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Chapter 1. November 2013, Rochester, England

 On my way from my job in the library to the bar I frequent, I heard them. The voices in my head were no longer a surprise; I knew all too well what they were; a race of reptilian creatures called the shilt who preyed on any weak or isolated humans they could find.  
 I first came across them nine days ago when I arrived in Rochester to start a new job. My life since then had been strange to say the least but there was no time to dwell on recent events as the hungriness in their voices made my pace increase. Glad I was alone this evening since my friend Alexandra had a date, I walked fast, avoiding running. I didn’t want to arrive out of breath or run unprepared into numbers I couldn’t handle. I could sense which direction the voices were coming from - ahead of me and most likely in the darkness behind the cathedral. It was a spot where homeless people went to get out of the wind, and I feared for what the shilt might be doing there. 
 ‘So many to pick from. Such easy prey.’ Their rasping voices always gave me the heebies, but if I needed any further confirmation they had found a victim, then there it was.  

‘Quickly,’ one insisted.  
 Turning right at the ancient stone North Gate into the oldest part of the city, the voices became clearer. I was closing on them. Deliberately slowing my pace, I crept around the cathedral, reached a corner and peeked out.  
 There were three of them in sight, which didn’t mean there would not be more elsewhere, but a quick look over my shoulder told me I was safe to deal with these. I stepped out into the moonlight so they could see me and pushed a fizzing ball of magical energy into my right hand. I would have pushed it into my left hand as well, but I don’t have one. That’s a story for another time; right now, I have these guys to deal with. 
 ‘Hello, boys. Nice night to be out.’ My voice made all three of them stop what they were doing, their focus suddenly on the glowing orb in my right hand – they knew what it was. They were dressed in human clothes and they were human shaped but that was where the resemblance ended. Their skin was more reptilian than mammalian and had a yellowish tinge that always looked wet. There was no hair on their heads, their beady eyes seemed to glow orange, and they had awful mouths; narrow and pointed with rows of needle-like teeth. 
 The nearest one hissed at me and I mentally labelled him as Mr Complete Twat. To his left, wearing an ankle length coat was Lord Matrix and to his right, stood Sir Tough Guy who thought it was okay to be out in late autumn wearing a vest. On the cold cobbled street between them was a raggedy bag of bones - their meal. It was moving still so they hadn’t sucked all the life from it yet. Most likely a vagrant person, Rochester had them just like everywhere else, but it could just be someone who went on a bender and fell foul of these three after stopping for a leak in the dark. It didn’t matter who it was, it only mattered that they had a life and deserved to keep hold of it. 
 The three figures fanned out slightly, the two on the outside moving to their left and right to spread my focus. It wouldn’t matter, I was more than a match for a dozen of these things.  
 ‘Last chance to beat it,’ I offered. It was a false offer though. I know they are called the shilt and they come from somewhere that isn’t Earth. Beyond that I know very little, but they prey on the weak as if humans are their primary source of food and no one else was trying to stop them. 
 ‘You’re the anomaly,’ observed Mr Complete Twat.  
 I inclined my head. ‘Is that right?’ I had killed a bunch of these things, I guess word was getting out, but if Mr Complete Twat and his friends thought me dangerous, they were not showing it.  
 ‘Humans cannot channel source energy.’ He said it as a statement as if I would have to acknowledge it and douse the ball of magical energy I held. I shrugged in reply and let it rip, willing it from my hand to send it crackling across the open ground. It blew a hole right through his chest, his body beginning to disintegrate even as I lined up to take up the next shot.  
 The remaining two shilt weren’t standing still for me to hit them though, they were running straight at me. And they had weapons; shiny black short swords which were just as effective against human flesh as any other kind of sword. 
 ‘Look out behind!’ a voice bellowed from above me, somewhere high up on a building that bordered the cathedral. I didn’t look for its owner though, I ducked and spun, drawing my own eighteen-inch blade from behind my back with my prosthetic left hand as I did.  
 Three more of the creatures were behind me, running in to join their fellows on feet so stealthy I might never have heard them until it was too late. 
 Three orbs of fizzing energy blasted from my right hand as it prescribed an arc. Where it hit each of the ugly creatures, it threw them backwards as if hit by a wrecking ball. They began to disintegrate as they hit the ground. Still spinning, I came out of my crouch and jinked to my left as I thrust my knife upward into Sir Tough Guy. It went through his ribcage as he wafted his blade through the space I occupied a heartbeat before. With my right hand, I released another pulse of energy directly into his chest to finish the job. However, instant calculation of relative velocities and distance told me I wasn’t going to be able to strike the one remaining shilt before he got to me. 
 Lord Matrix had his short sword held high and it was sweeping down, coming straight for my head. I was smothered by Sir Tough Guy even though he was beginning to disintegrate. My knife wouldn’t come free and my right hand was obscured. So, I did the only thing I could think of - I headbutted him. 
 I headbutted Sir Tough Guy that is. His body was turning to dust as they always do when I kill them, but it wasn’t gone yet, so I smashed my forehead into his, making his noggin fly off his shoulders as they lost their solidity. It banged directly into the face of Lord Matrix, startling him and sending his swing wide.  
 Then, with another blast from my right hand, I blew his head clean off.  
 Spinning in place, I closed my eyes and listened for any more bad guys. Determining there was no one left, I glanced up toward the roof behind me to find the source of the warning voice. I couldn’t see anyone there either.  
 ‘Hey!’ I called. ‘Hey, who’s up there?’ When no response came, I took a few steps back and stood on my tiptoes to see if I could get a better view. There was no movement and I was picking up no sense of a person hiding out of sight. The only life in my immediate vicinity, was the homeless person. 
 Remembering why I had come here in the first place, I crossed the cobbles to check their condition. Unsure what to expect, I crouched cautiously. ‘Are you hurt? Can I call you an ambulance?’ 
 I got no response from the figure on the ground either, so I carefully rolled it onto its side to see its face. It was an old woman, her face reddened from the cold and probably from alcohol abuse. She stank of cheap whiskey and old sweat but she wasn’t conscious. The tell-tale marks on her neck told me the shilt had been sucking out her life force, as I knew they would be. 
 I called an ambulance and did my best to keep her warm. 




Chapter 2

 The paramedics arrived in under ten minutes, immediately decided that the homeless woman needed to go to hospital, and began loading her onto a stretcher. When they asked what had happened to her, I lied and told them she was like that when I found her. They took my name; they always do, and in the past, when I have refused to give it, they get very suspicious. That made perfect sense, of course, I’m with an injured person in a blind alley and I wear a hood to hide my face. I had suspicious written all over me. 
 They would revive the woman if she wasn’t too far gone and a police officer would question her about what happened. That might be a problem because I was already known to the police. My ability to hear supernatural creatures meant I was often found in the wrong place at the right time and they took a dim view to my concealed knife. That should be knives, actually, as I carry one on each ankle, one in a sheath on the back of my jeans and have a butterfly knife in my right pocket at all times. 
 Most likely, I would get a call from Detective Sergeant Spencer in the next day or so. He didn’t like me but that was okay because I made a point of being rude to him every chance I got.  
 With the homeless lady on her way to accident and emergency, I started back toward the bar where I knew there was a drink with my name on it. My name is Anastasia Aaronson. I used to be a soldier but an unfortunate encounter with a landmine a few months back saw the end of that career. I remind myself daily that I was one of the lucky ones; it wasn’t me who stepped on it, and I survived when my sergeant did not. I lost my left foot and my left hand, and I have a scar to the left side of my face which guarantees my sex life is going to be severely limited, if the missing hand and foot were not already enough to put a guy off.  
 The scar to my face occurred when a piece of shrapnel tore into my skull. It is still there, a tiny fragment of steel lodged somewhere inside my brain. They had to shave my head to deal with the wound but that was almost five months ago now, time enough for my chestnut hair to grow back to its former length where it touches my shoulders. I use it as a mask to hide my scar whenever I’m not wearing a hoody which is most of the time – I just don’t want to be stared at. Most days I tell myself it could be much worse.  
 Eddy’s Tavern sits at the bridge end of Rochester’s High Street. It is poorly lit and hundreds of years old and it suited me because I could find a spot in a corner and expect to be left alone. I pushed my way through the door, coming out of the cold and into the warm with an involuntary shudder. It was early evening, so the bar wasn’t full, not even close, but I never stayed long enough to compete for space. I got asked too many questions when I did. 
 ‘Hi, Anton. I’ll take a pale ale, please.’ The tall, thin man behind the bar with the impressive beard and waxed moustache knew me by name and knew what I drank. He had a glass in his hand before I spoke and was pouring it before I could reach the bar.  
 ‘Tough week?’ he asked.  
 I knew he was being conversational rather than having genuine interest, but I wasn’t going to offload my woes onto him. ‘Same as most weeks,’ I replied noncommittally. ‘How’s business?’ 
 ‘Slow,’ he grunted back at me as he put my pint on the bar. ‘It’s early though. It’ll pick up in an hour.’ 
 I paid for my drink and took a long draught from it. Putting it down again, I sensed the presence behind me and tensed.  
 ‘You don’t often see a woman drinking pints.’ I turned to find a man in his late twenties, undoubtedly drawn to speak to me because there were no other unattached women in the bar. ‘Mind if I join you?’ he asked with a cheeky smile. 
 It wasn’t the first time I had been hit on in this bar. It happened from time to time when men took a liking to my athletic figure and wanted to try their luck. I’m petite at only five feet and an inch and I have very little body fat, the result of lots of sports in the army more than anything else. Carefully, I reached up to pull my hood back a little as I turned around. As my scar emerged, I watched the man’s eyes see it and his smile drop away as if it had never been there.  
 ‘It’s okay,’ I said gently. ‘You can go.’ I turned back to the bar and picked up my beer for another mouthful. Then, I retreated to a corner where a table made for two, but with only one chair, made it unlikely I would be disturbed in the next hour.  
 I was wrong though. Minding my own business, enjoying my pint and generally crowd watching, I spotted someone at the bar. He was watching me, quite deliberately staring directly at me even though my face was shrouded by the hood. I looked away, out of the window I had tucked myself against, but when I looked back, he was still staring.  
 It bugged me, made me feel uncomfortable, and that drove me out of my chair. I had enough to deal with, without some creep giving me stink eye across the bar.  
 I hadn’t gone two steps though before I lost sight of him. He was there one second but when someone walked between us, he was gone. I made my way through people just coming in to get to the bar, then turned on the spot. There was no sign of him. Before I could climb on a barstool to look over everyone’s heads, I picked up a fresh whisper in my head. The familiar hungry sound of a shilt. It was excited and before I could pin-point a direction it came from, another voice joined it. I had tackled these things almost every night since I arrived here, but usually, it was just one or two of them and once dealt with, I could relax. 
 Tonight, there were more of them out there. Lots more by the growing level of noise in my head. Gritting my teeth in annoyance, I gave up on the man at the bar and left the dregs of my pint behind. Back outside in the cold, I closed my eyes and listened to the murmuring in my brain. Part of my uniqueness is that I can locate where the voices are coming from, pinpointing their location to within a few yards.  
 Toward the bridge, that was where I needed to go.  
 I ran to cover the distance, my prosthetic left foot making me slower than I used to be when I had two complete legs, but not by much. There were people in the high street, couples of all ages heading out for drinks and a meal on a Friday night. I ignored them just as they ignored me, but a fluttering of nerves gripped me as I reached the end of the road and the junction by the bridge.  
 The streetlights were going out.  
 All along the esplanade, as it stretched to the east and the motorway bridge in the distance, the lights were dimming, flickering and turning black. It was like someone pulling a blanket over the land. As the area plunged into darkness, I focused my thoughts to hear the voices and was startled when I picked out a sentence.  

‘He wants us to bring the girl to him.’

 The lights going out thing was new which could mean there was something other than the shilt here. I faced a wizard a week ago and got my arse severely kicked every time we met until I got in a lucky shot. I paused to check my armoury and wondered what I was running toward as I set off into the dark by the river. The creatures had someone; a girl it said, and I hoped that didn’t mean a child. Whoever it was, I had no time to dawdle. 
 At the wall that borders the river, I stopped to look over. The tide was out, sandbanks and treacherous mud flats were down there in the darkness but so were the shilt and whoever it was they had taken.  
 I climbed over the wall and dropped lightly to the ground, again pushing energy into my right hand so the light from it would illuminate the sand and detritus around my feet. Where were they? They had gone quiet, so pinpointing their location from their voices didn’t work and left me temporarily blind. That’s why I almost got ambushed when the first attack swept in. 
 From left and right, half a dozen or more swarmed me from either side. They were spread out too, something they wouldn’t normally do, and it felt as if their actions were being coordinated or controlled for once.  
 Gritting my teeth as adrenalin took over, I loosed the orb in my right hand to blast the creature nearest me in the chest. The blast blew him sideways into the shilt next to him but then the rest were upon me, too close for me to use magic so I darted backward, creating space so I could fight. The first leapt into the air, its weapon swinging wickedly toward my face until I stopped it with my own blade.  
 I delivered a high elbow to its face as I whipped my blade down and into the next attacker, whipping my arm back once more to carve up the one still recovering from my elbow. As more converged on me from one direction, deliberate on my part, they lined up nicely for a blast of raw energy from my right hand. I yelled in joyous defiance as the energy left my chest, arcing and cracking as it sparked along the length of my right arm until it reached my palm. There it formed an orb of light blue energy about the size of a soft ball. The process happened in the blink of an eye each time as I willed the magic inside me to do my bidding. To use the orb, all I had to do was hold my palm out like I was telling someone to stop and will the orb to leave me. It moved at the speed of a bullet it seemed, this time tearing through the chest of four shilt in one go. 
 On the breeze a word made its way to my ears, ‘Interesting.’ It was no more than a murmur, but I heard it distinctly enough - someone was out there watching. As the dead shilts’ bodies melted away to nothing, their atoms dissipating on the breeze, I spotted a lone figure standing by the water. It had the moonlight behind it so all I could see was a dark silhouette. It didn’t look like a shilt though, it had hair for a start; I could see it being ruffled by the breeze. 
 With the shilt gone, the riverbank was quiet and still, nothing but the gentle lapping of the water to break the silence and a hum of traffic from the distant road bridge. There was no sign of the girl either, the one the shilt were talking about. Was I now looking at the him they were supposed to take her to?  
 ‘Where’s the girl?’ I called out across the quiet. 
 Finally, the figure spoke, taking a step forward as he did. ‘What are you?’ 
 ‘Impatient and moody,’ I replied. ‘Possibly starting to PMS. I want the girl. You can’t have her but hand her over now and I might let you live.’ I had no intention of letting him live but I was curious to find out what he was.  
 I started toward him, bored and getting cold. He wasn’t showing any sign of being afraid, which unnerved me. The shilt always attacked because they recognised me as a threat, this guy though; he couldn’t be more relaxed.  
 ‘Last chance,’ I warned as I pushed a fresh ball of energy into my right hand. With all the streetlights out, it was too dark to see who I was facing, so my determined words were a front to make me sound more confident than I felt. It could easily be a wizard again and that would be bad news. It was too late to back off, though, and if there was a little girl here somewhere, I had no choice other than to fight him.  
 In response to my own handful of raw death, the guy produced two of his own, unfolding his arms from behind his back to bring them either side of his body. My heart gave a hard thud in my chest from the shock. Though I’d read vague reports online where people described other people using magic the same way I did, I was yet to see it. Against the shilt I felt invincible - this was a whole new challenge. His orbs of magical energy were not the same light blue as mine. In contrast, his were a black red like burning coals. 
 The glow from them showed me his face for the first time. He was handsome and he looked human which is to say that he looked like a man and not something supernatural like the shilt. He wore a black shirt with the top two buttons undone to reveal a thick mat of chest hair and he filled the shirt well - his muscular physique implied time spent in a gym somewhere. His face bore a two-day stubble which was currently split by a lopsided grin. 
 ‘You think yourself a match for me?’ his voice bore a trace of amusement.  
 Now here’s a thing. I don’t know why I am different from other people. I have only vague memories of my life before the injury, fleeting images of a little girl playing with a dog, of a young woman in her army uniform. The rest of my memory was snatched away by the same piece of shrapnel that ruined my face. I can form new memories, but everything before the landmine is gone. Maybe I was always able to channel magic through my body, I have no memory either way, but I think it is a new thing. The first time it happened, I was being attacked by a pair of shilt less than half a mile from my current location. The orbs of magical energy kill them every time, but on other creatures it is less harmful. It carried enough juice to slam them around – blast them off their feet, but the damage wasn’t lasting. When I hit the wizard with it, he became temporarily incapacitated but bounced back soon enough. I beat him in the end, but I had no idea if I could beat this guy.  
 Backing off wasn’t an option, so I chose to sound confident. ‘You don’t want to give me the girl? Let’s find out how tough you are then.’ As I finished my sentence, I threw my orb at him and put everything I had into it. He moved fast, anticipating my shot and spinning away from the ball of light as it shot through the place he had been.  
 Then he brought his own hands together with his palms facing me, the two balls of light combining into one larger mass which then stretched into a disc as he brought his hands apart again. Then he sent it my way, the disc screaming across the riverbank like a supersonic frisbee. It was all I could do not to squeal in fright as I ducked it, though I got the impression he aimed to miss, like it was a warning shot or something. I had no idea what the disc of dark red magical energy might do to me but doubted now was a good time to find out. He came after me, stalking forward as he rubbed his hands together. When he pulled them apart to reveal another wide, flat disc of light, sneaking tendrils of doubt began to invade my thoughts. All I could do was form the orbs and fire them, not only could he make two at a time, but he could manipulate them as well.  
 I dived to my right, splashing and squelching into soggy litter at the edge of the water as he threw the disc at me. The air hissed as it passed over my head and hit the water like a boulder to throw up a shower of muck and sand and muddy water. I managed to get my right hand up to ready another blast even though I was clearly outmatched.  
 He was stronger and more able to control his abilities. I bit down the temptation to run, insisting to myself that I had to stay until I found the girl. With a ball of magic in my right hand to defend myself, he danced away, glowing orbs in each of his. He could have pressed his advantage, but he didn’t, instead he gave me the chance to get up and once standing I used my left hand to brandish my knife. 
 ‘Who are you?’ I demanded.  
 ‘I am Daniel, Anastasia,’ he replied, telling me that he already knew precisely who I was. ‘I came here to find you.’ 
 ‘Why?’ We had settled into a standoff, each holding glowing orbs, mine light blue, his still the deep, dark red, but neither was attempting to throw them.  
 Daniel looked relaxed when he explained. ‘Because you are unique. No human had ever been able to wield soul essence.’ He gave a name to the thing I can do, the first time I had ever heard it. ‘Yet you can and that makes you very interesting indeed. You asked me about a girl, but I think you misunderstood. The girl I am here to get is you.’ 
 I opened my mouth to demand he explain himself better, but a blast of light from my far left flew over my head toward the man I faced, and a shout killed my question before I could utter another word. ‘Be gone, Daniel! This is not your plain.’ 
 Daniel caught the light blue orb of magical energy in his right hand and stared at it with amusement. When he looked up again a second later, he drawled, ‘Now, Rizelle, that wasn’t very polite. I feel I must teach you a lesson this time.’ 
 I risked a glance over my shoulder to see who the new player was; it was the guy from the bar, the one staring at me who then disappeared.  
 ‘I am not alone this time, Daniel,’ Rizelle replied. I hoped he didn’t mean me because my life, which was strange enough already, had just taken a turn down weird street and I had no idea what the rules were anymore.  
 Daniel was doing something with his hands, the ball of energy there moving and changing form as his hands twisted around. ‘I am only here for the girl. However, I have time enough to force your submission and that of anyone else foolish enough to try to stop me.’ 
 Then, the pool of energy in his hands blasted toward Rizelle who attempted to do as Daniel had and catch it. Whether through lack of ability or as a result of its power, Daniel’s orb knocked Rizelle from his feet. Glancing back at him, I saw Daniel wasn’t done yet. The air behind him rippled and shimmered like a heat haze rising in the desert. Rizelle, trying to get to his feet, shouted a warning to me just as hellish creatures sprang forth from it. To either side of the man in the black shirt, feral-looking dogs with leathery skin and hunched shoulders landed on the wet sand and something with wings screeched into the sky above.  
 As if he felt his work complete, Daniel relaxed and crossed his arms to watch. There were four dog things coming for me, snarling and bunching their shoulders in readiness to pounce. I risked another glance over my shoulder and found that Rizelle wasn’t rushing to my side to help me, he was nowhere in sight; the coward had already run away.  
 Fuelled by fear of the unknown, I screamed a banshee war cry and blasted energy from my right hand as the first of the dogs leapt at me. The blast knocked it to one side and set it on fire, but unlike the shilt, it didn’t explode or fall apart and would be back to attack me in seconds. But I had to take my eyes off it as two more of them rushed me, snarling as they darted forward with Daniel nonchalantly watching. I feigned left and let the bravest hound run straight onto my knife. My prosthetic left hand wasn’t as strong as my right, the grip not as tight, so as the dead hound fell away, it took the knife with it, pulling it from my grip before I could stop it.  
 There was no time to retrieve it for another of the hounds was leaping over the body of its fallen brother, and from my right, yet another circled around to attack. I needed to get to the wall, with that at my back I could limit my exposed flanks, but I would have to fight through the hounds just to get to it. Standing my ground as they leapt at me, I waited until the hound to my right opened its mouth, then I pulsed energy down its throat just as the hound to my left bit my prosthetic hand.  
 I heard the crunch as it bit down on my carbon fibre limb and braced against the yank I would feel when it dug its feet in. The hound to my right exploded from the inside, pieces of cooked meat plopping into the water as it flew backwards. Then a thunderclap of light blinded my vision and the dog on my left hand fell to the ground. Looking down, I saw it had been cleaved into two pieces 
 Beyond it, Daniel was alert again, annoyance creasing his handsome features. Once more, I pushed magical energy into my good hand, but with a shimmer of air, Daniel stepped backwards and vanished.  
 Bewildered, I stared at the spot he had occupied just a few seconds before.  
 ‘He is gone.’ The voice came from just behind me and I turned to find not Rizelle but a different man. One I had seen before. He had shaggy blonde hair that reminded me of a stereotypical surfer dude, and piercing blue eyes. I first saw him just over a week ago in the children’s ward of a hospital. At the time, I had been fighting for my life against a gang of shilt who were there to prey on the kids. He should have helped me, but he chose to flee, leaving me to bleed through my bandages and barely survive.  
 Without thinking, I punched him in his face.  




Chapter 3

 The punch connected on the tip of his chin and carried through to rock his head back. He tumbled away, losing his footing and stumbling before regaining it. To his left, Rizelle gasped in shock.  
 ‘Somebody better start giving me the skinny on what is going on,’ I snapped, rounding on Rizelle and giving serious consideration to punching him as well. ‘Why the hell didn’t you help me?’  
 ‘Because I told him not to,’ said the older man, rubbing his jaw and wiggling it back and forth with his right hand. ‘I wanted to see what you would do.’ 
 ‘Is that why you left me to fend for myself in the hospital?’  
 The older man pursed his lips as if considering his answer. ‘I regret my actions at the hospital. I was caught by surprise when you used soul essence.’ 
 ‘Soul essence?’ I questioned. ‘The other guy, Daniel, used that word too. You mean the energy I can push into my right hand?’ 
 Rizelle interrupted the older man as he formed glowing orbs in his hands. ‘Master, the wraith is returning.’ He nodded his head out over the water, my eyes tracking his to see a black shadow in the sky swooping toward us. It was the flying creature that came through with the hounds.  
 It looked like a dragon or a flying lizard, huge bat-like wings spread out from its shoulders, but it was too high for me to be able to make out much detail. Whatever it was, I didn’t want it anywhere near me. Almost lazily, Rizelle, extended his right hand and fired a pulse of source energy at it.  
 The creature jinked in the sky, ducking left and then right as more blasts came its way. Surfer dude frowned. ‘Elemental magic works better against wraiths, Rizelle.’ Then he moved his hands in a manner similar to how I had seen the wizards create their magic and a massive fork of lightning ripped across the night sky. It hit the flying creature in mid-air, lighting it up from the inside like a lightbulb being turned on to illuminate its inside. Half a heartbeat later, it exploded, pieces of it sploshing into the river where the water bubbled as if acid had been added to an alkaline.  
 Rizelle said, ‘Yes, master,’ and I noticed now how young he looked; barely eighteen with fluff on his chin where stubble ought to be.  
 I turned to face the older man. ‘Look, what the hell is going on?’ 
 ‘That, Anastasia is difficult to answer. You can channel soul essence, but you should not be able to.’ 
 ‘I can channel soul essence. Great. Daniel said it made me interesting. What the hell is it? Who are you guys? How do you know my name? Who is Daniel? And where were you this last week when I had shilt to fight every night?’ I was angry but I was also quite excited to see if I could finally get some answers.  
 The old man extended his hand for me to shake. I eyed it cautiously. ‘I won’t bite. Honest,’ he said amiably. ‘My name is Benjamin and you already know my companion, Rizelle. Soul essence is an ancient and mystic power that only our race can wield. You are the first human I have ever seen with it. What do you know of your past? Who were your parents?’ 
 This was an easy one to answer, however, I didn’t miss what he said, and that demanded I ask a question. ‘Wait a second. You just said your race – as in, I’m human but you are not.’ 
 ‘That is correct, Anastasia. Neither Rizelle nor I are human. There is much to explain but this is not the place for it. I know your name because when I saw you in the hospital, I was stunned by what I saw and made myself familiar with you. As for why we haven’t assisted you in fighting the shilt here, I can tell you that there are more shilt incursions into this realm than we can tackle. That was why you saw me at the hospital; I was there to deal with them.’ 
 It made me sick to remember it, the poor defenceless little children, terrified and exposed. ‘Why didn’t you help me that night?’ 
 ‘As I said earlier, I was caught off guard. When you summoned soul essence to produce sinfire, I could do nothing but watch. Now though, you need to come with us. There is much work to do. Godfrey will want to meet you. If you can wield soul essence, even if you are distorting it to make sinfire, there has to be a reason why.’ 
 ‘Wait a moment,’ I laughed. ‘I’m not going anywhere with you two crazy clowns. I have a microwave pizza at home with my name on it and two episodes of Strictly Come Dancing to watch.’ Actually, I planned to phone Otto Schneider, a wizard who sort of helped me fight Sean McGuire. I had a new bagful of questions to ask, and he was the only person I knew who might be able to answer them. He had been ducking my calls for a week now so I wasn’t confident he would answer tonight. Maybe a text message would get his attention. 
 In response to my flippant comment, Rizelle gasped, ‘Master, she mocks you.’  
 Switching my focus, I poked him the chest. ‘Are you the one that shouted a warning to me?’ He looked instantly guilty, telling me I had it right and it was his voice which drew my attention to the shilt rushing me from behind earlier. ‘So, the pair of you are happy for me to do the fighting and won’t join in even though you have some cracking weapons of your own.’ 
 Benjamin fixed me with a serious look but when he spoke, he ignored what I had just said. ‘Anastasia, soon there will be a battle for the rule of earth, and I fear you may have a role to play. Daniel wasn’t here by accident; our opponents have learned of you and will try to employ you if they can. He might be the first, but there will be more.’ He used the word employ, my memory instantly picturing the wizard, Sean McGuire who also used the word. He wanted to employ me, also because of my unique ability, but I never did find out what it was that he wanted me to do. Benjamin’s voice jolted me back to the here and now. ‘Come with us. You will be safe from those who would force you to obey. I believe I found you for a reason. Come with us now to Heavane.’ 
 He reached out his hand for me to take. All I did in return was cock an eyebrow. ‘You’ve got to be kidding me. Those shilt things, that’s about my level. I can deal with them. You go fight your galactic war or whatever it is you got going on. I don’t know you. I don’t want to know you. That’s twice now you’ve stood back and let me fight for myself. It’s not going to happen a third time.’ 
 Suddenly, a spotlight pierced the gloom on the riverbank, dousing all three of us in bright light. ‘Hey, you down there! Put your hands where I can see them.’  
 I was instantly on high alert. ‘Shit! It’s the police.’ No doubt someone had seen flashing lights and reported it; we weren’t far from the road bridge and a constant stream of cars who all had a view over the river as they funnelled into Rochester. However they came to be here, I really didn’t need to spend a night answering questions. 
 ‘Come with us. You won’t be safe here by yourself,’ insisted Benjamin as I turned to run in the opposite direction. I glanced at him, his face, lit by the searchlight, looked honest and trustworthy. However, when the air behind him shimmered and Rizelle stepped through it and vanished, I ran. I had no idea what lay beyond their magical portal and no desire to find out.  
 When I glanced again, Benjamin was also gone, returning to somewhere called Heavane. This evening brought yet more questions, but the most prominent one right now was whether I could get clear before the police caught up to me.  
 The river ran all the way out to the English Channel, but I only needed to follow it a few hundred yards to get to where I wanted to go. My little two-bedroom apartment was in this direction, Sarah would be there already, probably slobbing on the couch with a bag of pretzels while watching her terrible soap operas. Joining her sounded like a good option compared with being caught by the police. Even though I had committed no crime, certain persons within the local constabulary had already decided I was a person of interest and would reveal my crimes to them in due course if they just continued to watch me.  
 Near the bridge, the drop to the riverbank was thirty feet, but it got shallower as the river moved east, and I knew the places where I could climb back up to street level. I kept running, the sound of the cops high above me ensuring I didn’t let my pace slow. The guy on the loudspeaker yelled and tried to follow me with the searchlight but I kept tight to the wall and in the shadows. They wouldn’t know which way I had gone, so when I reached the first point where the riverbank rose, I ran up it, grabbed the railing at the top and landed neatly on the other side. 
 My joy at getting away cleanly lasted about as long as it took the person waiting for me to say, ‘Miss Aaronson. So lovely to see you.’ 




Chapter 4

 His voice startled me, but as I automatically opened my right hand to push energy into it, he stepped out from the shadows on the other side of the street and chucked me a little wave.  
 ‘How about we do this the easy way where I don’t have to chase you?’ he asked. 
 I sighed. So much for getting home to my pizza and Sarah’s rubbishy soap operas. ‘Detective Sergeant Spencer. Nice night for a walk. Have I done something that warrants your presence?’ He crossed the street, knocking a cigarette out of a packet as he did and lighting it before he came to my side of the road. I wasn’t going to bother running. He wouldn’t be able to catch me if I did, even with a prosthetic foot I was a lot faster than a man in his fifties who had smoked a million cigarettes, but he would just send a squad car to my apartment and that would upset Sarah. 
 ‘Have you done something that warrants my presence?’ he repeated. ‘Well, let me see. There’s a lady in the hospital with the same weird marks on her neck that I always find when you have been around, and she described a woman in a hood with a scarred face. Would you like to tell me about that?’ 
 Eyeing him suspiciously, I asked, ‘Did the lady say that I attacked her?’ 
 DS Spencer took a long drag on his smoke, and sucked it down deeply, staring directly at me the whole time. ‘She said you rescued her. Of course, her testimony, given that she is a drug addicted, drunken, homeless person, isn’t one I give much credence to.’ 
 ‘But she didn’t say I attacked her, so why are you here bothering me?’ 
 ‘Because I don’t like you. I’ve been a cop long enough to know when someone is trouble. The lady said she saw light coming from your hands and that you were carrying a knife. You wouldn’t be carrying a knife now would you, Miss Aaronson?’ 
 I cursed myself for not checking the street was clear before I jumped up. I could have spotted him lurking in the shadows and ditched my weapons, or just kept going to another point where the riverbank rose to street level. Now I had four knives concealed about my clothing, and he was just looking for a reason to arrest me.  
 I decided to come clean. ‘I just have this little thing.’ I produced the butterfly knife from my right jeans pocket. ‘I was using it to collect seaweed. That’s why I was down on the riverbank.’ 
 ‘Where’s the seaweed?’  
 ‘Huh?’ 
 ‘The seaweed you were collecting. Where is it?’ 
 ‘Oh. Yeah, there wasn’t any nice stuff. It’s so nutritious. I make soups with it. But there wasn’t any today that looked good.’ 
 DS Spencer blew more acrid blue smoke into the air and held out a hand. With an annoyed grimace, I handed over the blade. The damned things weren’t cheap. ‘There’s too much weird stuff happening around you, Miss Aaronson. I don’t like it and whatever it is that you are up to, I’m going to catch you doing it.’ That he dismissed the report of light coming from my hands was no surprise. Reports of flashing lights abounded in witness statements last week when I fought the wizard high up on the rail bridge that runs over the river and on toward Rochester. DS Spencer asked me to show him how I did it more than once, which is why he now knew I would deny any knowledge of such an event. 
 ‘Am I free to go?’ I asked, making sure I sounded bored but holding back from adding a fake yawn just in case he decided a trip to the station to search me might be a good idea after all.  
 Silently, he stared at me as he took another puff of foul air. ‘I’m watching, Miss Aaronson. Always watching.’ 
 ‘That’s because you’re a perv,’ I called as a final comment over my shoulder and smacked my butt to make sure he looked at it as I walked away. He was such an asshat.  




Chapter 5

 ‘Where have you been?’ asked Sarah, sparing me a glance and doing a double take as she saw the state of my clothing. ‘You look like crap. Oh, my God, and you smell!’ 
 ‘It’s just a bit of mud from the river. It’s all going in the wash, okay?’ I started peeling off my jacket and undoing the snap on my jeans.  
 ‘Just make sure there’s nothing of mine in the machine first. That doesn’t look like it is going to wash off.’  
 I bit my tongue on the response my mouth lined up. Sarah was a bit of a slob when it came to housework, tidiness, and chores in general. I get that I was in the army for a time so my concept of what is an acceptable standard of neat is probably skewed, but the girl would spill crumbs down herself while watching tv and then brush them onto the floor. She wouldn’t vacuum them up later though. Oh, no. I would do it before she ever got a chance because it made my eye twitch if I ignored them.  
 When I first arrived twelve days ago on a Sunday afternoon, I had been pleasantly surprised at how neat and tidy she kept her small flat. A few days later, it became apparent she had put in some special effort on that one occasion. The place hadn’t been cleaned since unless I cleaned it and we were fast heading for a bust up over the dishes in the sink. That she was worried about some mud from my clothes infiltrating hers while they were in the washing machine together was laughable. Nevertheless, I made sure the machine was empty first, stripped off my clothes and went for a shower with the machine beginning to whirr behind me.  
 Ten minutes later, I was dressed in a grey flannel sweat suit and slippers and had a cold can of soda in my right hand. My prosthetic left hand was undamaged thankfully. When the hound thing bit it, I worried the carbon fibre cover over the titanium inner might break but there was nothing more than a small indentation where the teeth had gripped. I made the call to Otto Schneider from my bedroom, but as expected, got no answer. I sent him a text message outlining what had happened. He might answer it, he might not. There wasn’t anything I could do about it. 
 ‘What’cha watching?’ I asked as I drifted into the small living area again.  
 ‘Some new game show. The contestants have to name the top ten things in a category to win money and that goes into a prize pot which one contestant then gets to play for. It’s got Gary Golden as the host.’ 
 So that was why she was watching it. Sarah was twenty-seven years old and still had posters of boys on the walls in her room. Most of them were of Gary Golden, a former boy band member now turned television personality.  
 ‘I’m getting pizza. You want something while I’m up?’ Sarah shook her head and didn’t take her eyes off the screen. I would be lucky to get more than few grunts out of her tonight: the girl liked her shows. In the kitchen, I put the oven on and pulled the pizza out of the freezer. I could microwave it, but the results were more predictable in the oven. I was hungry but not so hungry that I wanted subpar pizza.  
 As the pizza cooked, I finished the soda and reached for another, then opened the cupboard to take out a plate, which almost slipped from my fingers when I heard the voices. ‘Not this one. It’s just a human. We want the other one.’ They were coming to me via my ears which could only mean one thing – they were inside the apartment. 
 Sarah’s shrill scream pushed away any last vestige of doubt in my mind; someone had broken in, and they wanted me. I barely got to take a step before a flash of light illuminated the space beyond the kitchen door and her scream cut off suddenly. Then two figures appeared in the kitchen doorway. A man and a woman this time, both kind of grotesque with awful features that would land them a job in a freak circus with no interview required. The woman was burly, if the word can be applied to a woman and the man was twenty percent bigger than her which made him about twice my size. The man had a glowing, dark red orb in his left hand, but if he intended to use it, the woman blocked his path. 
 The man curled his top lip. ‘This is the one then?’  
 ‘Must be,’ said the woman. ‘She doesn’t look special.’ She said it with a sneer and started toward me, her intention clear; she was here for me and was either going to kill me or try to take me somewhere. Neither thing was going to happen.  
 I threw my can of soda at her head, which she easily ducked but that was deliberate to get her head moving down as I swung my foot up. I wanted it to connect under her chin. The prosthetic foot is solid, and it was moving fast, but she blocked it easily with a meaty forearm and kept on coming. Half expecting that she would be able to deflect my foot, I already had my next move in mind. The foot distracted her attention so she didn’t see the cast iron skillet in my left hand. As she lunged at me, I ducked backwards and swung it with everything I had. It struck the side of her head with a dull metallic thud and I followed it up with a blast of energy from my right hand. 
 The blast slammed into her face and flipped her over backwards. I spared myself a quick grin, but I shouldn’t have because her ugly colleague saw her tumbling and reacted by firing his ball of magic the moment he had a clear shot. 
 I have never experienced a feeling like it. It was pain but in every cell of my body at once, like an electric shock but everywhere. It only lasted a second, but I slammed backwards against the refrigerator and sank to the floor.  
 ‘Will you get up?’ the ugly guy asked the ugly woman as he stepped over her. ‘You’re embarrassing me.’  
 I could see him coming for me but couldn’t quite get my limbs to work. While I lay slumped against the wall, he stalked across the room with his gut hanging out over his belt. He was disgusting, or at least I thought he was disgusting until he got closer and I could smell him. Then the wave of revulsion really hit home.  
 ‘You idiot!’ the woman screeched. ‘He wants her alive. What good is she dead?’ she asked, clambering to her feet behind the ugly man. Bent over with his hands on his knees for support, he was staring at me curiously. Behind him, the woman still raged, ‘You know you can’t use hellfire on humans. Their frail bodies can’t take it. ‘ 
 ‘This one can,’ he replied. ‘She’s still breathing. I guess that’s why she is interesting. Any idea what she is?’ 
 ‘No. Don’t know, don’t care. He told us to bring her in and that’s good enough for me.’ The woman came to stand behind the man now so that both were peering at me like I was a pet in a cage. I was getting annoyed by it. And I was worried about Sarah. Had they hurt her? I wriggled the fingers of my right hand. They were working again.  
 The man grabbed my left ankle, his intention to drag me into a position where he could pick me up. The second his attention was off my face I kicked up with my right foot and threw another energy bolt at him, this time though the soul essence, as I now knew it to be called, came out a different colour. It always had a light blueish tinge to it before, but now, mixed in with the blue were hues of gold and deep red and it felt at least twice as powerful. 
 It blasted the man across the length of the small kitchen and scorched a burn mark onto the wall opposite.  
 ‘What the hell was that?’ I asked myself as I pushed off the tile.  
 I needed to get back on my feet, but for the third time today I got asked the question, ‘What are you?’ This time it was the ugly woman asking, her mirthful smile of detached disinterest replaced by one of fear.  
 The man was down but he wasn’t out. He rolled onto his side and tried to get up just as I was getting up. ‘What just happened?’ he asked.  
 ‘She absorbed your hellfire, spindled it and used it against you.’ The answer came from the woman, the words coming out in a shocked breath of denial. ‘She is not human, he lied to us!’ Then the woman flung her hands around the man, the air behind them shimmered and she dragged him back through it.  
 Just like that, I was alone again.  
 Except I wasn’t, Sarah was in the apartment somewhere. I raced through to the small living area to find her still sitting in her chair, still covered in crumbs and very much dead. An involuntary sob escaped my lips as I moved in to check her pulse. She looked peaceful, as if she had simply dozed off in the chair provided one ignored the deathly grey colour her skin had already turned and the crispy burn mark on her chest. 
 I collapsed into the one remaining chair and stared at her for a few minutes. She wasn’t much of a friend. She wasn’t much of a roommate either, but she hadn’t deserved to die.  Now I was going to have to call the police and try to explain what had happened.  
 With shaky hands, I dialled three nines and waited for the call to connect. As calmly as I could, I reported my need for the police to attend and why, gave them my name and address, and hung up again. I left out the bit about the ugly man and woman and the hellfire I had apparently conjured after being hit with it - telling them the truth would not go in my favour. 
 Truly, I felt like bolting for the door and never looking back. I didn’t though. I stayed and waited for the knock to come. It came sooner than I expected, the police probably circling nearby on a routine patrol. 
 Standing up, I called out, ‘Coming,’ and walked on uncertain legs to let the police in. But it wasn’t the police outside. It was the creep from earlier. Daniel shot me a smile and hit me with a stun gun.  
 The last thing I remember is the floor coming up to meet my face. 




Chapter 6

 When I came to again, I was cold. That was the first thing I noticed. Physically shivering, I soon saw why - I was lying on the ground and beneath me was a slab of stone. I lifted my head, an action which made stars dance in front of my eyes. I had a splitting headache but didn’t know if that was a side effect of getting stunned or if I hit my head when I lost consciousness. What I did know was that I was supposed to protect my head. The doctors actually recommended wearing a bicycle helmet or similar because of the sliver of metal in my brain. They couldn’t get it out, but it might shift and kill me at any moment. Banging my head around wasn’t going to help. 
 ‘Ah, you’re awake. Jolly good.’ I recognised the voice but couldn’t see the person that made it. I decided to see what would happen if I tried to sit up. My arms and legs were not bound so I swivelled around on the cold stone and pushed myself into an upright position. My head swam a little but as I glanced about, I caught sight of my attacker.  
 ‘You’re Daniel,’ I said, rubbing my head to make the pain go away. 
 ‘And you are Anastasia Aaronson,’ he replied. He had the stun gun in his hand still, a squat black object with two electrodes sticking out from the business end. Looking down at it, he said, ‘Odd things, human weapons, but effective, nonetheless.’ 
 ‘What do you want from me?’ I asked the question to stall for time. I was outside, the cold stone I woke up on looked like a gravestone, but I didn’t recognise where I was. All around there were trees and pieces of crumbling wall. It looked like the ruins of a castle, but it wasn’t Rochester castle or the grounds of the cathedral, both of which were close to my house. No, I was somewhere else, and I needed a short while to work out where and to let my head stop spinning. 
 Daniel turned his attention more fully to me when he answered my question. ‘I want to offer you something.’ 
 Automatically, I said, ‘Whatever it is, I don’t want it.’ 
 ‘You haven’t listened to the offer yet. It’s a good one.’ His voice had an edge of humour to it, like this was funny and I just wasn’t hearing the punchline yet.  
 Continuing to stall, I played along. ‘Tell me about it then. I’m all ears.’ I continued to glance about in a bid to orientate myself. There were stars above me though I wouldn’t have been able to navigate by the constellations even if I recognised them.  
 Daniel started talking. ‘First, why don’t you tell me about your ability to wield soul essence. It is most intriguing.’ Daniel looked completely relaxed, utterly unconcerned about the fact that he had stunned and kidnapped me. He saw me looking around and changed tack. ‘You are wondering where you are, yes?’ 
 ‘It is one of many questions,’ I replied as I continued to try to get my bearings. Another question would be where the nearest useable weapon might be.  
 ‘Very good. Well, I shall tell you. To all intents and purposes, you are in hell.’ 
 I eyed him. ‘Excuse me?’ 
 ‘Hell. The place where lost souls go. Guy with a pitchfork rules it. Ringing any bells?’  
 Clearly the guy was yanking my chain, so I continued to play along. ‘Really? I thought it would be warmer,’ I replied with a sarcastic smile. 
 ‘Common misconception,’ he explained. ‘Actually, hell is the same temperature as everywhere else. Try to think of it as just like Earth only shifted slightly to the left. It’s not called hell either. That’s just something the humans dreamed up. I mean, they got some parts right. Most of the major religions have at least a little bit of it correct. So, it’s not really hell but it might help you to think of it as hell for now.’ 
 I’d had enough. I was barefoot and getting colder. I needed to get out of here and find my bearings and get home. The police would get to my apartment soon and the explaining Sarah’s death required would be far harder if they thought I was on the run. I pushed myself off the ground using my prosthetic hand because it didn’t feel the cold and came to a standing position. ‘This has been lovely, Scary Psycho Guy, but I have to get home now. I’ll happily go through you to achieve that if you try to stop me.’ 
 Daniel exploded into action, whipping his arms around in a circle to throw a thin, whip-like line of energy at me. I barely had time to register he was moving before the whip of glowing light hit my right side and wrapped around me like a snake. I was instantly pinned in place, my arms stuck by my sides as I struggled against the bright white binding. Then, with the energy lasso thing still coming from his right hand, he moved his left and I was lifted off the ground.  
 Now I was getting worried. Daniel was clearly very skilled with a tool I was using like a caveman banging a rock. I didn’t even know how I was able to create it, only that I could.  
 Daniel came forward so his handsome face was only a few inches from mine. ‘Now then,’ he said, his voice calm and patient, ‘tell me how it is that you can channel the Earth’s source energy to create soul essence. You are human, that much is clear. However, if you are the one that can retrieve the artefact, then you will do my bidding.’ To add emphasis, the bindings constricted, squeezing my chest like they were made of iron. There was no way for me to resist as the circle got smaller. If he wanted, he could crush me like a warm candy bar. 
 ‘I don’t know,’ I rasped, barely able to form words as the air was squeezed from my lungs. He let the source binding go, opening his hand so it vanished, and I fell to the ground wheezing and gasping. I hadn’t been more than a few inches off the cold stone, but I was glad to be back in contact with it again. 
 Daniel crouched next to me as I gasped for air. Clearly, he no longer considered me a threat, if he ever had, but must also now be convinced that I could see I was no match for him. ‘When did it first manifest?’ 
 I rubbed my arms where the source binding had crushed the flesh against my bones. I was going to have some spectacular bruises. Impatient that I hadn’t answered, he grabbed my hair and yanked it to pull me over backwards. ‘Twelve days ago,’ I yelled to make him stop. He released my hair but didn’t move fast enough to avoid the upward clubbing swing of my left hand. It was a wild shot, roughly aimed at his centre of mass, but it caught him on his ribs, the solid prosthetic shunting him back a foot.  
 As he reeled away, he formed orbs of hellfire in each hand and he did so fast enough to catch me out. It was like losing a quickdraw competition, where my gun was still only halfway out of the metaphorical holster.  
 He kept hold of the orbs though, the threat enough to make me talk. ‘I got attacked by two shilt and when they were trying to suck the life out of me, the magic orb thing just happened.’  
 While I spoke, Daniel reabsorbed the orbs into his palms. ‘So, it just happened? You don’t know how. Tell me about your parents.’ 
 ‘I don’t remember them,’ I admitted. I pointed to the scar on my face. ‘There’s a little piece of metal in my head. It tore through the part of my brain that controls memory. I lost most of my memories from before.’ The army … when you go away somewhere and there is a chance you won’t come back; they have you box up all your belongings just in case. It makes it easier for them to deal with if something does happen. When I got my boxes back, I found them to be filled with photographs of a life I don’t remember. I have a mother and a sister, but I don’t remember them. I went to see them once, but it was too weird, so when the job came up in Rochester, right the way across the country, I had nothing to tie me to anywhere else. Daniel was still watching my lips so I added, ‘I don’t know anything about my father and there was no father in any of the photographs.’ 
 Daniel stopped walking when he drew level with me, then turned and faced me. ‘Show me.’ 
 ‘Hmm?’ 
 ‘Show me soul essence. Summon it for me now,’ he demanded. 
 I saw little choice but compliance at this time. I needed to find a way to escape him or overpower him, but I was not in a strong position yet. I shook off my arms in preparedness. 
 ‘What are you doing?’ he asked. I looked at him. ‘What are you thinking. What actions are you taking in the moment just before you bring it forth?’ 
 It was a good question. I hadn’t ever put much thought into articulating how I created it. I looked down at my right arm. I could feel the hairs standing up on it as if static electricity were affecting them. ‘I guess I feel the… no, I focus on… I’m not sure. I feel confused now.’ To stop myself getting any more confused I let my senses feel the magical energy at the core of my being. On command, it welled up inside my chest where a light blue glow could now be seen, and tiny sparks began to arc over the surface of my skin. Then I sent the energy into my right arm and loosed off a ball of it from my right hand. Daniel watched it go then turned back to look at me with one eyebrow raised in question. ‘I can feel the energy, the source, inside me. To wield it, all I have to do is think about pushing it into my hand and picture it as a ball of energy.’ 
 ‘Is it always that pale blue colour?’ 
 ‘Yes. No!’ I remembered the hellfire. ‘I got attacked by two really ugly things right before you showed up at my apartment. The guy shot me with an orb of what he called hellfire. It was dark red, like yours is. Getting hit really took the wind out of my sails, but when I shot back at him it came out with a golden hue mixed with the blue and a sort of blood red.’ 
 ‘Jezebel and Dmitry attacked you?’ He saw my face and added. ‘Really ugly but smell worse than they look.’ 
 ‘I guess that sounds like them. They killed my flatmate.’ 
 He nodded. ‘That does not surprise me. What does, is the news that you were able to spindle his power and use it against him.’ He darted forward and I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder as he stabbed my skin with what looked like a hat pin. He held up the tip of the pin and licked it. 
 I said, ‘Eww,’ as I grimaced at him, then added, ‘and by the way - ow.’  
 He wrinkled his nose as he tasted my blood and seemed to be considering something silently. I was still cold and getting quite agitated about being away when the police were undoubtedly in my flat with my dead flatmate and looking for me.  
 ‘Look, Daniel, I don’t know what is going on here, but I am going to end up in a lot of trouble with the police if you don’t take me back to my apartment. If it’s all the same to you, I would like to get going now.’ As a tactic, I doubted pleading would work, but I was fairly certain fighting him at this time wouldn’t either.  
 ‘Oh, you’re not going anywhere, Anastasia Aaronson. I have need of you. Besides, if Jezebel and Dmitry were willing to cross over and try their luck, there will be others to follow. They will be more prepared next time too. You got lucky because those two are idiots, but even they could have taken you if they had known what you were capable of in advance. No, you will be far better off staying with me.’ 
 I was getting tired of being in the dark and of feeling powerless to do anything about it. ‘Okay, Daniel, how about if you take a couple of minutes to tell me what is actually going on here. I don’t know who you are, I don’t know what this place is, and I don’t understand why you, or anyone else would want me.’ 
 ‘Yes, yes, all in good time. I told you that I wanted to make you an offer, so here it is: I need you to get something for me. I cannot get it for myself and in return I will teach you to wield the Earth’s source energy.’ 
 ‘You’ll teach me?’ 
 ‘Indeed. I will start now, if you agree.’ 
 ‘What if I say no?’  
 ‘I really don’t think that you should.’ 
 ‘But let’s say I did,’ I smiled sweetly. ‘Will you then return me to my apartment and leave me alone?’ 
 ‘If I do that then you will just be taken by someone else. Word must be out by now. Dmitry and Jezebel will be the first of many. It will not be safe for you on Earth.’ 
 Benjamin told me the same thing. What did that mean though? And what was there that I could do about it? I decided that it didn’t matter, I wasn’t going to hide here with this creep. ‘I think I would rather take my chances.’ 
 Daniel eyed me; his face impossible to read. He would make a great poker player. I stared back at him and tried to work out if he was about to attack me again, to attempt to force me to do his bidding or not. Whatever internal argument raged inside his head, it reached its conclusion and he said, ‘Ah, well, you can’t win them all.’ 
 ‘Really?’ It felt like a trap. ‘Just like that, you’re letting me go?’ 
 He smiled and shrugged, lifting his arms to each side in mock surrender. ‘Of course. I can’t compel you to help me.’ 
 ‘No? No, well, okay, good.’ This was more like it. Daniel beckoned me toward him with his left hand while he moved his right hand to make the air behind him shimmer. This time, when I came toward the air, I could see my apartment on the other side of it. There was Sarah, still sitting on the couch and still very dead. The police still hadn’t shown up.  
 ‘You must have contact with me to go through,’ Daniel told me. I took his right hand and we stepped through together. He kept the portal open as he let me go. ‘I wish you luck Anastasia Aaronson. I think you will soon need it.’ The air behind him rippled and he was gone. The next instant, an insistent knocking hammered at my front door. 




Chapter 7

 Outside were two uniformed officers, a man and a woman. Each was in their late twenties and had the look of people that had seen it all before. ‘Are you the one that made the call?’ asked the female cop, taking the lead as she followed me into the apartment.  
 ‘Yes.’ I replied, answering her question but providing no additional information. I didn’t want to act suspicious, but I also didn’t want to say anything I shouldn’t. My flatmate was mysteriously dead, and I wasn’t going to be able to offer them an honest explanation for how. 
 They came into the small living area where Sarah was immediately in view. Her couch was side on to them, her face looking sightlessly in their direction. The two cops exchanged a glance and the male cop leaned his head toward the radio fixed to his jacket. He turned away as he started to make a report. ‘When did you find her like this?’ the woman asked, getting closer to Sarah so she could examine her.  
 ‘When I came home,’ I lied. ‘She was just sitting on the couch. I touched her to check her pulse but otherwise I haven’t touched or moved anything.’ I was trying to sound innocent, but I didn’t think I was doing a very good job.  
 ‘I need to isolate you away from her, Miss. Can you show me where your bedroom is please?’ She held an arm out to guide me from the room. This wasn’t going well.  
 As we passed her male colleague, he said, ‘Back up and the coroner are on their way.’ 
 She nodded at him but didn’t say anything in reply as she followed me across the apartment to reach my bedroom. It was big enough for a single bed, a small wardrobe and a smaller chest of drawers. Clean clothes were piled on the bed where I hadn’t got around to putting them away yet.  
 ‘Have a seat on the bed, please. I’m afraid this is going to take a while. Is there anyone you would like us to call for you? Anyone you want with you at this time?’ I thought about my friends at the library, Alex and Abi, but shook my head. ‘Were you close?’ the woman asked. ‘Obviously you lived together, but had you known her long?’ 
 I guess she was asking if we were old school friends or had grown up together, but I shook my head again. ‘No, I only moved in last week.’ I arrived in Rochester after the army veterans service helped me find a job. With my memory wiped clean, the doctors said I was lucky I could still read and write and still seemed to know all the things I had ever been taught. I didn’t remember being taught them, which sounds ridiculous, but when a research job came up at a library and they were willing to take on a mostly broken young woman, I snapped it up.  
 It didn’t pay very well though, so I compromised as much as I could and found the cheapest place that was immediately available. Sarah’s previous flatmate had moved out three weeks earlier and she was desperate for anyone to move in and help pay the bills. 
 ‘Exactly when did you move in?’ the cop asked. She had her note book out now and was taking down my answers, firing question after question at me for the next ten minutes until a gentle knock at the door heralded the next wave of people arriving. Tucked inside my bedroom, still sitting on my bed but now holding a cup of tea the male cop brought me, I could hear people talking and the squawk of radios coming from my living space.  
 Then I heard a voice I didn’t want to hear. ‘Good evening again, Miss Aaronson.’ DS Spencer’s face appeared around the edge of my doorframe. ‘I did not expect to see you again so soon.’ 
 I could smell his putrid breath from six feet away, he stank of old cigarettes and bad coffee and he looked ten years older than he should because he abused himself so badly.  
 ‘You know Miss Aaronson?’ the female cop asked.  
 ‘Only too well,’ he quipped, pushing off the doorframe to come into my bedroom. ‘I’ll take over if you like,’ he suggested to the uniformed officer, who saw her chance to escape and took it. DS Spencer leaned up against my chest of drawers, took out a packet of cigarettes, but paused as he was about to take one out. ‘Do you mind if I smoke?’ he asked. 
 ‘Very much, yes.’ 
 He nodded and made a glum face before sliding the packet away again. ‘Perhaps you can explain the fresh scorch mark on the wall and on the victim’s chest.’ He indicated back through to my living space though I knew exactly which scorch marks he was talking about. Where the hellfire knocked Dmitry off his feet, it carried on to the wall and there was a rough circle of crispy wallpaper as a reminder. When I didn’t answer, he moved on, ‘How about the pizza we found in the oven then? You come home, you find your flatmate dead on the couch, you put a pizza in the oven.’  
 I swallowed hard. This was not good. 
 ‘How about your clothes then. This isn’t what I saw you in earlier. You came home, found your flatmate dead, put a pizza in the oven, shucked all your clothes, put them in the washer, took a shower and then called the police?’  
 I wet my lips. I was trying to think faster than him, to get ahead of his next question so I could deflect him. I was innocent. It should be easy enough to prove but it wasn’t because I couldn’t tell them the truth. 
 ‘What was the fight about?’ he asked, piercing me with his eyes and looking to see my reaction. 
 ‘Fight?’ 
 ‘Yeah, you know. The fight the two of you had. In the kitchen. It was an accident, wasn’t it? You didn’t mean to kill her. I get that. I know you’re up to no good, but I never thought you were a killer. I still don’t,’ he reassured me. ‘But… you’re going to have to help me out a little here, Miss Aaronson. You came home, the two of you fought about something. The evidence of a fight is all over the kitchen.’ I closed my eyes in silent damnation. ‘You hit her, she fell, and she’s dead. It was a complete accident, but you panic and move the body and pretend like you found her that way. Is that about right?’ 
 I opened my eyes again. ‘I want a lawyer.’ 




Chapter 8

 DS Spencer read my rights himself as he placed me under arrest. Making a big point that no one could overrule him this time. Last week, he had been instructed to leave me alone when incident after incident had me in the middle acting like an innocent bystander. The Special Investigations Bureau were the ones to make him back off, I believed, and both Abi and Alex, colleagues at the library and amateur conspiracy theorists, believed the Bureau was, in fact, a cover for a secret organisation investigating supernatural events. I didn’t know how accurate they were, but I had to admit it sounded plausible.  
 As far as DS Spencer was concerned, I was guilty this time. I had no way of explaining how my flatmate came to be dead. No way that anyone would believe anyway. Having no left wrist meant they couldn’t cuff my hands together as they might usually do, so they removed me from the apartment cuffed to a male cop. He was good enough to place his hand on top of my head to make sure I didn’t bump it as he put me in the back of the police car.  
 Sitting in the dark, I felt terrible for Sarah, but I couldn’t help feeling pretty crappy for myself as well. I didn’t blame myself for her death, but I had to consider that had I not moved in with her, she would still be alive.  
 I still didn’t understand what the business with Daniel had been about or why Dmitry and Jezebel had come for me, but I had enough problems here to deal with now to waste any effort worrying about whether they were ever coming back.  
 Just before the car pulled away, the coroners came out of my apartment building with Sarah’s body in a black bag. It was awful to see, and I was silent all the way to the station.  
 Despite the shenanigans with the wizard last week and the attention I got from DS Spencer then, this was my first time being arrested. It was also my first time in a police car and my first time in a police station. I had seen it on television, though, so the process of having my belongings catalogued and sealed into a box was not unfamiliar. The station was quiet, though I couldn’t tell if that was normal or unusual, whichever the case, I was taken directly to a holding area, processed and put into a cell within about fifteen minutes of arriving. It felt very efficient.  
 Again, I was asked if there was anyone I wanted them to call, but there wasn’t. I thought about Otto Schneider again, the wizard would be a useful ally tonight. But I needed him when Daniel came for me earlier, not now. If they kept me here, I would need to message Professor Grayhawk at the library to let him know I wouldn’t be in work again. Tomorrow was Friday and the end of my second week, yet I had only managed to work four days out of nine so far. I could deal with letting him know later; I didn’t want people to know about this if I could avoid it.  
 I sat in my cell, with my legs crossed and my prosthetic foot off so I could rub the stump. Massaging the nub of my left leg, I stared at the wall and wondered if I would be able to sleep. No doubt there would be another session of questions at some point. They had to wait for a legal counsel to be appointed to me first, and I would get to talk to that person before I had to talk to the police again. That delay gave me a little time to consider what I might be able to tell them. 
 Half an hour later, my eyes were still boring a hole in the wall opposite the bed, yet I hadn’t come up with anything even remotely plausible to explain the scorch marks, Sarah’s death, or anything else. I chuckled, wondering what would happen if I just pushed soul essence into my arm and showed everyone. Nothing good, most likely. I’d probably wind up in a secret government laboratory somewhere.  
 I pointed my hand at the cell door lock and mimed blowing a hole through it. Maybe I should have taken Daniel up on his offer of training. Or gone with Benjamin. Had I done either thing I wouldn’t be sitting here in this cold cell now and Sarah would still be alive. 
 Pissed off, I shuffled around and laid down. At some point, I guess exhaustion caught up with me because I came to suddenly and in a confused state having fallen asleep. There was shouting coming from outside somewhere; that was what had roused me. When a scream followed it, I hopped off the bed and up to the thin letterbox grate in the door to see out. I couldn’t see anything. Straining left and right and shoving my eyeballs into the hole made no difference.  
 Then a bright flash of light from somewhere down the corridor told me things I didn’t want to know, and a cackle of amused laughter got me moving.  
 I haven’t had my prosthetics long. Just two months since they fitted the first one and only six weeks with the improved hand. Initially, I was given a rubber hand. It didn’t do anything. It just fitted over the end of the stump which ended about an inch shy of my wrist. They wanted me to get used to it but through some divine piece of serendipity, I was chosen to be the recipient of a new type of prosthesis a Japanese company had developed. They were still in trial phase, but I was offered a hand that was essentially a hand. It had fingers and a thumb and moved just like the real thing. Sensors attached to my forearm read electrical signals coming from my brain and I had to then train it to interpret what I wanted it to do into real movement. I learned fast and could drink my coffee using my prosthetic hand and not spill a drop in under a week. It was waterproof, though they advised against immersing it in water, and it was strong. It made the task of putting my foot on a lot easier too. My foot didn’t get amputated by the blast the way my hand did, but it was too much of a mess for them to save. They managed to keep my ankle joint which meant my prosthetic foot worked more like a real foot than most amputees. It still took a while to get on straight though with a sleeve that rolled all the way up to my knee.  
 Frantically, I flattened the sleeve down and pulled my cotton flannel bottoms back up. Something was out there, and it was fighting the police. I heard screams and could still hear the cries of wounded echoing along the corridor. I heard shooting too but the cackle of laughter I heard a minute ago was now discernible as at least two people. The shooting had to be the cops fighting back, but if this was more like Jezebel and Dmitry, I had to question whether bullets would hurt them.  
 I wasn’t planning to hang around to see what happened when they found me in my cell. Daniel warned me there would be more of them and he hadn’t been wrong. He would have been useful to have around for help, but he wasn’t, so I was going to have to help myself. Maybe I could draw them away from the cops too, save a few lives if it was only me they were after.  




Chapter 9

 After it happened by itself the first few times, I discovered I could draw the magic out of my body whenever I wanted to. With no one to show me what else I might be able to do with it, all I had ever done was create orbs to shoot. Having seen Daniel use it differently, I would attempt to recreate the thin whip of light, but to do that, I would need to get myself somewhere private. A week ago, I practiced in the woods near Sarah’s apartment, blasting a tree until it all but fell over. Now I was going to try to blast my way out of this cell.  
 What could I do against steel? I was just about sure it was going to ricochet and blow off my other foot. Wincing like a pussy, I lined up my hand, gritted my teeth and then let it rip.  
 I heard it hit the steel and nothing bad happened, so I opened my eyes. The door was slightly bowed, and it was glowing where the steel had absorbed the source energy.  
 ‘Come on, Anastasia, put some balls into it,’ I cursed myself out. Putting my good leg back to brace myself, this time I really focused.  
 This time when it hit the door, the sound it made was vastly different. I still had my eyes closed so I didn’t know quite what came out of my right hand, but the door flew open and was hanging on by one hinge when I opened my eyes again.  
 Then I was moving, adrenalin thrusting me out of my cell and into the corridor beyond. My jaw felt set now; I was in fight or flight mode and it felt familiar - I was ready for either. The sound of fighting came from my left so conventional wisdom told me to go right. As fast as I could. However, I hesitated, twitching with indecision because I wanted to see who or what was after me now, if indeed I was the target at all.  
 Common sense finally caught up with me, propelling me into flight mode, but I had already waited too long. Before I could escape, a man that clearly wasn’t a cop or a lawyer, came into view. He was broad like a man who had spent his life shifting heavy things around; his shoulders looked like blocky slabs of muscle. I got a smile from him, his startling eyes much the same as Daniel’s in their deep blue intensity, but where Daniel was handsome, this chap really wasn’t.  
 He and I locked eyes for a heartbeat, neither of us moving until a second man joined him, too close in his features to be anything other than a brother. This one didn’t smile, and he had a glowing red orb of hellfire in his right hand. He made to throw it in my direction, delayed slightly by having to step around his brother which gave me the time to loose a panicked shot of my own.  
 Brother number one caught it in his hand. 
 I said a bad word and started running.  
 As I hit the next turn in the corridor and ducked down it, the whole world around me exploded. Whatever weapon they fired, it ripped through the wall, showering me in pieces of brick and plaster. The shockwave also picked me up and threw me into the brickwork.  
 I was having a great evening. 
 Aware enough that I could deal with things like pain, concussion and bleeding later, I stumbled on, telling my legs to just keep going. The cackle of laughter echoed behind me again and I heard more shouts - the police were still trying to fight them.  
 All I had to do right now was get away, but as I reached another junction and took another turn, I realised I couldn’t even get that right.  
 I was in a dead end. 
 It was the dead bit that I was most upset about.  
 ‘Well, screw it!’ I muttered in anger. I ran to the end of the corridor, just to confirm there was no hidden door, then turned around and got ready to do as much damage as possible. I wasn’t feeling very confident. Daniel, Dmitry and Jezebel, and now these guys, they were all vastly different from the shilt I had been dealing with. Fighting Sean McGuire had been like this, he had skills and abilities far beyond what I could do, and these people were stronger still. Far stronger, far more capable, and so far my efforts in fighting them were little more effective than using harsh language. That didn’t mean I wasn’t going out without a fight though. 
 Back when I was a soldier, I thought about death a few times. I think most of us did. I guess I always hoped that if it came down to it, I would go out on my feet, kicking and screaming all the way. Now it looked like that wish might come true. 
 The brothers came into the corridor and paused when they saw me facing them. Their presence at the police station was no coincidence; they were here for me. They took their time, each of them conjuring balls of dark red energy into their hands and I waited. I waited because I knew I couldn’t harm them with what I could wield. I just threw everything I had at one of them and he caught it like we were playing catch in our backyard. So, how about if I let them hit me instead? 
 I didn’t get enough time to talk myself out of the plan because the ugly pair both let rip with both hands at the same time. Four balls of screaming death filled the corridor, which gave me just enough time to decide that this was a really dumb plan before they hit me, the force picking me up to slam me into the wall.  
 Honestly, if I could have hit the wall any harder, I probably would have gone through it. How I stayed conscious I will never know, but I wasn’t glad for it. My mouth filled with blood just as my lungs emptied of oxygen, and I fell to the floor. 
 My dumb plan had been to spindle the energy inside me just like I had inadvertently done before with Dmitry, but whether I was too battered and bruised to do so, or just didn’t know how, it didn’t matter because there was no way I could get up to fight these guys off now.  
 Suddenly there was noise all around me; the sound of rending bricks as the walls came apart. Not that I could make sense of the sounds my brain could identify, but when cold air washed over me, I knew that something in my environment had changed.  
 A voice said, ‘Anastasia, now might seem like a good time to renegotiate our deal.’ I didn’t need to see him to know that it was Daniel speaking. ‘You’re about to be taken by two of the nastiest demons I know. They will hand you over because they are under instruction to do so. However, there might be slightly less of you left by the time they do.’ I groaned and rolled onto my side. I really wanted to get up and fight for myself. I really wanted to go out for cheesecake too and that wasn’t going to happen either. ‘Shall I take that as a yes, Anastasia?’  
 I groaned again and tried to get my arms under my body to lever myself up, but when the boom of more blasts screamed over my head in both directions and the bright light from them penetrated even my closed eyelids, I reluctantly lifted a thumb and agreed.  
 Above me, Daniel said, ‘Jolly good.’ Then I felt my collar get yanked and I flew backwards out of the police station and into the air.  
 When I landed, I was back on the cold slab of stone in the woods with the castle ruins around me. I was gasping for breath and I felt like I had just been dropped from a ten story building, but despite the pain, I knew I had made the wrong choice when Daniel said, ‘Now it’s time to begin your training.’ 




Chapter 10

 ‘Focus.’ It was about the two-hundredth time Daniel had said the word in the last hour. My problem with his method of instruction was that I didn’t understand it. I would happily focus my core if I knew how. ‘Think about how it felt when you spindled the source energy for the first time. When Dmitry hit you with it, you did it automatically.’ 
 ‘I know,’ I replied, trying to keep my voice from taking on a whiney edge.  
 ‘Then you must be able to do it again, Anastasia. You just need to focus. Now, prepare yourself.’ 
 ‘I’m not sure I can keep doing this,’ I complained though I was certain he wasn’t about to relent. He wasn’t. As I raised my right hand to the ready position, he threw yet another blast of hellfire at me. Just like the last two-hundred of them, it knocked me on my arse and made sparkly lights appear in front of my eyes. 
 ‘Dammit, Daniel, I can’t do this.’ The ground felt nice underneath me, I was going to lay here for a while and think about not getting up. 
 ‘Yet, Anastasia. You cannot do it yet,’ he chided me yet again. ‘We will try a different skill.’ 
 ‘Really?’ I lifted my head to look at him. We had been practicing the one thing since we got here and that was my fault. Daniel asked what I wanted to learn, and I thought it would be a good thing if I could defend myself. Basically, he was trying to arm me with a bigger gun but that wasn’t going so well.  
 Alongside my complaint about his instructional technique, Daniel also wasn’t very forthcoming with information. He kept saying, ‘All in good time, Anastasia,’ and. ‘Don’t run before you can walk, Anastasia.’ Unsurprisingly, I had a lot of questions. They started with some fairly broad ones like, ‘What the hell is going on?’ But also contained more focused questions such as, ‘Are you friggin’ kidding me?’ 
 I wanted to know why I was suddenly being hunted by demons. That was what Daniel had called them. Dmitry and Jezebel and the ugly brothers, who he told me were actually called Ezekiel and Ramirez, were all demons. So was Daniel, but apparently that didn’t make him a bad person he tried to reassure me. There were lots of supernatural creatures. Some of them, such as the shilt I encountered feeding on the homeless and other weak humans, were easy to kill, but had enjoyed a long history of having no one to oppose them as they stole their way into the realm of men. Others, such as Daniel, were able to defend themselves with magic.  
 I got the impression, from things he said, that he was rather old. As in thousands of years which is how he, and others like him, had such developed skills in wielding the Earth’s source energy. But, like I said, he wasn’t exactly forthcoming with information. He didn’t answer direct questions, nor did he accidentally let bits of detail slip. So, everything I had learned so far was because he wanted me to learn it. 
 What I had managed to glean from him was that at some very distant point in the past, Earth was ruled over by a race of beings who were able to channel the Earth’s primordial power, what they referred to as source energy. They called it soul essence when they used it, its intended purpose the betterment and wellbeing of all creatures. Occasionally, there was need to use it as a defensive weapon. In such circumstances, the soul essence was referred to as sinfire because they thought it abominable to use to it cause harm. However, there was a more potent version called Hellfire, which the demons used. 
 The race of magical beings were led by a supreme being. Through their magic, they ruled over all creatures, humans included, and the Earth lived in peace. Their rule was benevolent, so that all creatures prospered, even shadow creatures such as the shilt who drew on life energy to survive.  
 Then they left Earth or something, he had been very vague about it, but they were no longer on Earth to rule man and as time went on, men forgot them. However, their legend lived on, becoming the basis of religion, each belief system retelling the story of the supreme being’s rule a different way.  
 Basically, there had been a god-like being and he had ruled over the earth. Something had caused them to leave – I don’t think they had a choice about it, and they were unable to come back to Earth. However, recently that began to change but even now, though he could conjure a portal and travel there, he wasn’t able to stay for long. He hadn’t explained the how or why of that either. People saw them, Daniel’s race of demons, the shilt, and other creatures but didn’t notice them. The demons look human, the shilt wear an enchantment which makes them look human, I knew that much already, and the other creatures were wise enough to keep to the shadows. Nevertheless, they have been seen but with no name for them, we called them demons and for hundreds of years, the tales of ghosts, vampires, werewolves and other creatures, most especially demons, were all true. Sort of.  
 I pushed myself up onto my elbows. ‘How do you move between realms?’  
 He laughed at the question. ‘Young lady, you are human. You will never be able to learn that skill. It is simply beyond you.’ I thought about Otto. He was human and he could move between the realms. I didn’t bring him up though, choosing to play my cards close to my chest as much as possible. Daniel said, ‘I propose to teach you a healing spell.’ He crossed the scrubby grass to stand over me, then pushed source energy from both his hands. I tensed, imagining that I was about to feel extreme pain, but as it touched me, I felt the bruises and aches of the last few hours melting away.  
 The source energy had a green tinge to it this time and as it spread through my body, seemingly being absorbed by my skin, I swear I could feel it healing me. Then I sat bolt upright and stared at my left hand as a thought occurred to me. 
 ‘I’m afraid not,’ Daniel said, mockingly. ‘It will sooth aches and dull pains, but no magic can grow back missing parts.’  
 Disappointed but stoical, I shrugged and enjoyed the feeling of free movement I now had in my shoulders and back. He stopped, the last tendrils of source energy seeping into me as he stood back again. I felt much the same as I might after a long and luxurious massage.  
 ‘You can teach me that?’ I asked, getting to my feet. 
 ‘There are many skills I can teach you, Anastasia, but they are not without a price. The question you must answer is whether you are prepared to pay it?’  
 ‘Okay, Daniel, you are going to have to drop the cryptic shit for a minute and put your cards on the table. I need to know what it is that you are asking me to do.’ 
 Daniel steepled his fingers in front of his face and rested his lips on them as he thought about how to answer. ‘There is an … artefact that I need you to obtain for me. It is hidden in a place from which I cannot easily retrieve it.’ 
 ‘Why?’ He looked up at me. ‘Why can you not get it?’  
 Again, he considered how to answer, never giving me more information than he wanted to. ‘Ancient magic. All you need to know is that it will be safe for you to get it, but not safe for me.’  
 ‘So that’s it? I get this thing for you, and you will teach me how to use the magic I have inside me?’  
 ‘There is one more thing.’ 
 I knew there would be. ‘What is it?’ 
 ‘You have to agree to be my student.’ 
 I furrowed my brow at him. ‘I thought I already had. You are giving me instruction. That makes me your student.’ 
 ‘This is more formal than that. It is a blood bond between the two of us.’ 
 ‘Hold up.’ I raised a hand to stop him. ‘What am I getting into here?’ 
 ‘An agreement. Nothing more.’ 
 I eyed him suspiciously. ‘You might not like it, but I don’t entirely trust you, Daniel. Not so long ago you were trying to capture me by force. You grabbed my hair and used source energy to create a magical lasso which you then tortured me with. Plus, I watched you unleash creatures which I know do harm to people. Why should I trust you?’ 
 ‘Would you like me to put you back in the police station? I can return you there if you prefer.’ 
 I shot him a grim look. He was twisting my arm and he knew it. I couldn’t go back, or, at least, I didn’t want to go back. If it were just the police I had to face, I might accept my fate and, knowing that I wasn’t Sarah’s killer, believe that I could fight my way to justice. The police weren’t the problem though; the Ugly brothers were. If I ran from Daniel, I was just going to end up with them instead. Or Jezebel and Dmitry, or whoever the next pair to arrive were. My only option was to play this out for as long as I could and learn from him. Learn some skills that would allow me to fight for myself.  
 ‘Who is Benjamin?’ I asked, electing to shift the subject completely. Now it was Daniel’s turn to cut his eyes at me. He recovered almost instantly, but I spotted the look of annoyance as it passed across his face. I pressed him, ‘He was content to fight you earlier, and you fled, but he wasn’t like the Ugly brothers or Dmitry and Jezebel. He used soul essence that looks like mine too.’ 
 With a dismissive wave, Daniel said, ‘Benjamin is on the other side. He is not your friend, though he will pretend to be so until he gets from you that which he needs.’ 
 ‘That’s sounds remarkably like the deal you are offering, Daniel,’ I pointed out. ‘What do you mean, other side? Other side of what?’  
 ‘Enough questions,’ he snapped, showing irritation and impatience for the first time. ‘You have a simple choice, Anastasia. Stay here and learn, agree to be my student or return to the realm of men and give my best wishes to Ezekiel and Ramirez.’ 
 He had me and he knew it. So, with no choice that I could see, I let my shoulders slump and accepted whatever it was that I was signing myself up for. ‘Okay. I agree to be your student. How do we do the blood bond thing?’  

Daniel smiled at me, the satisfied grin of a person who had got what they wanted. Then he untucked the bottom of his shirt and started taking it off. ‘The blood bond has to be sealed by us having sex,’ he announced as he bared his toned midriff.  
 I took a pace back, his words sinking in. ‘Say what now?’ 
 He paused with his shirt in one hand, fixed me with a serious look and then burst out laughing. ‘My word, you should see your face.’ He slapped his right thigh and tipped his head back. It was that funny apparently. ‘You’ll forgive me my little joke.’ 
 ‘Will I?’ I mumbled quietly with a painted-on smile. 
 He slipped his shirt back over his shoulders, leaving the front open. ‘I need a prick of your blood,’ he said, producing the hat pin again. ‘Give me a thumb.’ 
 I only had one thumb he could get blood from, so I held out my right hand, biting my lip with indecision as I did. Something about this felt very wrong. Too late to change my mind, he grabbed my right wrist with his left hand, stabbed my thumb with the hat pin held in his right hand and quickly caught my thumb so the drop of blood was uppermost. 
 He moved fast, his movements hurried as if I might yet change my mind and deny him the thing he wanted to achieve. Focused entirely on my right hand, he changed his grip to use both hands on my one, then moved in closer and touched my thumb to his chest.  
 I felt a pulse of energy, as if something transferred to him and tried to yank my hand away. He let go just as I yanked it, causing me to fall backwards to the ground. On his chest was a thumb print, but it wasn’t blood, it looked more like a brand as if my thumb had burned him. 
 I stared at my thumb; the print was missing. ‘What did you just do?’ I asked. 
 ‘I accepted you. You gave yourself to me and I accepted you. We are bonded now as demon and familiar.’ 
 ‘Familiar!’ 
 ‘Or you could use the word student if you prefer,’ he replied with a shrug. 
 I bunched my right hand into a fist. ‘Which is it?’ Daniel was nonchalantly buttoning up his shirt again, unconcerned about my anger brimming over. It was time to give him a fat lip.  
 Propelled by anger, I stepped into his personal space, my right hand beginning to start its forward motion. He wasn’t looking my way, but he would sense my presence any second, turn to face me and get my knuckles right on his smarmy chin.  
 That’s not what happened at all though. Instead, he said, ‘Incensus.’ And I stopped moving. I didn’t choose to; I made no conscious decision to send instruction to my muscles. I just stopped. And I did so, so fast, that I fell over.  
 Nothing worked. I was frozen solid. Or I was as limp as a dead fish. I couldn’t decide which, but I lay there on the ground with nothing working but my eyes and lungs as Daniel moved to stand over me. His legs straddled my shoulders. Then he crouched down to squat above me and put his left knee on the ground.  
 ‘I meant what I said, Anastasia Aaronson. I will train you and I will treat you as my student. You willingly gave yourself over to the dominion of a demon though, so… I do kind of own you. And I can make you do things if I choose to.’ Then he stood up again and stepped away from me, finishing the task of buttoning his shirt as he did. ‘Incantus.’ As he said the word, all my control returned. I felt it flow back into me which was the strangest feeling and it came with a large side order of rage. I had been tricked and I wanted to hit something. 
 No, I wanted to hit Daniel, but as I pushed myself off the cold ground and back to upright, he waggled a finger of warning at me. ‘Would you like me to stun you again?’ he asked rhetorically. ‘I can do so quite easily now that you are bound to me.’ 
 ‘You lied to me,’ I snarled. 
 He nodded his head a little as he conceded the point. ‘Yes. It was necessary though and really you should be thanking me.’ 
 ‘Thanking you?’ I snarled again. I really wanted to bounce a rock off his head. Or his head off a rock perhaps. 
 ‘Jezebel and Dmitry would have turned you over to someone you would not want to spend time with. There are far worse beings than me in this realm. I have tried to treat you with respect.’ 
 ‘Lying to me isn’t respectful. How about you tell me the truth for once? How about you tell me why Jezebel and Dmitry, the Ugly brothers, and you were all after me and how it is that I am interesting enough to be hunted in the first place? Why don’t you tell me that?’ I crossed my arms and stared at him, using my expression to back up my body language: I wasn’t doing anything until I got some answers.  
 Daniel seemed to weigh up his options for a moment, then decided. ‘I’m hungry. Let’s get supper,’ he suggested brightly. 
 Showing off my great intellect, I said, ‘Huh?’ 




Chapter 11

 While I frowned in confusion, Daniel crossed the distance between us, grabbed my arm just as I tried to yank it out of his reach and pulled me through a pool of shimmering air.  
 We emerged in a garden at night, standing on a lawn bearing stripes from being recently mowed and surrounded by well clipped hedges and bushes quite visible in the moonlight beneath a cloudless sky. It was rather nice. Ahead of us was a large house. If I had to guess, I would have said we were in Hampshire. 
 ‘Where are we?’ I asked, walking swiftly to catch up with Daniel who had started toward the house and left me behind as I looked around.  
 ‘Home.’ 
 ‘Whose home?’ 
 ‘Mine.’ 
 ‘Okay. Soooo, where are we?’ 
 ‘Still in hell.’ I thought that was going to be the end of it, but he finally relented. ‘Alright, I suppose I have to tell you something just so that you don’t seem utterly stupid when you meet other demons.’ We reached a door, which wasn’t locked, and went inside. Inside was just as nice as outside but if we were in hell then they used the same interior decorators as we got on earth because it could be any family home in England.  
 I followed him through it, gawping at the furnishings and oil paintings and mostly thinking that the heavy metal album covers had it all wrong. Daniel started talking as we reached the kitchen. ‘A little more than four thousand years ago, the earth was ruled over by a supreme being. I told you that already, right?’ 
 ‘God?’ I asked. 
 ‘Sort of. He wasn’t omnipotent or immortal though, and he didn’t create earth and man and all that stuff. He was just magical and powerful. He wasn’t the first supreme ruler, there had been plenty before him; a long line of them in fact, all from the same family.  He was a benevolent ruler, which is to say that he barely ruled at all. Man worshipped him because, to them, the things he and the rest of us could do was unexplainable. There were dissenting voices among our community though, two factions beginning to appear as man fought man and slaughtered each other for no good reason while the supreme being did nothing about it. In the end, he was betrayed and murdered by his own son, who believed he would then become the new ruler.’ 
 ‘That’s not what happened though,’ I said, feeling myself being drawn into the fascinating tale. I didn’t know if this was real or not but given everything else that had happened to me recently, I could hardly reject his fanciful story offhand.  
 ‘No. That’s not what happened. The supreme being levied a death curse which cast our race, and all the other magical races who might hurt man, into a new dimension, one that sits parallel to Earth. War broke out between the two sides, each blaming the other for the supreme being’s death and the predicament we now found ourselves in. The war didn’t last long.’ 
 Daniel had taken bread from a container by the kitchen sink and cheese and ham from the refrigerator. He offered me a plate which I took but I was too keen for more information to worry about eating. ‘How come?’ I asked. ‘How come the war ended so quickly? Did one side win?’ 
 He flipped his eyebrows in amusement. ‘No. Neither side won. We soon realised that no one was dying. Part of the death curse was to make all the magical beings immortal. We could throw whatever source energy and spells we wanted at each other, use mortal weapons or drop boulders on people’s heads. Nothing killed us.’ 
 Then I got it. He kept talking about the murder and the war that followed in the first person – he was there. ‘How old are you, Daniel?’ I asked. 
 He started to butter the bread, pointing to the large range oven and grill with the knife. ‘Would you like your sandwich grilled?’  
 ‘What? Oh, yeah, I suppose. Nevermind that though. How old are you?’  
 He shrugged. ‘More than four thousand. We were always far longer lived than the humans, but everyone got frozen at whatever age they were.’ He looked to be in his late twenties, maybe thirty at a push.  
 ‘So, you all just learned to get along?’ 
 This time he chuckled. ‘Not exactly. Just because we couldn’t be killed didn’t mean that we couldn’t be hurt. However, our wounds healed quickly and both sides swiftly tired of trying to kill each other. We were trapped in a new realm – a new version of Earth, and unable to influence humanity and the self-destructive course it chose. With nothing but time on our hands, we learned. We practiced using source energy as each side looked for ways to get back to earth and prepare for when we could once again rule the planet.’ 
 ‘But you are back on Earth?’ I questioned, now baffled about what was going on. 
 ‘We cannot stay there.’ 
 ‘Why not?’ 
 ‘Just accept it, Anastasia,’ he snapped. Then he softened his voice again. ‘For more than three thousand years we were unable to cross over at all. In the last few centuries, more and more of us have found that we can push through for a brief amount of time. The shilt were the first to discover a way though, driven by hunger mostly as they were forced to feed on animals here rather than humans, which, as I am given to understand it, is far less satisfying.  We are getting stronger and able to stay in the mortal realm for longer which most believe points to the supreme being’s death curse finally being broken.’ 
 ‘What will happen then?’  
 Daniel fished a large skillet from a cupboard beneath the counter and showed me the sandwiches. ‘I like mine buttered on the outside,’ he said, asking me if I wanted the same.  
 I nodded quickly to get his focus back on my questions. ‘Come on, Daniel. What will happen then?’ 
 ‘Then we fight for dominion over the earth,’ he replied as he lit the hob and pressed the buttered sandwiches into the pan. ‘Both sides believe they have the right to rule but each has a very different idea about what that rule might look like.’ 
 I was taking in everything he said, but everything he told me just generated another bunch of questions. I needed a note pad to keep up with the queue forming in my head. ‘Which side are you on?’ 
 ‘The right one,’ he answered over his shoulder as he worked the sizzling snack around and flipped it over.  
 I wasn’t going to be dismissed by such a rubbish response though. ‘I need to know more than that, Daniel.’ 
 He turned to stare at me now though, his expression hard. ‘No, you don’t, Anastasia. You need to know that I have a task for you that you agreed to perform and that you are my student. I will prepare you for what is ahead.’ 
 ‘But …’ 
 ‘No. No more. I have told you that which you need to know. Now eat. You learned nothing in our earlier session. Soon we will start again, and I will teach you to defend yourself.’ 
 I liked the sound of that, but I wasn’t done picking at him for information. I took a bite of my sandwich to show that I was eating, only realising just how ravenous I was when the taste hit my mouth. My phone, which was my way of telling the time, was still in storage back at Rochester police station. The series of events this evening made me lose track of time but I didn’t get to eat my pizza for dinner and it had to be after midnight now.  
 Trying my luck with a change of subject, I asked. ‘How come your house looks like it should be on the cover of Country Life magazine? If you were all trapped here four thousand years ago, how do you get hold of modern building materials?’ 
 He chewed his mouthful of sandwich and swallowed, then got up to fetch a glass of water from the tap. ‘The two realms occupy the same space. This is a real house that someone lives in back on Earth. I can stay here at the same time because it isn’t the same time. It isn’t even the same reality. We can choose to live anywhere, so most demons live in rather nice houses. I think quite a few live in Buckingham Palace and the White House.’ 
 ‘You’ve got to be kidding me.’ 
 I didn’t get to hear his answer to that particular question though because a loud thumping emanated from somewhere. It sounded exactly like someone knocking on the front door, which, as it happens, was exactly what it was.  




Chapter 12

 Daniel excused himself and left me in the kitchen as he went to see who his visitor was. As soon as he was out of sight, I padded silently after him. I still had to work out how to escape him and free myself from whatever was happening. That was when I realised he deflected my question about why people were after me by offering me supper. It had worked too, the sneaky git giving me too many other things to look at and wonder about, so my original question was forgotten.  
 Getting answers would be nice, but not as nice as escaping. I looked for a way out. There was nothing to stop me leaving, but then where did I go? I was ready to believe that we were not on Earth, or, as Daniel explained it, my version of Earth. So, if I left here, I was still stuck in hell or wherever this was. Perplexed by my limited options, I accepted that I had to stay with Daniel until he took me home and then I could try to escape.  
 Since I could do little else, I snuck through the house to get close enough to hear what Daniel was saying. Muffled voices carried through from a room near the front of the house. I put my ear up to the gap between door and frame. 
 ‘Do you think I will let you keep her?’ The other voice sounded older and deeper than Daniel’s. 
 It was easy to identify Daniel’s voice when he replied. ‘She is bound to me.’ 
 ‘You bound her!’ the other man roared.  
 ‘Naturally,’ replied Daniel, calmly. ‘How else could I guarantee no one would try to steal her from me? That is what you wish to do, isn’t it, Nathaniel?’  
 No reply came, and I could see the other man silently seething. When he finally spoke, his voice came out as a growl. ‘He instructed you to find me a familiar before furnishing your own needs and now I hear of a mortal able to create soul essence only to discover you have already claimed her for yourself. You need to watch your ambition, Daniel. It will get you into trouble. You already have enough enemies.’ 
 ‘Your threats bore me, Nathaniel. We are all immortal; what is it that you propose to threaten me with? Will you take away my chocolate ration? Send me to my room? You forget that we are all equals now. The old hierarchy is long forgotten.’ 
 ‘Only you have forgotten it, Daniel. Tell me, will you still be immortal when the curse is broken?’ Nathaniel sneered. 
 ‘Will you be powerful enough to stop me?’ Daniel countered. ‘While you have rested on your laurels and had others do your bidding, I have worked and striven and will be at the top of the pile when we return to Earth. Maybe then you will be my underling and not the other way around.’ Daniel was throwing down the gauntlet, challenging the other demon openly.  
 Nathaniel didn’t rise to it though. Instead he said. ‘He wants to see her. Bring her to him so he can see for himself what she is capable of. If she can be used, it will not be you that gets to wield her.’ 
 When Daniel replied, he sounded perfectly happy. ‘Please tell him that I shall be along smartly. The girl needed food and is starting to smell.’ I frowned and gave myself an experimental sniff. ‘I need to tidy her up a bit before I show her to anyone.’  
 ‘Don’t take too long about it,’ Nathaniel growled another warning. Then I heard footsteps moving toward the door, felt my adrenaline spike and tiptoed as fast as I could to get out of sight, getting around the corner just before it opened.  
 As Daniel jovially wished his visitor a great rest of his day, which I was certain he didn’t mean, I risked a quick peek. Nathaniel was a great bear of a man, twice Daniel’s age and twice his weight. He was also taller and broader and had the look of a wrestler rather than an overweight man. 
 Before either could spot me, I snuck back to the kitchen to finish my sandwich and pretend I never left. I missed whatever they said on the doorstep, but Daniel bore a happy look when he returned a moment later. Whether his smile was genuine or fake, I couldn’t tell.  
 He picked up his half-eaten sandwich, looking at it with annoyance. ‘Now the cheese has gone all cold. Don’t you just hate when that happens?’ 
 ‘I sure do. That’s why I finished mine when it was good and hot.’ 
 ‘You weren’t outside the door listening to everything we said?’ 
 My cheeks coloured as I fought to resist blushing. He knew, so I didn’t bother to lie, and grabbed control instead. ‘Who is Nathaniel? Did he used to be your boss or something? And who is the he that he kept referring to?’ 
 ‘The he?’ 
 ‘Yes, he will want to see her. He wants to know what she is capable of. Is he talking about God?’ 
 Daniel spluttered with laughter. ‘No. Nevermind all that. There’s work to do and the sun will be coming up in a few hours.’ Without warning, he pulled me to join him at the end of the table, yanking me off balance as he did and then I fell through the shimmering air behind him as he stepped through it, pulling me behind him. 




Chapter 13

 I recognised where we were immediately. Rochester Cathedral is a very distinct shape, but I had been standing on this exact spot just a few hours ago and knew it well. For the first time since Dmitry and Jezebel came for me in my pokey flat, I was less than a mile from home and in a place from which I could escape.   
 Perhaps Daniel sensed my thoughts for his hand still gripped my arm. I could bide my time though, look for my chance and maybe find a weapon to use against him. I wanted to know what we were doing here, so I asked him, ‘What are we doing here?’ I was already shivering from the cold.  
 ‘This was part of the bargain, Anastasia. One might even say it was the bargain. If you remember, I promised to train you and you were to retrieve an artefact for me that I cannot retrieve for myself.’ I did remember but that still didn’t answer why we were now at the Cathedral. For once, he was good enough to explain things. ‘Inside this building there is an ancient artefact. It was left on Earth when the curse tore us from this realm and subsequently hidden inside this holy place by men. I need you to go in and get it.’ 
 ‘Why?’ 
 ‘Because I cannot step foot on holy ground. It drains me. It drains all my kind though none of us know why. If I go inside, I will most likely collapse, though I would, of course, leave before that occurred. The point is that I cannot retrieve the artefact and need you to do it.’ 
 ‘Okay. Actually, I meant, why do you want it?’ 
 I was making him impatient with all my questions, not that I gave a damn if I annoyed him. He sighed an aggravated sigh anyway, huffing out a breath as he decided it would be easier and swifter to just tell me something. ‘Because Nathaniel is right: I am ambitious. The curse will break soon, we can all feel it weakening. When it does, I want to be able to protect myself against those enemies I have made and claim my place in the new kingdom.’ 
 I guess they were all good reasons. He had a habit for the theatrical though, that was something I had noticed, and rarely gave me a straight answer. For instance, he kept calling it an artefact but hadn’t said what it was. ‘So, what is it?’ I asked. 
 Daniel skewed his lips to one side. ‘I don’t know.’ I levelled my disbelieving face at him, certain he was lying. He added, ‘It’s a powerful artefact that will help me solidify my powerbase and that’s reason enough to want it. Man hid it here but in order to know they ought to do that, they must have been guided to do so by the other side.’  
 ‘Okay, okay. I’ll fetch it. Can I get some warmer clothing after that, please? It’s freezing out here.’ I was doing my best to play along and be nice. If I could make him think I wasn’t dangerous, it would make me more so when I switched tactics.  
 ‘A word of warning, Anastasia: you cannot touch it. To do so will kill you.’ 
 My forehead creased in confusion. ‘How do I pick it up then?’ 
 He looked at me as if I were being completely dumb. ‘The same way they got it in there. It will be in a box. Next you will ask me where it is, and I don’t know the answer to that either.’ He held up a hand to stop me asking my next question. ‘It is beneath the floor. I know that much and there will be a marker stone above it. Most likely the marker will be set into the wall and then be found again on the floor. The artefact will be beneath the marker.’ 
 Then he drew me a picture of the marker and told me to get on with it. I really didn’t want to steal some strange and ancient demon artefact from beneath the floor of the Cathedral, but I also didn’t want to hang around outside in the cold anymore. Plus, once I was out of his sight, I could look for a way to escape; he couldn’t watch every exit simultaneously.  
 Accepting my fate, I walked around to the front door of the giant building and there I encountered my first snag: It was locked. I wanted to ask how I was supposed to get in, but I doubted Daniel, who was keeping a respectful distance back from the building he couldn’t enter, would offer me any help.  
 I gave the doors a damned good rattle, but they were made from centuries-old, inches-thick oak and nothing short of a bomb was going to make them shift. Short of coming back in the daylight, I was going to have to break in through a side window somewhere. Cathedrals don’t have those, but my search found an addition to the ancient part of the building which looked to be no more than a few years old. It had several windows and a set of double doors; the emergency type with a bar in the centre to make egress in a fire easy. They were my best bet, if I could just get something in the gap underneath to activate the mechanism.  
 Three minutes later, I had a cut on my right palm, but I was inside, the hastily repurposed men at work sign discarded now I no longer needed it. Now to find the damned marker, retrieve Daniel’s silly artefact because I wanted to know what it was and if I could use it against him, and then see if I could get away.  
 It was dark inside the old church, the high ceiling and stained-glass windows that stretched almost all the way up to it letting in barely any of the moonlight or streetlight from outside. I didn’t have my phone to use as a torch and though I found candles, there were no matches, so I stumbled around in the dark, squinting at the walls and trying to find the mark on the wall.  
 I started at the altar, hoping that that was an obvious place for it, then went all the way to the other end where an ornate christening bath sat on a raised plinth. Finding the marker was taking too long, I just couldn’t see well enough. The walls were adorned with huge plaques, which I knew without looking would list the names of local men killed in the two great wars of the previous century. Every church in England had something like that displayed. 
 Then I spotted what appeared to be an indentation in the plaster. It was high up on the wall on the other side of the congregation’s seating area and hard to make out but appeared to be carved into the wall itself. Staring up at it and squinting, I failed to watch my step, falling over the cushions arranged between the pews for people to kneel on.   
 I put my left hand out to stop myself as I pitched forward, but the prosthetic hand just bounced off the back of the pew in front without grabbing hold, so I ended up on the stone floor and half beneath the long wooden seat. It was when I pushed down with my right hand to get back upright that my fingers found the indentation in the floor. The line my fingers traced was too deliberate and also curved so couldn’t be the edge of a slab.  
 Literally any form of lighting would do at this point, but a glance upward told me I was directly under the point on the wall where I had seen the indentation. This was it. And if it wasn’t, then it jolly well ought to be. I needed to move the pew to gain access but soon discovered the pew was too heavy for me to shift. I couldn’t get it to budge and I couldn’t convince the panels that made up the seat to move either. I needed tools and I needed light. There was nothing else for it; if I was going to get this for Daniel, I was going to have to get supplies and return. 
 Why would I do that though? Why on Earth wasn’t I even now looking for a way to escape? Cursing my stupidity, I got to my feet and wondered where I would be able to exit the cathedral without him seeing me.  
 The sound of a heavy key turning in the giant oak doors grabbed my attention and shook it. Someone was coming in! I hadn’t seen a clock at any point since I was in the police station, but it was the middle of the night outside so no one had any reason to be opening the door. Unless … 
 The door swung open but a glance at the windows told me all I needed to know without looking to see who was coming in: the staccato pulse of flashing lights illuminated the windows on one side of the building. They were faint and the police had been cautious enough to approach without sirens but there were lots of them from the look of it. I cursed quietly in the dark, ducking when a bright torch beam swung over my head. I must have tripped a silent alarm when I broke in. Taking my time, whether deliberate or not, had done me no favours.  
 ‘Stay where you are,’ ordered a man’s voice. The man was coming from the rear of the building, the officer coming my way no doubt gaining access through the doors I left open. He wasn’t alone I soon saw; another beam of light pierced the gloom just to his left and there were two more coming in through the front doors. 
 Even if I had wanted to run, there was little hope I could get away now. The police would take me and that would mean I was going to escape Daniel. It wasn’t exactly an improvement and the last time I was in police custody, Ezekiel and Ramirez turned up to get me. Nevertheless, I raised my hands and accepted defeat.  




Chapter 14

 For the second time in my life, but also for the second time in a few hours, I was read my rights. Part of the problem with having such a distinctive face was that I was so easily recognised. To add insult to injury, someone had placed a call to DS Spencer, so he turned up before I made it to the back of the waiting squad car. Being led outside, I looked around for Daniel but if he was there, he was keeping his head down for now.  
 DS Spencer pulled his car up to block my path and lit a cigarette while he made me wait. Puffing a foul cloud of it in my face as he opened his door and got out, he looked very unhappy to see me. ‘You know, Anastasia. I hate being right.’ He sat on the bonnet of his car, the suspension dipping under his weight. ‘You’re going to tell me what you are mixed up in this time so that I can make it easier for you. This is all way too big for someone like you. The two crazies that turned up to bust you out…’ 
 ‘They didn’t bust me out,’ I protested. 
 He fixed me with a tired smile. ‘You see. That’s what I’m talking about. That attitude is going to get you into a lot of trouble.’ He slammed a hand down on the car’s metalwork to make me jump. ‘So far in the last few hours you killed your flatmate, or, let’s just say she got killed because of whatever it is you are mixed up in. Then you break out of jail with the help of two giants with a light show and now you are caught breaking into a church. I won’t bother mentioning the old homeless lady you were found next to earlier this evening; it just pales into comparison. Hell, I can lower the crime rate by a noticeable percentage just by getting you off the streets. From here you’ll be taken to the station where you will be interrogated until you tell us who the two giants are. They killed two cops last night. We take that kind of thing personally.’ 
 I swallowed. It was an involuntary action, but my throat was dry, and I was beginning to feel quite worried about my future. I tried talking, ‘Look, Detective Sergeant, I know you think I’m the bad guy but I’m not. I’m really just an innocent bystander.’ 
 He didn’t believe me, but he said, ‘Okay, innocent bystander. Tell me what it is that you are innocently standing by.’ 
 I didn’t answer him. I couldn’t. I was staring at the air a few yards behind him as it shimmered, and figures began to step through it. DS Spencer saw my focus shift and glanced over his shoulder to see what was draining the colour from my face. It was Benjamin but this time he had more than just Rizelle with him.  
 ‘This,’ I leant forward to whisper in his ear. ‘This is what I am innocently standing by.’ 
 The cigarette fell from DS Spencer’s lips as he stood up and turned to face the oddly dressed group appearing from nowhere. Part of me was jubilant that he was witnessing it; trying to explain recent events would be much easier now. However, I had no idea what Benjamin was doing here, and he looked angry. 
 Cops, who had mostly been lounging around sipping coffee and waiting to get assigned to something else were suddenly alert and getting active. It wasn’t just DS Spencer that saw Benjamin and his team appear from thin air, some of the others had as well and they were all reacting.  
 ‘Police. Stop!’ yelled at least three of the officers as they advanced toward Benjamin and his team, fanning out as they came around the squad cars.  
 Rizelle whispered something unheard in Benjamin’s ear to which Benjamin nodded. The whole team of what I counted to be twelve then pushed source energy into their hands to create twenty-four deadly-looking orbs of glowing light.  
 ‘I am not permitted to hurt you,’ Benjamin’s voice rang out across the cold clear night. ‘However, I must request that you release the woman. She is far more dangerous than you can know, and her presence will cause further mayhem and bloodshed if you keep her with you.’ 
 One of the officers nearest Benjamin’s group nervously flicked a glance at his superior, a female officer with three stripes on her epaulette. She replied for all of them. ‘The woman is under arrest for breaking and entering. You will lower your hands and extinguish the lights, or I will be forced to arrest you as well. This is your only warning.’ 
 British police do not carry firearms on routine patrols, there is rarely a need for them, but it meant they had little they could threaten Benjamin with. Not that firearms would be anything more than a nuisance if they were, in fact, all immortal.  
 Benjamin said, ‘Very well.’ His voice tinged with sadness. Then he pointed to specific members of his team, ‘Disabling shots only,’ and three balls of light shot from their hands to strike the three officers. All three sank to the ground and lay still.  
 DS Spencer jumped half out of his skin and hunkered down behind his car so he could peer over the wing. I didn’t bother moving, but I did say, ‘Innocently standing by.’ He crouched down further, getting out of sight but found the time to give me an incredulous look.  
 Only the sergeant was left standing. No one was threatening her, but she was rooted to the spot, unable to move after what she just saw.  
 Benjamin extinguished the sinfire from his hands, the magical orbs reabsorbed back into his skin. As he stepped forward, walking past the sergeant as if she were no longer a factor, he said, ‘I think that will do it.’ The rest of his team doused their own energy balls and went to check the fallen officers, the faint green glow I associated with a healing spell now visible. 
 The report that none of the downed police officers were hurt pleased Benjamin but as he came closer to me, I could see that my presence here did not. ‘Anastasia, I wish you had agreed to come with me earlier. All this could have been avoided.’ 
 ‘Step back, sir,’ ordered DS Spencer, finding his balls and standing up to reveal himself. He blocked the path for Benjamin to get to me. ‘You are under arrest for the crime of…’ 
 ‘DS Spencer, isn’t it.’ DS Spencer stopped talking as he wondered how the man knew his name. ‘I make a point of doing my research. I have been watching this one for some time, you see.’ He explained with a finger wagged in my direction. 
 ‘Nevertheless, you are under…’ 
 ‘Seriously, Spencer, stop it,’ I pleaded wearily from behind him. ‘The man can wield magical energy balls. You wanted to know how I ended up with a burnt hole in my wallpaper, how it looked like there had been a fight in my kitchen? Well, you were right, there was a fight. But I didn’t kill Sarah and neither did this man or any of his colleagues. People like them did though.’ I held back from calling them demons, there was only going to be so much reality check DS Spencer could take before he just stopped listening. ‘You can’t fight them, and you can’t hurt them, but you can help me. I’m not the bad guy, remember? I’m just the innocent bystander.’ 
 Benjamin interrupted before I could say anymore. ‘Not so innocent anymore though, are you, Anastasia?’ 
 ‘Say what now?’ Why was he attacking me? I thought he came here to rescue me.  
 ‘You went into that church to steal the weapon, didn’t you?’ 
 ‘What weapon?’ I didn’t have to fake the look of mystery on my face.  
 He sniffed deeply with his eyes closed. ‘I can smell him on you. You aligned with Daniel. What did he tell you? That he is fighting for good and we are the bad guys? Or did he just promise you riches and a place at his side when he rules.’ 
 I was starting to get quite angry. I had next to no idea what was happening, I was freezing cold and all by myself in this big mess. I wasn’t one for feeling sorry for myself, doing so never got anyone anywhere, but if someone didn’t start telling me what part I was supposed to play in this daft opera, I was going to find a handy road sign and see what happened to an immortal when you hit him repeatedly in the nuts.  
 ‘He tricked me into agreeing to a blood pact. I’m his slave or something now.’ DS Spencer’s eyes went wide at the S word. ‘I was trying to find a way to escape when the cops showed up, but yes, I went into the cathedral to find an artefact of some kind. He said he didn’t know what it was and that he couldn’t retrieve it himself, so I had to do it for him. He wanted to use it to make himself more powerful.’ 
 ‘Did he tell you not to touch it?’ 
 ‘Yes. He said touching it would kill me.’ 

‘How were you supposed to pick it up then?’ asked DS Spencer.  
 I cut my eyes at him. ‘It’s in a box.’ 
 ‘Oh. Yeah, I guess that would work.’ He fell silent again.  
 Benjamin was staring at me as if trying to size me up. ‘Will you come with me this time? Daniel lied to you. You were never in any real danger. I tracked you down this evening because I sensed they might consider you interesting.’ 
 ‘No real danger?’ I scoffed. ‘Two creeps showed up in my apartment and killed my flatmate, then two more blasted their way through the police station to get to me. Daniel saved me from them.’ 
 Benjamin had a weary look on his face. ‘They are all on the same side, Anastasia. I expected you to be more perceptive than this. Daniel set them on you to scare you into agreeing to go with him. Come with us. You will be safer in Heavane.’ 
 ‘Heavane?’ 
 ‘Yes. You are more familiar with it getting called heaven. Like Chinese whispers, words change over time. It is essentially the same place and is where the angels live.’ 
 ‘You’re an angel?’ asked DS Spencer, his voice filled with awe. I had the same question, but he got there first.  
 Benjamin didn’t answer the question though. Instead, he said, ‘We cannot stay here. Daylight will break soon. Did you disturb the weapon?’ 
 ‘Hmm? Oh, you mean did I dig it up? No, I would need tools to do that.’ 
 ‘Then it is safe. The angels arranged for the weapon to be hidden where none of us could be tempted to retrieve it. No human can touch it and none of our race can set foot on the holy ground it is buried in. It has been safe there for hundreds of years, ever since our kind began to find ways to return to this realm. It must remain out of demon hands. I cannot compel you to come with me, Anastasia. I will, however, implore you to see sense and join us voluntarily. Unlike the demons, I will not bind you and we should be able to keep you away from Daniel so that he cannot compel you despite the binding he has.’ 
 It made sense to go with him; Daniel wasn’t even trying to make out that he was helping me or had my best interests at heart. However, I couldn’t bring myself to trust Benjamin either, the memory of having to fight for myself while I bled through my bandages was still very fresh. I didn’t get to answer either way because a ball of hellfire took Benjamin off his feet and scared the crap out of me. DS Spencer’s terrified eyes stared in the direction the energy blast came from, but he was frozen with fear. I gave him a shove, hard enough that he fell over on his arse, and I spun around to see where the attack had come from.  
 Daniel was racing toward me, energy coursing from his hands as he shot balls of hellfire at the team of angels. Rizelle, the only one of the angels close by me, took a blast to his chest, falling to the ground stunned just as Benjamin started to get up and was hit again. 
 The angels were returning fire, but Daniel was deflecting it and dodging it. He was trying to get to me, his course bringing him in my direction and nowhere else. Now I had a decision to make. Did I go with Daniel, who might very well have been lying about the whole thing and have set Dmitry and the others on me, or did I go with Benjamin, who claimed to be an angel and thus fighting for the side of good? I wanted option three: get on a plane to Disney World and eat ice cream, but I couldn’t see how to make that happen from my current position.  
 Daniel was closing fast and would have reached me if the angels hadn’t finally coordinated their efforts to hit him with everything at once. Where he was running toward me one moment, the next all I could see was bright light as his whole body seemed to light up from within. It burned my retinas, forcing me to look away and had the angels’ intended effect on Daniel as he tumbled from the dissipating burst of light. Smoke rose from his skin which appeared to almost be glowing from the energy it soaked up. 
 He sprawled a few feet away, his face looking at me but contorted with pain. He was conscious still and trying to say something; his lips moving, but little more than a croaking sound coming out. It was the first time I felt he was vulnerable. A little voice inside me said that this was my chance to get even with him and that right now, with Benjamin here, I could force Daniel to relinquish his hold on me – to undo the binding spell. What I ought to be doing is standing on his nuts while he lay helpless on the floor, but whether it was having the Geneva convention shoved down my throat while I was in the Army or just because he looked so pathetic and wounded right now, all I wanted to do was make sure he was alright.  
 Unable to defend himself, he was hit by another blast as one of Benjamin’s angels let rip with a wholly unnecessary shot. Daniel contorted in front of me and my indecision faltered as I moved to help him. He was wounded and looked barely conscious. I didn’t know how long it took for an immortal to recover but despite Benjamin’s warnings, I didn’t know for certain that Daniel had deceived me about Dmitry and the others. Maybe he genuinely did rescue me from a worse fate.  
 I could see the angels advancing, the downed police now forgotten as they moved in. It spurred me to step in front of Daniel which placed me in their line of fire. Ignoring shouts for me to move, I bent down to check the demon. He lifted his head slightly so I would hear his croaking voice. ‘I had to wait for them to bring you outside.’ Then he moved a hand to touch my arm and we both fell through a shimmering pool of air. 




Chapter 15

 The shift between realms caught me by surprise. One moment I was crouching above Daniel with my feet and one knee on the cold cobbled stones and the next I was pitching face forward through the stones only they were no longer there.  
 I only fell about a foot, but I still managed to land on my face. It was a mercifully soft landing, back on the lawn in Daniel’s beautiful garden.  Landing awkwardly, I was on top of him, his back to the grass and my meagre chest in his face. Pushing away to give him air, I saw that he was unconscious. 
 Daniel snatching me back to hell meant I never got to reach a decision about who to trust. The sensible decision would have been to go with Benjamin. Angels sound better than demons, right? Too late now, I was already here, and I had more questions now that Benjamin had told me a few things. Whatever I wanted to ask Daniel, it was going to have to wait because he was hurt and needed my help. He might be immortal, I had no reason to doubt that he was, but I couldn’t avoid seeing the smoke which continued to drift lazily from his clothing like he had just escaped from a burning building. 
 I’m a slight woman. I weigh not much more than one hundred pounds, but I knew I could carry Daniel to his house if I had to. I had done such things before in my army training, proving to the stronger, heavier men that I could hold my own. What annoyed me back then was constantly having to prove myself over and over again, and starting everywhere with negative credit just because I have a vagina.  
 As I grabbed Daniel’s shirt with both hands, my prosthetic left hand struggling to keep a tight grip, he came around. I intended to rock him into an upright seated position so I could get a shoulder into his stomach and hoist him onto my shoulders for a fireman’s carry, but he got what I was trying to do, and croaked, ‘I can walk.’ 
 He couldn’t though, not without me helping him. So here I am, dumb old Anastasia, helping the demon that may or may not have arranged to have her flatmate killed just to drive her into agreeing to go with him. With his arm around my shoulders for support, I stumble-walked him to the house and in through the same door we used earlier. A short corridor led us into a large lounge area with couches and a bookcase. 
 Then it all went to shit again.  
 Inside the house an ambush awaited his return. They waited for us to get inside and for me to kick the door shut before they launched the first salvo. Several orbs of hellfire struck Daniel, ripping him from my grip to send him tumbling. I got some of it too as the blast that hit him sent shooting tendrils of pain into my arm where we had been in contact with each other.  
 I hadn’t seen who sent the hellfire blast my way, but it came from my right and slightly behind me. Daniel went down and the force of the blast carried me forward with him. I let that motion continue, getting low so I could avoid the next shot and create time to see the attacker. 
 There was no time to waste on checking Daniel’s condition, but a very quick glance showed me his hands moving groggily. Either way, he wasn’t going to assist me in this battle. Then, rolling behind a couch in the daft hope that it would provide some protection, I heard the laugh. It was the same laugh I heard back at the police station last night: The Ugly Brothers were here. 
 Remembering how badly I fared against them last time, a shot of fear sent ice to my heart and a lump to my gut. Their presence here and their attack on Daniel answered the question about whether Daniel had used them to scare me into going with him though. He wasn’t that devious after all and Benjamin had either been wrong or lying.  
 Could angels lie? 
 There was no time to consider such deep concepts right now. My priority, once again, was to escape, assuming they were here for me, of course. Just ahead of me, a door led through to the rest of the house and I wanted to get some distance between the Uglys and me. Putting my head down to run in a crouch saved me as the next red-tinged ball of pain sailed over my head.  
 Then, as I made the door and dove through it a new voice drew my attention. ‘I told you not to shoot at her.’ I couldn’t be sure, but to me, it sounded like Nathaniel, the demon who visited earlier and who was upset about Daniel binding me to him. ‘What use is she if you kill her?’ 
 Then another voice I recognised answered him. This time it was Jezebel. ‘Don’t worry, she can take it. Dmitry hit her with a dose of hellfire a few hours ago and she spindled it.’ 
 Nathaniel scoffed, ‘Impossible.’  
 I didn’t hear whatever they said next because I was running. What else could I do? The question reverberated in my head – what else could I do? Suddenly I was back in command of my troop in Zannaria. If I had troops looking to me for leadership, I would find a way out or I would find a way to fight. What I wouldn’t do was accept my fate. Instead, there would be a way to turn things against the enemy, introduce an unexpected tactic that would throw them off balance.  
 Now I was thinking, and I swear I could feel my pulse rate dropping as my rising panic stilled. I already knew what I was going to do: I was going to attack. It was the most ridiculous thing I could come up with and the one thing none of them would expect. In the close confines of the house, they would be funnelled into corridors where, one abreast, they would not be able to all return fire at once.  
 They were coming already, I could hear their footsteps and their conversation, none of them feeling any need to use stealth to sneak up on the puny human. The kitchen was just to my left, so although I didn’t have much time, I decided there was time enough to grab something useful.  
 A moment later, glancing back along the corridor, the first face I saw was Dmitry’s as he strolled casually through the house. I put him on his arse earlier but, bravado, perhaps buoyed by the others around him, drove him to ignore the caution he ought to be observing. He came into the hallway with no weapon readied and wasn’t even looking where he was going, choosing instead to conduct a conversation over his shoulder with Jezebel behind him. 
 I worried the glow from the ball of fizzing sinfire in my hand would catch his attention but not until I threw it did his eyes snap around. Everything I had went into that blast, which contained some of the hellfire I caught as a glancing blow when they took out Daniel. Yet again, I had spindled it inside me to add to my own source energy. How had I done that? There was no time to consider the answer to that question because I was in a fight again.  
 Dmitry caught my blast full in the face, the force of it lifting him off his feet to tumble backward into Jezebel. She squealed in surprise as he flattened her, but what I saw was a blast far stronger and more effective than any I had ever thrown before. Maybe I had learned something from Daniel earlier. 
 Sparing myself the time for a mental fist bump, I darted back into the kitchen before anyone could send a return volley my way. This was much more like it, giving them something back instead of running away. I couldn’t beat them, but I was fairly certain Nathaniel didn’t want me hurt, which meant, for now, I could use them as target practise and test my strength.  
 The something useful I grabbed from the kitchen was a knife. Actually, I grabbed a knife and a cleaver and a meat tenderising hammer, but the cleaver went on the corridor carpet, wedged between the doorframe and the wall at an angle where it acted like a mirror. Looking at it now gave me the ability to see who was coming along the hallway next. The reflection wasn’t perfect, but it allowed me to see the hulking form of Ramirez fill the space between the walls, and then watch as his brother, Ezekiel, came along behind him. I doubted they would spot the cleaver and even if they did, my reflection would be small and indistinct. I held still because movement would give away my position, and I waited.  
 It was most likely insane, but I knew they were not expecting me to attack them even though I just hit Dmitry. Both brothers held glowing orbs in their hands, ready to be unleashed as soon as I gave them a target and just like they were ducks in a barrel, so would I be, the moment I showed myself.  
 So, I waited. Watched and waited. Just for a few seconds more. Then as Ramirez lumbered up to the doorframe and would definitely see me in the next second, I stepped up, channelled source energy through my body and out through my right hand as I pressed it against his left ear. With nowhere to go, the energy threw my arm back just as it sent his head in the opposite direction. Had he been less than immortal, it might have ripped his head clean off. I didn’t spare the time to see what damage it wrought, I did what I thought necessary and moved onto the next target: his brother.  
 Caught by surprise as his brother’s head impacted with the wall opposite, Ezekiel failed to react quickly enough as the large kitchen knife in my left hand swung upwards into his chest. It slammed home with a satisfying cry of pain from the recipient, who took a shocked step back as both his glowing orbs of hellfire dulled and went out.  
 It wasn’t much of a victory; I couldn’t really defeat them if they couldn’t be killed, but I was willing to test the theory of their immortality and, honestly, it just felt good to be giving some pain back for once.  

‘Bravo,’ said Nathaniel from behind me. ‘That was magnificent.’ He even clapped as I spun around, but then he sent twin blasts of hellfire my way and it all went dark for a moment.  






Chapter 16

 When I came to, I found that I had been bound and gagged. This had only ever happened once before in my life, when in training the army thought it a good idea for us to feel what it might be like if we were taken captive. I guess their idea was to help us avoid some of the inevitable panic we might feel by giving us an early taste. It haunted my dreams for weeks after though I never told anyone.  
 Now, it wasn’t panic I felt per se, it was concern for what might be next. Nathaniel was sitting opposite me, looking comfortable and relaxed in a large armchair. I was sitting in its twin and being silently studied by my captor.  
 ‘I thought you said not to hit her with hellfire?’ Dmitry pointed out as he came back into the room with what looked like a tumbler of whisky.  
 Nathaniel didn’t bother to turn his eyes away from me when he replied. ‘The rest of you useless idiots were already down which left me little choice.’ Unnoticed by Nathaniel, Dmitry cut his eyes at him behind his head. He didn’t like being insulted.  
 Ramirez also joined us from the kitchen, but he didn’t have a drink. He did have a question though. ‘So, what now?’  
 Nathaniel continued to stare at me as if he hadn’t heard the question. When Ramirez repeated it a few seconds later, he twitched his head to one side. ‘Ramirez, that is a good question, but the answer depends on whether you still wish to curry my favour.’ 
 ‘Curry your favour?’ Ramirez sneered. ‘We brought you everything you needed. You would never have known Daniel had her if it wasn’t for us.’ 
 Dmitry added, ‘Had you not moved so slow, you would have got to her before Daniel could bind her. It’s your fault you had to go to such great lengths.’ 
 Their comments and objections had little impact on Nathaniel who said, ‘Nevertheless, the deal was to bring me the girl and you failed to do so. I applaud double crossing Daniel, it was the right thing to do, but when he used you to get to the girl, you could have simply taken her and brought her to me.’ 
 I heard it right; they had been working with Daniel after all. The sneaky son of a bitch sent Dmitry, Jezebel and the Ugly brothers to get me as part of a show to make me agree to his help. I was gonna give him such a kick in the nuts. And to think I was worried about the beating Benjamin’s team put on him.  
 ‘Yeah, well, that didn’t occur to us until afterward,’ countered Dmitry. ‘Daniel offered us the same deal, be on the winning side when the curse is broken, but I’m not sure he has it in him to take on the big guy and win.’ 
 Nathaniel coughed out a snorting laugh of derision. ‘I’m quite certain he doesn’t have it in him.’ Then he turned his attention back to me. ‘Now, I think it is time we worked out what you are. Dmitry take off her gag, will you, please?’ 
 ‘Take it off yourself,’ he snapped. There was discord among them, they were not acting in unison and seemed to agree on very little. I observed it and tucked it away for future use.  
 Nathaniel raised a single eyebrow and tilted his head slightly as he gazed at Dmitry. Angry, Dmitry put his glass of whisky down and stomped across the room to remove my gag. In doing so, he brought the stench of his body into close proximity with my nose and I heaved inside my gag.  
 Once it was off and Dmitry moved away, I flexed my mouth and lips and jaw muscles to get some life back into them, all the while maintaining eye contact with Nathaniel. ‘Where’s Daniel?’ I demanded to know. 
 Nathaniel’s eyebrows jumped to the top of his head. ‘Is that concern I hear?’ 
 ‘Hardly.’ 
 ‘Where is the artefact?’  
 Nathaniel wasn’t wasting any time in getting to the point. I saw no reason to lie. ‘It’s still in the cathedral. You will need tools to get it out.’ 
 He pursed his lips a little as he considered what I had just said. ‘You were able to go into the church though? You could cross onto holy ground without it weakening you? 
 Frowning at him, I said, ‘Well, obviously.’ Perplexed by that news, he stood up, pacing the room a bit as he worked the information around his head. He wasn’t speaking so I figured I might as well. ‘Benjamin called the artefact a weapon. Is that what it is?’ 
 ‘Benjamin?’ Nathaniel echoed with a laughing sneer. ‘Did he also tell you that he is an angel?’ I didn’t respond, I just kept eye contact until he turned away. Nathaniel failed to expand on his question, but he felt like talking to me about the artefact. ‘I don’t think anyone knows what the artefact in Rochester Cathedral is. Its purpose has been lost in time, but the supreme being deemed it dangerous enough to make sure it stayed on earth when we did not and like many, including Daniel, I believe it may give power to whomever wields it, power that will be vital when the curse breaks.’ 
 ‘What makes you all think the curse is going to break?’ I asked, truly curious. ‘Also, can you untie me, I really need to pee?’ 
 ‘The curse has been getting weaker for centuries. Like the ripples on a pond when a stone impacts the surface, the effects of his curse are dissipating. It can be measured mathematically. Each year, we are able to spend longer on earth before we weaken, more and more of us are able to move between the realms so that now even the relatively weak demons are able to travel at will. It will not be long now; the waning of the curse’s effects, much like human population growth without us there to control it, is speeding up. The curse will soon break, and we will flood back to earth. Then we shall see who will rule and where each of us sits in that new society.’ 
 It all sounded terrifying but there were key words in his answer that he either didn’t notice using or was just too dumb to care about. He told me that they got weaker the longer they stayed in the mortal realm. The key factor to take away was that demons would soon be able to walk the earth openly and planned to take over. They had magical skills and the ability to control magic in a way that made an effective weapon. So far as I knew, I was the only human that could also do that, but I possessed no other magic skills and my sinfire was far weaker than that which they could wield as they converted the source energy into hellfire. 
 Then realisation hit me. No one told me why or how their hellfire looked different to my sinfire, but if it was different then maybe I could feel it. Closing my eyes helped me to concentrate, feel inside myself. A Buddhist monk might say I was centring my chi or something. I had no idea what that was, but in my head, I was probing my body to find something. It was intangible; it had no substance except in my imagination, but I found it; the hellfire Nathaniel hit me with.  
 They referred to it as spindled energy. I wasn’t sure how many of them could do it, but I hadn’t seen anyone else absorb a blast the way I had and then reuse it. If others, like Dmitry, could do it, surely they would have done so when I hit them with my sinfire? Daniel hadn’t done it either when Benjamin’s team attacked him. Had he been able to absorb and spindle their energy, he would have defeated them all. 
 Nathaniel hit me with twin shots of hellfire which knocked me down, but most of the energy was inside me still, waiting to be used. A small squeak of excitement escaped my lips as I sensed I had just learned something. Now I wanted someone else to shoot me with a ball of hellfire so I could see what I could do with it.  
 Nathaniel heard my squeak but misinterpreted it. ‘Dmitry untie her please before she embarrasses herself.’ I really did need to pee, so I dealt with that first. Once my hands were dry, I stared at the toilet door and considered opening it a crack and then giving it a hard kick. If Dmitry was still outside, waiting impatiently as my guard, it would smash into his face. With him momentarily stunned and the others in various parts of the house, I could find a door and escape. However, my desire to hatch an escape plan would work better if I was on Earth. From here, without someone to take me, I couldn’t get there. But what about Daniel? Would he take me. I didn’t care about demon power games and politics. I would help him get the artefact if that was what it took. At this point I didn’t care if it was a weapon. Maybe when the curse fell, given his apparent desire for position and power, he would use it to kill other demons and that would even the odds for the humans.  
 Reluctantly accepting that I had to play it cool for now, I let Dmitry follow me back to the lounge room where Nathaniel waited. Jezebel had joined him while I was out of the room, and both the Ugly brothers were now present. If I needed any further proof of their immortality, there was no sign of the knife wound in Ezekiel’ chest.  
 In the chair, where I had been sitting, was Daniel. His shirt had been lost or removed at some point so once again I got to see his impressively toned chest, arms and abs. He was nice to look at, but I still wanted to stomp on his nether region for deceiving me. He looked to be their captive, his hands tied to the arms and his feet to the legs. 
 ‘You set me up,’ I accused him almost before I was in the room. 
 He smiled at me and pulled a fake embarrassed face. ‘What can I say? I’m a demon. We are not known for going to church and being good boys.’ I expected him to deny it, or at least defend his actions, but he disarmed me with his blatant honesty so the rebuke I had cued, died on my lips.  
 Nathaniel got my attention. ‘Daniel has relinquished your binding.’ 
 ‘He has?’ I replied, surprised at the news. 
 Daniel nodded but he didn’t look happy. ‘I am handing you over to Nathaniel.’ I shook my head slowly, not liking what I was hearing. ‘Sorry, Anastasia, I have no choice. There are too many players involved and I cannot beat them all.’ 
 I was still shaking my head. I wasn’t happy about being bound to Daniel, but I was quite certain Nathaniel would be worse. ‘How about if I just say no and refuse? I was dumb enough to fall for your trick once. There’s no way you get to bind me twice.’ 
 A wicked smile crept across Nathaniel’s face. ‘I don’t need your permission, little girl. You are Daniel’s property. He can trade you like a baseball card, something which he has already chosen to do.’ Bewildered by the news, I was nevertheless shocked when the older man pulled his shirt open to reveal my thumb print over his heart. Only then did I notice that Daniel’s own chest no longer bore it.  
 Rage, which I had been trying to keep a lid on for hours erupted now, my arm rising as my palm opened to the accompaniment of eyes going wide in surprise on the other side of the room. Dmitry had already joined them so all six were facing me as I pushed the spindled hellfire into my arm along with my own source energy. Crackles of energy played along my arm, causing the fine hairs to stand up and a scream tore at my vocal cords as I put my left foot back to brace myself and let rip before the orb had time to form in my hand. 
 Unlike before, when my source energy formed a glowing ball in my right hand which I could then throw, or more accurately push at a target, this time the light came out in a sustained stream. It hit Nathaniel in his big, stupid-looking, fat head and appeared to obliterate him. The light flashed and he wasn’t there anymore. Something smashed into the wall behind where he had been standing, sending a lamp tumbling but the stream of hellfire continued as I swung it to the left to hit Dmitry and Ramirez and then to the right to take out Jezebel even as she tried to duck and finally Ezekiel who had by then managed to react and was raising his own arm to return fire.  
 When I sent a source blast at him in the police station, he just caught it like a ball. Well, he caught this too – right in the face. Only half a second had elapsed but all five were down and none of them were putting much effort into trying to get up. 
 Daniel, almost always wearing a cocky smile, now looked stunned. His mouth hung open and he looked scared when he met my eyes. ‘What the hell are you?’  
 ‘That’s getting to be a common question,’ I replied in a growl as I held my hand up to my mouth and blew on it like a wild west gunslinger blowing the smoke from his barrel after a shootout. Though I probably ought to be scared myself, I was feeling cocky. ‘They double crossed you, didn’t they?’ I asked. 
 He gulped but nodded his head. ‘They were instructed to not hurt anyone. Your friend; the flatmate?’ 
 ‘Sarah,’ I reminded him. 
 ‘I’m sorry for what they did,’ he said and sounded truly sorry for once.  
 On the carpet, Nathaniel and the others were recovering; starting to move and looking like they might soon get up. Hanging around didn’t seem like a good idea since I had no more of the hellfire left in me. I had a ton more questions to ask and suddenly I possessed a hand cannon that might make Daniel talk. Unfortunately, I had no reason to believe anything he told me. Despite that, I needed him. Hastily, I tore at the rope holding him in place. ‘Take me to Earth.’ 




Chapter 17

 The shimmying air led me back to the cathedral, but Daniel wouldn’t come with me. ‘It’s daylight,’ he pointed out. I can take you this far but now you are on your own until nightfall.’ To travel we had to have skin to skin contact, so we were holding hands as I paused half in the mortal realm and half still in hell. ‘They will come for you again,’ he assured me. 
 It was a very different version of Daniel now from the one I met last night. The cockiness was largely gone but he also acted as if he was concerned about my well-being now. ‘Why do you care?’ 
 ‘I am not the only one who is after the artefact. Others will want you to retrieve it.’ 
 ‘Then I will fight them too.’ 
 ‘They might not fight fair.’ 
 ‘Oh? And you did?’ 
 He shook his head because I wasn’t understanding him. ‘They will use tactics I would never consider. Target members of your family to force you to do their bidding. They will hear the rumours about you but will not believe them. Trust me. When I first heard of a human woman who could summon source energy, I almost ignored it as foolish shilt nonsense. I am thankful that I didn’t, but the man I sent to retrieve you was unsuccessful.’ 
 ‘Sean!’ I blurted. ‘You sent Sean McGuire to get me. That was you?’ 
 ‘Yes,’ he replied, a slight frown creasing his forehead as if he couldn’t understand what I was upset about. ‘I killed the shilt who reported your story, doing my best to quash it before anyone else heard, but the word is out now. You have killed many shilt, but enough have survived you and returned to the immortal realm in the last week for the other demons to hear the tale. What you can do will be considered of value even to those who do not seek the artefact. Nathaniel says the big guy wants to see you. When he hears that I have returned you to Earth he will send his best to capture you. If I can, I will return at sunfall. My need for the artefact has grown infinitely; it may be the only thing that will appease him.’ 
  ‘Hold on. You keep referring to the big guy and when I asked if you meant god earlier, you just laughed.’ 
 He laughed again now, the emotion seemingly at odds with the nature of our discussion. ‘You mean Godfrey.’ 
 ‘No. I mean God. Often referred to as the big guy, considered by most religions to be the centre of all creation and the father of the world. Benevolent, loving, kind to puppies, that sort of thing. Leads a big chorus of angels.’ 
 ‘Yeah,’ Daniel drawled. ‘Here’s a thing you haven’t worked out yet. There’s no such things as angels.’ My mouth formed a confused O shape as I tried to work out what question I wanted to ask next. ‘You notice how they don’t have halos and don’t have wings and look just like the demons?’ He let the questions hang in the air for a second. ‘That’s because they are demons. Our race split into two factions after the curse. You remember that bit, right?’ I nodded. ‘So, we didn’t give ourselves names, but the realm of men did. You called us angels and demons, your ancestors remembering enough about us to understand that there were two trains of thought. Over time, we began to refer to ourselves by the names you gave us, and the idea of angels and demons was adopted. Basically, they just have better PR. Their leader is called Godfrey. Over time, it got shortened and the memory of our race and the one supreme leader was retold with a being called God. He’s no more of a good guy than I am.’ I shook my head to clear it. I wasn’t a church goer. Apart from mandatory services as a school kid and mandatory services as a member of the armed forces, I had never voluntarily been inside a church. I didn’t even attend weddings if I could find a way to avoid them. I was quite certain though that no one in the Christian community was following the ideas that Daniel claimed were true.  
 ‘So, Godfrey is the big guy? 
 ‘No,’ he replied, sounding exasperated like I was being particularly dense. ‘Beelzebub is the big guy.’ 
 ‘What? Beelzebub? You mean the devil?’ 
 Again, he chuckled. I was keeping him quite amused. ‘Yeah, he loves that actually. It really gives him a role to play up to like a vaudevillian bad guy with a cape to hide his movements behind. Beelzebub leads the demons in hell. When the curse fractured the world, he was already a central figure and very powerful. He had followers flocking to rally behind him because they thought he would win against Godfrey and his forces.’ 
 ‘That was when you found out neither side could win.’ 
 ‘Correct. But hostilities haven’t cooled in four thousand years and the positions demons held back then have never been relinquished which is why Nathaniel still commands and expects obedience. If the curse falls and Beelzebub wins the final battle, those most loyal to him will be rewarded.’ 
 ‘Rewarded how?’ 
 He shrugged. ‘There are billions of people and lots of planet - the reward will be territory and dominion over the people within it. Beelzebub will rule the earth and his generals will benefit greatly. Kingdoms will be handed out and fiefdoms within them.’ 
 ‘What if Godfrey wins?’ 
 ‘Then Beelzebub’s forces will most likely all be dead, which is why powerful artefacts are enticing. You are bound to Nathaniel; he will come for you as soon as the sun sets. He plans to use you to get the artefact and gift it to Beelzebub as fealty - a demonstration of loyalty. You will most likely be handed over as well.’ 
 A jolt of fear made my blood run cold as I considered the idea of being the devil’s personal slave. I didn’t doubt what Daniel was saying. But when I looked back up to ask him another question, my breath caught in my chest. We were standing outside on Daniel’s lawn with the shimmering air creating a door for me to step through. Behind him Nathaniel was approaching fast with the Uglys and the others right on his heels. All of them held orbs of hellfire and they looked pissed.  
 Daniel tracked my gaze just as the first volley was thrown. He shoved me backwards through the shimmering air and I landed on my butt in Rochester as in front of me, the door to hell closed with a pop.  
 I was behind the cathedral again, though I knew not why this was such a popular place for Daniel and the other creatures of hell to appear, and my head was reeling from everything I had been told. I put that all aside for now, racing around to the front of the cathedral so I could look at the clocktower: it was mid-morning. I had maybe six hours before it would start getting dark so the question was whether they had to wait for full dark to cross over or if they could do it at twilight. I figured I would find out soon enough. Right now, I needed to beg for common sense to prevail. 




Chapter 18

 It said a lot about the state of the planet that most people didn’t even bother to look at me as I walked through Rochester. The grounds between the castle and the cathedral are always full of tourists. They flock there from all over the world but most especially from Europe as it is so close and the transport networks so easy to use. Charles Dickens lived here for most of his adult life, so every building, bar, restaurant, and tavern boasts a seat that he supposedly once sat in. The High Street is filled with Elizabethan architecture, narrow alleyways and oak beams. Most of the buildings have been standing since before America was found by Christopher Columbus. What I am trying to say is that Rochester had a lot to draw people to it, and there were thousands of people around me, taking pictures and gawping at the ancient castle. However, none of them thought the scarred, one handed, filthily clothed girl with no shoes deserved any attention.  
 It suited me of course. Getting ignored was far better than having to politely decline offers for help every few yards. I did pause to graciously accept a ten pound note when it was offered though, the middle-aged woman fishing it from her purse clearly believing me to be homeless. Losing my purse and phone to the police last night meant I didn’t have any money and no way of getting any either. Now I had enough to buy something to eat. Hurrying on, I was heading for home where I had a business card I needed to find and a wardrobe of clothes. I needed to get changed and properly dressed, clean myself if I had the time, and I wanted my can of spray lubricant for my prosthetic hand because it was starting to creak and grind. Most of those tasks were secondary; I wanted the card.  
 I couldn’t find it, of course.  
 The entrance to my small flat was taped off with crime scene tape, but the spare key Sarah insisted upon because she had a habit of getting drunk and losing hers, was still in its hiding place.  I stepped carefully between the pieces of tape rather than disturb them and closed the door quietly behind me. I didn’t want to hang about in case a neighbour saw me. It wouldn’t surprise me one bit for one of them to think ratting me out was a good idea, they probably all thought the strange, scarred girl killed her flatmate anyway.  
 My right foot was filthy; I hadn’t had shoes since the police confiscated them at the station last night but the rest of me wasn’t much better, so when, in frustration, I gave up looking for the stupid business card, I stripped off and went for a very quick shower.  
 Someone, most likely an energy conscious cop, had done the decent thing and turned the hot water boiler and heating off. Why heat the water for a dead girl and a girl on her way to jail? It would take hours to warm up; hours I didn’t have, so I gritted my teeth, told myself I couldn’t get any colder and stepped under the cold water. 
 Good grief I was wrong! The water was barely above freezing, hitting my skin like sharpened ice cubes as I danced around beneath it. It was a great way to conserve water; my hair and body scrubbed clean in record time as I dove out to find a towel. Shivering like mad, I grabbed fresh clothes and ran into the kitchen where I lit every ring on the gas hob and then set the toaster for good measure. By the time the toaster popped, I was dressed and feeling much better though I was still chilled to the bone. I put the toaster on again, this time with bread in it and pressed the kettle into service.  
 Where the heck had I put that card? 
 Experience taught me that fatigue robbed a person of cognitive ability. Like a cat burglar, it stole without you even realising and what it stole was brain function. The army proved this by making us do a math test and then keeping us up for forty-eight hours while they had us doing other things. The same test we had all aced two days before was now like trying to decipher ancient hieroglyphics without a key stone. The lesson: sleep when you can or suffer. However, I hadn’t been to bed at all and hadn’t eaten much either. I could grab a snack, but sleep was just going to have to wait. I pushed myself to think back through where I might have put the card. Had I thrown it away? Was it in a jacket pocket somewhere? In a snap it came to me, and I raced to find an old purse.  
 I got the card the night I arrived in Rochester. Detective Sergeant Spencer found me in the hospital that first night after I took on two shilt attacking a homeless man. I beat them but passed out and woke up handcuffed to a bed in the local accident and emergency ward. He thought I was the criminal then and still did yesterday, though seeing the supernatural battle last night must have forced him to question what he believed. That first night at the hospital, he was forced to let me go because the victim regained consciousness and reported I came to his rescue, but DS Spencer left me with a card because he remained convinced I was caught up in something criminal.  
 Holding the card with his number in my hand, I leaned on the kitchen counter where the flat still had an old plug in house phone and used that to call him. 
 ‘DS Spencer,’ he said in an absentminded way as if he was doing something that took most of his attention but had managed to thumb the answer button on his phone. 
 ‘DS Spencer. This is Anastasia.’  
 I heard his entire focus shift. I also heard him swear as he knocked something over. ‘Miss Aaronson. Where are you?’ he asked once he got the phone under control. 
 Ha! Did he really think I was going to tell him that? ‘DS Spencer, I want to talk to you about last night.’ 
 ‘You need to come in, Miss Aaronson.’ 
 ‘No, I really don’t. Look, last night you saw magical beings knock out three cops with blasts of light that came from their hands. Do you deny that?’ 
 He was quiet for a moment while he thought about how he wanted to answer. ‘I saw something.’ 
 ‘Oh, cut the crap!’ I snapped. ‘You saw the same thing I saw. The only difference is it wasn’t the first time I have seen it. I didn’t murder my flatmate, I am hip-deep in shit, and being hunted by supernatural beings.’ 
 ‘Why are you calling?’ he interrupted me.  
 It was a good question. ‘I want to meet. I need to talk to someone, and I want to do it without getting locked up as a crackpot. Your testimony as a seasoned cop will back up my story so someone might listen.’ 
 ‘Yeah, about that,’ he said slowly. ‘The four cops that were there last night. Them and me, we’re all on administrative leave because we reported what we saw. As far as the chief constable is concerned, we all endured a psychotic break or were victims of a gas leak. No one is about to back me up.’ 
 Dammit. I bit my bottom lip in frustration; how do I get around this? I need to warn people about what might be coming, but how do I do that without getting sectioned as a complete raving nutter: The end of the world is nigh! 
 I should make a sign and stand in the street.  
 I closed my eyes and chose a course of action. ‘I want to meet anyway. Will you do that and not try any dick moves like arresting me?’ 
 ‘Ooh, that’s going to be tough. Sorry, no can do, missy.’ 
 ‘Really? You’ve seen what is going on and you still want to arrest me.’ 
 ‘Yeah, I’m a big fan of following the rules.’ I heard a lighter spark to life and the draw of a cigarette as he inhaled. ‘How about if you come to the station and we have a nice little chat there?’ 
 ‘I thought you were on administrative leave.’ 
 ‘I am. I am. This could go a long way to getting me reinstated though. It’s not often we get a jail break at the station. In fact, I don’t think it ever happened before in any station anywhere in the country in this century.’ 
 ‘DS Spencer, I don’t think you believe what you are saying. I don’t buy that you think I am guilty at all. You’re just too much of a coward to do the right thing.’ He tried to argue but I steamrollered right over him. ‘The two guys that tore up the station last night. They’re just the tip of the iceberg. There’s much worse coming and you are just letting it happen. I hoped you might show me that you had a set and could apply some common sense, but I guess that was just too much to hope for.’ I slammed the handset back into its cradle.  
 Good or bad, I was on my own. I had been back for two hours and no one had tried to kill me or blast me or fling a spell at me. I wasn’t lulled by the peace though; it was still daylight outside. Noon had been and gone and my time to prepare was dwindling. Would Benjamin come for me again? Or would Nathaniel get to me first. I was bound to him so perhaps he would know where I was and be able to snatch me. Daniel disabled me with a word yesterday, showing that as his familiar, he had complete control over me if he chose to wield it.  
 That worried me more than anything; being controlled with no ability to resist. I had to find a way to break the binding. But I had no magical power other than the ability to summon source energy through me to create the sinfire orbs.  
 I slipped on my calf length timberland boots, the tan ones with the low chunky heel and the laces up the front. They were impossible to get off, so I wasn’t going to lose them in a fight, and they did a great job of supporting the prosthetic foot and keeping it in place. I dressed in thin layers, wanting to keep the cold out but still be able to move freely, then a waist-length leather jacket went over the top and fold-out knives went into my pockets just in case.  
 Finally, I was warm again, but I couldn’t risk hanging about at the flat any longer; I would get caught if I did. Leaving the building to find somewhere secluded, I asked the same question everyone else had: What am I? 




Chapter 19

 Shorts Way in Rochester, where my flat sits, is near the edge of the city so I didn’t need to go far to find a secluded spot. Beneath the bridge that carried the high-speed rail link between London and Paris and other European destinations, I had a thick hedge to one side of me and fields stretching to the river Medway on the other. It was true that I might be seen, a person could be out walking their dog for instance, but I hadn’t seen anyone around and had come to this place the last time I wanted to practice. I listened for a minute but concluded that I was alone.  
 I could think of very little I could do that was going to be productive other than practice using sinfire. In a day, I had worked out how to spindle energy inside me and how to produce a stream of energy instead of a ball I could throw. Not that I really understood the mechanics of it, it was just something I was doing automatically. I could practice those tricks but not with hellfire because the supply I had was exhausted again and I didn’t know how to, or even if, I could create it for myself. Instead, I tried to work out how Daniel had performed the healing spell with it and how he created the thin strand he used to tie me, lift me, and squish me. Clearly there was a lot more that could be done with soul essence. I couldn’t work these new skills out though, cursing myself for failing as I gave up and went back to blasting a rock.  
 My prosthetic left hand was still of no use unless I wanted to hold something, so I was battling with one gun where everyone else had two, but I could create orbs to throw or, by building up the pressure inside my body and releasing it before the orb began to form, I could create the stream of energy I used on Nathaniel and his cronies back at Daniel’s house. Of all the demons and angels seen so far, none of them used it like that. Did that make me unique? I was human but I could do what no other human could; that’s what they kept saying. Humans cannot summon source energy and they certainly cannot be hit by hellfire and survive. 
 There was that question again: what am I? 
 The trees and rocks weren’t going to provide any answers. As I looked to the east, I could see the darkness approaching. Soon the evening would be upon me and out in the open was not a good place from which to defend myself. Would Nathaniel come for me by himself? Would he have Dmitry, Jezebel and the Ugly brothers with him or them plus a load more? Knocking him on his arse earlier surprised him, but I wouldn’t get away with that twice. If I were going up against an enemy who took out five warriors in one go, I would bring twenty-five next time. I decided to hope he was less cautious than me.  
 The walk back from the fields to Shorts Way and civilisation took a few minutes and from there I pressed on toward Rochester city centre. The hood on my head obscured my peripheral vision, so I had it down for once. I was feeling more exposed than usual, my desire to see all around me overwhelming my need to hide myself from public scrutiny. I got a few looks as people caught sight of the scar on my face, but I ignored them and kept walking.  
 Behind me, as I walked from east to west along the esplanade, the sun was setting. I was going to get a pint of ale in my favourite pub though. I knew it wasn’t a clever move; the alcohol would dull my senses, which when added to my lack of sleep would make me drowsy, but I didn’t care. It felt like a life-affirming thing to do if I was going to get dragged to hell soon.  
 I worried about putting people in the crossfire and knew I would be to blame if someone got hurt so it would be one pint and done tonight. I would be out before the sun set and would wait in the darkness of the castle grounds because it was wide and open and errant energy blasts of hellfire would hit the stone and die there, not blow holes in anything. There, I would also have rocks I could hide behind, to fire and manoeuvre and thinking like a soldier was making me feel less anxious. 
 Beckoning me inside, the fading sunlight meant the light from the pub shone out to reveal the enticing warmth I would find beyond the doors. Warmth on my face and hand, after being outside for the last two hours were all I could think about as I approached. Well, those things and the cold, hoppy taste of a pale ale.  
 Stepping inside, a few heads automatically swung my way and went back to their drinks and conversations just as quickly. They either recognised me, in which case they knew to leave me alone, or they didn’t recognise me, in which case they just saw my scarred face and decided they would be happier to leave me alone.  
 Behind the bar, Anton nodded in my direction as he selected a glass from above the bar. I confirmed with a nod in reply and found the drink waiting by the time I got to him. He was a man of few words but always seemed to be here and was always friendly. ‘I, um… I don’t think I have ever seen you without your hood up.’ He observed cautiously in case he was treading on thin ice. ‘Everything okay?’ 
 I took a swig of the pale liquid, savouring it because it was the only one I would get. ‘Anton, what do you know about heaven and hell?’  
 His expression was hard to read. He would be great at playing poker because his mouth rarely smiled, and his eyebrows rarely moved. What he said was, ‘No more than anyone else. There’s all the stuff in the bible, but I’m not sure what to make of it.’ 
 I took another sip and put the glass back on the bar. ‘What if I told you that the supernatural world is all real. Not werewolves and vampires.’ I paused and thought about what I just said. ‘I don’t think so anyway. But demons and angels and the devil, that’s all real but it’s not what people think.’ 
 Anton took a moment to process the concept. ‘You know what, Anastasia, that would actually make a lot of sense.’ Then he spotted a customer on the other side of the bar and went to him.  
 Behind me, the door opened, the cold air outside swirling in around my legs to chill me again. I glanced up, looking across the pub to the windows on the other side. It wasn’t dark yet, but the sun was going down faster than I anticipated. I needed to drink up and get ready.  
 The static squelch noise of a radio caught my breath and I froze to the spot. There were cops behind me, I was certain of it, but if they had come here for me, I would already be on the floor. They had to be a routine patrol, maybe just stepping in to get out of the cold for a few minutes. Rochester High Street was always busy, which meant cops were always nearby. If I turned to look at them, they would see me, and my face was too recognisable for them to not know they were looking at the woman who escaped the police station last night. 
 Using hope as a strategy, I stayed still, trying to act normal. It might have worked, but one of them came to the bar, taking up the space next to me as I tried to make myself invisible. His partner came the other side of me, and I was sandwiched. Soon one would speak to the other and they would both turn inwards, the chance of not being recognised was zero. Slowly, I picked up my pint and started to back away. It just made things worse.  
 ‘Sorry, Miss,’ said the cop to my right. ‘We invaded your space then, didn’t we? Bazza, come around this side and get out of the lady’s way.  
 Bazza, opened his mouth but no words came out and I got to watch as the professionally pleasant smile fell from his face. He was staring right at me and he knew who I was. The only question he had was whether to go for his baton or his radio.  
 I cursed myself for obeying my thirst and sprang into action. I didn’t want to fight two cops. I didn’t want to fight anyone, but if I let them take me then more people would be in danger. Bazza saw me make my decision, his eyes widening as adrenaline hit his blood stream and he lunged for me, shouting for me to get on the floor.  
 As he came for me, I did what instinct, or forgotten training, told me to do; I went toward him. It threw off the grip he was trying to get and messed with his centre of balance. Then, just as he reacted and started to correct his motion, I threw myself backward with a hand gripping his right epaulette. I wasn’t going to hit them. I knew from defending soldiers who had got themselves into bar brawls, that minimum force was impossible to prove if you hit anyone more than once. Hit them once and you can argue that it wasn’t possible to hit them any fewer times as you defended yourself. I planned to not hit these guys at all. 
 Bazza pitched forward, coming with me as I moved, and he went down to the floorboards with a crunch. Unfortunately, his colleague had been looking to grab me from behind as we tussled so when I threw myself backward, my skull connected with the man’s nose. When I turned to assess the damage, I found him holding his face with blood pouring between his fingers.  
 So much for not hitting anyone. No judge would let me have that defence now. They were both down though, so it was time to leave. Anton was staring at me, his face still devoid of expression though there might have been a hint of surprise. I shot him an apologetic look and raced for the door. 
 As my hand hit the handle, I reversed direction, jogged back between the fallen cops to get to the bar and downed the rest of my pint. Now I was ready to go.  
 Serendipity was ready to give me another kick in the pants though, ironically pointing out that had I not gone back for my drink I would have got away. Instead, my delay meant Bazza had time to whisper into his radio so when I left the pub, doing my best to look like I hadn’t a care in the world, I ran straight into two more cops. This time their batons were already out. 
 They stood eight feet apart and both made sure they looked threatening but ready to negotiate a peaceful surrender. With his baton held high, the one to my right said, ‘Get on your knees and interlock your fingers behind your head.’ 
 ‘I can’t do that,’ I replied as calmly as I could.  
 ‘There’s nowhere to go,’ he warned. Bystanders were beginning to gather in a semi-circle around us. I had my back to the pub with the two cops in front of me. Bazza was going to come out the door behind me any second and then it was not only three against one, but I would be fighting on three fronts. Bruce Lee might be able to do that, but I couldn’t.  
 Reluctantly, and with an audience watching, which essentially meant the whole world because half of the onlookers had their phones out, I pushed source energy into my right arm. I felt the fizzing energy of it as the glowing orb of light formed in my open palm.  
 Gasps and whispers reverberated around the crowd and more people stopped to see the street theatre. The sun was getting lower which just made the camera flashes brighter and I knew I was being livestreamed to YouTube. I would have done the same thing a few years ago when I was still a teenager.  
 ‘I don’t want to hurt anyone,’ I begged. 
 ‘Get down on your knees,’ the first cop shouted, repeating his previous message. ‘You are going to be taken into custody peaceably or by force. It’s your choice.’ I could see he was frightened of me by the looks he and his partner were exchanging.  
 I tried to reason with him again; the sun would be down soon, and I was willing to bet money Nathaniel would appear moments later. ‘You don’t understand. I am not the problem. If you don’t let me get out of here, people are going to get hurt.’ 
 He didn’t hear me properly, his reaction as if I had just issued a threat. Duty told him he needed to act now, that his job was to subdue me before I could hurt anyone, so he moved, and I let go of the source energy I held.  
 Everyone jumped. Then the screams of surprise turned into cheers and whoops and then a round of applause. They genuinely thought we were putting on a skit! My shot had gone into the cobbles just a few feet in front of me. Having shot plenty of rocks in the past I knew the energy would just dissipate and I couldn’t shoot it at him or in any direction here in which it might hit someone. It wouldn’t kill a person, not directly, but what if I hit an old person and they had a heart attack? What if I hit a child? 
 The crowd might be cheering but the cops knew it wasn’t a skit. Not only that, they thought I was to blame for breaking out of my cell at the station yesterday, which technically I did, and for the deaths of two cops which was entirely down to the Ugly brothers. My shot made them pause, as did the one that appeared in my hand the instant the first was gone. We had a standoff, but it wasn’t going to last for long.  
 As it turned out, I couldn’t have been more right.  
 ‘Anastasia Aaronson,’ boomed Nathaniel’s voice as he emerged from an alleyway across the street. ‘Incensus.’ I knew what was about to happen long before he finished saying the word but there was nothing I could do to stop it.  




Chapter 20

 I stayed conscious on my way to the ground, seeing the shocked face of the cop nearest me as I folded into myself and went floppy. Nothing worked beyond my internal organs and my eyeballs. I soon wished my eyes didn’t work either as the cop started toward me, cautious because surely this was a trick. He got hit from behind by a fizzing red bolt of hellfire. It threw him forward, his head and body slamming into the wall of the pub with a crunch and a clatter as he bounced off and came to rest on the floor facing me, his sightless eyes seeing nothing. Nathaniel had killed him. I could have shouted a warning, but my mouth didn’t work. 
 I heard a similar set of noises behind me and assumed the other cop was also lying dead. Screams and cries of horror let me know the crowd had finally woken up and were dispersing in a panicked, frenzied manner. They were leaving me behind to fend for myself and I was glad for it – I didn’t want anyone else getting hurt. 
 As the street emptied, feet appeared in the small section of the world I could see. ‘Incantus,’ murmured Nathaniel from above me and instantly all my sensations returned. I closed my eyes, now finally able to do so, and I levered myself off the cold paving slabs so the dead cop wouldn’t be the first thing I saw when I opened them again. 
 Closing my eyes also stopped me from seeing one of the Uglys as he reached down and grabbed the front of my jacket. He yanked me upright to hold me off the ground before I could stop him and held a hellfire powerbomb ready in his free hand in case I tried something. From the look on his face I doubted he was ready to forgive me for taking him out twice this afternoon.  
 ‘You have caused me some embarrassment, young lady,’ chided Nathaniel as if talking to a child. ‘Familiars should not revolt. Now I will have to demonstrate that you are my servant and you will not like that. When we get back to hell, you are going to go before Beelzebub and the grand council, and you will make me look good or I will show you ways of suffering that you have never imagined.’ As threats go, he scored an eight or maybe even a nine. I didn’t like the sound of anything he proposed which was probably the point and I couldn’t see how I was going to blast my way out of this given that they knew to be wary of me now.  
 Dangling from Ezekiel’s fist, I could see over Nathaniel’s shoulder, so I caught the distant shimmy of air that always preceded an arrival. I wasn’t sure who to hope for, but I got something new when the latest figure stepped through the portal and onto the pavement. 
 He had long flowing dark blonde hair and a matching beard, my messed-up memory told me he looked a bit like one of the Bee Gees. The man looked around as if truly curious to see his surroundings then stepped forward, coming in my direction with a purposeful stride as Benjamin and others came through behind him.  
 I had an instant suspicion about who I was seeing but Nathaniel and his cronies hadn’t spotted the new threat yet, their focus on me still. 
 Mr Bee Gees stopped walking while still twenty yards away. On either side of him, his followers fanned out, each of them taking up a defensive posture and readying their weapons. ‘Hand her over, Nathaniel,’ commanded Mr Bee Gee. 
 My eyes swung to watch Nathaniel’s face because I thought this might be good. They showed shock and fear which he quickly stomped on in case anyone saw it, then he turned to face the others, making sure he appeared as calm and natural as possible. ‘Godfrey, may I say how well you are looking. We haven’t seen each other in… what, six hundred years?’ 
 ‘Three hundred forty-two, Nathaniel. I have been grateful for every one of them, you disgusting wretch.’ 
 ‘Now that’s not nice,’ protested Nathaniel with mock humour as if he couldn’t care less what insults were thrown. ‘One might be given to think you don’t like me.’ 
 Godfrey readied his own orbs. ‘I will happily kill you first when the curse breaks, Nathaniel. That’s if I can beat my brother to it. I doubt he wants you alive, either.’ 
 A beat passed as Nathaniel’s crew glared at Godfrey’s, then Dmitry let a shot go and all hell broke loose. The street still had civilians in it. Most showed good sense and retreated a few yards when the cops were killed, but plenty were just too curious and too dumb to run away home. I could see them scurrying for cover now, getting out of sight or just plain running for their lives as hellfire and sinfire shots were traded. Quickly, I channelled source energy through my body, feeling it in my chest from where I pushed it to my right hand. I planned to smash Ezekiel with it, but he threw me roughly aside just as Nathaniel shouted, ‘Incensus,’ again. I flopped back to the street, coming to land almost exactly where I had been.  
 My eyes were open, so I could see the battle raging above me. Until now, the greatest exchange of source energy I had witnessed was last night when Benjamin’s gang took on Daniel in a very one-sided fight. This was on a completely different scale though my view of it was badly skewed because I was still immobile and had my eyes at street level. Cold seeped into me from the stones I lay on, but hypothermia was a minor worry compared to being exposed and unable to move in the middle of a firefight.  
 I couldn’t tell if one side was winning or not. Around me I could hear small explosions as errant blasts took out windows and streetlights. A shower of glass landed on me, something stinging my face and I felt a trickle of liquid run over the bridge of my nose.  
 From the pub door, just ahead of my face, a head poked out; it was Bazza the cop. Terrified eyes reported the scene to whoever was at the other end of his radio and I prayed they would take their time sending reinforcements. Anyone charging bravely into this was just going to get killed.  
 Nathaniel was badly outnumbered by Godfrey’s forces; however, he hadn’t yet felt a need to retreat. Of course, my view of the fight was limited, and it was time to do something about that. Could I break his spell and free myself? That was a great question and one I didn’t know the answer to. It occurred to me that I hadn’t tried so now was the time to see what I could do while in this state. 
 I closed my eyes; my eyelids being one of the very few things that worked under his incensus spell. Focusing my thoughts, I could feel the source energy inside my body. It filled my insides, running through me, and though under the incensus spell, I could still send it into my hand if I wanted to. I tried that now, feeling the hairs on my right arm begin to lift as if affected by static-electricity. Then I snapped my eyes open and tried to look down at my right hand. I couldn’t move my head to see it; it was trapped down by my knees, but a distinct glow emanated from it and Bazza was staring at me in utter disbelief. When we made eye contact, he ducked back inside the pub and let the door shut. I doubted a door was going to offer much protection given that half the pub’s windows had already been smashed and at least one set of curtains was on fire. A second later, I heard Bazza throw the floor bolt for good measure anyway. 
 I had source energy in my hand, and I could fire it if I wanted to. However, I couldn’t see where it would go and didn’t know whether it would do anything to help my predicament. As indecision ruled, a wayward blast of hellfire hit me, kicking me across the ground to hit the pub’s outer wall and toasting my brain like touching a live wire. It also broke the incensus spell instantly and I was free.  
 I could taste blood in my mouth from whacking my head against the wall, but it just fuelled my fire. I was a victim suddenly armed and able to turn against her captors. It was time to pick a side and there really was only one choice this time.  
 Godfrey and his angels were pushing forward from the bridge end of the high street, firing shot after shot but having little effect. Nathaniel, Dmitry and the others had defensive positions that afforded them some protection and they were able to catch or deflect the enemy fire, much as the Ugly brothers had done with me yesterday at the station.  
 In contrast, because Godfrey was trying to get to me, his team had to push forward which meant they kept exposing themselves. Several of them had been picked off already and were out of the fight as they took a few moments to recover.  
 Distracted by each other, no one was looking my way as I got to my feet. I had been lying in the relative shelter of the pub door, out of sight from Godfrey’s team and ignored by Nathaniel’s because they had more important things to deal with. It made me smile.  
 I could see Nathaniel clearly, he wasn’t the closest to me though, Ezekiel was. The hellfire blast I took had mostly dissipated into the ground, but enough of it hit me that I could level up my arsenal for one shot. Pushing everything into my right arm, I lifted my hand and shouted, ‘Hey, Ezekiel!’ 
 My shout surprised him, his head whipping around automatically which meant I got to shoot him in his ugly face. The force of it at such close proximity picked him up by his head and threw him backwards in a somersault.  
 Momentarily all fire from Godfrey’s team stilled; the sight of one of their enemy suddenly spinning end over end from one side of the cobbled street to the other enough to give them pause.  
 Ezekiel slammed into his brother, a hoped-for additional effect when I selected my aiming point. Nathaniel’s head whipped around, his face betraying the shock he felt at seeing me on my feet. The others were looking too, so I gave them a pinky wave and readied another blast. I didn’t get to launch it though. As one, they opened portals back to their realm and stepped through the shimmering air to disappear.  
 Suddenly all was quiet. Well, quiet except for the wailing sirens approaching from numerous directions, the shouts of people who still hadn’t found the sense to clear the area, and panicked instructions from inside the pub as they fought the fire now licking the ceiling. With Nathaniel gone, I gave real consideration to whether I would be able to get served when the flames were out but decided Anton might not be all that pleased to see me again so soon.  
 Looking at the pub longingly, I sensed as much as heard Godfrey’s forces approaching me.  




Chapter 21

 The people approaching weren’t people they were angels. Or they were demons with good PR. I wanted to know which it was, but whoever Godfrey and his brethren were, they had to be easier to get along with than Nathaniel and his crew.   
 The street was filled with smoke from the fight and more smoke from the small fire in the pub. They came through it, causing it to billow around them and spin in eddies from their passing. Those that had been hit were back on their feet, some of them still being helped along, but all of them coming my way.  
 Godfrey strode down the centre of the street, his angels flanking him on both sides. He had a smile for me, but as he came nearer, it changed to a look of concern. ‘You are hurt, child.’ Over his shoulder he called, ‘Annette, Marcus, tend to her, please.’ 
 ‘It’s nothing,’ I assured him, reaching up to feel my face. The cut was on the right side of my face, I chuckled at the irony; it wouldn’t have mattered a jot if it got my left side, that was mostly scar tissue. The cut was tiny though and had already stopped bleeding. I pulled out the bottom of my t-shirt and stretched it up to wipe the blood off as best I could. ‘So, you’re Godfrey,’ I said. 
 ‘I am pleased to meet you, Anastasia. Benjamin said you were remarkable. I can now see that he was not exaggerating.’ I didn’t let his comments inflate my ego. Well, not much. The person half the planet thought of as God had just called me remarkable.  
 Just behind his team, at the bridge end of the High Street, three cop cars screeched to a stop. This would be an armed response unit: it was time to not be here. Godfrey understood that too. ‘Come, Anastasia, we should depart.’ He beckoned for me to join him as a large shimmering portal appeared to his rear. He hadn’t conjured, it, others had; the team now stepping through it as they went home. Home to Heavane I assumed. The concept appealed, but I had no way of knowing if I could trust Godfrey and his intentions any more than I could Nathaniel and his. I had to go with someone though because if only half of what I had been told in the last twenty-four hours was true, then the world was about to be in a whole heap of trouble. If nothing else, I might get some more questions answered and well … they seemed friendly enough.  
 The cops were out of their cars now, ugly black Heckler and Koch assault rifles in their hands as they took up position. There was no choice that I could see, so I placed my hand in his and stepped back into the immortal realm. 




Chapter 22

 There were no pearly gates set among fluffy white clouds. Whatever I expected heaven to look like, I wouldn’t have come up with a glamping site. That’s what it was though. Large ornate tents, which could be accurately called marquees, spread out in every direction. There were dozens of them, each containing multiple rooms and running hot water.  
 Godfrey’s team spread out, walking away in different directions to go about whatever business they had. My hand was still in Godfrey’s, but he released it, letting his own hand fall to his side and I followed alongside him as he walked. 
 Benjamin stayed with us, not saying anything, the three of us heading toward a large tent in the centre of the site. ‘This is Heavane?’ I asked. 
 ‘I am sure you have lots of questions,’ said Godfrey, not answering my very first one. ‘Let me offer you refreshment and a place to relax. Then I will do my best to answer them. If you’re wondering why it looks like a glamping site, the short answer is that we can be anywhere, and this suits our needs because we can all stay close to each other.’ It sounded like a perfectly reasonable answer, so I didn’t challenge it. 
 It was daylight here, the constant switching between effective time zones starting to mess with my head and my body’s rhythm. As requested, I held off from asking any further questions and let Godfrey lead me into the large tent. There were people inside, several men and three women, all standing around a table as they discussed something. The discussion wasn’t exactly heated, but it wasn’t calm either.  
 I started listening in straight away, but Godfrey drew their attention and they stopped talking. ‘Everyone, this is Anastasia,’ he announced. ‘She is bound to Nathaniel but was able to break his incensus spell and fight off his troops.’ 
 ‘Impossible,’ replied a man with a thick beard. He wasn’t arguing though, he was expressing his disbelief.  
 Godfrey nodded at his comment. ‘I can assure you I watched it happen. Not only that, I watched her defeat Ezekiel with a bolt of hellfire.’ I thought about explaining how a bolt of hellfire had broken Nathaniel’s spell but held back. I didn’t want to tell them anything about me just yet. 
 ‘She is not human then?’ questioned a woman in a long dress.  
 Godfrey waved for calm as ripples of discussion started up, then turned to me. ‘Anastasia, this is my senior council. We have been together since before the curse and supported my father and his desire for a peaceful, harmonious planet. I am guessing the demons told you the curse is weakening and will soon break?’ 
 ‘They told me lots of things,’ I replied carefully.  
 ‘And no doubt lied to you about most of them,’ piped up another man, this one far younger than the others. His comment caused another round of hasty discussion and agreement.  
 Godfrey indicated an area of cushions and low tables beyond a set of curtains. ‘Come, let us rest a while and discuss our history and what may yet come to pass.’ His suggestion was as good as a command it seemed, the men and women all starting across the tent to take up positions in the next room.  
 ‘What do you know about the curse and about us?’ Godfrey asked, indicating a space for me to sit and taking a position next to me. 
 I thought for a second, swallowed and started talking. ‘I am not sure I know anything. However, what I have been told is that the Earth was once inhabited by magical and non-magical beings. The magical beings ruled over everyone else but in a benevolent way like a kindly father. However, not everyone in the community of magical beings agreed with all the leader’s policies. Someone murdered him, but as he died, he used his magic to unleash a death curse that separated the magical beings from the non-magical beings and shifted them all here. The opposing sides, those that supported the leader’s rule and those that opposed it, then took to fighting but discovered part of the curse was to make them all immortal. They were trapped here, but able to survive independently. The non-magical beings on earth then developed their own rule and soon forgot the magical beings, but a sense of them persisted, becoming religion in most parts of the world. Is that about right?’ 
 Godfrey looked impressed. ‘Bravo. I expected Nathaniel to have twisted the story to show them in a better light.’ 
 ‘It was another demon that told me the story actually. One called Daniel?’ I asked it as a question, wondering if they might know him. 
 Godfrey pursed his lips and nodded, his eyes not looking at me as he thought. ‘Yes, I remember Daniel. I have not seen him in a long time; the two sides have no interactions, you see?’ 
 ‘I have seen nothing but interaction for the last twenty-four hours,’ I countered. 
 He conceded the point. ‘The curse is weakening. It has been for some time, so the demons’ creatures are invading the earth and preying on the weak. More and more of them find a way through every year and we go there to stop them. That was what Benjamin was doing in the hospital when he saw you fight the shilt.’ He indicated Benjamin where he sat on the other side of the room. ‘That is what the senior council were meeting about. When the curse breaks, we will have to fight the demons for the right to rule the earth.’ 
 I had to frown at him now. ‘You want to rule over man?’ 
 His expression was kind when he said, ‘They are not doing a very good job of it by themselves. Without my father’s leadership…’ 
 ‘Wait. The murdered leader, the supreme being Daniel called him, that was your father?’ 
 ‘Yes. He was murdered by my brother who expected humans to worship us and for our society to make man subservient. He was vocal about it for years, getting to the point where his actions were nothing short of seditious. Father was loving and kind, exactly how man’s major religions portray him, but that was his undoing. He never believed Beelzebub would attempt to seize control.’  
 I reeled from the information hitting my brain. The leaders of the opposing sides were brothers. One had killed their father and they had been fighting for more than four thousand years. ‘Where is your mother?’ I asked.  
 ‘I am here,’ said a woman sitting next to Benjamin. She was tall and thin and very elegant, dressed in a loose robe of purple hues with her hair plaited neatly behind her head and a small tiara tucked into it. ‘My name is Serena. When my husband was killed, he knew a war would follow and that many of our people and the race of men would die. I think he also worried that Beelzebub might win and were that to be the case, man would be doomed to a future as slaves. He did what was necessary and used the last of his magic to stop that from happening. He was the most powerful of us but now I fear his curse is about to fail and all he will have done is prolong the inevitable.’ 
 It was hard to listen to. There were more than seven billion people on the Earth and none of them knew this was coming. A word popped into my head, then another one. They were all words in common use and every religion has some version of it. Cataclysm, Armageddon, End of Days.  Sitting on a bed of cushions, that was the subject we were calmly discussing. 
 I had to know more. ‘What can you do about it? How do we stop it? Or stop them?’ 
 With a sad look, Godfrey shook his head. ‘The curse will end, there is nothing we can do about that. It is already weak. Soon, we will be mortal again. That will happen at the same time as this realm ceases to exist. We believe that all of us will simply be transported back to earth at that moment and the battle for the mortal realm will begin.’ 
 ‘Which side is stronger?’ 
 ‘Neither. Either. Beelzebub’s numbers are greater than ours, but it may not be strength that wins the battle; tactics and ruthlessness will be our allies.’ 
 ‘Ruthlessness?’ I was frowning again. This was not the language of a benevolent ruler. 
 ‘Beelzebub cares not for the lives of men. He will try to hide behind them, trusting that our desire to preserve life will cause our attacks to falter. We cannot allow that, so yes, ruthlessness. For the good of those we can save.’ 
 My head was swimming. There was too much information banging around in it; too much for me to process. ‘What about weapons? Daniel wanted me to retrieve an artefact for him. Benjamin,’ I turned to look across the room at him. ‘Benjamin said it was a weapon.’ 
 Godfrey bowed his head. ‘It is a weapon. If you go back far enough into the Earth’s history, you will find that our race has a bloody past. When the curse stripped us from the mortal realm and brought us here, the weapon now hidden beneath the cathedral was left behind. It lay forgotten for more than three thousand years, but when the curse started to weaken and the demons began their forays into the mortal realm, I feared it might be discovered. How they know about it now, I cannot say but we took it and had man hide it where neither they nor we can get to it. No human can touch it without being instantly killed so it has been safe for hundreds of years until you tried to retrieve it last night.’  
 I blushed a little. ‘What does it do? The weapon, I mean?’ 
 ‘It was forged as a sword that my father’s great, great grandfather wielded. Through it, he could channel great power, amplifying source energy in the form of sinfire so that he could stand unchallenged. My family has ruled over the earth since the dawn of time, each generation handing rule to the eldest son as they passed on.’  
 He fell silent again, waiting patiently for me to ask the next question. When half a minute passed, and I still hadn’t, he chose to ask me one. ‘Anastasia, I think I speak for all of us when I ask about you. In the entire history of the Earth, no human has ever been able to channel source energy. I watched you do exactly that just a short while ago. Do you have any idea how you came to have this ability?’ 
 I shook my head. ‘None at all.’ I held up my fake left hand, then explained about my head and the piece of metal in it that killed my memory. ‘Maybe this has always been with me, but I think it is new. It first happened two weeks ago when I started hearing the voices of the shilt in my head. I fought them, and when they tried to kill me, the source energy channelled through my body to create the weapon you call sinfire.’ Everyone in the room listened to my tale with the same fascination I had for theirs. ‘Why is it called sinfire? Is it something to do with the way people use the word sin on Earth?’ 
 It was Godfrey’s mother, Serena, who answered. ‘Yes, but it’s the other way around. We have always used the word sin to indicate something negative. In the case of sinfire, we see it as a negative way to use a power that was always intended for healing and pain relief. Soul essence has power, but it is a terrible thing to use it to bring harm or kill. In the language of the mortals, they remembered the negative way in which we used the word and applied it to those actions which in their religion should be avoided.’ 
 I asked another question, ‘What is the difference between sinfire and hellfire?’ 
 This one Godfrey fielded, ‘Hellfire is different. Beelzebub’s followers, the demons as I am sure you now know them, developed it after my father’s death curse brought us here and made us immortal. They believed that it would be powerful enough to kill us. They were wrong, of course, but they created a weapon what will kill anything else and will undoubtedly be able to kill us once we are all mortal again.’ 
 ‘Can you make it?’ I asked. 
 ‘Yes. We have learned to.’ He looked ashamed to admit it. ‘However, we have chosen that even though we can, it is not a weapon we will ever use against another living creature. Even my brother’s faction. How did you learn to create it?’ 
 ‘I didn’t,’ I blurted, concerned that the audience might condemn me for using it given what Godfrey had just said. ‘When I get hit with hellfire, it stays within me and I can reuse it when I next create sinfire.’ My announcement received a flurry of exchanged comments and disbelieving looks. ‘The demons used the word spindle. They said I was able to spindle the hellfire.’ 
 I got a kindly look from Godfrey. ‘That is the correct name for it. Spindling energy is an unusual skill. How did you know to do it?’ 
 ‘I didn’t,’ I repeated my answer to his previous question. 
 ‘But you also broke the incensus spell,’ said Serena. I wasn’t sure how to respond to that. I hadn’t broken it; it had been broken for me, but I felt a desire to play my cards close to my chest. In the end, honesty felt the right approach, so I admitted the truth; that a loose bolt of hellfire hit me and broke it.  
 ‘Is there anything else you have discovered you can do that you feel is unusual?’ asked a new voice. It belonged to a man with a scar on his face. He had a tough look about him, as if he, too, were a soldier and his hair was cropped short as if stylised after one.  
 Again, I went with an honest answer. ‘I can also form a sustained stream. I haven’t seen anyone else do that yet. Is it unusual?’ 
 ‘I should say so,’ said Godfrey standing up. ‘I want to see this. Will you indulge us.’ Around the room, everyone was getting to their feet; they all wanted to see what I could do.  
 Moments later we were outside and in a space between the large tents where I could aim into the distance. Nervously, because I wasn’t sure if I could do it again, I readied my right hand and felt the sizzling, fizzing sensation as source energy filled my palm.  
 Everyone was waiting, so with a lick of my lips, I pictured Nathaniel’s face and let the source flow through me. Pent up anger mixed with fatigue, a desire for a long soak in a bath, and quite possibly the early stages of PMS, all combined as I screamed to the sky.  
 The blast of source energy dug a hole in the ground fifty yards away. I didn’t want to just release it into the distance, what if a child was out there picking berries or something? They might be immortal, but I would feel bad about hitting them anyway. I let the stream continue for a three count and then switched it off.  
 A voice in my audience murmured loud enough for me to hear. ‘What is she?’ It made me smile because I had no idea and clearly neither did anyone else.  
 For the first time in a while, I felt like I could relax. Not only were they all friendly, they were also positive, and it felt good to be in their company. No sooner had the thought that I might be safe for a while crossed my mind, than the ground shook with an explosion.  




Chapter 23

 I stumbled as the vibrating earth shook me off balance. Godfrey’s angels were all readying themselves, source energy filling their hands as they looked around for the source of the threat.  
 A voice boomed out. ‘Hand her over brother. She is bound to one of mine.’ It was louder than a person could speak, deafening almost as if the speaker were using a microphone. 
 Godfrey shook his head. ‘You cannot have her,’ he shouted in reply.  
 A contented reply drifted back, the volume this time, almost a whisper. ‘Then we will waste our time fighting.’ The words barely had time to filter into my brain before the attack commenced. Whether it was a hastily concocted plan, or one that had been developed during dozens of strategy sessions, it was instantly effective. Blasts of hellfire came from every direction as the demons materialised. They were at the periphery of the angels’ glamping camp but were not standing still; they were moving like soldiers, popping up, firing and moving before anyone could spot their position and return fire.  
 All around me, angels were getting hit, the blasts of hellfire sufficient to knock them down but it wasn’t just hellfire; lightning arced from the sky just as I had seen Benjamin do back at the river. The demons came with the ugly leathery hounds I first saw yesterday when Daniel sent them at me, plus the huge winged wraiths and other things I could hear but didn’t see. Like my previous experience of combat, confusion reigned, and it was instantly difficult to determine who was on which side and where the enemy were. As more orbs of hellfire came belting into the angels close to me, some of them caught the blasts and returned them, but many were caught by surprise in the initial volley. It was a good attack, that thought played across my consciousness as I readied my own orb to repel the demons. As a former army officer who had been under fire and understood the value of beating the enemy with a strategy they have neither predicted nor can defend against, I had to give a nod of appreciation for a job well done.  
 Now though, it was time to crush some skulls. Three seconds had passed, no more than that. Demons were everywhere, advancing from every direction. Benjamin was to my right, rallying defenders to his side so they could coordinate a response and Godfrey was to my left, already returning fire as he caught shots of hellfire without concern. Idly, I observed that he was also able to spindle hellfire, but my attention was on the advancing demons. They couldn’t achieve much here; their enemy was immortal so they could piss them off, but they couldn’t kill them. But killing the angels was never their intention; they were here for me. 
 Well, they weren’t going to get me. My right hand came up as I forced sinfire into it. The best bit about a mass attack is the number of targets it presents. Gritting my teeth, a stream of energy burst from my palm, lighting the area in front of me with a blazing blue glow as it tore into dozens of demons and hounds. Every one of them that it touched flew backwards from the blast, but it took no time all for the demons to identify me as a threat, hellfire bolts from many directions all screaming my way to cut me down. 
 I smiled. If any of them saw my face they would have known to run. My confidence was back. I knew how to spindle their energy and if I was right about myself, then they were all about to get a shock. At the last moment, a sliver of doubt made me tense and draw my arms into myself, my muscles bunching just as the hellfire hit me.  
 How much could I take? 
 Not this much apparently.  
 I intended to absorb all the hellfire they could throw at me and then, like a supercharged cell, return fire with an intensity they would not believe. It came too fast though, my synapses overloading from a level of power I couldn’t handle.  
 Falling to one knee as I attempted to stay conscious, I regretted making myself such an obvious target. In Zannaria, or any other field of battle for that matter, I would have done everything I could to avoid enemy fire. Here I invited it. To my detriment.  
 Godfrey came to my side, ready to defend me, and he was soon joined by others as Benjamin copied his example. In moments, I found myself surrounded by angels. The demons continued to advance but just as I regained my feet and brought the hellfire I had absorbed under control, the shooting stopped.  
 Beelzebub’s voice rang out once more, ‘Until the curse falls, we cannot defeat you. Nor it is possible for you to defeat us, but I can punish you for not playing by the rules, my brother. It is always night on earth if one moves with the sun. My forces will target your precious humans until you hand her over. The end is coming brother, my forces are stronger and our numbers greater. I beg you to surrender to me.’ 
 He didn’t wait for an answer. I hadn’t seen him, not that I would necessarily recognise him if I did, but he and all the other demons opened portals and vanished through the shimmering air. In every direction, gateways to wherever they were going were closing again.  
 Back on my feet and feeling a need to act, I said, ‘We have to stop him.’ I was facing Godfrey when I spoke. 
 He stared into the distance, looking at a spot where the demons had been rather than make eye contact with me. ‘We have to do nothing,’ he replied calmly. ‘I’m sorry Anastasia. My brother intends to provoke me. To provoke you. He has a purpose for you and we only lose if we allow him to force our hand.’ 
 My mouth opened though I couldn’t manage to form a sentence straight away. I wasn’t sure what my response was supposed to be. ‘He’s going to kill people,’ I blurted. ‘Do you think that was a bluff? We have to mount a defence. Find a way to stop him.’ 
 ‘Not possible,’ Godfrey all but snapped, his own frustration erupting. ‘We do our best to protect the mortals, but he was right in what he said: their numbers are greater and that means they can spread themselves further. No matter what we do, they can still wreak havoc.’ 
 ‘So … your plan is to do nothing and what … hope they get bored and go home?’ I was ranting now, pacing around in front of him to stare at his face. He wasn’t even slightly cowed by me, too used to being the man at the top. I wasn’t about to back down though. ‘If they want me, then hand me over. I am getting stronger every hour. I keep learning. I don’t know what I am capable of and neither does anyone else. People keep asking me what I am; I’m guessing you don’t know either. So, let’s find out.’ 
 I was pushing him, and I was doing it in front of a lot of witnesses. It had little effect though other than to strengthen his resilience. He looked down at me, stepping into my personal space in an attempt to make me step back. I didn’t and his chest almost made contact with mine. ‘Anastasia, I have to ask that you consider a new approach.’ I was short, it was a life fact I got used to back in school when … I was thinking about it now and as soon as I did, the fleeting memory vanished. I was always short, that was what I remembered. It had strengthened me though, made me fight harder.  
 I wanted to be reasonable, but I also wanted to punch some people in the face. Basically, I couldn’t avoid the decision I made. ‘Stuff your new approach, Godfrey. People are about to suffer; I am going to try to stop that from happening.’ 
 His disappointment at my statement was clear and he did nothing to hide it. ‘I’m afraid you will not be able to, Anastasia. Until you learn to move between realms by yourself, you are stuck here with us.’ 
 Now I was mad. ‘You’re holding me prisoner?’ I snarled in his face. 
 ‘If that is how you wish to see it, then yes. Beelzebub wants you. That ought to be enough reason to convince you to stay with us. It tells me that we need to keep you safe and keep you from them. For the good of mankind, you will remain here.’ 
 ‘Why does he want me? Is it just because of the artefact?’ 
 Godfrey looked directly into my eyes, his voice soft when he said, ‘I don’t know, Anastasia.’ I knew instantly that he was lying. ‘What I do know, is that no matter what we do, we cannot stop Beelzebub from hurting people on Earth so we will prepare for the curse to fall and be ready for the battle to come.’  
  ‘The girl is right.’ A voice rang out from the angels surrounding us. I wheeled around to see the older man with the scar on his face coming toward us. Another man, a younger version of the elder, his son by the look of it, their features too similar for them to be unrelated, was on his shoulder. ‘The mortals are exposed like never before in history. We must help them.’ 
 Godfrey couldn’t hide his displeasure at being challenged. ‘Gabriel, desist. Your desire to fight is well known, as is your history of walking into ambushes.’ 
 I felt he had more to say but Gabriel cut him off. ‘Godfrey, your father would never have sat back and watched as the mortals were slaughtered.’ 
  Apparently, that comment was taking it too far. Godfrey whispered something I couldn’t hear but when he pushed his palm toward Gabriel, it took the older man off his feet as if hit by a water cannon. The force of it bowled him over yet it was invisible and reminded me of an air spell one of the wizards might have conjured. Incensed by the attack, the younger man pushed sinfire into both of his hands but got the same treatment.  
 ‘Stop!’ The latest shout came from Godfrey’s mother. Where most of the angels looked like they had been in a fight, she still appeared serene and beautiful. Her demand snapped Godfrey’s head around and stilled his arm. With a glance at the fallen men, he straightened up as she began to speak at a normal volume. ‘Godfrey, your brother would want this more than anything. For centuries we have stood together, our beliefs keeping us strong and united. We cannot take to infighting now when the end of the curse is so close.’ 
 Her tone was kindly, but she was giving her child a telling off nevertheless and I could see he didn’t like it. He refused to look her way, choosing instead to scan around his audience as he met as many pairs of eyes as he could. ‘My family have always ruled,’ his voice boomed across the open space. Gabriel and his son were picking themselves up, others helping them to their feet. ‘We have always ruled because we are the most powerful.’ He was laying down a challenge. ‘It was my family who wrestled us into an organised community. My family who brought peace to the Earth and all its creatures. I am still the strongest of you, and I still rule.’ He turned slowly, continuing to make eye contact with the angels watching him silently and lingering when he looked at Gabriel, a silent challenge to interrupt him if he dare. ‘The curse will soon break; we all believe this to be true. When it does, we must be ready to fight my brother and his minions. My mother is right, we cannot descend into infighting and squabbling about which policy is best. We will continue to practice the ideals of my father and his father before him as we rule over the humans for the benefit of all.’ 
 ‘We have to defeat your brother first,’ Gabriel reminded him. ‘They are stronger and outnumber us. They bring creatures with them to bolster those numbers. Shilts and wraiths and the other abominations may be easy to kill, but in such numbers…’ 
 ‘How many?’ Godfrey snapped out a question, stopping Gabriel from finishing what he was saying. ‘How many are there?’ 
 Gabriel replied calmly, ‘None of us know.’ 
 ‘Yet you insist on worrying, distracted by a concern that we can neither do anything about, nor be certain is a concern at all. This is why you do not lead, Gabriel.’ Having beaten his opponent down both verbally and physically, Godfrey’s expression turned kindly, and he appealed to the thousands now watching him. ‘I beg of you. All of you. Believe that we are mighty enough to defeat my brother when the time comes. His forces are greedy and ambitious, they will be the ones infighting when the curse breaks, each of them trying to secure their own piece of the pie. Whatever creatures they choose to throw at us will fall before our mastery of source energy and, no longer immortal, my brother’s forces will scatter.’  
 ‘You do not know that,’ Gabriel’s voice rang out in the silence to challenge Godfrey once again.  
 Godfrey turned his body to face the older man once again. ‘Yes, I do. You were a loyal friend to my father, Gabriel. I ask you now to extend that loyalty to me for just a little longer. Unless you think I am unfit to lead?’  Now he was goading Gabriel, offering him the chance to openly challenge when he knew he was too strong to be physically defeated. If Gabriel wanted to take this path, he would have to know he had the greater share of the followers behind him. Godfrey seized Gabriel’s pause and used it to challenge everyone. ‘If any of you,’ he shouted. ‘Any one of you believes they ought to rule instead of me. I ask you to step forward now. There will be no physical contest. My family ruled through might, but I will not. If a better leader can be found, I say bring that person forth.’ 
 I knew that no one was going to challenge him, just as he had known before he invited it. I felt like putting my hand up though just to see what he would do.  
 The big scene was done. Godfrey had been openly challenged on his policies by Gabriel and then used that challenge to reaffirm his position. Anyone who might have considered speaking out would not do so now, but I wondered if he had overplayed his hand and might have inadvertently caused his people to wonder about whether he was right to rule. Would someone new emerge as a true challenger with supporters to back them?  
 I dismissed the question as unimportant. I could have no impact either way, for I was not one of them. Thinking that, I questioned again what I was. The only human who could wield source energy, but what did that make me in their eyes? An abomination? A peculiarity to be scrutinised? Was I some kind of pet? 
 The crowd of angels were beginning to drift away, returning to whatever task they had been interrupted from when Beelzebub’s forces attacked. Godfrey too, walked away from me, leaving me forgotten in the glamping camp and unsure what my next move could be. I couldn’t return to Earth without one of them to take me and I doubted anyone would defy Godfrey now. 
 As it turned out, I was wrong. 
 A strong hand grabbed my right arm around the bicep, steering me toward a tent a few yards away. I glanced to see Gabriel’s face at the end of the arm holding me. His eyes told me to stay quiet for a few seconds, at least until we were inside the tent and out of sight.  
 ‘Do you still want to return to Earth?’ he asked the moment we were under cover. 
 ‘To fight?’ 
 ‘Yes, to fight. This is Samuel.’ He pointed to his younger copy. ‘He is my son.’ 
 ‘I guessed that. How come there are no other children here?’ I asked, the question suddenly occurring to me.  
 ‘There’s no time for that now. I am crossing to the mortal realm. Godfrey is right that there isn’t much we can do if Beelzebub’s forces are attacking the mortals. Until the curse breaks, we can only distract them, but they cannot hurt us either and Godfrey’s father would never have stood by while mortals were terrorised. If you want to come with us, now is the time.’ 
 It felt like I was continually being pulled from pillar to post; always switching from one place to the next, one team to the other, never stopping long anywhere. The whining voice in my head went ignored because I knew my fatigue could wait; now was the time to act.  
 Gabriel wasted no time when I nodded my agreement. The air behind him began to shimmer almost immediately and his hand came up to take mine. I was going back to Earth to fight demons, but just as I felt the familiar tug of displacement as I moved between realms, I remembered that though the angels and demons were immortal, I was not and I was about to walk voluntarily into a battle.  
  





Chapter 24

 It should have occurred to me to ask where we were going. In my head, we were about to arrive in Rochester, maybe somewhere near the Cathedral, so it threw me when the first thing I saw was the Brandenburg Gate in Berlin. It was lit up because it was a tourist attraction, but the normally busy streets filled with tourists stopping off for a photograph on their way to dinner were now largely devoid of anyone. Sirens wailed in the near distance, the sound bouncing off buildings to make pinpointing their direction difficult. Worse yet, I could see bodies. 
 The words, ‘We’re too late,’ formed on my lips but I didn’t say them; we knew we couldn’t save everyone. Hell, we probably couldn’t save anyone, but we were going to try.  ‘Why Berlin?’ I asked as I scanned around for movement. 
 Gabriel shrugged in response. ‘Here is as good as anywhere. They will be attacking multiple destinations simultaneously. It’s what I would do, and they will be doing so openly for the first time in their attempt to draw Godfrey out.’ 
 ‘Good luck to them on that quest,’ I grumbled, feeling sure Godfrey wasn’t going to respond no matter what they did. Then a banshee screech drew our attention and a wraith, another of the black winged beasts, swept across the sky a few streets over. 
 Samuel started running. ‘We must hurry,’ he insisted. I didn’t need to be told twice; my natural need to protect others took over. The sound of gunfire ripped through the still night air. Someone was fighting back. They wouldn’t know it was a futile effort or that their weapons would be ineffective. No doubt the local police responded as quickly as they could; it would be them and not the army, something the Germans still had but in very small, poorly equipped numbers.  
 Running toward the battle ahead of us, a flash of hellfire whizzed through the intersection to our front, followed by another and then more as the demons chose to eliminate the annoying police. There was nothing we could do about the cops being killed, and running to get between them would do us no favours though might yet result in my death. I could absorb hellfire, though I wasn’t sure how much, but there were clearly weapons and skills I had yet to even see, and I felt a need for at least a little caution.  
 Samuel looked set to step directly into the line of fire until I grabbed his arm. There was an alleyway to our left and thus a way to circle around to come at them from a flank. In an ideal scenario we would leave forces to suppress them with fire from the front. It would draw their attention and keep them pinned down until we could hit them where they were exposed. That was going to be impossible with just three of us and I didn’t want to get separated.  
 ‘Where are we going?’ he asked, his voice at a normal volume and thus making too much noise.  
 I stuck out my arm, fingers all pointing in a straight line – the Sandhurst Point they called it in training. The instructors taught us to be unambiguous in everything we did: never let your troops doubt the intention of your commands. ‘We’re going to circle around. If we hit them head on, they will have the chance to return fire as one big block and we won’t know how many there are or where they are until we get around the corner, at which point they can also see us. We circle around, come up on them from the side or from behind, and hit them before they know we are there.’ 
 For a moment, I thought Samuel was going to argue, or to question why I was giving him instructions, but his father clapped his shoulder. ‘She has a sound tactical mind, Samuel. Let’s go.’ 
 The alleyway ran between two tall buildings. The business district near to the Brandenburg Gate is old and grand, the buildings sizeable and built right next to each other with little room between. Though I had no memory of being here before with my swiss-cheese brain, I still felt a sense of familiarity. Finding the rear of the building, we could turn toward the demons and most likely appear behind them as I hoped. What then though? 
 ‘What happens if you get tied up?’ I asked, my voice an urgent whisper in Gabriel’s direction. He frowned at me in confusion. ‘We can’t kill them, right? But we can hit them with enough source energy to knock them down. If we can do that, they will soon recover unless we immobilise them. So, what happens if you get tied up?’ I was desperately hoping he was going to say their heads would explode or that if we used silver on them, they lost all their powers. But he had nothing like that for me. 
 ‘It is an interesting question, Anastasia. I suspect they will be immobilised if we do it right, though they might still be able to use hellfire to blast their way out.’ 
 It was going to be worth a try, assuming we could knock any of them out and find some cuffs or rope or something. We were approaching the corner of the building, but I could already hear shilt voices in my head, guttural hungry noises and something else, something animalistic. I peeked around the corner and there were the demons I wanted to come up behind.  
 Unfortunately, we weren’t behind them because they had turned around and were coming our way which put us in front of them. They were flanked by a pack of the hellhound things Daniel called forward when I first met him and preceded by dozens of shilt. The shilt would be easy prey but dealing with them meant the demons would have the time to return fire, a clever strategy on their part. I bit my lip in frustration. If there were more of us, we could mount a workable attack. This felt more like the Charge of the Light Brigade and equally suicidal.  
 Screw it! I wasn’t backing off now and as I thought that a fresh wail of sirens filled the air as more cops came to get themselves killed. It was go time. ‘I’ll take the shilt with a sustained stream of energy, you two focus on the demons and I’ll switch fire as soon as I can. We have to catch them by surprise and overpower them by reducing their effective numbers quickly.’ 
 ‘Father why does she give us orders as if we are hers to command?’ Samuel wasn’t happy and I had no time for his nonsense. If he had a better plan, why hadn’t I already heard it. 
 Gabriel was less inclined to argue. ‘We can discuss it afterward. For now, let us enact her plan and see what comes.’ Then Gabriel stepped around me, raising his arms as he pushed source energy into them. Samuel cut his eyes at me but offered no further argument as he obeyed his father’s request.  
 Broaching the corner gave us full view of the targets and brought their attention to us, not that we were easy to miss with the five glowing hands. My arm crackled as the shilt started to snarl and run at us. Perhaps they figured they could overpower me if they all attacked as one. They hadn’t counted on my ability to hold a stream of source energy though. It cut through them, blasting pieces of them in every direction as they came apart. There were so many though, so many targets and every half second I wasted on them was another opportunity for the demons to overcome our surprise and return fire.  
 Gabriel and Samuel hit three instantly, their aim true but where I initially counted half a dozen demons, there were four more I could not see who emerged now from behind a parked van. I switched fire away from the shilt, sensing that we were about to get a lot of firepower aimed our way. I couldn’t keep the stream up any longer, it was like trying to lift a heavy weight in the gym: easy to start with, but after a few repetitions, it became impossible.  
 Gabriel fired and moved, ducking behind a car and popping up again just as it was hit and shunted back three feet. Samuel was doing the same, both having the training or the sense to keep moving. Despite their discipline, their shots were ineffective. Even though they caught several in the first few volleys, it required a sustained series of blasts to put a demon down for more than a second or so. With so many targets, now all returning fire, those they had hit and momentarily stunned were able to recover. Worse yet, the demons were catching the sinfire as often as it was getting through.  
 I already knew it was hopeless. ‘Fall back!’ I shouted as loud as I could. Gabriel twitched his eyes at me, taking his focus from the demons just long enough for one of their shots to get through. A blast of hellfire took him off his feet, his whole body in the air for a heartbeat until it crunched back to earth and rolled behind a car.  
 The approaching police sirens exploded into the street, tyres screeching as half a dozen squad cars and two tactical vehicles swung into view. Now we were pinned between the cops and the demons, who continued to advance. Gabriel was down and I felt exhausted from my effort, only now remembering just how tired I felt.  
 The cops were piling out of their cars, their commander barking orders in German through a loudspeaker. If the demons understood the orders, they showed no sign but would have ignored them anyway; as far as they were concerned, they had new targets to play with.  
 I had to get off the street. I might be able to absorb and spindle an amount of hellfire, but I definitely wasn’t bulletproof.  I heard the police commander bellow what I thought to be a final warning before they opened fire and the demons let rip with everything they had.  
 Samuel, Gabriel and I were briefly forgotten as they engaged the police, blasts of hellfire ripping over my head as I crab ran to get to Gabriel. He was getting up, but Samuel got to him first, slapping my left arm away as I tried to help. ‘You’ve done enough!’ he snapped. 
 So, angels could be tetchy and ill-mannered too.  
 ‘My getting hit wasn’t her fault,’ Gabriel admonished his son as we got back into cover at the edge of the street.  
 Samuel countered, ‘It was her damned fool plan.’ 
 The younger angel was not in my fan club, that much was clear but when his father said, ‘What would you have done differently?’ he had no answer and it infuriated him.  
 ‘We must return to Heavane, father. Rally more to aid us.’ 
 Gabriel opened a portal, the air shimmering in the alleyway next to us as he grabbed my hand again. With little option, and certainly not wanting to find myself trapped in Berlin with no money and no way home. I didn’t want to go back to Godfrey, imagining that he might have noticed our absence and be ready to kick off at us again, but when we stepped through to the other side, I realised I was home. Or, at least, I was back in Rochester.  
 ‘What are we doing here, father?’ asked Samuel, keeping his tone respectful while also making it obvious he disapproved.  
 ‘It is time to defy Godfrey and arm ourselves.’ Suddenly I knew why we were in Rochester. Gabriel came for the sword. 




Chapter 25

 Standing in front of the Cathedral again, I stared up at its dark features. The clock told me it was after two in the morning, which meant I had been up for over forty hours now with nothing more than a cat nap in the police station the previous evening. I ought to be more tired than I felt but adrenalin was keeping me going. That and fear.  
 ‘Can you wield it, father?’ Samuel asked.  
 Gabriel pursed his lips. ‘I don’t know,’ he said after a beat. ‘It has not been wielded by anyone in more than four millennia and I only have Godfrey’s report that it is even here. Whether I can wield it is a secondary concern; we still have to obtain it yet and neither you nor I can go in there to retrieve it.’ 
 ‘Yeah, what is with that? You are angels yet you cannot go on holy ground.’ It had been bugging me for a while. That demons couldn’t step into the church made sense, I guess, but there were pictures of angels in the stained-glass windows. Okay, I got that Earth’s religions had it all wrong and that both angels and demons were the same race, but I still couldn’t understand why churches presented such a barrier.  
 ‘Our race is not what your religions would have you believe. Almost all the major religions have a supreme being at their core. That came from Godfrey’s father and from his line. Where do you think the concept of the great rapture comes from? Long before the era of the Romans, our race ruled over the Earth, keeping balance and order. Then, when the death curse tore us from the mortal realm, the humans watched as all of us vanished. This would have happened in front of their eyes in many cases. Religion grew from the legends, stories twisting over the centuries to become what people believe today. Holy ground has a kind of magic to it, borne of the stories about our race. None of us know why we cannot step on land considered to be holy, but church, mosque, temple, whatever mortals call it, we cannot go into it. I feel odd just being this close.’ 
 Samuel was keen to get on. ‘We have wasted enough time, father. If we are here to retrieve the sword we should proceed. Godfrey may not forgive you this time though.’  
 ‘This time? What this time?’ I demanded. Everyone knew more than me about absolutely everything and it was starting to irk me.  
 Gabriel pursed his lips before he answered. ‘This is not the time for discussing the past when it has no bearing on the future.’ I knew Gabriel was right but my need to know more was driving me nuts. ‘Can you do it, Anastasia? Can you get the god sword?’  
 That was the first time anyone had referred to it by a name, but I didn’t question it. God sword sounded about right. I was sure that I could get it, I knew where it was this time, but now I questioned whether I should. ‘What will you do with it? How can you be sure you can keep it from falling into the hands of Beelzebub’s followers? Can I trust you with it?’ 
 Impatient to get in, as we all were, Gabriel accepted my questions were fair and necessary. ‘Can I guarantee that it will not fall into the hands of our enemies? No, I cannot. But I plan to use it as it was intended: as a weapon to give the person holding it superior power over those who seek to defeat him. If my will is sufficient to wield it, then I will attack the forces that threaten and kill the mortals, taking the fight to them. As for trust, that is something earned and ought not to be given lightly. I ask you for it, but only you can choose whether you grant it or not.’ 
 He waited patiently for me to answer, his demeanour serenely calm. He reminded me of Obi-wan Kenobi. I was faced with an impossible choice but really there was no choice at all. The Earth and mankind are heading for a cataclysm. For those cities or places already being attacked so openly this night, it most likely felt like the end of days was already upon them. I wanted to get to a television so I could see the news even though I was terrified to see the reports. The sword might give us an edge and maybe more of Godfrey’s forces would rally behind us and force him to commit to the fight if we were able to score a victory or two. I was going into the cathedral to get the weapon and I knew it.  
 ‘I’ll be as quick as I can. You may want to keep out of sight; I wouldn’t be surprised if the cops had patrols coming by here more regularly now after last night’s break in and battle.’ I knew how to get in this time, but I wasn’t going to mess around with a road sign to lever the locking mechanism up. I was going to blast the doors off.  
 Leaving Samuel and Gabriel in a dark spot away from the Cathedral, I went around to the addition at the rear which contained the vestry. It was locked as it had been yesterday but even easier to open when I stood back and threw a stream of sinfire at it. The fatigue I felt in Berlin was just about gone, which meant my recovery time wasn’t too long; maybe fifteen minutes though I couldn’t tell if I was fully recharged now or whether getting hit by someone else’s energy and spindling it would, in fact, recharge me.  They were all interesting questions, but the vestry’s doors were hanging off and one looked slightly charred. I paused on the way in to make sure it wasn’t going to start a fire, then pushed on to get the task done. 
 ‘I thought you might return,’ said DS Spencer, rising to his feet as I walked into the cathedral itself. He had been sitting in a pew near the vestry door which placed him close to the altar at the front. In shocked reaction, source energy instinctively filled my right palm which in turn scared him, his hands rising to ward me off. ‘Whoa! Whoa, Miss Aaronson. It’s just me.’ 
 Keeping the bolt of energy crackling in my hand, I scanned around to confirm there really wasn’t anyone else here.  I also berated myself for not being more alert – it was sloppy. The kind of lax approach that would get me killed. Satisfied we were alone; I turned my attention back to the detective. ‘Why are you here?’  
 Content that I wasn’t about to blast him, or perhaps realising that if I chose to do so, he could do nothing about it, DS Spencer lowered his arms. ‘I wanted to ask you the same thing, but now I see the … whatever that is in your hand. I guess I want to know what you are and what is happening. Your people are all over the news. Are you an alien?’ 
 ‘No. I’m not an alien.’ I wanted to laugh but I didn’t. Instead, I let the ball of energy seep back into my skin and started walking. I needed to get the sword. I could talk while I was doing it. ‘They are not my people either. I never met any of them before two days ago.’ I reached the line I needed and started down it, lining myself up with the symbol in the plaster again.  
 ‘Then what are you if you are not an alien?’ he persisted. ‘I’ve been around a while and I have never seen anyone shoot light from their hands. What I saw last night defied belief, but I saw it and I know it was real. Your friends … sorry, the other people like you that were there. They were shooting light from their hands at each other. And then you vanished through a puddle of wobbly air. The news is filled with reports of more like you appearing all over the planet. They are killing people and destroying things.’ His voice petered out, undoubtedly scared and feeling alone and confused. 
 I looked down at the pew again, remembering that I couldn’t shift it to get to the slab beneath because it was too heavy. Maybe two of us could do it together though. I turned to look squarely at the detective. ‘So far as I know, I am human.’ His eyebrows reached for his hairline, concerned that I didn’t know if I was human or not. ‘Look, apart from a few fleeting memories, I don’t remember anything from before a few months ago. I got blown up, but you already know that. The point is, I don’t remember where I came from to be able to say if there was anything weird about it. The first time I made the glowing thing in my hand was thirteen days ago. The same day I met you and life has been weird ever since.’ I pointed to the pew. ‘I need you to help me move this.’ 
 ‘Oh, ah, sure,’ he replied, surprising me by grabbing the long seat without argument or question. 
 The pew was twelve feet long or maybe a little more, running from the centre aisle to the side aisle on the right as I looked at the altar. I was going to have to shift it backward to get to the slab hiding the sword. On the count of three, we threw our backs into it and found out just how heavy it was. I swore some, but it had budged. A little. 
 DS Spencer looked about. ‘We need leverage.’ He was looking about for a giant brass candlestick I guess or something else one might find in a church that could be used as a lever.  
 ‘How about if we just use our legs and brace against the pew in front?’ 
 ‘The two forces will cancel each other out,’ he replied without looking back at me. ‘You’ll just as likely push the pew you don’t want to move.’ As he continued to look for a lever and I started my own search, he picked up the conversation where it left off. ‘You were telling me what you are?’ 
 If I was going to answer him, I would have to sort out some of the information banging around in my head; I learned so much in the last two days, it was getting confusing. ‘Are you religious, DS Spencer?’ I asked, wondering about it since I just found him in a church.  
 ‘Not really, no,’ his voice echoed back across the church. ‘I couldn’t ever get on with the concept of creation. And, if there’s a benevolent God out there somewhere, how it is that paedophiles, murderers, and drug pushers keep me so busy?’ 
 I blew out a breath and tried to explain. ‘What if I told you the people you saw fighting outside the cathedral last night were angels and demons?’ He stopped moving and turned around to look at my face. It was dark in the cathedral, but moonlight and some reflected light from streetlights outside filtered in and it was enough to see by. He was checking my face to see if I was serious. When he didn’t challenge me, I moved on. ‘That’s what they are, but not in the way that people think.’ Then I told him about the supreme being and the race of people that looked more or less human but were able to wield something called source energy, a power they could channel and use for healing or as a weapon. I told him about the death curse and about Godfrey and Beelzebub and about the cataclysm that was on its way. ‘And that brings me to here. There is an ancient artefact beneath the floor of this cathedral. It can be used as a weapon to defeat the demons. I think.’ 
 ‘That’s why you want to move the pew,’ he stated. ‘Well, we either need more people or we are going to have to find a lever.’ 
 Then a noise caused my blood to freeze. Motionless, so I could listen for it, I cursed aloud when the front door began to open. Just as they had a night ago, the police were here again. However, as the door swung inward, it wasn’t a taskforce in tactical gear swarming the cathedral, it was the silhouette of a lone man, an old one from his shape and wispy bald scalp. I had been about to start throwing sinfire to scare them off but stopped the fizzing energy before it reached my palm.  
 ‘Is everything alright, Ralph?’ the old man asked. ‘I thought I heard a bang.’ 
 DS Spencer called out from the dark. ‘Quite alright, Jim. Actually, we could do with a hand.’ 
 ‘We?’ 
 The man was the verger for the cathedral, or perhaps one of them, I didn’t really know what a verger was or did, but I learned that he lived in a small cottage behind the cathedral; so heard me blasting the doors off and came to investigate. He let DS Spencer, first name Ralph, in hours ago so he could wait for me, but the Bishop had called to wake Jim the verger because he believed people might want to come to the church for spiritual safety with all that was happening. 
 The bishop was about to get his reality rocked badly.  
 I didn’t feel I had time to explain the story that led to me retrieving the sword but when I said we needed to shift the pew to get to something trapped beneath it, the verger wordlessly reached beneath the end nearest him, clicked something and swung out a wooden arm. He then pushed the arm down and the end of the pew rose into the air by half an inch.  
 He walked between the pews to the other end to repeat the process, then with one hand, he pushed the end he was at backward until it reached the pew behind it. DS Spencer nudged the end near him with a knee and it too rolled back.  
 ‘Is that far enough or do you need to move the next one as well?’ Jim asked. Strangely, he didn’t wait for an answer. Instead, he joined DS Spencer and me in the wide gap and stopped quite deliberately on the stone floor slab bearing the marker. ‘You’re here for the sword then?’ 
   




Chapter 26

 I gawped at him open mouthed. ‘You know about it?’ The senseless question sounding ridiculous once it left my mouth.  
 ‘The church is rather good at keeping secrets,’ he replied. 
 ‘But … but, surely that means you also know that God isn’t real?’ 
 Jim narrowed his eyes at me. ‘I know no such thing, thank you, Miss. I would remind you that you are in the house of God.’ 
 ‘One of his nicer ones,’ whispered DS Spencer unhelpfully.  
 Now it was my turn to narrow my eyes. I was confused by Jim. ‘You know there is a sword beneath the floor,’ I stated. ‘Do you know why? Or what it does? Or anything else about it?’ 
 ‘It is not my place to know,’ he half snapped at me while trying to find a softer, more Christian way of answering the impertinent girl. ‘I do not need to know and would never ask questions about such subjects. The cathedral was built in 1060, but the sword was only added in 1685 under the supervision of Bishop Clegg. Its purpose might have once been known but I was not told. My father was the verger here before me. His instruction that someday someone might come for it was sufficient for me.’ Then he shot me a cheeky grin. ‘I must say I am rather curious to see it.’ 
 ‘Okay,’ I grinned in return, finding his enthusiasm infectious. ‘We need to get the marker tile up.’ 
 ‘Wait here, I have just the thing.’ Jim scurried away as fast as he could go, which wasn’t very fast since he had to be at least seventy-five years old.  
 While we waited, I asked DS Spencer a question. ‘Yesterday you were an arse when I asked for your help. Why are you so keen now?’ 
 ‘Have you seen the news?’  
 He meant it as a rhetorical question, so it threw him when I said, ‘No. Remember I told you about the real heaven and hell? Well, I was there, and they don’t have television. Or the internet. Or phones. Or … kids.’ I frowned deeply as I said the last two words. There was something about that that I noticed earlier when I met Samuel. Gabriel introduced him as his son which caused me to question why I hadn’t seen anyone else’s children at any point. I didn’t get an answer. 
 I would need to pursue that, but the verger was returning, wobbling along with something heavy in his arms. It turned out to be a rather large sledgehammer. I had expected him to be more precious about the cathedral’s floor and insist we removed the slab carefully. Had he done so I was prepared to try to blast my way through the stone floor. Thankfully that would not be necessary.  
 I said, ‘Stand back, please,’ as I hefted it above my head. It was awkward with my prosthetic hand, my concern that I might drop it or swing wildly unwarranted though as I struck the nearest corner of the slab and broke it with the first strike. What can I say? They had me swinging a big hammer many times in my army days.  
 I threw it to one side, its purpose complete, and reached into the void to grasp the rough edges of the broken slab. It came apart, removing two large pieces enough to give me room to see beneath the ancient floor. In the hole was a wooden box, preserved for centuries, but crumbling, nevertheless. I reached in with my right hand, but it bounced off something unseen. I tried again with the same result. 
 ‘Is everything alright, my dear?’ the verger asked.  
 I skewed my lips to one side as I stared into the hole. ‘I keep hitting a barrier.’ There was nothing there though, nothing visible. I pressed my fingers against it and could feel nothing, but there was a pressure pushing back against me. Then I got it. This was why I was so special and why the demons wanted me. They couldn’t come inside the cathedral without being weakened to the point where they couldn’t retrieve the sword and they couldn’t send a human because a person had to be able to wield source energy in order to open the seal. It was ingenious. How the angels got it in here might remain a mystery but however they did it, I was the only being on the planet who could get the sword and I finally knew why I was so interesting. 
 Pushing source energy into my hand so it glowed from within, I tried to push my hand into the hole again. This time it passed through and the barrier melted away. I touched the ancient wooden box, causing it to fall apart as I tried to grab it. Then something shone in the darkness, a drop of moonlight catching on a shiny surface in the dirt and rotten wood. Daniel’s warning voice echoed in my head, “No mortal can touch it. It means instant death to do so.”  
 I looked around for something I could use to create a barrier between my skin and the sword, then saw my stupidity and switched hands. If I couldn’t touch it with my skin, maybe my left hand didn’t count.  
 Reaching in to pick it up, I paused. ‘What is it?’ asked the verger. ‘Can you not reach?’ 
 ‘I’m just being overly cautious,’ I smiled, not sure that I was at all. If this thing killed me when I touched it, would I even know? Or would I just cease to exist? I cursed in my head and thrust my left hand forward, spreading the articulated fingers so I would slap my whole hand down on the sword. I gritted my teeth as my hand made contact. 
 Nothing happened.  
 Feeling a little anti-climactic, I grasped the sword, getting the blade not the handle, but pulled it from the hole and there it was; God’s Sword, a weapon that might enable Godfrey’s forces to repel Beelzebub’s and save a truck load of lives. I expected at least some tingling sensation or some sparkles to fall from it. I got nothing.  
 ‘It’s magnificent,’ breathed the verger.  
 I wasn’t sure it was all that, but I hadn’t held many swords, just the ceremonial one on graduation day at Sandhurst Royal Military Academy which I only knew because I had a picture of myself with it. My patchy memory provided me with a name for the style; it was similar to a Chinese Dao and had no pommel at the end of the grip. The grip itself was all metal which was good because any kind of leather or other material would have rotted to nothing years ago. The blade looked to be obsidian, its black surface murky and infinite like staring into an abyss.  
 Enough time had passed, I needed to get it back to Gabriel and to return to the fight to see what this meant for us. I put the sword down to lever myself back up and clean the filth from my hands. The prosthetic especially didn’t like dirt. 
 Too late, I saw the verger reaching for the sword. ‘This truly is the sword of God,’ he murmured but as his fingers closed on the grip, raw source energy coursed from the weapon and into him, twisting and contorting him into unnatural shapes. His hand still held the sword as if he was being electrocuted and couldn’t open his palm.  
 DS Spencer gasped and started forward to help the old man, meeting me as I shoved him back. ‘You can’t save him.’ I yelled into his face, facing away from the verger because I didn’t want to see what was happening to him. I didn’t know for certain that he couldn’t be saved, but I wasn’t risking DS Spencer’s life or mine to find out. 
 ‘No!’ roared a voice from the cathedral door. It was Gabriel, risking himself to cross into the holy ground and surely weakening himself in the process. The verger collapsed, clearly dead and the sword tumbled free.  
 ‘Father, you must come back outside,’ Samuel insisted urgently.  
 Next to me, DS Spencer was in shock. ‘What, what just happened?’ he stammered.  
 Angry at myself for letting it happen, I picked up the sword again, making sure I kept my body between it and DS Spencer. ‘Human flesh cannot touch the sword. It’s some kind of ancient magic. Don’t ask me to explain because I don’t know anything about it, only that they said I couldn’t touch it without dying.’ They weren’t lying, I didn’t add.  
 As I started toward the door, leaving the poor verger behind, DS Spencer followed, whether through curiosity, or a need to be away from the body, he was coming with me. ‘Is that them?’ He pointed to Samuel and Gabriel, now both outside where Samuel was lowering his father to the floor.  
 Gabriel looked like he had just finished a marathon, but he looked up as I came out into the moonlight and saw the sword in my left hand. ‘I thought that was you touching the sword. I thought you had tried to wield it. How is it that you are touching it?’ 
 I held my left hand up. ‘I guess it has to touch flesh for it to kill.’ 
 If he had another comment, he didn’t share it but then there was no time to say anything else because the demons stepped out of the darkness.  




Chapter 27

 They didn’t materialise through pools of shimmering air, they were already here, watching and biding their time until I brought the sword to them. They needed to do nothing this time except bank on my stupidity. Now we were desperately outnumbered because Nathaniel had brought reinforcements with him. Lots of them. Wherever he sat in the hierarchy of hell, he held some sway. 
 ‘Anastasia, good evening,’ he called out in a pleasant tone. ‘If you are wondering what you are still doing on your feet and not lying on the floor under my incensus spell then the answer is simply that I prefer to be obeyed out of free will.’ 
 ‘Good luck with that,’ I shouted back, readying myself for the fight to come. What could Gabriel do with the sword? Just how powerful would it prove to be.  
 Nathaniel’s smile didn’t falter. ‘Oh, I think you will fall in line. Unless you have no concern for your fellow man. The pet you brought with you.’ I knew he was talking about DS Spencer. ‘If you raise your hand, he will be slain where he stands. Now, Gabriel, if you please. I think I would like to take the sword now. Hand it over and I promise you I will withdraw all forces from the mortal realm.  
 Gabriel turned his head to give me a grim smile. He couldn’t hand over the sword. Not for the life of one human. We had played right into Nathaniel’s hand in coming here to get the sword. If I took it back into the cathedral, he would send his troops in after me. They would be weakened, but there was a lot of them, so maybe I could hold them off and maybe I couldn’t. What were the chances I would even make it to the cathedral? If Nathaniel said the word, I would find myself back under his spell. Equally, they could just start tearing up Rochester. There were houses no more than a few yards from where we were standing, if they went after people, families with children, could I refuse to hand over the sword while he slaughtered them?  
 The demons were pressing in on each side and from the front, slowly working their way inward to close the circle and force us to act.  
 ‘Be ready,’ I whispered to DS Spencer. ‘You may need to move fast.’ He had no response for me, he just swallowed hard and glanced around with worried eyes.  
 Then several things happened very quickly. Samuel pushed source energy into both of his hands and started to fling sinfire around. He had a lot of targets, so would struggle to miss, but one against so many also meant he was ineffective – he couldn’t do enough damage to any one of them for it to reduce their numbers. At the same time, as if they were connected by a signal I hadn’t seen, Gabriel hefted the sword and pushed source energy into it. The black edge of the blade lit from inside, an almost white blue light emanating out from within as he held it aloft. The demons were slow to react but just as they were readying hellfire to attack, the light in the sword went out.  
 Caught by indecision, I wanted to start throwing my own energy around but a glance at Nathaniel’s knowing smile stopped me. He was looking at me. Only me. If I so much as twitched, he was going to paralyse me, and my hesitation told him he had won; I was obedient. 
 Well stuff that. He could knock me out if he needed to, but my army superiors always struggled to make me obey their rules, mostly because their rules were stupid, so Nathaniel wasn’t going to fare any better. My right arm began to rise, the crackle of source energy edging down my arm as I stepped in front of DS Spencer to protect his body with my own. Seeing Gabriel battle with the sword which he couldn’t keep powered, I shouted for DS Spencer to run. He didn’t move, but a high elbow into his chest broke his reverie as it threw him off balance. My hand was up now and ready to send a stream of violence at any demons I could see, but I knew what was going to happen. I got my hand to fire the faintest start of a sinfire stream, but Nathaniel’s spell hit me like a tranquiliser dart and down I went yet again. I needed to find a way to break or shift the binding but as my legs went out from under me, my only thought was for what would happen to DS Spencer, the one among us who was most likely to perish this night. 




Chapter 28

 The battle in the shadow of the cathedral didn’t last long. I saw none of it though. This time, when I fell, with no control over my muscles, my face ended up pointing down. It hurt too as I bounced my chin, nose and left cheekbone off the cobbles and couldn’t even make my mouth form the word, ‘Ow!’ 
 I knew it ended quickly because the noise stopped. Somewhere, a few yards from me, Samuel and Gabriel, both ridiculously brave for coming with me in the first place, had been forced into submission by the demons. I could only hope that Gabriel had been wise enough to shift between realms to escape and stop the sword being captured.  
 I couldn’t see him, but then I could’tn see much at all. Feet appeared in front of my face which turned out to belong to Ezekiel. He reached down and picked me up in one giant hand to dangle me in front of his face. Then, using the index finger of his other hand to push my chin upwards, he brought my eyes up to look into his. Hatred radiated out from him, his animosity toward me clear when he elected to toss me into the air and catch my leg. Presumably with the intention of dragging me by it, he caught my left foot, my downward trajectory multiplied by gravity sufficient to shock my prosthetic foot free. 
 I hit the cobbles with the crown of my skull, jarring the taste of blood into my mouth and came to rest looking up at the sky. Still under incensus spell, I couldn’t do a thing to prevent these things from happening to me. Ezekiel held my foot aloft, sharing a joke with all the demons as he laughed deeply and slapped his thigh. If I ever got the chance, I was going to make him pay. 
 He kept hold of my foot, something I should undoubtedly feel thankful for given that he could have just discarded it. Then he poked my right foot, checking that it was real, and content that it was, picked it up and dragged me along by that instead.  
 Hanging upside down, I did my best to look around. I could only see where my head pointed since I couldn’t overcome the incensus spell to move my neck, but I couldn’t see DS Spencer lying dead on the ground anywhere. Maybe he escaped. I certainly hoped so, not least because it would mean I had one person I could call on when (if) I ever got back to earth. I would need an ally and I realised then that the subject of Sarah’s death had not come up this evening. Perhaps he accepted now that I really wasn’t the bad guy.  
 Then I saw Gabriel. He was pinned beneath the weight of several demons, and Nathaniel, looking victorious, had the sword clutched in his hand. I only caught a glimpse because I rotated that way as I dangled from Ezekiel’s arm. Then I caught a brief sensation of shimmering air and arrived back in hell. This evening was not going to plan, but then I couldn’t boast that I ever really had a plan.  
 Cursing myself for the failures, for the trap I walked into and for making things worse instead of better, I stopped when a voice I recognised boomed across the plain. ‘Well done, Nathaniel. Bring them to me.’ Unless I was mistaken, I was about to meet Beelzebub.  
 I didn’t hear Nathaniel say the word, but all my functions returned just as Ezekiel dropped me. I was on a prairie this time, short stubby grass stretching to hills in one direction and on to the horizon in the other. If I had to guess, I might say it was Wyoming or Oklahoma, but I could be in Russia for all I knew and even if I guessed right, it wouldn’t help me. Mostly the land undulated, looking kind of rippled and lumpy like the surface of the sea.  
 Ezekiel hadn’t even looked when he let go of my ankle, he just opened his hand and dropped me to the deck. My fingers, hanging below my head, were trailing along the grass but I couldn’t get them to respond to my commands quickly enough to protect my head as it struck the ground.  I found myself wanting to scream obscenities at him because I was supposed to protect my head from impacts, a cautionary note from the doctors regarding the piece of shrapnel in my head and the potential for it to move. Yelling at the demon would have been a waste of effort, so as the swirling stars dissipated, I rubbed my skull and looked about for my left foot.  
 ‘Hey, dickhead! My foot,’ I yelled at Ezekiel’s back. He didn’t even bother to glance my way, but he dropped it to the ground as he continued walking onwards. Following his trajectory, I caught sight of someone ahead of him. The big man. I discovered they meant it quite literally. Where Godfrey was standard man size, his brother was not only tall but broad. Muscular like a body builder, he cut an imposing figure. Ezekiel obscured my view of him as he continued onwards, more and more of the demons heading toward where he stood on a small hillock.  
 I had to crawl and bump my butt across the ground to get to my foot and then mess around trying to get it back on without taking my trousers off: I had no desire to sit on a hillside full of demons in my pretty pink knickers.  
 A pair of feet came into my sight. Pausing next to me as I focused on getting the sleeve back onto my stump. ‘Hurry up,’ insisted Nathaniel.  
 I glanced up at him. ‘Why don’t you just suck it?’ 
 ‘Do you think you can catch me by surprise again, tiny mortal? With a word I can inflict more pain on you than you have ever experienced. You think it hurt when you lost your foot?’ He stood on the end of the prosthetic foot to add emphasis. ‘I can show you pain you cannot imagine.’ 
 ‘Actually, I don’t remember losing my foot. Sooo, you might say it didn’t hurt at all.’ It probably wasn’t wise to taunt him; he held all the cards and was surrounded by comrades. Stuff that though; Nathaniel was a douchebag, murdering ass hat and I was going to wipe the smile from his face the first chance I got.  
 He smirked down at me, his foot still pinning mine to the ground. ‘Perhaps a demonstration is necessary.’ Before I could react, he murmured a word, ‘Dolorinus.’ 
 Pain hit me like molten metal being poured through my veins. Everything hurt all at once. I squeezed my eyes shut for fear they were about to burst and then, just as quickly as it started, it stopped again.  
 I opened my eyes to find Nathaniel staring down at me with a bored expression. ‘There. Would you like another lesson?’ 
 Through teeth gritted hard against the memory of agony endured, I spat, ‘I’m going to kill you, Nathaniel.’ 
 He laughed, tipping his head back and guffawing at me. Doing so drew the attention of demons around him and he made eye contact with them while pointing at me. He couldn’t get his breath to speak though so they smiled in return and waited for him to share his joke. ‘She plans to kill me!’ he finally shrieked as another bout of hysteria hit him. When he could finally piece a sentence together, he said, ‘I’m immortal, you pathetic child. And I own you.’ Then he dismissed me as insignificant and walked away, finally taking his foot from mine so I could finish putting it on.  
 Over his shoulder, he called, ‘Bring her.’ The instruction wasn’t aimed at anyone, but the two demons nearest me paused while they waited for me to be ready. That he could levy a command and know that someone would obey it was perhaps the most convincing demonstration of his power and influence. 
 I clambered unhappily to my feet, doing my best to rid my mind of negative thoughts so I could focus on finding a way out of this mess. I was Nathaniel’s plaything, about to meet the being who might soon rule over all earth and once again, I really needed to pee.  
 Beelzebub had to be nearly seven feet tall and, just like his brother and most of the other demons and angels, his eyes were a piercing light blue. His smile was friendly when he flashed it and he dressed like a nineties rock god in black leather pants and biker boots with a plain white t-shirt on top. Around his left wrist were tied strings of leather. He ought to look ridiculous but somehow the devil was pulling off the look. On top of the hillock he stood head and shoulders above everyone else, a crowd of demons spreading out in every direction to form a circle around him. There were tens of thousands of them, their numbers far, far greater than the angels, and they had left a corridor for Nathaniel to walk through. I was trailing behind him, reluctantly approaching a being my brain told me I should fear above all others. As I came to the leading edge of the crowd, I could see they were divided into six segments like the wedges on a Trivial Pursuit board. Ahead of each one, a lone figure stood and I recognised what it was, the senior persons stood before their team just like a regiment would form up with the companies broken down by platoons and each platoon led by the officer who would stand apart. I was looking at the devil’s generals and Nathaniel was one of them. Taking that all in, I let my gaze come to rest on the big man himself.  
 Beelzebub’s attention was solely on me, but as I came to a stop, I noticed a leash trailing from his right hand. Hidden by the hillock until now, what I thought was perhaps a discarded jacket on the ground by his feet, turned out to be the crumpled form of Daniel.  
 Beelzebub saw my facial expression change as I saw who it was and glanced down to look at him as well. ‘Do you have feelings for this creature, Anastasia?’ He addressed me as if we were already introduced and his voice carried a trace of amusement at the concept. 
 My face screwed itself up in reaction to the question. ‘No.’ I replied as if the idea was ridiculous.  
 Beelzebub looked my way again, the amusement now clear on his face as if playing to his audience at my expense. ‘I apologise, Anastasia. I have been trying to determine why he would go to such lengths to deceive me about his intentions. You see, when I learned of a human who might wield source energy, I scoffed at the idea like everyone else. Afterwards though, I considered that even though shilt are base creatures and not very bright, they are also not devious enough to lie. However, when I investigated, I discovered that Daniel already knew about you and had been secretly trying to use you to obtain my father’s sword. Discovering that he had competition, Daniel made the mistake of bringing others into his confidence. They were not loyal to him, wisely informing Nathaniel though Daniel managed to bind you to himself as he sought the weapon for his own purposes.’ Beelzebub paused to look down at Daniel whose head was bowed in defeat, the metal collar locked about his throat somehow keeping him in check. Or perhaps it was the knowledge that he couldn’t fight everyone, that prevented him from freeing himself. ‘So, I had to ask why he would choose to defy Nathaniel’s orders. His ambition was always a positive thing, or so I thought, yet now I must question if I have been blind about his intentions. He denies it, but I think he intended to attempt a coup. What part do you play in his plans, Anastasia? He should have brought you to me when you beat Nathaniel earlier, yet he assisted your escape. Why is that?’ 
 Beelzebub asked the question of me and raised a single eyebrow as he waited for an answer. When I offered none, he said, ‘Well it wasn’t your looks that won him over.’ He laughed deeply at his own joke. All his minions laughed with him. Oh yeah, the girl has a terrible scar on her face and will never find love; let’s all laugh at her. As the mirth settled, he straightened his face and took on a serious expression, motioning to his left for something I couldn’t see.  
 Gabriel and Samuel were led out from the crowd. Like Daniel they wore iron collars, but they also had their hands bound into fists and tied tightly to a yoke that passed over their shoulders and they were gagged. They wouldn’t be able to conjure source energy or be able to cast spells. Though they fought and resisted futilely, they arrived in front of Beelzebub and were forced to kneel. 
 Then Beelzebub turned his attention back to me. ‘You appear to have picked a side, Anastasia. It is the wrong one. Or, at least, it is not the one that will win. Tell me, did my brother tell you that I murdered our father?’ 
 ‘Yes,’ I spat in reply.  
 Beelzebub cast his eyes down and nodded as if considering something. ‘I imagine he told you a lot of things. Many of them will prove to be untrue. The biggest lie is that he can win the battle that is coming.’ To his side on the ground, Gabriel was trying to say something through his gag. Beelzebub ignored him. ‘Our forces outnumber his almost twenty to one. We have beasts at our command which he does not and now I have my ancestors’ sword. I wish to prevent bloodshed but Godfrey will not listen to reason.’ 
 ‘Are your demands reasonable?’ I challenged him. A murmur of surprise rippled through the crowd that I would speak to him so boldly. He waved them to silence. ‘Do you not plan to dominate humankind and force them to your will, making slaves of them so they can worship you as their god? Godfrey readies himself for battle because he has no choice. Someone has to stop you.’ 
 Beelzebub nodded along at my accusations, taking them in and waiting politely for me to finish before replying. ‘You believe you are addressing the devil, do you not? The evil master of hell who tortures unfortunate souls for all eternity on account of their sins. Look around, Anastasia; do you see any poor mortals in eternal torment?’ He grinned at the crowd. ‘My legend precedes me, but you may wish to note the absence of curled horns,’ he pointed to his skull, ‘and that I do not have a goat’s legs or cloven feet. Do I intend to rule over the creatures of the Earth? Yes, I do, because someone must. You wish for me to leave mankind to rule itself? A population of greedy fools, clawing to do better than the person next to them? They worship billionaire sport stars and actors instead of making sure babies have enough to eat. They walk past homeless in the street on their way to a sumptuous meal out. They wage war and kill untold millions, putting children, babies, the old and infirm to death because of an ancient dispute over land ownership. I ask you, Anastasia, do you think they are fit to be left to rule themselves? They are incapable of behaving in a manner that warrants trust so I will rule them and restore peace to the planet.’ 
 ‘How many will you kill to do it?’  
 ‘As many as is necessary,’ he snapped. ‘Plenty of them deserve it.’ Gabriel continued to mumble loudly through his gag, his insistent noises finally getting the better of Beelzebub. ‘Take his gag off, for goodness sake.’ 
 Finally free to speak clearly, Gabriel worked his jaw to relieve the ache in it, then said, ‘You cannot keep us, Beelzebub. The accords state we are to be returned to our side.’ 
 Beelzebub snorted. ‘The accords? You believe they still stand? They were agreed four thousand years ago when we accepted our immortality. No one wanted to spend an eternity in a cell or held captive, so we released each other’s prisoners and agreed to never hold each other. Do you remember the final clause in that agreement?’ He paused to give Gabriel time to answer, then continued when no answer was forthcoming. ‘Until the curse breaks. That was the final clause. At that point all bets are off, Gabriel, and I think we are close enough for me to justify not returning you to Godfrey so you can fight us next time. Instead, I think we will keep you here to test your mortality.’ He nodded to two demons standing guard behind Samuel and Gabriel who then both drew swords and plunged them through their prisoners’ chests. I gasped in shock as both angels screamed their agony, but as the swords were withdrawn, the wounds healed again with barely a drop of blood being shed.  
 ‘Still immortal then. We’ll try again later.’ Beelzebub returned his attention to me. I was standing before him at the front of the crowd, surrounded by demons; my presence causing a semi-circular depression in the front row. Nathaniel stood ahead of the front row as if his position granted him a special place. He wasn’t the only one. Looking about, there were half a dozen others all visible by being separate from the majority. ‘I think perhaps we should see what you are capable of and maybe work out what you are, Anastasia.’ 
 ‘She broke my incensus spell yesterday,’ announced Nathaniel, dutifully reporting on what I was capable of. ‘And she can not only spindle hellfire, but also produce it as a constant stream.’ 
 Beelzebub gave me an appreciative look, impressed despite himself. ‘Any magic?’ 
 ‘None so far, but her ability to wield source energy may just be a fluke.’ 
 ‘How so, Nathaniel?’ Beelzebub came forward, keeping Daniel’s leash in his hand so it reached full extent and yanked him forward. Daniel’s head was down so he didn’t see it coming and had to scramble along the ground after his master to prevent being dragged. He looked pitiful, and for the second time, I found myself feeling sorry for the handsome demon. Hold on! Why did I just add the word handsome to my own mental description. I had some big problems to deal with, I didn’t need to be fantasising about an immortal creature who might betray me for his own profit the first chance he got.  
 Nathaniel came toward me, causing me to flinch away but strong hands grabbed me from behind as the demons in the first row prevented my escape. ‘She has injuries as you are aware, her frail mortal body unable to withstand the forces that tore her apart. In her head is a small piece of metal from the bomb that broke her. I believe that is what has caused the change in her and allowed her to channel source energy.’ 
 Beelzebub cocked an eyebrow at Nathaniel. ‘That’s what you believe?’ 
 Nathaniel looked shocked. Beelzebub challenged him openly and now he wasn’t sure how to defend his assertions. ‘Well, she…’ 
 ‘You’re an idiot, Nathaniel. How did you come to be one of my generals? You are too concerned with your own position to see what is going on around you. That is how this one,’ he gave Daniel’s leash another yank, ‘was able to enlist help and collect the girl without you even knowing and then bind her before you could even react. Tell me, how did she break the incensus spell? Is your magic so weak?’ 
 Nathaniel puffed out his cheeks at the insult and glanced around for support. I was loving this. Not that I thought I had much to gain from Nathaniel’s fall from grace, but it was fun to watch. I chipped in my two-penn’orth, ‘I got hit by a blast of hellfire.’ Everyone glanced my way, including Daniel, who I locked eyes with very briefly. ‘It broke the spell. I didn’t do anything.’ 
 Beelzebub nodded at me in thanks. ‘There. You see? Nothing but a coincidence, but you interpreted it as something else. Have you tested her at all? What is she capable of? Can she retrieve the other artefacts?’ 

Other artefacts?

 ‘There hasn’t been time,’ Nathaniel all but whined. ‘Your orders were to bring her to you.’ 
 ‘And yet you didn’t, did you? You let her escape. And now you bring her here, a prisoner with unknown powers who might be able to kill us all and be leading you on a merry dance.’ 
 It was Nathaniel’s turn to smirk. ‘Incensus.’ He said the word and I fell, my whole body collapsing on itself as all my muscles went slack. Above my head, I heard Nathaniel brag, ‘I think I have her under control.’  
 I came to rest with my face toward Daniel. If I could move, I would have been able to reach out and touch him. He was looking at me, making me wonder what he had been through because he looked so defeated, but as I thought that, he winked. It was a deliberate action, not a twitch, and came accompanied by a brief eyeroll as if we were sharing a private joke – he was pretending to be defeated!  
 My mouth would now be shaped into an O of curious question if my lips worked but he was indicating silently upward with his eyes and eyebrows, drawing my attention to the interplay between Nathaniel and Beelzebub. I listened in. 
 ‘I think it is time you released her to me, Nathaniel,’ advised Beelzebub. ‘There is much work to do.’ 
 ‘The work has already been assigned to me,’ insisted Nathaniel.  
 Beelzebub snapped out his reply, ‘By me. And you have proven yourself less than capable. Others will continue your work.’ 
 ‘They will not!’ Nathaniel’s defiant roar got everyone’s attention. Especially when he pushed hellfire into the sword still in his right hand.  
 ‘Hand over the sword, Nathaniel.’ Beelzebub gave the order in a calm and unbothered voice as if Nathaniel’s blatant threat were of no concern.  
 ‘Too long I have done your bidding. Too long have I listened to your posturing and self-belief. It is time for new rule.’ Nathaniel raised the sword to brandish it like the weapon it was and behind him the crowd started to split. A large chunk of them stepped up to fall in behind Nathaniel, leaving many more looking confused about which side they should be on. 
 One thought struck me and stuck: Godfrey was right. He predicted Beelzebub’s forces would fall to infighting and dissolve in disarray. Godfrey wanted his side to stay true to each other and to their beliefs and here was the truest example that he was right.  
 Nathaniel took a step forward, pointing the sword at Beelzebub’s chest as he advanced. ‘Your rule is about to be over, Beelzebub. I will lead our forces into the battle for Earth and dominion over mankind.’  
 Beelzebub took a step back; his first sign of nerves or weakness. Of the remaining five generals standing apart from the crowd, only one was moving to defend Beelzebub, the others stood watching. Were they unbothered who won this fight, or supremely confident in one of them to the extent that their involvement was unnecessary?  
 Then, the sword, which Nathaniel clearly believed was all the added advantage he needed, fizzed, flashed and went out just like it had for Gabriel. Concern and fear washed across Nathaniel’s face and a theory formed in my head. Not that I could do anything to test it as I lay on the ground in a crumpled heap.  
 ‘You don’t have the strength to wield it.’ Beelzebub wagged a finger at Nathaniel, who grinned triumphantly as he pushed more hellfire down its length, causing it to burst back into life. Light from it, deep red this time, not the light blue Gabriel created, lit his face to distort his features.  Then, with a fizzle and a pop, the light went out again and Beelzebub leapt.  




Chapter 29

 Caught by surprise when Beelzebub went for him, Nathaniel still had enough presence of mind to keep the weapon up. It almost skewered Beelzebub, but the powerful demon swatted it from Nathaniel’s grip to send it spinning away.  
 It flew twenty feet through the air to land point down in the soil and quiver for a moment as the ground caught the tip and held it upright. Now desperate for Beelzebub to kill Nathaniel so the binding curse would break, I still couldn’t move though the sword was right there for the taking.  
 Above me, as I lay helplessly on the ground, hellfire shots were being flung, an exchange of fire intense enough to light the sky going in every direction. I thought I saw Beelzebub’s foot go by me, but a single bolt of blue light grabbed my attention. As I tracked where it had come from, more blue filled the air and demons were being cut down in waves. The angels were here, responding in kind to the attack they suffered at their camp earlier today. Whether by luck or good intelligence gathering, Godfrey’s attack was timed perfectly to maximise their efforts and capitalise on the demon’s internal struggle. 
 This was much better. I felt hope of escape, though I would have some explaining to do when I got back to Heavane. Still paralysed, I could do nothing but wait for rescue, battle raging all around me as I remained helpless on the stubby grass. I glanced to Daniel to discover he was gone; the git had saved himself just when I thought we were having a moment.  
 I had to get up and fight. I had to find a way to break the incensus spell and free myself. Then, no matter what else was happening, I was going to find Nathaniel and break my binding to him. I had no idea how, but I was going to do it anyway. Just like yesterday, I forced source energy into my right palm, but unlike Rochester High Street, I had no concern here about what my blast might hit. I let rip with a bolt of sinfire and hoped it would strike me to break the spell. It didn’t, but instantaneously, all my senses returned like a wave of power sweeping through me. I hadn’t been hit by anything, including my own source energy blast, so how had the spell broken? Had I broken it through force of will? 
 A hand gripped my shoulder, the fingers digging cruelly into my flesh and a voice by my ear snarled, ‘Reparto. Defend me.’ It was Nathaniel; he had released me from his incensus spell only to employ one which made me protect him. Holding me from behind and keeping close, his breath was hot on my face as he got closer than I ever wanted him to be. I was still bound to him and now I was his human shield, my right arm up and sending blast waves where he commanded.  
 I screamed my defiance though it made no difference. However, there was one thing Nathaniel hadn’t thought of. Now that he was using me as a shield, sooner or later I was going to get hit and if yesterday wasn’t just a fluke, whatever spell he was now using would break. I waited for it, ready to turn on him. It wasn’t happening though, Nathaniel deflected shots and caught shots. He was being fired upon by angel and demon alike, but he also had supporters defending him as he stalked after Beelzebub. Clearly, he recognised that having challenged the leader, he now needed to see it through, but Beelzebub also had defenders and their numbers were greater than Nathaniel’s.  
 However, it was Beelzebub who attracted the bulk of the effort from the angels and he couldn’t fight everyone at once. Another barked command from Nathaniel and I swept a stream of raw source energy into a pack of demons approaching from his right. We were making our way toward Beelzebub, slowly and steadily crossing the battlefield toward his target. 
 I spotted the sword. It was no longer sticking out of the ground but had been knocked over. Beyond it, I could see Godfrey and his forces. They were fanned out but trying to get to Gabriel and Samuel; perhaps that was all they came here for, but if I could escape here and go back with them, I wanted to take the damned sword. It would be something to show for my poor choices. 
 Nathaniel saw what I was looking at, his harsh voice grumbling in my ear, ‘Well done, little girl.’ His fingers steered me around toward it, the small detour not far to go on his way to Beelzebub. Whether he could wield it or not, he wanted it, or wanted to deny anyone else from having it.  
 Before we got to it, Daniel emerged from the noise and confusion of the battle. He had hellfire balled in both hands and a mad look on his face. The steel cuff around his neck was gone and he looked ready to kill. Right next to my ear, and so loud it almost deafened me, Nathaniel screamed, ‘Take him out.’  
 Unable to disobey, I loosed a bolt with my right hand, but Daniel dived to his right, rolled, bounced and came back to his feet with another wink in my direction. Then he blasted me with both cannons, the raw power of his hellfire taking me off my feet and throwing me backward into Nathaniel.  
 As my body arced through the air, I took in as much of the hellfire as I could, spindling it inside myself before it could defuse into the ground. Maybe I could use it and maybe I wouldn’t get the chance. But I was free of Nathaniel’s most recent spell and Nathaniel knew it. Any moment now he would whisper a word and I would go back to being his puppet.  
 Screaming my defiance, I rolled away from him and threw myself at the sword. I doubted I would even get to it, but as my left hand closed around the grip, I saw why I had been able to: Daniel was on top of him, his arms wrapped around Nathaniel’s face and mouth. It was working, Nathaniel couldn’t make me his pawn if he couldn’t cast the spell.  
 I knew what I needed to do. I just wasn’t sure I was capable. With a scream of rage, Nathaniel tore Daniel from his shoulders, casting him to the ground. Both demons threw hellfire at each other, their blasts meeting in the middle to send sparks in every direction as they cancelled each other out. That lasted half a heartbeat though, as Nathaniel’s supporters lent their firepower to his cause, smashing Daniel into the earth with a barrage of evil red destructive force. I lost sight of him beneath the glow of energy, but it was a sacrificial play on his part. At least that was what I believed as my running leap closed the last few feet and I plunged the sword though Nathaniel’s heart. 
 His hellfire pulses stopped immediately, his gaze falling to stare at my left hand as it held the sword’s grip flat to his chest. All around him, the demons stopped fighting and stared our way, Nathaniel’s supporters dumbfounded that not only had a mortal girl picked up the sword and survived but then used it to strike down their general.  
 It wasn’t just them, I realised, as the sound of battle faded all around me. No one had seen this weapon in more than four millennia and now I had used it. I think they were all staring at Nathaniel, wanting to know what the weapon would do to him. 
 Any confidence I briefly felt, went as soon as Nathaniel smiled at me. ‘You are just a mortal. You can pick up the sword with your fake hand, but you cannot wield it. You are forever bound to me, my little human. But thank you for returning this to me.’ As my heart sunk in desperate defeat, he reached up with his right hand to grab my left and pull it away. At that moment I knew what I had to do.  
 There was one move left.  
 Right or wrong.  
 Live or die.  
 As he ripped my prosthetic left hand away, I grabbed the sword with my right instead, a move that should have killed me instantly like the verger last night, but even as I moved my hand toward the grip, I was pushing hellfire down my arm, forming a stream of it to power the sword. At the moment my flesh met the grip, I felt a jolt of energy fire through my synapses, lighting me up from the inside and undoubtedly killing me but I held on and pushed all my spindled hellfire through him.  
 Our faces were inches apart, my jaw hurting from gritting my teeth so hard, but as I stared into his eyes, the arrogant haughtiness fell from them. The god sword pulsed hellfire through his body in a continuous stream, and it was killing him. He let go of my left hand to grab at the sword, but I looped my free hand around his neck, pulling myself toward him and holding on tight as the power of the weapon threatened to overwhelm me.  
 From the corner of my eye, I saw Godfrey’s forces snatch Gabriel and Samuel, shimmering air signalling their departure and still I pushed power through the sword. It came to me as I watched Nathaniel struggle and ultimately fail to wield it. Just as Gabriel had when he tried, his pulses of energy were not enough. They lit the sword but could not power it. I gambled on the ancient weapon needing the sustained stream of energy almost no one could wield. It made perfect sense to me: forge a weapon that few can use. 
 Before my eyes, Nathaniel’s skin was beginning to blister and crack, his eyes were going black and his grip on me was losing its strength. With a final surge, I screamed into his face and pushed the last drop of energy out of my body and through the sword. His head tipped back as a blast of hellfire escaped from his mouth to shoot into the sky.  
 Then I fell back, taking the sword with me to pull it from his body. The stream of energy from his mouth petered out and his head came back to level. Panting and exhausted, I stared at him, fearful that even after all that he was just going to shake it off. With a curious grimace, he asked, ‘What are you?’  
 He got no answer and wouldn’t have heard it even if there had been one for he started to disintegrate. His atoms turning to ash before my eyes, he became a pile of dust that slowly settled to the ground.  
 I had killed him. I had killed an immortal. Utterly spent, it was all I could do to stay upright but I was still surrounded by demons. They weren’t attacking me. If anything, they looked afraid.  
 Glancing around, I saw that most of the angels had already departed. They came for their captured brethren, rescued them and escaped. Godfrey and Benjamin hadn’t left yet, they were both staring at me, perhaps wondering, like everyone else, just what they were looking at. Godfrey beckoned to me, raising his voice so I could hear ‘Come with me, Anastasia. Fight for mankind.’  
 He was on the other side of the battlefield, thousands of demons separating us. I had a hunch they would just let me pass if I walked toward them with the sword; they didn’t know it was sheer willpower keeping me on my feet.  
 Beelzebub also had something to say. ‘I know what you are, Anastasia. Stay with me and I will make you a goddess on earth. You can save millions by helping me rule. My brother is not what he says he is. He is the one who killed our father and has lied about it to everyone ever since.’  
 ‘Liar!’ screamed Godfrey.  
 The sword felt heavy in my hand. I was tired from being awake for so long, exhausted from the effort of defeating Nathaniel, and I couldn’t remember the last time I ate. More than anything, I wanted a cold beer in a quiet space and then some sleep. I stared down at the god-killing weapon in my hand. There were more artefacts out there and I wasn’t sure I could trust either side with them.  
 Maybe Beelzebub knew what I was and maybe he was lying. Maybe Godfrey was the righteous son and maybe he had killed his father while framing his brother for the murder. The only thing I knew for sure was that I didn’t trust either of them.  
 ‘Daniel?’ I called to him, trying to keep the fatigue from my voice but avoiding turning around to check he was there in case I fell over. 
 I heard movement as he approached. ‘Yes, Anastasia?’ 
 Now I had to turn so I could spot his hand and put mine in it. I wondered what that felt like for him, my prosthetic hand holding his flesh, but I pushed that from my mind as I lifted my head to meet his eyes. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 His eyes flared in surprise, but he opened a portal, touched my flesh, and pulled me through it, a cacophony of shouts erupting from the immortal plain as we left them behind and fled to earth. 



 

Epilogue: Internet Sensation

 ‘Cassie, come and look at this.’  
 ‘What is it?’ 
 ‘Just come and look.’ Jennifer’s request was delivered in a tone that made her younger twin sister want to see what had got her attention. Cassie was sitting on her bed, ignoring her math homework because it was boring and using her evening to chat about Robert Cameron with her BFF Selina instead. Robert was playing this weekend, his ability to sense where the play was going, combined with natural size, weight and muscle made him a likely first draft choice for the college football teams this year. And he was newly single after dumping that bitch Pandora Simmonds. At seventeen, Cassandra Young was ready for a boyfriend who was less of a boy than all the previous jerks had been, and her sights were set on Robert.  
 With phone in hand, she drifted across to see what had got Jennifer so focused. Jennifer was sitting at a small desk in the corner of their shared bedroom. Neither of them liked sharing but the house only had three bedrooms and their elder sister had one to herself. It was the smallest bedroom, but it was still privacy the other two didn’t have.  
 ‘What?’ Cassie asked, her attention drawn back to the phone as Selina sent her a new message, this one containing lewd advice on how to attract Robert’s attention. Her jaw dropped open at Selina’s graphic detail. 
 ‘Are you watching?’ asked Jennifer, turning her head to find her sister paying no attention at all. ‘Will you just look?’ 
 ‘God, yes, alright. What is it that has you so excited?’ Cassie sent an emoji reply; the horny devil one and finally focused on the screen of her sister’s laptop. Her mouth fell open for the second time in a minute. 
 On the screen, a fight was taking place. Not a normal fight, though, where people throw punches or kicks. There were two … gangs perhaps was the wrong word but she couldn’t find another immediately. They were facing each other in a dark and old-looking street, the buildings had a centuries-old look to them so she guessed they might be European, but the geography was an insignificant detail because they were firing balls of light from their hands.  
 ‘Where is this?’ she asked, her voice coming out as a hushed breath.  
 ‘Somewhere in England,’ Jennifer replied.  
 The scene was recorded on someone’s phone, their voice creeping into the footage every few seconds as they cussed or gasped. It was shaky too and kept showing a wall as if the person filming felt a need to duck back into safety every few seconds.  
 As the two girls watched, the picture focused on something new. To the left of the screen, several figures were returning fire at an advancing group coming down the street toward them. Those advancing were constantly looking to find somewhere to take cover before popping up again to shoot more bolts of light. Buildings were on fire, the scene that of a war zone, but the cameraman had seen something else so the battle was now at the edge of the screen as a new person appeared.  
 A young woman was getting up off the floor. She had to be with the smaller group nearest the cameraman because she was level with them. But as they watched, the woman took a step forward, raised a hand and screamed as she sent a stream of light into the head of a large man at point blank range. The man she hit shot across the road, the stream of energy carrying him thirty feet to collide with another man.  
 Panting with rage and from effort, the woman readied herself to shoot again, but the fighters in the gang at her end of the street all looked her way, then, at a barked command from one of them, they stepped backwards and vanished.  
 ‘Whatcha doing?’  
 Both girls screamed in shock as they jumped from the unexpected voice. Cassie dropped her phone in fright, then juggled for it and almost caught it before it clunked onto the carpet.  
 ‘Wow! That was quite the reaction. Are you two watching porn or something? You look like mom just caught you doing something you shouldn’t.’ Big sister, Naomi, didn’t wait for an invite. She had been on her way to the kitchen to get a soda but heard the odd sounds coming from her sisters’ room and poked her head in. Now she was truly curious.  
 ‘We are not watching porn, thank you,’ Jennifer replied in a tone that suggested the concept was ridiculous. ‘You need to see this though.’  
 ‘I was getting a soda, you want anything?’ she asked, disinterested in whatever it was her sisters might be watching. She had an assignment to hand in tomorrow and was at least two thousand words and three hours away from finishing it. The sugar and caffeine in the soda was exactly what she needed to carry her through.  
 As she backed toward the door, Jennifer stopped her. ‘No, Naomi. You need to see this,’ she insisted. Now Naomi was curious. She got on okay with her younger sisters, but the twins had always been thick as thieves which left her on the outside. Eighteen months older and quite a bit wiser she was certain, but Jennifer rarely bothered her with anything trivial.  
 Naomi stopped and came toward the laptop. Might as well see what it was and avoid arguing about it. ‘Okay, you got me, sis. What is it that you need to show me soooo desperately?’ Cassie had picked her phone up but the conversation with Selina was already forgotten, her last message not even read. Seeing both her sisters staring at her so intently, her smile dropped. ‘What?’ 
 It was Cassie that spoke first. ‘Remember last year when dad took us camping?’ 
 Naomi’s eyes flared, she knew exactly what they were referring to and it had nothing to do with camping. ‘I thought we agreed to never talk about that?’ 
 ‘I don’t think that’s an option anymore,’ said Jennifer, still sitting at the desk by her laptop. ‘It’s not just you.’ 
 Naomi’s hand flew to her mouth at the claim her sister made. Now she had to see what they were looking at and all but pushed Cassie out of the way to get to the screen. ‘Play it,’ she demanded, bending down so she could get close to the screen.  
 Wordlessly, Jennifer took the footage back to the start and showed Naomi the whole thing.  
 Three minutes later, Naomi straightened up again. ‘You don’t think it’s fake?’ 
 Jennifer shook her head. ‘I might if I hadn’t seen you do something similar last year.’ 
 ‘What I did wasn’t like that,’ Naomi argued.  
 ‘It wasn’t,’ Jennifer conceded. ‘It was more spectacular. They are flinging bolts of energy. Apart from that one girl who made a stream of it. What you did was more like magic.’ 
 ‘Don’t use that word. Magic is against God.’ 
 ‘How is it against God?’ 
 Naomi frowned at her sister. ‘Do you ever remember reading about magic in the bible?’ 
 ‘Yeah. All the time,’ snapped Jennifer, folding her arms and swivelling her chair around to face her older sister. She was getting riled now, it took so little to make her want to have an argument. ‘There was this dude called Jesus and he kept doing impossible stuff. They called it miracles, but I think it was just magic and they didn’t know how to interpret it.’ 
 ‘That’s just blasphemy, right there, Jennifer. Momma didn’t raise you to bring blasphemy into the house.’ 
 ‘Um, girls.’ Cassie, who had been quiet for the last minute as Jennifer and Naomi argued, interrupted them now. They continued to glare at each other for another second, but Cassie was doing something, and curiosity made them both turn their heads to see what it was.  
 Now it was Naomi’s turn to blaspheme, the Lord’s name finding its way from her lips as she jumped backward in shock. Jennifer, in contrast, leaned forward to get a closer look. 
 Cassie turned toward them both, her face illuminated from the sparkling lights coming from her fingertips like tendrils of mist. Her face bore a look of wonder and excitement as she looked down at her right hand and then back up at her sisters. She bit her lip, trying to work out how to say what she had to say, then shrugged and said it anyway. ‘I can do things.’ She gave that a moment to sink in, then added, ‘Ever since Naomi scared off the mountain lion before it got me last year, I have been able to do … whatever this is. I can move things, I can control water, I think I might be able to affect emotions with it.’ To demonstrate what she meant she pushed her hand toward a glass of water on Jennifer’s desk. The thin tendrils of misty light closed the distance like strands of gossamer, vanishing into nothingness before they reached the water, but it began to spin in the glass, an eddy forming in the centre as it picked up speed.  
 She let it go, the water continuing to spin as she lowered her hand, the light from it extinguishing. ‘I wanted to talk to you both about it, but … we all swore we wouldn’t mention it again.’ She met their eyes, waiting for a verdict or to be berated and unsure which it might be. 
 Naomi didn’t speak, she just held up her hand and pushed tendrils of misty light from her fingers just like Cassie had. ‘I’ve been practising too.’  
 Then Jennifer held up her right hand and then raised her left as well, bringing magic into both simultaneously.  
 ‘What are we?’ breathed Cassie, already believing she knew the answer but dreading to hear it out loud.  
 Jennifer held her gaze for a second, then turned her head to look directly at Naomi. Then she snorted. ‘I don’t know about you two, but I’m a witch.’ 
 The End 
   
   




Author Note:

 Hello,  
 It always seems to be late in the day when I get to write the end of my books. I am sure that is all to do with getting into the final chapters and finding I cannot let it go, so I stay up until the words are done and often finish well after I ought to be asleep. This is the fifth book in this series and was the first book I wrote. Not the first book ever, but the first in the Realm of False Gods. My brain works a little odd like that sometimes.  
 As a history marker, this evening saw the British government lock down a lot of the country in their bid to tackle the Covid-19 outbreak now sweeping the nation. I’m sure it is a scary time for many, though I hope the panic has passed by the time the first people get to read this book. I will admit it felt weirdly ironic to be writing a book about the Earth tumbling uncontrollably toward a cataclysm when people around me are currently acting as if that is exactly what is happening. 
 Exposure to the disease on my part is unlikely as I work from home and rarely go anywhere. The clubs I might take my four-year-old-son to have all been cancelled and the one remaining public house in my village has shut, so my excursions beyond the house and garden are reduced to nil.  
 Of course, my working life is unaffected by whatever happens outside. Six months ago, when I worked in a corporate environment and hated the part of my life that paid the bills, a typical week would see me drive the length of the UK at least once and often board a flight to deal with business somewhere in Europe. Now I get to commute to work in my slippers and feel far richer for it. I work more hours than before, but none of them feel like work because I am in love with what I do.  
 I’ll be up at 0500hrs tomorrow morning to start the routine again, my gym gear on in preparation for my first screen break at 0700hrs when I give myself thirty minutes hard exercise. I need it because I spend all day sat on my backside. Staying in shape for my kids is important to me, the books form my income but also their legacy, and though I work hard, I try to be a constantly present father. That is the role model I got from my father, a man I still miss, and one I intend to pass on. 
 I am off to write a mystery book now.  
 Take care 
 Steve Higgs 
 March 2020 




More Books in This Series

 Terrible Secrets 
 The Witches of Chippewa Falls 


 A quiet town in the American Midwest is about to be rocked to its core.  
 As three young sisters come to terms with what they are – being a witch is a real problem in a churchgoing, God-fearing family, a new neighbour with a mysterious past hints at trouble to come. 
 The scary woman next door could be the least of their worries, though, as their spellcasting draws the attention of something ancient and evil.  
 Can you keep a secret?  

What if it is something really terrible?



 
 A Wizard in Bremen  



 When a missing persons case brings me into contact with the only other supernatural creature I have ever seen, it’s not long before I am ass-deep in trouble. 
 The police don’t like me, there’s a clandestine organisation who want me to join them, and what might be a demon trying to catch me. When I refuse to play ball with any of them, my life starts to get tough, but I had no idea how low they might stoop to force my hand. 
 Soon they will find out just how badly they underestimated me. I hope. Have I bitten off more than I can chew? 
 Somehow, I need to escape captivity, cross to a mysterious demon realm, rescue a girl, and find my way back. Easy, right? It might be if they hadn’t confiscated my wand. 
 Thankfully, I’m not alone, I have a powerful werewolf as an ally. If only he wasn’t such an annoying, snarky d-bag. 



 
 Early Shift 
 Don’t Challenge the Werewolf 



Don’t pick a fight with him. You won’t lose. You’ll die

Zachary has a secret he tries to keep under wraps …

… if only people would let him.

When he drifts into a remote farming community looking for work, the trouble starts before he orders breakfast. 
Normally he would just avoid the trouble and move on, but there’s a girl. Not a woman. A little girl, and the men that want to dominate the village threaten her livelihood.

And that just won’t do.

There’s something very rotten in this community but digging into it brings him face to face with something more powerful even than him. Something ancient and unstoppable. He has no choice other than to fight, but who will walk away?

As the false gods find their way into the realm of mortals, how many mortals will rise to defend the Earth?

Be ready for war. 



 
 Unleashed Magic 



 In seven days, I have to surrender myself to a demon. 
 That was what I agreed to. That was the price to rescue a teenage girl. 
 What would you do with your last week? My plan to drink good whisky and relax got shot to hell within hours when the police, who hate me by the way, begged for my help. They have a murder with… strange circumstances. 
 I only need one look at the pictures to know they look like werewolf wounds. Could the killer we are chasing be my friend the snarky werewolf? I certainly hope not because I’m not sure he can be stopped. 
 As I chase across Europe, with my time running out, the body count continues to rise. That’s not my only problem though. Clandestine organisation, The Alliance, are enacting their own agenda, which seems to include me whether I like it or not, the rescued girl’s father wants to sue me, and the demon I killed is back to get his revenge. 
 It’s going to be a tough week. 
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