levels.

Some were leftovers from
the era of the gods, strange beasts that
had no place in the modern world. Others were escapees from the
hells or Faerie, who had found Earth a much easier hunting
ground—for a while. The latter were often
repatriated back home once they were located, assuming their points of origin could be determined.
But others had been stuck in limbo for
years, even centuries, like the mad war mages that nobody
knew what to do with.

And now they were out?

“Does the Lord Protector
think—” John began, but didn’t get a chance to finish, because
Betty was back.

“Trainee McFadden! Are you
discussing things you oughtn’t?”

“No, sir! I mean, ma’am. I
mean, Special Agent Armitage!”

“See that you don’t. Or
you’ll be making coffee and running errands for the rest of your
career. As for you—” Annoyed gray eyes turned on John, who felt a
strange urge to salute. He repressed it.

“Special
Agent?”

“Stop interrogating my
trainees.”

“We were merely making
conversation—”

“Spare
me. You should lie better than that at your age. As for your
request,” a photo was held up.

John nodded. “That’s her.”

The cat’s eyes
glasses, now sadly smeared and dusty,
settled onto an equally dirty nose, causing it to wrinkle. But
Betty didn’t take them off, probably because there was nothing to
clean them with. “Dorina “Dory” Basarab,” she read, out of a file.
“Newly appointed member of the North American Vampire
Senate—”

“Basarab?” No. It couldn’t
be.

“—and trueborn daughter of Lord
Mircea Basarab—”

Goddamnit!

And then something else she’d said
registered. “Trueborn?”

Betty looked up in order
to scowl at him. “It means of the flesh, rather than of the blood.
She’s a physical daughter instead of a blood slave. And stop interrupting me, mage.”

John stopped
interrupting.

“Now then, trueborn
daughter of Lord Mircea Basarab, currently Chief Enforcer of the
Vampire World Senate—”

“The what?”

Betty looked at him in
exasperation over top of her spectacles. “The newly combined senate
of all vampires on earth, for the purpose
of fighting the war. I know you’ve been sidelined for a while,
mage, but you could pick up a newspaper! Now, may I
continue?”

John attempted to look properly cowed.

“And
designated liaison to the fey,”
Betty finished triumphantly. “I therefore have no idea what she’s
doing in Hong Kong. Would you like me to check with the senate, so they can tell us to mind our own
business?”

This is our business! John
almost said. But didn’t because he knew the senate a little now,
and suspected that Betty was right. They weren’t going to tell him
a damned thing.

And because somebody had
just snuck up on him.

“Thanks for the help,”
Basarab’s daughter said, reaching over his shoulder. “But we’ll
take it from here.”

The screen went blank.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven






She was exactly like her father, John decided, a few moments
later.

The Basarab woman hadn’t
been fooled by his little ruse, likely
because dark mages didn’t tend to announce their arrival quite so
loudly. But she’d played along, wanting to
see who he planned to call. Since that had ended up being the
Circle’s HQ instead of some den of dark mages, he was now part of
the team—for as long as he proved useful.

Or until she decided to gut him and throw
him in a ditch.

Exactly
like, he thought, scowling.

She had her back to him at
the moment, kneeling beside the
Irin with her nape unguarded. And the devil of a
thing was, he didn’t get the impression that she was deliberately
being provocative. She simply didn’t view a war mage as much of a
threat, something that would have seemed breathtakingly arrogant if
she hadn’t just beaten the shit out of him.

Even more disturbing, she
was back to looking completely human, just
a petite brunette with better than average features, a trim figure
and dark eyes. The strange amber color was gone, as were the small
fangs she’d flashed during the fight. He could have passed her in
the street and never looked
twice.

He extended his senses,
but the disturbing, skin ruffling feel of her kind was altogether
missing. And when John briefly shut his eyes, he saw . . . nothing.
The dark wells of power he’d observed back in the tong’s meeting
hall were completely absent.

She read as human, nothing more.

It was extremely disquieting, especially
considering who her father was.

Mircea Basarab was near
the top of John’s most hated vampires list, and might even take the
prize. Not because he was one of the “bad” vamps the Corps had had
to deal with in the past, since there weren’t many of those
anymore. The days of almost constant warfare between vampires and
humans were over, and while some masters still got out of line from
time to time, they were normally dealt with by the senate—the
very body that Basarab helped to rule.

But frankly, John would
have preferred open hostility to Basarab’s easy smile and blithe
air of bonhomie. At least with the admitted bad guys you knew where
you stood. Basarab could smile and smile and be a villain, as the
Bard had put it.

And stab you through the heart with that
same handsome smile on his face.

Or air of concern, he
thought now, watching the daughter, who had her father’s expressive
brows, although thinner and more feminine, and his sensual mouth,
one that would have done an incubus proud. John compressed his own
thin lips and wondered if that was fake concern on her face, as it
would have been on her sire’s. Although why she would bother, he
didn’t know.

There was no one here to impress.

The Irin was still slumped
on the floor, slowly eating himself; the
vampire’s servant was glaring at John malevolently whilst chewing
on a hangnail; and the vampire herself was talking to a frustrated
looking healer.

“Claire. You, uh, might
want to hurry.”

“I know that!” The healer
in question had no fewer than three phones under her chin, trying
to do a conference call with other practitioners. Not too
surprising. A fey wouldn’t know much about healing
demons.

Highborn, John thought,
noting the delicate bone structure,
unconsciously elegant movements, and bright red hair of the woman
in the mirror. The coffee boy with Betty
had had red hair, too, but nothing like this. Hers was captured flame, past her
waist and with a life of its own, crackling messily around her head
as if a campfire had run out of control.

It matched the expression
on her face, which was starting to look a little
panicked.

“Dory, can you stop the
bleeding?”

“I—no.” The vampire shook
her head.

“What do you mean, no? You
have to have something you can use for bandages—”

“Claire, he’s not—” She
looked down helplessly. “He doesn’t
have blood. Just some
glow-y gold stuff I can’t even feel!”

She stared at the Irin,
obviously out of her depth, and John wrestled with a dilemma. He
could save the creature, and thereby possibly put the power behind
this whole nightmare back into play, or let him die and not figure
out how to stop it in time. If the Irin was behind it all, he was
both lock and key in one, but John was not confident of his
ability to pry anything out of him.

On the other hand, after
learning who the woman was, he wasn’t so sure that the Irin
was responsible.

Mircea Basarab was a bastard, but they were
on the same side in the war. And while John might seriously dislike
the creature, he had no reason to believe that he’d suddenly turned
traitor. Of course, his daughter might be a different story, but in
that case, why wasn’t Caleb here?

The Return to Sender
should have kept him close if the target remained on site. Of
course, the amount of magic in the air from the storeroom
fight might have
confused the spell, or disrupted it all together. But there
was another possibility. Caleb could be out
there, following the real cause of all this, meaning that John was
wasting time he didn’t have!

And then there was the
fact that John didn’t like coincidences, and having the Corps’ HQ
attacked just last week was a hell of a coincidence. There was no
known spell that could hold this many mages in thrall, or the Corps
would have found it by now. So, it was something new.

Or something very old that had just been
released from captivity?

John glared at the fallen
Irin, not sure what to do. Not that it mattered. Because the
decision had just been made for him.

“What—no—put that down!”
the vampire said sharply, although nobody was holding anything that
he could see.

Except for her. Her right
hand was clenched around a knife that John was sure hadn’t been
there a second ago. Even weirder, her left hand seemed to be trying
to hold it down, and away from the Irin.

“I mean it! Cut it out!”
she snarled.

“Are you talking . . . to
your hand?” John asked, but was ignored.

“Dorina—”

“I will fix,” the vampire
said, cutting herself off. Only, this time, the voice was
different. Deeper, darker, richer, but with an underlying monotone
that made it faintly robotic. As if she understood language, but
didn’t use it much.

It matched the expression
on her face, which had gone from flushed and animated to calm and
eerily composed between one heartbeat and the next. She was looking
at the Irin, her total concentration fixed on him, but John felt a
shiver run down his spine nonetheless. He’d seen wolves look that
way at their prey, just before they pounced.

“What was that?” he
snapped, fear and confusion making his voice harsh. “Who is
Dorina?”

It was her name, but it had sounded like she
was talking to someone else.

“Calm down!” the vampire
snapped back, color returning to her face. “I got this!”

“Do you?” Ray asked,
eyeing her warily.

It was a fair question considering that the
hand with the knife was slowly inching closer to the collapsed
Irin.

John cursed silently,
and stood there in indecision for a
moment. Ray, on the other hand, grabbed onto the weapon to help
hold it back, although it didn’t look like he made a difference.
That would have surprised John, considering how strong even run of
the mill vampires were, if he hadn’t felt the power behind the
woman’s slender limbs.

“Yes!” the redhead
suddenly shouted from the mirror. “Yes,
thank you!”

“Yes, what?” the vampire
demanded, looking hopeful.

“Yes, let her do
it!”

“What?” she
stared.

But the redhead was busy
talking to someone on one of the phones and didn’t answer, and the
wrestling match was not going the vampire’s way. Or perhaps it was.
John couldn’t tell, because he didn’t know what the hell was
happening!

But he knew desperation when he heard
it.

“Some help here!” she
said, looking up at him.

John provided some help.
More to buy himself time than anything else, because once the deed
was done, it was done. Not that he made a
difference, either.

The woman’s left hand had a mind of its own
and the power of a bull elephant.

“What .
. . are you?” he demanded, straining, because no one was this
strong!

“Dhampir.”

“Dham—” he did a double take.
“They’re myths!”

“Well, a myth is about to
kill our only witness if you don’t put your back into it!” she
snapped, causing John to utter an expletive. And then a spell,
which seemed to help for a second, the added power causing the
possessed hand to slack off. John let out a sigh of relief, his
muscles throbbing from trying to hold back an irresistible
force.

One that suddenly leapt
toward its goal again.

“We need . . . to work . .
. on our . . . communication!” the woman gritted out, after
catching the knife an inch or so before it plunged into the Irin’s
chest.

John just stood there,
unsure who she was talking to, but it didn’t appear to be him. Or
anyone else in the room. Unless there was someone else there, just not
someone he could see.

His eyes narrowed.
Dhampirs were one of the few magical creatures—from earth at
least—that he’d never met, mainly because he hadn’t thought they
actually existed. A cross between a vampire and a human should have been impossible, since dead sperm
don’t swim.

Trust Basarab to have found a way, he
thought, trying not to stare.

He gave up after a moment,
because there was someone else there, not in body but in mind. There was
clearly a second consciousness within the
dhampir—her vampire half? He didn’t know, but he’d seen possessions
that were less unnerving.

He watched waves of
expression ripple over her face, as two different people tried to
occupy the same space at the same time. She reminded him of Hong
Kong and its dual nature. He knew how that worked for the
metropolis, but how did it work in a body?

Or did it, he wondered, staring at the only
internal struggle he’d ever seen greater than his own.

“No, Dory, listen,” the
redhead said hurriedly. “You have to let go—”

“I let go and she’ll kill
him!”

“That’s what I’m trying to
tell you,” the healer said. “He’s dying anyway. By the time they
start fading, it’s usually too late—”

“So we
let Dorina shish kebab him? Because I’m not getting how
that helps—”

“Well,
you would if you’d listen!”
the redhead said, shoving crackling hair out of
her face. And then proceeded to tell the brunette what John already
knew.

And, damn it, he was out
of time! The Irin’s other arm had faded
now, too, and his legs were fast following suit. Only the glowing
torso remained relatively solid, and the head, which looked as
angelic as ever.

Even with John’s knife sticking out of the
heart.

“There,” he rasped,
jerking his blade back, and hoping he hadn’t just made a huge
mistake. “Now maybe we’ll see—”

That, he finished mentally, as a spear of light tore out of the
ruined chest. It was so bright that it caused the little dhampir to
stumble back against him, shielding her eyes. And so probably
missed the body’s sudden collapse, like a
discarded bit of clothing, as the light transformed itself into the
huge, glowing figure of a man. One who towered over the rest of
them by at least a foot and a half.

And whose eyes found
John’s a second later, the ephemeral lips twitching with something
that might have been a smile.

Hello, princeling,
echoed in John’s head.

Well, fuck.
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Chapter Twenty-Eight






The Irin’s spirit smiled at the woman. “Still getting in over
your head, I see.”

“You know each other?”
John asked sharply.

“A little,” she said,
looking at the creature with something like awe. The Irin’s light,
now more obvious with no body to hide it, reflected in her eyes,
making her look like an acolyte staring up at her god.

“You’ve, uh, you’ve lost
your wings,” she gestured.

The Irin’s smile broadened. “I’ll have them
back soon enough.” He picked up the hand that was still clenched
around the knife, and kissed it. “Thank you.”

“I didn’t do
anything.”

“That is for what you will
do.”

John bristled, his
apprehension flooding back. Had he been right the first time? Were
they working together, after all? Damn it! He ought to have let the
creature die!

He hadn’t even finished
the thought when the Irin’s dark velvet gaze switched to him. A
moment later, he heard the distinctive voice again, deep, hypnotic,
deceptively soothing. From inside his head.

Fear not, princeling. I am not your enemy.
Neither is she. You manage that well enough on your own.”

“And what have you been
doing?” the dhampir demanded, before John could think up a suitable
response.

The voice was that
of her alter ego, and it didn’t sound any
more pleased to see the demon than John was. It occurred to him
that, while her more human side might consider the Irin to be a
friend, her vampire half wasn’t so sure. He warmed to it
slightly.

At least someone had a brain.

The Irin also seemed to
realize that he was speaking to someone else. His gaze refocused on
her face slightly, as if meeting a different pair of eyes, and his
head tilted. Another smile tugged at his lips, but this one was
different: less the jaded, world weary one he had given John and
more the delighted expression on a child’s face when surveying the
presents on Christmas morning.

There was nothing these
creatures liked more than a mystery.

And the Irin clearly
didn’t know much more about dhampirs than John did.

“Look and see,” he told
her, gesturing at something behind him.

There was nothing there
but the walls of the gallery, which were lined with wooden
built-ins full of small apothecary drawers. From the smell, they
were filled with the herbs, roots and teas that formed part of
traditional Chinese medicine. There was
also a cabinet for holding larger items, which the dhampir opened
with the hopeful expression of someone expecting a cask of
jewels.

And instead found something altogether
different.

A lot of somethings.

The fearsome predator was
suddenly inundated by a waterfall of bright yellow blooms, which
just kept coming. There must have been thousands of them, packed so
tightly into the old cabinet that opening the door had resulted in
an explosion of flowers. Very strange ones.

They were as thick as
succulents, with crooked, knife-edged petals that moved under their
own power. Most were sluggish, just a squirming pile now waist high
around the dhampir. But others were more active, aggressively
curling and then stabbing out at anyone close.

Including John, who
stepped back as one lunged at his ankle.
They weren’t like anything he’d ever seen, but they smelled oddly
familiar, reminding him of the rich, loamy swamps of Faerie, where
they had no doubt originated. John felt a
sudden pang of longing under his breastbone, followed immediately
by the sound of the Irin’s mental voice.

You should be longing for
the hells, not some alien world.

Stay out of my
head!

The Irin ignored
him. You are but a little human and less
fey, but you are half demon. Although you do not acknowledge
it.

I decide what I am! Not some happenstance of
birth!

Yes, that is the old
debate, isn’t it?” the Irin mused.
“Even the humans acknowledge it: nature or
nurture. What makes us who we are—

We do!

Yes. But what are “we” if not the sum
total of our background and experiences? Yet you do not allow
yourself to experience anything of the biggest part of you. Your
demon blood calls to you, but you deny it, choosing instead to live
as half a man, with less than half of your power—

Trust a demon to make it all about
power!

And trust a confused,
frightened boy to make it all about pain.

John felt his blood
pressure skyrocket. You know nothing about
me! And be careful who you call boy!

The Irin’s voice in his
head laughed, but it didn’t sound mocking. Rather gently
amused. But boy you are, to one as old as
I. Yet I remember being young and confused
once, too. I would help you—

There’s only one way you
can help me! Yet you stand here, wasting time!

“Oh,
God!” Ray gasped, stumbling back from the flora.
“What is that?”

“Dragon’s Claw,” the
redhead in the mirror said, the one the dhampir had called Claire.
She was clutching an old blue bathrobe around her neck as she bent
to peer into the mirror on her side, close enough for the tip of
her nose to squash flat. “They grow in some of the deeper valleys
in Faerie. The fey call them that because of the shape—”

The dhampir looked
in distaste at the flower in her hand, one
she’d picked up from the pile. John wasn’t sure if that was because
of the scent, which was . . . pungent . . . or because it was
apparently trying to gut her. He could understand where it got its
name: the curling and uncurling action of the petals, the gnarled
shape, and sharp, stabby ends did make it
resemble the claw of some fell beast.

It appeared to be weirding the dhampir
out.

He wondered what she’d
think of some of the mandrakes, which could take off like little
fat butted babies, darting into the woods as soon as you dug them
up. And forcing the would-be potion maker to scramble after them,
cursing and tripping and running headlong into trees. Only to
bounce off and hit the dirt, while the little bastards peered at
him through the foliage, as if waiting to continue the
game.

Fey flora could be a bit
more . . . interactive . . . than the
earth variety.

“—and use them in
medicines, lotions, perfumes,” the healer continued.

“Perfumes?” the dhampir looked at her
friend in surprise. “But they smell like—”

“Ass,” Ray said, still
gagging. “The word you’re looking for is ass.”

“They’re a fixative,”
Claire pointed out. “Ambergris doesn’t smell very good, either,
Dory.”

“This is what you were after?”
the dhampir demanded, holding one out to the Irin. She looked like
she expected him to say no, but he inclined his head.

“Dragon’s Claw has another
use,” he informed her. “One long since forgotten by the few who
knew of it. But someone, it seems, has rediscovered the old
alchemy.”

“What alchemy?”

He took the flower from her and blew on it,
sending a small tendril of his power to infuse the plant.

John stiffened, because
fey flora was a component in some very nasty potions, and he wasn’t
familiar with this one. Combined with the Irin’s power, there was
no telling what it might do. But there was no poisoned gas released
at his touch, much less an explosion.

But there
was a change.

The already bright yellow
flower was suddenly radiant, pulsing with a brilliant, shifting
light. It threw strange shadows on the surrounding circle of faces,
which were variously awed, surprised, and in John’s case, probably
reluctantly fascinated—at least until the Irin abruptly crushed it.
And then the wonder shifted to something else.

“Oh, God!” Ray started to retch again, as the smell increased
tenfold. It made John’s eyes water, but not so much that he
couldn’t see the thick, gelatinous fluid seeping through the Irin’s
fingers. And then through the dhampir’s when he held out his hand
and, for some insane reason, she took it.

“When treated properly,”
he told her, “Dragon’s Claw has the ability to cause one thing to
assume the properties of another.”

“Like what?” she
asked.

Like that, John thought,
as the color of her
skin—pale, with a few random
freckles—suddenly bled onto the Irin’s hand. It looked like a
paintbrush filled with pigment that had been plunged into water,
causing the clear liquid to take on a whole new look. For a moment,
the Irin almost appeared solid again, as his hand clothed itself in
her flesh.

And the opposite was just
as true.

The dhampir’s fingers
began to glow, the human coloring
overwhelmed by the Irin’s power. Or maybe there was more to it than
that. Because, instead of the Irin’s gentle, golden glow, something
else was happening to the dhampir.

Something that had
her yelling and stumbling back against the
railing, which was a reasonable response to having your hand
suddenly covered in blue-white flames.

“Dorina!” she gasped, but
if that was her alter ego, it didn’t seem
to know what was happening, either.

John did, and it was infuriating.

Your kind always do
this! he mentally yelled at the
Irin. Knowledge above all and fuck the
consequences!

I did not do
this, the Irin responded, sounding as
surprised as he looked.

But you did! You
experimented on a creature you knew nothing about, just to see what
would happen, and this is the result!

Someone
experimented, he agreed.
But it was not me.

John felt like slugging
that smug face. Help her!

I . . . am not sure that I can.

Goddamnit!

“Dory, your face,” Claire
whispered from the mirror.

And the next moment, the
fearless, confident, powerful dhampir, screamed like a little girl.
John didn’t blame her. The flames had spread across her body,
lighting her up like a human candle.

But instead of burning
her, they were doing . . . something else.

Her skin had gone a pale,
blueish silver, bright as the Irin’s, although instead of sunlight
she looked like a star tumbled to earth. The eyes glowed silver,
too, matching the veins that pulsed under her skin and the tinge of
her lips and tongue as she threw back her head and thrashed against
the railing like a wild thing, yelling “No, no, stop it,
no!”

And, finally, John
understood something. Not what the Irin’s experiment had done to
her, but the expression in those strange eyes. And, sure enough,
she started swinging at monsters a second later, not real ones, but
those churned up by a torrent of memories.

Her eyes were wild and unfocused, staring at
things that nobody else could see. Her heart rate had spiked enough
to send the silver ichor of her blood beating wildly under her
skin. And her fists started flying, demolishing the balcony and the
people on it.

In quick succession, her servant was clocked
upside the head, the mirror had a fist slammed through it, and the
wall received a dozen blows as if from a pile driver, shattering
the small drawers and sending the herbs and teas scattering
everywhere.

Until John tackled her and
took her down, slinging a spell as they fell into
darkness.
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Chapter Twenty-Nine






The market square was dark, with a lot of half tumbled down,
gray stone buildings, yet it wasn’t a ruin. Sturdy wooden patches
covered missing pieces in the roofs; colored awnings fluttered out
in front of merchant stalls; and a fountain burbled away, albeit so
overgrown with mold that the central figure was merely a fuzzy
lump. And there were shoppers, shoppers
everywhere.

That wasn’t surprising,
as this was the demon world known as the
Shadowland due to its perpetual twilit dimness, or the Great
Market, since that was its primary function. Everyone came here,
from thousands of worlds, to trade, to negotiate, and to cheat each
other under the enforced peace maintained by the demon high
council. Including humans, John thought, pulling back into an alley
as a group of them suddenly appeared, not ten yards
away.

Damn it, how had they
found him?

He did a quick check,
flipping from Arcane, to fey, to demon magic, but there was no
tracking charm on him that he could discern. They must have done it
the old-fashioned way, and trailed him through the streets from his father’s court, where he’d first seen
and evaded them. And he’d had his head too far up his own arse to
notice!







The same way he’d missed
the shadow that lunged at him out of the dark.

John managed to get a
shield up in time, leaving him looking at a pair of glowing amber
eyes, a slim body, and a snarling face pressed against his
protection like she planned to eat her way through it.

Which she just might,
because it was that crazy dhampir!

“What
the devil?” he whispered, his pulse pounding in his ears for
something like the hundredth time today. “Are you
trying to give me a
heart attack?”

“I’m trying to give you
something,” she agreed, and shit. That was her vampire voice, the
controlled monotone that was such a stark contrast to her fierce
expression.

It was a concern, but less
so than the way the whole scene around
them had blurred, like a half-dried painting plunged into water.
The colors ran, the lights bled into streamers, and the buildings
lost focus. And then it all snapped back to normal, leaving John’s
head reeling.

The dhampir didn’t look any happier.

“Where are we?” she
demanded.

John glanced around again,
wondering if he’d just experienced some new kind of magic. But it
didn’t feel like it. It didn’t feel like anything he’d ever
encountered, except for trying to wake up from a dream, while
spectral fingers did their best to drag him back under.

Was that what this was?
Another dream? Because if so, why did it seem to be
malfunctioning?

And what the hell was she
doing here?

“Answer me!”

Patience did not appear to
be the dhampir’s strong suit, because now she was shaking him. Or,
to be more precise, she was shaking his shields, making the
contents slosh about like waves on the high seas. It didn’t help
John’s stomach, which was already more than a little queasy, or his
head, which was spinning enough on its own.

“What are you doing in my
dream?” he asked thickly.

“Dream?” It was sharp.
“What dream?”

He gestured
around.

She glanced at the square,
but nothing registered on her face. Probably because she couldn’t
see that much. The only light came from some torches at the
periphery and the tinted glass lamps that swung on chains outside a
few shops.

The wind was up tonight,
so the light wasn’t constant, the torches jumping and the lantern
wicks flickering with every gust. Dim
circles of watercolored illumination moved across the
dirty stones
below, before being swallowed up by the darkness. But they managed
to occasionally highlight the furtive face of a buyer, or the
too-wide smile of a merchant, about to
make a killing.

Or someone planning
another kind of killing, John thought, as
a knot of mages spread out across the market. They were starting
what was obviously a search—for him, if his dream was anything to
go on. And why did he have the impression that it would be a bad
idea to let them find him?

“We need to move,” he said
tersely.

But the dhampir wasn’t budging. “You cast a
spell as we fell! I heard you!”

“Yes, to activate a stasis
pod.”

“A what?”

He dropped his shields and
grabbed her arm, before darting behind the covered wagon-like
structure of one of the area’s more portable shops. “We use them
for creatures too powerful for the cuffs,” he explained softly.
“They isolate you somewhere quiet and dark, or rather, the larger
ones do. The smaller work on the mind—”

He heard a rumble, deep in her chest.

“That isn’t what this is!”
John whispered, starting to move swiftly but quietly behind a row
of wagons, while the mages stalked the market out front. “We don’t
have pods that look like hell!”

“Hell?” The dhampir
suddenly grabbed him back. “What do you mean, hell?”

“This is a demon world,”
John began, before finding himself slammed against a wall, and held
there by a single slender hand.

“You’re a demon, playing
with my mind!”

“Half demon,” John said,
wondering why he’d dropped his shields. “And I was trying to help
you recover. Nothing I did brought you here!”

He was grateful for the
lamp in front of their current wagon, which gilded the shadows
behind. It showed him only a dark outline with firelit eyes, but it
was a woman’s outline. He would have thought a full-grown tigress
was back here with him otherwise.

Of course, he wasn’t sure
a tigress wouldn’t have been preferable.

“Then who did?” she
growled.

“The damned Irin! It’s
what they do.”

It was why people in the
hells with secrets—which was most of them—paid large sums for
spells to block the bastards out. Or else they’d steal your
memories, and the bits of soul they were attached to, bottle them
up, and trade them on. Or sell them to the highest bidder, if you
had anything really unusual.

To the Irin, those were pure gold.

No, not gold, John thought
darkly. More like vintage wines that they could sip in private,
like the connoisseurs they thought they were. And then insert
themselves inside them, to walk on worlds long dead, to meet people
now returned to dust, and to experience things far beyond the scope
of any one lifetime. It was their version of time travel, the
movies, and interactive VR all in one, allowing them to live many
lives through the bits of soul they stole. And then used up like
they were nothing!

“Then where is he?” the
dhampir glanced around. “We’re the only ones here!”

John didn’t understand
what she was talking about. There were plenty of people here.
Including the mages, who had just gotten reinforcements.






They’d been using cloaking
spells—good ones if he’d failed to notice them. But this was the
Flesh Market, where slaves of every type and variety were bought
and sold, and the one place in the Shadowland where illusion was proscribed. Most of the city thrived on
it, pulling images out of visitors’ minds to craft surroundings
that they would be comfortable with. There was no other way
for all of the hugely varied creatures who came
here to interact, since half of them weren’t even corporeal and the
rest had little in common except that they shared a dimension. But
commerce had to go on nonetheless, so illusion was used to bridge
the gap.

Except here. Buyers at the
Flesh Market wanted to be sure that they knew what they were
getting, so in these streets, reality reigned. It could be a little
. . . disturbing.

John caught sight of a
passing Camazotz, its tattered, bat-like
wings trailing an elongated, emaciated body. It would have looked
something like a man if it hadn’t been far too tall, and covered in
patchy black fur that managed to highlight instead of conceal the
corpse pale skin below. And if not for the foot-long talons at the
end of each wing, scratching over the road like fingers scrabbling
at the inside of a coffin.

John felt his skin
prickle, and he wasn’t even in the creature’s path. The mages were,
yet they merely drew back slightly, to allow it to pass. Curious;
most humans who ventured here were not so comfortable with the kind
of things that prowled these streets. But then, they didn’t come in
groups of thirty or more, entirely blocking John’s way
forward.






“Mage!”

The scene slurred and bled
once more, leaving John blinking and disoriented. Or maybe that was
down to the dhampir. Who was shaking him again.

“What the—”

“Look!” she pointed at
something in front of the next wagon over. Or, to be more precise,
at the lack of something.

The Flesh Market dealt in
living creatures of all kinds: slaves, yes, but also beasts of
burden and even pets. If it was living, and you intended for it to
stay that way after purchase, it was sold here. Which usually meant
that the place was a deafening cacophony—especially this
section.

Larger, more expensive,
and more exotic merchandise was kept in warehouses just off the
square. The wagons dealt in smaller stuff, with the various plazas
each having a specialty. This was the bird quarter, and normally a
person could barely hear himself think for the caws, screeches, and
ululations that filled the air. Just a moment ago, it had been its
usual, boisterous self, which John hadn’t noticed because he’d
expected it. But suddenly, it was dead quiet.

And possibly dead in other
ways, he thought, getting closer to the merchant that the dhampir
was pointing at.

He could have picked up a
lantern—there were several hanging off a nearby cart—to help him
see, but he didn’t need it. The merchant was already lit up,
courtesy of the bennu bird perched on one leather gloved hand. Golden light spilled out everywhere, its
gold and crimson feathers seemingly carved out of pure flame, and
vivid sparks dotted the air all around it.

That wasn’t unusual:
bennu-birds were a type of phoenix and it
was clearly in the midst of a transformation. But whereas it
normally went up in a wild blaze that took perhaps a second, this
one . . . was just standing there. Like the merchant, who wasn’t
moving, his mouth open in a comical expression halfway through a
spiel. And the woman shopper, who was rearing back from the sparks,
the glow highlighting her shocked expression. And the flames, which
were not only not exploding, they weren’t moving at all.

“What’s happening?” John
asked, staring at a sight few ever got to see in detail.

“I’m not
sure,” the dhampir said, her eyes
scanning the market, where everyone else was likewise frozen
in place.

Well, almost everyone.

For a moment, John
wondered if Cassie had somehow managed to invade his brain.
Windblown lanterns were suspended in the air, caught halfway
through a swing. The tattered edge of an awning remained fluttered
out on the breeze. And one of the feral ligels, cat-like creatures
that came down from the mountains, was paused in the midst of a
leap at a cage of small, yellow birds.

John had only ever
encountered frozen time in one of Cassie’s spells, but hers didn’t
have exceptions. Unlike the square, he realized. Where at least
half of the human magic workers remained mobile, darting here and
there amongst the statue-like crowd.

One paused for a second in
front of the fountain, where moonlight on
the water created a brilliant backdrop. John could see him rip the
cloak off a nearby shopper, only to stumble back in alarm at the
very non-human face revealed. But he
recovered in a moment, and moved away, still searching.

“What did you come here to
do?” the dhampir asked, her eyes also on the mage.

I don’t know, John started
to say, but something else came out instead. “Archaeus.”

“What?”

“The oldest of the
Goremish slaving syndicate. I think . . . I wanted to talk to
him—”






Illusions were proscribed
in the market, but not magic itself. Especially fey magic, which no
one knew here anyway. John used an old fey trick to make a few
dozen copies of himself and to send them sprinting here, there and
everywhere, causing the mages to scatter and run. And in some
cases, to crash into each other trying to catch him.

It would have been amusing
another time, but John didn’t pause to enjoy the laugh. It wouldn’t
take them long to discover that they’d been duped, and he couldn’t
do that trick two times in a row. He pulled the hood up on his
cloak and hurried forward.

The Goremish elder was
where he always was, propped out front of a building that,
ironically, looked vaguely like a Neoclassical church. A brief
sweep of cracked stone steps led up to a broad portico, where
sturdy pillars framed the dark well of a doorway, through which
roars, caws and more human-sounding cries could be heard. It was
off-putting, but not as much as its proprietor, who had always
reminded John of an obese garden slug. Glistening layers of
gray-white fat oozed off the sides of an overstrained stool next to
a counting table, where several sets of small, pale arms were
pawing over the day’s take.

Until he caught sight of
John, that is. And the bloated, vaguely human face broke out in an
obsequious grin that didn’t quite hide the vicious satisfaction in
the eyes. “My lord. You honor us with your—”

“Inside,” John snapped,
glancing over his shoulder.

“Of course, of course,”
the demon waved a gelatinous appendage, and several of his bully
boys, who had been lounging around the porch, suddenly straightened
up and headed down the steps to bar the way behind them.

John might be universally
loathed by the demon high council, but his father was rich and the
Goremish dealt with anyone with money, anyone at all.

Even a half demon who had
repeatedly tried to get them shut down.

The heavy doors closed
behind them, cutting off most of the light, except for one small,
high set, window. It let in a flood of slightly less dark from
outside, highlighting iron barred cages with dirty straw on the
floor. This week’s specials were mostly tattered, bedraggled and
missing a lot of feathers.

Which wouldn’t have been good under any
circumstances, but fully a third of the eyes staring back at him
were sentient.

John looked away, before
his blood pressure became even more out of control than it already
was. He tried to clear the disgust off his face before turning
toward the filthy slaver, who had obviously had time to rearrange
his features, too. Because the satisfied smirk was gone, and he
looked humble and eager to please, bowing so low that his forehead
almost touched the ground.

“And how can the Goremish
be of service to the house of the Incubi?”

John scowled. “I found something.”
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Chapter Thirty






Someone slapped John, although it felt more like a belt from a
prize fighter. He would have protested—forcefully—but it actually
seemed to help. The world righted itself, leaving him looking at
the market from atop the slaver’s front porch.

“Concentrate!” the dhampir
told him. “You keep dropping into memory!”

“This isn’t a memory,”
John said blearily, while fighting off the undertow trying to drag
him back in. He hated the Flesh Market and all it represented. He
never came here, especially after a certain incident centuries ago.
All this was some trick by the damned Irin.

But the dhampir wasn’t listening. Instead,
she had a hand on his shoulder, as if to hold him in place. While
the other—

“Get off me!” John yelled,
shoving at her, which did exactly fuck all. She hung on like a
limpet, grabbing his skull hard enough that it felt like she’d made
dents in it. And poking mental fingers even deeper, pushing against
his consciousness. “Get out of my head!”

“That’s what I’m trying to
do,” she snapped, her voice finally containing some emotion. “We’re
inside your head, trapped in a memory—”

“Bollocks! I told you,
it’s not a—”

“It is.”
Her eyes stared into his, unfocused
but strangely intense. They were back to brown, but
a ring of fire still circled the irises.
“You have a mental block in part of your
brain, one of long standing. That’s why you can’t remember this
properly. But something has weakened it recently, letting pieces
through, but not enough. Not yet.”

“Not yet?” John repeated.
Because that had sounded ominous.

“I can
try something,” she said, both hands on his head
now, her fingers digging into his flesh. Although
that wasn’t the problem. The problem was—

“Auggghhh!”

John screamed, as the
red-hot poker he’d felt at HQ returned and
brought friends. He staggered back against the side of the
building, his body spasming, his vision darkening, while a thousand
lines of pain radiated outward. For a moment, he literally thought
that his head was going to burst apart in sections, like an
overripe orange, and splatter against the
road.

“It didn’t work,” the
dhampir said, watching him with a small frown on her face. “Would
you like to try again?”

“Goddamn it, woman! No!
Don’t touch me!”

John concentrated on
breathing for a minute while she just stood there, looking at him.
It wasn’t a particularly hostile look, more curious, as if she’d
never seen anything quite like him. Ditto, John thought
savagely.

“I do
not know what powers the Irin
possess,” she finally said. “But I have never heard of any way to
direct a memory from without.”

John tried to concentrate. It didn’t work.
“What?”

“If the Irin was
behind this, he should be in here with
us,” she explained patiently. “But he is not.”

“Meaning?”

“That he isn’t
responsible. One of us must have done this. Therefore, it is up to
us to find a way out.”

“Then bloody well get on
with it!” John said, gingerly feeling around his skull for the
divots he fully expected to find there.

“I can’t. I didn’t bring
us here.”

“Well, I damned well
didn’t! So, it looks like your theory is shite, doesn’t
it?”

He would have said more,
but he caught sight of a party of mages heading across the market.
They were shoving the stationary crowd out of their path, knocking
over buyers and merchandise alike, and stumbling into things
because they were too focused on their objective to pay attention.
Which would have been fine, except that their objective was
him.

“They’re not really here,”
the dhampir said, as John moved forward, preparing to jump off the
porch. “They can’t see us.”

“Are you
sure?” he asked, because she hadn’t sounded sure. And because one
of the mages was staring right at him.

And then doing more than staring.

A fireball boiled through the middle of a
nearby wagon, turning it to ash before slamming into John’s hastily
re-erected shields. It sent him hurtling back against the building,
because he hadn’t been braced well enough to absorb the shock. Or
to keep his shield from wavering at the worst possible time.

It popped when his back
struck the wall and he lunged to the side, but not fast enough. A
tongue of magical fire caught his left arm, cooking it in an
instant, leaving it a blackened, useless mass that resembled
charcoal more than human flesh. And like
charcoal, it shattered into a dozen pieces when he hit the ground,
causing John’s scream to turn to a screech in his
throat.

The rest of him slammed
down, his now missing arm failing to break his fall, his face
smashing into the stone floor of the portico. But he didn’t stay
there. His body was fire, his arm a smoking void, his stomach
heaving with the vomit that etched his throat, yet still he
moved.

Because staying put was death.

He felt himself falling
and realized that he’d rolled off the porch, smacking into the
ground with a jolt. But not as much of one as might have been,
because the Goremish compound was on the edge of the square, set on
its own plot of land. The plaza’s stones didn’t extend this
far, so it was dirt that broke his
fall.

And any added bruises were lost in the blaze
of agony he already felt.

He crawled under a haze of
spell-fire, his stump of an arm smoking but not bleeding, because
the flames that had destroyed it had also
cauterized it. He should have been unconscious from the shock, nonetheless, but he wasn’t. So, he made for
the only cover available, while a battle raged all around him.

But not
at him, not anymore, he
didn’t know why. And then he realized why, catching sight through
watering eyes of the crazy dhampir. Who was taking on an entire
dark mage battalion by herself!

In spite of everything,
John just stared. He was right out in the open, with no concealment
unless you counted fire and smoke, because the low stone wall he’d
been heading for had just exploded. Jagged edged rocks rained down
all around him, yet he barely noticed.

What the hell did she
think she was doing?

It didn’t look like the
mages had any idea, either, but they weren’t enjoying
it.

A whirlwind of activity
tore through the nearest group, so fast that it was barely a blur.
John couldn’t tell if they were shielded; didn’t know if it
mattered if they were shielded. All he saw was bodies go flying and
not get up again, taken out by what may as well have been a force
of nature.

And then things got weird.

The dhampir paused long
enough for John to see her raise a hand. At the same time, a mass
of laundry decided to jump off a line and flap into the air as if a
flock of birds had taken flight. One that split down the middle,
half heading for the main mass of mages, and the other for a group
that had just run into the square.

And did their best to
suffocate the lot of them.

Sheets wrapped up bodies
like mummies in a tomb; shirts and trousers, some with too many
arms or legs for a human, flew at heads, engulfing them like overly
friendly octopuses; scarves coiled around hands, preventing spells
from being cast; and belts and stockings garroted throats. Some of
the mages were jerked to the ground, as if the ends of the fabric
were held in a giant’s hands. Others went the other way, with one
of them lifted into the air by the makeshift noose around his neck,
leaving his feet kicking uselessly underneath him.

The crazy campaign
wouldn’t last, of course, since her weapons were just clothes, and
once the element of surprise wore off, they’d be easily disposed
of. But it didn’t matter. Because their function wasn’t attack,
John realized blearily, it was distraction.

And the dhampir didn’t need long.

The men she’d cut down
were either dead or giving a good impression of it, leaving their
weapons at her disposal. She used them, although not as John would
have expected. The whole lot, including one of the corpses,
suddenly levitated off the ground and into the air, where they
paused for a second to get orientated.

And then rocketed at the biggest group of
mages just ahead, who’d been stupid enough to stay bunched
together.

Some of those near the
edges managed to throw themselves to the side, but most took a
direct hit from what could only be described as a fuck ton of
magical devices, all at once. Seemed to be her M.O., John thought, whilst covering his head with his
arm. And hoping against hope that what remained of the wall would
shield him from the spillover, because he
could no longer concentrate well enough to raise any protection for
himself.

He needn’t have worried.

The next moment, the
dhampir was grabbing him off the ground, was throwing him over her
shoulder, and was sprinting forward,
before launching them both into the gaping mouth of an
alley.






John slammed back against
the alley wall, panting and trying to do it quietly. Archaeus had
failed him, saying that he’d need to see the creature John had
found in that cave in order to identify it, despite supposedly
knowing every lifeform imaginable. But before John could arrange
anything, the mages had found them.

Fortunately, his pursuers
had made enough enemies trashing the market that John had acquired
some unlikely allies. The local merchants’ bully boys had joined
the fray, tall, solid, thick necked demons with studded collars and
leather vambraces, and clubs the size of small trees. One of which
caught a mage in the midsection, slamming him a dozen yards
backward.

People ducked, the
mage—who had been shielded—rattled around an alley like a ping pong
ball, and John shook his head in disbelief. Were the
men mad? Did they have any idea what happened
when you trashed a market in hell?

And why did they think he was worth it?






“Good question,” the
dhampir said, appearing beside him, and panting a little. “Why were
they following you? Is it the same group that is after you
now?”

John stared at her,
wondering why the hell she thought he would know. He’d already said
that he didn’t remember this! And why was that the most important
question she could think of when somebody
had just burnt his damned arm—

He stopped abruptly
and stared. And grabbed his supposedly
missing appendage, which was somehow back, whole and unhurt! He
started laughing, a bit hysterically, and promptly got slapped
again.

He glared at the dhampir. “Stop hitting
me!”

“Then keep it
together!”

“I have it together! As
well as could be expected in the middle of—of whatever the hell
this is!”

“A memory,” she repeated,
with the patience of a tutor talking to an especially dense pupil.
“As I told you.”

“Nothing like this has
ever happened to me!”

“That
you remember. But you were
here—”

“If I was, I wouldn’t have
this!” John said, thrusting out his arm. “They burnt it
off!”

“That wasn’t part of the
memory,” she said. “I was mistaken. Someone is in here with us, but
it isn’t the Irin.”

“What?” John asked,
thoroughly confused. Something that wasn’t helped when the scene
shifted again, abruptly enough to send him staggering into another
grimy wall.

“Sorry,”
the dhampir said curtly. “They were
getting too close.”

John looked across
the marketplace, which was still colorfully
burning, but not enough to obscure the view of a narrow alley
opposite. The one where they’d just been, he assumed. Because a
knot of mages had snuck up on one side and
then pounced, shields in front and spell laced hands
behind—

And found nothing, because the dhampir had
somehow moved the two of them over here.

At least, John assumed that was what had
just happened, although he freely admitted that he didn’t know
anymore.

“Try to understand,” she
said. “The memory we’re in is like a movie, one that pauses when
you’re not watching it. Some of the mages do not pause, therefore
they are not part of the movie—”

“Some of them?”

She nodded. “Think of it like this. You are
watching a movie in a theatre, a movie starring you. You are
observing a movie of yourself up on the screen.”

“All right,” John
said.

“Movie you is attempting
to visit this Goremish creature, to ask him something. Some dark
mages are following you—also on the movie screen—whether to prevent
you from succeeding in your errand or for some other
reason.”

“Still following,” John
said, wondering whether she ever planned to get to a
point.

“That is the memory you
are observing. The movie is the memory. But in the present, in the
theatre of your mind, there are intruders. They aren’t part of the
movie and neither are we; not even you, as the Goremish visit is
something that happened in your past. You are the audience now, not
the actor, but audience you is about to be assaulted by people who
have snuck into the movie to harm you.”

She glanced around. “I should have realized
it before, but I do not know this place, and it . . . distracted
me.”

John tried to make sense
of that. He tried hard. He wasn’t sure he entirely managed it, but
he understood one thing, at least. “There
are assassins in my head?” he demanded.

She nodded.

“How?”

“For them, I’m not sure.
For me . . . some of the Irin’s power passed over when we touched,
due to the effects of that strange plant. Perhaps some of his skill
to memory walk did as well.”

That was the first good
news John had heard all day. “Then use it and get us
out!”

She shook her head. “I
can’t. I don’t know how his power works, and even if I did, it
might allow me to break away, but you would still be here. This is
your brain. You cannot escape it.” She glanced at the alley, which
the mages were slamming with reveal spells, in case he’d tried to
hide. “And we have company.”

Yes, they did. And while John very much
wanted to know how somebody had invaded his mind, apparently with
murderous intent, he wanted to get away from them a lot more.

“This way,” he said,
pulling her down the alley. “We can take refuge at my father’s
court—”

“That won’t
work.”

“Of
course, it will! He’s paranoid; he has guards everywhere. And
enough wards to fend off an
entire—fuck!”

He cut off, because he’d
almost broken his nose, running into something at the end of the
small street. Something he couldn’t see,
and couldn’t feel when he put out a hand. But which was keeping him
from moving forward, nonetheless.

“The hell is this?” he
asked, whirling on the dhampir. Because he knew wards, in all their
types and permutations, and that wasn’t one!

“No, it
isn’t,” she agreed, apparently reading his mind. Maybe because she was currently living in it! “It’s
the theatre door. Someone has locked you inside, and built an arena
out of your mind, to make killing you easier.”

John slumped back against the wall, a hand
to his bruised face. Every instinct he had said “fight”, but he
couldn’t fight. He couldn’t even run effectively, since he couldn’t
leave the damned theatre!

“You’re being hunted,” the
dhampir confirmed.

“By who?”

“I don’t
know. But he or she is a powerful mentalist.” Her face screwed up.
“Or not; those mages didn’t have
much skill with mental combat. It’s as if . . . as if the mentalist
opened the door and sent them through—or
their minds, at least. Perhaps he was unwilling to face you
himself. Or perhaps—”

“He’s busy attacking the
city,” John finished grimly, things finally starting to make
sense.

She nodded.

“But you ended up getting
dragged into my messed-up brain and screwed up his plans by saving
my life,” he added. “Assuming I can die in here?”

“You can die,” she
confirmed. “It isn’t as straightforward as in the outside world,
but you sap your strength every time you have to heal yourself.
Eventually, you’ll die of exhaustion.”

John glanced at his
now restored arm. That had probably taken
quite a bit of power, all on its own. Damn
it!

The bastard behind the enthrallment spell
hadn’t been able to find him in the outside world, so he’d gone
inward. He must have gotten enough of a read on him after Caleb
tracked him down to get a mental lock, and had subsequently found a
way into John’s mind. And had sent some of his servants to attack
John inside his own messed up brain!

“Then how do we get out?”
he said harshly. The damned city was about to go up like Chernobyl.
He couldn’t be stuck in here!

“You don’t.” The dhampir
said simply. “You go through.”
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Chapter Thirty-One






John took a deep breath, and tried to
relax. It didn’t work. And not just because of the damned mages
prowling ever closer.

“Your mind wants to show you something,” the dhampir said, from his
side. “Let it.”

“Then
what?” he asked softly, trying not to break the mood. “They’re assassins. They’ll just try
again.”

“But not now. This memory
stream will close itself off, once it plays out. That will throw
them out of your mind, and force them to find another way
in.”

“And
that helps me how?” John demanded. “You won’t be
there then, and I don’t know any more about mental combat than they
do!”

It was galling to
admit, but none of his years of study
would help him now. He was proficient in three different magical
systems, more than anyone he knew, but it never paid to get cocky.
He’d thought he could handle anything, then he’d met a crazy blonde
time traveler who regularly handed him his ass without even
realizing it, and now he was being expected to make it through the
maze of his own memory before the rest of him was turned
to ash!

But according to Dorina,
there was no other choice. She could shut down the conduit and put
a barrier around his mind that would keep out further attacks, at
least for a while. But she couldn’t do it from inside his brain, or
it would trap them here. So, they had to get out, and the only way
to do that was to let the memory finish and release
them.

It sounded easy enough.
Let his brain wrap up the little movie it
was intent on showing him, then the lights would come on and the
cinema’s staff would arrive to clean away
the popcorn and everyone could go home.
And lock the door behind them!

But that ignored the fact
that he couldn’t see his enemies when the
memory took him because he was swept up in the action. And that
they greatly outnumbered him already, and more could be sent if they failed to do the job. Because he
currently had a major highway running through his
cranium!

“It will be all right.
Let’s just get out of here first,” Dorina said.

Yes, as if it was that easy!

“I will guard you,” she
promised. John just looked at her. “My
father trained me in mental combat.”

And, for the first time
ever, John was grateful that Mircea Basarab was an evil son of a
bitch.

“Relax,” she told him.
“Let the memory take you.”

John tried not to scowl.
Of course. As if he knew how to
do—






The mages must have called
for help. John watched another dozen ripple through the illusion at
the edge of the square, like monsters rising from the deep. And,
damn it, he couldn’t fight them
all!

Archaeus appeared on the
steps of his warehouse, probably to examine the hole the skirmish
had left in his wall, and John sent him a
whisper wrapped in a spell. He wasn’t sure it would work; senior
demons communicated in such ways, but John wasn’t a senior demon.
He was barely one at all.

Yet, a second later, Archaeus reached up and
plucked it out of the air, and his eyes met John’s.

Go! John thought, willing him to understand.

And, amazingly enough, the
demon went. Surrounded by a phalanx of bully boys big enough to be
considered small mountains, he waded into the fray. But not in
John’s direction, as that would have led the mages right to him. He
slithered across the square instead, and a dozen men broke off from
the main group to follow him.

How he planned to lose his
tail before reaching the Incubus court, John didn’t know, but that
was his problem. With the bribe he’d been promised, he’d find a
way. Now John just needed to—

“Have
you lost your senses?”

A hand gripped his
shoulder, and John’s nerves, already wound tight as a drum, had a
man’s body slammed against the wall in an instant—before
recognizing the hard, green eyes staring back at him from under a
fall of messy blond hair.

His father, looking less than his usual
debonair self thanks to John’s maneuver.

Or maybe there was more to it than that.

He was dressed in a
bathrobe of fine burgundy silk,
more a dressing gown than a glorified
towel, something made to be seen. But the
bare feet below spoke of a hurried departure from court, and the
rasp of blond beard, just catching the light of a green-tinted
lantern, turned the face vaguely alien. A pissed-off alien, John
thought, and released him.

“What are you doing here?”
he demanded, before he could be asked the same.

It always paid to be on the attack with
Rosier.

“As if you don’t know!”
His father was incandescent. “I’m away for less than a day and what
do I come home to? My so-dutiful son has paid me a visit and
trashed half the house—”

“That wasn’t
me.”

“I know
it wasn’t you! What the devil did
you put in the wine cellar?”






John started to answer,
acid words on his tongue, when he felt his demon move under his
breastbone. Not slowly and sinuously as usual, when it decided to
make its presence known, but abruptly, jerkily. Like somebody had
plunged a fist into his chest, grabbed his heart,
and ripped it back out again.

He clutched the wall for support, wondering
what this new hell was, and looked up—

To find that Rosier had vanished.

And he wasn’t the only one.

The mages had disappeared,
several merchant’s booths had moved position or been replaced, and
as John watched, the scribbled graffiti on
the walls, advertising the red-light district next door, blurred
and shifted.

“No!” the dhampir’s voice
said. “No, don’t go somewhere else! I can’t follow if you—"

The sentence cut off, and
suddenly John was watching a much younger version of himself
stagger past the alley’s entrance and crash into several
booths.

“What’s wrong?” he asked
Dorina. “What’s happening?”

But there was no reply, because she was no
longer there.

And a moment later,
neither was he.






Ruining that amount of
merchandise should have won John a thrashing, at the very least,
from the stall’s proprietors, but it didn’t. Instead, the
demon shopkeepers scattered, not even
bothering to grab some of their wares first. Like the crowd, which
turned as one and fled.

At least, those did who weren’t crushed
under a giant heel.

“You
dare to challenge me, boy?”

The voice rang through the
market, echoed off the surrounding buildings, and threatened to
burst John’s eardrums. It was louder than loud, to the point that
it vibrated through his body and strummed his ligaments like guitar
strings. He thought he might just rupture from the inside
out.

Instead, he saw his
younger self throw a spell, one that barely paused the giant fist
headed his way, but barely was enough. He ducked underneath and
scrabbled away on all fours, his nose running, his eyes
wide and terrified. And passed straight through
his older version, like a phantom.

That was about the time
John realized that he’d somehow slipped
into another memory. That would have been
bad enough, because the dhampir wasn’t in this one and he didn’t
know how to get back on his own. But then there was the fact that
the only other time he’d been in a fight in the Flesh Market
was—

Oh.

Oh, no.

Oh, shit.

John ducked as the great
fist swung at his rapidly moving younger self, and knocked a chunk
out of the building behind him instead. A sizeable chunk, because
it was a sizeable fist, one attached to a greenish-gray monstrosity
that stood at least three stories tall and only resembled a man in
that it was bipedal. A storm of tentacles erupted from its
back, each bigger around than a man’s body; a
pair of fan shaped fins framed a bald head and venomous, viper-like
face; and strange, orange-white nodules decorated the rest of the
bloated form.

The latter were opening
and closing rapidly, like tiny mouths
gulping for air. Which was fair, since they were what he breathed
through. But the number of them, and the fact that they were
dripping some mucus like substance, made him appear as if he was
covered in weeping sores.

Dagon, John thought, as those slitted eyes
turned on him, sending part of his brain gibbering.

You should have thought of that before you
brought me here, he snarled at it.

And then a wall fell on
top of him.

Or, more accurately, it
fell through him,
merely causing his body to shudder a bit instead of being
flattened. He didn’t seem to be entirely here yet, which left him
staring around, wondering if the rest of him was back with the
murderous mages. If he died in one place, did that mean that both
versions of him were screwed?

It was an interesting
philosophical question that he didn’t have time for, because the
wall must have been load bearing. Half of
the building collapsed a moment later, in
a great cloud of dust and debris. But John’s younger self was
already sprinting away, throwing spells on the move, while his
older version winced at some of the magic being used.

And he wasn’t alone.

John could see them now,
as he hadn’t at the time: faces peering out of windows, from under
laden carts, and from out of alleyways. People who should have been
running like the rest of the crowd, but who had stayed despite the
danger, eyes bright and mouths open, to watch a crazy half demon
take on a member of the High Council.

It was insane.

“This is insane!” Rosier
echoed, appearing out of an alley. He was dressed differently
because this was a different time—a much earlier one, just a few
decades after John first entered the hells. But the expression on
his face was eerily similar. “Stop it at once!” he
demanded.

Just before one of his
colleague’s tentacles slammed him through a building.

John wasn’t worried; his
father was nothing if not resilient. He was more worried about
himself. Because part of the shattered wall had hit him, and this
time, it drew blood.

He was slipping more into
this memory, which meant that he could be hurt here.

No, he thought, remembering Dorina’s
words.

He could be killed here.

“Go!” he heard his younger
self yell, after shredding the ward over a cage filled with slave
girls.

There was a reason the
notorious slave market was so close to the brothel district.
Merchandise that didn’t sell fast enough
often ended up in the flesh trade, including some that wasn’t
supposed to be. Humans were proscribed, as part of the demon
council’s agreement with the Silver Circle, but laws were for the
little folk.

Council members could do
as they pleased, or so some
thought.

Think again, John snarled,
and across the market, his counterpart snarled back. “Go! Make for
the portal!”

The girls didn’t answer,
being too shocked to cry and too afraid to scream. They had been
almost catatonic when he found them,
huddled together, their eyes huge and glazed. But while they
probably hadn’t understood much that had happened to them in the
past few days, they understood one thing. They ran.

And the demon ran after them.

He was afraid now, too,
his agreement with the smuggler having been exposed. The Council
might have to make an example of him, if he didn’t shut this down.
And there was only one way to do that.

The two Johns stared as
one of the great beast’s webbed feet smashed through a succession
of cages, flattening the heavy wood and metal exteriors, before
flattening the owner. The smuggler must have been one of the corporeal demons, because there were plenty
of bones to snap and blood to spurt all over the dirty street. The
fleeing girls looked behind them, and finally found their voices.
They screamed.

And so did John, running
up an outside staircase, and launching himself off a roof and onto
the tentacle covered back of the demon lord, a sword in either
hand.

There had been two of him
a second ago, but the memory had fully taken him now, and there was
only one.

Who was yelling the
strongest anti-healing spell he knew.

It was fey magic, which
the demon didn’t know and couldn’t counter. Not in time, at least,
to prevent John from hacking off its thrashing appendages faster
than it could regrow them. It screamed in pain, bucking and cursing
and trying to fling him off, yet the massive body still lurched
down the street toward the girls.

The nearest portal was on
the other side of the brothel district, a dozen streets away. And
every stride of his was at least ten of theirs. They weren’t going
to make it.

Not unless John did something really, really
stupid.

“Don’t you dare! Emrys!
Damn it, listen to me!”

That was his father, from
a street back, but yelling loud enough to be heard, nonetheless.
John laughed, because why the hell not? He was about to
die.

And still his father was bitching at
him.

He brought both
swords down together, so close that the
hilts almost merged into one, in a savage blow right at the base of
the skull. The spell-laden blades sparked and flickered, cutting
through the tough outer hide like butter, sinking deep. And the
creature underneath him lurched and stumbled, hurt and enraged—

But not dead. Not yet.

And you don’t get two
tries at a council member.

John felt the great claws
rake him, felt his skin start to bubble
and burn where the creature grabbed him, felt himself go flying. He
hit a wall with his back and the ground with his face, but somehow
found the strength to look up from where
he’d fallen. Just in time to see the beast stagger and falter, the
huge arms scrabbling for the hilt of the twinned weapons that he
couldn’t . . . quite . . . reach.

And then the
impossible happened: the great body shuddered,
not once, not twice, but three times, all over. The eyes rolled up
into the skull and didn’t come back down. And the massive corpse
hit the ground, hard enough to shake it, one outstretched fist
heading for John even as he desperately
tried to scramble back—

And failed.
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Chapter Thirty-Two






John crashed into darkness, his head swimming, his breath
coming heavy and panicked in his throat.

He stared around, but
couldn’t see anything for a moment, anything at all. But he felt
movement off to his left and grabbed a fistful of storm light,
thrusting it out before he thought. Stupid! Stupid! That only made
it easier for someone to see him, too—

Someone did. He
caught sight of the dhampir, looking at
him in confusion, before he could snuff out the light. He looked
back at her, his heart rate spiking, his
eyes fighting to adjust.

It took a second.

That gave him time to
notice a few things. First, the darkness wasn’t that of the lamplit
market anymore, but of the inside of a stasis pod. Second, the fact
that he was no longer trapped in his mind must mean
that the crazy plan had worked. And third, the
dhampir was . . . not herself.

Or, rather, she was
her other self,
the more human version instead of the fierce predator he had just
met. But the other was still in there, or back there he supposed,
reunited with her alter ego and flashing amber colored eyes at him
for a second to let him know. He felt his
spine unclench for the first time in what
felt like hours, and with it came a strong desire to just sit down
for a minute.

It had been that kind of day.

The dhampir looked like
she felt the same. Her eyes were huge and
reflecting the storm light, and she appeared off balance and
confused. Probably, John realized, because the mental gymnastics
he’d experienced, and which had taken what
felt like half an hour or more in his mind, had probably occupied
mere seconds in the outside world.

Meaning that, as far as
she was concerned, she’d just been on
fire.

He finally found his voice. “Are you
stable?”

“I think so,” she said,
not looking entirely sure. She cleared her throat. “What did you
do?”

“Put you in a stasis pod,”
he told her, for the second time. “We use them for creatures too
powerful for the cuffs.”

The human version of
the dhampir didn’t look like she knew what
to do with that information, which surprised him. And not only
because it meant that her two halves didn’t communicate as well as
he’d assumed. But because, considering how much purchased magic
she’d thrown at him, he’d have thought she’d have had some pods in
her collection.

Apparently not.

She didn’t look like she
was thinking about adding them, either. She didn’t look like she
was thinking about anything, except possibly collapsing. John
finally sat down and she did the same, one hand searching around
behind her first for support.

It wasn’t really there, of
course, any more than the two of them were. Their minds had been
sequestered in a sort of mental time out, which John for one could
really use at the moment. The dhampir appeared to feel the
same.

Her mercurial,
always-on-the-go vibe was completely absent. She sighed, and laid her head back against the boiling
darkness. “Damn. Wish I’d known you had this thing. I could have
used it on you.”

“I know how to get out of
it, too,” John said dryly.

Her mouth twisted.

She closed her eyes,
because there was nothing to see. Or maybe there was. He wondered
what she saw behind her eyelids: the same void as everyone else or
. . . another person, staring back at her?

He had a sudden urge to
ask—how often does a person get a chance to talk to a myth, after
all? But he refrained. He couldn’t afford to get into a
conversation about dual natures with Basarab’s daughter. Her father
would likely learn anything that she did, and John . . .
well.

His own situation was a
little too close to hers for comfort.

That was what had allowed
him to take down a demon lord, and a council member to boot. Not
that John was so powerful, but that he was so different, he and his magic. Unlike
anything the creature had fought before.

Once again, he saw Dagon
the Mighty shudder and fall, almost crushing John’s younger self in
the process. He’d moved at the last moment, and had thereby
suffered only a glancing blow, but he’d still been sidelined for
weeks with broken bones, contusions and a set of scars on his
shoulder that had never fully healed. They still bothered him
sometimes, twinging at night, sending him bolt upright in bed with
his heart hammering in remembered terror. A reminder of how close
he’d come.

So why the hell had his
demon sent him there? Because it had, John was almost sure of it. That horrible
feeling, like somebody grabbing his soul and jerking it somewhere
else, was memorable.

Had it been trying to get
them out of danger? Because if so, John
couldn’t see how the shift had been an improvement! Yes, the mages
were a threat, but he’d had back up in that first memory.
The dhampir hadn’t been able to follow him
into the second, as she’d warned him. Leaving him alone with a creature he’d barely bested the
first time, and that mostly out of
luck!

Of course, maybe it couldn’t hurt him, being
only a memory. But it hadn’t felt that way, especially once he’d
melded with his past self. And in any case, John didn’t know enough
about mental combat to be sure either way, so his demon couldn’t
have, either.

Had it been trying to show
him something, then? Because that made even less sense. Dagon was a
monster, yes, but he was a dead monster. It was one of the reasons
John was held in so much aversion by the
council, that he would dare to attack one of their own. And,
worse, that he would be
successful.

Not that it had been intentional. John
hadn’t gone there that day to commit suicide, which is what should
have been the end result of taking on a council member. He’d gone
there to free slaves.

He’d encountered a runaway
who had told him about the humans Dagon was illegally importing
from earth. And, of course, John had immediately guessed why.
Humans had never been considered much use as servants, even before
their import was prohibited, being weak and short lived compared to
other species. But they did have two big advantages: an abundance
of life energy, and a reproductive rate like no other.

It should have made Earth
the favorite feeding ground for demons from across the dimension,
something that would have devastated the planet, except that rules
had been put in place to avoid spoiling the resource. Council
members weren’t subjected to the same restrictions as the rank and
file, of course, but they were expected to set an example. Which
meant that Dagon couldn’t go to Earth and
eat his way through a crowd like in the bad old days, draining
thousands of life and tossing them aside like empty soda
cans.

So, he’d found a workaround: if he couldn’t
go to Earth, he’d bring Earth to him.

It had been a perfect
scheme, giving him far more power than he should have had and
therefore more influence on the council. At least, it had until
John found out about it, and planned to out the smuggler to Dagon’s
colleagues. But, with his usual luck, the bastard’s best customer
happened to show up halfway through their showdown, and things had
gotten messy.

But Dagon had very
definitely died, a fact that John had been paying for ever since,
so why had his demon wanted him to see that? Or had it? Had it just
panicked and jerked them there without thinking?

“This doesn’t really
capture the body, does it?” the dhampir asked abruptly.

John glanced over to find her rubbing her
fingers together, probably wondering where the blue flames had
gone.

“The larger ones do,” he
said. “The portable kind we carry as part of our arsenal aren’t so
sophisticated. They only work on the mind.”

“And my body?”

John focused outside the
spell for a moment, but there wasn’t much to see. The two of them
were slumped on the boards, him propped against the railing like a
discarded doll, while the dhampir—still glowing, albeit more
faintly—was flat on the floor. The Irin was kneeling by her side,
his hands outstretched, probably trying to rectify whatever
had gone wrong.

Or to make it worse, John thought
cynically.

“The Irin is attempting to
undo his stupidity. We shall see if he succeeds.”

The woman didn’t look any
more reassured by that than John would have been. He wished he
could give her a better answer, but he wasn’t going to lie. He
wasn’t at all confident about the Irin’s intentions, but he was the only one who could sort out the
current problem.

They sat in silence some more.

John didn’t know what she
was thinking, but he was struggling with his resolution to stay
quiet. He wanted to ask how she and her alter ego shared body
space. Did she feel it there, all the time, like an itch at the
back of her mind? Or was it mostly silent, a watchful presence that
she could conveniently forget about?

Because that was how his
demon had been, before the recent incident in Wales. Like a battery
pack that occasionally fed him power,
boosting his strength, increasing his stamina, and speeding up his
healing. And that was how he’d usually thought of it—as a
thing.

But now . . . what was it now?

He didn’t know. Hell, he
didn’t even know what it had been before, since it wasn’t a
distinct person, as Dorina seemed to be.
It was more like an extra subconscious, putting ideas and urges
into his head that he didn’t want there. As if it was less
interested in manifesting on its own than in remaking him into its
image.

Which was frankly far more
terrifying.

John had known, from very
early in his life, what demons wanted and how they operated—and
been appalled by it. And while he couldn’t carve out that part of
himself, he could weaken it, control it, and keep it on a tight
leash. Sex with other humans fed it, of course; he was an incubus,
after all. But not much, not enough to put it in a position to
challenge him.

And the few times it had
tried, the rare instances when it had hesitated when he attempted
to stamp it back down, well. He’d just arranged a little dry spell,
hadn’t he? And starved it back into submission.

Until the demon council
put him under interdict a century ago and starved them both.
He hadn’t realized how much power he’d gained
from his strange symbiosis until then. When he lost a fight and
almost lost his life along with it, because he ran out of power
halfway through!

He should have died that
day, but fate wasn’t finished messing him about. Had only started
in fact, he thought, as he felt it again, that sinuous, silken
slide under his breastbone. It was like having a snake in his
belly, to the point that it literally made his skin
crawl.

Worse than that, it made him worry: could he
still control it?

Because what he’d done
with Cassie hadn’t been human sex. Hadn’t even been demonic,
although it had been processed that way by his body. But it was the
power of a demi-god that he’d magnified, over and over again, with
his demon growing stronger, fatter, and more powerful with each
pass.

And considering how much
of a boost John had received, just from the spill over, he had to
wonder: what was it now?

“So, you’re doing what?”
the woman asked, her voice shaking him out of his reverie.
“Babysitting my messed-up brain?”

“Yes.” John cleared his
throat, because that had come out as a rasp. “A crazed dhampir
could be a danger to herself as well as others.”

“And I was pretty
crazed.”

She sounded worried about
this new side of herself that the Irin had uncovered, probably
thinking that she had enough sides already.

John could
relate.

“Not your fault,” he told
her. “But, in future, you might wish to avoid his kind. They crave
knowledge above all things, and do not concern themselves with what
it costs others for them to obtain it.”

She turned to look at him,
a frown on her forehead. “He helped me once. Saved my
life—”

Ah, so that was how he’d gotten his claws
in. “And, no doubt, gained something for himself in return.”

“No.” She shook her head
emphatically. “He was on Earth, looking for one of his people—it’s
a long story. But he didn’t have to help me—”

“Then he was curious,”
John said harshly. “He’d likely never seen a dhampir before. He
wanted to learn about your kind.”

She looked like she was
going to argue, but he forged ahead before
she could. He didn’t know why it mattered to him that she
understand this, but it did. Maybe because, despite her parentage,
he had a fellow feeling. One creature that shouldn’t exist to
another.

Or maybe because they’d
just been attacked by a powerful mentalist, something that
described the Irin perfectly.

“That is their coin in
trade—knowledge,” he told her. “They buy it, sell it, trade for
it—sometimes even kill for it. Be very wary of any you meet.
Altruism is not a concept they understand.”

She frowned.

“You don’t believe me,” he
said.

She hesitated. John
supposed he shouldn’t be surprised. The Irin presented a pleasant
facade—tall, handsome, seemingly compassionate. They’d tricked
older and more experienced beings than her into believing they were
benign.

It still didn’t make it true.

“The reason I can talk to
my other half is because of the Irin,” she finally said. “One of
their children gave me a blessing that helped to bridge the gap
between my two natures at a difficult time for me. I owe her a
lot—”

“Don’t
say that!” She looked at him in surprise, but he didn’t moderate
his tone. “Never acknowledge a debt. Never give them power over
you! Or, sooner or later, they will use it. They’re not angels, no
matter what they look like. They’re demons—”

“As are you,” the Irin
said, his voice echoing out of the darkness. “Someday, princeling,
you’re going to have to come to terms with that. Someday
soon.”

And the next thing he knew
the two of them were back in their bodies, panting in shock on the
old wooden floor.
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Chapter Thirty-Three






Ten minutes later, John was considering tearing his hair
out—or possibly someone else’s.

He’d thought he might
finally get some answers, once the dhampir recovered, but
if anything, the opposite had been true. He’d
been here at least half an hour—he couldn’t tell anymore—and was no closer to the truth than
when he’d come in. Maybe less so, since the Irin kept talking in
bloody circles!

“But who
is they?” John demanded, interrupting another long speech by the
creature, who loved showing off his knowledge without actually
giving anybody some of it! “Our enemies are legion. I need to know
precisely who they are—and where!”

“Why?”
the dhampir asked. “What does the
Circle want with vamp killing bullets—or can I guess?”

John managed not to roll
his eyes—just. That was all she and the Irin had been able to talk
about. It was what had drawn both of them
to the city: to investigate a triad that had used Dragon’s Claw to
develop a bullet imbued with some of the properties of
wood.

The same ones that could kill a vampire.

It reminded him of
something Zheng had said, about some
vampires who had been killed by strange bullets in New York,
although John didn’t know if there was a
connection. But it wouldn’t surprise him, since the new weapons had
created a crisis for the fanged population, who didn’t have
shields. They’d never thought they needed them, since their
superhuman speed meant that very few rounds connected, and those
that did were dealt with by their healing abilities.

When somebody like Zheng
could take a grenade to the back and be fighting fit in less than a
minute, hot lead is no longer much of a deterrent.

But the new bullets
couldn’t be healed from, any more than could a stake through the
heart. That explained the vampires’
interest, but it also explained the demons’. Because the two groups
had recently joined forces to create a hybrid army—vampire bodies
possessed by demon spirits—in order to invade Faerie.

And yes, that was as insane as it sounded,
but then so was the current war.

John didn’t know why he
was surprised by what was happening in
Hong Kong. It was par for the course lately, with the supernatural
community locked in a literal war of the worlds. The Svarestri, one
of the leading fey houses, and their human allies were working to
overthrow the current political order and to bring back rule of the
gods—ancient, terrible beings from the heavenly dimension who had
wreaked havoc the last time they were here and would enjoy a chance
to do it again.

Since that havoc would
almost certainly involve the death of the entire magical community,
which had helped to banish them the last time, John was against it.
He was thus also against the development
of these super bullets. After all, if the vampire hosts were
killed, the demon riders would be useless in Faerie, where their
magic was weak.

However, he would prefer to debate it
another time!

And another place, he
thought, as the building suddenly shook like a bomb had gone
off.

That had been happening
for a while, after the typhoon hit
in earnest. Winds had been battering the
old pharmacy and howling around the eaves like banshees, while
sheets of rain pounded down on the roof. It had been loud enough to
force everyone to raise their voices when they spoke, to the point
that they’d literally been shouting at each other.

It wasn’t helping anyone’s nerves, including
John’s.

“I could give a damn about
your senate!” he told the dhampir. “But unless there are two major
conspiracies going on in Hong Kong tonight, we’re after the same
people. But for different reasons.”

“And your reasons would
be?”

“I’ve told
you—”

“Damned
little.”

“Enough.”

“I don’t think
so.”

That last voice was Dorina’s. She seemed to have recovered from
their adventure, and wasn’t holding any fondness for the man who’d
abandoned her in a trap with a bunch of dark mages. At least, John
assumed that was why she was looking like she’d like to eat his
face.

Or perhaps just get in it, because in the
time it took him to blink, she had him by the throat and slammed
him back against the wall.

He’d lost count how often that had happened
to him today, but his back was keeping score and it was too damned
many!

“We’ve shown you ours,
magic worker,” she hissed. “Now show us yours.”

“Is—is it wrong that that
just turned me on?” Ray asked quietly.

“I’ll show you something,”
John snarled, his temper getting the better of him. “And without
your bag of tricks, let’s see how well you handle it!”

“My pleasure,” she smiled—if
you could call it that. John had seen
demon lords with kinder expressions. He didn’t know what was on his
own face, but the redhead in a mirror suddenly made a
sound.

“Dory—”

Her expression reminded
him of the other high-born he’d met, who had always looked at him
as if he was something nasty that had been dragged in on the bottom
of their shoe. What her problem was he didn’t know, since he was
the one being held against the wall! He never found out, as the
Irin took that moment to intervene.

“My time is short,” he
said. “As is yours, if you do not find the ones responsible for
this.”

“Then tell us who they
are,” John snapped.

“That is easier said than
done,” the creature informed him. “There were rumors of a new
superweapon in the war, something that would destroy the advantage
of our newly combined force with the vampires. But I couldn’t find
out what it was, and I was afraid to make my interest too obvious.
We’re known as Watchers, but others watch us as well, and I was not
sure who to trust.”

“You’re talking about
other demons,” the dhampir said, abruptly releasing John as her
human half took back over. “You think they’re involved in
this?”

“I don’t think anything at
this stage, but it is not impossible.”

“But your kind—we’re
supposed to be allies—”

“Some of us are. But your
people are not a monolith; why would you expect ours to
be?”

“Because
everyone in the hells will be prey if the gods come back?” she said
incredulously. “I thought that was
the whole point of this war: them wanting back on Earth to use it
as a staging ground to hunt your
people, and the power they’ve amassed over
the centuries! Why would
anyone—"

“’Cause they don’t think
we can win,” Ray broke in. “That’s it, isn’t it?”

Once again, John was
forced to re-evaluate the dhampir’s
servant, who had mostly acted the fool to her straight man routine.
But that had been genuinely insightful. And it appeared that the
Irin agreed.

“There are those who think
the gods are too powerful and that their return is inevitable,” he
admitted. “Who think that the only reason we have prevailed so far
is their arrogance in one case, and their greed in another. But
that, eventually, they will realize that none of them can succeed
alone and will combine their forces, and on that day . .
.”

“We lose.” That was the
redhead, whispering from the mirror.

“Do not fear, princess,”
the Irin said kindly. “Most of us do not agree with that
assessment. But those who do wish to prove their loyalty now, so as
to spare their lives later. And they are being very careful to hide
their true intent. My people pride ourselves on the completeness of
our information, but on this there are only rumors, whispers in the
dark, any or none of which may be true. We won’t know more until
whoever is behind this shows himself—if he does.”

“He has to, though,
right?” Ray asked. “Something like this don’t happen by itself. You
gotta get the flowers, which I’d bet ain’t easy, then smuggle ‘em
in here and—” he suddenly cut off.

The Irin nodded. “And
demons cannot enter Faerie on their own, at least not without great
peril. If one of my kind is involved, he would need
help.”

“You’re talking about
Cheung, aren’t you?” the dhampir asked.

“Cheung?” John
interrupted.

“Newly appointed senator,
used to hail from around here but now he’s on the North American
Senate.”

“Does he have an associate
named Zheng-zi?”

She raised an eyebrow.
“You know Zheng?”

“We’ve been working
together—”

“Small world.”

“—and he swore this wasn’t
his old master’s doing.” Although he’d seemed defensive and none
too confident about that, come to think of it.

If Cheung’s triad was
behind this flower business, John didn’t blame him. The senate
would have his hide for this, and possibly Zheng’s as well.
Although John didn’t understand why, if Cheung was the mastermind
they were all after, it had been his vamps who ended up dead in
that basement.

Ray seemed to agree. “It
isn’t,” he said, frowning.

The dhampir looked skeptical for some
reason. “Come again?”

Her helper sighed. “Look,
Cheung’s a bastard, okay? A pirate through and through, no matter
how many expensive suits he wears. But he’s got a
code. Back when we were
raiding, he had a list of no-no’s for the guys: no rape, no
pillaging old ladies, no burning fishing villages, that kind of
thing. Don’t get me wrong, plenty of sketchy stuff still happened,
and staying on the good side of the locals sometimes paid off, like
when the imperial fleet came looking for answers. But compared to
what everybody else was doing . . .”

“You’re saying this isn’t
his style.”

“Smuggling fey contraband?
Sure. Smuggling shit to help bring back a bunch of ancient assholes
to kill us all? Not so much.”

“I can only tell you what
I saw,” the Irin said. “Rumors came to me about the possibility
that vampires were involved in this, so when a group was sighted in
the Shadowlands, I followed them—all the way to that basement in
New York. Whereupon they promptly shot each other and wounded
me.”

“Mind control,” John said,
sounding grim. There seemed to be a lot of that going around. Only,
up until now, it hadn’t involved the vampires. If even they were
vulnerable—

The dhampir seemed equally
concerned, because her face had darkened.

“Yes, but how?” she
demanded. “If it’s Cheung, okay. A master vamp can control all but
the strongest of his servants. But if it’s not—”

“Ming-de?” Ray asked,
naming the consul of the East Asian Senate. “They say she’s as
strong with the mental stuff as Mircea, maybe stronger—”

“I never heard
stronger.”

“Just ‘cause she can’t
read him doesn’t mean he’d win in a duel—”

“Doesn’t mean he wouldn’t,
either.”

Ray grinned. “That’s a
contest I’d like to see. Only, you know, not in person. From like a
couple miles away—”

“Mind control was my
thought as well,” The Irin said, cutting in. “Fortunately, one of
the vampires remained alive, and after using a device to retrieve
the bullets, he traveled via portal here, to Hong Kong.
Specifically, to a tailor’s shop his organization employed as a
front. I followed him, hoping for leads, only to be assaulted on
the other end. The vampires in question were like rabid beasts; I
killed four in self-defense, but they kept coming—”

“But you escaped.” John
said. He didn’t bother to keep the suspicion out of his
voice.

“Barely. And only because
they killed themselves after setting the shop alight!”

“Someone didn’t want you
following any more leads,” the dhampir summed up.

“No. But I had managed to
take a few images from one of the creature’s minds before he self
destructed, images that led me here. Where I ran into another
ambush—”

“And that was after
fighting at the temple,” the dhampir said. The Irin looked
surprised. “There were traces of your power there.”

“Ah.”

“Temple?” John said
sharply.

The Irin nodded. “My
people do not need to use the usual entry points, as you know, and
they are often crowded. I materialized in the Pagoda of the Hidden
Moon, usually a peaceful spot. But there was some sort of
disturbance going on, and I was already wounded. I made my way out
of there as quickly as possible, and came here.”

“You didn’t call for back
up?” Ray asked. “’Cause I’da called for backup.”

“He didn’t dare,” John
said, looking at the Irin. “You don’t even trust your own
people!”

“I don’t trust anyone, nor
should you.” For the first time, the answer was sharp. “Ask
yourself, why did those vampires kill themselves in New York, where
the senate was sure to find them? If someone merely wished to do
away with them, it could have been done anywhere—including the
hells. They were sent back only to die. Why?”

“Somebody wanted them to
be found,” the dhampir said.

“You see the problem,” the
Irin told her, but looked at John. “Trust no one until you deal
with this.”

“I can’t deal with this!”
John said furiously.

“And why not? Is that not
why you’re—”

He broke off as what felt
like a giant hand picked up the room and then abruptly dropped it,
sending everyone but the Irin staggering.

“—here?”

John grabbed the railing
and threw out a hand. “Because I have to deal with
that!”

“What is that? Dory?
What’s wrong?” That was the redhead.

“I don’t know.” The
dhampir flinched and looked up, as a few damaged beams dropped down
from the ceiling. “I didn’t think they had earthquakes in Hong
Kong!”

“They got ‘em, but not
like that!” That was Ray, springing back up as the tremors
subsided. “That was no quake!”

“Then what was
it?”

“A pillar. We just lost
one!”
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Chapter Thirty-Four






John swore—he knew he’d been here too long! Expecting any help
from a damned Irin may have cost him—and the city—more than they
could afford. At this rate, he’d have been better off going with
Zheng!

And then, as if on cue,
the man himself ran into the room below, chased by what looked like
an entire army. That wouldn’t have been so bad, since he’d gone to
fetch one. Only this one didn’t look friendly.

“Mage!”
Zheng yelled. “Time!”

Suddenly, everything
crystalized for John, the way it always did in battle. It was one
reason he often thought that he was only truly alive here, right
here, in moments like these. He felt all the confusion, frustration
and pain of the day fall away, and the familiar wave of calm
washing over him, even as every weapon imaginable came rushing
at the balcony.

And just as suddenly stopped, hanging
suspended in mid-air.

John felt a power flood
out of him, an ocean of it, to support the barrier
he’d just erected, and staggered a bit under the
strain. But the massive ward held, how he wasn’t quite sure, but
there was no time to worry about it. That was the nature of battle:
you made it through one challenge and immediately faced up to the
next.

In this case, the next was
getting out of here—now—because that shield wasn’t going to
last.

The dhampir seemed to
understand this, because she’d started wrestling with her servant,
who had just flung himself on top of her.

“They have vamp killing
bullets!” she yelled, and threw him off, before leaning over the
railing to give Zheng a hand up. And was promptly shocked all to
hell by his suit.

She didn’t ask what it
was; maybe she already knew, because they seemed friendly. Same
senate, John reminded himself. And Zheng was too busy doing a
double take at the Irin to answer if she had.

“What is
that?” he demanded,
looking from demon to dhampir. “And what are you doing
here?”

“Dead angel and wishing I
was someplace else,” she said breathlessly, crawling past him to
get to John. “How long can you hold?”

He ignored the question,
because how the hell should he know? He
shouldn’t be doing this now! He focused instead on Zheng.
“Well?”

“We’re losing,” was the
big vamp’s terse reply. “Cut our losses on two ‘cause it wasn’t
happening—”

“Two?” John really hoped he
didn’t mean two pillars.

“—and pulled my men and
the remains of those things of yours back to protect the rest. But
even so, it won’t hold. You?”

John wondered what the
hell he was talking about, but it was a little hard to concentrate
when it felt like his guts were being ripped out!

“No better,” he gasped,
straining. “I still don’t know who’s behind this; all I’ve done
here is waste time!”

“And
save our asses,” Ray muttered, staring at the wavering blue
barrier. “Not that, you know, that matters.”

“It won’t if we don’t get
out of here,” the dhampir said, and it looked like the Irin agreed.
Because he was moving for the first time, floating down toward the
shield, why John didn’t know.

He also didn’t care. “We
have to go,” he told Zheng. “We have to go now!”

“Feeling you, buddy,”
Zheng said, frowning up at the hole in the roof.

Only, apparently, he
didn’t, because he then proceeded to bring
John up to speed. The tong was on board, having finally recognized
the threat, and had raised the city’s massive shields. But not in
time to trap the majority of the corpsmen, who had already spread
out to the peripheries, where they’d brought the pillars under a
ferocious attack.

“We’ve rerouted everything
we have, leaving the civilians to take care of themselves,” Zheng
said. “But even so, we can’t stop ‘em. Your lot has started
focusing their attack on one pillar at a time, and no way can we
stand against that. Nobody
could!”

“Then go behind them,”
John panted. “Get the pillars they’ve toppled back up—”

“Yeah,
except they haven’t toppled them, have they? They’ve obliterated
them; turned them into dust. There’s nothing left to raise!”

John would have cursed
some more, but he didn’t have the strength. His vision was pulsing
at the edges, his heart was slamming into
his ribcage, and his fingers felt like they might be on fire from
channeling that much power. How the hell much magic had been in
those vials, anyway?

And then the Irin was calling his name.

“Princeling!”

John had a second
to look down, at the main room near the
shield, and see the Irin holding what might once have been a
vampire. Judging by the fact that half of it was now missing and
the rest was a smoking, blackened mess, he assumed that it had just been jerked through the barrier.
Although why it had, he didn’t know.

And then he found out,
when the Irin pulled a ghostly fist out of the man’s skull, where
he’d been rooting around, and threw something at John. Something
that looked like a black cloud and hit like a speeding truck.
Something—

That took him somewhere else.






Klaxons were blaring,
people were running, and dirt was coming down from the ceiling in
great clots.

One hit John’s neck and
slid down his collar, and he reflexively moved to brush it off, but
nothing happened. His hands, clutching a semi-automatic rifle,
never moved. Possibly because they weren’t his hands.

It also wasn’t his voice
that cursed when the dim tunnel he was pelting through suddenly
changed. The half dozen men ahead of him
disappeared, swallowed up by a gaping, dirt filled mouth, one with
rocks for teeth and a tongue of soil that flooded around his feet
and tried to snare him, too. But he
sidestepped with vampire speed, fleeing down a newly opened
passage, with a dozen people behind him.

He was in front, so
John couldn’t see the rest of his crew.
But his new vampire senses told him that they were a mix of humans
and vampires, with the men’s hearts
beating hard enough to threaten an attack. The vampires’ didn’t
beat at all, but he could sense their unease anyway.

This wasn’t the plan.

What was the plan? John
asked, but received no answer. Because this wasn’t a possession,
was it?

It was a memory.

But for once, it wasn’t
his. It had been plucked from the vampire’s mind by the Irin and
thrown at John. There was something here that he was supposed to
see.

Only, unfortunately, it
was so damned dark that he couldn’t see much at all!

Still, it wasn’t hard to
figure out where he was. The eyes he was using were flicking
everywhere, in a nervous stutter that showed him the familiar
tunnels of Stratford HQ. Only they weren’t familiar to the vampire,
who had never been here before. Although it wouldn’t have mattered
if he had, since they were constantly changing.

Jonas’s spell, John
thought. This must be the night of the recent attack. And, as if it
had heard his thoughts, the corridor suddenly leapt up in front of
him, going from flat and easily navigable to almost perpendicular,
all at once.

John heard the screams of
several of his companions, who went tumbling into the abyss that
had just been created behind them. He felt fear clench his heart
when, for a moment, he couldn’t get a grip on the crumbly surface
of what was now a cliff. He tasted the dust that flooded his mouth
as he somehow hung on, even while half a mountainside of dirt and
rock fell on his head.

And just when he thought
it couldn’t get any worse, the tunnel floor started reversing
course, tilting back the other way, and not gently, either. It felt
like they were in a roller coaster car that had reached the summit,
and was about to take a plunge. One straight down a dizzying drop
into darkness.

One of the mages behind
him grabbed the front of John’s coat. He snarled and snapped at the
creature—nobody touched him! But to his surprise, the mage snarled
back. “Do you want to live?”

John wanted to live. He
grasped the proffered arm and rolled onto something that gave
slightly under his weight. And noticed
that the man had formed his shields into a bright green pad, one
that almost looked like—

He laughed; he couldn’t
help it. He was invading the most dangerous bastion of magic on
earth with a bunch of tosspots he barely knew, most of whom were
dead now and the rest of which were about to be, including him! And
yet he laughed.

He’d always loved sledding!

Although it had never been like this.

The floor finished
reversing itself, like the world’s largest see-saw, going from
plunging cliff to plunging cliff in little more than the space
between one panicked breath and the next. Their companions lost
their grip almost instantly, the mages falling past them in bright
blue and green shield bubbles, only to be swallowed up by the walls
when they got too close. Or to shatter on the rocks that poked up
from the tunnel’s floor without warning, or that speared down from above like daggers. Or to die to the
corpsmen appearing out of openings in the walls to cut them
down.

The vampires fared
slightly better—for a while. But the tunnel soon claimed them, too,
undead reflexes being no match for a corridor that seemed to have
come alive. Roots shot out to decapitate or snare them, vines
wrapped them up like mummies before dragging them into the earth,
and always, always, the corpsmen were there, slinging vicious spells and hexes that exploded dirt
outward on all sides, making it almost impossible to see anything
after a while.

But he and the
mage avoided it all, partly because they were
lying low to the ground and thus made a poorer target, and partly
because they shot ahead of everyone else on their makeshift sled,
like a bullet out of a gun. No, their
problem wasn’t the traps but rather the wildly twisting, turning,
and falling corridor, not so much a roller coaster now as a
winding plummet into darkness.

But while the corridor could change and
morph, it did not seem to be able to disappear altogether.

Getting close now, the thought echoed
through John’s mind. Getting—

There!

The two allies, one man
and one vampire, threw themselves off the makeshift sled in front
of a strangely modern looking door. It was a slab of steel set into
a stone wall, but with little in the way of warding. Just a brief
flicker of green that the mage sheered away with a word.

“It’s designed to keep
things in, not to keep us out,” he panted, before blasting a hole
in the door.

The klaxons’
strident cry went through the roof, as the two
men stepped through the fiery ruin. It was dark inside, and smoky from the mage’s spell. But vampire
eyesight managed to make some things out,
nonetheless—

No! John thought,
struggling against the vampire’s movements as he started forward,
even though he knew that this was all in the past, that he couldn’t
influence anything. But the crazed bastard was heading for the
panel that controlled the hundreds of stasis pods lining the walls.
The ones filled with the most dangerous creatures the Circle had
ever encountered.

The panel went up in a
burst of sparks from having the vampire’s fist smashed through it,
and smoke billowed out into the room, grayish green and boiling.
Although, strangely, it didn’t come from the panel. But from
something much farther in, near the back of the long lines
of pods.

“She was captured half a
century ago, so it’ll be close,” the mage panted, scanning the
nearby vessels.

The vampire barely
noticed. He was almost three hundred years
old. He hadn’t had his skin prickle in goosebumps, a human
reaction, for centuries. He hadn’t even thought he remembered the
sensation.

He was remembering it
now.

“Damn it, man! Help me! We
don’t have much time,” the mage snapped.

The vampire didn’t reply.
There was something coalescing out of that strange smoke. Something
hunched over despite the high ceiling of the room, as if it could
barely fit. Something . . . they hadn’t expected.

“Corps!” the mage
screamed, half a second before what looked like an entire squad of
war mages appeared in the doorway.

“Good.” The voice rumbled
through the room, low and deep and alien,
in some horrible way the vampire couldn’t quite define. All alone,
it was enough to send his mind descending into panic, and his long
dead heart beating in terror. But then he saw the source and his
eyes widened, even while the rest of him turned to stone as hard as
any Medusa could have wrought.

Which was appropriate, he
thought madly, as a huge body stepped out of the smoke. One with a
snake’s head, a mass of weeping sores on its body, and an eruption
of tentacles from its back, each as big as a man. And each of which
rushed by the frozen vampire to grab a mage.

“I do so enjoy a blood
sacrifice.”

And then all hell broke loose.
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Chapter Thirty-Five






Somebody slapped John across the face. “War mage!”

It took him a
moment to realize that that had been Zheng’s
voice, and that it was Zheng’s hand about to hit him again. He
managed to get an arm up to block the blow, if only barely. But it
made a relieved grin stretch across the big vampire’s
face.

“About time! Glad you’re
all right!”

John was not all right.
His brain felt like it had been lobotomized by a hand mixer, and he
didn’t think he could take even one more trip into the past. Not
today, and probably not ever.

And then he remembered what the latest trip
had taught him.

“Fuck!”

“Yeah, I know,” Zheng told
him. “Upsy-daisy.”

The shock of a huge
vampire saying upsy-daisy, on top of the shock of
finding out that the demon lord he’d killed all those years ago was
somehow alive and probably behind all this, would have been bad
enough. But then he looked across the room. “Fuck!”

A minute ago, there’d been
an army attacking John’s shields; now it looked more like an
avalanche. One that had bunched up against his protection
in a squirming, fighting, snarling mass. That
whole half of the chamber was covered in vampire flesh, and not a
single one looked remotely sane.

“Where the hell did they
come from?” he slurred, as Zheng pulled him up.

“The Nèigé,” he spat,
talking about the local term for the East Asian Court. “Seems like
somebody got off a call for help, after all, before the damned
portals went down. Only the senate sent Zhu!”

“Who?”

“Marquis Zhu, one of their
members. He was the closest, being based just over the border in
Guangzhou, along with his army—”

“And?”

“And
he’s fighting on the other
side!”

At this point, John wasn’t
even surprised.

“I dodged a couple groups
of his guys on the way here,” Zheng added, getting an arm under
John’s. “Before I plowed into this one. They were protecting the
Corps and attacking the triads.”

“Then the enthrallment
does work on vampires,” John said thickly. “Somebody got to
Zhu—”

“Or he
got to somebody.” Zheng’s lip curled. “He’s an opportunist, as
slimy as they come. He and I go way back,
and most of it wasn’t friendly. Some allies at
court told me that he’s been acting strangely—”

“Or
enthralled.”

“Maybe. Or maybe he’s a
traitorous son of a whore. Does it matter?”

At the moment, not
really.

Especially not when the building started
shaking like an earthquake had hit—or like another pillar had gone
down. Damn it! John shook off Zheng’s help and got his feet under
him—

Just in time for the roof to cave in.

That normally wouldn’t
have mattered; his shields had handled worse things. But he’d
focused most of his energy forward to combat the onslaught, leaving
the barrier above him dangerously thin.
Because the only thing it was supposed to catch was some leaking
rain!

Instead, it was suddenly
struck by a mass of old wooden beams and rafts of glazed ceiling
tiles. His shield buckled before he could reinforce it, and then
collapsed altogether in clouds of steaming
rain that scalded but didn’t stop the army flying at them across
the room. For a second, John stared death in the face, whilst
pressing against the wall to avoid the falling masonry and
desperately trying to reengage his shields.

He already knew he’d be too late.

But someone else wasn’t.

The mirror he’d all but
forgotten about erupted in light, almost as blinding as the beam in
the tong’s warehouse. Only this time it
was silver bright, not sunny yellow, and a mass of glittering
streams instead of a single column. They exploded out of every
shard and tore across the room, as beautiful as moonlight and as
deadly as a thousand glittering spears in
the hands of a fey army.

Because that was what they
were, John realized: fey magic, more than he had ever felt at one
time. For a second, he stayed frozen in
place, staring at the silver beams flooding over him. Beautiful, he
thought, feeling his face stretch into an insane smile.
Beautiful!

Maybe the redhead really was a princess.

But their enemies didn’t
seem to appreciate the display. The ethereal beams sliced through mage shields and vampire bodies alike,
pausing and then halting the onslaught that boiled up behind them
like prisoners behind the metal bars of a cage. Snarling, biting
prisoners, John thought, coming back to himself when Zheng grabbed
his shoulder.

“Up!
Go up!”

He was pointing at
the collapsed part of the roof, but the
biggest hole was too far over to be useful. And the area right
above them was a tangled mass of tumbled lumber and fallen tiles.
Or it was until John sent it flying into the night, blowing them an
escape hatch worthy of the name.

A torrent of rain blew in,
drenching him to the skin, and causing him to lose his footing on
the wet boards. That turned out to be a good thing, however,
because the army started firing again almost the moment he hit
down. They were firing blind, with the dazzling light in their
eyes, but they were firing at everything.

John worked to get a
shield up while bullets, knives and spells slammed into the
cabinets above him, sending splinters
soaring and herbs scattering so thickly
that it was like a fragrant rain. Not that there wasn’t plenty of
the other kind, too. He couldn’t breathe, he could barely see, and
he was about to get his ass shot off!

And all the while, the
little dhampir was bouncing around on the railing, dodging
everything and then scaling up the side of a carved support pillar
like a damned monkey. Until she suddenly jumped back down, so
quickly that John thought she’d been shot for a second. But
no.

She’d done it on purpose, although why he
didn’t know since she’d almost been out. “Go!” he yelled, but
doubted she heard.

He could barely hear
himself think, much less what Zheng was saying or what Ray, her
servant, was screaming at her. Not that it mattered. She ignored
them all, and snatched an object out of a ruined cabinet that
looked a lot like—

“You have got to be
kidding me!” John yelled.

She didn’t hear that,
either. Maybe because she was back to doing her monkey impression,
with something strapped across her back
that wasn’t the gun she probably thought it was. John gave up
trying to raise a shield and followed her, because they were out of
time. He had a new training exercise for the Corps, if he lived
long enough to tell anyone, he thought viciously. He grabbed the damned pillar, water slick and
splinter filled as it was, while explosions went off all
around him, a machete quivered
out of the wall in front of him, and Zheng—damn
his eyes—pushed on his ass as if to propel him up at rocket speed
when he couldn’t even see where he was going thanks to having a
waterfall in his face!

Until, suddenly, he
could. John’s head burst through the cascade
pouring off the roof, leaving him gasping for breath, spitting and
spluttering. And staring around at a world gone mad.

The pharmacy was tall,
with a conical, heavily sloped roof that was even taller. It poked
its ancient head over some of the surrounding buildings, enough
that John could see a city on fire in all directions. Magical flames of pink, green and purple
stretched long fingers toward the heavens, while more prosaic
explosions went off in bursts of red and yellow sparks that
scattered across the landscape, propelled by winds that roared like
a banshee in his ears and clawed at his body, trying to drag him
off the disintegrating roof.

They didn’t succeed, but
the rain almost did. The typhoon had hit with full force now,
sending waves of water washing down the
tiles and spraying in John’s face. Overhead, thunder boomed, and
lightning laced the clouds so thickly that he could easily make out
the panicked faces all around him.

And those of the army
beneath him. Because it looked like the princess was pooped. Or
maybe a stray spell had finally taken out
the mirror, John didn’t know. But the lifesaving flood of light
from below abruptly cut out, and the sound of the scrabbling horde
drifted upward.

John glanced down to see a
writhing, squirming, inhuman mass swarming up every available handhold, including crawling over each
other, in a headlong attempt to reach him. Because he had no doubt
whatsoever that he was the target. The others might have flown
under the radar on their own, but not with him along.

Dagon wanted him dead, and he’d sent a
literal army to make that happen.

And, suddenly, John felt
the calm of his old friend battle be replaced by the fire of an
even older companion, one he’d had all his life, from his very
earliest memories.

“You want me?” he screamed
a challenge. “Come and get me!”

The wind tore the words
out of his throat, but not the two grenades he dropped back down
the makeshift shaft. They were a Corps’ specialty, using magic to
propel the shrapnel further and with more force than any human
weapon could hope to do. John had seen them blow holes the size of
elephants in reinforced concrete and, in some cases, collapse whole
buildings all on their own.

And they did do something.
But there was no volcano of flesh spewing up out of the ruined
roof, as he’d half expected. There was barely a hitch in the
pursuing horde at all. John didn’t understand—

Until he saw the first wave emerge, largely
unscathed, from underneath shields of their own.

They were like the one the
dhampir had used on him, but emerging from armbands instead of
watches. Only about half the creatures seemed to have them—Zhu’s
army, John supposed, since they were also
in uniform—and they had definitely made a difference. Half the
bodies crawling out onto the roof were fine, hunched behind hazy
green shields that covered them almost completely, while the other
. . .

John swallowed hard. Even
years of combat experience didn’t quite take the edge off of seeing
bodies that should have been dead a dozen times over—with cooked
flesh, missing limbs, and in one case, only the lower half of a
head—yet still being functional. How much damage vampires could
take and remain deadly had always awed him.

And was about to get him killed, he
realized, as one of them grabbed his foot.

John stomped it in the
face, and then did what he should have done already. And sent
everything he had into that damned hole. Guns jumped off his belt
and out of his coat, already firing; grenades flew into the midst
of the horde, causing strange bulges in the well of flesh when they
went off, far below; knives chopped and hacked, sending limbs
flying; and spell bombs ate away flesh until it looked like the
forward rows were skeletons somehow raised from the
grave.

Yet still they came.

Until Zheng grabbed two of
the wounded bodies and stood over the hole, using them like clubs
to batter the rest back down. It seemed to work, mainly because of
his suit, which was magnifying each blow by the power of all the
force pushing against him. The vampires were in essence fighting
themselves—for as long as the suit’s power lasted. And for as long
as a mage didn’t get close enough to realize what was
happening and turn it back against
him.

Since that might not
take long, John took the opportunity to
scramble up the water slick tiles to the peak of the roof. He
pulled the only weapon he had left, namely
the damned wand, and thrust it up into the air, as high as he could
reach. He got a tug immediately—not surprising considering that he
was essentially standing in the middle of a lightning storm.
And wild magic loved lightning like
children love candy.

It was everywhere tonight.
It threaded through the storm so thickly that it was almost visible
to the naked eye. It swirled around him in diaphanous clouds,
stroking and caressing, almost like a lover. It suffused the air,
causing him to breathe it in with every pull of his lungs, and to
let it back out again along with a little of his own power, like a
thousand tiny lures.

All of which were pulling, too.

John’s hair suddenly went
electric, standing up despite the rain pelting down; his flesh
broke out in goosebumps; and his body reacted in a way that would
have been embarrassing except that he was
past that now. He looked up to find the clouds swirling overhead
like a maelstrom, the boiling green underbellies laced with jagged
lightning that flashed and boomed along with John’s heart, because
there was too much magic in the air, far
too much. To the point that he wasn’t
holding a lure so much as being one himself, his entire body
crawling with energy that he fought to use and direct, instead of
being consumed by.

He wasn’t sure he was
managing that so well. Worms of power squirmed over his skin, his
eyes felt like they were melting in his
skull, and the arm holding the wand had gone completely numb. He
couldn’t feel it anymore, and only knew that it hadn’t been burnt
off yet because he was looking at it.

And then bringing it
down, his magic
screaming as he lashed it to the river of wild power that had
accumulated over top of him, and pulled. And to his shock, it came.
All of it, all at once, leaving him no chance to scream a warning
to the people below, who were right in its path.
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Chapter Thirty-Six






John threw a shield downward, in a desperate attempt to protect the group below. He didn’t know if he’d gotten them all; he didn’t know
if he’d gotten any. He was thrown backward by the shockwave,
hitting the roof and rolling off, before catching himself at the
last second by a hand he could no longer
feel.

Leaving him dangling off the edge of the
building above a hostile army.

Rain, runoff and the
massive explosion happening above blinded him, a wave of searing
heat washed over him, and for a heart stopping moment, he couldn’t
even breathe. The world started to gray out, as he fought to get
air back into his flattened lungs, and felt himself slipping toward
the rain-washed streets below. Until someone down there
noticed him, and a spell detonated against
the back of his coat, hot as a firebolt and hard as Dagon’s
fist.

And threw him back onto
whatever was left of the roof.

He hugged the rain slick
tiles as several more spells flew by, not
sure that his tattered coat would absorb much more. It wasn’t
designed as a shield, but rather as a second line of defense for
anything that got through a shield. John wondered how much had
gotten through the one he’d thrown, but right then, he had no way
to tell.

He couldn’t see, the
afterimage of the blast casting a solid red scrim over his vision.
He couldn’t hear, the detonation still clanging in his ears. And he
couldn’t move, because every time he tried, searing heat met his
hand.

It felt like the whole
rooftop was burning!

After a second, his vision
cleared, at least enough to show him what appeared to be a field of
blazing lanterns, dotting the skies above. They reminded him of the
ones the Chinese sometimes set off in festivals, brightly colored
things with messages of hope on the sides and a small candle
within. Drifting up into the night like glowing stars . .
.

Only these weren’t stars.
They weren’t lanterns, either. But they were burning, he realized, as they
started raining back down, thousands of them, the flaming pieces of
what had been half the pharmacy and was now a vast field of
speeding projectiles.

“Gah!” John huffed out,
and rolled over, getting his spelled coat between him and the
missiles.

The only good thing was
that his shield had held, putting a solid blue field around Zheng
and Ray and—where was the damned dhampir? John looked around, but
didn’t see her. Of course, it was a little hard to see anything
whilst dodging huge pieces of masonry and falling, flaming
wood!

But they were preferable
to the mass of vampires suddenly boiling up out of the ruined
roof.

John had been trained—and
trained well—to keep his concentration under the most trying of
circumstances. But even he had trouble deciding what problem to
address first. Fortunately, the fiery
debris did some of it for him.

A burning vamp lunged at
him out of the dark, only to be crushed underneath a slab of
charred wall. Another had crawled up the side of the building
behind him, but was speared by a falling
piece of metal before John could react. And then three more leapt
at him from the other direction, all at once.

And were pelted with fiery wreckage that lit
them up like Roman candles.

John stumbled back, little
better off than the vamps, although for a different reason. Magic
writhed over his skin, almost as thick as before the blast, the
remnants of that terrible spell. His hands shook, his eyes burned,
his skin crawled as if the electric worms he’d felt earlier
were running underneath the surface
now, as if he was a creature of power and magic
and light. But one who couldn’t concentrate well enough to use it,
or to keep it from eating him from the inside out!

Not that that would be a problem for long,
if he didn’t get moving.

He hunched under his coat,
threw the hood over his head, and
bolted.

On every side, vampires
burned. Some were still mobile enough to come after him, forcing
him to fend them off, including one who stabbed him with a spelled
blade. It should have gutted him—John’s reflexes were shot to
hell—but the knife caught in the shield he’d thrown around his
waist like a bandage. And ripped it off.

That didn’t do his ribs
any good, but it did save his life. And cost the vamp his. John’s
boot caught the creature in the ribs when he came back for another
pass, sending him flying into a pile of burning wreckage. He must
have been a younger sort, because his body went up between one
second and the next, leaving only the ashen shape of a man
behind.

One that another vampire
knocked into a second later, causing the blackened mass to puff
away on the wind.

Some of it flew into
John’s face, making him want to retch. The feeling intensified when
he finally took note of the roof around him, where dozens of
vampires were squirming against the tiles, held there by sizzling
fat or melted clothing. Except for those at the epicenter of the
blast, where something else had happened.

Something worse.

For a second, John tasted
bile. Because the huge energy bolt he’d
sent had caught a host of
vampires, too numerous to count, coming out of
the ruined roof. But instead of disintegrating them as true
lightning would have, the wild magic had welded them into a huge
ball of writhing flesh, melting them into a single organism with
one, unfortunate vamp as the
head.

John knew he was playing
that role, since he was the one screaming.

And then somebody grabbed him.

John threw a punch and
almost had his fist crushed, but not by a vamp. Well, not by one
of those vamps.
It was Zheng holding onto him, because in his open-mouthed horror,
John had stumbled through his own shields. Synched to his body,
they’d let him inside, where Ray and Zheng were still standing and still fine, as far as he could
tell.

Only they were screaming, too.

John’s ears were ringing
from the blast, so loud that he couldn’t hear anything they were
saying. But he could follow their pointing fingers, although they
didn’t show him much. Just acres of burning bodies on this and the
surrounding rooftops, some still mobile and scrabbling at his
shields, while some—

What the
devil?

John stared across a
medieval hellscape at a modern conveyance—one of the flying
rickshaws—that was swooping around this way. A man was
unceremoniously kicked out a second later, landing on a nearby
roof, which luckily for him was one of the few unoccupied by fanged
horrors. Although John wasn’t sure that the new driver
cared.

Because it was the little
dhampir!

“How the
hell did she get over there?” John demanded, and heard nothing
back. But this time, it wasn’t his
ears’ fault. His companions had suddenly fallen silent, maybe
because the dhampir had just floored it.

Straight at them.

“Fuuuuuuck!” Zheng yelled,
loud enough for even John to hear, as she plowed into the side of
his shield—and the mountain of vampires crawling all over
it.

The shield didn’t
break—somehow—but it wobbled dangerously as she scraped across the
top. And then tore ahead, viciously elbowing a female vampire off
the side of her craft, before slinging back around. Almost as if
she planned to—

“Fuuuuuuck!” This time, it
was John who yelled, because the madness that dhampirs were known
for had clearly taken hold. She was headed back at them, tearing
through the skies like a missile, and he wasn’t sure his shield
could take another—

Annnnnd it couldn’t.

The shield broke, the tiny
craft jerked to a stop almost on top of them, and his two
companions immediately climbed on board.

And so did a few dozen
vamps. For a second, John lost the plot, staring from Ray, who had
grabbed the dhampir around the neck and was yelling something at
her, to Zheng, who was throwing off stowaways and stomping them in
the face like a bloody madman, to the dhampir, who was gesturing at
the remaining vamps from her choke hold and glaring at John. Who
finally shook off the events of the last minute or so, which was all it had been since the explosion,
and got with the program.

And started stomping faces, too.

He and Zheng must have
stomped enough. Because the tiny craft
started to lurch forward in fits and starts, prompting him to
clamber on board despite not having any room. But he got a boot on
the floorboard and a hand on the side, right before the tiny thing
swooped off the roof. And plunged headlong into
darkness.

John screamed again, and
he wasn’t the only one. The rickshaw was obviously over its weight
limit, by one hell of a lot. He had a second to see the ground
rushing up at them, all hard concrete and reaching, jumping vamps, before the
levitation charm caught. And they went speeding back up—

Until the same thing
happened again. And again. And again. To
the point that John was grateful he hadn’t
had any dinner or he would have lost it by now. But landing this
thing before the charm gave out was not on the table.

They were being followed.

John stared behind them at
the hundreds, maybe thousands of vampires, filling the streets
below and running across rooftops and bridges and suspended
junkpiles above, trying to keep up with the wildly bobbing
rickshaw. The whole city seemed to be following them—and gaining.
If this was a race, it wasn’t one they could win.

Partly because of a vamp
who’d been clinging to the bottom of their ride, weighing them
down!

John kicked it off, right
before the dhampir grabbed his shoulder. “You have to
go!”

John just stared at her.
Was she expecting him to take a dive onto one of the passing
rooftops? Because that would be suicide. He couldn’t fight off
thousands of vampires on his own!

But then, neither could the rest of them,
and he was the one the army wanted.

She pointed at the trash
hung street they’d come in on, and which she’d just flung them
around to face. “I’m going to crash through there! When we get
under cover, you two jump out and I’ll lead the assholes
away!”

“It could work,” Zheng
said. “As long as they don’t see us bail.”

“They won’t,” she
promised, although John couldn’t see how. Their pursuers were right
on their tail.

Ray didn’t look any
happier. “No! No!” he yelled, loud enough to be heard over the straining
engine and John’s ringing ears. “This thing’s a hunk of junk, and
that guy,” he hiked an angry thumb at John, “blew up all our stuff!
We don’t even have weapons!”

The dhampir held up the
item she’d risked her neck for, back in the pharmacy. “What about
this?”

“That?” Ray looked
furious. “That’s not a weapon!”

No, John thought, but maybe it could be.

The shotgun shaped device
didn’t shoot bullets but rather gobs of paint, the kind that
created the magical advertisements that were a hallmark of
supernatural Hong Kong. Usually, they were mere nuisances, jumping
off walls and billboards to follow a person down the street,
yelling enticements. But thanks to the little dancer, John had
discovered that—given enough magic—they could be much
more.

And right now, he had magic to burn.

He grabbed the paint gun
and sent the overflow from the blast into it, with enough of his
magic as a buffer so that it didn’t blow the damned thing up. He
only stopped when it became too hot to hold comfortably, and tossed
it back to the dhampir. “It is now.”

“It is not!” Ray said
furiously, but John barely heard. Because the dhampir had headed
straight for the mass of junk over top of the street.

“Shit!” he yelled, as they
slammed into one of the suspended junk piles, hard enough to almost
knock him off his precarious perch. Bamboo poles battered them,
pieces of sheet metal threatened to decapitate them, and odds and
ends flew everywhere. And it wasn’t getting better because they
weren’t flying back out again, nor headed to the street below. They
were plowing straight through the middle of the vast trash
pile.

Right at what appeared to
be part of an old, propeller driven airplane, which had its missing
ass in the air.

“Pull up!” John yelled,
grabbing the dhampir’s shoulder.

“Not yet.”

“What do you mean, not
yet!” They were about to crash straight into the thing!

But he didn’t get so much
as a side eye. Until he tried grabbing the leather straps she was
using to steer with, which were looped around the poles of the
rickshaw like reins on a horse. That got her attention all
right.

And John an elbow to his
already cracked ribs. “You try that again, and I swear—”

“Look where you’re going!”
he gasped, because she’d actually turned around to threaten
him.

“Get as close as you can,”
Ray contradicted, whilst searching inside his coat.

The dhampir looked
confused until he came out with a wallet. And then her eyes lit up.
“Follow the kids,” she told John, pointing at something he couldn’t
see, because who could see anything in
this?

But then he noticed two
small, curious faces watching their approach through the glass side
of a gun turret. “They’ll lead you out!” she
yelled.

John had no idea what she
was talking about, but Zheng seemed better informed. “Good one,” he
told her, and clapped her on the back, almost causing her to go
flying.

Which might be a good idea
for all of them, John thought, as the plane’s open backside loomed
large.

“Now!”
the dhampir yelled, and pulled up on the reins, causing the tiny
craft to strain and smoke, and then to buzz up
and over top of the plane.

Ray threw his wallet into
the open back end, the tykes caught it and
took off, and Zheng dragged John over the side and into the
darkness below, right on their tails.
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Chapter Thirty-Seven






Wait. Where’d they go?” John asked, staring around and panting
a little.

He and Zheng had just
completed a headlong run through a maze of tunnels in the junk,
which their diminutive guides had navigated expertly. John, being
bigger, hadn’t fared so well. He didn’t know about his companion,
but he’d been hit on the head repeatedly by low hanging pots and
pans, and scraped and scratched by rough edged trash. To top it all
off, the kids had scampered into the night as soon as they hit the
ground, and he had no idea where he was.

But it wasn’t in the clear.

“Probably off . . . to
pick . . . someone else’s pocket,” Zheng said, hands on his knees.
“Little bastards infest this area . . . ‘cause of all the
tourists.”

John didn’t think he’d ever seen a vamp
winded before, since they didn’t technically need to breathe. But
maybe some gestures carried over. Like some problems, he thought,
hugging a wall.

He could hear large
numbers of feet stampeding across the rooftops all around, and even
see an arc of bodies jumping a thirty-foot gap between buildings up ahead. It seemed that the dhampir was
leading the vamps on a merry chase. John just wished she’d do it in
a single direction!

“We can’t . . . stay
here,” Zheng said, pointing out the obvious.

“I’m open to suggestions,”
John shot back. “But if we run into one of those bigger groups,
we’re—” he broke off, finally noticing that his partner was not
okay. “What’s wrong?”

The big vamp’s face broke
into a pained smile, and he gestured around.
“Seriously?”

“I meant with
you.”

“Got hit. It’s no big
deal.”

“Got hit with what?” John
demanded, right before lightning lit up the sky above their heads,
allowing him to see the seeping wounds all over Zheng’s skin.
“Shit!”

“I’m fine,” the large
idiot said.

“You’re covered in blood.
You are not fine!”

“Better than I’m gonna be
if we don’t get out of here.”

He had a point. But he
wasn’t going anywhere if he bled out, and John needed the backup!
“Hold still,” he said.

“You giving orders,
mage?”

John ignored that, closed
his eyes and concentrated. And saw the
black outline of the big vamp clearly against his mental vision.
And then, slowly, a black miasma came into view, surrounding Zheng
like a cloud. It was moving in and out of his pores, swirling
around his wounds, and catching in his throat where it kept trying
to choke him. But since he wasn’t human, it was only succeeding in
screwing up his speech.

And stopping him
from healing, almost entirely.

There were bright flares
around some of the wounds, like the end of a cigarette when someone
took a draw. But as soon as one lit up,
with what John assumed was the vamp’s natural healing abilities,
the darkness came. And like a candle snuffer, put it
out.

John opened his eyes
again, scowling. The spell was similar to the one he had used on
Dagon, although it wasn’t fey. In fact, he didn’t know what it was,
other than powerful—and deadly. Zheng was pale and clammy, with
shaking limbs, hollow cheeks, and clouded eyes. Removing something
like this would normally take hours, slowly coaxing it out of the
victim while trying to minimize further harm.

They didn’t have hours.

John shielded his hand and
grabbed a fluttery edge of the spell, which felt like grasping
smoke. He poured more magic into the attempt, until it was more
like diaphanous cloth sliding over his fingers, so whisper fine
that it almost wasn’t there. Like cobwebs if they were barbed and
made out of steel wire, designed to sink deep.

It was a very nasty hex,
and was going to hurt almost as much coming out as it had going in.
But it had to come out. He pulled slightly,
attempting to pry a piece of it loose, but the damned thing played
games. A bit of it came free, spraying a fine mist of blood over
John’s hand. But the rest retreated into Zheng’s body, hiding
inside his flesh, where it was probably doing even more
damage.

Damn it! Another few
minutes and John was going to have a dead weight on his hands,
possibly literally. And that was assuming the army didn’t find them
first!

He faced up to reality, looped the tendril
several times around his fist, and braced his other hand against
Zheng’s shoulder. He met the vamp’s eyes. “Sorry.”

“For what?”

“For this,” John said, and
ripped the whole bloody thing off.

The next thing he knew, he
was slamming into the opposite wall of the alley, hard enough to
stun him. He hit the ground, his ears ringing. But not so much that
he couldn’t hear the roar coming from his companion and echoing
across the whole damned neighborhood.

Shit!

Even
worse, the damned spell was trying to
latch onto him, and trying hard. It spit and sparked against the
pavement, dangerously close to John’s face, before he stripped off
the gauntlet. And managed to wrap it around the bastard thing to
create a pocket, much as he had back in
the pharmacy with the dhampir’s illicit spells.

He shoved it in a pocket, because if he ever
got out of here, he wanted to figure out what this thing was! And
because he didn’t want to risk it snaring anyone else. It quieted
down after a moment, and he stumbled back to his feet, head
spinning, ribs on fire, and chest clawing for air he wasn’t
getting.

But Zheng was
worse. He was weeping blood from every pore, like
something out of a nightmare. The spell had clung to
whatever particles it could on the way out,
essentially exsanguinating him. And covering John in a red
haze that slicked his hands and face and
gooped up his eyelashes, to the point that they were sticking to
his cheeks.

But they were both going
to have to deal with it because they had bigger
problems!

Like that, he thought, his head whipping
around at the realization that the hundreds of running feet were no
longer running. They’d stopped abruptly, as if a single organism
had paused to listen, maybe to the sound of John’s heart, which was
currently beating like a kettle drum. But not as much as when they
suddenly decided to move again, all at once.

And headed this
way.

Shit, shit, shit!

Zheng collapsed, going to
his knees, and John grabbed him under the arms. He half supported, half dragged the heavy body
down the street for a short distance, before
realizing that they were out of time. So, he flung them back into
the area under a fire escape instead, and
jerked a shadow around them.

A dark one.

“Wont work,” Zheng
slurred, so low that John could barely hear him. “Vamp
eyesight—”

“Shut. Up,” John
whispered, and increased the depth of the darkness, pulling in
shadows from the whole street and piling them up, layer on layer on layer.

“They’ll smell us—” Zheng
added, before John elbowed him in the gut—hard.

The big vamp shut up,
possibly because of the pain. Or because of that, John thought, as what looked
like every vamp on the planet appeared at the end of the street.
They paused again, sniffing the air like a pack of dogs, only vamp
noses were said to be far more keen.

He was so fucked.

And then his own nose started twitching.

A moment ago, John hadn’t
been able to smell anything but Zheng’s blood and his own panicked
sweat. But maybe the rain running off the surrounding roofs and
pouring through the metal stairs of the fire escape had cleaned
them up a little. Because, suddenly, he was smelling something
else.

Garbage, he
thought. Pungent garbage. They must be near a skiff, although he hadn’t seen
one. But it was there on the air, nonetheless: the eye widening
smell of fish guts, left to molder too long in the sun; the
sweet-sour stink of rotten vegetables, so overpowering that there simply had to be crates and crates of
them; the sulfur like odor of old eggs; and over it all, the maggoty stench of
putrid meat.

John gagged, despite being
more familiar with strong smells than most due to years of brewing
his own potions. Garbage didn’t usually affect him, even strong
garbage. But this . . . was on another level.

He felt Zheng heave behind
him, although he kept it together. John wasn’t so sure he was going
to do the same. God, he thought, his eyes watering, his stomach churning. The
damned smell could be categorized as a lethal weapon!

It was so bad, and so
distracting, that he didn’t realize they’d been swarmed until the
vamps were right on top of them. And even if he had, there was
nothing he could have done. Except to grab Zheng, his fingers
digging into the vamp’s bloody flesh in a silent warning not to
move.

It was one his companion didn’t need,
because the army was everywhere. It flooded the cobblestones,
obscured the buildings, blocked out the sky. And slammed into the
fire escape at a dead run, causing it to clatter and clang and John
to jerk back reflexively.

But the flood of vamps never so much as
paused.

For a moment, he just
stayed there, clutching Zheng in disbelief. They had to see him—or smell him or something! They
were right there, the vacant expressions a marked contrast to the desperately
scrabbling limbs; the pale faces, some damaged from the previous
fight, running with blood and water; and the hair slinging droplets
of both in his face as they fought to find a way around the
obstacle.

Which they did, but not in
the way that a group of humans would have, not even a group of
enthralled humans. They moved as a single organism, their motions
all but synchronized. It was as if Dagon had grown thousands of
claws, all of which were raking the city, looking for
him.

But not finding.

Not yet.

Because, as close as they
were, they couldn’t seem to smell him over the skip. Couldn’t hear
any little sounds he made over the echo of all those running feet.
And couldn’t see him thanks to his spell.

Or maybe they were
just distracted, too.

If anything, the odor
was getting worse!

Finally, they passed on,
like a human train boiling down the alley, only twice as fast. John
huddled in the shadows, waiting, until the last one had cleared the
street. And then stumbled back out into the storm light, retching
and gagging, and wondering if it was possible to choke to death on
a smell.

Zheng didn’t look any better.

“Oh, God,” he said,
getting to his knees only to fall back against the wall. “Oh,
fuck.”

John just nodded,
wondering how bad the reek must be to one with vampire
senses.

He was really grateful not to know.

“We need
. . . to get off . . . the street,” he gasped.

“We need to get off
the block,” Zheng
replied. “What the hell did you
do?”

“Pulled us . . . into
shadow. But in a better lit area. . . it might not have worked. We
can’t rely—”

“I meant the smell,” Zheng
said, shaking his head and then pounding on it with the heel of his
palm, as if he could knock the stench loose.

“That wasn’t me. There
must be a skip around here—”

“Full
of bodies?”

“It’s not that bad,” John
said, because suddenly, it wasn’t. He turned his face up to the
rain, feeling it wash over his skin and slick his hair. It felt as
if the smell was being washed off, too, receding into the distance
until it was almost indistinguishable through the scent of rain and
smoke, like a dissipating spell. . .

Or maybe he was just getting used to it.

“Speak for yourself,”
Zheng said, getting unsteadily to his feet. “I may never breathe
again!”

A moment later, John was
echoing the sentiment, although for a different reason.

Zheng had taken the fire
escape up seven stories to the slightly pitched roof of an
apartment building, with John close on his heels. He didn’t know
what the big vamp had planned, but he was hoping to grab a passing
vehicle. Preferably one that wasn’t on its last leg!

That wasn’t what he found.

The building was taller than the majority of
the surrounding ones, giving them a bird’s eye view. They’d ended
up a few streets over from the pharmacy, which was still burning
despite the deluge, and lighting up the night in brilliant
pyrotechnics as the fire reached caches of magical ingredients.
Between it and the street lights, they had a decent view of their
situation.

It wasn’t good.

“The sewers?” John
whispered, despite the thunder rolling all around them. He didn’t
trust vampire hearing.

Zheng shook his head.
“None of the type we’d need. This is the old section of the city,
and the water level is too high. They use
smaller pipes under the street and pump everything to the mains
across town.”

Great.

“If we stay away from the
larger groups of vamps, we might be able to handle the smaller,”
John said, although it came out as more of a question. Because they
were both wounded and the “smaller” groups rocketing through the
streets below contained fifty or more men. Whereas the larger . .
.

He couldn’t even count the larger.

Zheng shook his head
again. “Hive mind,” he rasped. “What one knows, they’ll all know a
second later, and converge on top of us.”

“Then we’ll get a rickshaw
and fly over top of the whole damned mess!”

“You see
any rickshaws?” Zheng gestured
around. “People have already fled the
area. There might be some on the main roads, but we can’t get to
‘em.”

“We’ll run across the
rooftops until we do, like we did last time—"

“Uh huh. ‘Cept the army is
up here, too. And most of the blocks in this sector don’t touch.
You up for jumping twenty or thirty feet every few rooftops, mage?
‘Cause otherwise—”

“You have men here, damn
it! Call them!”

“Already did. Told them to
grab a couple rickshaws and come find me.”

“And?”

“And the spell messed me
up. I can’t mind speak at the moment.”

John cursed.

Zheng seemed to agree.
“Face it, war mage, we’re
fucked.”

“If we’re fucked the
city’s fucked, so we’re not fucked!” John said, fear making his
voice harsh.

Zheng looked down at the
heavy hand John had placed on his bicep, but didn’t bother shaking
it off. Perhaps he didn’t have the
strength. He was looking a little less like a skinned corpse at the
moment, as if his body was reabsorbing some of the shed blood,
leaving his clothes a blotchy mess but his face almost clear. But
if it was helping, John couldn’t tell.

John let him go and
stalked over to the edge of the roof. The dhampir’s plan had been a
good one, but they had too many enemies. She couldn’t lead all of
them away, and without a distraction . . .

John stared out at the
city, trying to think. He’d been trained for this. And had been
pompously telling Cassie for months now how to manage stress, how
to think clearly under pressure, how to find a solution no matter
the circumstances.

And now that it was his turn, what was he
doing?

Waiting to die.

No! Goddamnit! Cassie had
risked her life to get him back! He was finally out from under his
father’s thumb and the demon council’s interdict, for the first
time in a century. He had a new life waiting for him, one he’d
never even dared to hope for. He was not dying here!

Although he might not have a choice, he
thought, as the city shuddered beneath him.

“We just lost another
pillar!” Zheng said, stating the obvious.

And then the lights went out.

John could see illumination in the distance,
smears and puddles of artificial lighting here and there, dotting
the horizon. But this neighborhood hadn’t been so lucky. Not that
it had had many lights to begin with, since it looked like most
people had already left. But now it was pitch dark except for the
vague greenish tint of the storm light, lightning, and the flaming
pharmacy.

And one other thing.

“What
is that?”
Zheng said, from beside him.

John just stared for
another moment, water and blood dripping off his eyelashes, fuzzing
his vision. “I have no idea.”

They stood there for
another moment, staring down into a crossroads a block or so away,
where a splash of golden light surrounded a bunch of softly glowing
creatures. They weren’t human, they weren’t vampire, they weren’t
even demon. For a moment, John didn’t know what they
were.

And then he figured it out.

“Come on,” he told
Zheng.

“Come on
where?”

“I have an
idea.”
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Chapter Thirty-Eight






Twenty minutes later, John found himself being jerked up to a
very large, very unhappy face. He’d reapplied the bandage around
his ribs, but it still felt like he was wearing a girdle made out
of knives, and the rest of him wasn’t much better off. But he’d
long ago learned to deal with pain.

Other things were more problematic.

“You rip my dress, and I
swear to God,” he told Zheng.

“Fuck
your dress.” But Zheng let him go. And then just stood there,
vibrating. “If you ever
breathe so much as a word—”

“As if I want to remember
this!” John snapped. And hiked up his bosom.

“Here, you need this,” the
little dancer said, bustling over with a parasol and a fan. They
appeared to be made out of light, too, like John’s flowing skirts
and Zheng’s massive kimono, but were probably enchanted silk. John
started to take the fan, but she snatched it away and used it to
smack his hand. “Not for you.”

“Why does he need both of
them?”

“Why?” She looked at Zheng
and waved a hand up and down. “Why you think? He so
ugly!”

“I’m not ugly,” Zheng told
her, with admirable dignity considering that he had a face full of
glowing makeup, courtesy of a girl with an oversized
powderpuff.

She was from a billboard
on the nearby main road, which had been raining clouds of fragrant
cosmetic down onto passersby when John first arrived. But the
general mayhem taking over the city had
spooked her, so now she was here, cheerfully threatening to do her
thing to everyone in sight. Including him.

“I will cut you,” he told
her seriously, and she backed slowly away.

She was part of what John
had seen from the rooftop, half disguised by the rain: a group of
animated ads who had fled the fight on the road only to end up
dodging an army over here. But unlike the enthralled war mages, who
attacked everything in their path without question, the vampires
were under tighter control. There was a single mind directing them,
and it didn’t care about panicked refugees.

But the little dancer did,
and had assembled them into a sizeable group whilst John was away.
She’d kept them together in the middle of the crossroad, giving the
hordes of vamps plenty of room to flow around. Which they had
obligingly done, ignoring them the same way that they did
buildings, lamp posts and fire escapes—when they weren’t being
rammed into them by the crowd behind, that is.

The hope was that they’d
continue to overlook the little gathering if it started to move,
seeing it—and the two men hiding within it—as merely part of the
scenery. At least, that had been John’s initial plan. But now that
he saw everyone up close, he had his doubts.

Their company most definitely drew the
eye.

“As man you not ugly,” the
dancer told Zheng. “As girl. . .” she rolled her eyes.

“Then dress me as a
goddamned man!” he said, and snatched the proffered
offerings.

“They looking for men. So,
you be women instead.” She glanced back and forth between Zheng and
John, and shook her head. “Ugly women.”

John, for one, did not
dispute her claim. He was indeed a very ugly woman, not to mention
a very uncomfortable one. He was dressed in a badly draped sari—how
the devil did women keep up with these things, anyway—that kept
trying to slip off one burly shoulder and slide between his legs,
tripping him up.

He also had a parasol, one
of the shielded ones, which was fortunate, because his coat was as
dead as Zheng’s armor. It had saved his life in the fight, but it
wasn’t going to be doing it again. And neither were his weapons,
which had never returned from the fray.

Hence the disguises.

At least Zheng finally
seemed to be getting with the program, to the point of flinging the
parasol over his shoulder and unfurling the fan. And simpering at
John over top of it. “How do I look?”

John caught himself just in time.

“That good as we going to
get,” the little dancer sighed, and snapped her fingers.
“Map!”

A couple of glowing,
Aladdin-esque guards, with bare chests, harem pants and scimitars
stuck in sashes around their waists, came forward carrying a large
lighted sign. It was a map of the city, probably for tourists, with
a cheerful “you are here” smiley face stuck over their position.
Another floated slowly across the map’s surface as John watched, to a point by a harbor.

One halfway across the city.

Shit.

The golden dancer
furled her own fan and used it as a pointer.
“Here is us,” she told the assembled crowd. “Here is bastard
attacking city,” she slapped the waterfront. “My sisters have eyes
on him right now.”

John silently thanked the
thirsty citizens of Hong Kong for having no restrictions on where
enterprising businesswomen could leave calling cards. And Dagon for
being so very easy to spot. Once they knew
who they were looking for, finding him had
taken literally seconds.

Getting to him was likely to be much
harder.

“It long
way, through much danger,” the dancer agreed. “And we out of time
since somebody stay for hour in a
pharmacy!”

The coconuts in John’s bra shifted
guiltily.

“But mission is mission.
We get these two to water, city live. We fail, city die. So, we get
them there, no matter cost. Understand?”

Her troops nodded solemnly.

John felt less than
reassured.

They were in the middle of the Japanese
section, so their troops consisted of a motley crew of geishas—real
ones, or real in the sense that they looked the part—with gorgeous
kimonos, platform shoes, and elaborate hairstyles that shimmered
with gold whenever they moved; a bevy of giggling anime girls with
wildly unlikely proportions and minimal clothing that were
playfully kicking water at each other; and a massive Hello Kitty
with a head bigger than John.

There was also a sultry dragon lady in
scarlet sitting under an awning, puffing on a foot-long cigarette
holder and occasionally breathing out fire along with the smoke.
And a throng of cuties in harem attire who kept trying to get him
to belly dance with them. Not to mention a trio in mini-skirted
cheongsams who were loudly singing karaoke. There were even a few
scattered male figures, like the guards and—possibly—a giant,
fluffy panda. But as in the human world, magical Hong Kong seemed
to prefer to advertise with women. It was what had given John the
idea for their disguises, although they were only half of the
equation.

They still needed transport.

And somewhere to hide, he thought, his head
coming up at the sound of hundreds of running feet.

“Damn,” Zheng muttered,
while the little dancer yelled something in Cantonese.

John suddenly found
himself in the middle of a full-blown street carnival. The two
guards broke out torches that they set on fire, before starting to
juggle them back and forth between them. Zheng was grabbed by the
panda and lovingly enfolded in its arms, almost disappearing inside
the fluffy fur. And John himself was practically smothered by the
throng of belly dancers, who crowded close, shimmering and shaking
and doing their thing.

Meanwhile, a dark tide
boiled straight at them down one of the larger alleys, six abreast
and numerous enough to fill the whole street. John suddenly
recalled all the methods that vamps had for detecting their
favorite prey—including the ability to sense the heat that a human
body gave off. Zheng was behind the
jugglers and practically buried in folds of panda fat, so whatever minimal heat a
vampire emitted was likely pretty well
camouflaged. But John . . .

Was right out in the open.

Until the dragon lady
stepped in front of him, cigarette holder in hand, and blew out a
plume worthy of a flamethrower. The tide
suddenly broke and split, surging down either side of the small
company, close enough that John could see the light reflected in
hundreds of staring eyes. It was like facing a horde of stampeding
cats.

He felt his spine liquify
as the last of them blew by, the wind they stirred up strong enough
to ruffle his wet hair. But the little dancer didn’t give him time
to recover. She snapped her fingers and half the crowd took off
like people on a mission, John didn’t know why.

But he knew one thing.

He grabbed her arm. “Even if this works,
walking across the city will take too long!”

She rolled gold painted eyes at him. “Who
say we walk?”

“What other choice is
there?” He hadn’t seen so much as an abandoned bicycle anywhere,
the locals having left nothing behind for them to use—

Except for that, he realized, as twenty or
so glowing advertisements came back into view, dragging
something.

It looked like part of an
old pirate ship, although it couldn’t have sailed for years, as
evidenced by the large holes in its sides. In fact, John doubted
that it ever had. For one, it was too small for the type of ship it
was aping, being maybe twenty feet from stem to stern, although it
boasted a full-sized and full-busted figurehead on the prow. For
another, there were no sails, nor even masts to support them,
although there were a few moldy old oars sticking out of the hull
here and there. There was an obviously fake cannon on one side,
festoons of dingy silk draped along the gunwale, and bunches of
fake flowers affixed to the aft. It looked like the pirate version
of a party barge.

“What
the devil is that?” John demanded.

The little dancer crossed her arms and
regarded it proudly. “That our ride.”

She looked at him expectantly.

John looked
back. “What?”

“Make it go.”

“Make
it go?” He
looked from her to the weird little ship again. It was not on
wheels nor did it have any form of propulsion that he could see.
Not to mention that they weren’t currently
anywhere near the water! “And how would you suggest I do
that?”

But the dancer had
clearly had enough of his crap for one night. She
stamped a stilettoed foot and glared at
him. “You mage. You make it go!”

John felt like grabbing
his head and pressing until it popped. “This is your plan?
This? Is that thing
really the best you could do?”

But that only seemed to
enrage her. She grabbed the front of John’s sari, pushing one
coconut higher than the other, and shook him. “I not do everything!
You leave me in scary dark alley all night—”

“It’s not night, and I had
things to—”

“You shut up! You push me
downhill—”

“Are you still going on
about that?”

“—drag me into some crazy
chase where I almost blow up—”

“Can you even
die?”

“—and then abase me in an
alley—”

“What did you do to her in
an alley?” Zheng asked, coming over.

“Nothing. I think she
meant abandon—”

“You shut up!” she
screamed, loudly enough that John and Zheng both stopped to stare
at her.

She furled her fan again
and, for a moment, John was fairly certain he was about to be
assaulted with it. But instead she used it to point at the “ship.”
“You make it float. We make it go.”

“Who is we?”

And then two of the
strangest creatures from this very strange day came forward, all
glittery, iridescent wings and waving antennas, but with human
faces and bodies in skin tight purple leotards. Were they supposed
to be some sort of fey? John wondered. Because the fey did not look
like that, except in little girls’ picture books and strange men’s
dreams.

And whimsical
advertisements, he realized, as one of them took off into the air
like an oversized Tinkerbell, causing him to crane his
neck.

Zheng looked at him.

John looked back.

“It could work,” the
world’s ugliest geisha observed.

It could not work, John
thought, sizing up the weight of the barge. Yes, technically, he
might be able to get it to levitate,
possibly even whilst carrying all of them, since the ads didn’t
appear to weigh that much. But even so,
they had a lot of ground to cover and quickly.

How fast could that thing
possibly go?
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Chapter Thirty-Nine






Augggghhhhhh!”

John couldn’t tell if that
was him or Zheng, but he rather thought it was the vampire. His
cheeks were flapping back against his skull too much to allow for
speech, rain laced wind was pouring down his throat, and his eyes
were watering to the point that everything was just a big blur. A
big, light filled, insanely fragrant blur, he thought, as he was
hit in the face with an oversized powderpuff.

“Now you pretty,” the
makeup girl told him, right before their ride tilted to the side,
to slide through a narrow gap between buildings.

Very narrow.

John choked on powder and
fell into Zheng, their cries blending into one as they cleared the
gap with maybe a millimeter to spare.

The ship abruptly flipped
back the other way, causing both men to crash into the panda, who
courteously set them on their feet again as the ride evened
out.

Just so they could almost
be decapitated by a bridge.

“Shit!” John yelled,
ducking barely in time, whilst the big vampire cursed in Cantonese
or Mandarin or whatever language he was currently using. John
didn’t know and didn’t care because they’d just hit one of the main
thoroughfares of the city, and there were goddamned bridges
everywhere!

Not to mention speeding
vehicles—of every possible description.

He had assumed that his
group would be the weirdest thing in the skies, but he couldn’t
have been more wrong. In between the flashing neon signs, the tall
columns of skyscrapers, and the multitude of windblown debris, were
a crazy collection of vehicles best described as anything that
could move. Absolutely anything.

And nobody was worrying about traffic lanes
anymore.

In short order, John had
to duck to avoid a flying bus, which was dropping luggage off the
back like leather bombs. And then again to miss a guy dangling from
two drones and threatening to kick him in the head. Only to be
grabbed by something and jerked off his feet.

Something that appeared to
be a giant-sized, prehistoric talon.

John stared at it for a
second, but before he could figure out what the hell, he landed
back on the ship, sprawling on the wet boards and staring up at . .
.

He had no bloody idea.

A man in a saddle leaned
over the side of a great white bird as it beat huge wings against
the gale. It looked like an albino pigeon, only sized up about
twenty times, including the massive claws—one of which was
decorated with John’s blood. The man had goggles on, but was
otherwise dressed like he was going on safari, complete with jaunty
pith helmet and properly tucked riding crop.

“I say, are you all
right?” he asked John, looking concerned.

John just stared some
more. He knew that the bird—and probably the glowing rider, too,
who looked suspiciously like the mascot of a popular brand of
gin—was just another ad let loose by the chaos. But
still.

Magical Hong Kong was fucking with his
head.

The typhoon
caught the strange duo a second later, and they
swerved off into the insanity. And
promptly collided with someone else, because the storm was throwing
the fleeing inhabitants into each other, making the problematic
driving even worse than it usually was. Not to mention bringing
dozens of unprotected fan blades too damned close for
comfort!

“What
are you doing?” Zheng demanded, as John got back to his feet,
ducking and dodging and cursing up
a storm. “Stay down! If even one enthralled vamp sees
you—”

“In this?” John ducked down but gestured
at the chaos, staring up at the damned
bird, which had somehow gotten its claw stuck in some fishing net
trailing off the back of a rickshaw. It went wild, flapping and
pulling back, whilst simultaneously trying to swoop around, sending
it and the rickshaw slinging through the air like a thrown
bola.

Right into the path of a
bunch of vamps.

They had been perched on
the roof of a club, just a line of dark silhouettes against a huge
lighted sign, but at that they looked up. And immediately jumped
off the building as if synchronized, some running across the
passing vehicles, using them like stones in a pond to cross the
road. While others latched onto the vehicles
themselves, wrenching them off course and
turning them—

Straight at him.

Zheng cursed and pulled out his pretty
gun.

John grabbed his arm. “You
can’t shoot into traffic. There are too many civilians!”

Zheng looked at him like he was crazy. “Like
it matters?”

“It matters! And it won’t
help us anyway!”

“Wanna make a bet?” Zheng
asked savagely. And emptied a clip into a truck swerving up beside
them, which had acquired half a dozen new passengers on the
roof.

And just as suddenly
unacquired them, as they fell backwards, causing other vehicles to
have to abruptly dodge out of the way. And one that wasn’t fast
enough to end up with a bleeding body draped across a fancy
couple’s laps. It wasn’t moving, even as
the rickshaw swerved, the humans screamed, and the unfortunate vamp
went flying—

All without making a single twitch.

John spun around and grabbed Zheng’s
gun.

Zheng grabbed it back. “Get your own!”

“I don’t have any with
vamp killing bullets!”

Zheng pulled something out
of the back of his waistband and slapped
it in John’s hand. “Now you
do.”

And then they were both firing.

John wanted to ask where he’d found the
ammo, if there was any more, and why the hell he hadn’t used it
earlier, but he didn’t get the chance. Because the whole street had
become a shooting range on acid. Their little barge was ducking and
rising to avoid bridges and other vehicles, the pursuing vamps were
doing the same, and civilians were careening about like drunken
sailors, abruptly getting between John and his targets. Meanwhile
the rain blew in his face, the colors streamed across his vision,
and a bullet scraped his temple.

Because the vamps had guns, too.

But before he could
raise a shield, they were all dead, courtesy of
the fastest gun in the East. John reminded himself not to make fun
of Zheng’s firearm choice ever again, considering that he could hit
absolutely anything with it. And whilst barreling down the road at
something like eighty miles an hour!

John felt a huge grin split his face as he
realized they’d done it. They’d dealt with all of them! He grabbed
Zheng’s massive shoulder. “Yes!”

But the big vamp just shook his head.
“Wasn’t fast enough.”

“What are you talking
about? That was brilliant!”

But Zheng just nodded at something off the
back of the barge, and John belatedly realized that the sentries
must have lasted long enough to get off a call for help.

Because it had just
arrived.

“Punch
it!” Zheng yelled, and
grabbed the dancer.

She had been leaning over the side of their
craft, shouting directions at the makeshift engines, who couldn’t
see where they were going with the hull in the way. But at that she
looked up. At thousands of shadows leaping from speeding rickshaw
to swaying bridge to speeding rickshaw, literally running down the
street on top of the wildly fleeing crowd, because even the fastest
speeds the little vehicles could do weren’t anything compared to a
vamp.

Which was why they were gaining.

The little dancer whirled
on Zheng, her eyes wide. “What you do?” she demanded.

“Ask him,” Zheng said,
hiking a thumb at John, before hanging over the side of the hull to
talk to the glittery engine fairies.

And what kind of a life
did he live, John wondered dizzily, where that was a sentence
someone would legitimately think?

Probably the same one in
which he was assaulted by a pissed off temple dancer.

“What you do?” she
demanded, grabbing him, the golden nails sinking deep.

“It doesn’t matter now!
Just go faster!”

“We can’t go
faster!”

“Then we’re dead!” John
snapped, and blasted two vamps leaping at them from the back of a
nearby rickshaw.

They fell into the abyss,
but they were just the vanguard. Probably additional sentries who
had been closer than the rest of the army, maybe staking out
another street, and had been able to catch up quicker. Like those,
John thought, picking off three more who were dive bombing them
from a nearby building.

“Out!” he yelled at Zheng,
who threw him another clip.

“Last one. Make it
count.”

Of course, John thought,
slamming it into place. I’m sure it’ll
make all the difference! And then he turned it on the mass of
rickshaws suddenly swarming them.

“Shoot me and I kill you!”
someone snapped.

“About
time you found me!” Zheng yelled, looking up
with a grin on the big
face.

A long string of heated
Cantonese replied, followed by a familiar dark head poking out from
under a rickshaw’s canopy.

“Kong!” John said,
recognizing one of Zheng’s little group of
investigators.

“Get down, or maybe
somebody shoot you on purpose,” Kong snarled, and spun his craft
away, flying in the same direction as the barge.

The others followed suit, leaving a line of
tiny vehicles zipping alongside them on either side, looking
impossibly small against the huge expanse of flowing neon, pounding
rain and massive, oncoming army. Why, John couldn’t imagine. What
could half a dozen rickshaws do against so many?

That, he realized, when the rest of the
canopies abruptly dropped, uncovering something mounted on the back
of the vehicles. Something shiny and dark and bizarrely familiar.
Something that looked a lot like—

“You have
machine guns?” John
yelled, as Zheng’s boys let loose a hail of bullets into the
approaching horde.

Fortunately for the locals, most of the
people in the road behind them had already gotten out of the way,
veering off to one side or the other, or desperately trying to
land. But that didn’t help those down below, in more earth-bound
types of transport, who were suddenly inundated by a literal rain
of vampires. Hoods were smashed in, windshields shattered, and
headlights went skewing everywhere as cars swerved to avoid bodies,
or hit corpses and flipped, or were abandoned as people simply got
out and fled.

Yet it wasn’t enough.

Zheng’s people kept firing, even as they
were overrun. John saw what must have been fifty vamps jump one of
the rickshaws, sending it plummeting to earth under a dark,
squirming mass. Another was slammed by a smaller group, but enough
to send it careening into a stone bridge. Several more went up in
balls of fire out of nowhere, which didn’t make sense. Not
unless—

“Grenades. They’re taking
the bastards with them!” Zheng said, and then threw back his head
and roared, like a wounded lion watching his pride be
destroyed.

And the worst part was,
it still wasn’t
enough.

The army was just too numerous, and most had
the shields John had seen earlier, back at the pharmacy. They’d
popped out as soon as the shooting started, and most of the bullets
weren’t getting through. The sound of machine gun fire abruptly cut
out as the last of the rickshaws disappeared, yet the army came on.
Smaller by hundreds, but not enough to matter. Farther away, but
not enough to help. To get away, they needed a miracle—

Or a disaster, John thought, as a now
familiar ripple of magic shivered through the air around him.

His head whipped around, but all he saw were
neon signs, zipping vehicles and blowing rain. And wildly swinging
bridges, and crumbling buildings, and falling masonry, with one
chunk big enough to take out a nearby rickshaw. The small craft
simply disappeared between one eyeblink and another, whilst the
street below looked like someone had picked up the whole, long,
brightly illuminated expanse and dropped it, causing the lights to
flicker and the screams to reach a crescendo.

As a new earthquake ripped through the
city.

A massive crack sundered
the air, loud enough to cut through the jangling music still
spilling out of clubs, the roaring winds and the whirring fan
blades. And to carve a chasm in the street below, big enough to
swallow half a hundred cars.

Which wasn’t nearly as
much of a problem as the mushroom cloud of fire boiling up from the
middle of it.

“Turn! Turn!” John
screamed, whilst Zheng stared transfixed, caught in a vampire’s
worst nightmare.

It wasn’t exactly John’s
favorite, either, considering that it couldn’t be what it looked
like, namely a ruptured gas line, because the city didn’t use gas.
It didn’t need it, with the ley line sink providing basically an
unending power source. One that was constantly boiling away
underneath, as if the whole place was suspended over an active
volcano, with the fury leashed only by the
city’s massive shields.

Ones that were now starting to crack.

Rickshaws swerved every which way, trying to
avoid the sudden inferno, and a flying limo clipped the party
barge. It went spinning wildly for a few seconds, leaving John
clinging to the side and staring at a jangly, candy colored blur.
Until the engine fairies got things back under control, giving him
a view of a black wall of vampires boiling up behind the
flames.

He blinked at it, suddenly realizing that
Zheng’s men’s sacrifice hadn’t been for nothing, after all. They’d
beaten back or killed the closest part of the army, putting space
between the barge and the rest of the horde. One that was now
filled with fire.

“They can’t see us past
the flames!” Zheng yelled, coming back to himself. “Get us out of
here!”

The small craft abruptly
zipped through a gap between buildings.
They were some of the taller apartment blocks in the area,
wide-bodied things with a thousand little balconies jutting off the
sides, like towering trees eaten up with mushrooms. And there was a
whole forest of them, enough to get lost in.

Which would have brought
John more relief if Zheng hadn’t suddenly grabbed him by the
throat.
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Chapter Forty






It
wasn’t playful this time. There was genuine fury in those eyes,
along with something else, something that looked suspiciously like
tears, although with all the rain it was impossible to tell. But
whatever it was, it was serious.

“What
the fuck did you do?”

John tried to break the vampire’s hold and
failed, partly because Zheng’s grip was crushing his windpipe. And
it didn’t look like he planned on stopping anytime soon. John
managed a silent spell that was supposed to push them apart, giving
him some room to maneuver, but only caused them to stagger into the
side of the barge when Zheng held on.

The vampire finally
released him and stalked away a few steps, before abruptly whirling
back around. “What did you do?” he demanded again, while John
clutched his throat and tried to remember how to
breathe.

“About
what?” he finally
gasped.

“About this!” Zheng gestured savagely. “About
all of this! About the army who wasn’t following me, they were
following you. Every eye back there was fixed on you the entire damned time! I’m beginning to believe they
followed me to that damned pharmacy hoping I would lead them to
you!”

“Possibly,” John rasped,
since plenty of people had seen him and Zheng together before they
split up.

“You admit it!” The
grabbing recommenced, but at least this time it was on John’s
shoulders. Until he broke the hold, and danced back a few steps.
Because he still couldn’t breathe goddamnit!

“Admit what? What is wrong
with you, you complete lunatic? I told you about Dagon—”

“Yeah,” Zheng’s eyes
flashed. “You told me some dead demon lord wanted
revenge—”

“Yes!”

“—so what the hell is he
doing, huh?”

John stared at him. “Getting it?”

“Why? The city is dying
and you’re about to go with it! He’ll get his revenge by doing
nothing at the rate things are going, yet he has an army chasing us
down? He could be using that on the towers—another one of which we
just lost, by the damned way!”

John shook his head. It
was hard to think with blood from a near choking still pounding in
his ears. And the fact that their crazy ride was running a maze
through the buildings, trying to make sure they lost their pursuit,
didn’t help. But Zheng wanted an answer, and he wanted it now.

“Vampires couldn’t help
with that,” John croaked. “Other than attacking the
triads—”

“Which would help a damned
sight more than chasing us around the city!”

“Perhaps. But the Corps is perfectly
capable of defending themselves and attacking at
the same time. They don’t need assistance—”

“And yet he pulled them
off the job to attack you, too. Or have you forgotten?”

John flashed back
to that mad chase across burning rooftops
with Zheng’s boys. And the hundreds of war mages
moving heaven and earth to try to kill them. Or
should that be to try to kill him? Had that been when Dagon first
realized that he was in the city? Or had he realized earlier, when
John arrived towing a monster of a vortex, and was almost
immediately set upon by the triads?

Would he have been
murdered in that alley if Zheng hadn’t found him?
And promptly carried him away to the last place
on earth anybody would expect to find a war mage? His gut said yes,
but his brain didn’t understand.

If this was about revenge,
Zheng was right: Dagon should be concentrating on destroying the
city and John along with it. He didn’t need to be doing this. And
yet he’d been chasing him for hours, mentally as well as
physically, and for what?

So, he could kill him five minutes
faster?

“Why is he after me?” John asked.

“That’s what I want to
know! He’s been throwing everything he has
at you, all bloody day, and I want to know
why!”

John did, too, but he
didn’t have an answer. He was going to try
to kill the creature, he was going to try hard. But even he had to
admit that his chances . . . weren’t great. Dagon was likely well
protected, whereas John was wounded, out of ammo, and his only back
up was an equally wounded master and a bunch of crazed
advertisements!

Dagon couldn’t seriously view him as a
threat, so what was the point?

He didn’t know. But it felt like he should
have. It felt important.

And it seemed that Zheng thought so, too.
Because he abruptly jerked John up to his face, literally nose to
nose. Close enough that John could feel angry breath on his face
that smelled like blood. It matched the splotches on the creature’s
skin, and the broken blood vessels surrounding those angry black
eyes.

“Listen to me, war mage,
and listen well. I don’t know how to kill a demon lord. You do. I
am therefore going to keep you alive and get you to him, so you can
take this fucker out. For me, for my family, and for my goddamned
city. And if you fail, I’ll kill you myself!”

If I fail, we’ll all die anyway, John didn’t
say. But not because of a sense of self-preservation. But because
of where they’d ended up.

Son of a bitch, he thought, blinking in
wonder.

They’d just sailed into a huge open area
with no bridges, because none were long enough to cover the massive
gap. This was clearly one of the wealthier parts of town, with the
surrounding apartments charging a premium for the unobstructed
views and tasteful plantings down below. But with several large,
busy roads cutting through the scenery, because this was Hong Kong,
after all.

The roads formed an X
shape, easily visible in the darkness. But although they were
clogged with the non-levitating type of
transport, the big story was in the skies. The entire great, open
area was filled with vehicles, flying so thick and so fast that
they were little more than a multicolored
blur.

Until they ran into each other, that
was.

In less than a minute,
John saw no fewer than three mid-air collisions, two being glancing
blows that sent overloaded rickshaws spinning away from each other,
their occupants’ screams quickly lost to the wind. And one that was
a full-on, mid-air crash, leaving burning vehicles shuddering apart
overhead and shrieking bodies falling. John lunged for a plummeting
woman, but missed, catching only a glimpse
of her terrified face as she fell into darkness. And as they
zipped by, into what looked like a full-on battle
in the sky.

And not just because of
the collisions.

A strafe of bullets tore
past his head, coming from a nearby building. A fight was taking
place on a balcony, with an encumbered rickshaw floating alongside.
And just below them, one rickshaw was chasing a second, with the
one in back lobbing spells hot enough to set a third vehicle alight
when it happened across their path.

The traffic laws clearly
weren’t the only ones that nobody was following anymore. It was
everyone for themselves, including the criminal element. Who didn’t
seem to understand that plunder wouldn’t do them any good if the
city died around them!

But they very obviously
did not understand that. In the middle of the big open area, two
huge, flat-topped platforms, each large enough to cover half a
football field, were levitating opposite each other with a gap in
between. They controlled a lot of the surrounding airspace, forcing
traffic to flow around them—where it was being shaken down by triad
members jumping onto speeding vehicles and throwing valuables back
onto the platforms.

It looked like they were
playing a huge game of sky basketball, only with plunder instead of
balls.

“I thought the triads were
fighting for the city!” John yelled at Zheng, pointing
ahead.

“Damned pirates!” Zheng
yelled back, and grabbed the little dancer as the barge scraped
alongside another repurposed boat. “Go around! Go
around!”

“Tell them that!” she
yelled back, as their craft all but stopped in the air.

The other vessel had a smoking engine that
was providing nothing in the way of propulsion, and unfurled sails
that were doing more harm than good. They were rocking it back and
forth but not actually helping it go anywhere, because it had
nothing to push off of. Apparently, no one had ever told its owners
that the water under a boat was just as important for its movement
forward as the thrust provided by the sails.

But it looked like they’d figured out an
alternative.

“Damned pirates!” Zheng
yelled again, as the barge was suddenly swarmed.

“Oars!” John shouted,
pointing at the moldy old things sticking out of the barge’s hull,
while elbowing a would-be invader back onto his own
ship.

Their crew grabbed the
oars. Somebody also set off the cannon, which spewed confetti all
over the deck of the opposite craft, but did fuck all otherwise.
But the oars were a different story. John and the rest of the crew
used them to knock the invaders back onto their own vessel, and to
shove at the hull, trying to get some distance between
them.

And unwittingly did more than that.

Their actions finally provided the other
craft with the resistance it had been lacking. A gust of hurricane
force winds caught the sails at just the right angle, and the ship
went racing off in the opposite direction. Until it plowed into one
of the surrounding buildings, that was, in an explosion of wood and
engine oil.

John leaned against the side of the ship,
heart hammering, vision pulsing, and stared at the falling men, who
had likely just been trying to get out of here like everyone else.
And wondered if he was still the good guy. But there wasn’t time to
debate the point.

“No! Not that way!” Zheng
was yelling, as their barge headed straight for the middle of the
triad’s little game.

“It fastest route!” the
dancer said, her eyes huge.

“It’s not fast if we’re
dead! Get us out of here!”

“Then get out the way! I
can’t see!”

But Zheng obviously could. “Go up! Go up!”
he suddenly screamed, causing John’s head to whip around.

He didn’t see anything. Or, rather, he saw
too much. The automated searchlights that typically lit up wayward
vehicles were strobing the sky, but doing little except adding to
the chaos. One blinded John for an instant as it followed a wildly
flipping two-seater, before the out of control vehicle plowed into
the ground. But that wasn’t where Zheng was looking.

John finally noticed a line of smaller craft
abruptly swerving to one side or the other, leaving a large cleared
path behind them, as if a giant was muscling his way down a
sidewalk.

But it wasn’t a giant coming at them.

He managed to focus on what appeared to be
an entire roof flying through the air. It had been ripped off an
unfortunate house and sent sailing by some sort of vortex, because
it was spinning about and slinging tiles everywhere. It looked
deadly, and apparently the dancer agreed, because their small craft
abruptly shot up out of the way.

And hit a bus zipping by overhead, filled
with panicked people, who were even more panicked when a party
barge suddenly slammed into their underside.

People screamed, somebody almost fell out,
and John hit the boards again, his warded parasol the only reason
his brains hadn’t just been turned to mush.

Zheng grabbed the dancer. “Go down! Go
down!”

“You make up mind!” she
yelled, but the little boat went down.

Right into the path of the roof.

“Look out!” She screeched,
as John staggered back to his feet—at the worst possible moment.
The heavy projectile landed like a hundred fists, popping the
parasol and sweeping him out into the storm-tossed air, almost
before the words left her lips.

And then he was falling.
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Chapter Forty-One






John didn’t see if anybody else fell with him; he didn’t see
much of anything at all. Except for wind and rain and a blur of
wildly skewing headlights. He tried to deploy a shield, but the
blow had left him disoriented and it didn’t work. And a second
later he went splat—but not onto the ground.

There hadn’t been time to
fall fifteen stories, although he had fallen far enough that he
didn’t immediately get up again. Which appeared to be a problem for
the people whose craft he’d dropped onto. Maybe, he realized
through stabbing pain, because he’d landed on one of the triad
platforms.

And it looked like they remembered him.

A group of vampires, some
with burn scars still on their faces, lunged for him, and John got
a quick flash of a story he’d heard somewhere. About how, if you’re
in a burning building, you should jump out a window. Sure, you
might fall to your death, but that was better than the alternative.
And you might think of something on the way down.

John thought of something.

He hooked an end of the
sari onto a protruding nail and jumped, using the scroll of silk as
a lifeline. It unrolled around him, leaving him twisting and
turning in the air like a confused caterpillar—for a moment. Until
he ran out of sari and was stuck there,
being buffeted by the winds and almost run down by the dozens of
speeding objects flying past
him.

One of which he dropped
onto a second before the sari was jerked back up, leaving a pissed
off vampire holding a wad of sodden silk
and John riding on the back of a produce lorry—

One heading straight for
the other damned platform!

He got his
wobbly legs back under him and started half
jumping/half falling from one vehicle to another, as if he was on
the world’s weirdest staircase going every which way. In the
process, he tried to locate the party barge, and to judge which of
the vehicles whizzing past was most likely to take him back to
it.

But it was impossible. His
head was wonky enough to give him double
vision, the storm felt like it was lashing at him with a firehose,
and he was pretty sure he’d broken his right arm at some point. It
was everything he could do to avoid mimicking road kill, to keep
from getting blown off his latest perch by gale force winds, and to
dodge the blows of people whose vehicles he was not trying to
steal, goddamnit!

But they didn’t know that,
and they were as wild-eyed and panicked as he was, slashing at
everything that moved. John jumped onto the back of a rickshaw, got pistol whipped by a granny
sitting on a pile of luggage, fell onto a
motorcycle’s loaded sidecar, and got kicked off onto the less than
sturdy roof of a mobile café. Which he promptly fell through before
he could get back to his feet, landing in the midst of a trio of
startled cooks.

John had seen Hong Kong’s
version of food trucks the last time he
was here. They were hard to miss, being elongated tin or
plywood-sided things lumbering along the miles of bamboo
scaffolding in front of under-repair high-rises in order to feed
the workers. He hadn’t noticed them having quite so many
knives.

Ones that were now being
turned on him.

Son of a bitch!

He got his legs up,
sending two of the cooks stumbling back
against the counter, and elbowing the other in the face as he got
back to his feet. It bought him a moment
to rip off the damned bra, fold the two ends together, and use
it—and the coconuts it somehow still contained—like a cudgel to
fend off his assailants. It worked surprisingly well, judging by
the cooks’ gob smacked expressions.

As if the strangest thing they’d seen all
day was a bra wielding madman!

Somebody else landed hard
on what was left of the roof, causing them all to look up. At a
ring of very unhappy triad members, whose expressions turned
positively gleeful at the sight of John. And then changed again
when somebody grabbed two of them and knocked their heads together,
before throwing them into darkness.

“Zheng!” John said, a
surge of relief coursing through him.

Right before somebody drove a knife in his
eye.

At least, that’s what it
felt like. It was so excruciating and so sudden that he staggered,
knocking over a pot of boiling noodles that scalded the laminate
countertop. And the vamp who’d slipped down the outside of the café
in order to assault him.

The pain was so bad that
John barely noticed the screaming vamp, or the massive battle now
going on over his head, or the knife wielding cooks. Who didn’t
appear to know who to stab first, but were going with John because
he was handy. He couldn’t see well enough to use his makeshift
cudgel, but managed to get a large pot lid up for a shield. Because
he couldn’t raise his magical ones with his head feeling like it
was about to split in half!

Psychic assault, he realized. Dorina had
said that her “fix” was temporary. And it looked like somebody was
tired of waiting.

“What is it?” Zheng
demanded. “You hit?”

“No,”
John gasped, clinging to consciousness as a hundred snapshots
flashed in front of his vision: him hiding
amongst the glowing
advertisements; Zheng’s boys’ last stand;
the huge fireball on the road; the pirates attacking his ship; his
desperate flight down the mobile
“staircase” outside. It felt like someone was flipping through a
rolodex in his head.

And getting closer.

“It’s Dagon!”

“What?”

“I think . . . he’s lost
us.”

Zheng pulled a knife out
of one giant pec, frowned at it, and shoved it through the nearest
vamp’s eye. “First good news I’ve heard all day!”

John shook his head. “No!
He’s using the link . . . he has with me . . . like a tracking
charm. He’s trying to locate us.” His eyes
met Zheng’s. “We’re out of time.”

The big vamp scowled, but
he didn’t comment, because a triad member
took that moment to jump him. That might have been a problem since
he was currently distracted taking apart two more, but a chivalrous
little cook intervened with a sushi knife. And then smiled shyly at
the huge, dripping geisha, whose makeup had mostly washed off, but
who had somehow retained the wig.

“What’s
he saying?” John asked, as the man
began chattering at them.

Zheng shrugged. “Wants my
number.”

John stared at him.

“Told you I wasn’t
ugly.”

And then an extra
dozen vamps dropped onto the café, which
was too much for the levitation charm. The truck plummeted, so fast
that John was fairly sure his heart had become permanently wedged
in his throat. But something caught them before they shattered
against the ground, something that gave
but held, which should have been a godsend.

Except no.

Because they
bounced.

Although that word
completely fails to convey the experience of plunging to certain
death one minute, and being thrown against the non-existent ceiling
of the café the next. John flew up far enough to come eye to eye
with a vamp clinging to the roof, or what was left of it. Which did
not stop him from trying to punch a fist through John’s
throat!

Fortunately, Zheng saw him
and head butted the creature off into darkness, even as they fell.
And then bounced again, sloshing John’s insides around in a very
unpleasant way as he worked out what had
happened. They’d become snagged on one of the rope bridges spanning
the surrounding buildings, which was why they were leaping around
like a paddle ball hitting a paddle.

But they wouldn’t be doing it for long.

Because the bridge was
about to break.

“If we live, remind me to
kill you,” Zheng snarled, and dragged John over the
counter.

The buildings that crowded
the edge of the park were thick and close, taking full advantage of
the premium views. That put the network of bridges in between
almost near enough to jump from one to another. The operative word,
of course, being almost.

But a glance over his shoulder showed John
about two hundred furious triad members on their tail. They were
using the passing cars as John had, almost like a staircase, only
they were a lot better at it. As a result, a cascade of vampires
was flowing down the crazy causeway from the nearest platform,
leaving John staring half in awe and half in terror.

And that was before the bullets began
flying.

Which is why he didn’t object when Zheng
tucked him under one massive arm and started bouncing from bus top
to truck bed to rickshaw to bridge.

And then they were both
doing it, because carrying another person was unbalancing Zheng,
which is a problem when you’re dangling over a twelve-story drop!
And because the assault on John’s mind had just cut out, as
abruptly as it had come, leaving him gasping in relief. And with a brand-new clarity of vision.

Because a psychic connection goes both
ways.

“Dagon’s
afraid of me!” he yelled, slamming down onto the open back of a
mail lorry, and sending letters flying like a flock of birds. And
then jumping from that to a real flock, one occupying a bunch of
bamboo cages on the back of another truck. It was fleeing over top
of the bridges, ignoring the screaming mass of people below,
who started screaming louder when
the triad took off after it.

“Did you hear me?” John
asked, as Zheng started pelting their pursuers with the only
projectiles available. “I must still be a threat!”

“Yeah, you look like
one!”

“Would you listen?” John
demanded. “I have a broken arm, broken ribs, and I’m pretty sure I
have a concussion! I’ve lost my weaponry, my backup is enthralled
and under his control, and we’re outnumbered by a few thousand to
one. So, what the hell is he afraid of?”

But Zheng was not listening. Zheng was
throwing crates, which burst apart on impact, raining flapping,
squawking, clawing fury down onto their pursuers. Which helped
somewhat with the bullets, since the damned vamps couldn’t see
where to aim. But didn’t do anything to stop them from gaining, and
Zheng was running out of chickens.

And then he
was out, when a speeding
rickshaw hit them broadside, sending them and the chicken truck
crashing into the building behind
them.

John didn’t feel the
impact, didn’t feel himself falling, didn’t know anything until his
knees painfully impacted the surface of a wooden bridge, several
stories below. Zheng had one arm tight around his waist, causing
John to suck in a breath from the agony in his ribs, and was still
clutching a chicken. But somehow, they were alive.

Like the bird, who flapped
and squawked, and then squawked some more when it was rammed into
the face of a pursuing vamp.

John glanced back
to see a bunch of triad members
jumping down from the nearest bridge, unphased by
the maybe three-story drop to their level. Or it was theirs, until
Zheng dragged him off the edge and onto another, this time two
stories down. And so on, until a very beat up and
disorientated John finally hit the ground, half a dozen jumps and maybe thirty
seconds later.

Leaving him nowhere to go.

“Split up!” he gasped,
half bent over from the pain, and because he was definitely slowing
the big vamp down.

“Bullshit!” Zheng was
staring around, probably looking for a vehicle to steal, but the
vamps could do that, too. And they wanted John, not him.

“Split up!” John yelled
again, and took off, only to be hauled back by a pissed off master
vamp.

“Yeah, ‘cause you’ll last
so long without me!”

“I’m not the mission!
Dagon is the mission!”

“I told you—I don’t know
how to kill a demon lord! I don’t even know what he looks
like!”

“Trust
me. When he shows up, you’ll
know.”

“But he hasn’t and the
city is going to hell! Where the fuck is
he?”

John didn’t answer. He was
too busy staring across the park, to where a massive vampire army
had just rolled in like a dark tide. There must have been thousands
of them, eclipsing the cars on the road by their sheer mass,
although that wasn’t what drew the eye. No, that would be the huge,
semi-transparent, five or six story figure that would have looked
like Dagon if Dagon was a laser projection out of the world’s worst
light show, one designed to send little children
screaming.

John was suddenly feeling
a lot like that himself, only there was
nowhere to go.

He pawed at Zheng, who was still looking
upward. “There.”

“What?”

“There! Right
there!”

“What—oh.”

For a moment, Zheng just
stared. And then his eyes flicked
from approaching army to approaching army, and he
looked at John. “This time, I have an idea.”
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Chapter Forty-Two






This is a terrible idea!” John
yelled, crouched on the back of a low
flying rickshaw.

He and Zheng were headed
outward into the park with the triad on their heels. Some of the
vamps were hanging off the sides of other vehicles, flying above
the crowded road below; more were running across the top of the
bumper to bumper traffic, denting hoods and cracking windshields;
and still more were pelting beside the long line of cars, including
some on all fours like animals. John stared at them, vaguely
horrified as always at the way vamps
could walk the line between impressive and
terrifying, and sometimes manage to be both at the same
time.

Like now, he thought, feeling the blood leap
in his veins.

Fuckers, he thought
savagely, and threw up a shield, expanding it outward and catching
maybe twenty of their pursuers on the bubble that he threw back
into the rest. The effort made his head spin, but it bought he and
Zheng a few seconds, although that wouldn’t be enough. Not when
there was nothing ahead of them except—

Oh.

For a
moment, John watched a wave of vampires boiling toward him from the other side of
the park. They’d been stationary a moment ago, clustered around the
feet of the huge, ghostly image of Dagon. But some command John
hadn’t heard must have been given, because now they were headed
this way, and headed fast.

Zheng saw them,
too, and grabbed him under the arms. “Hold
on!”

Yes, John thought, half
hysterically. I’ll do that. It’s not as if
this plan could possibly get any more—

“Fuuuuucked!”

The two armies crashed into each other at
almost the same moment that John and Zheng went soaring. Their
lifeline was a thin rope dangling down from above that Zheng had
wrapped around one burly arm—the one that wasn’t wrapped around
John—and which had jerked them up so fast and so hard that John
feared whiplash. Although not so fast that he didn’t feel fingers
scrabbling at his boots.

He lashed out, kicking
someone in the face, and then made the mistake of looking down.
Only to see a mountain of vampires piling up on themselves, several
stories high and arms outstretched, trying to reach him. It was a
Mount Everest of hate, and it was growing ever higher.

But not high enough. He
and Zheng hit the side of the barge a second later, and were
unceremoniously hauled overboard by their crew, including Kong who
was missing an eye but still clutching the machine gun. Until he
threw it and John aside, in order to run shaking hands over his
master, while screaming at him in Cantonese.

John didn’t fare any better.

“Asshole!” the temple
dancer said, slapping him over the head with her fan. “I say look
out, you look out!”

John could only nod, his
breath currently being stolen by the rapidity of their ascent and
the pain signals flashing from virtually every part of his body.
And by the massive battle now going on below as their ship headed
back toward the heavens, and which he could see through one of the
holes in the hull. For a moment, he just lay there, panting, and
staring in disbelief at something he’d never before witnessed: an
all-out, vamp on vamp battle.

It looked like Zheng’s
plan had worked, and Dagon’s forces had mistaken the triad for
John’s allies.

And were acting accordingly.

It was hard to sort out
one side from the other, as vampire bodies
went flying, backlit by moving searchlights, boiling skies and
distant neon. John expected the triads to be quickly overwhelmed,
but he soon realized that he’d
underestimated them. The enthralled vamps were far more numerous,
but the triads were still in their right minds and not blindly
following orders.

Meaning that they could
improvise.

Like picking up entire cars from the road and throwing them at
their enemy. Or wrenching off hubcaps and
using them like deadly frisbees, sending half a dozen heads
airborne. Or by grabbing some rope out of a car and using it to
snare a passing truck with an exposed fan blade, which a bunch of
them then swung around like a buzz saw, while bloody flesh spurted
up like a wave on either side.

Zheng looked over the edge of the barge.
“Heh. Good one.”

John wondered if he might
be going mad. And then he was sure of it, when the massive figure
of Dagon materialized the pale greenish
outline of what appeared to be a spear. And pointed it straight at
him.

The enthralled army
reacted immediately, although how they thought they were going to
get up here, John had no idea.

Oh, he thought a second later.

Like that.

And then he was scrambling
back, hitting the other side of the barge, as vampires came flying
through the air. Not on vehicles and not as if they’d suddenly
grown wings. But as if they’d been picked up, spun around, and
flung with that insane vampire strength. Dozens of them.

Speeding bodies slammed
into rickshaws, enough that it caused the previous midair
collisions to look quaint. Fires were suddenly dotting the
airspace, vehicles were twisting and falling, luggage and people’s
possessions were raining from the skies. And that was just from
those who missed their target.

The rest were slamming into the barge,
causing it to wildly skew around, although how much so John
couldn’t tell.

Because they were on
him.

It had happened just that
fast, mere seconds between the command being given and the assault
reaching him, which would have been impressive enough to take his
breath away if it wasn’t already being stolen by something else.
Along with his blood, he thought, kicking a vamp into another and
buying himself time to erect a shield. But it wasn’t going to be
enough, not with the vamps hitting the sides of the ship now
punching through, destroying the vessel and dragging it hard to one
side as they fought to reach him.

He was going to get
everybody killed, he thought wildly, and then he saw it: something
familiar sailing toward him across the battlefield.

A swoop of white, a rustle
of wings, and a kick to a glowing, khaki covered posterior later,
and John found himself in command of a wildly improbable ride. But
one thing about war mage training, not to mention a life not
exactly devoid of strange events, was that he’d learned to take
things in stride. Which was why he didn’t hesitate, but drove his
heels into the sides of the world’s largest pigeon, and the next
thing he knew, he was airborne.

He got a brief flash of
the barge below, which the vamps were trying to pull apart mid-air,
of the glowing advertisements wailing on them, and of Zheng pausing
with a vamp head under each massive bicep
to stare up at him. John couldn’t hear him at this range, but the
mouthed words were clear enough: “Where the hell are you
going?”

“To finish this,” John
said, and pulled on the reins, wheeling away toward the big green
figure directing the battle.

It wasn’t easy. Not least of which because
the fight came with him. Vamps leapt off the barge and caught
flying rickshaws in order to pursue him, while the missile
launchers from below simply changed targets, following him across
the sky, pelting him with speeding, clawing bodies.

John kept thinking he’d seen everything in a
fight, and Hong Kong kept upping the ante. Although, in a weird
way, the insane battlefield in the sky reminded him of some of the
aerial fights of World War II. With the searchlights strobing the
greenish underbellies of the clouds and occasionally blinding him,
with the rickshaws silhouetted against the angry skies like
battling aircraft, and with the missile-like vamps being thrown
from below screaming by like anti-aircraft fire, it all seemed
vaguely familiar. And filled the skies with even more obstacles
when there were plenty already!

And then there was one
more.

As impatient as always,
Dagon wasn’t willing to wait while his army caught up to John’s
impressively skilled ride, which so far was dodging any and
everything thrown at it. He decided to give an assist
in the form of a strike from that great spear.
But not by sending it up at John, who was moving so quickly that it
would have been like trying to slice a fly in two with a sword. No,
Dagon’s strike went down, deep into the bowels of the earth,
throwing up a great wash of dirt and tasteful garden plants as it
went in, diving deep. And when it came out—

Blue fire erupted along with it.

John jerked the reins of
his strange ride to the side, just in time to avoid a column of
deadly sapphire light. Ley line energy, he realized, like the kind
that had set the road alight and almost taken out the barge on
their way here. Only that had been diluted—the excess from whatever
crack had formed far underground and had likely hit a pocket of
natural gas. But this was no crack.

It was a full-on rupture, sending a blue
geyser spearing upward, and releasing something into normal space
that was never supposed to come into contact with it. And which
clearly didn’t understand the rules of this strange, new world.
With no magic to guide it, it was just a column of raw power, one
that was currently sending filaments of blue lightning outward into
the surrounding space, like exploratory fingers.

Deadly, fiery fingers,
that disintegrated anything they came into contact with, leaving
men, vampires, and vehicles alike turning to ash and blowing away
on the wind.

John stared for a moment
in horror, not having any idea even how to
begin to stop or repair it. But he did
know how to keep it from happening again. He wheeled his ride
around, looking for something, although not the big green
projection on the field that was now wading into the fight, sending
people screaming and rickshaws scattering, and drawing all
eyes.

Except for John’s.

Because, while he didn’t
know what that thing was, he knew what it wasn’t. And what it
wasn’t was a ghost. John couldn’t see
ghosts, and neither could the rest of the fleeing crowd, who were
staring over their shoulders like Godzilla was on their tails. What
he could see was magic, and while the battle field was suffused
with it, demon magic had its own, unique
flavor.

And there was only one source of it
around.

John somehow focused
through the insanity on a
human-sized figure almost hidden by drifts
of smoke. He was well out of the fighting, tucked against a
building and behind a phalanx of vampire bodyguards. Because Dagon
had always been a coward.

John didn’t know how a
former member of the demon high council
had ended up in the body of a tall, lanky
vampire, and right then, he didn’t care. He only cared about one thing. And the
next second, he had it, because there was one spell that even a
mass of vampires couldn’t save you from.

The massive fireball that
John released tore through the air, blasted apart Dagon’s
protection, and lit up the man. Whose wildly flickering bug eyes
had landed on John a second before John’s spell landed on him. But he was too late to do anything about
it.

Or perhaps not.

John had a second to
see the man go
down, covered in flames; to see the great, green distraction on the
battle field scream and writhe and fall; to see the field itself
swirl strangely beneath him.

And then he was falling, too—
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Chapter Forty-Three






Straight into hell.

John hit the ground,
rolled into a crouch, and stared up wildly—

At the same Shadowland marketplace he’d
visited with Dorina. But this time, she was nowhere in sight.
Unfortunately, that wasn’t true of the towering monster standing by
the fountain in the middle of the square.

“Come
out, come out, wherever you are,” Dagon said, the childhood taunt
somehow terrifying in his voice, which had always sounded as if
three people were speaking at once. There had been a time when John had wondered whether the
creature had extra vocal cords or was just
possessed. Now, he simply wanted it to stop.

It didn’t stop.

“As you can see, this time
I came myself,” Dagon informed him. “Time for round
two.”

Bite me, John thought savagely, and stared
around, looking for help.

There didn’t appear to be any.

His only advantage was
that he had landed behind some crates stacked in front of a shop.
It wasn’t much cover and there were no useful distractions, since
the square appeared to be utterly deserted. Even the birds were
gone, leaving nothing but cold stone, trickling water, and slightly
fluttering awnings.

Because this wasn’t hell, John realized. It
was the inside of his head, a mental arena made for slaughter, just
like the last one. Where he’d demonstrated that he didn’t know how
to fight this way!

Fuck!

“You’re
supposed to be dead,” he said, using a spell to throw his voice to
the other side of the square, trying to buy time.

Dagon whirled, the
eruptions framing his spine suddenly fluttering with excitement,
because he thought he had him. But the square was small, and the
memory didn’t extend far beyond it. It wouldn’t take long for him
to realize he’d been duped.

Think! John told himself.
What had Dorina said? That it was possible to die here, from having
your strength sapped every time you had to
heal. To the point that, eventually, you’d expire from
exhaustion.

And that helped him how? The last time he
and Dagon fought, he’d won because of a surprise attack with magic
the demon lord didn’t know, giving him a momentary advantage. Dagon
had been dead before he had a chance to counter. But even assuming
that John could replicate that here, it wouldn’t be enough.

How long would it take to sap the soul of a
former council member, one of the most powerful creatures in
existence?

At a guess?

Too long.

“Oh, but
I am dead,” Dagon said, the hugely muscled arms spreading out.
“You did your work well, son of Rosier. “

The back tentacles came up
along with the arms, forming a cowl around the snake-like head. And
making him look for all the world like a hooded lizard posturing to
appear larger. As if he needed the help, John thought grimly.

“You look healthy enough,”
he said, this time throwing his voice at a window on the tallest
building to the left. He hoped that Dagon would attack it and give
him a few more seconds to think. But, although the huge head turned
abruptly in that direction, the creature itself paused, before
heading back John’s way again.

And this time, he had company.

“I received some help, no
thanks to you,” Dagon said, the different octaves of his voice
making him sound like a Greek chorus, all on his own. “You left my
body dead and my spirit weakened, to the point that I would have
been fodder had I stayed in the hells. I fled to earth to replenish
my resources, but when I attacked a woman—a human, a
nobody—a knight of the
Silver Circle came to her rescue. As weak as I was, I failed to
fight him off, and they imprisoned me within their dungeon to await
the high council’s pleasure.”

Dagon bared long, yellowed fangs. “I can
only assume their pleasure was to leave me to rot, slowly eating
myself over the centuries, for they never came.”

“But someone else did,”
John said, without throwing his voice this time.

Dagon paused again, and so
did the blond at his side. John guessed that he was some sort of
mental projection, because he only moved when Dagon did, and always
kept his pale blue eyes fixed straight ahead. He looked like a
walking mannequin, or a puppet with no visible strings.

Only John had never seen a puppet that made
his skin crawl.

“A necromancer with an
unusual skill set,” Dagon agreed. “He had a job he needed help
with, and offered anything I wanted in return.” The hideous face
stretched into what might, very charitably, have been called a
grin. “Want to guess what I asked for?”

“My head on a platter?”
John said, again not throwing his voice. Except for a thin echo
that he let bounce off a wall to the right.

Dagon whirled and stalked over there,
leaving his creepy friend behind. John wished he had a friend in
the room. He wished that fervently.

“Motherfucker!”

Dagon spun and he and John
stared at the newcomer suddenly standing in the middle of the
square. One who didn’t look like another puppet, but real and solid
and clearly furious. Maybe because he was soaked, with more water
running off him than was trickling down the fountain.

Or maybe because he’d just landed in
hell.

“Caleb?” John said, in
disbelief.

“Fuck!” Caleb said,
although John didn’t think he was talking to him. Not with a
literal monster leaping for him—

And missing, but not because he was slow.
Dagon moved with lightning speed for such a massive beast, but
Caleb simply wasn’t there anymore. He’d vanished, between one
eyeblink and the next, the way magic simply didn’t allow.

And then he grabbed John from behind, right
as Dagon looked up from the building he’d just demolished with his
face.

And leapt for them both.

Which would have been
fine, except that John couldn’t dematerialize!

But he still had a few
tricks up his sleeve, including one that had worked the first time
he and Dagon had fought. He leapt out of his skin in all
directions, a hundred Johns sprinting everywhere. Including the
real one heading for an abashed looking Caleb now hiding behind a
peddler’s cart.

“Sorry,” Caleb
whispered.

“Talk later; run
now!”

They ran.

John finally stopped in an
alley, although not by choice. Behind him, Dagon was systematically
destroying his avatars, and the entire marketplace to boot. But
John had nowhere to go, and no way to do it if he did. The scene
kept pulsing at the edges, his legs kept threatening to give way,
and his stomach kept rolling as if he was still flying about a
battlefield on pigeon back!

Which for all he knew, maybe he—






—was, swooping and dodging near one
of the triad’s great platforms. He looked around, shocked and
confused, as rain doused him, as bullets grazed him, and as
lightning shook him, hitting so close that it raised goosebumps on
his flesh and sent electric fingers crawling over his skin. The
hell?

He was given no time to figure it out. A shadow jumped for him
from the back of a speeding vehicle, and he released a
spell—without telling himself to do so. A mass of ashes blew
away on the wind, whilst below, the madly
burning party barge plowed into the platform. It caused the whole
thing to lean precariously to one side, sending plunder and people
sliding, and the great wooden mass slinging around fast enough to
sweep a dozen vehicles from the sky—






“John!” Somebody shook
him.

He snapped back to the marketplace, to see
Caleb staring at him. “You okay?”

“Do I fucking look okay?”
John whispered viciously.

“No.” Caleb glanced
around. “Where are we?”

“Inside my
head.”

“What?”

John struggled to get his breath back. He
was winded, why he didn’t know. Maybe because he was fighting two
battles at the same time!

And losing both of them.

“Dagon has been sending
assassins . . . to attack me mentally . . . ever since you stopped
him from attacking me physically,” he told Caleb.

“I did that?”

“You don’t
remember?”

The dark head shook. “I
don’t remember much before I hit the harbor, and by then I had more
to worry about than—”

“You can’t hide forever,
war mage!” Dagon yelled, over the sound of splintering wood. “Come
out and face me, or I’ll tear you apart from the inside, the way
you once did to me!”

John hesitated, and then
started forward, before Caleb caught his arm. “What are you
doing?”

“Going out fighting. I’m
not going to stand here and let him rip my mind apart!”

“He isn’t ripping
anything,” Caleb said, shooting Dagon a look. “He’s nothing but the
battery. The real problem is down at the wharf—”






—which was virtually deserted. There was a broad expanse of
wet concrete, lashed by rain; wildly crashing waves that overtopped
the pilings on the storm-tossed pier, sending foaming fingers
running across the planks; and a boiling sky backlit by the pink
striations of the phase that surrounded the city, like a perpetual
Aurora Borealis. And . . . something else.

Something huge.

It looked to be the size
of a submarine, but John couldn’t see it clearly because it was
almost submerged in the troubled water. Until it oozed some kind of
gelatinous appendage up onto land, which pulsed and grew and
morphed into the shape of a woman. A beautiful, naked woman with
hair the color of pale seaweed and eyes like molten
lava.

Which would have been more
impressive if she hadn’t still been tethered to that . . . thing .
. . by a throbbing umbilical cord!






“John!”

“I’m fine!” John
snarled.

Caleb gave him the look that deserved.
Neither of them was fine. And they weren’t going to be if he didn’t
stay in the here and now!

“What’s down at the
wharf?” John said harshly. “What are you talking about?”

“I’m talking about what we
found in that cave,” Caleb said, glancing over his shoulder because
Dagon was getting closer. “The one you dragged me into in Cornwall,
all those years ago.”

John just looked at
him. “What?”

“Don’t tell me you don’t
remember! With the salt and the crazy bird thing, and how we fought
after it took over my mind and you damned near killed me? I ended
up with a broken leg, raving like a lunatic, and you had to lash me
to your back while you rock climbed out of there?”

John stared some more. “No?”

“Damn
it, John! This is no time to get
amnesia!”

John didn’t have amnesia.
He had no idea what Caleb was talking
about or what he was even doing here. Or if he was real, and not
some desperate hallucination his fevered brain had dreamed up
because he needed backup!

“You poke me again and I
swear,” Caleb said, when John raised a finger. “Listen—”

But John wasn’t listening.
John was running, because Dagon’s campaign to turn the marketplace
to rubble had just gotten too close for comfort, and it was that or
die. Or whatever happened when your mind
collapsed from the inside, and he really didn’t want to find
out!

Fortunately, there were a
few dozen of his doppelgangers still running around, looking as
crazed as he probably did. He burst
through the rubble following the collapse of the latest building,
straight into a mass of them, and Dagon chased the wrong one. And
grabbed him, slamming him against a stone
wall, over and over and over—

“Why are
you just standing there?” Caleb hissed, as John watched his own
head burst apart like a melon. Until his friend caught his arm, and
they sprinted across the square into Archaeus’ warehouse.

The slimy Goremish elder
wasn’t at his counting table, or anywhere in sight. And the cages
inside the door were standing open and empty. But something about
the place jogged John’s memory, and he grabbed Caleb
back.

“What did we find in that
cave?”

“I have
no idea. But whatever it is, it had a mother, and
she’s pissed.”

Just when John had thought something was
about to make sense. “What?”

“Look, try to follow me,
‘cause we don’t have a lot of time here. Something weird was holed
up in that cave, but keeping a low profile. Taking food but from a
large enough area that nobody noticed, or bothered to report it if
they did. The creature built up a surplus—that larder we
found—‘cause she knew she’d be sidelined for a while—”

“Sidelined?”

“Let me
tell this! She knew she’d be sidelined because she
was pregnant, and wouldn’t be able to hunt for a while after she had the
baby. She intended to hunker down there with it, which she did, but
got caught anyway. Maybe she sensed a threat and went out to check
on it—I don’t know. I got most of this from her mind while she was
yelling at me, and it was fragmented, you know?”

No. John didn’t know. Caleb brushed it
away.

“Point is, the Circle
stumbled across her and put her in lockdown when nobody claimed
her. The demons didn’t want her, and neither did the fey. But
somebody else did.”

“The recent raid on
Stratford HQ,” John said. “It was after two people?”

“Two creatures, and no. It
was after her,
because of her mind control abilities. But the guys sent in to
liberate her stumbled across Dagon’s ghost or spirit or whatever by
accident, and the necromancer running this show realized that he
was the missing piece of the puzzle. Your buddy out
there—”

“Not my buddy.”

“—shut up—is providing the power to
amplify her signal, letting it reach many more people than should
be possible. What was done to me in that cave has been done to the
Corps, not to mention half the vampires in Hong Kong!”

“I noticed.” John thought
for a moment, which would have been easier without the crashing,
yelling and general destruction going on outside.

Focus, he told himself harshly, and his grip on Caleb’s arm tightened. “You said her baby was the creature
we found in the cave?”

Caleb nodded. “It was left
alone when the Circle grabbed mamma, who I guess was knocked out
and popped in a pod before she could tell anybody about it. Or
maybe she didn’t trust us, I don’t know. But the result was a days’
old kid being left behind to fend for self, which it didn’t know
how to do.”

“So, after it ate
everything in the larder—”

“It started venturing
outside, eating anything—and anyone—it came across, resulting in us
getting sent in after it. Weird thing is—” Caleb broke off as most
of the fountain came crashing through the wall, letting in a flood
of dirty light.

“What’s the weird thing?”
John demanded, shaking him.

Caleb turned wide eyes back to him. “I—I
can’t remember what happened to it. She kept screaming at me for
killing her child. That’s what knocked me the rest of the way out
of the enthrallment. I’d been fighting it off, but was still
stumbling around in the fog until I got to the wharf and she took
the memories from my mind—”

“But not all of them,”
John said. Because he did
remember something. Vaguely, in fits and starts,
but yes. He and Caleb had
fought in that cave, and Caleb
had ended up with a
broken leg—along with a concussion that had left him
raving.

As a result, he hadn’t seen what had
happened to the creature.

He didn’t know that John had brought it
here.

But he had, probably to
ask Goremish to identify it, as there weren’t too many creatures
the slaver didn’t know. That’s what he’d left at his father’s
house, where it had destroyed the wine cellar. And then
he’d—

Pain arced across John’s
mind, why he didn’t know since it had been empty anyway! He didn’t
know what had happened then, or what he’d done with the creature
after Archaeus got finished poking it. But he knew one
thing.

“She knew I was there
‘cause she’s in my head,” Caleb was saying. “She’s the reason we’re
all linked mentally. I could feel her rage, and something about
being the last of her kind, now that we murdered her
kid—”

“We’re all
linked?”

Caleb nodded. “I’m linked
to her, she’s linked to Dagon, and now he’s linked to you, after
invading your mind.”

That would explain how
he’d been able to see the pier, John thought. He wasn’t seeing
it—Caleb was. And passing the image along their strange connection.
Which didn’t explain how he was able to see the battlefield, since
Caleb wasn’t there, but he’d worry about that later—if there was a
later.

“I’m still at the pier
physically,” Caleb said, “but you somehow drew me in
here—”

“And now
I’m sending you back. Here’s what I
want you to do.”
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Chapter Forty-Four






Caleb vanished, Dagon ripped open the wall, and for the first
time all day, John smiled. “Sauce for the goose.”

“What?”

An entire field of rubble,
the one Dagon had provided when he tore the market apart, suddenly
leapt off the ground. And flew at the demon lord, battering him
with everything from pebbles and shards of glass to boulders half
as big as he was, one of which sent him
staggering. And then falling, when John immediately curved it back
around.

And slammed it into his face.

The huge body hit down
hard enough to make the remaining rubble jump and dance, and to
send John stumbling into a wall. But he
stumbled in relief, because this was working. Dorina had needed combat skills to fight in an arena not her
own. He didn’t. This was
his brain; he controlled
the environment here, as he’d demonstrated when he’d accidentally
brought Caleb in.

And as he showed once again, when he called
for the coup de grace.

Dagon roared and jumped
back to his feet, only to pause when the light around them suddenly
dimmed. Not because of the heavy dust clouds swirling through the
air, but because of the Camazotz, rising
up behind him. Not one, but hundreds, their leathery wings
so dense that they
blocked out the sky.

They fell on him,
reminding John of the colony of bats that had once attacked Caleb.
Only those hadn’t been twelve feet tall.
Or had the strength of ten men each. Or had skull-like faces, pale
as the moon, until they were covered in gore as they tore, as they
ripped, as they savaged Dagon with claws and teeth, while their
wildly flapping wings all but blinded him.

He went down, and for a brief, heart
stopping moment, John thought that was it. Until he rose up with a
roar, coming out of a protective crouch and sending dozens of the
fearsome creatures flying. Bodies hit the remaining buildings in
the square, breaking windows and rattling like bags of bones. Blood
splattered, wings tore, and John had to spring out of the way to
avoid the giant fist smashing down where he’d just been
standing.

Really thought they’d hold
him longer than that, he thought, trying
not to panic.

Because there was no time
for a breakdown now. He had to give Caleb
time to make his play, which meant mental combat since he was
running out of places to hide. Make that was out, he thought,
narrowly avoiding another car-sized
fist.

He dodged the blow, but
was peppered with sharp-edged rubble because he was still too
close. He healed himself with a thought, but the effort staggered
him. And, before he could recover, Dagon threw a wooden peddler’s
cart at him, slamming him against a wall.

And set it on
fire.

John screamed, tried to
push the heavy thing off, and failed. He then tried a spell, to
hurl it away, but couldn’t concentrate well enough. His skin was
cooking, his hair was on fire, and his mind was racing in every
direction, but going nowhere.

Unlike his
body.

Dagon picked up John, the
cart, and all, and sent them rocketing across the square, to
shatter against the stone side of a building. A thousand burning
pieces fell around him as John hit the ground, still burning. The
square slurred about him, pain engulfed him, and just that fast, he
was on the verge of losing consciousness.

And then the strange voice
came again. “Oh, don’t die yet. You
haven’t heard the best part.”

John looked up to see the
huge demon stalking towards him. He wasn’t hurrying this time,
because John wasn’t going anywhere and they both knew it. And, as
before, he had someone with him.

“I want you to know what happens after you
die,” Dagon informed him. “I had centuries to imagine a fitting
punishment for you, while moldering away in the Circle’s noxious
hole, yet couldn’t come up with anything good enough. Then I was
released, and learned
about her.”

John’s eyes fixed on the
individual at Dagon’s side, carefully picking a path across the
rubble. It wasn’t the creepy mage, this time. It wasn’t even a man.
It was a small, delicate, deceptively
fragile looking woman, with big blue eyes, messy blonde curls
and—

It was Cassie.

Something broke in John’s
brain.

“I heard that the demon council tortured
that slaver I was working with, all those years ago,” Dagon said.
“I wonder, did he ever tell you why I only imported women for my
little hobby? What I did to them before I sucked them dry? What
I’ll do to her—”

John didn’t remember
moving. Didn’t remember the fire going out or even if it had.
Didn’t remember anything except crashing into Dagon, the huge body
no longer the ghostly distraction he’d projected outside, but real
and firm and slimy.

And wet and meaty and gory
as John cleaved the flesh with one of the most devastating combat
spells he knew. It split the giant body open, sundered a gash up
the center like the earthquake had done to
the street, spilled out steaming guts, what felt like a lorry’s
worth of them. Ribs snapped, like great tree trunks being hit by
lightning, acres of fat sizzled and
liquified and ran, and Dagon roared—with pain and surprise, but
most of all with fury.

“You’re going to play the demon prince
with me?” he snarled. “Incubus.”

John felt himself go
sailing, but this time, something caught him before he hit another
wall. Something that felt like a shield, only he hadn’t raised one.
But he didn’t have time to figure it out, being too busy pushing
off the wall, using Dagon’s own momentum against him.

He launched himself back
into the fight, screaming the same anti-healing hex he’d used all
those years ago.

And watched Dagon counter
it with a word.

The spell dissipated into
nothingness, barely a glimmer on the wind that the great demon lord
stirred up as he whirled.

“Did you think I wouldn’t
look that up?” he sneered, and slammed one of the great feet down
on John.

For a second, all John
could see was callused flesh all around his shield, as the great
webbed slab tried to crush him into the ground. Horrifyingly, there
were pustules under here, too, on the arch of the foot. Only these
weren’t substitute noses. They were more like suckers, lined with
serrated, spine like protrusions, trying to rupture his only
protection and smearing mucus across the surface as they scrabbled
against it.

John panicked and expanded
his shields, not gradually as recommended, but all at once, in a
great outward thrust of power that felt like it took his guts along
with it. It snapped the shield, as such actions tended to do, but
that was all right. Because it did something else, too.

The great body, which a
second ago had been bearing down with all its might, was thrust
upward so abruptly that it flipped,
almost crushing John under the weight of the
massive tail as it slung back around.

He ducked, rolled, and
slid under the huge belly, sword in hand because this was
his mind, and he could
have a bloody great sword if he wanted! One big enough to slice
open the still healing abdomen, spilling out more viscera that he
evaded only because he was sliding on the last. And then scrambled
to his feet on the other side—

Just in time to be
snatched up by a huge fist, and jerked to the creature’s terrible
face.

“Worthless spawn of a worthless father,”
Dagon spat, sounding like a chorus of thousands.
“You’re nothing.
Your whole bloodline is nothing. Useless, stupid whores,
leeching off other courts, infesting better worlds!”

John struggled against
fleshy prison, but went nowhere. He tried to call up aid from the
depths of his memory, which had plenty of heinous monsters to
choose from. But found it impossible to concentrate as his breath
was being forced out of him, as his bones broke and splintered, and
as Dagon did his best to ground him into jelly.

His best was pretty damned
good.

John would have screamed
if he’d had enough air, but he didn’t. The best he could do was to
expand the now very flimsy feeling ward around his waist in a vain
effort to keep his core intact. But it was a field dressing, not a
real shield, and it would only prolong the agony.

Already it felt like his
organs were being rearranged, with a stabbing pain under his
breastbone as broken rib ground on broken rib, as his heart was
squeezed, as his lungs were punctured, as something sinuous
unfurled in his belly—

John’s head jerked
up.

“But not
for long,” Dagon was saying. “I’ll pay your father a little visit,
once I’m finished with your prized Pythia. Make him pay him for
bringing such an abomination into existence!”

John barely noticed. He
was too busy staring at what had just manifested on the ledge of a
roof behind Dagon. His own face looked back at him, with a pair of
glowing green eyes that stared straight into his, steady,
searching, ready—although for what, John didn’t know.

He figured it
out.

Wait, he thought, as Dagon jerked him closer, enough to see his
own pale, blood-splattered face reflected in those huge
eyes.

“Nothing
to say, princeling? Your eloquence deserted you?”

“No,” John wheezed. “I
just . . . can’t talk—”

“What a novelty. A silent
incubus!”

“—and
silent cast . . . at the same time.”

“What?”

“Now!” John gasped, and
released the spell he’d ripped off a certain master vampire, right
before his doppelganger shoved a sword through Dagon’s
eye.

The blade sank deep; the
bloody point erupted on John’s side, spraying him with gore; and
the mighty fist loosened in shock as the great body convulsed,
trying to heal. And failed, the anti-healing charm preventing it,
as surely as it had done to Zheng. John didn’t know what the dark
mages had come up with, in their continued attempts to one up the
Circle, but it didn’t matter.

Because Dagon didn’t know
it, either.

And then the demon lord
breathed in, all the little pustules opening to gasp for air, and
took in something else besides. The black miasma of the spell
disappeared, sucked deep inside the huge body. Internalizing the
spell just as Zheng had.

And John remembered
something.

Summoning the last of his
strength, he threw a warded gauntlet over his own fist, just enough
to protect the hand. And grasped the fluttering edge of the spell,
barely visible against the dark. And pulled.

The spell erupted from the
demon’s flesh, and with it came a great wash of bright green blood,
soaking John as he hit the ground again, pooling in what was left
of the fountain, slicking the piles of viscera already piled
everywhere. Which was soon joined by more as John threw the spell
back onto Dagon, lashing him with it like a whip, one that flayed
off great gouts of blood with each pass and reopened old
wounds.

But demon lords are not so
easily disposed of.

And he wasn’t dead
yet.

“Go!” John’s counterpart said, as
Dagon roared, the sword in one hand, the other shoving palm out at
John.

He tried to resist, to
explain that they could take the bastard together, that two had a
much stronger chance than one—something that was needed with a
wounded monster who was twice as deadly now! But he didn’t have a
chance. He had a split second to see his double and Dagon locked in
mortal combat, and then he was falling—

Back into
battle.
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Chapter
Forty-Five






John landed hard, as if falling from a height, and maybe he
had. Feathers flapped in his face, a pale body twisted and dropped,
and his former ride died beside him, the last of its energy
depleted by whatever had happened while he was away. He had no idea
what that was, or why his demon half had
sent him back here.

And then he looked
up.

To see that the whole sky
was burning.

With his mind reeling from
the abrupt transition, and his body stunned from the fall, he just
lay there for a minute, staring up in wonder. The area above him
looked strangely beautiful, as if an artist had decided to render a
space scape in fire. Ashes and embers flew through the air like a
meteor shower. Burning vehicles left trails of smoke like speeding
comets. One of the platforms the triad had put in place was burning
whilst spinning slowly in space, creating a round ball of smoke and
flame that looked oddly like a harvest moon, glowing in the night .
. .

Until another blue geyser
erupted from below, and turned it into a ball of ash.

John snapped fully back to
reality, to find himself on the sole remaining platform, surrounded
by a diminishing circle of allies.

Maybe a third of the
glowing advertisements were still active, having somehow made it
over here after the barge gave up the ghost. That included the
safari guy he’d stolen his ride from, wielding a double-barreled
shotgun; the dragon lady, who was lighting up the night with flame
thrower like bursts; and the panda, who was using his bulk to
shield a traumatized family of humans who must have crash landed at
some point.

Zheng was also still on
his feet, with the little dancer behind him, although she wasn’t
cowering. She had his gun, and was helping to hold off a mass of
zombified vampires trying to crawl over the edges of the platform.
She was getting some help from the triad, who appeared to have switched sides—or realized that they
were being targeted, too, alongside everyone else.

And John did mean
everyone.

Buildings were blazing
like torches on all sides. The ley line
rupture had gotten bigger, cutting a jagged gash across the roads
and gardens below, causing cars to scatter and crash into each
other, causing little fires of their own. And directly below . .
.

Was something
unbelievable.

“What are they
doing?” he yelled at
Kong, who was firing bursts from his machine gun at something in
the dark.

He turned a malevolent
glance on John. “What it look like?”

That didn’t help, since
what it looked like was a mountain of vampires, a squirming column
of flesh extending from the ground to just below the platform.
Which was absurd; it would have taken half the population of Hong
Kong to make something like that! And then Kong’s desperate firing
caused a dozen or so vamps to fall off, and John realized what was
really going on.

“They stacked up the
vehicles?” he said, in disbelief. But they had; they’d taken what
must have been a hundred levitating cars, buses, and rickshaws, and
piled them on top of each other like a ladder to the sky, a ladder
that most of the army appeared to have climbed. They were six and
eight thick all the way up, clawing, biting and savaging each
other, to the point of knocking more back down, just to make it to
the top.

Just to reach
him.

John stared at them, his
thoughts racing, wondering what the hell he was missing. Dagon had
been relentlessly pursuing him all day, both physically and
mentally, and when that hadn’t worked, he’d put himself in danger
just to attack him. Because John had been vulnerable in that mental
arena, but so had his opponent, who he’d left surrounded by a ring
of his own bloody viscera.

And for what?

Did he want vengeance so
much that he was willing to risk his life
for it when he didn’t need to? When the city was literally coming
apart at the seams anyway? And to keep on doing it, even whilst
fighting for his life with John’s other half?

“What the hell does he
want with me?” he asked Kong.

Kong didn’t
answer.

Kong was screaming
Cantonese profanity whilst firing again, trying to take out the
latest wave attempting to crawl onto the
platform—until he abruptly stopped. And yelled something that John
didn’t need a translation for at Zheng, who whirled from kicking
vampires off the side of the platform to
stare at the now depleted machine gun. And then at John, who he
apparently hadn’t noticed until now.

“Bad time to rejoin us!”
he yelled, and tossed him a staff.

John caught it one handed
and started to grip it with the other, only to make a painful
realization. In his head, he’d still had the use of both arms. But
not here. Here, he was a broken man about to die along with
everybody else, unless Caleb worked his special brand of magic. And
there was no way to tell—






—how that was
going.

“Caleb!” John yelped, in
shock from suddenly looking through another man’s eyes. And because
the man in question was currently being slammed around the wharf by
a massive, gelatinous appendage.

“Not now, John!” Caleb
said, as the creature grabbed him again, jerking him high into the
air.

“Tell her the child isn’t
dead!” John yelled, as the wharf went skewing around him. “Tell her
I didn’t kill it!”

“Yeah. I mentioned
that!”

“Well?”

Another brutal blow sent
Caleb and his shield bubble bouncing madly across the concrete. The
shield finally broke, spilling the man onto the wet ground,
unprotected. And giving John an excellent view of the blood
coursing into his friend’s eyes.

“You know, I don’t think
she believes me!”

Three huge, shimmering
limbs, like a giant cephalopod’s arms, came rushing at Caleb, all
at once. The big mage got another shield up, but it wouldn’t last
for long under an assault like that. “Tell her to take the memories
from my head!” John screamed. “Tell her—”






The image blanked out.
Although whether that was down to what was happening to Caleb, or
what was happening to him, John wasn’t sure. Because the growing
mountain below them had finally crested,
spilling dozens of enemies over the side of the
platform.

A vampire knocked him to
the wet boards, its slavering face in his, its eyes blank but its
teeth bared and snapping. John had gotten the staff up, but it was awkward with only one usable arm,
and wasn’t going to hold. He tried to raise a shield instead, but
the creature got fangs in him before he could, and the shock broke
his concentration.

Like the sound of a shot
being fired from almost point-blank range.

His attacker went limp and
John heaved him off, only to
see the little dancer above him, brandishing the
gun. “I out!” she told him. “That all I got!”

John nodded his thanks, a
hand clapped to his neck, wondering how bad the wound was whilst
looking around for the next assailant. Which turned out to be her.
She grabbed him, gold tipped nails sinking almost as deep as the
vamp’s fangs.

“That
all I got!” she repeated. “What you got, huh?”

John thought the answer to
that was self-evident, but she obviously didn’t agree, because she
started shaking him. “You war mage! Do
something!”

And yes, John thought. He
was. But he was also only one man and that wasn’t
enough.

Not by half.

He stared around at Zheng,
being overwhelmed by no fewer than a dozen vampires; at Kong, who
fell off the platform backward, still stabbing an attacker in the
eye; at the courageous little advertisements, whose lights were
going out, one by one, as they pulled back, surrounding him, dying
for him, whether they knew it or not. And for what?

Why had his demon side
bothered to send him back, if this was the best he could
do?






“You’re
going to play the demon prince with me?” Dagon’s words echoed in his
head, clear as a bell.

“You are but a little human and less fey,” the Irin’s softer tones chimed in. “But you are half demon. Although you do not acknowledge
it.”

“Don’t
you dare!” his father’s long-ago
voice snarled.






Not “don’t, you’re going
to die,” John realized, his heart pounding in his ears. Not “don’t,
a council member will easily overwhelm you.” Not “don’t, this will
be a terribly one-sided fight.”

But “don’t you
dare.”

Because his father had
known what he was, and what he could do, even as John himself
denied it.

Just as Dagon
had.

A familiar slither
uncurled under his breastbone, silently begging, pleading, offering
him a chance . . . to fight.

But how? he thought. And
who? Every death was a win for their enemies, who were using their
own people against them! Not to mention that, power or no, he’d
need an army to have any chance at all. The triads were all but
depleted, and the only true soldiers were on the other
side!

Except for one.

Across the battlefield,
John was treated to the surreal sight of a four-story, orange
toddler peering around the side of a building, to survey the
battlefield. Its features were floating around its half-formed face
at random, making it look cross-eyed and worse. But when it somehow
spotted daddy in all the chaos, it never even hesitated.

It started running, as
fast as its stubby legs could carry it, and John flashed on
something Zheng had said, about his creatures helping with the
defense of the pagodas.

He shouldn’t have had any
creatures; they had all exploded saving him from the Corps. But
this one, at least, had somehow reformed, and had come to help him.
And it had, John thought, watching it come in something like
awe.

It absolutely
had.

He looked upward at the
rain still bucketing down, so hard that it felt like a thousand
little strokes of a lash. He didn’t mind. It was his favorite
element, the one sphere where his power worked quicker, easier,
more naturally than any other, and it was everywhere, flowing over his
shoulders, streaming down his face, and pooling in his hands as he
slowly raised them to the deluge.

Help me, he whispered, but not to someone else. But to that other
part of himself he’d never spoken to, for any reason, until today.
The one who had lent him power he shouldn’t have had, throughout
this whole ordeal. The one who had saved him in the alley, with a
noxious spell he hadn’t thrown. The one who had popped out their
shields in the fight with Dagon, and who was continuing it alone,
fighting a battle in another realm to buy
John time—

To say yes, he thought, as
power spilled through him.

It felt so right, so good,
so perfect, that
it took his breath away. All that immense, sparkling power that he
and Cassie had made together on that hillside in Wales surged
through him, wave after wave after wave of it, buzzing under his
fingertips, pounding with his heart, building in his throat until
it spilled over into laughter, rich and vibrant and defiant. For
the first time all day, for the first time in years, he felt
strong, he felt clear headed, he felt alive.

Yes, Dagon, he thought. I
believe I am going to play the demon prince with you.

In a mental arena, another
John looked up, bloody, panting, disbelieving. Dagon, about to go
in for the kill, looked around, those horrible eyes widening.
Before he was thrown out, exorcised, washed back into the vampire
he’d been possessing on a tide of sparkling, overwhelming
power.

On a rain-washed pier, a
beautiful woman paused, three huge tentacles framing her from
behind, spearing down at a defenseless Caleb. And then she stopped,
frozen in surprise, as a cascade of memories flooded from John to
Caleb to her. Her eyes widened, the great arms floundered and fell,
and she staggered back, falling to her knees and sobbing under the
weight of her emotion.

In the skies far above
John’s head, lightning crashed, thunder boomed, and the heavens
opened—

But not with
rain.

Not this time.

“What the—” Zheng whirled
around, bloody and half buried in vampires, as something started
raining down. Something that wasn’t water, although they were made
from it. And not just a handful, as John had struggled to create
before, not even a hundred.

But thousands, born out of
the torrent in the sky and growing as they fell.

A translucent figure
easily nine feet tall slammed onto the platform beside him, running
with all the colors of battle. It was huge and bald, but perfectly
shaped, a watery colossus. A muscular arm shot out, sweeping a
vampire springing for John away and off the platform, throwing it
back into a crowd of others, sending them scattering on the
wind.

And it wasn’t
alone.

All across the great, open
expanse, an army of crystal clear manlikans slammed into the earth.
They washed over the platform, sending the vampires slipping and
sliding and plummeting off the edge. They cascaded down the
makeshift mountain, causing the vehicles to scatter and the army to
fall. They flooded across the open area like waves on land,
surrounding the enthralled and trapping them in place. They ran
together, their bodies merging like the liquid they were, making
giants bigger and taller than Dagon himself, and then rushing into
the burning buildings, to release their water and put out the
flames.

“Yes, yes! Protect!” John
yelled, laughing like a madman as power flowed through him, as
thunder boomed and lightning flashed, and as Zheng stared at him as
blankly as if he’d seen a ghost.

Or a prince.
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Chapter Forty-Six






Let me see if I understand this,”
Jonas Marsden said, half a week later.

John adjusted his sling to
a slightly more comfortable position before looking up, to meet a
pair of shrewd blue eyes. It didn’t help that Jonas had his Coke
bottle glasses on, which greatly magnified the size of said eyes,
and the look of suspicion in them. But John was prepared and kept
his face blank and vaguely pleasant.

The eyes went a little
squinty, and then fell to a sheaf of papers on a battered old
desk.

It was almost the only
thing in the room, other than the chairs they were sitting in.
Jonas had a large, well-furnished office upstairs, which he used
during peacetime. His war time surroundings, deep in the belly of
Stratford HQ, on the other hand, were considerably more spartan,
and with just the aforementioned furniture and a few pegs on the
walls. One of them held a long leather coat, which was still
stitching itself back together from some encounter.

John watched a large gash
in one sleeve reknit, and waited.

“Let me see if I
understand,” Jonas said again, pulling John’s attention back to
him.

“Yes, sir?”

“A necromancer put
together a force consisting of an allegedly dead demon lord and an
unknown monster to destroy a city—”

“Not completely unknown,
sir.”

A bushy white eyebrow went
up. “Not unknown?”

John picked his words
carefully. “After consulting with Caleb, who was inside the
creature’s thoughts for a time, I believe that it may have been
what the ancients called a siren—”

“A siren.”

“Yes, sir.”

“Buxom mermaid types who
led sailors to their doom, that
sort of siren?”

“Not . . . precisely. It
would appear that sirens are shapeshifters, able to take on many
forms, at least in adulthood. As infants, they appear as bird-like
creatures, still quite formidable, but without the ability to
change their appearance.”

“Birds.” It was
flat.

“Yes, sir. We think that’s
why they’re often depicted as a half bird, half woman in ancient
illustrations. The Greeks who encountered them must have seen one
in the midst of a transformation, and their mental abilities
probably explain how they lured sailors to their doom. Or, more
likely, defended themselves from any who came too
close—”

“Birds!” Jonas said again,
a fist hitting his desk hard enough to make the papers
jump.

“Yes, sir.”

“You’re telling me that
a bird almost
destroyed a major city?”

“Well, not alone,” John
pointed out. “Sir.”

“No, I can see that.” The
words had bite. “From what you’ve written here, it had the help of
a member of the demon high council—our supposed allies!”

“Dagon wasn’t a member of
council when they allied with us for the war,” John said, again
very carefully. “His body was killed centuries ago, but his spirit
escaped into this world, where it was captured and contained by the
Corps.”

“Yes! And the damned
demons didn’t tell us what we had—nor bother to retrieve him
themselves!”

No, John thought. Of
course, they didn’t. Dagon had probably been right about the high
council’s plans to allow him to slowly wither away, whilst they
blamed John for his demise, cleverly rerouting the anger of his
allies onto a scapegoat that they’d prefer to see dead anyway. It
was the sort of thing he’d have expected from them, but Jonas
hadn’t had as much experience with the council as he
had.

Lucky bastard.

“No, sir,” he said,
because Jonas was looking like he expected a response.

“No, sir,” Jonas repeated,
in a mocking tone rather unlike the man’s normal good humor.
Probably because, in the last two weeks, he’d had to deal with a
major attack on the Corp’s headquarters, the escape of hundreds of
dangerous magical creatures back into the world—many of which he
was still tracking down—and now the near destruction of a major
city. Two, really, since the demise of magical Hong Kong would have
taken out the human version as well.

He had a right to be
testy.

He seemed to agree, based
on the look he was giving John, before abruptly getting up,
striding around the desk and pulling open the door.
“Coffee!”

“Y-yes, sir,” came a
high-pitched bleat from outside.

Jonas slammed the door.
But he didn’t go back around his desk. Instead, he sat on the front
of it and leaned over, grabbing the arms of John’s chair and
getting in his face in a way that would have been intimidating if
not for the way John’s own week had gone.

As it was, he was mostly
concerned with making sure that he didn’t accidentally bump his
damned elbow. And cause the fast-knit spell on his abused arm to
derail—again. And result in him being shouted at by the head nurse,
who frankly made Betty look charming—

“Are you going to tell me
what really happened?” Jonas demanded.

John looked up, slightly
startled, and met the furious gaze of one of the most powerful
mages on earth. And held it. “I have told you. Sir.”

And he had; his report,
which he had finally gotten to make, had included almost everything
that had happened. The only exceptions were things that would have
been dangerous to himself to include, and which wouldn’t have
helped Jonas anyway. Like where all those manlikans had come from,
there at the end. And how exactly Caleb had convinced the mentalist
to drop her assault. And what had happened to Dagon, something that
John himself still didn’t know.

What he
had discovered was the
origin of the memory block he’d been battling for weeks, which that
final rush of power had finished washing away.

After he fought Caleb to a
standstill in that blasted cave, and finally cornered their enemy,
he had been hit with a mental burst of fear, panic and childish
whimpering that had stopped him in his tracks. The realization that
he was dealing with a baby
had stunned him. But its almost sobbing joy when
he broadcast a message of calm and reassurance had made him
ashamed.

It had never occurred to
him that its wildly erratic fighting technique had come from blind
terror, after two impressive magic users invaded its home and
attacked it. The small feathered thing, looking rather like a
chubby, human-sized owl, had eventually calmed down once it
realized that John didn’t plan to harm it. And had hopped over to
him with childlike trust, snuggling up against its former enemy
like what it was—a traumatized child.

And promptly fallen
asleep.

Leaving John with a
dilemma. He obviously couldn’t leave it there, to do more harm
trying to feed itself, but turning it over to the Circle wouldn’t
be much better. If they followed protocol, they would contact the
fey and demons, trying to find out what it was and who wanted to
claim it. And neither choice was likely to go well.

Because that the strange
familiarity he’d felt on arrival was due to the small creature
having elements of both demon and fey in its nature, just as he
did. That meant that the fey wouldn’t touch it, considering it
tainted, and while the demons would, they would only enslave and
use it. He had therefore taken it to Archaeus to identify, hoping
to find its people.

It had been a good choice.
The Goremish elder had known exactly what it was as soon as he saw
it. It seemed that the sirens were an experiment the gods had done,
trying to blend the strongest mentalists from two different realms.
It had worked a little too well, turning the resulting hybrids into
a threat that, once their godly protectors disappeared, had been
hunted to near extinction.

Yet this one
survived.

“John.” Jonas’ face was
sober. “I need the truth. We lost more men in the last two weeks
than in the last century! Meanwhile, we have two extremely
dangerous enemies still at large. This siren of yours and a
necromancer whom we strongly suspect to be one of the Black
Circle’s leading members.”

“And a demon lord,” John
said, wondering why he was having to point that out. A former high
council member should have headed the list.

“No. Not a demon
lord.”

“I beg your
pardon?”

Jonas sat back and crossed
his arms. “We were lucky there. The senate sent an operative they
didn’t bother to tell us about to Hong Kong. That Basarab woman you
encountered.”

“Dorina.”

Jonas nodded. “It turned
out to be fortunate, however. After she left you, she set up a
formidable line of defense in front of the last pagoda standing,
with the help of one of the local triad leaders, someone named
Hye-Jin.”

John’s eyes widened
slightly. He thought about the combination of the crazy dhampir and
the daunting Korean pirate he’d briefly encountered. On the whole,
he rather thought he’d prefer to deal with Dagon.

“I take it they were
successful,” he said.

Jonas scowled. “Yes,
although the demon made an appearance near the end, and almost
cocked it all up. But somehow—and the damned vampires refuse to
discuss how—the Basarab woman killed him.”

John blinked, taking a
moment to process that. When Dagon was washed back into his
borrowed body, he must have taken off for the fight surrounding the
last pillar, thinking that if he couldn’t kill John one way, he’d
do it another. But the little dhampir had been in the
way.

And done what, exactly?
That was a story John would really
like to hear someday. But it wasn’t in the cards
at the moment, clearly.

“That leaves two,” Jonas
said heavily. “Two enemies, one of which escaped the city before
the damned gates closed, meaning he could be anywhere. And the
other who has the ability to overtake even the mind of a war
mage!”

“Not without
help—"

“And if she gets help
again? She could enthrall half the Corps at any time!”

John didn’t say
anything.

The laser-like focus of
those blue eyes ratcheted up another few notches, to the point that
John was surprised they hadn’t burnt his skin. “I need to know
where this thing went, John. I need to know that
now.”






The hillside was one in Faerie, on a cliff
above the River Arduin, one of the tributaries of the might
Eirental. The forest in the distance was green, the sky blue, and
the surrounding fields of grain, just beginning to turn brown at
the approach of autumn, swayed and rolled like waves under a swift
breeze. The small creature at John’s side fluffed up suddenly, as
it caught a hint of salt in the air.

“Gull Harbor, just beyond
the forest,” John informed it, even though he knew it didn’t
understand. But when he let his mind fill with memories from his
youth, and the wonders he’d seen here, the owl eyes brightened.
“And the Shimmering Sea just beyond that, with a thousand little
islands, half of them unexplored. It’s said that some of your
people took refuge there, long ago, although few have ever set eyes
on them. But they exist. And they’ll find you.”






“John!”

John started, and came
back to himself. “I don’t know where she is,” he said, which was
true. And, other than for the general area, the same was true for
the child. His one request before leaving had been for the creature
to use its mental powers to block that information from his
memory.

He had thus reported
another story entirely to the Corps, about a nest of demons which
had been dispatched by he and Caleb, and had been believed since—as
far as he knew—it was the truth. But something about the recent
reintegration of his body and spirit had caused cracks in the
blockage the creature had made in his mind, or perhaps the Pythias
that he and Cassie had encountered in Wales had had something to do
with it. They had promised him that, once he returned to the
present day, he would remember everything that had happened to
him.

They just hadn’t realized
how much that would be.

Jonas was still looking at
him, so John cleared his throat. “But I don’t think you’ll have to
worry about her again.”

“You don’t
think.”

“She was coerced into this
under false pretenses. Caleb saw that much in her mind when they
were linked. She was deceived and she knows that now. If anything,
it’s the other side who should worry.”

Jonas held his gaze for a
long moment, and gave the impression that he might just hold it
right on. But a knock came on the door. “Come in!”

“Caleb Carter, to see you,
sir,” Betty said crisply.

“Send him in,” Jonas said,
and thrust John’s report back into his hands. “Give this some more
thought. See if you can fill in some of the holes.
Any of them.”

John knew an exit line
when he heard it. He wasted no time getting up, and out of the
office. Where he met Caleb on the way in, along with the redheaded
coffee boy carrying a tray.

“No! Not that one!” the
coffee boy said, looking alarmed as Caleb reached for a cup of
black syrup that smelled like heaven.

“Why?” Caleb
demanded.

“I made that for Mage
Pritkin.”

Caleb wrinkled his nose.
And looked over John’s shoulder, to where Jonas was waiting, less
than patiently. “How was it?” he asked John, sotto voce.

Good
luck, John mouthed back, and watched Caleb
silently swear. And then grab the mug John was reaching for, and
belt it back. “Hey!” John and the coffee boy said,
simultaneously.

“Give me something else to
think about,” Caleb rasped, and pushed past.




 


 


 


 


[image: ]

 


Conclusion






John emptied the rest of the coffee
pot into another mug and took it back to his convalescent ward,
which he’d been sharing with seven other damaged war mages. They’d
been cleared for duty or leave, one by one, over the last few days,
while he’d sat and stewed. And likely would for a while longer,
given the fact that the chief nurse had to sign off on his release
form and, like most of the Corps, she hated demons.

Or half ones, in his
case.

John sat at a small table
by the “window”, a projection from up above that gave the prisoners
down here the illusion of space and fresh air. It had never worked
for him. His eyes had always seen through it, and all they showed
him now was a steady reflection of the room behind him with a
flickering illusion on top.

It made him dizzy, so he
turned it off, only to be left looking at his own reflection in the
mirror instead. For a moment, he searched the familiar green eyes,
the slightly square face, the too thin lips and the prominent nose.
Everything looked the same—disturbingly so.

He’d expected some
differences, after everything, even if only small ones. But he
didn’t see them, just as he hadn’t after Cassie brought him back.
Yet there had been changes—so many that he didn’t even understand them all
yet. But he knew one thing for certain: the old John would never
have trusted his demon side, even in extremis, not to betray them
both.

And the thing was,
he still didn’t.

He knew it had had an
agenda, back in Hong Kong, part of which had doubtless involved
saving its own skin. And the rest had centered around weakening his
resolve, making it harder to resist its siren song the next time.
He knew exactly what was going on, and yet . . .

All he could think about
was that heady rush of power, right at his fingertips.

It had been explosive,
effervescent, wild. But unlike the real wild magic he’d captured
earlier, it had also been controlled. He could use it, form it,
make it do almost anything he wanted. It had been
mind-blowing.

And almost immediately
addictive.

No wonder Dagon had risked
so much—his place on the council, his freedom, even his life—for
another taste. And it wasn’t just the thrill that was dangerous.
They were in a totally different stage of the war now, and as much
as John hated to admit it, he needed his other half.

So, it was a balancing
act, one where even a single slip could mean disaster. Or possibly
not even that. His demon side had been showing signs of increased
autonomy, able to give him help, even before he asked for it,
numerous times.

It was getting
stronger.

Three days ago, his demon
half had saved his life, and that of countless others. But
tomorrow? What would it do to him tomorrow?

The mirror flickered and
Betty’s face appeared, looking exactly the same as always, except
for a small cut above her right eye. “You have messages,
mage.”

“Messages?”

“Several have come in over
the last few days, whilst you were recovering. You also have a real
time communication. Do you wish to take it now?”

John nodded. The screen
went silver, and then a couple of familiar faces appeared. One was
large, with a prominent tiger tat prowling around the neckline, and
one was—

“You’re real,” John said,
blinking at the little dancer currently draped over Zheng’s naked
shoulder, who wasn’t so little anymore. She also wasn’t dressed
like a temple dancer, although the shorty white silk robe she had
on didn’t conceal much more.

“Of course, I real.” She
frowned prettily at him. “What you expect?”

“He means you’re too
pretty to be believed, darlin’,” Zheng said, and smiled back at
her.

He was lounging on a bed
in front of a window showing supernatural Hong Kong’s strange
skyline in the background. A few distant rickshaws zipped past,
while the lights were on in at least a couple of skyscrapers. From
this angle, it was easy to imagine that nothing had
happened.

From what John heard, the
reality was somewhat different.

The dancer smiled lovingly
at him. “I go get whiskey,” she said, and he kissed her hand and
let her go.

The door closed, and,
suddenly, it was all business.

“Did you tell them about
the bullets?” Zheng demanded.

“The vamp killing bullets
your ex-master wasn’t trading in, yet you suddenly had thousands
of?” John asked, sipping his coffee. “Those bullets?”

Zheng swore.

“I didn’t, actually,” John
said, forestalling an outburst. “I didn’t have to.”

“Meaning?” The dark eyes
were sharp.

“That there were only a
few thousand war mages crawling around the city once the
enthrallment was broken. They found them all on their
own.”

Zheng swore some
more.

“It’s better this way,”
John pointed out, when he could get a word in.

“How is it fucking better?
And for the record, my master wasn’t involved in this, not of his
own free will. He was enthralled and the family used to smuggle the
damned flowers and then the bullets made from them, so if anybody
was caught, we’d catch the blame! We found a shit ton of those
things in one of the family warehouses in Hong Kong, but it was Zhu
who was the traitor, not him. He set us up—”

“Precisely.”

“—while
his buddies used them to lure as many senators to the city to die
along with the rest of us as they could manage!”

“Quite.”

Zheng scowled. “Don’t get
all British on me. If you have something to say—”

“Just that what someone
told me recently was right. No group is a monolith in this fight.
There are going to be vampires who choose the other side. We may
all be happy to have those bullets someday.”

“Talk to me when you can
be killed by them!” Zheng snarled.

John raised an
eyebrow.

“Don’t try it,” Zheng
snapped. “I saw what I saw. I don’t know what’s going on with you,
but you aren’t just some war mage.”

“And have you . . . told
anyone?” John asked, trying for lightness.

The dark eyes gleamed.
“Slipped my mind. Guess you owe me a favor, ‘war mage’.”

The screen abruptly went
silver again. John drank coffee and waited, feeling relieved. And
then almost spurt it out when another familiar face popped up, this
time in a recorded message.

“Er, Mage Pritkin. I . . .
just wanted to let you know that, er, that we made it through and
are all back safely. Your, er, that is, the demon lord you sent us
to was very helpful. He said we weren’t the worst things you ever
dragged home.”

The boy—the one John had
sent through a portal to his father’s court, along with several
dozen other mages, smiled suddenly, as if remembering. John did
not. Because he and his father shared more than a bloodline. Some
people who had seen them together said they might have been
twins.

Fuck!

The boy’s smile faded
after a moment, as if the implications had not escaped him. And
then he shook his head. “I, of course, did not actually meet Lord
Rosier,” he said, with a straight face. “He was unavailable. I only
talked to some of his servants, who conveyed his
wishes.”

John narrowed his eyes at
the screen, because the boy was a terrible liar. Or maybe he just
wasn’t trying very hard. Because he suddenly glanced over his
shoulder, and then leaned closer in to the mirror.

“Everybody else was still
enthralled,” he said rapidly. “They don’t remember much, and I
doubt they ever will. And I . . . I just wanted you to know, I
understand what you risked to save us. I thought we’d never see you
again, that we were leaving you to die! But then I realized, you
can’t die.”

The boy had been looking
down, almost as if embarrassed to be talking to John directly. But
he suddenly looked up, and there was hope in the shining eyes, and
other things John couldn’t decipher and didn’t want to. Oh, he
knew, all right.

Because there’d only ever
been one mage ever born with an incubus father, and his name hadn’t
been Pritkin.

“I will never,
ever, say anything,” the
boy whispered fervently. “But sir, this is war. To know who we have fighting on
our side, to know that you’re with us . . . you have to understand
what it would mean. I just think—”

He abruptly looked over
his shoulder again, and then back at John. “I’m sorry; I have to
go. That’s all I wanted to say.”

The screen went
silver.

John sat looking at it for
a long time, until when he next tried to take a sip, his coffee was
cold. He drank it anyway, needing the caffeine more than the taste.
It was one of the few drugs that worked on his metabolism. Well,
one of the few non-lethal varieties.

He thought about the other
kinds, the ones he’d been taking more and more of before Jonas came
to drag him out from under his kitchen table that morning. Because
the boy was wrong; he could very definitely die, and nearly had
several times. But he’d fought his way back, out of the pain, out
of the depths of despair, wanting to do some good before the
inevitable came to pass, to repair some of the bad and have a life
that meant something!

And he had; he’d done some
good through the years, things he was proud of. Yet, all the while,
he’d known what else lay within him. What else he had the capacity
for.

And, certainly, all people
did. There was dark and bright in everyone, a chiaroscuro of the
soul, with the dark making the light so much brighter, a testament
to what it had triumphed over. And the light making the evil so
much starker, allowing a glimpse of what could have been, had
different choices been made.

But that was just it:
other people chose, deciding their path every day through a thousand little
interactions. He simply was, having never had a choice, the
dark and light having been locked in mortal combat ever since he
was born. And which would win out . . .

Was an open
question.

John set his empty cup
very carefully down onto a table, so he wouldn’t be tempted to
throw it across the room. If other people went bad, and gave in to
their baser instincts, they could do harm—possibly a lot of it. But
if he did? With all the power his nature could summon at
times?

Sometimes, he thought it
would be better had Jonas shown up a little bit later.

The mirror dinged, letting
him know that he still had a message waiting. He sighed and stabbed
the surface. And was greeted by a single, huge blue
eyeball.

It was bigger than Jonas’s
magnified version because it was right up next to the screen. It
was also immediately familiar. “I don’t know how to use this
thing,” Cassie’s voice said, after a minute. “Don’t they have
phones?”

“Wards interfere,” someone
replied, from offscreen. “And they probably got the big boys up
right now. But it’s no big deal—”

“The fact that I can’t
talk to him is a big deal!”

“You can talk to him. It’s just like a
pad. Like skyping.”

“Yeah, only I don’t really
do that, either,” she said, whilst giving John a look up her left
nostril.

“Why are you mushing your
face up against it?”

“I’m not! I’m just trying
to figure it out—”

“You completely are.” A
small man, portly, balding and badly dressed, came into view in the
background, what little John could see of it. “Give me
that!”

The mirror was wrestled
away from Cassie and held about three feet in front of her. Giving
John a view of a pajama wearing Pythia sitting cross legged on her
bed, her hair tousled from sleep and her cheek smeared with what
looked suspiciously like powdered sugar. Breakfast time, he
thought, doing some mental math. And without him there, she was
taking full advantage.

In spite of everything, he
felt a grin tug at his lips.

“So, talk,” the portly man
said.

“Don’t point the camera
over there!” she stage-whispered.

“It’s not a camera, and
where? At the table?” the mirror swiveled some more, and Cassie
squealed. Probably because a table near the bed was currently piled
with bacon, eggs and fruit—all untouched—and a sadly depleted
pastry basket that still held a few sugar dusted—

The mirror was abruptly
jerked back. “Pritkin!”

Cassie must had snatched
it from the small man, because her face was smushed up against it
again. Or perhaps that was a belated attempt to block the view.
“Um, I just wanted to say that, uh, that we all miss you a lot and
hope you’re taking it easy!” She stopped and rolled her eyes.
“Okay, I know you’re not taking it easy—”

“Why wouldn’t he be?” the
small man asked.

“He doesn’t know how to
take it easy and shut up,” she told him.

“Just trying to
help.”

“Well, you’re not. You’re
not helping!”

“Well, okay, then. You
wanna figure this thing out by yourself, be my guest. I don’t have
to stay here and be yelled at.”

“I wasn’t yelling!” she
yelled, but John heard a door snick shut.

“Vampires,” she told him,
with a sigh. He could relate.

“Um, so. I didn’t really
have anything to say, except that, I, uh. I hope you aren’t letting
the Corps work you too hard. And you know, you shouldn’t be letting
them work you at all. You were dead for two weeks! What does a guy
have to do to get a vacation around there?”

She blinked at him, and
while all he could currently see were two big blue eyes, it was
enough. For a second, they were filled with irritation, although
whether at the Corps, at him, or at the mirror, he wasn’t sure. But
a second later that melted, and she managed to look giddy and
uncertain and happy and worried, all at the same time.

“Come
home soon,” she whispered, staring directly into John’s eyes, and
he was hit by a rush far stronger than anything he’d felt in Hong
Kong.

She accidentally cut off
the transmission a second later, leaving him looking at a frozen
image of Cassie’s “oops” face. He looked at it for a long time.
“You’re going to lose,” he told his demon, and for the first time,
he believed it.

Even when the old, hated
slither moved underneath his breastbone.

We shall see.











~ The End































Author’s Note






If, like John, you would
like to read more on Dorina’s side of things, check out the
companion novella “Dragon’s Claw.”
And for even more Dory, pick up the Dorina
Basarab series, starting with Midnight’s
Daughter.






If you’d like to read more
about John Pritkin, he can be found in the Cassandra Palmer series,
starting with Touch the
Dark. There are also a number of free
shorts/novellas featuring the grumpy war mage on the official
webpage: KarenChance.com. Just
visit the “freebies” section.






Happy reading!
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