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      It didn’t hurt. Dying.  I mean it did hurt. A lot, in fact. But once the magic was done literally ripping my body apart it didn’t hurt anymore. So, yes, dying did hurt, but once the actual death bit was done it was like the pain had never even happened in the first place.

      Cedarstone disappeared behind a wall of shimmering red magic that erupted up all around me. It erupted from within me. As soon as that happened the pain was gone. Just like that. The click of a finger. For a second or two I was still there, somehow. Even though my body was destroyed, I remained there in that place. And then the place was gone. Redness was followed by darkness. Explosions were followed by silence. And then…

      I was somewhere else. A room. It was still silent. I was sitting which meant I had a body again. I looked down at my legs. I definitely had a body. Was I still alive? No, I was some kind of spirit now. I’d passed over. I looked around for Ashley. She said she’d see me on the other side, but she was not here.

      I was in what looked like a doctor’s waiting room. About thirty of those cheap-looking chairs that primary schools have lined three of the walls, with another ten placed in the middle of the room back to back. I was in one of the chairs in the middle. Almost every chair had somebody sitting in it. Nobody looked sick. They were all waiting in silence, and all of them looked apprehensive. I was pretty apprehensive myself. Being dead will do that.

      The wall at the front of the room had five plain brown doors. I wondered what the hell was going on. As if to answer my question the number sixty-seven appeared in glowing red numbers above the third door. A lady in the corner of the room stood up nervously. She glanced at her palm and then up at the number above the door. She looked around the room as if looking for someone to tell her what to do. Nobody did. There was no staff. Only people waiting. With a look of resignation, she shuffled off and entered the room. I tried to catch a glimpse through the door but saw absolutely nothing. It looked like she’d walked into a plain white room. The door closed quietly behind her and she was gone.

      I raised my own hand and stared at my palm. As I suspected there was a number that looked like it had been burned into my flesh. Sixty-nine. I sniggered. The tufty, grey-haired man to my right turned to look at me, eyebrows raised. I showed him my palm.

      ‘Ah,’ he said, and gave me a wink. Then he checked his own. ’73,’ he said with disappointment.

      ‘Do you know much about this place?’ I asked, hopefully. Silly really, it wasn’t like he could’ve been sitting here long enough to know much more than I did.

      He shook his head. ‘Some kind of purgatory I guess. We sit and wait to go into those rooms where I assume we will be judged.’

      ‘Fun,’ I muttered. I did not relish the idea of being judged. I hadn’t liked it much when I was alive and I knew I wouldn’t like it any more in death. I’d probably like it less on account of the consequences being far more permanent and totally out of my control.

      ‘May I ask how you died?’ he said, leaning in closer.

      ‘Why not?’ I answered. ‘I absorbed so much magic that my body exploded. Well, I think it exploded. I couldn’t really see what happened and I died pretty much as soon as it did happen.’

      He looked up at the ceiling. ‘I didn’t even know magic was real,’ he said sadly. ‘Imagine that. You were out living your young life, enjoying magic, knowing all the secrets of the world, and I had no idea any of that even existed. How boring my life must seem to you.’ He let out a small laugh. I was about to agree with him, but then I stopped. It was bad enough that he was dead without me making it seem like his life had been crap too.

      ‘Did you enjoy your life?’ I asked.

      He considered the question for a moment, his head tilted to one side. ‘Yes, I suppose I did. I don’t have many regrets so I guess that’s a good thing.’

      ‘It doesn’t matter what you didn’t know then. You had a good life.’

      Sixty-eight appeared on the wall and another person got up and went through one of the doors.

      ‘Did you enjoy your life?’ Now there was a complicated question. It had been easy for him to answer. Not so much for me.

      ‘Some of it,’ I told him. ‘I think maybe I would’ve enjoyed it more if I hadn’t known about magic. It would have been a lot simpler.’

      ‘Hindsight, eh?’ he chortled.

      ‘How did you die?’

      ‘I’m not entirely sure, you know. I was sitting in the conservatory reading the paper when the ground sort of… rumbled and then everything turned red. And then I was here.’

      The small amount of pleasure I’d been getting out of the conversation dissipated in a heartbeat. ‘Where did you live?’ I asked him in a quiet voice. I knew what he was going to say.

      ‘Cedarstone. It’s in Kent,’ he said proudly. I looked around the room and wondered if all these people had been killed by me. Were they all from Cedarstone? How far had the magic spread if it had killed this old man in his home? It was supposed to have been just the high street that got hit. That’s why the high street had been evacuated.

      My hand tingled and I saw my number appear above the first door. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said to the old man. He looked at me in confusion and shook his head. I didn’t wait to hear his reply. I got up and strode through the first door without even thinking about what might lie waiting on the other side for me.

      It was an office. A plain, somewhat shabby, office. The magnolia walls were plain. The only furniture was a large wooden desk that a had a chair behind it and a chair in front. The chair in front was the same as the crappy ones from the waiting room. The one behind was an executive, high-backed, leather chair. In the nice chair sat a small man who looked like he was severely over-worked. He looked up at me, his monobrow lifting slightly in greeting. He indicated the chair and then waited for me to sit down. I did as I was bid, noticing that the chair was very low so that I was looking up at him. I wasn’t going to have that. I pointed my fingers down at the chair legs, willing them to elongate, but nothing happened.

      ‘You don’t have magic here. Perhaps you will be granted magic again in your afterlife. That depends on how your judgement goes,’ he said in a weary voice. He was clearly not that interested in his job. Maybe an eternity of doing it dulled the experience.

      ‘I thought Saint Peter took care of judging people. I mean no offence, but you don’t strike me as Saint Peter. Or Saint anyone for that matter,’ I said. His eyebrow rose higher on his forehead.

      ‘Insulting your judgment officer?’ he said quizzically. ‘Foolhardy.’

      ‘I didn’t mean anything by it,’ I said quickly, hoping to salvage the conversation. ‘I’m just a bit nervous. You know, being dead and all can do that to a guy.’

      He nodded. ‘I understand. Don’t worry, this will not affect your judgement. As for Saint Peter, he does not reside in this realm. Now, let us begin.’

      I wanted to question him further on that but thought better of potentially irritating the man who was about to judge my deeds. If Saint Peter wasn’t in this realm then which realm was I in?

      Before him on the desk was a manilla file that was absolutely bulging with papers of a variety of colours. I saw whites, oranges, reds, yellows and a couple of greens. He lifted open the cover and stared down at the first page. I could not see it on account of my chair being so low. I did see his brow furrow as he studied whatever was written there. ‘Two in one shift,’ he muttered to himself. Then he shook his head. He closed the file and then looked back at me. ‘It seems you have not been assigned to me after all.’ He stood up.

      ‘Who have I been assigned to?’ I knew it wasn’t Saint Peter.

      ‘Come,’ he said. I followed him through the door and we reentered the waiting room. The old man was gone now. The people that were there looked up eagerly, wondering what was going on. They probably weren’t used to people coming out of the rooms. The officer turned right and led me down a long plain looking corridor. I wondered why everything was so boring in this place. Had God put them on a tight budget or something? I know the Bible espoused modesty and humbleness but this was just depressing. I could not remain in surroundings like this for eternity. I’d take the fires of Hell any day. It occurred to me that I probably shouldn’t even think things like that. I mentally retracted the thought.

      At the end of the corridor was an elevator. Shiny gold doors were fixed in the wall in complete juxtaposition with the shabbiness of the rest of the place. The elevator doors looked beautiful. I could see my reflection in them. I could really do with a haircut, I thought.

      The officer pressed the button and the doors opened on a mirrored elevator cart with a beautiful marble floor. Now this was more like it. I stepped inside the elevator and turned to see the officer was not coming with me. He looked at me the way someone looks at his friend when he knows he’s in the shit.

      ‘What?’ I said, suddenly nervous. ‘Where am I going?’ He flashed me a nervous smile that did not comfort me in the least.

      ‘Good luck,’ he said. And then the doors slid shut.
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      I didn’t feel the elevator move whatsoever, and yet after a few seconds, the doors slid open onto the biggest hall I had ever seen. It was the throne room of a god. A white marble floor stretched out for about a hundred feet. Golden pillars soared up way above, holding up the ceiling which had been enchanted to resemble a beautiful blue sky complete with fluffy white clouds. It was the perfect picture of a summer’s sky. At the head of the room atop a high dais, stood a white glowing throne that looked like it was made of pure light. As enticing as it was, it looked like it would destroy anybody who sat in it. Anybody apart from the man who was already sitting in the throne.

      He was tall even for a seated person. He sat straight, his chin slightly elevated. Both arms rested on the arms of the throne, his fingers draped over their fronts. Luscious golden locks hung down from his flawless face. Keen, bright eyes stared down at me as I shuffled into the room.

      There was another figure standing behind the throne but I could only make out the shape of him as the throne was shining so brightly.

      I turned back to the elevator, considering leaving again. Something about the man on the throne made me uneasy. I couldn’t tell if it was the unnatural perfection of his appearance or the cold silent exudation of power. To my dismay, the door was no longer there and only a golden wall stood behind me.

      ‘Come,’ the man said. His voice was gentle but commanding. I squared my shoulders in an attempt to look as confident as possible and strode determinedly across the hall. The man sat perfectly still, his eyes never leaving me, his expression never changing. My shoes clip-clopped on the marble, the sound rebounding around me.

      As I passed the last set of pillars I saw a fourth person. There was a man chained to the back of the pillar on my right, so only those on the throne side of the room would be able to see him. My blood burned in my veins at the sight of my grandfather, Nickolas Blackwood. Despite being restrained against the pillar, he stood defiantly. His chin was raised, his jaw was set and his eyes had a look of cold hatred in them as he stared at the throned man. As I came into view he turned his head my way. His expression did not soften when he saw me. His top lip curled into a snarl and it was then that I saw the golden stitching that was holding his lips together. If Nickolas was here and he was clearly under duress then I guessed this was not Heaven. And if this was not Heaven then the man sitting in the throne was most likely…

      ‘He had a reputation for having a silver tongue when he was alive. He tried to use his gift on me. I found it less than effective. Tedious, if anything. I much prefer him now,’ the throned man said lyrically.

      ‘You can’t trust a word he says anyway. All he does is lie,’ I replied. I gave Nick a final gloating smile and then turned away.

      ‘His lies do not fool me. No lies do. After all, they do call me the father of lies. Not that I have ever told a single lie. Propaganda.

      ‘I will profess that I had not expected to meet Nickolas Blackwood for some time yet. I have you to thank for his early arrival, Edward Lancaster.’ He dipped his head ever so slightly at me.

      ‘You’re welcome, I suppose. Just a shame I had to follow him here,’ I said.

      ‘Indeed,’ the man said slowly, ponderously. ‘But that is enough about him. His judgement has been passed and it did not go in his favour. I have met many bad souls in my time ruling the Realm of the Dead, but there are very few whose bad deeds outweigh their good as Nickolas’ do. Very few indeed. I wonder how you shall fair, Eddie.’

      ‘If I’m in Hell and you’re going to judge me, I guess you must be Satan?’ I asked him. It was quite obvious I should not have said that. His eyes widened in repugnant disbelief. The entire room seemed to darken as if a storm cloud had fallen over it. A hideous howl filled the room and a force slammed into me from behind, forcing me down to my knees. Even though I was already dead I felt the pain as the marble floor slammed into my knees.

      ‘Satan is the name used to insult me. It is not now, nor has it ever been, my name. I am Lucifer the Light Bringer,’ he said his name with pride and the darkness evaporated from the room.

      I remained on my knees, fearful that he would just force me back down again. I had to remind myself that things were different here. Lucifer was not an adversary like Rachel or Nickolas. There was no way to beat him. There was nowhere in his realm that I could run to, and I knew of no way to escape his realm. And here death was not the worst thing that he could inflict on me. Death, in fact, was the one thing I knew would not rescue me from any torture he sent my way. For once in my existence, I was going to have to be tactful.

      ‘I’m sorry I offended you, Lucifer,’ I said in my humblest tone.

      ‘You are forgiven,’ he said benevolently. I felt the power that had forced me down fade and slowly, I rose to my feet.

      ‘This is not Hell,’ he said. He began descending the steps towards me. I fought the urge to back away from him. ‘This is the Realm of the Dead. The Underworld. Hades. The Dead Realm. The Land of Souls. The list goes on.’

      ‘Ah, I always thought the Bible said you ruled in Hell,’ I told him, keeping my voice low as a sign of respect.

      He made a scoffing sound. ‘That is not written anywhere in the Bible. The texts say I was cast down to Earth and on the day of judgement, I, like all other sinners, will be thrown into Hell. Needless to say, the Bible is a falsehood. There isn’t a religious text in the Living Realm which is accurate, though all of them have their merits in some form.’

      I felt an info dump coming and longed for a chair. The last thing I wanted was to stand here for hours whilst he retold the Bible in its true form. But I dared not say anything through fear of offending him again.

      ‘I shall tell you the truth of the matter,’ he said as he stepped onto the same level as me. He was a good foot taller than I was. ‘The Bible is correct in that I did rebel against Yahweh.’

      ‘Yahweh being God?’ I asked. The room darkened once more and his eyes bore into me furiously.

      ‘That’s what he calls himself,’ he said through his teeth. ‘If he’s a god then my siblings and I are too. It is true that he is my father, but he is an archangel, the same as I am. He just has more supporters. That is how he defeated my rebellion. There was no battle, no fighting. It was a dignified vote.’

      ‘A vote?’ I said in disbelief. There was something very unbiblical about a vote taking place in Heaven.

      ‘Yes, a vote. All of the angels came together to vote for which of us should be their leader. Which of us should govern the Cosmos. Yahweh, or myself. He won. Barely. And as a punishment, I was exiled from Heaven. Myself and all my supporters were sent here, to the Dead Realm, to rule over the souls of the deceased. That is my part in the running of the Cosmos now. I reign only over the dead. Whilst Yahweh gets to lord it over everything else from his throne of splendour in Heaven. But, mark my words, my time shall come. I shall rise up from this place and I shall take my rightful throne in Heaven, and this time there shall be no vote. Only the sword.’

      I opened my mouth to reply and then made one of the wisest decisions of my existence. I closed it again.

      ‘So, here I am. Reigning not over Hell, but over all the plains of the Dead. Good and bad, they all come through me.’ He turned and began climbing the stairs back to his throne.

      ‘So, if my judgement goes well I can get into Heaven?’ I asked hopefully. He paused halfway up the stairs. His shoulders rose and fell as he let out a tiny laugh. He looked over his shoulder at me, his eye glinting devilishly.

      ‘Heaven is not for humans, Eddie. Heaven is the home of the angels. The creatures of the Cosmos, brought to life by the Universe itself to ensure that everything within the Universe runs smoothly. You have no place there.’ He climbed the last few steps and turned back to face me. ‘But with a positive outcome, you can move on to a pleasant afterlife. Your own version of Heaven. So,’ he lowered himself gracefully back into his throne. ‘How do you predict your chances?’

      ‘Well,’ I said, inclining my head as I considered things. I had done my fair share of bad things in my life, but I’d also done plenty of good. I’d helped people. I’d saved people. I wasn’t exactly a hero, but I certainly wasn’t a villain. ‘I did give up my own life to save everybody from him.’ I jerked my thumb in Nick’s direction.

      ‘Oh.’ Lucifer’s eyebrows rose. ‘And do you believe that this one act of goodness cancels out all of the terrible things you did prior?’

      ‘I didn’t say that. I mean, I never did anything that bad,’ I argued, still trying to maintain a respectful tone.

      ‘How would you categorise the murder of three-hundred innocent people in the Hazlitt Theatre?’ he asked. He leaned forward in his throne, eager for my reply.

      ‘I wasn’t in control then,’ I said, barely containing my temper. If he was going to throw accusations at me then he could at least choose something I’d done when I wasn’t under the influence of a dark curse.

      ‘If I had another supporter for every time I’ve heard someone tell me that then I would be on the throne of Heaven right now. But very well, you were cursed. Explain to me your part in the death of Clara Winters. You weren’t cursed then, were you?’

      ‘She was hardly innocent!’ I exclaimed, throwing my hands up in the air. ‘She’d imprisoned me and was planning to use me against my will if she needed to.’

      ‘Her actions do not excuse yours. Murder is murder.’

      ‘I didn’t murder anybody.’

      He leaned back, a cool smile on his lips. ‘I’m starting to see that famous temper. The one that results in people getting hurt. Even killed. The very temper you inherited from your grandfather,’ Lucifer said with mirth. He was enjoying this.

      I closed my eyes and drew in a deep breath. If I lost my temper he would likely hurt me. I was a magicless mortal and he was an archangel. The only way to beat him was by defending myself with words. I had to treat this like a court case.

      Once I’d calmed down enough, I opened my eyes and spoke in a steady, even tone.

      ‘I did a lot of things. I hurt people. I killed people. My actions got people killed even if I didn’t do the killing myself. But I was only ever reacting to situations I was forced into. I never intended to hurt anybody. I just wanted to protect the people I cared about. I made a lot of bad decisions in my life, but I did the best job I knew how to do. I made the best out of the circumstances given to me.’

      Lucifer sat in silence, staring down at me. He contemplated my words with his eyes on my face. He wasn’t making eye contact, his gaze seemed to look through me… into me. It was unsettling to say the least. But judging from the calmness of his expression I’d say my words had had the desired effect.

      ‘Maybe you did do your best. And maybe your best just wasn’t good enough.’ Each word hit me like a fresh curse pounding into my soul. I glanced over at Nick who was staring off into space, his expression unreadable. If he couldn’t talk Lucifer round then what hope did I have?

      Lucifer rose and let out a great sigh, shaking his head sadly as if he was greatly disappointed in me. ‘If we continue with this judgement I fear it will not go in your favour, Eddie.’

      ‘Please,’ I said in a whisper. ‘I just want to see Ashley again. If you’re going to send me to Hell, or whatever the bad place is called, then just let me see her one more time before you send me. Surely my sacrifice has earned me that much?’ It wasn’t in my nature to beg but when you’re dead and standing before the throne of the closest thing to a god there is, begging is a pretty good option. In my case, it was the only option.

      ‘I’ve never been in love,’ he said. Once again he began descending the steps. ‘I’m not even sure if it is possible for my kind to fall in love, though many have claimed to have done just that. So, you can understand that this desire you have to be reunited with Ashley is not something I can understand. Not fully.’ He reached the bottom and stared into my eyes. His eyes were so enchanting. The irises didn’t seem to be one colour, they were many all at once, constantly moving and swirling in the darkness around them. ‘I have never understood the purpose of humanity. Animals have a chain that keeps the world in motion. Remove one link in that chain and everything will start to fall apart unless that link can be replaced. Angels are here to ensure that the Universe runs smoothly. We are here to maintain the cosmological order. Without us, the Universe would quickly descend into anarchy. What purpose does your race have? Why are you here?’

      I wasn’t sure if he was waiting for an answer but I knew that anything I said would likely anger him so I said nothing. After several moments of silence, he broke eye contact and began circling me slowly, like a parent lecturing their child.

      ‘For eons, I have struggled with this riddle. I often considered the notion that perhaps your very existence is entirely designed to frustrate me. But I cannot imagine the Cosmos would be so petty.

      ‘I take it God did not create us then?’ I said. I realised my mistake as soon as the words had left my mouth. My spine became ablaze with burning agony. I clamped my lips together and stopped the scream from coming out. My body shook as I fought against the pain. A low whimper squeezed through my lips like a fart.

      ‘There is no God. Only us, and the Cosmos.’ The pain vanished with his words. Then he resumed pacing around me. ‘Some races were created. Though none from scratch. Everything had a template to work from. I watched my father start the process of evolution in your race. He forced mankind to evolve from apes and to this day I wonder why. One of the only pleasures I have in my existence is knowing that eventually, you will all have to come to me and answer for your pointless existences.’

      ‘Without us, your existence would be pretty pointless unless you’d like to sit here and judge the pigs and cows,’ I snapped. I braced myself for pain but none came. Instead, a burst of snakelike hissing laughter slithered over my shoulder.

      ‘Without you, I would not be in this realm. The annihilation of your race was one of the key points in my manifesto. The Universe would be far easier to govern without you complicating things. All the things we have had to engineer to try and keep you in line. To try and stop you from destroying the very planet you need for your own survival. Climate change was a fantastic idea. My brothers in Heaven really thought it would scare your race into changing your ways. Even I was surprised to see its lack of results. You are a stubborn race.’

      ‘You guys caused climate change?’

      ‘We are behind everything that happens. We rule the Cosmos. We control it. That is our purpose. I would like to bestow upon you a new purpose.’

      I raised an eyebrow and turned to face him. Whatever he wanted from me would not be good. People only ever preceded requests with long-winded speeches when they knew the request would be denied if asked for outright. The big speech was the distraction. ‘What purpose?’ I asked.

      ‘When people die they come to my realm. That is the law of the Cosmos. The Ambrotos Dagger makes a mockery of the Universe by stopping humans from dying. I have allowed this insult to go on for far too long. Go back to the Living Realm, retrieve the Ambrotos Dagger, and deliver it to me. Do this for me and I will allow you to bypass my judgement and rest peacefully with Ashley. Or however you choose to move on. Whatever Heaven looks like to Eddie Lancaster. Your record will be wiped clean.’

      It was a good offer. An amazing offer. I was fairly sure that my judgement would not go favourably if I let him continue. But still… something didn’t add up.

      ‘Why don’t you go and get it yourself? You’re an archangel. Nobody would be able to stop you.’

      His face soured. ‘There are rules. Rules set by Heaven. Exiled angels who reside in the Realm of the Dead can only enter the Realm of the Living if they forfeit their powers. When I set foot in the Living Realm I am at a greatly diminished capacity. But you are under no such restrictions. I can send you back and you can do this for me.’

      ‘But why me?’ I pushed. ‘Surely there are other people more suited to this task.’

      ‘If I fail I will bear that in mind,’ he said, his patience thinning. ‘Do you accept my gracious offer, or shall I continue with your judgement?’

      It didn’t take long for me to think it through. ‘I accept on one condition.’ His eyebrows nearly took flight from his head. ‘I want to see Ashley before you send me back.’

      ‘Humans,’ he said with a shake of his angelic head. ‘Agreed.’
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      I returned to the elevator which had now reappeared and stepped inside. As the door slid shut I saw the figure at the back of the room emerge and approach Lucifer. In just a few seconds the doors opened on yet another place. I wondered if this elevator was the way everybody travelled around the Dead Realm. It wasn’t what I’d expected. I’d always thought it would be more magical. Instead, it was strangely corporate. I chuckled at the idea of the Universe being run by a load of toffs in suits.

      The door opened on a street. It wasn’t any street I recognised. It was a pretty generic street. A neat row of houses, all built with boring, faded bricks. I expected better in the afterlife. Then again, it didn’t look like anybody lived in any of the houses. I stepped onto the street and looked up and down the road. No cars, no birds, no people. No lights were on in the houses, no curtains were moving. No sound came from anywhere. It was a ghost town. No pun intended.

      I looked behind me. Once again the elevator had vanished. It obviously wasn’t for public use, only the angels could summon it. I started walking down the road, hoping I’d find somewhere or someone familiar soon. The sun was setting in this unfamiliar world, and a dusky orange glow filled the sky. It was quite beautiful to look at. Maybe it was like that here every night. I’d get bored of it if that was the case. If you have something every day it loses its splendour.

      I reached the bottom of the road and saw a beach just before me. It was odd the way the urban street just blended into the sand. This must be somebody’s idea of a happy ever after. It certainly wasn’t mine. I hate beaches. All that sand stuck in between your toes, getting in your socks. The only solution was to wear sandals or the dreaded flip-flop. No thank you. One person’s paradise is another person’s hell.

      ‘Eddie!’ I knew Ashley’s voice straight away. I turned and saw her running down the road towards me. Her light hair flew behind her and I’m not ashamed to admit that I was drawn to the bouncing of her heavy chest.

      God, I’d missed her.

      She threw her arms out as she ran and I realised that we were about to reenact that scene that pops up in every single romance film in existence. The one where the separated lovers reunite and run towards each other for a massive embrace. Well, I’m not that guy. I stayed still and let her come to me. I extended my arms to return her embrace but I’d underestimated the force with which she was coming at me. She barrelled into me and we both tumbled to the floor. As I fell I realised why the guy also ran in the films. The mutual running cancelled out the momentum and stopped this kind of thing from happening.

      We both lay on the ground laughing at the clumsiness of our “romantic” reunion. She buried her face in my neck and laughed beautifully. Her warm breath fell on my flesh and caused my heartbeat to pick up. We’d only been apart of a few weeks but it felt like a decade. She raised her head and looked down at me. Her hair fell over my face as I gazed up into her loving green eyes. Then our lips were locked together, never to be parted again. Well, until a few minutes later when they were parted.

      ‘I’ve missed you,’ she said, her voice breaking on the words. I looked away so she wouldn’t see the tears in my eyes. I’ve never understood why people cry when they’re happy. Even when experiencing the tears of joy myself I still didn’t understand it.

      ‘I’ve missed you too,’ I confessed. I kissed her again. And again. And again. I have no idea how much time went by. Minutes. Hours. By the time we stopped kissing the sun had almost set completely.

      Ashley jumped up and then pulled me to my feet too. I didn’t object as she dragged me onto the sand and across the beach. The sound of the tide lapping against the shore was soothing as we walked along the sand. She turned back to me and then kicked her shoes off across the beach. She gestured for me to do the same.

      ‘Oh, no,’ I shook my head. ‘I don’t want sand in my toes.’

      ‘You’re dead, Eddie. You can risk a little sand in your toes.’ It was hard to argue with that logic, and it was impossible to deny her anything. If she wanted my shoes off, well I guess she could have it. I kicked my shoes off and then stripped my socks off too. The sand did not feel nice beneath my feet, but it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be. The mind has a way of vilifying unpleasant memories so they’re even worse than the experience actually was. A mechanism to stop us from doing something unpleasant again I suppose.

      Ashley didn’t stop at shoes and socks. She pulled off her top and then stood there in just a pair of denim shorts and a Lacey white bra. I was eager to see those come off too. But first I had to follow suit. Soon enough we were naked and back in each other's arms.

      My nightmare of being on the beach was worse than I’d ever imagined now that I was naked and rolling around in the sand. Those devilish little grains could get in much worse places than between my toes. But I didn’t care. My hell had become my heaven. I entered Ashley and realised exactly what I’d been missing. I’m not exaggerating when I say that it was the best sex of my… No, it wasn’t the best of my life actually. And I couldn’t say it was the best of my death because it was the only sex of my death. It was the best sex I’d ever had. Period.

      When it was over we lay in each other’s arms, enjoying the breeze from the sea, and staring up at the slowly darkening sky. I was fairly certain by this point that the sun set much slower than it did in the Living Realm.

      ‘Did you see everything going on with me after you…’ I asked without saying that she’d died, it seemed wrong to verbalise it. I wanted to know if she’d seen the atrocious things I’d done with Nick or if I was going to have to tell her now. I didn’t have to tell her, Lucifer had offered me the chance to bypass judgement which meant it was only my conscious that would suffer. For eternity.

      ‘No. Every now and then we can glimpse the other side but it’s a rare privilege. I know some of what you did, though. People have passed through here. Nobody I know, but people Mum knows,’ she spoke calmly, still staring up at the sky. Not a care in the world. Not a shred of judgement.

      ‘So you know I sided with Nickolas Blackwood?’

      She nodded. ‘Yes. And I know that you stopped him in the end. That’s what matters.’

      Not according to Lucifer, I thought. ‘You aren’t angry at me or anything?’ I pushed myself up on my forearms so I could see her properly. She looked up at me and smiled. It was one of those smiles reserved for people who were being silly.

      ‘Of course not. We’re both dead now. Nothing before matters. Not really. The fact that you’re here proves that you were a good man. You’ve come to a good place rather than being sent off for eternal torment.’

      ‘About that,’ I said, looking off into the distance. ‘I’m only here for tonight.’ Her happiness ebbed away and I told her the deal I’d made with Lucifer.

      ‘Oh, thank God,’ she said, letting out a heavy sigh of relief. I looked at her in confusion. ‘I thought you meant we had one night and then you were going to be tortured for the rest of time!’

      I burst out laughing. It was a high and raucous sound. Ashley slapped me on the chest hard enough to sting a little.

      ‘Don’t do that to me!’ She scolded.

      ‘I’m sorry! I’m sorry!’ I fell back to the sand and we lay together in silence, watching the stars together. ‘So what do you do here?’ I asked.

      ‘Whatever I want. I live with Mum in the family home. Sometimes we see people. Others who’ve died, you know.’

      I chewed on my lower lip as I listened to her talking. Living with her mum in her family home sounded nice. For her. Not for me.

      ‘We’ll get our own place when you’re here for good,’ she said, as though she’d been reading my mind.

      ‘Are there any people here? The whole street seemed empty,’ I said. I liked peace, but not this much. Although it was handy having no-one around when you were lying naked on the beach.

      ‘You can go to see other people, but most people stick with their loved ones in their own little pockets of the afterlife. I think it's only so quiet here because that’s how me and Mum like it. Other people might live with more people around,’ she explained. ‘There’s a train that takes you wherever you want to go if you want to see people.’

      ‘A train?’ I repeated. How strange a concept that was. A train that choo-chooed its way through the Underworld. The train would be a blessing for me. I like my solitude but a world with only three people was certainly not my idea of Heaven. Not at all.

      We lay together under the stars, in that perfectly cliched fashion until we both fell asleep. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d slept so peacefully. Probably not since I was a little boy safe with my parents. I did not dream and I did not wake up once. I slept all night with Ashley in my arms. When I woke up in the morning she was gone.
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      I sat up and looked both ways up and down the beach. The sky was pink as the sun rose and the golden sands were clear in both directions.

      ‘Ashley?’ I called as if she might have been hiding behind a sand dune or something.

      ‘Your time with Ashley has ended. She has gone home.’ I turned to see a man standing a few feet away. He was a plain man, dressed in plain black robes. His face was young and angular, like a thin diamond. Thin black hair was combed back across his head. I don’t know how I knew it, but this was the figure who’d been lurking in the throne room.

      ‘Who are you?’ I asked. I realised I was still naked as I climbed to my feet. I covered my dangly bits and looked around for my clothes but I had no idea where they’d gone. We hadn’t stripped off that far from here, had we?

      ‘My name is Malek. I am the Lord of Death’s lieutenant.’

      ‘Lucifer sent you?’ I asked, abandoning the search for my garments.

      ‘I have been sent to return you to the Living Realm,’ he said, staring me down with distaste.

      ‘Okay. Have you seen my clothes?’

      ‘There will be time for clothing later. It hardly matters right now.’ He shook his head as if I were a nuisance. I couldn’t help but notice that he was not naked. There was plenty of time for him to be dressed.

      ‘It matters to me, mate.’

      ‘Mate?’ He took a long time pronouncing the word as if it was the first time he’d heard it. ‘I am not your mate. We are not equals. You ought to show me some respect, if not for the fact that I am an angel, then for the fact that had it not been for me you would not have been granted this gracious opportunity to forgo judgement.’

      ‘If not for you?’ I looked at him, eyes narrowed. He was up to something, that much was obvious.

      ‘Indeed. I recommended this idea to Lucifer. I am his oldest friend. I have his ear.’ He raised his chin with pride.

      ‘Why? Why me? Why not any one of the other dead guys you’ve got wandering through here?’

      ‘Wandering through here… The Dead Realm is not a market.’ He shook his head at me again.

      ‘But why me?’

      Ignoring my question, he reached into his robes and pulled out a small phial of glowing white liquid. It looked like radioactive milk. Or something else…

      ‘Drink this,’ he commanded, offering it to me.

      ‘Uh… What is it?’ I asked. There was no way I was going to put some suspicious white liquid down my gullet. It could be anything. And I think we all know where my mind was wandering.

      ‘This is but a sample of Lord Lucifer’s grace. You will need this if you are to be returned to a full living state.’

      ‘I see.’ I took the phial and turned it over in my hands. The liquid moved like treacle. ‘And where did it come from?’

      ‘From within Lucifer’ I grimaced at that.

      ‘And, from which orifice was this extracted?’

      Malek’s nose wrinkled in disgust. He glared at me the way a parent might look at a child who’d farted at the dinner table. ‘Grace is to an angel what blood is to a human. It was extracted via an incision to the forearm. Now drink it before I change my mind and choose a new candidate from the many hordes of deceased souls we have wandering around down here.’

      I pulled off the lid and raised the phial to my lips. I closed my eyes as I tipped Lucifer’s grace into my mouth. I needn’t have worried. It was actually delicious. Kind of tasted like custard. I only wished there was more of it.

      ‘My God, that was good!’ I exclaimed and then smacked my lips with enthusiasm. My body warmed from within as the grace worked its way inside me. I felt like I was glowing even though I clearly was not.

      ‘How dare you say that word in my presence,’ growled Malek.

      ‘Malek, you are far too serious. Maybe you should come back to the Living Realm with me. We could have fun together.’

      ‘A combination of being rendered powerless and being in your company is enough to drive even an angel to suicide.’ He turned and beckoned for me to follow. I decided not to be offended by his blatant rudeness.

      I followed him along the beach until we came to the trusty elevator. This was not the place I’d got off the night before which meant it could appear anywhere. That begged the question why didn’t he just summon it where we were already standing?

      Pfft, angels.

      We stepped inside and the door slid shut behind us.

      ‘If you’re an angel like Lucifer why did I have to drink his grace, why not yours?’ I asked.

      ‘I am not like Lucifer. I am an angel whereas he is an archangel. Only his grace has the power to restore life,’ Malek told me. ‘Any angel could send a dead soul back to the Living Realm, but only an archangel can restore life fully.’

      ‘Sucks to be you then,’ I said without thinking.

      ‘It will suck a lot more to be you when you inevitably fail in your quest.’

      We stepped out into a large white room. Lines of people stood sentry on either side of the room. They were dressed in white and their faces were covered by expressionless white masks. Or those were their faces. It was hard to tell. I guessed they were some sort of guards. I hadn’t seen guards anywhere else in the Realm so far which meant this room was important.

      None of the sentries moved as we passed them. Malek led me up to the far wall which looked like a giant window covered in cellophane. Through the window, I could see a blurred street. It was dark but I could just about make out the shapes of parked cars beneath glowing streetlights. Silhouettes moved about on the street too.

      ‘Your town,’ Malek said, nodding at the window. ‘Maidstone.’

      ‘Is this the gateway then?’ I asked.

      ‘Yes,’ he replied simply. ‘Do I need to remind you of your task?’

      ‘Find the Ambrotos Dagger and bring it back here,’ I said. As if I’d forget such a simple task. He really thought I was a moron.

      ‘You won’t be able to bring it back here. Once you have it I will send an envoy to bring you to me. The Dagger will be handed to Lucifer and you will be able to spend eternity rolling around on that beach.’

      My cheeks blushed at the idea that Malek had been watching me and Ashley get busy. If that’s how things were here then I would be far more cautious about where we did it in the future. Angel or not, I did not want him watching me in action.

      ‘Before I go back, I don’t suppose you know where the Dagger is?’ I asked. I’d last seen it in Cedarstone but such a powerful artefact was unlikely to have been left there. The moment the debris had settled someone would’ve gone in to retrieve it. The question was who.

      Malek stared at me in disbelief. ‘If I knew where it was I would hardly need you.’

      ‘I’m still not sure why you do need me. I mean anyone would do.’

      ‘Just consider yourself lucky it is you and stop worrying about the why. Curiosity will be the death of your race.’ He took hold of my wrist and turned it over in his hand. His touch was frosty and made my blood slow in my veins. He touched his index finger to my tattoo. An hourglass with green sand trickling through the funnel. I’d got it to remind me not to waste time.

      ‘How very fitting,’ he said. My tattoo glowed with faint purple light as whatever spell he was casting took hold of me. ‘We don’t want you getting any funny ideas and deciding to stay over there in the Living Realm. You were not given enough grace to make your resurrection permanent but that doesn’t mean you won’t find another way.’

      ‘This is all unnecessary,’ I told him. ‘I want to get back to Ashley.’

      ‘Perhaps. But if you come to realise you cannot complete your task your only alternative would be to avoid dying again. This makes that impossible.’

      He released my wrist and I saw that my tattoo was no longer a static image. The sand, which was now purple, had all shifted into the top portion of the hourglass and was very slowly trickling through to the bottom. He’d made my tattoo a real timepiece. It looked pretty cool.

      ‘When the last of the sands fall to the bottom your time will be up and you will return here. If you do not have the Ambrotos Dagger then you will not enjoy your time here. Which will be forever.’

      ‘This wasn’t part of the deal,’ I protested, holding my wrist out for him to remove the spell.

      ‘Good luck, Eddie Lancaster. See you soon.’ He said and then shoved me through the window.
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      It was like walking through a spider’s web. The window resisted me, tried to keep me in the Realm of the Dead. But the force with which Malek had shoved me barrelled me through and I stumbled onto the other side. I fell onto the road, scraping open my knees as I landed. I was still naked. Shit. It was a cold night too. I pushed myself to my feet and darted off the road before any cars came by and saw me standing in the middle of town totally naked. Malek could have let me get dressed.

      Bloody angel.

      I called on a little magic to warm myself but came to the startling realisation that I had no magic to call on. There was absolutely nothing there. I’d never been resurrected before, but I’d assumed that I would have my powers restored to me when I returned to life. I guessed that because my magic had exploded out of my body and killed me that it was not possible to return it to me. It would only kill me again. So here I was, naked and powerless.

      I looked around and saw the old closed down ABC Cinema. I was at the bottom of Gabriel’s Hill. It was fairly quiet which meant it must be a weekday. If it had been the weekend there would have been a lot more people about. Gabriel’s Hill had never held much interest to me. None of the shops sold anything of worth and most of them were charity shops anyway. Now, however, that was very useful. People dumped donations on the doorsteps of charity shops which meant there might be some clothes in one of them.

      I walked quickly along the street, doing my best to keep to the shadows. There were a few middle-aged women outside Gala Bingo smoking away like a bunch of chimneys. Terrific. I kept my head down and tried to go by unnoticed.

      ‘Oi oi!’ One of them called shrilly. The other two whistled loudly the way builders do when pretty girls walk past them. So this was how that felt.

      ‘Bit chilly is it?’ The older one asked and then cackled at me. If only I had magic. I shot the old hag a mean glare and then carried on past them.

      I headed up the hill until I came to the first charity which had a black sack on its step as well as some cardboard boxes filled with toys and books. I was grateful that the nightclub nearby was closed otherwise there would’ve been a lot more people to see me in my state of undress. I ripped open the black sack and closed my eyes in relief at the sight of all the clothing inside. My relief turned to despair as I sorted through it and discovered it was all skirts and blouses. There was even a bra which was odd. I didn’t think people donated underwear to charity shops.

      Finally, I found some men’s clothing. I pulled on a pair of red corduroy trousers. They were the kind that only old men wore. I wondered if someone had died wearing them. Then I realised it didn’t really matter since I was dead myself. Or undead. I wasn’t really sure what I was anymore.

      Next, I found a t-shirt that was far too small which was a shame because it was fairly normal looking. Far more normal than the yellow shirt with black polka dots that I ended up having to wear. I found a tatty pair of green suede loafers that I managed to get on even though they were a size too small. I topped the whole outfit off with a grey blazer. The blazer was the most normal part of the ensemble. I glanced at my reflection in the shop window. All I needed was a bit of face paint and I’d fit right in at the nearest circus.

      It seemed wrong stealing from a charity shop but I could hardly go about naked. Besides, it didn’t matter what I did wrong as long as I got the Ambrotos Dagger. Lucifer would let me move on without being judged. Hell, I could get away with killing the pope as long as I handed that dagger over when the sand ran out.

      I needed magic. I wasn’t going to be able to achieve anything without a bit of power in my corner. I wasn’t going to be able to overpower any sorcerers without any magic which meant I needed a power source that couldn’t fight back. There was a chance that I had a box of magic set aside for emergencies just like this one. I used to keep magic reserves in my storage unit but I couldn’t remember if I’d left any after I’d consumed the lot. I’d given up my storage unit after moving in with Ashley and then taken all my things to Gabe’s house when she’d died and I’d moved in with him.

      A little while ago I’d created a brand new species of vampire and Gabe and his crew were sired from that bloodline. They’d all ended up working for me until I died. Before I died I’d told Gabe to go travelling or something. I really hoped he hadn’t left yet but I needed to have a look around that house. If he had gone hopefully he’d left the other vampires at home. But with me being dead they might have all decided there was nothing keeping them in Maidstone anymore. There was only one way to find out.

      With no money and no magic, I had no choice but to walk. I walked to the top of Gabriel’s Hill and turned right. There were a lot more people now that I was right in the centre of town but nobody paid me much attention despite my ridiculous attire.

      It was strange to be back in Maidstone. You know, after dying and all. When I’d laid down in Cedarstone with all of Nick’s magic flowing through me I didn’t think I’d ever see this place again. And yet here it was. There was nothing special about it at all and yet I had defended it so fiercely. I’d claimed the town as my own and fought to be its ruler. Why? I didn’t understand it now. Because it was my home? It didn’t have to be, though. I’d spent most of my life moving from town to town. Sure, I’d stayed in Maidstone for the longest duration of my adult life, but that was only because my old nemesis Rachel had taken so long to find me here. It was true that I had built a life here. I’d started a business, made friends, and found love. But all of that was gone now. My business died with me. My friends had left to find a safer place to live. My girlfriend had died. And then I died too. Maidstone had lost its appeal.

      My foot caught in something and I stumbled. I sort of hopped across the pavement like a lunatic as I tried to free my foot from a tramp’s sleeping bag that had been left in the middle of the path. The sleeping bag came away and I regained my balance. I looked about wondering where the tramp had gone. He’d left his sleeping bag, a cardboard sign asking for donations and an empty dog’s bowl. Maybe he’d taken his dog for a walk.

      I noticed a tatty copy of the Kent Messenger newspaper and picked it up, wondering what had been going on since I’d died. Maybe I’d made the news with my heroics in Cedarstone. There had been news helicopters around when I’d died. I wondered what the world had made of that incident. Had the Alliance of Covens managed to cover the whole thing up?

      The Alliance of Covens was an alliance of all of the covens in Kent. It had been led by Clara Winters who had titled herself the Supreme Dynast. Pretentious, I know. Thanks to me and Nick she was now dead. I wasn’t entirely sure what had happened to the AoC after that.

      I unfolded the paper and saw nothing about myself on the cover. But it was quite clear that the AoC had not covered up anything. Nor had anybody else. Emblazoned across the top of the page was:
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        * * *

      

      
        
        VAMPIRES ROBBING OUR DEAD
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        * * *

      

      So vampires had been exposed to the world, which meant that the rest of the supernatural community likely had too. I read on.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Ashford Cemetery was the latest to be hit by the grave-robbing epidemic sweeping across Kent. Several hundreds of deceased remains have been dug up and stolen in a series of bizarre raids taking place over the last month. Kent County Council had no official statement on the matter but made assurances that the crime was being investigated by Kent Police. An anonymous source within the police said that he believes this to be the work of vampires seeking to grow their ranks. One can only speculate as to why the vampires would want to increase their ranks but our unnamed police source thinks they might be planning to seize control of the county or even the country as a whole.

        Ever since the Exposure, the incident which decimated Cedarstone in 2017…
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        * * *

      

      I stopped reading as those words sunk in. Decimated. I hadn’t realised the destruction would be so severe. Thank God the town centre had been evacuated. Then I noticed the second point. Back in 2017. That meant it was no longer 2017 even though it was still August when I’d decimated Cedarstone.

      I glanced up to the date at the top of the page and my jaw dropped open. Thursday 18th April 2019.
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      The newspaper fell from my grip and the pages scattered across the street. It had been over a year and a half since I’d died. How could time be so different between the Dead Realm and the Living Realm?

      It must be some kind of a joke. I saw a young couple staggering drunkenly up the road towards town and called out to them. They stopped and looked at me as I strode across the deserted road to meet them.

      ‘Nice get up,’ the girl giggled, referring to my awful clothing.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said off-handedly. ‘I’m a bit out of sorts. Can you guys tell me the date?’

      They both looked at me like I was insane and moved away instinctively.

      ‘It’s uh… Monday the 21st,’ the guy said.

      ‘Easter Monday. Happy Easter,’ the girl said with false jolliness as if she were trying to dispel a potential fight.

      ‘21st of what? What year?’ I insisted, stepping towards them and making them back away further.

      ‘April,’ he said quickly. ‘April 2019.’ Having answered my question they quickly carried on up the road glancing back every couple of steps to make sure I wasn’t following.

      I was standing dumbfounded in the same spot. I stayed there for a long time trying to process the time jump. Did this make me a time traveller now?

      I guess it didn’t really matter what year it was. I was still dead and I still had a job to do. Find the Ambrotos Dagger and give it to Lucifer. But still. It just felt wrong. With all the time that had passed the dagger could be literally anywhere now. If Malek had sent me back a bit earlier I could have found it easier.

      I carried on walking wondering what age I was now. I hadn’t experienced the last year and a half so did that mean I was still 27? Or was I now 29, almost 30, despite having missed my birthdays? Such philosophical questions would have to be put to the angels when I got back to the Dead Realm.

      I finally reached the vampire house and was glad to see it was still in use. So much time had passed that I’d expected it to be abandoned again like before Gabe had moved in.

      I could see dim lights shining through the curtained windows. Several cars were parked on the drive. Two vampires stood guard on the door. I could tell they were vampires from their pale skin and red eyes.

      I wondered if the newspaper had been right about the vampires stealing corpses. Had Gabe, my former right-hand man, been grave-robbing? I was certain he had not been doing it to increase his ranks. Vampires could not turn the already dead. So why he would do it was beyond me. In a few moments, I’d be able to ask him.

      I walked up to the doorway and the two dark-haired guys stopped me from entering the house with firm hands to my chest. Just doing their jobs, I told myself. No need to start a fight. Not that I could win a fight with a vampire without magic.

      ‘Where do you think you’re going, Mr. Blobby?’ one of them asked. He looked at his friend and chuckled.

      ‘Okay,’ I said nodding. ‘First off, Mr. Blobby was pink with yellow spots and really quite fat. I am slim and my shirt is yellow with black spots. The comparison doesn’t work at all. Second, I am going into this house to see Gabe, the guy who owns it. I kind of live here too, or at least I did a year or so ago.’

      The vampire looked at me in confusion. ‘Who the fuck is Gabe?’

      That was a problem. That meant Gabe probably had left town. Or whoever had taken over this house had killed him.

      ‘Listen, I’m Eddie Lancaster. I need to get into this house. Take me to whoever is in charge of this place now.’

      Both vampires burst out laughing. ‘Oh, sure. You’re Eddie Lancaster!’

      ‘I am Eddie Lancaster and I have not travelled all the way back from the Realm of the Dead to waste my time with the likes of you two.’ I raised my hand to attack them but very quickly remembered that I had no magic. Their laughter stopped abruptly. Magical attack or not they did not like the implication my raised hand made.

      ‘You wanna see the boss? Fine. But this won’t end well for you. Whoever you are,’ he growled. Then he grabbed me by the collar and dragged me inside.

      There were a lot more vampires inside the house. The hallway was littered with them. They were standing around chatting, some of them with drinks in hand like they were at some kind of party. Some of them looked at me curiously as I was hauled past them, others didn’t even bat an eye like this was normal behaviour.

      As I was rudely pulled through the house I took a mental image of the vampire doing the dragging, fully intending to exact revenge on him as soon as I had some magic in my corner.

      Back when I was in charge, the rear room of the house was used for receiving visitors like myself. It was the largest room and served well as a kind of throne room. Not that there was ever a throne in there. Neither I nor Gabe was that pretentious. I was not taken to that room. I was pulled into a small room to the left of it that I’d never been in before, which now served as an office.

      A grand mahogany desk occupied most of the room. A tall-backed wooden chair stood behind it. It was one of those ones with the leather cushioning and fancily engraved armrests. There were no other chairs in the room. Sitting behind the desk, his head bent over a bunch of scattered papers, was a young-looking vampire I knew as Joshua Ward. Joshua was suavely-dressed in a dapper waistcoat and tie. He was Aldric Ashworth’s right-hand man. Or he had been up until I’d dried out Aldric’s veins and buried him in cement. We had a disagreement. Despite looking like he was about twenty, Joshua was actually over a hundred.

      He glanced up from his papers and gasped. I’ll admit that I took pride in the fact that my mere appearance could make an incredibly old, and powerful creature gasp.

      ‘Edward Lancaster. I thought you were dead,’ he said, staring at me keenly like I was a rare antique. ‘You can release him, Duncan,’ he said to the other vampire, who let go of me and stepped away. I straightened out my blazer and dusted it off.

      ‘I was. I’m back now. What happened to Gabe?’ I asked. If Joshua had killed him then his blood would be over these walls just as soon as I had the juice to put it there. Joshua had not been pleased when his former master had been buried. He’d made threats. I’d ignored them. I wouldn’t put it past him to have taken his frustration out on my former right-hand man.

      ‘Gabe,’ he repeated his name carefully. He brought his hands together, his fingers steepled. ‘Why don’t we make a deal? You tell me where Aldric is and I will tell you where Gabe is.’ The fact that he was offering that deal meant that Gabe was still alive.

      ‘Unfortunately, I can’t tell you where Aldric is. Gabe took care of burying him for me, so only he knows where he put him.’ It was a lie. Gabe had buried Aldric but he’d told me where. Aldric Ashworth had been put to rest beneath the foundations of special needs school, which considering the time jump was more than likely built by now.

      ‘Don’t lie to me,’ Joshua snapped. He was on his feet in the blink of an eye. I took a step back, remembering that I was defenceless against this beast. Vampires were tough opponents with magic. Without magic, I was walking meat.

      ‘Why would you even want Aldric back?’ I asked. Maybe I could appeal to his ambitious side. ‘With him gone, you’re in charge. Bring him back and you’ll go back to being his number two. Leave Aldric where he is and everything stays as it is.’

      ‘I am not in charge,’ he said, resentfully. ‘I rule Maidstone as a vassal to the Master of Kent. With Aldric returned, he and I will have the power to take Kent for ourselves. As it should have been in the first place. Until you interfered.’

      ‘Aldric agreed not to take any more territory,’ I reminded Joshua. When I’d helped Aldric rise to power he’d given his word that he would not expand his domain any further.

      ‘Tell me where Aldric is or I’ll kill you.’ He balled his hands into fists and planted them on his desk, glaring across it at me.

      ‘This new Master of Kent wouldn’t be too pleased to learn that you had the newly resurrected Eddie Lancaster in your office and you killed him. Would he?’ I asked.

      ‘Why would he care about you?’ Joshua sneered. ‘You’re nothing now. You’re not the king of Maidstone. You have no influence. You have no value.’ He shot around the desk and stopped inches away from me. I backed up quickly, trying to put more distance between us. Then he realised my secret. His mouth stretched in a delicious smile. Delicious for him, sickening for me.

      ‘You don’t have any magic.’

      ‘What?’ I said, looking guiltier than a cat with chicken grease round his chops and an empty plate at his feet.

      ‘If you had magic you would’ve defended yourself instead of running like a little boy. Oh, this is delightful.’ He approached slowly, menacingly, like a tiger to a cornered gazelle. ‘I will give you one more chance to tell me where Aldric is. Then the recently resurrected Eddie Lancaster will become the recently twice-dead Eddie Lancaster.’

      I backed up as he continued to approach. I felt the door on my back as I ran out of room. He kept coming until his nose was against mine and all I could see was slightly reddened eyes. Then I clocked on to what he was going to do. He was going to compel me to tell him the truth. All vampires were able to manipulate people’s minds to make them do things. I’d been able to defend against the attack when I had magic but now I was helpless.

      ‘Tell me where he is, Eddie,’ he whispered at me. I closed my eyes but it was already too late. He’d issued the instruction. I stood waiting for my lips to betray me but they never did. The compulsion had failed. I had no idea why it had failed but I was thankful that it had. I opened my eyes and gave Joshua my most irritating grin. I wasn’t quite as helpless as he thought I was. His face twisted into a snarl and he shoved me into the door hard enough to make my spine click.

      ‘Tell me where he is or die,’ he growled.

      He wasn’t going to kill me. He couldn’t. If he did he would lose the only leverage he had. ‘If you kill me you’ll never find him.’

      ‘Not true. You already told me Gabe knows where he is. I just need to find your pet.’

      ‘Sure. Find my pet and then you can go back to being a pet yourself,’ I said derisively.

      His reply came not in the form of words but as a sudden pain in my chest. I both felt and heard my ribs crack as his fist forced the bones out of the way. My whole chest felt like it had been stabbed by a thousand knives. I felt his fingers close around my heart like an iron band. I couldn’t breathe, even trying caused fresh agony to course through my body. I groaned as Joshua smiled and then with a nauseating tearing sound everything went black.
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      I was back in the waiting room with a fresh intake of dead souls. I looked around but none of them looked like they were up for a chat. I wondered what had happened to the old man I’d met last time I was here. Hopefully, he’d been given peace. He seemed nice and I didn’t like to think of him enduring eternal torment. Then again, sometimes the nicest people turn out to be the biggest arseholes.

      I looked down at my hand hoping I had number 69 again. I did not. I didn’t have a number at all. Instead, a word was emblazoned on my flesh: idiot. I looked up to see the same word now above the door right in front of me. It seemed a bit mean to insult someone who had just been killed. I pushed open the door and saw Malek standing in the centre of the room looking sombre. I couldn’t imagine any other expression working with his face.

      ‘You lasted less than a single night?’ he said, one eyebrow cocked high on his forehead.

      ‘Well, I don’t have any magic.’ It was a feeble defence but the only one I had.

      ‘Then why did you walk into a house filled with your enemies?’

      ‘I didn’t know it was filled with my enemies. Last time I was in Maidstone my own people lived in that house,’ I said angrily. I was on the verge of shouting. This guy had sent me up there with absolutely no help whatsoever, to complete a quest that was nigh on impossible, on a time limit too. And now he was lecturing me because I’d failed the impossible task.

      ‘Watch. Your. Tone,’ he snarled.

      I took a deep breath and reigned my temper in. It would do me no favours to lose it with Malek, he’d just send me to the torture pit and find someone else to retrieve the dagger for him. ‘I could do with a little help. If you could give me my magic back, or tell me where to look…’

      ‘You don’t have any magic to give back. The magic you had is currently ravaging what remains of Cedarstone. If I were to put that power inside you, you would find yourself right back here again. As for telling you where to look, if I knew that I would have done so. This is not a game to me, Eddie. It is a very serious issue and a lot is resting on the outcome of your task.’ He paused and stared at me in silence. I stared back, waiting for him to say something. I had nothing further to add. Finally, he continued.

      ‘I will send you back to your body, and as per your request, I will provide you with some assistance.’

      Without another word he took me up to the gateway room and once again shoved me through the translucent window.

      It was kind of like playing a computer game. I’d died but luckily I had another life in the bank so I got to keep playing.

      I emerged through the window with a jolt, only this time I fell into my body rather than appearing with a new one. I opened my eyes and looked up at Joshua who was perched on the edge of his desk, talking to Duncan.

      ‘Take his body and burn…’ Joshua trailed off when he saw me open my eyes. His own eyes widened in surprise. He seemed unable to move. Duncan turned to see what he was staring at and then jumped when he saw I was alive.

      ‘How?’ Joshua said in wonder. His gaze shifted to a point on the floor not far from where I was lying. I looked over and saw a gooey, dark-red lump on the carpet. My heart. Grim.

      The sight of it made me feel wobbly and I dropped my head to the floor. I groped at my chest with my fingers but there was no gaping hole there. My body had healed and I guessed I’d grown a new heart. That was impressive.

      There was a hole in my shirt which I found a tad annoying. Still, it wasn’t like a hole was going to make my ensemble any worse. I climbed to my feet and Joshua rose from his desk, still staring at me with caution.

      ‘I killed you,’ he said. He was unsure of himself. His eyes darted around me rapidly, searching for some kind of solution to his new problem. His tongue flicked out and wetted his lips.

      ‘Yep. And now I’m back. So how about you give me what I want this time,’ I said confidently. I had to capitalise on this before he regained his composure. After all, I was still powerless. ‘My things were here in this house and I’d like them back. Where are they?’

      ‘Your things…’ he spoke like he was in a trance. Then he snapped out of it. ‘So you cannot stay dead. You still don’t have magic though, do you? If you did you would have used it. If you want your things I’ll give them to you. Just tell me where Aldric is.’

      That was almost a fair deal. The problem was, Aldric would want to kill me if he was freed. I had put him where he was after all. There was no way I could let him go. ‘You need to get something into your head, Josh. I am never going to tell you where Aldric is. Never. So can we please move on from that?’

      ‘I've got a better idea,’ he said darkly. ‘How about I just keep killing you? I can keep coming up with new and inventive ways to send you to your death. I’ll let each of my vampires have a go too. We could make a contest out of it. You will die again and again and again until you tell me what I want to know. So, why don’t we start with beheading? I’d love to see you grow a new head.’

      ‘I wouldn’t if I were you,’ a new voice said. All of our eyes went to the chair behind the desk where a girl now sat, her feet propped up on the desk’s surface. She was young and thin. Dark black jeans clung to her slender legs, and a sleeveless black t-shirt matched it. Her bare arms were crossed over her chest as she gazed up at Joshua with an expression of sullen boredom. The light shone down on her blonde — almost silver hair — which hung neatly down past her shoulders.

      ‘Who the hell are you?’ Joshua asked. He moved to the side of the room so he had both her and me in his sights.

      ‘Hell. That’s about right,’ she said, with a small snort. ‘Eddie’s doing a favour for Lucifer so if you keep killing him you might just piss the big guy off enough to make him come up here. Trust me, you don’t want that. Now tell him what he wants to know, or I’ll just kill you both right now.’ The last bit she said casually with a small shrug of her shoulders.

      Joshua glared down at her and seemed to decide that she was not bluffing. ‘Get out of here. Both of you. And don’t come back,’ he snapped, pointing rigidly at the door.

      ‘My things?’ I said pointedly. I’d come here for my things so I could hardly leave without them.

      ‘I don’t have them. All your things will be with the Master.’

      ‘And where can we find him?’ the girl asked. She slid her feet off the desk and stood up. She wasn’t very tall, although her thinness made her seem tall.

      ‘Canterbury. Farrand Road Church,’ Joshua said through ground teeth.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said with extra sweetness. I turned to Duncan. ‘If you ever touch me again I will—’

      Before I could finish threatening him the girl snapped off the arm of the chair and tossed it across the room. The jagged end pierced his skin right in the centre of his stomach. He howled in pain as blood gushed out and he fell to his knees. He stared up at her, eyes bulging, lips drawn back in a vicious snarl.

      I looked at the girl in alarm. ‘Well, we’re on the clock,’ she pointed out. She’d kind of made my point for me so I had no reason to complain.

      I shrugged and then left the room with her right behind me. Other vampires eyed us suspiciously as we made our way back outside, but none tried to intercept us. Getting out of the house was a relief. The cool, fresh air of freedom washed over me and I smiled as I put as much distance between myself and the house as possible. I didn’t have anything to smile about since I’d achieved nothing. I’d gone to the house to get magic and left empty-handed. I had lost my heart but that could hardly be considered a good thing. I placed my hand over my chest and stood still.

      ‘What are you doing?’ the girl asked, looking at me like I was nuts.

      I held a finger up for her to be quiet for a moment. ‘There we go,’ I said once I’d felt the steady beating of my ticker. ‘Just wanted to make sure it was still there. I don’t want to be a zombie or anything.’

      ‘Yeah, that wouldn’t be too great,’ she agreed. ‘I’m Lydia, by the way. Malek sent me to keep you alive and help you find the Ambrotos Dagger. Whatever that is.’ I noticed that everything about the look on her face screamed she didn’t want to be here.

      ‘You don’t look too interested in this job,’ I said, raising an eyebrow.

      ’Naah,’ was the only reply I got.

      ‘Uh… Care to elaborate?’

      ‘I have to do as Malek says but I don’t like him and I don’t like working for him. I’ll help you, but don’t expect me to be all happy-chappy about it,’ she said. She folded her arms and leaned back against the wall behind her.

      ‘Okay,’ I said slowly as I considered my response. I had so many questions I wanted to ask her, but I wasn’t sure she’d be all that willing to answer them. ‘So, are you another angel?’ Why do you have to work for him, can’t you just quit?’

      Ignoring my questions, she stepped towards the road and threw her hand up to hail down a passing taxi. I’d never actually seen anybody do that in England before. I thought it was just an American thing.

      Apparently, I was wrong, because the taxi screeched to a stop. She pulled open the door and ushered me inside. I complied like a good little sheep and once I’d scooted across, she slid in beside me. ‘

      ‘Farrand Road in Canterbury,’ she told the driver. Once the car was moving she turned to me. ‘I’m not an angel. I’m a Nephilim.’

      ‘A Nephi-what?’ I asked. I’d never heard the term before and I thought I’d heard of most things.

      ‘Nephilim. Half human, half angel. Angels pop to Earth every now and then and get jiggy with the common folk,’ she explained.

      ‘Surely there’s a rule against that?’ I said. It didn’t seem like something God, or Yahweh, or whoever was actually in charge, would be cool with.

      ‘In Heaven there is, but occasionally the angels still break it. In the Underworld, not so much. Exiled angels can shag who they like. The children have to obey their angel parent. Those are the rules.’

      ‘And what if you disobeyed your angel parent?’ I asked.

      ‘Then I’d get carted off to the Underworld to work for the big fiery guy. It’s kind of magically impossible to disobey though.’ She said it so casually as though it wasn’t much of a consequence to have to go and work for Lucifer. Obviously, she didn’t think that otherwise, she wouldn’t obey Malek. The pieces clicked in place as I thought that.

      ‘So, you’re Malek’s daughter?’

      ‘You’re fast,’ she scoffed. ‘He’s a dick, I know. My mum doesn’t like him much either. He told her a lot of shit about loving her and then after she opened her legs for him he buggered off. Until I turned sixteen, anyway. Then he came back for me.’

      ‘Wow,’ I said, as I processed the information she was giving to me. ‘So, you just have to work for Malek forever?’

      ‘Well, no. Just until I die. Then I get judged the same as everyone else.’

      ‘Well, that sucks.’ It was all I could think of saying.

      ‘Yep. Sucks big fat donkey dick,’ she said. ‘And now you work for him too. So tell me how to help and I will.’

      ‘Do you have magic or any kind of powers?’ I asked. ‘I know that the exiled angels lose their abilities when they come here.’

      ‘I was born here so I keep my abilities. I mean, you did see me teleport right into that vampire’s office, right?’ She pointed out as if I were dumb. It was kind of a good point on her part.

      ‘Why are we in a taxi if you can teleport?’

      ‘I can’t take passengers.’

      ‘Well, that’s a shit power,’ I muttered.

      ‘Oh yeah? How much teleporting can you do?’ she demanded, turning on me. I noticed that she had pretty big eyes. Not in a bad way. Just big.

      ‘As it happens, I used to be able to teleport, but then…’

      ‘But then blah blah blah. You can’t teleport now. So, I win,’ she said decisively. I grumbled to myself but didn’t bother arguing any further.

      ‘So, what’s the plan?’ she asked after a while of silence.

      ‘I need to get some magic. Hoping this vampire will have some that I stashed away,’ I explained.

      ‘I thought you could suck the magic out of people?’ She accompanied her words with a crude hand gesture that I assumed represented a blowjob.

      ‘Not. Like. That,’ I informed her. ‘But, yeah I can siphon magic from people.’

      ‘So, let’s find some sorcerer and I’ll knock ‘em out for you,’ she offered. Considering how thin Lydia was I doubted that she could knock anyone out. But then she wasn’t completely human. Maybe she had some super-strength stashed away inside her slender frame.

      ‘No. I’m not taking magic from some poor innocent person. Besides, this vampire might know where an old friend of mine is. I want to make sure he’s okay.’

      ‘Fiiiiiine,’ she said with a long sigh. ‘But if you run out of time and end up dying without that dagger it’ll be because you did everything the long way. The long way’s the wrong way.’

      ‘Believe me, if I could do it the quick way I would. But I want to be a good person. I don’t want to be the bad guy, the warlock who steals magic.’ I’d made bad choices my whole life. I’d always taken the easier option. In my brief second life I wanted to do things right. The way I would’ve done things if Rachel hadn’t come into my life and corrupted me.

      ‘I don’t know why. You’ve got a blank cheque to do whatever you want,’ she said. She was barely paying me any attention and was instead looking out the window.

      ‘Lucifer might not judge me but Ashley will,’ I said quietly. I’d done enough to upset Ashley in the short time I’d known her. I didn’t want to taint things any more.

      ‘Who’s Ashley?’ Lydia asked. ‘Actually, nevermind. I don’t care. We’re here.’ She handed a couple of banknotes to the driver and then pushed open her door. She was halfway out of the car when she turned back to face me. She flicked her eyes over my body which at first I thought was her checking me out, then her words clarified that she was looking at my outfit. ‘By the way, you look like a cock.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      It only occurred to me as I was getting out of the taxi how cliched and creepy it was that the vampire who was in charge of Kent had taken up residence in an old church. Not just any church either, a church in the religious capital of England. Canterbury was the Vatican City of the Church of England.

      It wasn’t a huge church, not like the cathedral. Just a simple, small, grey stone building. The kind of thing you might find in a village somewhere. Despite being old, the building looked to be in fairly good condition. It was hard to tell in the dark, though. A small cobbled wall ran around the perimeter of the church and its grounds. The little, rusted gate squealed like an alarm as Lydia pushed it open. The grass was overgrown and weeds had risen up to claim the path that led up to the doors. No light showed through the windows and I was starting to suspect that Joshua had actually just sent us to a disused church. There was an old wooden sign on the wall, but it was so aged and faded that the words were no longer readable.

      Lydia put her hand on one of the great iron rings that served as a door handle and I quickly grabbed her forearm to stop her. She looked up at me quizzically and then glanced down at my hand. I retracted it sharpish.

      ‘If things get nasty in there, do you have the juice to get us out safely?’ I asked. She’d given a good talk back in Maidstone but for all I knew that was all bluster.

      ‘Don’t worry, mate, I’ve got the spunk,’ she said with a wink. Then she pushed open the door and we stepped inside.

      There was a small lobby that smelled of damp. We passed straight through into the main church. Lines of wooden pews were on either side of the church hall, facing the stone altar, which stood above the church on several stone steps. It looked like the Holy cross had once been engraved in the front but now it was old and eroded. Once white walls stood high above us, now they were brown with rainwater and age. There was a hole in the ceiling at the back of the room and several buckets had been laid out to catch any falling water. Stained glass windows were grimy with dirt, blocking any light that might have shone in from outside. That was pretty handy for a group of vampires. It was cold inside the church but vampires didn’t get cold so it wasn’t a problem for them. It probably wasn’t a problem for Lydia either. I was the only powerless one in the building. I pulled my blazer closed and did up the button, not that it did much good.

      There were a few vampires milling about in the pews and two were conversing at the altar. One was a tall guy with a shaved head, and the other had his back to me. One of them had to be the Master.

      ‘Hello!’ I called out to the small congregation as I began striding up the nave with Lydia at my side. All eyes turned to me. None of them were particularly friendly.

      ‘Who are you?’ The big bald guy asked.

      I walked into the chancel where two rows of pews were positioned to the side so they could face the pulpit. A long-haired man was lying with his head resting in a lady’s lap. He barely even noticed me going past, though the lady watched me keenly.

      ‘I’m Eddie Lancaster. I’m here to see the new vampire boss,’ I informed him. I respectfully stopped at the bottom of the steps and did not climb up to the altar.

      ‘Eddie Lancaster is dead,’ the bald guy said. I sighed, preempting the fact that I was going to be having this conversation a lot over the next few days, or however long it took me to find the dagger.

      ‘I was dead. Now I’m back. Are you in charge?’ I asked a little impatiently.

      He glanced over at the side pew which was now behind me and then shook his head. ‘No. They are.’ He nodded at the couple in the chancel. I turned to them and rose my eyebrows in surprise. They seemed too casual to be in charge. They were the first vampire rulers who didn’t carry themselves like monarchs. No fancy seating, not pompous posture. They seemed ordinary.

      ‘You’re in charge?’ I asked, looking at the woman uncertainly. Her cheekbones sat high on her perfectly angled face. Her plump red lips stretched into a warm smile that creased the skin around her dark eyes.

      ‘We both are,’ she said. Her voice was smooth. Silky. Seductive. She raised a hand gracefully and brushed her auburn hair from her face. ‘I am Amara, and this is my husband, Howard.’

      I tried my best to smother my laughter but a little snort slipped out all the same. Lydia glanced my way, her amusement plastered unashamedly on her face.

      ‘Yes, yes,’ Howard said, as he sat up, shaking his long black hair from his face. ‘People have been sniggering at my name for centuries. Howard is not the kind of name one associates with a vampire. Especially not one of my stature.’ He stood up to get a better look at Lydia and me. He was short for a man, less than 5’8 for certain. ‘Thanks to modern media, Howard is usually reserved for dweeby characters.’

      ‘I can assure you, my husband is no dweeb,’ Amara added.

      ‘I would never have suggested that he was,’ I replied, wishing that I’d controlled my laughter just that little bit more. Why could I not walk into a room without upsetting someone?

      ‘It’s interesting to meet you, Eddie,’ Howard said. He did not speak in any grandiose way. He had a normal voice. He seemed in all ways to be a normal guy. ‘Who is your friend?’ His gaze shifted to Lydia as he stepped out of the pew and came around to stand before us.

      ‘This is—’ I started but Lydia cut in.

      ‘I can speak for myself,’ she told me sharply. ‘I’m Lydia. I’ve been sent to babysit him.’ This time it was Howard’s turn to snigger.

      ‘I don’t need a babysitter,’ I mumbled. I could feel my cheeks reddening from embarrassment.

      ‘Before I turned up he got his heart ripped out. He does need a babysitter,’ she said. Then she looked at me and shook her head as if I was a toddler who’d crapped himself.

      ‘Forgive me,’ Amara said, also standing and joining Howard in front of us. ‘Did you say he had his heart ripped out?’ She looked at me curiously.

      ’It’s kind of a long story,’ I said. ‘And an unusual one.’

      ‘My favourite kind of story,’ said Howard. ‘Come. Tell it.’ He beckoned us to join them in the pews in the main hall. We sat in one row and they sat in front, turning to face us with keen interest. Then I told them everything that had happened from the moment of my first death, right up until Lydia and I walked into their church.

      ‘Fascinating. Just fascinating,’ said Howard as he took it all in. ‘I do wonder what stopped Joshua’s compulsion from working on you.’ He rubbed at his goatee as he thought about it.

      ‘That’s easy. He’s got angel grace in him. Makes any form of mind control impossible,’ said Lydia.

      Howard smiled gratefully. ‘You learn something new every day. Even at my age.’

      ‘Can I ask a question? Why did you set up in a church? Seems a bit on the nose, doesn’t it?’ I know there were more pressing things to get on with, but it was really playing on my mind and I needed to know his reasons.

      Amara chuckled sweetly. ‘You asked if you may ask a question and then proceeded to ask it anyway,’ she said. She shook her head and then continued. ‘We’ve been in this church since the Middle Ages. We thought that a house of God would be the last place any hunters would think to look for us.’

      ‘Were hunters a big problem back then?’ I asked. I wasn’t very clued up on my vampire history. The race had been kept secret until my incident in Cedarstone so there wasn’t exactly a whole load of history books to read up on.

      ‘For us, yes. The older you get the more attention from hunters you attract. We are secure from such things now,’ said Amara.

      ‘So, you’ve been here this whole time? I mean, how did you not end up fighting the Syndicate when it was taking over as much of Kent as possible?’

      This time Howard laughed. ‘Sebastian Redvers never stood a chance against me. I’m almost two-thousand years old. There are few vampires this side of the Channel who can match my strength. Sebastian understood that and we came to an agreement. He left Canterbury out of his plans, and I left him alone. When Aldric Ashworth took over he honoured the agreement. Thanks to your hocus pocus he would have been a far tougher adversary to beat.’

      ‘We would have beaten him all the same,’ said Amara. She ran her fingers through Howard's hair and he closed his eyes, nuzzling his head into her hand. ‘Howard and I never wanted much. Just our own corner of civilisation. This town was always enough for us. But since the Exposure, everything changed.’ I leaned forwards, more interested in where the story was going. I’d been gone a year and a half and I wanted to know how much things had changed. I needed to know that I hadn’t ruined everything for everyone.

      ‘The government created a new department. The Department of Supernatural Affairs.’

      ‘Conveniently it doesn’t have any supernatural persons working in it,’ Howard interjected.

      ‘Not yet. But that will change one day, I am sure. They rolled out a new system for governing the supernatural races. Each race was to elect a leader for each county who would answer to the department.’

      ‘Elect,’ scoffed Lydia.

      ‘Things didn’t quite go to plan. What happened was a free for all. Everybody fighting for supremacy. We realised that if we didn’t take charge then Joshua Ward would and I for one had seen enough of the Syndicate’s disastrous rule,’ said Howard. ‘We stepped up and ended the Syndicate. What’s left of it now works for us. We appointed each town a head vampire who answers to us.’

      ‘Kent has been more peaceful since the Exposure than it was for years leading up to it,’ Amara said. Her words brought me more relief than she realised. It meant my death had done more than exposing everything so many people had fought to keep secret. It had made things better.

      ‘There’s still a lot of cloak and dagger going on,’ said Howard. ‘People making moves behind the scenes. The government still wants full control. One fuck up and they’ll try and take it.’

      ‘As long as all the races work together we will maintain peace.’

      ‘All the races? So, how many leaders are here in Kent?’ I asked. Kent had always had a pretty vast supernatural community. I couldn’t imagine everybody being able to work together for long.

      ‘The government knows about vampires, sorcerers, and werewolves. I’m sure they do know about the others but they haven’t deemed it necessary to release that information to the public.’

      ‘Small steps,’ said Howard.

      ‘So each county has three supernatural leaders. Everything has been fairly quiet across the country as a whole. Everybody is behaving themselves. Nobody wants to tear the country apart with a war that will likely never end.’

      I remembered the article in the Kent Messenger that I’d seen a few hours ago and wondered if they could shed any light on it. ‘I read about graveyards in Kent being robbed. The paper blamed you…’ I said, leaving it open for them to fill in the blanks.

      Howard sighed in annoyance and turned away for a moment. His cheery demeanour was now gone. ‘The papers will blame anything they can on us. Vampires are the enemy. That’s the party line around here. It’s been that way for centuries. Even with sorcerers and werewolves about, we’re still the villains.’

      ‘So, it wasn’t you?’

      ‘No, it bloody wasn’t,’ he snapped. Amara returned her hand to his head and began massaging his scalp. Once again he closed his eyes and relaxed. He was like a cat.

      ‘Necromancers,’ she explained. ‘They arrived about a month ago and began adding local corpses to their ranks. They came here and asked us to join them. They said a war was coming and all the creatures of the night should stand together.’

      ‘I take it you didn’t join them?’ said Lydia. It was the first time she’d spoken in a while.

      ‘They wouldn’t even tell us who we would be going to war with. Why would we join somebody who won’t give us all the information?’ demanded Howard. He was still annoyed despite the massage. ‘As soon as they make a move against us we’ll wipe them out.’

      The whole thing was puzzling to me. Necromancers were building an army of zombies and trying to recruit vampires as well. What war were they gearing up for? To take down the other races? Take down the government? It was just like old times when I used to be king. There was always a war brewing somewhere. Except I wasn’t king now, and this was not my problem. As soon as I had the dagger I was out of here. Amara seemed to hear my thoughts as her next words were pertinent.

      ‘We’ve all shared stories tonight and it has been an interesting conversation. But I’m afraid we don’t know where this Ambrotos Dagger might be. As far as I am aware no vampires have ventured into Cedarstone. Not since the early days and none of those vampires came out again.’

      ‘The whole place is a murder zone. That magic that killed you is still in there rampaging through the streets killing anything it can get its hands on.’ Howard made it sound like an animal on the hunt rather than a body of disembodied magic. ‘The sorcerers contained it but they couldn’t get rid of it.’

      ‘There was something else I wanted to ask you,’ I said before they could call an end to the meeting. ‘Two things actually.’

      Howard opened his eyes and raised one eyebrow at me as if I was being cheeky. ‘You can ask,’ he said. The warning was clear — he might not deliver.

      ‘First of all, my friend, Gabe. He used to help me rule Maidstone. Now Joshua is in charge and has taken his house. Do you know what happened there?’ As I said the words I started to fear that Joshua had been lying. It seemed more likely that he’d killed Gabe to ensure Maidstone would be his.

      Amara nodded, smiling still. She was a smiley vampire. She folded both her hands in her lap as she addressed me in a gentle voice. ‘When we took over, Gabe wanted to run Maidstone for us.’

      ‘He said the two of you had worked hard on that place and he didn’t want to see it go to waste,’ added Howard. ‘But we had to be diplomatic. We’d just broken up the Syndicate. The only way to stop it from reforming was to give them certain things to keep them sweet.’

      ‘Joshua wanted Maidstone,’ I said. I knew why too. He wanted to search for Aldric without anybody stopping him.

      ‘We gave it to him. Gabe wasn’t interested in running any other place and, to be honest, he was too young. No vampire is going to take orders from a kid. He’d been turned less than a year and he was only twenty-something then. It would never have worked,’ said Howard. I nodded again, it was a fair point.

      ‘We gave him a job here,’ said Amara, fondly.  ‘He is talented. He took on every job we gave him and delivered amazing results. He has a flair for diplomacy.’

      ‘Yeah, he does,’ I said reminiscently. He’d taken care of a lot of the governing in Maidstone for me. He’d set up truces between the races without any input from me. ‘So, where is he?’

      ‘In France,’ said Howard.

      ‘You sent him to France?’ Lydia said in surprise as if it was the most alien concept she’d ever heard.

      ‘We’re trying to build alliances across the world,’ explained Amara. ‘If everything goes sideways we’ll need to work together to survive. Gabe is instrumental in building relations.’

      ‘We’re expecting him back any day now. We’ll let him know you’re about,’ Howard said.

      ‘No,’ I responded quickly and both vampires look at me in surprise. ‘I might be gone by the time he gets back. I think it’s best to leave it.’

      ‘As you wish,’ said Amara, with a small nod of her head.

      ‘Do you know what happened to the other vampires who worked with Gabe?’ I asked. It was nice to see how my own species of vampire was doing out there in the world. I guess they were kind of like my children.

      ‘Marty has remained at Gabe's side. He isn’t competent enough to be given an official role in our organisation but he is loyal to Gabe. He’s with him in France right now.’

      ‘Sounds like Marty,’ I said quietly. The guy was always a moron, but for some reason Gabe loved him.

      ‘The others went their own ways. I don’t know where,’ Howard told me.

      ‘Well, good for them.’ I said. ‘I had some things. Back in Maidstone. Joshua said you would have them now.’

      Howard shook his head, a look of puzzlement on his face. ‘We didn’t take anything from Maidstone. Only Gabe.’

      ‘Maybe Gabe took my things then. Would it be possible to have a look?’

      Amara and Howard shared a reticent glance. ‘That seems inappropriate,’ said Amara. ‘Without his express—’

      The door crashed open and a girl shot in and landed in the nave to the side of us. Her hair was a floppy mess, falling down over her face and her clothes were dishevelled. ‘Necromancers. Necromancers are here.’
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      ‘And I thought it was going to be a quiet evening,’ Howard said. He rose to his feet in an almost lazy fashion and then held his hand out to his wife. Amara placed her hand delicately in his and stood gracefully. I smiled to myself. Amara was a vampire so she needed no assistance in getting up but Howard still offered the little things, the romantic things.

      Lydia nudged me in the ribs. ‘Come on,’ she said impatiently. Everybody else was already heading for the door. Howard and Amara were right behind them.

      I shuffled out of the pew and followed the vampires down the nave. There were about 15 of us in total. I wondered how many necromancers were outside and if we were going to end up fighting. I wasn’t exactly scared, but I knew I wouldn’t be much use in any kind of confrontation. I was relying solely on Lydia to protect me. My concern must have been written all over my face because Howard tried to ease my mind.

      ‘I’ve sent for reinforcements, though I doubt we’ll need them,’ he said. We left the church and ventured around to the overgrown churchyard behind the building. Howard was wrong.

      Beyond all the crooked, cracked, and crumbling headstones stood a figure. The figure was shrouded in shadow, a heavy cloak covering their person from head to toe. Beneath the hood, I could see a dim, purple glow. The necromancer. Behind the necromancer stood a line of people. He’d brought at least thirty people with him. They all stood motionless in the darkness. The moon cast them all in an eery pale light. As we approached the scene only became grimmer. The people were all dead. Reanimated corpses faced us. Tattered clothing hung off of half-decayed cadavers. Some of the dead still had their skin, though it was rotten and vile. Some of them were so far gone down the process of decomposition that they were pretty much just skeletons dressed in rags. Many didn’t even have eyes. Did they need eyes? Necromancy was a subject I knew little about. Even my former mentor, Rachel, wouldn’t touch that particular strand of magic.

      ‘It’s a good thing we emptied these graves,’ Amara said quietly so that our enemy could not hear us.

      The vampires stopped, keeping a good twenty feet between them and the dead. Howard and Amara stepped forward and the necromancer followed suit. A light wind ruffled his cloak but the hood remained in place. I wondered if the cloak was for effect or if he was as hideous as his army.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Howard asked coldly. His voice had no hint of the friendliness he’d displayed in the church.

      The necromancer took a step forward and stared at Howard in silence. He was at least a foot taller than the master vampire but that did not daunt Howard in the least. Finally, he spoke. His voice was a hideous, rasping, scratchy sound. Like claws were scraping stone. ‘Have you considered our offer?’

      ‘We already told you we will not join you. Whatever it is you are up to, you can leave us out of it,’ he said firmly. ‘Now get out of our town before we tear your puppets to pieces.’

      Again he was met with a silence that stretched on for too long. ‘Our alliance is a natural one. All the dead should stand together.’

      ‘We are not dead,’ Amara said coolly. ‘We are undead. The undead will not stand with the long dead.’

      More silence. ‘If you will not stand with us in undeath, then your corpses will fight for us in true death,’ the necromancer warned.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see if the reinforcements were here. No luck yet. As it stood, we were outnumbered by twice as many.

      ‘Leave. Now. Or we’ll put you back in the dirt,’ growled Howard.

      The necromancer lifted one hand lightly to shoulder level. At first, I thought he was goading Howard to attack him but then I felt his magic flowing out from him. Even without magic of my own I still recognised the feeling of another person using it. His power was shifting through the ground below me. I glanced at Lydia, hoping she was ready to defend us from whatever attack was coming, but she merely shook her head, a smug, half-smile on her face.

      ‘He’s trying to call up more dead,’ she told me.

      ‘This graveyard is empty,’ Amara told the necromancer. Hearing her words, the necromancer dropped his arm and took an uncertain step backward. That was interesting. Even with double the numbers, he didn’t like his odds.

      He said nothing but suddenly his corpses lurched forward. They walked unsteadily towards us, their eyes aglow with purple magic. They moved slowly just like in all those classic zombie movies. It was disappointing, but also a relief. Slow-moving zombies didn’t pose much of a threat. Not when I was surrounded by super-speedy vampires.

      Howard shot forwards and ripped the head off the zombie nearest to him. I expected the corpse to fall to a pile of bones on the ground but it carried on as if it hadn’t even noticed that it no longer had a head. Decayed hands groped at Howard, clawing blindly at his face. For a moment he stared at the abomination in bewilderment. Then punched through its ribcage and tore free its heart — or what was left of it. Still, the corpse clambered on.

      The other vampires shot into action. Vampires darted around the graveyard, ripping the zombies apart. The necromancer backed away slowly, moving further back into shadows as he watched his meagre army get dismembered with ease. I heard a scream and saw that some of the zombies had managed to overpower one of the vampires. They had him on the floor, his stomach torn open as they pulled out his innards.

      ‘Fuck,’ Lydia said in awe.

      ‘We have to get to him,’ I told her, nodding towards the necromancer who was still retreating. I had been wondering why he hadn’t just run away, but now I understood. His magic was what was keeping the corpses fighting. If he ran his spell would fail and all the vampires would be able to focus on him.

      ‘My job is to keep you alive, so running after a necromancer isn’t really a priority,’ she told me.

      ‘What’s wrong? Do you think he’s too much for you to handle?’ I taunted, giving her one of my most annoying grins.

      ‘I think he’s too much for you to handle,’ she retorted.

      ‘Let’s find out!’ I ran across through the graveyard before she could stop me. A zombie lumbered my way but then it stopped. I don’t mean it changed its mind, I mean the corpse literally froze mid-step. I looked around me and saw that everybody else was still moving. Only my zombie had frozen. Lydia caught up to me and then booted the zombie right in the pelvis. Her leg had enough strength to rival a vampire because the zombie went flying across the churchyard where it smashed into a headstone and fell to the ground. The attack didn’t wound it. Immediately, it ambled back to its feet and started fighting the nearest vampire to it.

      I took off after the necromancer. ‘That’s a neat skill with the freezing. Can you do that to the big guy?’ I said pointing ahead.

      ‘Depends how powerful he is,’ she replied.

      The necromancer saw us gaining on him and stopped moving. He swept his arm upwards and I saw a flash of purple light coming our way. Instinctively, I brought my hands up to conjure a shield and remarkably it worked. The spell dissipated in a shower of purple light inches before my eyes.

      ‘Ha!’ I yelled ecstatically. ‘I do have magic!’

      Then Lydia ruined it. ‘That was me, idiot,’ she said.

      Seeing that he was outmatched, the necromancer did turn and run. Well, he tried to anyway. Lydia put her magic to use. She wasn’t able to freeze him but she did reduce his run to a slow-motion parody of a man running. He was moving so slowly that a snail could have caught him.

      I walked over at my leisure and stood directly in front of him. Lydia stood behind him, looking bored as usual.

      ‘This is embarrassing for you,’ I told him, as he still tried to move at his ludicrously slow pace. I pulled back his hood and almost screamed. It was easy to understand why he’d been wearing it. He looked as dead as his army. His flesh hung from his face like moth-eaten curtains. I could see his cheekbone visibly through a hole in his skin. His teeth were black and several were missing. His nose had long since departed what was left of his face, obviously, it had decided to take its chances on its own. His eyes were sunken far into his head and a purple glow emitted from them.

      ‘You ugly son of a bitch,’ Howard said as he approached. The vampires were finished with the corpses now. Dismembered limbs still writhed around on the ground of the churchyard, but they were no danger to anybody anymore.

      ‘We need to question him. Do you have a way of nullifying his magic?’ Amara said to Lydia. Once Lydia and I were gone, there would be nothing to stop the necromancer from attacking them with the full force of his power.

      ‘I do not. He does,’ she said, nodding my way. I understood. She wanted me to take his powers. Well, since he was clearly not a very nice person I had no qualms about cutting off his supply whatsoever. I’d put his magic to better use than he could.

      ‘Do it,’ Howard told me. As if I was going to wait for his permission.

      I grabbed hold of the slow-motion necromancer with both hands and started to siphon. His eyes glowed with stronger light and his blackened lips drew back in a snarl as he tried to fight me. His magic touched me and I latched on hard. Like a junky getting his fix, it was euphoric as that beautiful purple magic flowed into my veins. The wind kicked up to a howl and the trees overhead rustled about in applause. I’d forgotten how strange it felt to have another person’s magic inside me. Each person’s magic felt different, unusual. Like trying out a new foreign delicacy. It felt alien. Not as alien as the magic I’d stolen from Nickolas Blackwood, but that had been an amalgamation of so many different kinds of magic that nothing would ever feel as strange.

      There was sort of a popping feeling as the last of the magic flowed into me. The light in the eyes of the necromancer snapped out and then he fell. We all jumped back. Nobody had been expecting that. His cloaked figure collapsed with a sigh and then laid in a motionless heap on the ground.

      ‘Uh…’ I said, staring at Lydia. She jabbed the necromancer with the tip of her foot and then shrugged.

      ‘Dead,’ she said blandly.

      ‘I wanted to question to him,’ Howard said.

      ‘Sorry, I didn’t realise his magic was keeping him alive. I don’t know much about necromancy,’ I said feebly.

      ‘Not to worry,’ said Amara. She was still staring down at the corpse. ‘There will be others to question. He was not working alone.’

      I looked over at all the limbs that now lie still on the ground. I wondered if I would be able to control them as the necromancer had. It was tempting to reach out to the body parts. I decided against it. Necromancy was not a skill I wanted on my resume.

      ‘Thank you for your help tonight, Eddie. It was good of you to stand with us,’ said Howard. He patted me warmly on the shoulder.

      ‘Indeed it was,’ agreed Amara. ‘As a thank you, I will show you to Gabe’s quarters where you may look for your things.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said with gratitude. I already had magic now but a bit extra would be a handy boost. Plus, I might have had some other useful things that I’d forgotten about. One never knew. I followed the vampires back into the church. As I looked down at the shredded zombies I remembered the lesson Margie, Ashley’s mum, always used to remind me of — burn the body and scatter the ashes or it might come back.

      ‘You should probably burn that lot,’ I said to Howard and Amara.

      Howard nodded and turned to one of his vampires. ‘Burn the remains.’
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      Nobody was particularly happy as we all trudged back into the church. The fight had been won but it clearly was not the end of the matter, and thanks to our oversight with the magic issue Howard and Amara were now unable to get any answers from the necromancer.

      Howard grumbled something and trudged off towards the organ once we were inside. There must have been a door behind it because he went around the instrument and vanished.

      ‘Don’t mind him. He just needs to think things through. He gets a bit grumpy when things don’t go his way,’ said Amara, giving me a comforting smile. Not that I needed comforting. I had magic again, I was fucking ecstatic. Though I tried to conceal my joy since everyone else was so miserable.

      Amara led us to the back of the church where there was a small wooden door just behind the pulpit. It opened soundlessly and I followed her down a narrow, winding stone staircase. If two people encountered each other going in different directions one would have to go back because there would be no getting past on this staircase.

      ‘Anyone would think you lost that fight,’ Lydia said. Clearly, she was not the sort to keep her thoughts to herself.

      ‘This victory was a hollow one,’ said Amara. She didn’t sound annoyed. ‘We lost two of our own. Howard and I have always been very selective about who we allow into the Canterbury group. Every vampire was hand chosen. We know all of them personally. So, when we lose one we feel it.’

      ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ I said genuinely. Having very recently lost my girlfriend I knew how hard it hit you when someone you loved was torn away. Although, it actually wasn’t that recent anymore since Malek had thrown me a year and a half into the future. Time travel was a real mind fuck.

      ‘Thank you.’ We reached the bottom of the stairs and Amara took us off down a dauntingly long corridor. The stone walls met in an arch above our heads. This place was old. And huge. I’d expected a cellar, not a fortress.

      ‘Since the Exposure, we’ve been under more pressure to keep things quiet here in Kent. If the vampires make too much noise, draw too much negative attention, then the government will pass stricter laws on us. Fighting in the open is exactly the sort of thing we cannot afford to do. These necromancers are risking everything and they don’t even seem to care,’ Amara said in frustration. We passed several wooden doors and went down many turns. This place was a labyrinth. If Amara wasn’t such a friendly lady I would’ve thought we were being led into a trap.

      ‘They don’t care because all the heat is on you,’ I said. The media hasn’t mentioned them once. No laws will be passed on them.’

      ‘Maybe that’s what they want. To get the government to crack down on you,’ suggested Lydia.

      Amara stopped outside a plain brown door that matched all of the others I’d seen so far. She turned back to us and shook her head. ‘No, I think they want to scare us with that. If we’re scared we’ll be more likely to side with them. Howard and I do not scare easily. We’ve survived greater foes than a band of necromancers. We don’t fear them and we don’t fear the government. But any kind of war, be it with humans or necromancers, will cost our kind. Vampires will die. That is something that we take very seriously.’ It was refreshing to see leaders like Howard and Amara. The only master vampires I’d met before had been Sebastian and Aldric, and neither one of them seemed to care about the loss of their people. Their followers had just been pawns to them.

      ‘For what it’s worth, if I was a vampire I would follow you guys,’ I said. As soon as the words left my mouth I cringed. It was far too soppy and not something I’d usually say. I don’t know what had come over me. Had death turned me all sentimental? I hoped not.

      Amara looked at me with a twinkle in her eyes. ‘I’m glad you’re not, Eddie Lancaster. I’ve heard your quite a problem causer.’ Before I could get offended by Amara’s comment, Lydia burst out laughing. Her laughter echoed up and down the small corridor, bouncing back off the walls around us. It was quite a sound effect.

      ‘This is where Gabe lives.’ She took out a key and unlocked the door for me. ‘I’ll wait outside. Please be respectful. This is his home.’

      ‘Of course,’ I assured her, and then stepped inside.

      I’d been expecting a single room, but he had a small underground flat down here. I was in a living room. A corner sofa occupied one corner of the room, a huge television took up most of the opposite wall. Gabe had always had an expensive taste and that showed in the rich rug that stretched across the stone floor. I wondered how old it was, he had a thing for antiques. I couldn’t see anywhere in the living room where he might have stored my things so I moved over to the other two doors in the room.

      One led to a bathroom so I closed it straight away. The other was his bedroom. A stately four-poster bed dominated the centre of the room. All of the furniture looked like it was antique. I wondered if that had been Gabe’s choice or if all the rooms were furnished the same way. I walked over to yet another door and pulled it open. A walk-in wardrobe. Ashley had always wanted a walk-in wardrobe. I wondered if she had one in the Dead Realm.

      I glanced around and my eyes fell on a large cardboard box tucked under the shelving at the back. On the side, he’d written my name in neat lettering. I dropped to the floor and slid the box into the open. He’d kept so much stuff. Books, potion ingredients, enchanted objects that I’d gathered. There was even the tie I’d worn to Ashley’s funeral. There was no box of magic, though. It didn’t really matter now because I had magic, but still. It would’ve been handy. It was silly of me to even think there would be any magic here. I would never have left some lying around. I would have put it under so many protection spells that nobody would ever have been able to find it. Then again, those protection spells would have died with me.

      I was closing the box up when I saw something. One of my old business cards from when I whored out my magical services. Arcane Incorporated. What a pretentious name. It must be the master copy. I’d only ever created one business card, I’d used magic to replicate it whenever I gave them out. The replications never lasted long, I couldn’t make something out of nothing even with magic. But they lasted long enough for people to use them. I reached in and plucked the card out only to discover that it was not my business card. It was plain except for the words: Zeke the Wizard.

      I’d met him years before I’d come to Maidstone. He’d helped me get away from Rachel. He’d given me the idea for Arcane Inc. too. He was a bloody good wizard if a little snooty towards warlocks. That was a thing about other sorcerers, they all hated warlocks. He’d given me the card and told me to call him if I ever needed him. His specialty was… finding magical objects. A light bulb flashed to life in my head. Zeke would be bloody useful right now. He could help me find the Ambrotos Dagger.

      I pocketed the card, returned the box to where I’d found it and then left. I considered leaving Gabe a note but I had no idea what to write.

      Hi Gabe, sorry I missed you. I popped back from the dead real quick. See you on the other side if you ever happen to die. Eddie.

      Yeah, I didn’t think he’d appreciate that note so much. Amara and Lydia were waiting outside. Amara locked the door and then walked us back out of the church.

      ‘What now?’ said Lydia.

      ‘I don’t know about you, but I am famished,’ I said. And I knew just the place to get something to eat.
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      I stood on the side of the road staring up at the old stone building called the Muggleton Inn. It had been so long since I’d sat inside the grubby, mouse-infested, public house which also served as the supernatural hangout for the magical communities of Maidstone. Just looking at the grim bricks of the establishment, I could feel my mouth watering. It had been too long since I’d tasted the most delicious buttermilk chicken burger in the world. I hadn’t actually had a buttermilk chicken burger anywhere else so I couldn’t really make that comparison. The food at Muggs was pretty generic and almost certainly precooked and frozen. Still, I’d been in this place almost daily before dying. It was like another home to me. The staff were like relatives. Distant relatives. Not siblings, more like second cousins. Actually, that wasn’t really true, I could only name two of them.

      ‘This place is a shit hole,’ Lydia said, completely ruining the moment I was having with the pub.

      ‘Have you ever even been here?’ I said hotly. I took her criticism far too personally. An insult to my favourite establishment was an insult to me.

      ‘Uh, yeah… I live in Maidstone,’ she told me as if it was obvious and I was just supposed to know that.

      ‘Really? A Nephilim living in Maidstone? Odd.’

      ‘No more odd that a warlock living here. My mum lived here. Malek slipped her the d. Nine months later here I was,’ she explained. ‘At least I was born here. You just migrated.’

      ‘Being born in Maidstone is not some great honour, you know,’ I informed her. The place was alright at best. Certainly nothing to brag about. I was born in Surrey which was infinitely better.

      ‘We going in then, or are we gonna wait out here until your time runs out?’

      ‘Well… I’m not actually allowed in. Technically.’ After I’d teamed up with Nickolas Blackwood and then turned Maidstone into a war zone, the landlord, Bobby, had barred me for life. It was a shame because he’d just installed a plaque in my honour in my favourite booth. Before teaming up with Blackwood I’d actually defended the pub against the vampires of the Syndicate.

      ‘You’re a warlock who literally came back from the dead and you’re working for Lucifer, lord of the dead, and you’re scared of going into a pub because the landlord doesn’t like you? Get in there before I throw you in there.’

      I turned to her and snorted but the way she looked back at me told me that she really would throw me in there. I had sacrificed myself for the greater good in the end so maybe Bobby had forgiven me. Fat chance. Bobby wasn’t really the forgiving sort. Still, the worst that would happen was I’d be thrown out again. I could handle that. And even if they killed me Malek would just send me back until I’d done the job or my time ran out.

      I walked up to the door and one of the unfamiliar bouncers pulled it open for me. These bouncers were unlike the old ones in more than just appearance. The old ones were specially trained to deal with supernatural beings. They’d been given enchanted weaponry and items that enhanced their own speed and strength. I couldn’t detect a whiff of magical ability on these ones and there were no obvious weapons in sight. It didn’t make sense for Bobby to have decreased security after the Exposure.

      ‘Last call soon,’ the bouncer told me as I walked in. I had no idea what time it was. It was dark so I knew it was night. That was the extent of my knowledge. If it was last call soon then it must be close to midnight unless Bobby had changed the opening hours.

      Nothing about the pub was different. It had the same dated decor that Bobby had replaced even after the pub had been almost destroyed in a vampire attack.

      Nervously, I walked up to the bar. I was ready for my confrontation with Bobby. I recognised the girl working on the bar. She was in her thirties and had rough, blonde hair. I didn’t know her name, I’d always known her as barmaid. Awful of me, I know. She looked up and froze. The expression, deer in headlights came to mind.

      ‘Fuck me,’ she said in total shock. It wasn’t every day you saw a dead guy walk into your place of work.

      ‘Not now, I don’t really have the time and I’m kind of famished. Nothing like a night of fighting against and with vampires to build up an appetite,’ I said. I heard Lydia groan in embarrassment at my attempt at humour.

      ‘You’re dead,’ the barmaid said. It was a good thing it was a quiet night or there would have been a lot of angry customers not getting served because she was too busy staring at me.

      ‘Yeah, well, not at the moment. I’ve come back for a little encore,’ I explained.

      ‘Can you get over the shock and serve us. We haven’t got all night,’ Lydia snapped, leaning around me to get in the girl’s face.

      ‘No need to be rude,’ I said under my breath. Lydia glared at me.

      ‘Listen,’ I said to the barmaid, as I gently moved Lydia away from the bar. I tried to move her anyway but she wouldn’t budge and she was stronger than me so I had to give up. ‘I know Bobby barred me and all, but—’

      ‘Oh, Bobby’s gone. He sold this place and retired. We’re part of a big pub chain now,’ the barmaid said. The news didn’t affect me in the slightest but for some reason, I felt saddened by it. I always thought Bobby loved his pub and would never sell it.

      ‘Why did he sell?’ I asked.

      ‘Said he wanted to move to Spain. It was his childhood dream, apparently.’

      ‘To live in Spain?’ I said judgementally. She shrugged.

      ‘What can I get you?’

      ‘Don’t tell me you’ve forgotten my order?’ I said in mock horror. Every member of the bar staff in Muggs knew that I came here for one dish and one dish only. The buttermilk chicken burger.

      She shook her head apologetically, chewing on her bottom lip. ‘That’s not on the new menu.’ She pulled a massive sheet of paper which apparently served as the menu from under the bar and handed it to me. I studied the paper in silence, searching for my favourite burger. I actually thought I would find the necessary evidence to prove her wrong, but it was not to be. After a moment of sorrow, and some threats from Lydia, I ordered the all-day brunch instead. She ordered the same and then we headed to my booth at the back. There was a couple sitting in it but a look from Lydia sent them packing pretty sharpish.

      ‘So where do you think this dagger is then?’ she asked. She shoved a handful of chips into her mouth with all the grace of a dumper truck without any tyres. It was a rare thing to find a girl who didn’t care about eating so sloppily in front of a guy. Most girls tended to cover their mouths with their hands while they chewed. I’d always found that peculiar.

      I shook my head as I considered the options. ‘Alliance of Covens might have taken it.’

      ‘There is no Alliance of Covens anymore. Not how it used to be anyway. It’s not called that,’ she said, shovelling more food into her gaping maw. ‘After the Exposure, they had to change things up. That woman with the school took over and all the Covens just answer to her now. Not much of an alliance though.’

      ‘What woman with the school?’ I asked. There had been no woman with a school when I’d been around.

      ‘The old woman. Sharon Demelta or something like that.’ She waved a hand as if it was unimportant.

      ‘Shirley Demelza?’ I said in surprise. She was the least likely candidate to take over from Clara. The whole governing thing bored and frustrated her. She was the leader of the Medway Coven but that was as far as she ever wanted to go.

      ‘Yeah, that’s her. She opened up some school for magic kids in a village in Medway. Then they voted her Dynast for Kent.’ Dynast was the title given to a coven leader.

      ‘Strange. I assumed Arthur Winters would have taken over. He was in charge of the Cedarstone Coven.’ Cedarstone was the supernatural capital of Kent. That had probably changed after I’d blown the centre of it up. More than the centre from the things I’d heard since dying.

      ‘Well, there is no Cedarstone, therefore no Cedarstone Coven. Plus, they had a vote and picked their leader that way. Arthur ain’t in charge of nothing.’ I said nothing about the appalling grammar she’d just hit me with.

      ‘We’ll need to visit Shirley in the morning. If she’s the chief sorcerer in Kent then she’s most likely to know where the Ambrotos Dagger went.’ I took a sip of my drink as I thought about where else it might have gone. The government could have taken it. They’d want to learn as much about such an item as possible. Maybe even try to weaponise it themselves.

      The warlocks could have taken it to try and make themselves immortal. Or even try to use it to resurrect Nickolas Blackwood. He’d used it for a resurrection in the past I’d heard.

      On the other hand, the dagger could still be in Cedarstone. If the town was as dangerous as I’d been told it was then nobody would have been able to survive venturing in to retrieve the dagger. But the idea of a weapon that could create immortals and kill anything being left abandoned in the street seemed unlikely.

      I remembered Zeke’s card which I’d taken from Gabe’s room. I reached into my stolen blazer and pulled out the card.

      ‘What’s that?’ asked Lydia, not that she seemed all that interested.

      ‘This is the means to contact someone who might be able to help us. He specialises in finding enchanted items,’ I told her. I didn’t even know if Zeke was still in business, or alive. It had been years since I’d seen him. He could’ve died, or been taken prisoner, or even moved away. He had a lot of dealings in the Fairy Realm so it was entirely possible that he’d moved there.

      ‘Well, fucking use it then!’ Lydia snapped. ‘We’re on a countdown numbnuts.’

      She had an excellent point so I didn’t bother to argue. I held the card away from my food and with a single thought, I set it ablaze. Orange flames licked at the card, consuming it until dust fell through my fingers and the card was no more.

      I looked around, expecting Zeke to simply appear. But that was obviously impossible. Sorcerers couldn’t teleport. I’d never seen any do it, at least. I’d only ever seen warlocks do it and it took a lot of power to pull it off. I used to be able to do it. Until I’d died and lost all the beautiful magic I’d gathered over the course of my life.

      I didn’t really know how the card worked. I assumed Zeke would find me if he decided to answer my call. If not I was on my own. Well, not my own. I had Lydia. She’d proved herself to be useful in confrontational situations, but I didn’t think she’d be much use finding the Dagger. If she was useful in that department then Lucifer and Malek would have sent her to find it instead of resurrecting me.

      We finished our meals and I got up to leave. ‘I need to find somewhere to stay,’ I said. I remembered that I no longer had a home. Joshua had taken over my former home.

      ‘You can crash at mine,’ Lydia told me. ‘As long as you don’t snore.’

      ‘Ashley never complained,’ I said. I took that as a sign that I didn’t snore. What if I did, was she going to make me sleep outside?

      ‘Good. But before we go home we need to do something about those threads. Seriously, you look like a goon.’

      It turned out that by “do something” she meant steal. She led me to House of Fraser on Fremlin walk and then made me cast a spell so the security system would not detect us. Apparently, she couldn’t cast any spells. She didn’t have magic in the way sorcerers and warlocks did, she had a set of abilities. Seemed too rigid for my liking. I would like to be able to freeze people the way she could, though. I was pretty sure I could figure out a spell to achieve the same effect.

      Even though we were shopping for clothes for me, every time I went to pick up an item of clothing she batted my hand away and shook her head, issuing the garment in question a look of utter disgust. Apparently, my fashion tastes could not be trusted. Not even for myself. I doubted I was going to be in the Living Realm for long but apparently however long it was going to be was too long for Lydia to be seen with me in my current condition.

      After an hour of walking around the department store and having begged her several times to just pick something so we could go, I finally had a new Lydia-approved outfit. She’d chosen a pair of blue denim jeans, an Armani t-shirt, and a leather jacket. None of it was what I would usually have chosen, but as I said, it wasn’t up to me.

      ‘These garments are very heavy,’ I complained, swinging my arms around as I tried to get used to the tightness of the jacket around my shoulders.

      ‘You look fit though, so grin and bear it,’ she said unsympathetically. Then she headed for the exit without another word.

      Once outside we walked along the river as we headed to her place. She claimed she didn’t live far from the town centre, which I was glad of. Despite having only been alive for a few hours I was pretty tired. Getting into scraps really tires a guy out.

      I was trying to plan out the day ahead of us when Lydia halted abruptly. I stopped and looked at her in confusion. ‘What?’ I asked.

      ‘Look. There.’ She pointed ahead and then I saw it. There was a set of stone steps that led up to the church that stood above, looking down on the river. A foot or so away from the top of the steps stood two figures. One of them had a purple glow about his face. A necromancer.
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      ‘Fuck me,’ I said in a whisper so as not to give away our position. Two necromancers in one night. What were the odds? If we could grab this one and keep him alive he might be able to give us some answers on what he and his cohorts were up to. Not that it mattered too much to me but I liked Howard and Amara and I wanted to help them out.

      ‘We should go a different way,’ Lydia said and turned back the way we came.

      ‘What? Are you mad? No, let's go and get him,’ I said.

      ‘And you called me mad? This has nothing to do with us. Countdown, remember?’ She jabbed my wrist right where the tattoo was to remind me of the limited amount of time I had.

      ‘Aren’t you at least a little curious about what these guys are up to? One of them is in Maidstone now!’ I insisted.

      ‘No, I’m not curious at all, and this is not your town anymore. You don’t even live here. You’re dead.’

      ‘That was mean,’ I said, pretending to be hurt. ‘And I’m going up there. Your job is to help me so I suggest you follow me. But, you know, it’s up to you.’ I gave her a shrug that said ‘your choice’ and then headed off towards the stairs.

      ‘Fuck you, Eddie Lancaster,’ she muttered and then hurried after me.

      I slowed down when I reached the stairs and started to climb them on my tiptoes. If I could get the drop on them things would go a lot more smoothly. I had no idea how powerful the two of them were, so running in half-cocked would not do me any favours. And Lydia was pissed enough as it was.

      ‘If I didn’t have to protect you, I would kill you myself,’ she hissed at me. I looked back at her with my finger to my lips. The murderous look on her face told me she’d got the message. It also told me I’d regret this later.

      I stopped near the top where I could hear their voices. I stayed out of sight, eavesdropping.

      ‘It shouldn’t be a problem,’ a low voice said.

      ‘If he leads both of them to us then we will end them. But he has to isolate Howard and Amara. If they have their followers around them then we will be unlikely to win,’ replied a rasping voice. That had to be the necromancer.

      ‘Joshua will be able to separate them from their soldiers. They’ll feel safe around their own kind,’ said the other voice. I guessed it was a vampire. One of Joshua’s vampires. And from the sounds of things Joshua was planning a coup. ‘But once Howard and Amara are gone, Joshua wants your word that you will not try to subjugate us, or depose him.’

      ‘He has it. As long as he works with us.’

      I peered around the wall at the top of the steps and saw the necromancer facing my way, the wall was at his back. Like the one we’d taken care of earlier tonight, he was wearing a hooded cloak. His eyes glowed from beneath the cowl. The vampire had his back to me. I glanced back at Lydia to see how she wanted to proceed. She shrugged. Brilliant. I hoped she’d be more helpful once the fighting started otherwise I was going to have to take on both of them single-handedly.

      I held my hand out before me and wiggled my fingers, sending a pulse of power through them. My fingers glowed purple as the magic warmed them. My magic had always been green before. Dying must have changed it.

      A nudge in my side reminded me that this was no time to daydream. I got my head back in the game and thought of the spell I wanted to use. I nodded, more to myself than to Lydia, and then stood up and took the final couple of steps into the small churchyard above. Necromancers were so cliched with their churchyards.

      The vampire turned just as I flung my spell at him. He started to dart to the side but Lydia got him with that time-slowing ability that I was rapidly falling in love with. The vampire didn’t get far before his entire body froze, mid-step. Both feet were raised off the ground a couple of centimetres and his head was pushed forwards like a chicken’s. It was kind of like when you pause a DVD and catch one of the actors in a weird pose. He didn’t stay that way for long. My spell hit him and a blast of purple ripped through his front and out his back. He couldn’t move to react but I saw the pain in his gaze. Lydia released him from her hold and his body flew into a nearby tombstone which he smashed in half. He then landed on the ground and lay still. His skin wasn’t turning grey so I guessed he wasn’t dead. If he stayed down he might stay that way.

      ‘That was terribly disrespectful,’ rasped the necromancer.

      ‘Pot, kettle, mate,’ I said, turning my attention to him. I whipped the same spell at him but he caught it in a hastily conjured barrier spell. It would’ve been too easy if I’d knocked them both out with one spell each. Where was the fun in that anyway?

      Lydia stepped forward and the necromancer moved with surprising speed. His arm flung out and a spell slammed into her midsection and sent her tumbling back down the steps. I made to go after her but then the necromancer spoke and drew my attention back to him. Lydia was half-angel. I was sure she’d be fine.

      ‘I am intrigued by you, young man. Clearly, you have returned from the dead and yet you are in perfect condition. How is this so?’ asked the necromancer. He was rubbing his palms together repeatedly, power crackling between them. I kept my eyes on his hands warily, expecting that magic to come flying at me any second now. I shifted onto the grass and positioned myself behind one of the many tombstones. It would provide good cover against his attack.

      ‘I’ve got angels on my side,’ I told him. And that was all I intended to tell him. He didn’t seem terribly impressed by the information. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘I was attending a meeting with him.’ He pointed at the slumbering vampire.

      ‘No, I mean what is your grand plan? What are you all up to? Why do you want to get the vampires working for you?’ I fired my questions at him like weapons. If there was one thing I loved it was answers.

      ‘You have a lot of questions. But I have already answered one of yours. It is your turn to answer one of mine. Who are you?’

      ‘I’m not playing a game with you. Tell me what you want or I’ll send you back to the Dead Realm like I did your friend,’ I warned him. I raised my hand and brandished a buzzing ball of energy.

      ‘So it was you who aided the vampires,’ he said with quiet anger.

      I felt something brush my foot and glanced down just in time to see a filthy skeletal hand enclose its boney fingers around my ankles. I screamed and tried to move back but the skeleton was surprisingly strong. It held on fast and I fell onto my back, the hand still grabbing me. I heard dirt shifting all around me and as I looked I saw bodies digging themselves free from their graves.

      I blasted the hand around my ankle and burned it to dust with magical fire. The spell singed my ankle but it was easy to heal a wound caused by own magic. Lydia might be less pleased about the damage to my brand new jeans.

      I jumped to my feet and got off the grass as quickly as possible. No skeletons were going to dig their way up through a concrete floor. I watched with horror as more and more graves emptied their residents. I looked back at the necromancer and saw the curl of a smile under his hood.

      ‘You will die for what you did to my compatriot. It is a shame that you will never see our army march across this place trampling those who stand against us.’

      I opened my mouth as if to speak and then quickly released a spell at him. A fork of lightning shot out of my hand and took him by surprise. He had no time to conjure a barrier. The lightning got him right in the chest and lit him up like a firework. I saw the agony on his sagging, rotten face as his body was lifted into the air and flung over the wall. His scream ended with a sudden crack and then at once the dead stopped rising. Those zombies that had risen flopped down back to their lifeless states.

      I rushed over to the place were the necromancer had been standing and peered over the wall. I hadn’t meant to kill him. His body lay on the gravel several feet below. His legs were twisted horribly and one of his arms was almost hanging off. I wondered how many necromancers there were in total and how many they had already recruited into their army of the dead. And more importantly, what was the purpose of it all?

      The necromancer’s fingers wiggled. At first, I thought I’d imagined it. Then his legs cracked and snapped back into place. His arm reattached itself and he began to push himself up off the floor. Once back on his feet, he stared up at me, his purple eyes finding me like searchlights shining from his wasted face.

      I began to call on my magic but before I could a burst of fire was shooting up at me. I flung myself out of its path and once again landed on my arse, only this time it was on the concrete and it hurt a lot more. The fire missed me by a lot and flew up into the sky where it fizzled out. It was quite mesmerising to watch. I hurried back to the wall again, but as I expected the necromancer was gone.

      I turned back to the churchyard only to find that the vampire had fled too. So I was left with nothing. What a disaster that had turned out to be.
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      ‘Well, that was totally worth it,’ Lydia grumbled as I reached the bottom of the steps. She was sitting on the gravel, nursing a wounded arm. She was moving her hand over it slowly, her palm glowing with white light. I guessed she was healing it.

      ‘I found out that Joshua is planning on betraying Howard and Amara. I should probably warn them about that,’ I said. But, of course, I didn’t have a phone. Nor did I have a phone number for Howard or Amara. But I did have something else. ‘Can you teleport to them and give them a heads up?’ I asked Lydia.

      She raised her head slowly and channeled pure annoyance my way. Wow, it was as if I’d asked her to cut off her arm and give it to me. ‘Do I look like a messenger?’

      ‘Would it help if I said please?’ I added, trying to be charming. I could tell that it didn’t work by the way she stood and squared up to me. I was fairly certain that she could kick my arse in a fight. I’d already seen her kick a zombie across a graveyard. ‘Look, things will get really bad If Joshua takes over the vampires. He’ll have every vampire in Kent trying to kill me which will mean we’ll fail in the tasks given to us by Malek.’

      She seemed to be swayed by my words as her glare softened. ‘If I do this I want your word that you won’t charge us into any more pointless fights. We stay on the task we’ve been given,’ she said. Reluctantly, I nodded. And then she vanished.

      I stood for several minutes gazing out across the still, dark river. This part of town was quite nice when there weren’t people around. The bridge that led over to Lockmeadow Plaza was quite pretty at night. The way the moon caught the metal gave it a majestic quality that it lacked in the daytime. In the light of day, it was a huge metal monstrosity.

      Lydia returned right next to me. ‘They said thank you. If you need a favour whilst you're in this realm they’ll provide it if possible. As long as that favour doesn’t result in Joshua being spared.’

      ‘There’ll be no danger of that,’ I said quietly. I was still enjoying the view of the river. Everything looked better at night. ‘Let’s get some rest,’ I said finally, tearing myself away from the water.

      Lydia had a small one bedroom house just around the corner. It was right on a busy road which made it incredibly cheap to rent. The sofa was too short for me to lay on properly, which I found odd, so she invited me to sleep in her bed. She warned me that I was to stay on my side, not fidget and not snore. I agreed to the rules, though once I was asleep I would have very little control of anything I did. I stripped off my jacket and jeans and climbed into bed in my t-shirt and shorts. I kept my socks on too. I usually slept without socks on but it seemed strange to take them off when sharing a bed with someone who was practically a stranger. There seemed to be a certain intimacy about it.

      After being with Ashley and living with her for so many months, it was an alien concept to be climbing into bed with another woman. Especially one who was almost ten years younger than me, and someone I’d only met that day. I wasn’t the sort of guy who climbed into bed with any old person, so this was a first for me. Luckily, I was exhausted so I didn’t have to deal with the unusual feelings because I fell asleep pretty sharpish.

      When I woke up I found that in my sleep I had broken one of the rules. Though evidently, so had she. I was cuddled into her body, my head rested on her small chest. One of her skinny arms was draped around my shoulders. She was still sleeping and her chest rose lightly with each deep breath she expelled. Even though she was asleep I could still feel my face flushing in embarrassment. I slithered out from under her arm and retreated to my side of the bed. Even though I hadn’t done anything intentionally I still felt like I’d betrayed Ashley. It was only a cuddle but it was still something I shouldn’t have done. I wasn’t feeling guilty because of the act itself, but because I liked it. Don’t get me wrong, there were no feelings for Lydia inside me, but sometimes it’s just nice to have that human contact. If I ended up being here another night maybe I would try sleeping on the sofa. This feeling of guilt in the pit of my stomach was not something I wanted to carry with me when I returned to Ashley.

      The idea of returning to the Dead Realm did not feel great either. A sort of despair gripped my stomach. It was sort of like when you know you’re about to lose something nice. Despite the nonstop fighting in the hours since my return, I was enjoying my time in the Living Realm. I felt… well, alive. And I liked it. The Dead Realm was too quiet with all its neat streets and deserted beaches. I liked the bustle of the world. The noise of a busy town.

      As if to complement my thought, a loud horn went off right outside the house. It was the sort of horn that only big vehicles like trucks and vans made and it started me enough to make me jump up from the mattress.

      ‘What the fuck?’ Lydia shouted as she sat bolt upright in bed. She looked wildly at me as if she were under attack.

      ‘Just a truck,’ I said, grinning broadly at her surprise.

      ‘Fuck off,’ she growled and then collapsed back to the mattress. I shimmied out of bed and crossed to the window to see what the horn-blasting was all in aid of. Parked up on the side of the road directly outside Lydia’s house was a giant monster of a motor home. It was a motor home I’d seen before a good many years ago. I recognised the marked and dented metal of the battered home on wheels.

      ‘Zeke’s here, Ash,’ I said, and then clamped my mouth shut. My eyes widened in alarm at my own words. I’d only just gotten over the guilt of accidentally cuddling Lydia and now I’d called her by my girlfriend’s name. This was not going to be a good day. I turned slowly to face her but she’d already fallen asleep again. Thankfully. At least I wouldn’t have to explain myself to her.

      By the time I’d pulled on my jeans and bolted down the stairs, Zeke was already waiting at the door. He didn’t look like he’d changed at all even though it had been about ten years. He was so tall he made the door frame look small; he was at least seven feet. His long black hair hung about his brown face. His chin sported a long craggy beard with a hairband wrapped around it about halfway down. Most of his enormous body was concealed by a cape-like trenchcoat. The Doctor Marten’s boots on his feet looked like they could crush a man’s skull. In short, he looked awesome.

      ‘Zeke. You came,’ I said, still a little surprised that he’d answered my call. We’d worked together to retrieve a magical item in the past, but I’d gotten the sense that he didn’t like me very much. Our alliance had been more necessity than choice. He wasn’t fond of warlocks and telling him that I was a natural one hadn’t made him look at me any differently. I was still one of the enemies.

      ‘Of course. I always answer a potential client,’ he replied in a rich booming voice. The corners of his mouth lifted and his bright blue eyes twinkled.

      ‘Fuck me!’ Lydia exclaimed. I turned and saw her halfway down the stairs. She was dressed in only a t-shirt and a pair of white knickers. She didn’t seem to mind that her long, bare legs were on display.

      ‘Good morning, I’m Zeke. A pleasure to make your acquaintance,’ he said, smiling warmly at her. He didn’t seem to be offended by her outburst. He was probably used to it.

      ‘This is Lydia,’ I told him when it became clear that she was not going to introduce herself.

      ‘Alright, I’ll put the kettle on then.’ She finished descending the stairs and then headed off to the kitchen. ‘Come in, and try not to damage the ceiling on your way through,’ she shouted over her shoulder. Zeke didn’t seem to take any offence from her comment.

      We went through to the diddy kitchen and sat at a small rectangular table whilst Lydia made three cups of tea. At no point did she even seem to consider fetching a pair of trousers and I noticed that Zeke kept sneaking glances at her bum. To be honest, I was peeking every now and then too. Shameful, I know.

      ‘Back from the dead?’ Zeke said casually. He had a Southern English accent with a strange American twang to it. His skin had a dark, Middle-Eastern complexion. All this made figuring out his heritage rather difficult.

      ‘I got restless,’ I said with a coy grin. Then I told him why I was really back. He sat quietly, gulping his tea, and nodding every now and then.

      ‘So, this dagger… It’s what gave Nickolas Blackwood all his power?’ he asked. He was staring into what was left of his tea ruminatively as though trying to read the leaves.

      ‘No. Not really. It made him immortal and he used it to store magic.’ Most warlocks needed to be bound to an athame which they stored their magic in. I was a natural warlock so didn’t need any objects, I siphoned the magic straight into me.

      ‘He perverted the dagger,’ said Zeke, rather judgmentally. I said he could be like that towards warlocks. I wondered if Zeke would have dared say that to Nickolas. Giant of a man or not, Nickolas would have thrown him through a wall. Or five. And that was just for starters.

      ‘Can you help us find it?’ Lydia said brusquely. Zeke turned to her as he considered the question.

      ‘I can. I do like a challenge and this job fits the bill rather nicely.’ He smiled broadly showing neat rows of pearly whites. It was a relief to have him on our side. I’d seen him track things down before and he had a real knack for it. With him about it wouldn’t take long to find the missing dagger.

      I glanced at my tattoo and saw that there were still more than 2 thirds of the sand remaining in the top portion. Still plenty of time.

      ‘Of course, there is the matter of payment,’ said Zeke, and my attention snapped back to him.

      ‘But we’re friends,’ I said in surprise. I hadn’t expected him to want paying.

      ‘Hmmm… No. Not friends, Eddie. Barely even acquaintances. And this is my job. If you want my services you have to pay.’

      ‘But I helped you get that bracelet thing back years ago and you didn’t pay me. You owe me.’ I folded my arms as if the matter was settled. He pursed his lips grimly. The matter was not settled.

      ‘You helped me because you wanted my help running away and hiding from Rachel. So we’re even for that. Speaking of, what happened with Rachel?’

      ‘She did eventually find me. But your advice kept her off my scent for a good few years,’ I admitted. He nodded and then waited in silence. I knew what he was waiting for. ‘Alright, fine. How much do you want? I can get the money.’ Now that I had magic, getting the money together would be no problem. I could break into a bank and steal him thousands of pounds. Then I’d be back in the Dead Realm and bypassing judgement before anybody could do nothing about it.

      He shook his head. ‘I can get hold of money whenever I need to. I help you, I want you to help me. Tit for tat.’

      ‘Help you with what?’ Suddenly the deal didn’t seem so appealing to me.

      ‘I was hired by another client to retrieve a ring. I found the ring and was on my way to deliver it when a man I have never seen before in my life attacked me and took the ring from me. Bound to this ring is a powerful Jinn and it needs to be returned to its rightful owner before it can be used for ill purposes.’

      ‘Must have been the size of Big Ben to have got the drop on you,’ said Lydia.

      ‘He was not,’ Zeke said simply. ‘In fact, he was rather small. About Eddie’s size. Maybe less.’

      ‘Hey! I’m not small,’ I said in umbrage.

      Lydia turned to me and gave me that sympathetic look you give people when you deliver a harsh truth. ‘You are kind of small. For a guy.’

      ‘I’m average height,’ I grumbled.

      ‘Anyway,’ Zeke said, moving us on. ‘This small guy. He was so powerful. I’ve never encountered anything like it. He was no ordinary sorcerer if he even was a sorcerer. Once I find him, I’ll need your help fighting him.’

      ‘Great, so you want me to fight the incredibly powerful small man. Sure why not.’ I realised that I was going to die again anyway so what did it matter if I walked into a fight I’d probably lose. ‘Do you have any idea where this man is?’

      ‘I managed to do a tracking spell on the ring before it was too late and if the spell was accurate, which mine always are, the man brought it here. To Maidstone. Hence why I was so quick to arrive after your call. So, do we have a deal?’

      He held his hand out across the table for me to shake. How very formal. ‘What choice do I have?’ I said whimsically. I took hold of his hand and immediately felt his power lock us in place. It was like a magnet was holding our hands together. His grip on my hand was light but I still couldn’t move.

      ‘What’s happening?’ I demanded.

      ‘I’m sealing the deal. This ensures that we both honour our word. This is how I do business.’ There was a brief burning that made me hiss with pain and then our hands parted with a small pop. I stared at my palm but there was no mark there.

      ‘So what happens if I break the deal?’ I asked. I’d never known a spell like this before.

      ‘You die,’ he said flatly. That didn’t seem so bad. Like I already said, I was going to die anyway. I had definitely told Zeke that. It seemed silly of him to overlook it. Then he reached into his shirt and pulled out a large green amulet that hung around his neck. Inside the stone, I could see small dark wisps moving around. ‘And your spirit will end up trapped in here. Forever.’

      ‘Ah,’ I said. Suddenly the deal did not look so good.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a bit of grumbling on my part about how he should warn people about that spell before shaking their hand. Then there was more grumbling about the same thing. Lydia found it terribly amusing, apparently. Shove her in an amulet forever and see how funny she found it then.

      I wondered what would happen if the timer on my wrist ran out before I’d completed either one of my pending deals. Would I be sucked into the amulet, or would I be taken back to the Dead Realm? There was only one way I was going to find out and I did not want to risk it. Better I get moving on the deal fulfilment.

      ‘Dagger or ring first?’ I asked.

      ‘I’ll handle the ring. I’ll let you know when we need to fight,’ Zeke said. He was stroking his beard ponderously like he was Gandalf. ‘Do you have any leads on the Ambrotos Dagger already?’

      I told him that I was going to pay Shirley a visit and he agreed that it was a good idea. The leader of the sorcerers in Kent was bound to know a thing or two about where a magical artefact in her jurisdiction had gone.

      So, the first thing Zeke did was follow my plan. Clearly earning his pay right off the cuff…

      It turned out that Lydia had been telling the truth about Shirley. She was the headmistress of her own school in Hoo St Werburgh, as well as being the dynast for Kent. Not long after the Exposure, she’d acquired an old disused manor house and turned it into a small school for young sorcerers. So much had changed since I’d died. I’d been gone a few months and the supernatural were exposed to the world, Bobby had sold Muggs, Joshua had taken residence in Gabe’s and my house, a vampire named Howard had taken over the vampires, necromancers were raising the dead, and Shirley had turned herself into Albus Dumbledore. It really was a strange new world.

      Zeke drove us to Medway in his motor home. It was not a pleasant journey. The vehicle seemed to have no suspension whatsoever and I felt every bump we hit. To make matters worse, the motor home was so old and battered that everybody we passed stopped to take a look at the metal monstrosity. The words ‘rust bucket’ were used by more than one pedestrian. Even when we got to the village and drove behind a tractor we still looked worst. Imagine being in a vehicle that looked worse than a tractor.

      After passing through Hoo Village, we drove down a long road that had nothing but fields on either side. The school was positioned rather randomly right in the middle of the endless fields. It was an old-looking and rather plain mansion. There was nothing fancy about the architecture. It was like the designer didn’t have an imaginative cell in his brain.

      ‘Who would build a house all the way out here? There’s literally nothing but fields for miles,’ I said. Zeke drove us through the iron gates and up the gravel road that led to the house. There was a large sign above the gates that read: Demelza’s School of Sorcery. I thought Shirley’s School would’ve sounded better. More alliteration.

      ‘Somebody who doesn’t like people,’ Zeke replied. He parked the motor home in front of the house and we all clambered out of the vehicle. By the time we were all out on the driveway, the double doors to the building opened and a girl who looked to be in her twenties strode out. Her high-heels, and hair pulled into a bun made her look incredibly stern despite her age.

      ‘Can I help you?’ she asked, as she stopped at the top of the stairs and looked down on us. Well, she didn’t look down on Zeke. Even from the bottom of the stairs, he was still taller than she was.

      ‘Yeah, we’re here to see Shirley,’ I explained. I stepped forward so it was obvious that I was the leader of the group. It’s important for people to know who to talk to.

      The stern woman smirked derisively at me. ‘I’m afraid Mrs. Demelza is a tad busy. She has a school to run.’ She spread her arms to indicate the humungous building that she obviously thought I’d missed on the way in.

      ‘Yes,’ I agreed, trying to keep the attitude out of my voice. ‘But she also has all the Kent covens to run, does she not?’

      ‘And?’ replied the woman, her thick eyebrows raised loftily on her head.

      ‘And we need to talk to her about serious things that might affect her covens.’

      ‘Serious things?’ she repeated dubiously. ‘She doesn’t have time for mights. If you leave your names and contact details I can let her know you stopped by and she’ll contact you if she needs to.’

      ‘Alright,’ I said nodding. I had a feeling her attitude was about to change. ‘My name is Eddie Lancaster.’ Her jaw would have dropped from her skull if her flesh hadn’t been holding it in place. Her eyes narrowed and she descended the steps slowly, never taking her eyes off me.

      ‘Eddie Lancaster,’ she said slowly. ‘She said you were dead.’ She stopped right in front of me and looked me right in the eyes. Her eyes were green with little golden flecks. They were pretty.

      ‘I was dead. I’m back now. I think she might want to see me,’ I said. She was standing so close to me that I felt I had to whisper. She seemed to sense that she was too close and took a step back, elevating herself on one of the steps.

      ‘She spoke about you a lot after the Exposure. She was quite impressed by you. She said you alleviated her from some of the tedium of the Alliance of Covens.’

      ‘And now she runs the Alliance.’

      ‘No,’ the woman said firmly, like a judge bringing down a gavel. ‘The Alliance no longer exists. She is very emphatic about that. She does not do things the way Clara did. She is the Kent Dynast or the Dynast for Kent. Not the Supreme Dynast.’

      ‘Glad to hear it,’ I said. There was no way I was ever going to refer to anyone as the Supreme Dynast anyway.

      ‘I’m Katelyn by the way. I’m her granddaughter.’ She smiled with pride as she announced her relation to Shirley. So she should. I hadn’t known Shirley for long but she was pretty remarkable. I’d be proud to be descended from her too. ‘Come on. I’ll take you to her office.’

      ‘I’m Lydia, by the way. If anybody cares,’ Lydia said sulkily. Zeke sniggered. Katelyn said nothing but I noticed her cheeks pinked a little, perhaps with embarrassment for not introducing herself properly to the other two, or perhaps from annoyance at Lydia’s outburst.

      We went into an entrance hall that was bigger than the size of some flats I’d seen. A vast wooden floor stretched out before us. Two sets of stairs that split to the sides of the room led up to the landing which looked down over the hall in a square balcony design. The ceiling hung high above, with a giant chandelier dangling. If ever there was a fight in this place I knew that chandelier would come crashing down on some poor soul.

      Note to self: don’t pick a fight in this place.

      We went through a door at the back of the hall and then down a corridor until we came to a single door that almost blended in with the wall it sat in. Katelyn opened that door and took us into a small waiting room. A three seater sofa stood against one wall with a coffee table before it. There was an assortment of magazines on the table. Gardeners Weekly, TV guide, and one that I found rather amusing: Carp Weekly. I’d never realised that people wanted to read about carp so regularly. The front cover was a picture of a carp and I wondered if they got a new carp each week or if they just took a new picture of the same one.

      Katelyn slipped through the other door and closed it behind her. A few moments later she returned, smiling pleasantly. It was amazing how vastly her attitude had changed. She’d gone from strict to soft in a matter of seconds.

      ‘Come on through.’ She opened the door for us and we all lumbered into what I assumed was Shirley’s office, even though Shirley was not in there. A plain desk stood in front of some tall windows that overlooked a large garden. There were neatly organised stacks of paper on top of it and a fountain pen had been left neatly in front of the leather chair which sat behind it. There were two tall bookcases that were absolutely crammed with various old tomes. A comfortable-looking, floral armchair was in one corner. A short wooden table was buried beneath a much messier stack of papers than the on the desk.

      Katelyn grabbed the two wooden chairs that stood in front of the desk and turned them to face the armchair in the corner.

      ‘I seem to be short a chair,’ Katelyn said, looking around as if a forgotten chair might present itself.

      ‘It’s okay. They’re young. Standing won’t kill them,’ Shirley said as she appeared in the doorway at the rear of the office. ‘This one’s already dead, anyway,’ she added as she passed me. She gave me a devilish grin that I was powerless not to return. ‘But I’m old so I will sit down.’ She lowered herself into the floral chair in the corner. She did so the way you’d expect an old person to, slowly and carefully, but I’d seen her move with the ease of someone much younger when she needed to.

      ‘This guy doesn’t shut up when he starts talking,’ Lydia said, jerking her thumb my way. ‘I ain’t standing through that.’ With that, she dropped down into one of the chairs. I quickly took the other. I didn’t want to be standing either.

      Katelyn grabbed the comfy looking chair from behind the desk and wheeled it around for Zeke. He smiled kindly and accepted the chair. If only I’d waited I would have been given the comfy chair. Damn. Katelyn then went and stood beside Shirley’s chair and waited for one of us to begin talking.

      ‘So, you’re back from the dead. Let’s hear the story then,’ said Shirley. ‘Oh, wait. I forgot the tea.’ With a wave of her hand, the small table in front of her was cleared of paperwork and a drinks tray replaced the stack. Five floral teacups appeared on it and a teapot in the centre. Katelyn stepped forward and began pouring tea and handing the cups to each of us. I earned a disgusted look from her when I insisted on turning my tea a very pale shade of brown. I like it milky. Shirley took her cup before Katelyn could pour anything into it. She then reached down beside her chair and pulled out a bottle of clear liquid.

      ‘I prefer gin,’ she told us mischievously and began pouring it into her cup. ‘Now, come on, Eddie. Tell us a story.’ And I did. I’d lost count of the number of times I’d told the story of everything that had happened since I’d died, but sitting in Shirley’s office, I told it again. I knew it would not be the last time. When I told her that Lydia was a Nephilim, she stared at Lydia keenly as if she were trying to detect some giveaway sign that she was only half human. I finished my story and then we all sat in silence and waited for Shirley to respond.

      ‘Well,’ she said, eyebrows raised. She seemed pretty taken aback by it all. ‘You’ve quite literally been to hell and back. How long until you get to go back to the devil?

      ‘Ah,’ I lifted my wrist and examined my tattoo. It looked like almost a quarter had gone now. ‘Judging from this I’d say a few days. And he really doesn’t like being called the devil.’

      ‘I’ll call him what I want to and he can either like it or lump it,’ she said sternly. I really wished I’d be able to see her interview in the Dead Realm, whoever ended up conducting it.

      ‘Nan,’ Katelyn said as if scolding a child.

      ‘Don’t nan me,’ she replied, waving her hand at her granddaughter. ‘So, you’re looking for the Ambrotos Dagger. Last time I saw it was when it was stuck in Nickolas Blackwood’s heart in the middle of Cedarstone. To my knowledge, it is still there.’

      ‘I doubt an object of that calibre would have been left there for all this time,’ said Zeke, as respectfully as he could. Shirley turned to him with pursed lips.

      ‘The magic that came out of Blackwood and killed Eddie is too volatile. It ripped through that town and destroyed anyone that stood in its way. My sorcerers only just managed to contain it inside Cedarstone. A very powerful barrier is in place keeping it from killing everyone else in the world. If anybody, and I mean anybody, was to cross through that barrier into Cedarstone the magic would burn the flesh from their bones. And yes, people have tried. None of them have come back,’ Shirley informed him. ‘It took almost every sorcerer in Kent to contain that beast. It would take someone of much greater power to survive it.’

      ‘Be that as it may, somebody would have found a way to retrieve it. There are some creatures on this earth capable of withstanding that… magic,’ Zeke replied. He seemed reluctant to accept that the power gathered and corrupted by Nick was still magic. In his snobby mind, it probably wasn’t anymore.

      ‘That’s true. One of the truly immortal races would be able to survive venturing into Cedarstone,’ Katelyn said, earning her a disdained look from Shirley. ‘They could. An ancient, a Jinn, or even an angel,’ she said, pointing at Lydia.

      ‘I’m no angel,’ Lydia replied with a smirk. ‘My human half is just as vulnerable as the rest of you.’

      ‘Shame, otherwise we could send you in to see if the dagger is still there,’ I said. My remark earned me a sardonic glower from Lydia.

      ‘If the Ambrotos Dagger left Cedarstone, then I am not aware of it. I haven’t heard anything about its whereabouts. I have coven members in the surrounding towns keeping an eye on Cedarstone for any changes in the barrier spell. They would’ve told me if they’d seen anything,’ said Shirley. ‘I’m sorry, Eddie. But I cannot help you.’ She looked genuinely sorry, and so did I. I’d really been hoping that she’d be able to at least point me in the right direction.

      ‘You still can help us,’ said Zeke. Shirley turned to him, waiting for him to elaborate. ‘The sorcerers watching Cedarstone may have been compromised. If somebody did manage to get in and out with the dagger then they could’ve paid the sorcerers off. Or convinced them to stay silent in some other way.’

      ‘Why not just kill them?’ asked Lydia. She’d sunk low in her chair and looked about ready for a nap. I was starting to question her commitment to our cause.

      ‘That would look exceedingly suspicious,’ Katelyn answered. ‘We’d have to investigate one of our own getting murdered.’

      ‘What you say is possible,’ Shirley told Zeke. ‘I’m under no delusion that all of the sorcerers are completely loyal to me. Everybody has something that the enemy can use to get to them. But I don’t see how this helps you.’

      ‘I am very good at getting the truth out of people. If you give me a list of everyone who has been assigned to watch over Cedarstone then I’ll visit them and see if anybody has any information they may have forgotten to pass on to you.’

      ‘Cedarstone has been quarantined for eighteen months. Do you have any idea how many different sorcerers have been assigned to watch duty in that time?’ Katelyn said. She stared down at Zeke, one eyebrow cocked in haughty condescension. I had to agree with her point that it was a task we didn’t really have time for.

      ‘I can imagine,’ replied Zeke. ‘But it’s the only lead we have right now.’

      ‘Zeke, we don’t have time for that,’ I told him. When I called him I thought there’d be a spell he could cast to lead us to the missing object. If this was the extent of his methods then I might as well have called the police in to investigate.

      ‘There are three of us. The two of you can follow different paths of inquiry while I take care of this one,’ he told me. The decisiveness of his tone told me that he was not going to be swayed on this.

      ‘Hmmm,’ Shirley said as she sipped her gin. ‘If I give you the names, I want your word that your interrogation techniques will cause none of my sorcerers any harm.’

      ‘You have my word,’ Zeke said with a respectful bow of his massive head.

      ‘And if you do uncover any wrongdoing, you report it to us,’ Katelyn added. The wizard nodded again.

      Shirley clapped her hands together loudly as she rose to her feet. ‘Well then. It was good to see you again, Eddie. If you get time before you die again then do stop by to say farewell.’

      ‘I will definitely try,’ I replied, also standing.

      ‘It was nice to meet your friends. Katelyn will provide you with the information you need.’

      And so the meeting ended. Katelyn led us all out of Shirley’s office. She left us in the entrance hall when she disappeared somewhere. Some minutes later she returned with a chunky pile of papers which she handed to Zeke. ‘These are the names you asked for,’ she said. ‘And like I said, let me know if you uncover anything.’

      And then we were back in the motor home heading for Maidstone.
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      We all split up when we got back to Maidstone. Zeke went to start interrogating the sorcerers on the list, starting with the oldest records and working his way to more recent times. Lydia teleported to go and see Malek, hoping that he could provide some intelligence that would at least point us in the right direction. I didn’t hold much hope there, I’d already tried the same thing. I decided to visit Clarke. He always seemed to hear at least little snippets of what was going on. There was a good chance that he’d heard something about the Ambrotos Dagger.

      Clarke was a… Well, I’m not entirely sure about that actually. He was a guy who had a secret room in the back of a shop called Salamanders. The room was like a small library. It was stuffed from wall-to-wall, floor to ceiling with books. He kept records of supernatural creatures, people, events. I had no idea why and whenever I’d asked in the past I’d been met with vague answers that told me nothing. He was a mysterious guy to say the least.

      I was walking into town when I passed a small graveyard. It must’ve been old because the grass was overgrown and weeds had claimed almost every tombstone in sight. I found myself wondering what condition Ashley’s grave was in. The only family of hers left alive were her two half-sisters and neither of them had been particularly sisterly to her. Annabelle had always been decent to her but still not exactly familial. If neither of them had bothered to keep her grave tidy then it had probably fallen into a state. I really hoped that wasn’t the case.

      I tried to keep walking into town but I couldn’t put it from my mind. It didn’t even matter. I’d seen Ashley a day ago so I don’t know why the grave mattered to me at all. But it did. So I hailed a cab and had the driver take me to Maidstone Cemetery. I didn’t have any money so I had put him to sleep. It was the first time I’d used the old sleeping spell since my temporary resurrection. It felt good. It felt natural. Just a click of the fingers and off he went into a nice deep slumber.

      It was a relief to see that the graves were undisturbed when I arrived. No corpses had crawled their way to freedom. The necromancers hadn’t hit this place yet. It was one of the largest cemeteries in town so it should’ve been an obvious target. Then I saw why it hadn’t been. There were police officers watching the place. Not just a couple. Several police officers were watching the perimeter and more undercover cops were keeping an eye on things inside the walls. You can always tell an undercover cop by the way they’re obviously not invested in the activity they’re pretending to be doing. For example, there was a man sitting on a bench reading a newspaper but his eyes weren’t even trained on the page. Just awful. Who pops down to the local cemetery for a read anyway? So morbid.

      They were wasting their time anyway. What kind of a necromancer was going to come and empty a graveyard in broad daylight? It was lunchtime for goodness sake. And what would the police be able to do it about it anyway? Then again, the supernatural was exposed now, the police may have been armed with weaponry that could subdue us. That wasn’t a pleasant thought. I glanced over at the police officer on the bench more apprehensively. He noticed me staring and then looked up. His eyes met mine and then widened in amazement. Shit! I should’ve known not to let him get a good look. Every cop in Maidstone was likely to know my face. And they would all know that I was dead. I quickly averted my gaze and hurried away from him. I’d have to be quick now.

      I found the old willow tree that Ashley had been buried beneath and smiled when I saw her headstone. Last time I’d been here the stone hadn’t yet been laid. It was nice to see something more than a crappy wooden cross to commemorate her life. The stone was light grey granite. I’d wanted to get her the black one but for some reason that wasn’t allowed, despite the fact that there was a whole load of black headstones in another section of the cemetery. The headstone read:
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        In memory of Ashley Sheridan.

        The light of my life

        Extinguished forever.
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      Reading it now, I actually cringed at how pathetic the words seemed. I must’ve been in a terribly depressing place when I asked them to carve that into the stone. I’m surprised they didn’t tell me to think it over and come back with something less… needy.

      I was pleased to see that the grave was not at all in bad condition. It was well-kept with not a weed in sight. There were even fresh flowers laid upon the base of the headstone. I wondered who’d left them. Surely not one of the sisters. I squatted beside the grave and reached out for the flowers to see if a name had been left on the card. I lifted the bunch up and turned it in my hands. There was no card.

      I froze.

      There was something wrong. A disturbance. The air was too still. It was too quiet. The chirping birds in the tree over my head had gone silent. The warmth in the air was draining away, slowly being replaced by a biting chill. I could feel a hum moving through the ground beneath me. I closed my eyes and concentrated. I felt magic. Someone was casting a spell nearby. I had to move.

      I reached over the grave to return the flowers to the headstone and a hand shot out of the dirt, filthy fingers closed in a fist around nothing but air. They missed my arm by a hair’s breadth. I flung myself back and my coccyx slammed into the dirt. Despite landing on grass it still sent a shockwave of pain up my spine. A wave of nausea flooded through me.

      I watched in horror as another hand clawed its way out of the grave. I felt a cold sweat begin to seep out of every pore in my body as the realisation that I was about to be confronted by my girlfriend’s decomposed body.

      The dirt shifted on her grave as the first wisps of hair rose from beneath. I couldn’t move. Not even to look away. I sat on the ground and stared as Ashley emerged from her grave. I saw her hair first, like a bundle of dried twigs caked with mud. Then the rest of her head emerged. Her skin was pale and shrunken. Her skin clung to her bones and like her hair and hands, her face was covered in dirt from her climb up from her coffin. But amazingly, she looked fairly normal. I’d expected her to be rotten with flesh dangling off her, or to at least see some skeleton, but she was pretty well preserved for a body that had been buried for over a year.

      Still, I did not want to see any more of her emerge from her grave. Knowing that if I let her fight her way out completely I would have to fight her, I lunged into action. I flung myself forward and clamped one hand on her rising head. Her hair felt dry and brittle, none of the soft pleasantness that I remembered remained. I didn’t know what I was doing. I acted without thinking and poured my magic into the corpse. It’s never a good idea to cast magic without concentrating on a specific outcome, but in times of panic, it happens.

      Her mouth opened and emitted a groaning scream. Her already withered flesh withered further still. The flesh stretched over her face until white bone showed beneath as the skin tore like melted plastic. Then her whole head burst into flames and I snatched my hand away. Her scream died out as if she’d run out of batteries and her head tipped forward. Her corpse hung over her grave, once again lifeless, burning in the sun.
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      I remained on my knees as I tried to regain control of my rapid breathing. My heart was threatening to explode in my chest. I’d just desecrated my own girlfriend’s corpse. Of all the terrible things I’d ever done this seemed the worst.

      I didn’t have long to rest. A shrill scream split the air, followed quickly by another. I shot to my feet and saw more zombies digging their way to freedom. Horrified relatives of the deceased were fixed in place, staring idly as their departed returned from their graves. Some were crying openly. Some fled from the scene. The police officers were swarming the cemetery, looking around in bewilderment for the cause of all the tumult. The one who had been reading the paper was staring right at me as he strode my way, two uniformed officers flanking him. Great, so I was going to get the blame. Talk about being in the wrong place at the wrong time. I started to back away slowly, scanning the area for the necromancer who was undoubtedly responsible for this.

      ‘Do not move!’ The officer yelled. He broke into a run. My options were to stay and try to explain my way out of this or run. I ran. I didn’t have time to argue with the police. I should never have come here.

      Just ahead of me I saw an old lady trying to talk to the corpse of what I assumed was her husband.

      ‘Robert. Robert is that you?’ she said, peering down at the corpse as it pulled itself free from the dirt. Unlike Ashley’s corpse, it was much further along in the decomposition stage. What was left of its putrified flesh was hanging off its skull in revolting lumps. It pulled its feet free and then lunged at the woman. Her scream was ear-splitting. The zombie sunk its rotten teeth into her face and ripped off a huge chunk of flesh.

      I unleashed a ball of fire that caught the zombie in the head and knocked it off the old lady. The corpse screeched inhumanly as the flames lapped at its body. Then it fell to a heap on the ground and didn’t move again.

      I heard another scream from behind me, then two more. I turned to see several police officers all on the ground with zombies overpowering them and pulling at their limbs. I wanted to get away from them but not by leaving them to die.

      ‘Heeeelp me!’ One of them screamed, looking right at me, his eyes bulging in terror and pain. Before I could do anything there was a sickening tearing sound and the zombies ripped his arms straight from their sockets. Blood gushed out in every which way. The police officer’s eyes rolled back in his head as he lost consciousness. I backed away on shaking limbs, doing my best not to empty my guts where I stood. Where was Lydia when I needed her?

      Two more officers were still fighting the dead but they wouldn’t be for long if I didn’t help them. The zombies and the cops were too tangled together for me to throw fireballs. The fire would ignite all of them. I ran forwards, arming a different spell. I hit something solid and rebounded off it as if I’d been electrocuted. I just managed to keep my balance as I staggered back from whatever had hit me. I walked forward with more caution, reaching out tentatively. My fingers brushed the invisible force that had repelled me and the hairs on my arms bristled from the touch of the foreign magic. A barrier spell. Somebody was stopping me from helping the officers. The one who’d been pretending to read the paper looked up at me in anger, clearly thinking that I was doing this to him.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I told him. He was dead before he could reply, his stomach torn open as the zombies feasted on him. I closed my eyes and turned away, not wanting to witness any more of the horror that was taking place around me.

      When the screams from the officers who were now behind me ceased I opened my eyes and saw the necromancer. She was looking at me with a half-smile on her face. She looked more normal than the other two I’d met so far. She had only one eye which like the other necromancers, glowed purple. The other eye was hidden by a simple black patch, the kind pirates wear. The flesh on the eyeless side of her face was greyer than the rest, and it sagged towards her chin. On the good side of her head, long black hair ran smoothly down to her chin. On the other, most of her hair was gone and wiry strands dangled limply from her exposed scalp. She’d brushed the good hair over her bad side to try and disguise it but it looked like a wind had kicked it back where it belonged. She looked like she’d been quite attractive before she’d started to rot.

      ‘Why?’ I demanded, trying to contain my quell rage. It wouldn’t be quelled for long.

      ‘That’s a broad question,’ she said in a whisper that carried easily across the now silent cemetery. Everybody had either fled or been killed. The zombies were now standing around uselessly, waiting for commands.

      ‘Why did you kill them?’ I growled.

      ‘Ah. My troops wanted sustenance.’ Her voice wasn’t raspy like the others. It still had a human quality to it, though it did have a slight gargle. ‘They don’t require sustenance, but they desire it. I’m not sure why. An ingrained habit perhaps.’

      ‘Who are you? What are you doing here? What’s the plan?’ I stepped forward and collided with another barrier. The bitch had boxed me in. Clever. I touched my fingers to the spell and tried to counter it but she was far more powerful than the other necromancers had been.

      ‘My name is Anya and I came here for you. It didn’t take long for my associate to figure out who you are.’ I assumed she was talking about the guy I’d fought by the river. ‘Eddie Lancaster. You’re well known around here and word of your return from the grave is spreading. Ever since you killed a member of our group we’ve had you on our hit list. The others are scouring the town for you. I thought it would be more productive to come here and see if you turned up to visit your dearly departed. I was right.’ She smiled smugly at her own intellect.

      ‘So all these people just died so you could catch me?’ A pang of guilt struck my heart even though I knew I was in no way responsible for what had happened here. But coming here had been pointless. It was a waste of time. If I’d just stuck to my plan to go and see Clarke then all these people would still be alive and this cow would still be waiting needlessly in the cemetery.

      ‘No. These people died so they could be added to my numbers. The larger army wins the war.’ She took a step toward me and I noticed that she had a limp on the more rotten side of her body. It only added to the pirate look she had going on. The knee-length leather coat helped too.

      ‘What war?’ I asked. ‘The war with the vampires?’

      ‘Vampires are our natural ally. They are dead like us. We don’t want to slaughter them. They would be a very useful ally on the field.’ Anya’s eye met mine and she smiled again, exposing heavy yellowed teeth. ‘As would you.’

      I snorted and shook my head. ‘You think I’d ever team up with you?’

      ‘You are one of us, Eddie. You were dead and now you have been returned to life. Only you have been fully restored. Our bodies are still dead. How did you do this? Share your secrets with me and I will let you go.’

      ‘Will you let me go? Because a moment ago you were saying you wanted me to join you,’ I replied. ‘I’m not going to trust a walking corpse, even if it can talk.’

      Her eyebrows furrowed in annoyance. It was an expression I was used to seeing. ‘If you tell me your secrets you can go free until my brethren hunt you down. If you join us you can rule at our side.’

      ‘Rule what? Who are you going to war with?’

      She looked out at the cemetery and then lifted her chin to gaze up into the cloud-filled sky. ‘We can rule the whole country.’

      ‘Ooh! Now I get it. You’re insane,’ I said. I slapped my forehead with my palm as I spoke. Her head snapped to face me, her expression sour.

      ‘How dare you?’ she snarled viciously. ‘Tell me what I want to know or I’ll kill you.’

      ‘Kill me if you like. Malek will just send me back again.’

      She had been walking towards me but when I said the angel’s name she stopped mid-step. ‘Malek?’ she asked nervously. Her creased brow creased even more and her eye filled with unease.

      ‘You know him?’ I said. Was that fear? Had she met Malek and now had reason to be afraid of him? She never gave me an answer. Instead, the barrier she’d boxed me in with began to hum and blinding purple light emitted all around me. I tried to conjure up some kind of defence but she was a powerful sorcerer, far more powerful then I was. The magic washed over me like radiation and within seconds I was falling into darkness.
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      I woke up sometime later to an empty cemetery. Anya was gone as was her zombie army. The only bodies that remained were those that had been dismembered beyond use. Most of the police officers had been raised up as zombies too. I pulled myself to my feet and looked around at the hundreds of empty graves that surrounded me. As I peered across the cemetery I wondered how the corpses had managed to break out of their coffins which had presumably been nailed closed. The mind comes up with the weirdest questions in times of a crisis.

      Flashing lights caught my attention. I looked over and saw several police cars over by the main gates. I wondered if the other cops who were now dead had reported seeing me in the graveyard. Were they looking specifically for me, or just coming to investigate the disturbance? I didn’t hang around to find out. I turned and jogged towards the Pheasant Lane gate. Not one grave that I passed was undisturbed. I shuddered thinking about how large the army of corpses in the necromancers’ thrall now was. Anya alone commanded every corpse from his cemetery. Every corpse except for Ashley’s. It was weird that I was now thankful I’d destroyed her corpse before she could be enlisted in the army of the dead. Did Anya seriously think that with an army of zombies she and her friends would be able to take over the United Kingdom? It not only seemed insane, but it also seemed stupid as well. I was pretty confident that the vampires would be able to put a stop to the scheme if Howard and Amara acted soon. If not, then Shirley could lead her sorcerers against the necromancers. As long as the necromancers were stopped before they were large enough to take over Kent, then their plans would never come to fruition. At least I now had enough information to pass on to Howard, Amara, and Shirley. Maybe it was worth seeking out the werewolf alpha and telling him what was going on. I’d never put much stock in the abilities of werewolves, but maybe I’d underestimated them. No, probably not actually. I wouldn’t bother wasting any time on them. Werewolves were boring, classless, and pointless.

      There were no police officers at the Pheasant Lane gate, which was a serious flaw in their efficiency. It helped me out, though. I slipped right out and vanished into town. It took me a while before I saw a taxi I could hail. Then I was off on my way back to the town centre.

      Salamanders was exactly as I remembered it. Small and cluttered. Stacks of wooden boxes sporting elephant carvings, piles of incense, and other supernatural memorabilia were placed seemingly at random across the store. I noticed a shelf that boasted real potion ingredients. That had not been there before. I assumed the store owner had made some new additions after the exposure. The store had always sold real ingredients but had never advertised them so blatantly. I went over and perused the contents of the shelf. The items could be used in real spells but it was nothing you couldn’t get from a hundred other places in town. Potions weren’t all about fairy dust and the like, a lot of them just needed everyday herbs.

      The guy behind the counter paid no attention as I wandered through the shop and headed to the tapestries at the back. I peeled back the red and gold tapestry and saw the familiar wooden door that led to Clarke’s abode. I turned the handle and stepped into the library that I was very familiar with. It was a small room and every inch of wall was covered with crusty old books. Except for the one space on the opposite side of the room where there stood another wooden door. That door led to Clarke’s home. Or I assumed so. I’d only been through it once when Clarke had taken me through to a living room of sorts.

      Clarke was standing with his back to me, scanning one of the shelves. He was a little younger looking than I was and a little shorter. His short light hair was longer than I remembered, he’d let it grow out. He turned as I entered and the book he’d been holding thudded loudly to the floor. Clarke loved his books more than he loved most people so I knew that I was seeing genuine shock.

      ‘Yeah, I’m alive again,’ I said. It was getting a bit boring having to keep telling people my story but I knew I was going to have to do it again now. ‘Shall I go through?’ I pointed at the door to the rear of the room. If any conversation was deserving of a trip to the more intimate room then it was this one.

      Clarke bent over and carefully lifted the book from the floor. One of the dry, brown pages had fallen out and he tutted loudly. ‘I shall have to give this one some special attention later on,’ he said. He placed the book down on his desk which occupied the centre of the room and then he led me through the back door.

      The room was not lavishly decorated. Plain walls and a few items of furniture. I couldn’t remember exactly what it looked like last time I’d been so it was hard to compare. I knew there had been more chairs last time. Two high-backed cosy looking armchairs stood in the middle of the room with a small mahogany table between them. I sat down at Clarke’s invitation and he followed suit. There was a teapot with two cups accompanied by a plate of Jaffa Cakes on the table. I was certain that Clarke did not have a bottle of gin hidden by his chair.

      The cups filled themselves with tea and he indicated I help myself. I nodded my thanks but didn’t reach for the tea just yet. Looking down I noticed it was exactly how I liked it. Was that Clarke’s power or this place’s? Either way, it made me uneasy. It meant that something had taken a look inside my head. What else had they seen?

      ‘You always had a knack for surprising me, Eddie, but this surpasses everything,’ he said after I’d told him how I came to be alive again. ‘Lucifer’s grace is the reason why you have been restored to full health whereas the necromancers you have encountered have not. Their spirits have returned to their bodies but without the grace, they do not have the power to heal them.’

      ’So Lucifer’s grace healed… No, it made me a whole new body,’ I said. I was glad I’d been given the grace. I couldn’t imagine wandering around in a rotting corpse. But then, how had their spirits returned to their bodies at all? Was Malek connected somehow? Maybe they’d escaped the Dead Realm and were on the run from Malek. That would explain why Anya had fled at the mention of Malek’s name.

      ‘May I see the tattoo?’ Clarke said.

      I held my wrist out to him and he took it in his hand. With his other hand, he stroked my hourglass tattoo gently, getting a feel for the magic. To an outsider, it would’ve looked incredibly creepy.

      ‘Yes, that’s a powerful spell,’ he said quietly. ‘There’ll be no breaking it.’ He released my wrist and sat back in his chair.

      ‘I wasn’t looking to break it. I just need to find the dagger before the time runs out,’ I told him. ‘I was wondering if you’d heard anything?’

      ‘No,’ he said before I’d even finished speaking. ‘I haven’t heard anything about the whereabouts of the Ambrotos Dagger.’

      ‘Oh.’ It was literally the only thing I could think of to say. Never had I been so disappointed. Clarke always had some information for me, even if it was of questionable use. I couldn’t think of him ever shutting me down so completely before.     ‘Eddie, you don’t need to be so scared. Not finding the dagger isn’t a guaranteed unhappy ending for you. It just means you will have to be judged. The same as everybody else. You’ve done some bad things and you’ve done some good things. I think that in your heart you’re a good person,’ he said kindly.

      I shook my head. ‘I don’t think Lucifer will agree. Look at what I did to Cedarstone. All those people dead. A whole town that nobody will ever be able to enter again.’

      ‘You didn’t mean to kill all those people. I don’t think anybody expected the magic to be as volatile as it turned out to be. We all expected it to stay in that one place, absorbed by the earth. Magic has never behaved this way before. Nickolas Blackwood is responsible for that. Not you. And as for Cedarstone… Since before you were even born that town was tearing itself apart in its constant wars between rival races. Walking the streets now is such a serene and tranquil experience. Honestly, I think you’ve done the place a favour.’

      I laughed at that. Only Clarke could think that making a place inhospitable was doing it a favour.

      ‘Maybe. But I’d still rather not have to be judged. even without the Cedarstone stuff, I don’t like my chances,’ I told him. ‘Is there anything you can tell me that could help me find it?’ He shook his head.

      ‘Eddie,’ he leaned forward to emphasise what he was going to say. ‘That dagger is better off wherever it is now. The Ancients held onto to that object for thousands of years before Nickolas got his hands on it. Handing it over to him willingly was one of the biggest mistakes ever recorded in supernatural history. Trust me, I’ve recorded a lot of them. I don’t think any object had ever been used for such evil as that dagger was used by Nickolas. Nickolas proved that humans cannot be trusted with such powerful objects.’

      Clarke was usually quite impartial about things. He was always a researcher. An unbiased source of information.

      ‘Lucifer agrees with you. He wants to remove it from the Living Realm where he can keep an eye on it.’

      ‘If he is to be believed,’ Clarke said suspiciously. He was looking down at his tea with a dark, brooding expression on his features.

      ‘What do you mean?’ I asked.

      ‘The Devil cannot be trusted. That is a truth that has existed throughout history. Human and otherwise. There are books and books and books that describe beings who have done nothing but lie to achieve their evil desires. These beings have always been believed by scholars to be the same being — the Devil. I believe Lucifer has something else planned for that weapon and it would be better for everybody if he never got his hands on it.’

      ‘He’s an eternal being of the Cosmos. Even if I fail him, I doubt he’ll stop trying.’

      ‘As long as he cannot enter this realm with his powers, he will be unsuccessful in his quest. I am sorry I can’t help you, Eddie. If I could bring you the peace that you deserve then I would.’

      I left Clarke’s with a very deep feeling of unease. His speech didn’t sit right with me. It wasn’t that I disagreed with him, or doubted anything he said. I got the impression that even if he could help me he wouldn’t. He didn’t trust Lucifer with the dagger and he seemed to want him to have it even less than he wanted humanity to have it.

      Another dead end. I sighed as I left the shop and hoped that Zeke or Lydia was having more luck.
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      ‘There you are,’ Lydia said as I exited Salamanders. She was leaning on a pillar with her arms crossed over her chest moodily. Although, she always had a sort of grumpy air about her.

      ‘Yes. I did say I’d be here,’ I told her.

      ‘I went in looking for you but I couldn’t find the secret door,’ she explained, giving the shop an accusing glare as if it had deliberately tricked her.

      ‘It’s behind the tapestry.’ I pointed through the door to the tapestry that concealed Clarke’s place.

      ‘Nothing there when I looked.’

      ‘Strange. Maybe the door disappeared because Clarke was busy or something,’ I said with a shrug. ‘No luck anyway. What about you?’

      ‘Nope. Malek doesn’t know anything. He’s impressed you’ve managed to stay alive for so long, though. So there’s that.’ I snorted dismissively.

      ‘It’s all up to Zeke now then,’ I said glumly. ‘Let’s get some lunch.’

      We trudged down to Muggs despite Lydia’s protestations. When we were sitting down I filled her in on what had happened at the cemetery. She didn’t seem that interested at all. Not even when I told her that Anya seemed to recognise Malek’s name.

      ‘She might have met him in the Dead Realm. Maybe he judged her or something,’ Lydia suggested as we walked into the pub and headed to my booth.

      ‘I thought maybe she’d escaped the Dead Realm and was scared he’d come after her.’ I said.

      ‘It’s possible. You said Malek’s name and she scarpered. She’s probably scared he sent you to bring them all back to where they belong.’

      ‘What? Why would she think that?’ I was not some kind of bounty hunter for Malek and I resented the implication that I was.

      ‘Since you’ve been back you’ve attacked two of the necromancers. It kind of looks like you’ve got a problem with them.’

      ‘Brilliant,’ I moaned. I’d only attacked them because they’d shown up in all the wrong places. ‘At least now they’ll leave me alone.’ If they thought Malek had sent me then they’d want to stay as far away from me as possible.

      Lydia shook her head. ‘Nope. They’ll see you as a threat to their plans to take over the country. Is that really what they said?’ she asked in disbelief. I nodded. ‘Ridiculous. But you’re an obstacle now and you can lead Malek to them. They’ll want you out of the way. Or, they’ll keep trying to get you on their side. You’ve achieved a full resurrection and they will want the same. So, kill you, or claim you. Either way, they’ll be after you.’ None of what she was saying bothered her at all. She remained completely detached from everything she told me. But then why would she care? Babysitting me was a task she’d never wanted. She didn’t even like working for Malek so if his plans went awry then she’d probably take some satisfaction from it all.

      ‘But I can’t give them a full resurrection,’ I said.

      ‘Are you really this slow? It’s gotta be an act right?’ She leaned over the table and rapped her knuckles on my head. I shoved her arm away roughly and dared her with my eyes to do it again. ‘You’ve got Lucifer’s grace in you. The grace of a fucking archangel. It means they could drain you of all your blood and use it to power some resurrection spell. Fuck me. I don’t know how you managed to survive for thirty years with that brain.’

      ‘I’m not thirty!’ I said loudly. It was odd that that bothered me more than being called stupid. I guess I’d reached that point of life where age was starting to seem important.

      ‘What are you like a year away?’

      ‘I’m twenty-seven.’

      ‘Hmmm, yeah I don’t think so.’

      ‘Erm, I was twenty-seven when I died,’ I informed her matter-of-factly.

      ‘Yeah, and that was like two years ago. So now you’re thirty.’

      ‘Twenty-nine!’ I snapped. ‘And you’ll get here soon enough yourself.’

      ‘Mate, I won’t be thirty for another nine years. You’ll be long dead by then.’

      ‘You are just a treat to have around, aren’t you?’ I said sourly. She flashed me a sarcastic smile and then pulled out her phone.

      One benefit about Muggs being under new management was that it now had an app we could order food on. No having to go up to the bar. Not that I ever did anyway, but this was even easier than talking to people. I smiled at how antisocial the world was becoming.

      Once the orders were placed, Lydia slid the phone across the table to me so I could phone Howard and Shirley and let them know what the necromancers were up to. They both reacted with surprise to the necromancers' plans for nationwide domination — followed swiftly by laughter.

      ‘That’s never going to work,’ Howard said, still chuckling. ‘It will take more than an army of crusty old corpses to conquer the country.’

      ‘I think they’re planning on finding other types of soldiers. They already reached out to you for an alliance and Anya tried to recruit me earlier. As ridiculous as this sounds I wouldn’t underestimate them,’ I warned. Anya had been pretty powerful herself. She’d contained me in a neat little barrier-box spell.

      In the end, Howard and Shirley arranged a meeting to discuss how to handle the new threat. I declined to attend. It wasn’t really my problem and I didn’t have time for it. My priority was the Ambrotos Dagger.

      The food arrived and we ate in silence. I thought about what the hell I was supposed to do next as I shoved eggs and bacon into my mouth. I had no leads. I had nothing. The dagger could’ve been taken anywhere in the world. If I had even the slightest clue as to who might have taken it, then I would have at least a flicker of hope. But a few days was not enough time to track it down.

      My thoughts were interrupted by a greasy-haired man who came over to the table. He grabbed a chair from a nearby table and seated himself at the end of our booth. He looked vaguely familiar.

      ‘Have you served me in a shop or something? I feel like we’ve met,’ I told him. I pushed my plate away. The filthy look he was giving me indicated that I wasn’t going to get the chance to finish eating it.

      ‘Do I look like a shopkeeper to you?’ he said, snarling in a very canine-like way.

      ‘You look like a junky,’ Lydia told him brazenly. His eyes widened and he glared at her with utter loathing.

      ‘I’m going to tear your tongue out for that remark,’ he told her. He raised a hand as if to cast a spell and then froze. I waited a moment for him to say or do something but he just stayed exactly as he was; a perfectly hideous statue. Then I realised that Lydia had used her ability to freeze him.

      ‘I have got to learn how to do that,’ I said in awe. Even as I spoke I could see that he was gradually starting to regain movement, albeit agonisingly slowly. ‘Can you unfreeze just his head so I can ask him what he wants?’ I asked Lydia. She screwed her face up and looked at me like I was an idiot.

      ‘Of course I can’t. It’s all or nothing,’ she told me impatiently.

      ‘All then,’ I said. I prepared myself and the moment she released him I slapped a barrier spell around the booth, blocking him out. Magic whipped out of his fingers, collided with the barrier and then dissipated.

      ‘Got that out of your system?’ I asked him patronisingly. He was not amused. ‘What do you want?’

      He drew his lips back to reveal his teeth which he kept in better condition than his hair. ‘Revenge,’ he hissed. ‘Do you really not remember me from Nick’s house? I worked for him.’

      ‘Oh, yeah!’ I slapped my thigh as the realisation hit me. ‘I knew I recognised you from somewhere. You’re Ben.’ He was one of Nick’s top warlocks.

      ‘Well, since you killed Nick everything went pear-shaped for us warlocks. Warlockry is illegal now under the Supernatural Act.’

      ‘Well, it’s not like it was legal before. I mean, you murder people to take their powers. That’s always been a crime,’ I informed him. He could hardly blame me for the choices he’d made.

      ‘But now if they catch us they cart us off to some research place. Friends of mine have been taken and never seen again.’ There was a touch of sadness as he spoke. The poor evil warlock had lost his friends.

      ‘Diddums,’ I said with no empathy whatsoever. ‘You and your friends worked for the most evil warlock who ever lived. You all did atrocious things. I wouldn’t shed a tear if the whole pack of you got locked up and experimented on.’

      ‘Why don’t you just go and get your friends back?’ asked Lydia. Another valid point. When Nick had been leading the warlocks he would not have accepted his people being imprisoned. He would have stormed the prison, or research facility right away. He would’ve left nothing but blood.

      ‘The facility is defended. The walls are full of iron. Magic doesn’t work in there,’ he said. He seemed ashamed to admit a weakness.

      ‘How awful it must be to be thwarted by something as simple as a piece of metal,’ Lydia mocked. I assumed that iron did not affect Nephilim.

      ‘That sounds like a place well worth avoiding,’ I told Ben. ‘Now if you’ll leave us to finish our lunch…’

      ‘No. That won’t be happening.’ He whistled loudly and several other people approached from around the pub. They made their way over to us slowly. Looks of menace hung on their faces. Ben hadn’t just come to deliver a sob story. ‘We cannot get our friends back, but we can kill the man who’s responsible for their capture. We all thought you were dead. We’re so happy you’re not.’ He stood up and kicked his chair out of the way as he backed up from the table. My barrier spell was still in place but it would never hold against all of them. We would have to fight our way out of here.

      I noticed that everybody else in the pub was fleeing to safety. Some people straight up left, whilst others just hid in corners where they thought they’d be safe. They obviously hadn’t seen many sorcery battles.

      I looked at the warlocks. Five of them. The odds weren’t impossible. ‘Can you freeze them?’ I asked Lydia.

      ‘I doubt it would hold,’ she said under her breath.

      ‘Alight then. Looks like we’ll have to fight them properly then. I’ll take the big one, you take the four smaller ones,’ I told her.

      ‘They’re all the same size,’ she said, but she did allow a small grin to light up her face. She had a nice smile, it made her whole face more radiant. It was a nice change from the disgruntled expression that seemed to be her default setting.

      ‘Fine. We’ll share them out evenly then,’ I said sullenly. ‘Ready?’ She nodded. I didn’t feel ready but I doubted I ever would.

      I dropped the barrier.

      Ben hit me with a blast of magic that sent me sprawling to the back of the booth, my head bounced off the wall and a wave of pain fuzzied my senses. He even looked surprised that he’d managed to get me. If he’d expected to hit me then maybe he would have hit me with a more lethal spell. Luckily, he didn’t,

      Another spell just missed Lydia as she practically flew out of the booth. Her foot booted Ben right in the face and he went cartwheeling through the back doors and landed somewhere in the beer garden. The four remaining warlocks kept their distance now that they’d seen how lethal she was. They stood back waiting for an attack from her.

      I grabbed hold of the table and pulled myself up. As I shuffled my way out of the cramped booth one of the warlocks attacked me with a spell which I caught with a hastily erected barrier. Whatever it had been crackled viciously against my defences and I knew it was deadly.

      I came to stand next to Lydia and we faced the four warlocks who stood in a semicircle around us. Then Lydia vanished into thin air. She reappeared behind a female warlock who she promptly punched in the back of the head. The warlock collapsed before she knew what was going on.

      ‘And then there were three,’ I said. I called to a nearby table and summoned it through the air. One warlock managed to duck but the other was crushed between the table and the wall. I saw Lydia go flying past me as a spell barrelled her off her feet. I lashed out with a chain of purple light that tore the flesh right off one of the remaining warlocks’ face. She screamed and fled, no longer so eager to fight me and far more concerned with what was left of her face. I turned back to the others and saw that Ben had now returned. He was standing with the one remaining warlock who was about a foot taller than he was.

      ‘They’re not all the same size,’ I told Lydia. She was climbing back to her feet. Blood was trickling down from a cut beneath her hair. She was too groggy to reply, and I suspected too groggy to fight as well. She fell into the booth and closed her eyes. ‘Shit,’ I muttered.

      ‘Why don’t you surrender,’ Ben said. “Do that and your girlfriend can live,’ he offered.

      ‘She’s not my girlfriend,’ I growled. The accusation was an insult to Ashley and I would not stand for it.

      The doors to the pub crashed open and a giant figure blocked out the light from the sun. Zeke had arrived at long last. Ben and his friend turned in time to see Zeke thrust both of his hands out from his body aggressively. A blast of power hurtled across the pub and the two warlocks folded like paper. Their unconscious bodies hit the floor hard. The fallout from the spell knocked me back a bit but luckily I was not the target.

      I rushed over to Lydia and pushed her hair back so I could see the wound. It was a nasty gash but it looked far less than fatal. ‘Can you heal?’ I asked her.

      ‘Eventually,’ she replied weakly. ‘It was a spell.’

      ‘No shit,’ I said, relishing in my chance to hit her with some sarcasm. She smiled feebly as I got to work trying to heal her. She was too weak to heal herself. Threads of magic knitted the flesh back together. I poured healing power into her cranium, flushing out any curses that might be lingering. Within a minute or two she was more or less back to her normal self, with just an ache left to remind her of her battle wound.

      ‘Good thing I arrived. Looked like you two were about to return to Malek,’ he said.

      I gave him one of my most sardonic smiles as I got to work on the warlocks. I grabbed the nearest one by the wrist and concentrated.

      ‘What are you doing?’ he demanded.

      ‘Taking their magic,’ I told him. ‘I could do with a boost and they definitely shouldn’t be left with it.’

      ‘Hmmm,’ was all he said. He clearly did not approve. I worked on the warlocks whilst he continued to speak. The whole time he refused to look at me as if not seeing it would somehow make it more tolerable.

      ‘So, it turned out I was right. One of the sorcerers did see something and they were paid a very large amount of money to say nothing. Enough to pay off their mortgage.’

      I dropped the arm of the warlock I’d just finished siphoning and looked at Zeke. Hope had ignited inside me like a tornado. ‘Where’s the dagger?’ I said eagerly.

      ‘A government agency took it. Apparently, there is some supernatural research centre and they took it there,’ Zeke said. ‘He didn’t know where the centre was.’

      ‘He does,’ I said, pointing down at Ben. It looked like we were going to have to go marching into the building made of iron after all. Terrific.
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      I took the magic from all the sorcerers except for Ben. The power increase was phenomenal. I was about six times more powerful than I had been before and I knew I could hold a lot more power before I hit my threshold. I think I’d had the power of about fifty sorcerers before I’d died. I’d even held Clara’s magic and she was one of the most powerful sorcerers I’d ever met. So I could hold a whole lot more magic before it burst out of me again.

      We waited for Ben to wake up and then offered him a deal.

      ‘Take us to the research centre and I won’t steal your magic,’ I told him. He was more than willing to agree. I also made him promise not to try and kill me again.

      ‘Where is it?’ Zeke asked. He was looking at Ben with disgust. I mentioned before how Zeke felt about warlocks. To him, warlocks were like a cancer to the noble sorcerers. I found his prejudice a tad irksome, but he was kind of right. I was the only exception, though not to him.

      ‘The place is huge, the size of a town. They built it directly underneath a town,’ said Ben. He was rubbing the back of his head where I assumed he’d been hurt. He was lucky that was all he got.

      ‘Which town?’ said Zeke. I had a feeling I knew what he was going to say and the dread was starting to set in. Only an idiot would build anything directly underneath the town I was thinking of but I just knew I was right. Then Ben opened his mouth and said the word I did not want to hear.

      ‘Cedarstone.’

      I sighed loudly. I mean really loudly. More of a groan actually. ‘When will people learn to stay away from that fucking place!’ I shouted. I dropped my head on the table and instantly regretted it as a fresh burst of pain attacked me.

      ‘The town is full of magic. It makes sense that they would want to try and access that,’ said Zeke coolly.

      ‘That’s the reason everybody should stay the hell away,’ I argued.

      ‘I don’t disagree. But from a research point of view, it opens a lot of possibilities. Plus it stops anybody else from going after it.’ That bit was true, I supposed.

      ‘So how do we get the dagger out of there?’ I asked. Ben immediately snorted at me.

      ‘If you go in there you’ll never come out again,’ he said.

      ‘I don’t know why you’re laughing about it. You’re coming in with us,’ I said, fixing him with a malicious glare.

      ‘Oh, hell no!’ He shook his head vehemently and tried to get up but Lydia grabbed his shoulder and forced him back into his seat.

      ‘We need to get out of here. The police will be coming,’ Zeke warned. In the old days, I could’ve had a fight in Muggs and Bobby would’ve dealt with it in house. It was a strange new world I was in now.

      We hauled Ben out of the pub, warning him that if he tried anything we’d kill him and be done with him. His only value was taking us to the facility and we could find it without him if we had to. He wisely chose to behave himself.

      ‘You left your truck here?’ I said to Zeke as we exited the pub and I saw his obscene travelling home parked on the curb right outside. It was strictly no parking on Maidstone High Street even for a normal vehicle, Zeke’s monstrosity was something else entirely.

      ‘It’s not a truck, it’s a motor home. And it’s enchanted so I don’t get tickets,’ he informed me. He pulled open the door and motioned for us to get inside.

      ‘There’s no anti-ticket spell,’ I said dismissively as I climbed aboard his abode.

      ‘It’s a simple cloaking spell.’ He climbed in last and slammed the rickety door behind him. Despite the hugeness of the motorhome it still looked tiny when Zeke was crammed inside.

      ‘If you can cloak something this big I need to learn the spell.’

      ‘You already know the spell. You simply lack the skill to perform it.’ He pulled open the tiny fridge and produced a can of Dr. Pepper. ‘Anybody?’ We all declined. It looked like Ben was going to say yes but then thought better of taking a drink from his captors. It wasn’t like we’d bother poisoning him when we could just blast him to death with magic. Zeke tipped his head back and dropped the fizzy drink down his neck like he was pouring it into a bucket. It was a true spectacle to behold. He gulped it down greedily without stopping to take a breath even once. Having finished, he crumpled the can and tossed it into the nearby bin. I opened my mouth to make a comment about what I’d just seen but before I could even get a word out a burp flew out of his mouth. It wasn’t your average burp either. It was a lip-quivering, wall-shaking belch that stretched on longer than the lifetime of the average dog. Slight exaggeration, but it was a long belch, okay?

      ‘You. Are. Nasty,’ said Lydia, her nose wrinkled in revulsion.

      ‘Let’s get out of here,’ Zeke said, ignoring Lydia’s comment. He pushed his way to the front of the vehicle and dropped himself heavily into the driver’s seat. A few moments later we were trundling up the road towards Lydia’s house.

      Once home, we brainstormed. The plan we came up with was a simple one. We’d steal uniforms from members of the security team at the research centre and pretend Ben was our prisoner. We’d enter the complex under that pretence and find the dagger. Honestly, it was an awful plan. But it was all we could come up with. Lydia wasn’t affected by iron so she’d be our only source of power.

      ‘We’re all going to get stuck in there,’ Ben said. ‘I’m not doing it.’

      ‘Then you’re gonna lose you magic,’ Lydia threatened him with far more aggression than was necessary.

      I left the room thinking about how awful our plan really was. As much as I tried, I could not think of a better one. If only we could tap into the power in Cedarstone, then we’d be unstoppable. No amount of iron could inhibit that magic. But last time I’d touched that magic it had killed me and I had no desire to go back to Malek. Not without that dagger anyway.

      ‘Oi!’ Lydia said as she walked into the room. ‘Call for you.’ She handed over her mobile and then returned to the living room.

      ‘Eddie, it’s Howard,’ said the master vampire.

      ‘Shouldn’t you be sleeping?’ I joked. Well, it wasn’t entirely a joke. The sun was still out and would be for a long time yet.

      ‘I should. But I’m a bit too busy for sleeping these days. Thanks for the heads up about the necromancers. Shirley and I have decided to dig up all the graveyards and burn the dead. It’s extreme but if they really are trying to build an army, this is the best way to stop them.’ He paused to allow me to reply. It took me a few minutes to think of a response to the news he’d just given me.

      ‘I understand the necessity for this but I don’t think the police will see it your way. They’ll react harshly,’ I warned him. The humans wouldn’t see it as an act for the greater good. Necromancers, vampires, and sorcerers were all part of the same camp to them. If one species acted out they were all responsible.

      ‘I know. Which leads me to the real reason I called. The police are after you. An officer at Maidstone Cemetery recognised you. They haven’t confirmed that you’re alive yet, they’ve put an APB out on somebody who looks like you. They’ve been very careful not to name you to the lower ranks. They don’t want to spread panic about a man coming back from the dead. Even though the town is filling up with zombies. They think you’re responsible for the grave robbing,’ he said grimly.

      ‘Great. It's always nice to be blamed for things,’ I grumbled. ‘Thanks for letting me know, anyway.’

      ‘No problem. You’ve helped me out twice now. Speaking of which, Joshua will not be causing either of us any further bother. Me and mine have got your back, Eddie.’

      ‘Well, in that case, maybe you could help me out with something else…’
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      We arrived at the research facility just after four pm. The entrance was just outside Cedarstone and far away from anything else. I mean literally anything else. We’d been driving down a barren stretch of road for about twenty minutes before we finally came to the turning which took us through a tunnel of trees. The complex looked like it had been built right in the middle of a forest. We passed a sign saying:
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        MINISTRY OF DEFENCE PROPERTY

        KEEP OUT
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      ‘Nice and inviting,’ Zeke joked as we drove on by. A couple of miles later we were stopped by a tall chainlink gate and fence. The fence was covered in more signs warning trespassers they might be shot if they went beyond this point. There was a small guardhouse on the other side of the fence. Two soldiers dressed all in black emerged from the guard house and looked curiously up at the motorhome. Zeke and I were the only ones in the front of the vehicle. Lydia was guarding Ben in the back.

      The soldiers opened a smaller gate by the guardhouse and stepped out onto our side of the fence. ‘This is government property. You can’t be here,’ one of them called up to us. They each had some kind of assault rifle strapped around their necks and they both carried a holstered pistol as well. This was worse than I’d thought, the building looked like it was being guarded by the military.

      ‘What do we do?’ I whispered to Zeke.

      ‘Stick to the plan,’ he replied calmly. I was entering panic mode at the sight of the guns and forgetting what we’d already devised earlier. I’d been in worse situations than this before but this was different and I had no idea what the government had cooked up in the time since I’d exposed our kind to the world. They could have created some pretty effective warlock-hurting weapons and I really didn’t want to be on the receiving end of those. Whatever they might be. Plus, the stakes were much higher than they’d ever been. This wasn’t just about going to prison. It wasn’t about ending up dead. If I fucked this up then I was in for an eternity of punishment. I couldn’t take any chances.

      The soldiers whispered something to one another and then the rifles came up. Terrific.

      ‘Step out of the vehicle!’ one of them ordered. ‘Now!’

      Zeke nodded at me and then together we swung open our doors.

      ‘Come out slowly!’

      ‘Yes, alright. No need to shout,’ I moaned at the soldier. So bossy.

      They made us move around to the front of the vehicle, keeping our hands raised. Once they had us side by side they stood directly in front of us, never once lowering their weapons for even a millisecond. I don’t know if you’ve ever had a gun aimed at your face but it’s pretty uncomfortable.

      ‘Why are you here?’

      ‘We just got a little lost,’ Zeke said, shrugging as much as he dared to. Any movement might be taken the wrong way.

      The soldiers knew it was a lie. I could tell by the expressions on their faces. It was a mingled look of irritation and exhaustion. I wondered how many warlocks had tried to gain access to this place. And what had happened to them?

      Zeke cleared his throat. That was the signal. We both swept our hands upwards decisively. Both rifles were yanked up toward the sky and out of the grips of the soldiers. Thanks to the straps around their necks, the soldiers were dragged with them. They stumbled forward as their weapons pulled them. I had no idea if it would work, but I tried anyway. I lifted my hand and snapped my fingers in the face of my soldier. His eyes widened in alarm as if he thought I’d done something far worse. Then he promptly fell asleep and crashed to the tarmac. Zeke put his soldier down too and we both let out a sigh of relief.

      ‘Good job,’ Zeke told me like a boss to his employee.

      ‘Thank fuck there were only two,’ I said with a nervous laugh.

      ‘Don’t congratulate yourselves just yet,’ Ben said as he emerged from the motorhome, being pushed out by Lydia. ‘This was just stage one, remember? There are a lot more inside. None of my friends managed to infiltrate this place and they were more skilled than either of you.’

      Zeke bristled at his words and shot a disgusted look his way. ‘There isn’t a warlock alive with more skill than me.’

      ‘Now, now. Let’s not fight,’ Lydia said. ‘We’ve got shit to do.’

      We realised the first flaw in our plan pretty quickly. There were only two soldiers and we needed three uniforms. Also, Zeke was too big for any uniform. We’d be hard pushed to find another person as big as the wizard was.

      ‘We’ll just have to have two prisoners,’ I said. We were all in the back of the motor home getting changed. I was pulling the kevlar vest, or whatever it was, over my torso. The uniform fit surprisingly well. The boots were a little small so my feet were cramped, but it could’ve been worse. Lydia came out from the bedroom and I laughed when I saw she was drowning in the uniform she’d stolen. Being a skinny girl, the large man’s uniform was incredibly baggy.

      ‘I can help with that,’ Zeke said. He touched each garment that she wore in turn and they shrunk to her size in a jiffy. She suddenly looked quite snug. The armoured vest did not shrink which led us all to believe that it had iron beneath the padding.

      ‘If there’s iron beneath the padding then that’s going to be a problem,’ I said, indicating the vest that I was wearing. The iron would cut off my magic, but without it, my disguise would be pretty shoddy. I held out my hand and summoned a ball of magic. A glowing purple ball appeared a few inches above my palm, pulsing with radiant power.

      ‘It’s not iron,’ Zeke said. ‘But it’s definitely resistant to magic. I felt it when I touched it.’

      ‘As long as it doesn’t cut my magic off, I don’t care,’ I said. All that mattered was my ability to throw spells around. Unless the building really was lined with iron.

      ‘Now, I will play prisoner, but I am not putting on those cuffs,’ Zeke added, pointing at the handcuffs hanging from my belt.

      ‘Me neither,’ said Ben, shaking his head adamantly.

      ‘Oh, yes you are,’ I told Ben. Zeke was out of my control, but Ben actually was a real prisoner and the last thing we needed was him getting any funny ideas in the heat of the moment. ‘Either we neutralise with cuffs, or we neutralise you with these.’ I wiggled my fingers at him and he squirmed away from me. ‘That’s what I thought.’

      He reluctantly offered me his wrists and I cuffed him tightly. I was nice enough to keep his hands in front of him rather than pulling them behind. Zeke agreed to pretend to wear the cuffs on Lydia’s belt so it kept up the illusion that he was a prisoner. He positioned the cuffs around his wrists but didn’t lock them in place. All he would have to do was shake them off when the time came to fight. We all knew that a fight was coming once we were inside that building. We just hoped we could avoid it until we had the Ambrotos Dagger.

      Lydia pressed something and ejected the magazine from her rifle. She fiddled with it until she’d freed a single bullet that she then proceeded to examine. ‘Iron’ she said, confirming my suspicions. ‘Alloyed with silver,’ she added as she noticed the additional material.

      ‘Do they get much trouble from werewolves?’ Zeke asked Ben. The warlock shrugged and remained silent.

      We climbed out of the motorhome and looked around. The coast was still clear. Zeke had a syringe filled with a sleeping potion that would keep the soldiers out for a good few hours. Sleeping spells didn’t last that long. Zeke boasted that his spell would last longer than mine but he couldn’t guarantee it would last as long as we needed.

      He injected the soldiers and then we hid their semi-naked bodies in the woods under a cloaking spell. I felt a little bad because they were probably going to get fired when their boss found out what had happened here. If all went to plan a lot of people were going to get fired by tomorrow morning.

      ‘Let’s do this then,’ Lydia said as she pulled on her helmet. She seemed fairly optimistic about the whole thing. I was not and I imagined I looked far more grim as I pulled my own helmet on.

      We walked through the little gate on the path and began walking along the road. Eventually, we came to the entrance to the building. There was no signage anyway. There was just a plain square building made of red bricks. Double green doors made of metal stood on the front of the windowless building. Two more soldiers stood sentry on the doors. Neither of them was anywhere near Zeke’s size. He would have to remain a prisoner.

      My grip tightened on the rifle instinctively as we approached. I’d never fired any kind of gun before and had no idea how. I imagined you just pulled the trigger, but I could be completely wrong. I didn’t even know what kind of rifle I was holding. My knowledge of firearms was so poor there was a good chance it wasn’t even a rifle at all.

      ‘What’s this? Why have you abandoned your post?’ The woman on the door demanded. I could see a wisp of blonde hair sticking out from beneath her helmet. ‘Wait a minute. Who are you?’ She demanded, obviously realising we weren’t the two guards stationed on the gate.

      Zeke didn’t hesitate. With a massive wave of his hand, both soldiers collapsed into a silent slumber.

      ‘Your friends found getting into this place hard?’ he said to Ben giving the warlock a derogatory look.

      We injected the soldiers with Zeke’s potion. I highly doubted he had enough of that for everyone in the compound. We dragged them into the woods and cloaked them just as we had with the other two. Then we stepped up to the doors. It was time to walk into certain capture. Or death. We were about to find out which.
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      I grabbed hold of the door and pulled. It didn’t budge an inch. I looked at Zeke, eyes wide in alarm. We could not be thwarted before we’d even made it inside.

      ‘Use the key card, dipshit,’ Lydia said, pulling her own from a breast pocket behind her armoured vest. She pushed it against a black panel on the side of the door. There was a quick double beep and then the door buzzed open. My cheeks flushed red. It was pretty silly of me to think I could walk into a military-defended base without some sort of key. Embarrassing.

      Acting like real soldiers, Lydia and I pushed her faux prisoners through the door first. The door opened onto a set of winding metal stairs that ran deep under the ground. Our boots thudded off the metal loudly, sending echoes ahead of us to warn anyone down the bottom that we were coming. There was nobody down there, though. The stairs opened onto a corridor that looked like it ran the length of the universe. Long fluorescent bulbs hung from the ceiling igniting the corridor in bright light. Annoyingly, one of the bulbs about half way down was flickering. I flicked a finger and sent a shot of magic that killed the bulb completely.

      ‘Still got magic,’ Zeke said observantly. ‘The whole building isn’t lined with iron.’ A small smile lit up his face. Things weren’t quite as dire as we’d thought they were.

      ‘I suppose they can’t really experiment on magic if the whole building blocks it,’ I said.

      We got moving down the infinite corridor. My palms were coated with so much sweat that I was having a hard time keeping hold of my rifle, it kept sliding in my grip. Any moment somebody could appear at the other end of the corridor and we’d be fucked with nowhere to go but forwards or back. That was probably why it had been designed this way. A stupidly long corridor meant that shooting down intruders would be pretty easy. There was nowhere to hide, nowhere to duck for cover. I’d just have to hide behind Zeke if it came to it.

      By the time we reached the end of the corridor, I was about ready for a break. Hell, I deserved one. The corridor forked off left and right. Two directions. No signs.

      ‘Now where do we go?’ I said in frustration. I stared at Ben, our guide.

      ‘Don’t look at me, I’ve never even been here before!’ he said a little too loudly. Zeke planted one of his meaty hands on Ben’s shoulder and gave him a warning glare. Ben gulped and didn’t say another word.

      ‘When in doubt, right is right. That’s what my mum always says,’ Lydia said. She gave Ben a gentle shove and he led us down the righthand route. We finally came to a door on the left wall and stopped. As we’d come to expect there was no signage indicating what was in there. But it was the only door around. I took hold of the handle and paused.

      ‘Maybe we shouldn’t. There might be soldiers in there,’ I said.

      ‘There could be soldiers wherever we go,’ Zeke pointed out.

      Footsteps echoed towards us from around the far corner. We all shared a panic-stricken look and then Zeke shoved me through the door rather unceremoniously. Everybody bundled inside and then Lydia closed the door carefully behind us.

      We waited in silence, heartbeats hammering so loudly we could all hear them. The footsteps gradually moved closer as did the chatter of voices. One male, one female.

      ‘Some of the devices I’ve been working with are just phenomenal,’ the female said excitedly. ‘Today I was examining what I think was a Celtic circlet that rendered the wearer impervious to all harm.’

      ‘Lucky you. I’ve been stuck in the blood lab for weeks now. They want me to find a way to shut down magic production in sorcerers permanently. I’ve told them it can’t be done. Not by me anyway. Now, if I were to…’ The voices faded away as they moved past. We waited a few minutes before any of us dared to move.

      ‘This place needs shutting down,’ said Zeke fiercely. I shared his sentiment completely. This was exactly what Clara Winters had always feared about going public. That the government would seek ways to control or eradicate us. I personally hoped that the scientists never made a breakthrough with their research here. I wondered if they had any idea how quickly this place would spark a war if the wrong sorcerers found out about it. Or anybody with enough influence to do anything about it. I turned to Ben who looked deep in his own thoughts. I couldn’t let him leave this place. If he spread word of the kind of research going on here then it would be a bloodbath. Warlocks would flock here in droves.

      ‘That woman said she’d been working on magical objects. The dagger is probably in the direction she came from,’ I said. I pulled the door open and we all headed off back down the corridor in the direction the scientists had come from.

      Nobody had much to say anymore. Nobody wanted to be in this place a second longer. Each time we heard footsteps we hid in the nearest doorway. We were lucky that there was never anybody in any of the rooms we ducked into. It was mightily convenient that there weren’t that many people about at all.

      ‘Security here seems a bit lax, don’t you think?’ I asked the others. ‘Four guards outside and nothing at all inside. It’s a bit optimistic of them, isn’t it?’

      ‘That’s a good point,’ said Zeke. ‘Ben, how did so many of your friends get captured by only four guards? None of them seemed that hard to take down.’

      We came to a door before Ben answered and relief flooded my brain. To the right of the plain grey door was a sign that read: MAGICAL OBJECTS.

      Then the relief gave way to dread. The sign was not official looking. It was a laminated piece of paper, not a proper plaque like you’d expect in a place like this. And it was literally the only door we’d come across that was labelled. Hell, it was the only sign in the whole building so far.

      ‘This is a trap,’ I whispered to the others, afraid that somebody might be listening in. I hadn’t seen any cameras but there could be audio devices about. There could even be hidden cameras. Technology was pretty crafty these days. It had been two years ago anyway, things could only have gotten better since my death.

      ‘No shit, Sherlock,’ Lydia muttered.

      ‘If we turn now they’ll just shoot us trying to run. If we go in there then we might find something that can help us. Maybe that handy circlet is inside.’

      ‘No. No, I don’t like this at all. Let me go. I’ve done my part. You guys go in but I’m going home,’ Ben said nervously, fiddling with the cuffs on his wrists. ‘At least take these off for me. Please?’

      ‘Not a chance,’ growled Zeke.

      ‘Guys, listen,’ I said, trying to swallow my fear. ‘If we do get captured—’

      ‘When we get captured,’ Lydia corrected.

      ‘Try to stay calm. I will get us out of here. I promise you that,’ I told them.

      ‘Let’s hope you’re right,’ Zeke said. Then he grabbed the door handle and swung the door open. We all followed him in. I had to nudge Ben in with the tip of my rifle. At least we had guns.

      The room was huge. And empty. Not a magical object in sight. I heard the door click shut behind us and felt the iron cut off my magic as if someone had thrown a net over me. I raised the rifle to chest height and waited. Zeke held out his hand and Lydia passed her rifle to him. She wouldn’t need it, her abilities were unaffected by the iron. Ben shimmied between the three of us, the only one who was unable to defend himself.

      We stood waiting, rifles up and ready. Any moment now soldiers were going to pour into the room to apprehend us. But they never did.

      ‘I don’t feel so good,’ Ben said weakly. I turned his way just as his legs gave out and he fell like a log, crashing to the ground with a thud. I stepped towards him and the lightheadedness hit me all of a sudden, coming out of nowhere.

      ‘Oh… Shiii…’ I mumbled as my legs turned to jelly. ‘Lydia…’ As I fell I saw Lydia going for the door but she fell down before she made it. I hit the ground, my vision blurring heavily. A huge thump seemed to make the floor jolt and I guessed that Zeke had gone down somewhere behind me. Sleep was creeping over me fast. It was like a heavy mist was falling over me, racing through my brain, shutting each department down one by one. My lids started to roll down of their own accord, like the end of a show at the theatre. I needed at least a little nap. Not for long. Just a minute or so. I heard a door click open somewhere in the room and then my eyes closed completely.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      When I woke up I was sitting on an uncomfortable steel chair, or maybe it was iron — some kind of metal. My hands were chained to the metal table in front of me. I could feel the iron in the chains and all around me. It was smothering my magic completely. The chain was just long enough to allow me to sit up straight but not enough to lean back comfortably in the chair.

      My body armour had been removed and I was now dressed in grey jogging bottoms and a hoody. I looked like a chav who couldn’t afford more than the basic range from Primark. They hadn’t even given me shoes. What was more disturbing was that one of them had undressed me.

      Across the table from me sat a pompous looking man. He was thin and looked a little like a praying mantis. He wore a three-piece navy suit and had a pair of circular gold glasses on his long, boney nose. His hair was slicked to the side with a whole tub of gel. He smiled slimily when he saw I was awake. I looked to his right and recognised the man at once.

      Richards. He was tall too, but unlike the suited man, Richards had enough bulk to pull it off. His brown hair was cropped close to his head and he’d allowed a little stubble to line his jaw. He sported a vicious supernatural scar on the left side of his neck that caused the veins in the area to turn black. He’d gotten that from helping me way back in the days before I’d died. Before he’d turned his back on me. Last time I’d seen Richards he’d told me I was a shit leader and I shouldn’t come back to Maidstone. Well, technically I wasn’t in Maidstone right now, I was underneath Cedarstone.

      ‘Detective Chief Inspector Richards,’ I said. It was rare that I said his full title, it was too much of a mouthful, but being his prisoner I thought it tactful to use it now.

      ‘It’s Agent Richards now,’ he said flatly. Clearly, he still didn’t like me. I would’ve thought that my death might have changed that. Apparently not.

      The other guy cleared his throat pointedly and I turned back to him.

      ‘Eddie, my name is Stephen, I work for Her Majesty’s government,’ he said. His voice was horribly nasally. Just hearing it made me want to blow my nose.

      ‘Yeah, I got that from the only sign I saw on my way in. You really need better signage in here,’ I told him. I was trying my best to appear confident despite the fact that I was shitting myself.

      Stephen smiled politely. ‘I heard a rumour that you were back from the grave, but Mark here advised me that it was a simple fallacy. Then when you were identified by an undercover police officer at Maidstone Cemetery this morning, Mark changed his mind.’ Richards snorted his agreement. ‘A genuine resurrection. As I live and breath…’ he shook his head in wonder.

      Richards jolted forwards, both hands whacking down on the desk. ’Did you even die or was that another trick?’ he said. Both eyes were eating into me furiously.

      ‘Where do you think I’ve been all this time?’ I replied. ‘I know you don’t like me that much for the things I did before, but I sacrificed myself to stop Nick. I saved everyone.’

      ‘You saved a few sorcerers. You were just trying to clean up your own mess. What you did was expose your kind to the world and since then everything has been worse. Your lot don’t feel like they need to hide anymore and they’re going about casting spells on the street, sucking people’s blood on any old corner. Things are a million times worse because of you,’ he snapped.

      Stephen held out a hand to try and calm him down. ‘Mark, please. This is not how we do things.’

      ‘I handle the interrogations, Stephen,’ Richards told him.

      ‘I am in charge of this facility. Calm down or leave the room,’ Stephen said sternly. Richards made no reply and slowly Stephen turned back to me.

      ‘Agent Richards only wants to keep people safe. When the supernatural remained in the shadows this was an easier task. Now that exposure has happened the supernatural people are more open about what they are. Certain laws have curbed some of these behaviours, but not all. Here, in this facility, we are trying to find ways to bring true equality to our streets again. So that people don’t have to fear being hexed, or fed upon.’ I couldn’t tell whether Stephen actually believed what he was saying or was just trying to feed me a big pile of bullshit.

      ‘Finding ways to stop sorcerers from producing magic. Is that how you’re going to bring equality to the streets?’ I asked him sourly.

      He moved back in his chair and fiddled with the knot of his tie. ‘These are last resort measures. We would never use technologies such as that against anybody who didn’t deserve it. It would be a punishment handed out only after a criminal trial.’

      ‘We’re just trying to level the playing field,’ Richards said quietly.

      ‘Work with us then. Shirley Demelza would be happy to help you. Locking people up and doing experiments on them is not going to win you any allies.’

      ‘We only lock up criminals. The majority of our prisoners here are warlocks. Warlockry is illegal in this country.’ Stephen raised his eyebrows pointedly as he spoke. ‘Warlockry in any form.’

      I took a deep breath and looked away. I was being detained in accordance with the law apparently. ‘My friends aren’t warlocks.’

      ‘No.’ Stephen looked down like a person does when they have to deliver bad news. ‘But they were caught trespassing on government property.’

      ‘Bullshit,’ I spat and looked away from him. I tried to turn away completely but the chains binding me to the table would not allow it.

      ‘Watch it. Unless you want to be put to sleep for another few hours,’ Richards warned.

      ‘Hours?’ I asked. I’d thought it had only been half an hour or so. The fact that it was later than I realised brought a flicker of warmth to my chilly insides.

      ‘Eddie, we have an opportunity. You can work with us. You have so much scientific potential. You’re a natural warlock and you’ve come back from the dead. Help us to help your kind,’ Stephen said emphatically. I wondered if his pathetic speeches ever worked on anyone.

      ‘Maybe I can help you,’ I lied. I needed something that he had and I could pretend to help him in order to make him reveal it to me. ‘But I want something in return. If I help you I want you to give me the Ambrotos Dagger. You don’t have to give it to me now, but I want to see it at least.’

      Stephen looked at Richard awkwardly and then he chuckled. It was a high, girly noise. ‘Eddie, I’m afraid I must confess to some duplicity. We don’t have the Ambrotos Dagger here. We were in collusion with other entities in order to set a trap for you.’ I don’t think my heart had ever plummeted as low as it did then. If I hadn’t been sitting on a metal chair it would probably have fallen right out of my arsehole.

      ‘So all this…’ I couldn’t even finish the sentence. Coming to this place and getting captured was all for nothing.

      ‘It was a waste of time. You and your friends got captured for nothing,’ Richards said with unashamed glee.

      It didn’t have to be for nothing, though. Maybe we could still do some damage to this place. Maybe we could even free some of the people who didn’t deserve to be here. ‘What time is it?’ I said, snapping my attention back to Stephen.

      ‘I’m sorry?’ he said in confusion. He stared at me as if I were Oliver Twist asking for a second helping.

      ‘Time. What time is it?’

      He pushed back his sleeve and looked down at his pristine Rolex. ‘9:59,’ he replied, looking at Richards as if he might be able to explain why I was suddenly so concerned about the time.

      ‘How are your vampire defences?’

      ‘I don’t…’

      ‘Fuck,’ Richards shouted as an alarm rang out through the building.
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      The alarm groaned on like an old air raid siren from World War II. Stephen turned to Richards, but the panic I was hoping for was absent from his expression.

      ‘Vampires? We’ll see about that,’ said Richards and took out a phone from his pocket and pressed a few buttons. Then he walked over to the door and pulled it open so I could see the corridor outside. The fluorescent lighting was gone now and had been replaced by the purple tones of ultraviolet light. Richards smiled smugly.

      ‘We have the corridors rigged with UV lighting in case something like this happens,’ Stephen explained, ‘We are prepared for any eventuality. Right now the soldiers will be arming themselves with our anti-vampire weaponry. Whoever has come to help you is going to end up very dead. Or imprisoned.’

      I stared at him dumbly as the truth hit me. I’d led everyone into a trap. First Zeke, Lydia, and myself. Then Howard, Amara, and all their vampires. I had fucked everything up and I’d achieved nothing in the process.

      ‘You need to get to the command room. Just in case,’ Richards told him. Stephen looked like he was going to argue but Richards gave him a flat stare that would brook no argument. ‘The reason this place has been a success is because we don’t break protocol. Now go. I’ll stay with him and make sure he doesn’t go anywhere.’

      Stephen spared a final glance my way before he hastily left the room. I made a note that he’d gone left. The command room was that way. Richards closed the door behind him and then came back to the table. He perched himself on the edge of the table and then pulled out a pistol from the holster on his belt. He released the magazine from the bottom and placed it carefully down on the table making sure to keep it out of my reach.

      ‘Iron bullets won’t be much use now.’ He pulled out a second magazine from his pocket and clicked it into place in the pistol. ‘Wooden ones should work. Just in case any of those weird vampires you made ever decided to come back I made sure all our wooden weaponry is made from ash wood.’

      Gabe and the other vampires I created were only vulnerable to ash wood. Other forms of wood could not kill them.

      ‘Are you really that pissed with me?’ I said in disbelief. Richards and I had had our differences in the past but he’d always gotten over them before. ‘I know I teamed up with Nick. I went to the dark side. But that didn’t really cause you any problems. I know Clara died and I’m sorry about that. But why are you so angry about it all?’ I was gesturing as emphatically as I could, but it was hard moving my arms around when they were chained to the table.

      ‘This isn’t about Clara Winters. I don’t care about her. Although if she had survived then she might have been able to control everything that took place after the Exposure. Do you remember what you did in Maidstone?’

      ‘What?’ I’d done a lot of things in Maidstone it was hard to tell which one he specifically meant.

      He snatched one of the chairs and threw himself onto it. ‘You pitted the vampires against the sorcerers. They were fighting all over Jubilee Square. It was up to me and my police officers, my colleagues… My friends. We had to try and control that. Do you know how many friends I lost that night? Do you?’ He shouted the last question when I didn’t answer.

      ‘No,’ I mumbled, shaking my head. I’d only been thinking about getting the vampires and the sorcerers off my back. They’d come to kill me so I played them off against each other. It worked perfectly.

      ‘Eight. Eight of my friends died in that stupid fight over nothing. Maybe eight deaths isn’t that much to you, I mean you drop bodies like flies.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ I snapped. I’ve done a lot of bad things but I’ve never dropped bodies like flies.

      ‘I’m talking about the trail of death that follows you around, Eddie. You might not always be directly responsible but you are always involved. Think about all those people Rachel killed because she was looking for you. How about all the people Sebastian killed because you wouldn’t give him a potion. You are at the epicentre of everything.’

      I shook my head, denying it all with a passion. I couldn’t believe that a man I might’ve called a friend was sitting here blaming me for murders committed by other people. ‘None of that was my fault. I was trying to stop those monsters,’ I argued.

      ‘You did a shit job. The fighting didn’t just stop after you died. They were all still fighting to take your place as king of Maidstone,’ he waved his hands mockingly at the title I’d claimed for myself so long ago. ‘So many people died. If Shirley, Howard, and Amara hadn’t taken control of the situation then Maidstone would probably be as barren as Cedarstone is right now.

      ‘Oh, and of course, my boss held me responsible because of my association with you. Because of all the times I vouched for you. I got fired for what you did. My time with the police was snuffed out overnight.’ He stared at me and for the first time the anger subsided and I could see the pain that was hiding behind it, driving it. The whole time I’d known Richards he’d only ever been a cop. he never spoke about a wife, children or any kind of friends or family. He was one of those men who lived for his career. And I’d ruined that for him.

      ‘I’m sorry. I never meant—’

      The door swung open and a figure clad entirely in black strode in. Black trousers, jumper, boots, gloves, and even a balaclava. Not a bit of skin was showing. Richards grabbed his pistol and swung it up, but the vampire was too fast. The vampire darted forward, grabbed Richards wrist and twisted. Richards screamed and the pistol fell from his grip. The vampire grabbed a handful of the agent’s hair and roughly pulled his head to the side, exposing his jugular. Fangs descended from his gums as he prepared to feast.

      ‘No!’ I shouted and the vampire froze. He turned to me, red eyes travelling over my face. ‘Don’t kill him. Please,’ I said softly. I couldn’t live with Richards’ life on my conscience. I’d caused him enough pain.

      The vampire shrugged and then smashed Richards’ head into the table. Agent Richards slunk down to the floor. He’d have a nasty bump when he woke up. Maybe even a concussion. But he’d be alive.

      Seeing that there were no UV lights in this room, the vampire pulled off his balaclava and long dark hair fell down. ‘Eddie,’ Howard said, the slither of a smile on his face. ‘Thanks for calling us. We’ve been wondering about this place. You gave us the excuse we needed to crash in.’

      Another vampire shot in, this one clearly female from the curves of her body. Amara pulled off her headgear and grabbed hold of Howard. Their lips locked in a deep, passionate kiss, their bodies rubbing up against one another. It would have been more romantic had they not both been peppered with blood and if there wasn’t an alarm blasting out.

      ‘Guys!’ I shouted, shaking my chains at them like an old ghost. After a moment more of kissing, they broke apart and both grinned down at me.

      ‘The heat of the battle,’ Amara said in explanation, her voice was deep and breathy. ‘We live for it.’

      A scream filled the corridor outside and then something that looked a lot like a head rolled past the door. I shook my chains at them again, this time more urgently. Howard grabbed them in one hand and ripped them from my wrists as if they were made of paper.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said sarcastically as I stood up. I shook my limbs to get my blood flowing through them fully.

      Howard and Amara led the way out into the corridor, both covering their heads again as they left the room. As soon as I left the interrogation room my magic flooded back into me, filling me with a bliss akin to a cat being given a saucer of milk. The plain white walls were painted red in an oddly pleasing way. Two bodies lay on the floor, one was missing a head. One was human, one vampire. More people were fighting down the other end of the corridor. It was hard to tell who was who because both sides were dressed in black.

      ‘How’d you know to cover up?’ I asked, nodding at their outfits.

      ‘I’m almost two-thousand years old, Eddie. I don’t often get caught out,’ said Howard.

      ‘Fair enough. We need to find the rest of my party and get out of here.’

      ‘We’re not leaving until this place is dust,’ Amara said vehemently. ‘Who has the C4?’

      ‘Woah! C4?’ I said quickly. ‘You can’t blow this place up. Cedarstone is right above us. If you blow this place then you might unleash the magic that’s roaring around up there.’ I pointed at the town over our heads.

      ‘We’ve lost a lot of people tonight, Eddie. Getting in here wasn’t as easy as we made it seem. No offence, but rescuing you and your friends does not make it worth it. We are shutting this place down, one way or another,’ Howard told me. His tone was stern enough that I knew he meant it. I had no problem with shutting the place down, hell I wanted it too, but not if it meant releasing Nick’s magic.

      ‘Fine. But you’re not blowing it up.’ I thought hard of an alternative and then remembered where Sebastian had gone. ‘The command centre is that way and so is the guy in charge. Maybe there’s an alternative there?’ I pointed in the opposite direction, to the clean end of the corridor.

      Howard nodded. ‘Let’s go.’

      ‘I’ll bring the cavalry,’ Amara said with a sly smile, and then she ran back in the direction of the screaming and gunshots.

      Howard and I took off up the corridor, leaving the sound of gunshots and dying screams behind.

      ‘Have you seen my friends?’ I asked as we strode through the compound.

      ‘No, but I’m sure we’ll find out where they are being held when we reach the command room,’ he replied. There was an eagerness in his voice that I did not like. It was driven by bloodlust. Some vampires were more restrained than others. Howard and Amara seemed pretty in control but it was starting to look like in the midst of battle they might be the kind of vamps to go hell for leather and rip open as many necks as they could. Like it was sport.

      Some idiot shouted from behind us and the next moment bullets were hurtling up the corridor right at us. Howard hit the floor in a blink. I turned, raising a barrier as I brought my hand up. I really hoped these bullets weren’t iron. The wooden bullets were incinerated as soon as they touched my magic. Two soldiers stared up the corridor in our direction.

      ‘What kind of an idiot shouts before they attack?’ I called down to them. ‘Seriously, you could’ve shot us both if you’d stayed quiet.’

      ‘Says the guy berating them instead of killing them,’ Howard growled from the floor. He raised his head and got a good look at the soldiers. ‘Allow me.’

      He sped down the corridor in a blur. The soldier let out a stream of bullets but Howard slid back down to the floor so he skidded along the polished concrete on his back. The bullets went straight past him and I burned them to dust before they could hit me.

      As Howard flew towards the soldier he reached up and great talon-like claws extended from his fingers. He dug into the guy’s stomach and tore down at the same time as he slid in between the soldier’s legs. The soldier yelped and fell to his knees as his stomach emptied its contents all over the neat floor. The remaining soldier brought his rifle up and the barrel rested just in front of Howard’s face. Then the soldier’s head flew off and his body fell to reveal Amara standing behind him with several more vampires in tow.

      Amara pulled Howard up and once again the couple was embraced in a deep, and entirely inappropriate game of tonsil tennis. It was like being with a pair of horny teenagers.

      ‘Hey! You’re two-thousand, not twelve. This can wait,’ I told them, as I marched over to where they were making out above two fresh corpses.

      ‘The boy’s right,’ Amara said silkily as she broke their embrace.

      ‘The boy? I’m not the boy,’ I argued. ‘Can we get on with this? Please?’ They really needed to evaluate their priorities.

      Howard chuckled. Then he gestured for the others to lead the way and we were on the move again. Every now and then we encountered more soldiers but the vampires made quick work of them. Despite Stephen’s claims, they were not prepared for this at all. I grimaced thinking about how Richards was definitely going to blame me for all of this too. To be fair, I had come here willingly and I had asked for Howard’s and Amara’s help. So, I guess he could blame me if he really wanted to.

      ‘There,’ one of the vampires said. He pointed down a corridor on our left at a pair of chunky looking metal doors. A sign on the wall to the left said: COMMAND CENTRE. STRICTLY NO ADMITTANCE TO UNAUTHORISED PERSONNEL.

      ‘So there are some signs,’ I grumbled to myself. My comment earned me a strange look from Howard.

      One of the vampires up ahead stepped on some kind of trigger. Several thick wooden spears flew out of the walls on either side. They came out from the tops and bottoms, pointing diagonally down making it more difficult to dodge them. The three foremost vampires were caught in their trajectory and impaled upon them. They screamed as the wood pierced their hearts. Howard ran forwards but there was nothing he could do. Even with his ancient strength, he couldn’t make the spears budge. The vampires’ flesh greyed as their blood dripped onto the floor. They should have installed some kind of drainage system for the blood to run down.

      Howard stood in silence, his hands still grasping one of the spears. His head was bowed, eyes closed. Despite his bloodlust, and his apparent enjoyment of fighting, he felt the loss of his people. He took it personally. There were plenty of leaders in the world who could learn a thing or two from Howard. Myself included.

      Amara walked over slowly with no vampiric speed. She wrapped one of her arms around his shoulders, the palm of her other hand went to his hair, stroking him soothingly. ‘It won’t be in vain, my love,’ she whispered to him.

      ‘They will all die for this,’ he growled. I glanced over at the one remaining vampire but he was staring at the floor respectfully.

      We had to climb through the vampire deathtrap in order to get to the command room. Not only was it awkward climbing around the bodies but I also got blood all over me. I wasn’t bothered about being dirty but blood is very sticky and it felt horrible between my fingers. I would have given anything to be blessed with a baby wipe to clean my fingers at that moment. I was tactful enough not to say anything. Sticky fingers were a lot better than being dead.

      The door to the command room was an unmovable slab of metal. Howard and Amara used all of their strength and it didn’t budge. I blasted it with all the magic I could muster and it didn’t so much as scratch the surface.

      ‘The only way we’re going to get in is with a keycard,’ Amara said, pointing at the card panel beneath the sign. The card I had was taken from me when I’d been caught. I doubted it would have granted us access to the most secure room in the building anyway.

      ‘Richards,’ I said.

      ‘Who?’

      ‘The guy I was with when you guys found me. He’ll have a key card for this room.’ He seemed pretty senior to me being all chummy with Stephen. ‘Don’t kill him. Please,’ I said as Howard turned back down the corridor. He paused, shoulders rigid. He sighed loudly and then he and the other vampire left to go and retrieve the key card and I waited with Amara. We stood in silence for a few minutes but then it got too awkward. I hoped he was going to listen to me but it was hard to tell.

      ‘I’m sorry about your people.’ I pointed at the death trap in the corridor. She glanced back at them and sighed.

      ‘This is the nature of fighting. Howard and I relish in the midst of a battle, but we hate the bitter taste of losing our own soldiers,’ she said.

      ‘It is a little unusual,’ I admitted. ‘Most people are either one or the other.’

      She nodded in agreement. ‘Most people are poor leaders. And even poorer generals. If you do not love your people so much that it hurts when you lose one, then how can you look after your people fully? And if you do not love the battle so much that you are in the midst of the fighting then how can you ever truly win? The general who sits on the sidelines and knows not what it is to fight is unintelligent and cowardly. The queen who does not love her people is there only for the power.’

      I wasn’t sure I agreed fully with her statement but I nodded all the same. I didn’t think you had to love fighting to be good at it. But I did think a leader had to love their people to be a good leader.

      ‘I can see the doubt in your eyes, Eddie. When you ruled Maidstone did you love your people?’

      ‘I didn’t love everyone in Maidstone,’ I admitted. I wondered if I should have been ashamed of that.

      ‘And Howard and I do not love every vampire in Kent. But we love the ones who work with us. Your people were the friends who helped you. The vampires like Gabe who held you up when you could not do it for yourself. Love isn’t always what Howard and I feel for each other. It would be inappropriate if a person loved all people in that way.’ She chuckled and I laughed with her. ‘But love means caring for those who follow you and hurting when they come to harm.

      ‘Right now, Zeke and Lydia follow you. Could you walk out of here without both of them at your side?’

      ‘No,’ I said at once. They were my main concern at that moment. Not getting into the command room, or destroying this place, or even finding the dagger. Getting them out of the mess I’d put them in was my priority.

      ‘Then you love your people. Not all love is the same. Not all love can be recognised so easily. Now, tell me, do you love to fight?’

      ‘No,’ I told her without even thinking about the question.

      ‘So you would rather sit quietly at home? Have a quiet life away from the wars that have followed you for most of your life?’ She smiled at me knowingly, as if she’d seen inside my soul and knew me better than I did.

      I thought back to the night I’d spent on the beach with Ashley. I remembered her saying that we would do that for entirety once I returned. And my heart filled with dread. Then I realised that even though I was terrified every time I’d been in a situation like this since I’d returned, I loved it. I lived for the rush of adrenaline when I was swapping spells with a warlock, or trading blows with a vampire. Or even dodging bullets from a human soldier. I loved it. The quiet life was not for me.

      I looked back at Amara and saw the twinkle in her eye. ‘No need to say a word, Eddie Lancaster. I know you are like me.’

      Howard stopped the conversation there by leaping over the deathtrap, one bloody keycard in his hand.

      ‘Is he…’ I said, praying that Howard hadn’t killed Richards for the card.

      ‘He’s a bloody mess, but he’s still alive. Which is more than I can say for a lot of mine,’ he said in a growl. Amara planted a kiss on his cheek and he returned one on her lips. I no longer felt uncomfortable or disturbed by their affections. Instead, they brought a warmness to my heart and a longing. I wanted what they had. I wanted to feel love so strongly that I stopped in the middle of a fight to display my feelings.

      Howard pressed the card to the panel and a green light appeared. The doors hissed like the suspension on a bus, and then they slid open to reveal the command room.
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      I entered the room first, barrier spell in place. It was a wise move. A shower of bullets came at me, all burned to dust before they got near my face, or anybody else’s. Howard, Amara, and the other remaining vampire whooshed into the room and then I saw the weapon. It was like a medieval ballista, in fact, I’m pretty sure that was exactly what it was, except it was made of metal rather than wood. The soldier hit a button and a mighty spear just like the ones from the corridor hurtled through the air. Amara flung herself to the side just in time, but the other vampire was not so lucky. The spear hit him and swept him off his feet, carrying him across the room like he was little more than a leaf in the wind, and then staked him against the wall. He said something unintelligible before his head fell forward and his skin turned stoney.

      Howard and Amara did not stop to mourn him. They dashed around the room, killing without mercy. Blood and weapons flew freely. The soldiers never got another chance to fire their ballista.

      I saw Stephen sitting at a giant technical looking desk. Honestly, there were so many screens and buttons it looked like it belonged to NASA. He was pressing buttons as fast as his skinny fingers would let him. His face was frantic, sweat pouring down in streams.

      ‘Let’s stop that,’ I said. I gripped the back of his chair and wheeled him away so he could no longer reach the desk. ‘You’re in quite a bit of trouble.’

      ‘Yes. He is,’ said Howard. The last soldier fell and the vampires came to join me by the main console. They pulled their balaclavas off since there were no UV lights in the room.

      ‘Turn off the UV lights and that fucking alarm,’ Howard ordered. Stephen looked at us nervously contemplating whether to refuse. He made the smart decision and hit one of the several buttons which I assumed turned off the UV lights. He hit another button and the siren ceased. The sound faded out as if the alarm was reluctant to shut up. The quiet seemed alien after all the racket that had preceded it.

      The room was gigantic and circular. Stephen’s control desk was at the head of the room, on a raised platform looking down on everything else that was happening. The rest of the room was filled with other desks, each holding computers, and scientific instruments. There were things in the room that I never thought I’d see outside of a sci-fi film. The whole room seemed to have been built around a gigantic tube of clear plastic that stood in the very centre of the room and ran from the floor to the ceiling. Every workstation was facing it. The cylinder was large enough to fit a car in but it was empty. For now.

      ‘What is that for?’ I asked. It looked like the tube that Zordon’s head used to appear in the original Power Rangers TV show. I doubted it was used to communicate with a disembodied space wizard. Although it was entirely possible, I supposed.

      ‘I can’t… I can’t…’ Stephen murmured, all a fluster. The confidence he’d displayed before was all gone now.

      Howard stepped forward and slapped Stephen across the cheek. His head whipped around hard enough to give him whiplash, and his face burned with a pink handprint. ‘You can. And you will.’

      I walked over to the tube to inspect it. It looked like it was made of incredibly thick plastic. Maybe it was some kind of quarantine chamber. There didn’t appear to be a door, though. I pressed my palm to the plastic and felt an odd crackling sensation. The feeling was familiar and yet somehow alien at the same time. Then I realised where I recognised it from. This tube gave me the same feeling of unease that I got when I touched iron.

      ‘No way,’ I whispered to myself. I took a step back and conjured a ball of magic. I flung the purple orb at the tube where it fizzled out on contact. That spell should have at least cracked the plastic, if not destroyed it, and yet there wasn’t even a blemish on the surface. I turned back to Stephen as the blood drained from my face. ‘What is this?’

      ‘It’s magic-resistant plastic,’ he said sheepishly. ‘We’ve been developing it for some time.’

      I glanced down at the dead soldiers littered around the room and my eyes fell on their armoured vests. ‘How much of this do you have?’

      ‘Not much. We created the armoured vests with it and a few riot shields but we haven’t tested it fully yet so it hasn’t been rolled out. The possibilities…We can arm police with shields, we can create holding cells without relying on iron. The possibilities are endless.’ He spoke with excitement, momentarily forgetting his predicament.

      I glanced back at the tube. This material was dangerous for sorcerers. If the government wanted to subjugate, or even eliminate the sorcerers, they would no longer be at such a disadvantage with this stuff in their armoury. It couldn’t be weaponised as far as I could tell but even used in defence it robbed us of our best weapon. I looked up and saw at the top of the cylinder was what looked like a metal doorway, one that could be controlled via the control desk that Sebastian was sitting at, and another, more dreadful, thought came to me.

      ‘What is this for?’ I said, turning back to Stephen, a dark look clouding my features.

      ‘I just told you,’ he said. He looked up at Howard as if he might be able to help him.

      ‘No. This tube specifically. What is it for? Why do you have a big magic proof container here in the middle of your command room and why is the door up there?’ If it was in the most important room in the building I seriously doubted it was there purely for holding warlocks.

      Stephen swallowed hard. ‘We are going to use it to hold some of the magic from Cedarstone. We want to see if we can apply that power in some way.’ He shrunk into his chair, expecting a backlash. That was the answer I’d been dreading.

      ‘You most certainly are not,’ Amara told him.

      ‘Does anybody outside this place know about this invention?’ I asked. If we destroyed the compound then nobody would ever find out about the special plastic they’d invented here.

      ‘Yes, of course. All our research is backed up on servers in London. You can’t undo our work here, Eddie,’ he said petulantly. His tone earned him another slap from Howard and he returned to being meek.

      ‘Fuck,’ I said and kicked the stupid cylinder. The sound of my kick echoed up the tube like mocking laughter.

      ‘If you kill me, then you’ll start a war. The government will wipe you out for this,’ Stephen said quickly as if the threat would do him any good at all.

      Amara smiled sweetly and then squatted down so her eyes were level with him. ‘Poor, sweet, little man,’ she said. Her hands found his hair and started to brush it back gently, soothingly. ‘This facility is an infringement of the rights of everybody being held here. Criminal or not, you cannot do experiments on people without their consent. Whatever happens here, the government will have no choice but to deny its involvement. As far as the prime minister is concerned, this facility doesn’t exist.’ The hope vanished from his face confirming that what she said was true. She slid her hands down to his cheeks and twisted his head sharply to one side. His neck snapped and his limp body fell back in his chair.

      ‘What do we do about this place?’ she said, standing up and facing us. The question was directed at Howard more than me.

      ‘We’re going to have to purge it of all the scum that have been working here,’ Howard said, thinking on his feet. ‘Then search it from top to bottom. Figure out everything they’ve been up to. Then eradicate the lot. We can’t undo the work they’ve done, but we can educate ourselves on what to expect for the future.’

      ‘They’ll send more soldiers to take this place back,’ I warned them. There was no way the government would just let the place go.

      ‘True,’ Howard agreed. We’ll have to try and get done by morning. If we have to stay any longer then we can prepare for another fight.’

      ‘Does it say anywhere where my friends are?’ I asked. There must be some CCTV cameras somewhere that would show where the holding cells were. I went over to Stephen’s massive desk but there was nothing there.

      ‘Here,’ said Howard. He was at another desk a few feet away from the main one. The desk consisted of an overwhelming amount of CCTV monitoring screens. I couldn’t see my friends on any of them but I could see a room full of prison-style doors. I guessed I’d find them down there. Howard pointed at a map that was screwed into the desk just next to all the screens.

      ‘Thanks.’ I grabbed Stephen’s blazer and began searching the pockets. It seemed wrong to search a corpse but he wasn’t a nice man and he had no more use for his things. I found what I was looking for: a phone and a keycard. I put the keycard in my pocket and then used the phone to take a picture of the map on the security desk.

      ‘I could remove his thumb for you if you need to unlock that device,’ Howard offered, pointing at the mobile phone.

      ‘No, it’s fine. I can access the camera without his passcode, thanks,’ I said. The last thing I wanted was to be traipsing around with a dismembered thumb in my pocket.

      ‘Thank you, Eddie. It seems that even when you ask for a favour you still manage to do us a service,’ said Howard. ‘Leading us to this place was a blessing. I’m sure we will find a good many missing vampires in those cells.’

      ‘Listen, there’s a warlock down there called Ben. He used to work for Nickolas Blackwood. He’ll only be trouble if you let him out,’ I said. There was no way Ben was coming back with me. I’d promised not to take his magic and that was the extent of my mercy for him.

      ‘We’ll hand any warlocks over to Shirley. They are her jurisdiction.’ He offered me his hand and I shook it politely. Our arrangement for the night had concluded. ‘Oh and Eddie, if you want your human friend to survive this, the one who tried to shoot me earlier, I suggest you take him with you. If he is still here when you’ve gone he will not survive the night.’ I nodded my gratitude and then left the room heading down to the holding cells.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

        

      

    

    
      The way to the holding cells was fairly clear but there were guards stationed there when I arrived. I peered around the corner at the long corridor, cell doors lined both walls for at least a mile. At the end, it turned and I assumed there were even more cells around the corner. There was one guard standing at the end of the corridor, he was so close that if he moved ever so slightly he would have seen me peeking. Two more guards were patrolling the walkway between the cells in alternate directions. I would not be able to sneak in there without being seen. I could probably take them all out but only if they weren’t armed with iron bullets. If a single bullet struck me then I’d be rendered helpless. The soldiers elsewhere in the compound were armed with wooden bullets but these ones were guarding sorcerers so it was possible that they had iron bullets in their weapons. I should have asked Howard and Amara for a bit more help.

      I looked around me but there was nothing I could use as a weapon, the corridor was barren. I crept over to another door and silently eased it open. It looked like I’d walked into some kind of torture chamber. The far wall had heavy iron shackles hanging down from it. A single chair was placed in the opposite corner where I assumed somebody would watch. There was a table against the wall, it was empty now but I imagined it held all kinds of nasty equipment when the room was in use.

      I summoned a bit of magic just to prove that I wasn’t in one of the iron rooms. It was all good. Then I took a deep breath, prayed that my plan was going to work, and slammed the door behind me. I scurried over to the corner, sat down in the chair, and waited.

      Hurried footsteps approached. They stopped outside the door. ‘Who’s in there? Identify yourself,’ he instructed me. I did not.

      The handle turned and very slowly the door crept open. The end of his rifle entered the room first, followed almost in slow-motion, by him. As soon as he was in the room I struck. I didn’t have time to restrain my blow. I launched a bolt of lightning directly at his face. I saw his eyes fly open with surprise right before my attack hit him. His whole body was jolted backward headfirst, and he smashed into the metal doorframe, denting it. His rifle hung uselessly from his neck, no longer in his hands, as he slid down to the floor. I’d killed again. Richards would have even more reason to hate me now. Assuming I got him out of here before the vampires killed him.

      There was a niggle of guilt scratching away at me but I forced it aside. I could worry about my conscience later. Right now I had to get my friends out.

      I stayed crouched low, expecting to hear more footsteps but nobody came. The other guards must not have heard the commotion. Either that or they’d been told not to leave their posts for anything. That made sense, why else would they still be down here when the whole building was in panic mode.

      I went back into the hall and poked my head around the corner again. Both guards were looking my way, rifles trained on the end of the corridor. So they had heard the commotion. I yanked my head back before they saw me and fled back to the torture room. I looked down at the dead soldier and had a thought. It was… not a pleasant thought. I was going to try something unsavoury, something I’d never tried before. But something that might work rather well.

      First, I removed the armoured vest and helmet from the soldier and put them both on. Just in case they did try to shoot me. Then I closed the door and knelt down by the corpse. I needed privacy to concentrate on this one. I’d seen the other necromancers raise the dead without any incantations, rituals, or even physical contact. I seemed to have more power over the dead than them so surely I could reanimate one corpse.

      I held my hand over his body and concentrated on making him rise. I screwed my whole face up with the effort of the spell. I’d never needed to concentrate so much before on any spell. My whole body was straining. But nothing happened.

      I took a deep breath. I needed to relax. The pressure was too much, it was stopping me from doing something that shouldn’t be that hard. The necromancers had risen mass zombies with ease. I was better than them. I thought back to when Rachel had first taught me to cast spells. I thought of the methods she’d taught me to get my mind in the zone. I hadn’t needed to use them since I’d first starting learning, but now I needed them again. I wiggled my fingers and once again held my hand over the body. I took another deep breath, filling my lungs as much as possible and held it in. I thought about what I wanted to achieve and then released the breath I’d been holding in. My fingers glowed and slithers of purple magic descended from them. The magic didn’t flow like it usually did, it oozed out of my fingers like slime. It hung heavily, dripping towards the body like paint pouring through a funnel. Five strands of magic touched the soldier's chest. The strings disconnected from my fingers and dropped onto the corpse like sludge. As they vanished into his skin there was a strange tingle in my brain, like touching static electricity. The soldier’s eyes shot open.

      For a whole minute, I just sat there and stared. I expected him to attack me, but he did nothing. He just lay there. Waiting.

      I climbed to my feet and took a few steps away from him. Even though I’d raised him it still felt wrong being so near him. I issued a silent command for him to stand and he did. He was not a graceful man anymore. His clambered rise reminded me of a bug on its back struggling to right itself. I realised he looked too different now and took off the helmet and placed it back on his head. He stood obediently letting me dress him. I was keeping the armour though.

      ‘Good zombie,’ I said with false affection. I gave him a little pat on the head for encouragement. He didn’t react.

      I opened the door and then willed him to go and kill his fellow soldiers. He staggered out of the room and turned the corner without hesitation. It was kind of awesome having a pet zombie. I could see why the necromancers liked it so much.

      ‘Bryce? Bryce what…’ the soldier stopped calling to his former colleague when he realised something was wrong. Then the gunshots rang out, echoing down the corridor.

      I covered my ears and peeked round to see how my soldier was doing. Not well. The bullets were hitting him but doing nothing other than slowing him down. As the shower of gunfire rained on him, he pushed forwards, looking like someone walking against a strong wind. Blood spurted out of him with each new bullet that hit him but it didn’t bother him in the least.

      Although he wasn’t proving to be much useful in the fight, old Bryce was creating a good distraction. Whilst the soldiers focused on him I ran around the corner and focused all the magic I could muster at them. The result was far more disastrous than I’d intended. Disastrous for them. I felt the energy fly from me, it was like I’d expelled half of my lifeforce. The entire corridor was filled with bright purple light as radiant as a small sun. I had to shield my eyes or risk the magic burning them right out. I heard screams beneath the roar of power that tore up the corridor.

      The light faded and I saw what I’d done. The soldiers were gone. Only blackened smoking corpses remained on the ground where they’d stood. Their rifles were twisted wrecks, still clutched in their now skeletal hands. The once white walls are now charred and cracked in several places. The keycards on the wall beside each door were ruined. Some were crumpled, some had melted and some had fallen straight off. The fluorescent light bulb had shattered and the corridor was now only lit by the faint glow of an emergency light.

      My knees buckled and hit the ground hard. My magic was spent, my energy depleted. It would be a while before I could cast any spells again. It would be a while before I could even walk. I hadn’t meant to use so much power. I’d acted without control.

      Several loud clicks filled the corridor. I lifted my head weakly, even that minuscule movement took more energy than I could afford to use. I saw the doors of the cells creaking open. I really hoped the people inside those cells were friendly. Then I remembered that many of them would be Nickolas Blackwoods’ former warlocks. The ones who now hated me. I was fucked.
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      The prisoners stepped into the corridor with apprehension, looking about to assess what was going on. I dragged myself to the nearest wall and attempted to use it to rise. It was fruitless, I barely had the strength to get to the wall let alone to my feet. I settled for propping myself against it in a sitting position instead. I didn’t even have the power to summon the weakest of barrier spells so I’d just have to hope that none of the strangers wanted to harm me.

      The man nearest me, a skinny, middle-aged guy in the same grey outfit everyone else was wearing, including myself, knelt down at my side.

      ‘What’s going on?’ he asked in a hushed tone as if he was worried somebody might overhear him. He leaned close and I could see the faintest hint of red in his eyes. He was a vampire.

      ‘I came with Howard and Amara. We’re shutting this place down,’ I told him.

      His lips stretched in a grateful smile, buried in his expression was the relief of someone who has been through far worse than they’d ever admit. ‘That’s the best thing I’ve heard in months. Are you injured?’

      ‘Used up all my magic attacking the guards. Overdid it a bit.’ I was taking a gamble that I could trust him not to use the information against me.

      ‘Well, well, well.’ Ben came strutting down the corridor with a small horde of warlocks at his backs. A couple of them had magic crackling at their fingertips menacingly. The other prisoners moved to the sides of the corridor to allow them to pass. ‘Eddie Lancaster, you seem to be at a disadvantage.’ He let out a perverted cackle. The vampire who I had been talking to stood up and planted himself in Ben’s path.

      ‘This man just saved us. I hope you mean only to help him to his feet.’

      ‘Who are you?’

      ‘My name is Kaynon,’ replied the vampire.

      ‘What kind of a name is that?’ Ben mocked, looking around at his friends. ‘I wouldn’t even be here if it wasn’t for him. In fact, none of us would. He caused the Exposure. He is the reason this place exists.’

      The corridor filled with murmurs and the prisoners all glanced my way, most of them with less than friendly expressions on their faces. Kaynon stayed put. ‘He broke me out. That is all I care about.’

      ‘You’re standing alone vampire. Move or die.’

      The back end of the warlocks screamed as several of them came hurtling my way. Ben, Kaynon and a few others ducked out of the way as the screaming warlocks somersaulted down the corridor and crashed to the hard floor. I watched one of their arms snap like a twig as it twisted behind their back.

      Everyone turned to where the attack had come from and we all saw the gigantic man with long hair and an untamed beard. Apparently, they didn’t have a prison outfit in Zeke’s size because his grey jogging bottoms only made it halfway down his shins and his jumper was more of a crop top. His stomach was covered by a thick layer of dark hair.

      Ben roared in fury, though his roar was more what you’d get from a cub than a lion. He and the remaining standing warlocks lunged at Zeke and then froze. Lydia came around the corner and stared at her handiwork in amusement. The warlocks started to move again but in slow-motion.

      ‘He’s on our side.’ I said, pointing at Kaynon who was also moving incredibly slowly. Lydia released her hold on him and he flew right into Ben, smashing the warlock’s head against the wall. He didn’t look dead, but he’d be out for a while. Zeke and Lydia made quick work of the remaining warlocks and then they unfroze, or un-slowed, the remaining prisoners. They all looked around in confusion but made no moves to attack any of us.

      ‘This man saved us. Now we can all leave with him or we can die trying to fight him and his friends,’ Kaynon told them. The others murmured their agreement.

      ‘We’re not leaving until I have my things,’ Zeke said. He strode my way and grabbed hold of the front of my jumper, hauling me off the ground. ‘You’ve exhausted yourself. Liability,’ he growled. He lifted me as if I were little more than a child and flung me over his shoulder. It was degrading to say the least.

      ‘I don’t like this,’ I protested, staring at his back. Some of his hair had fallen over my face and I had to brush it away from my nose before I sneezed.

      ‘Shut up,’ Zeke said, and I had no choice but to comply. He strode away from the cells, kicking every door he saw open until we finally found where they’d put our belongings. He plonked me in a nearby chair and then everybody began searching through the cupboards and drawers until they had their things back. It turned into a locker room of sorts when they started changing back into their regular clothes.

      Lydia, now back in her own outfit, dropped my clothes next to me on the table. ‘Does ickle Eddie need help getting dressed?’ she said. The biggest smirk ever was plastered over her face. If I’d had the energy I may well have hit her.

      I stood up, trying to think of something quippy to say back, but was instead surprised that I’d managed to stand at all. My energy was returning. I still couldn’t command any magic but I did manage to dress myself. It felt good to be back in my own clothes. It felt more individual.

      Being the only one with the map, it fell on me to lead them out. I will admit that I got us lost more than a few times. The map wasn’t that easy to read. I stopped at the interrogation room I’d been in when the vampires had arrived. Richards had been left in a very unhappy looking heap on the floor. Blood was caked over most of his face and there was even some in his hair.

      I lifted his head to try and find some signs of life. Howard told me he hadn’t killed him. Pressing my fingers to his throat I felt a weak pulse. ‘Will someone help me carry him?’

      ‘I’m not helping one of them,’ Zeke said stubbornly and turned away.

      I turned to Kaynon instead. ‘Please, he doesn’t deserve to die,’ I implored.

      He made a disapproving sucking sound and then relented. He scooped Richards up like a baby and then we all headed off again. Nobody tried to stop us on our way through. The fighting was pretty much finished now. The vampires had won as was expected. Most of the compound had been turned into a bloodbath. I didn’t even want to think about how many deaths I’d caused this time. Richards was not going to be pleased at all.

      I had Kaynon carry him into the woods and rest him next to the slumber soldiers we’d left there at the beginning of the night. Three lives we had at least saved from slaughter. I looked down at them and knew that Richards would not be grateful that I’d saved him. It would be easier to kill him, but there was a chance that I would fail to retrieve the Ambrotos Dagger, and if that happened then I couldn’t afford more lives weighing down my soul. I looked back at the compound and I wondered how much tonight’s antics had cost me.

      Lydia’s fist broke my concentration. It came out of nowhere and thumped me right on the jaw. It was my first taste of her superior strength. My head cracked to the side and then dragged me down into the dirt. I was too shocked to try and get back up. I rolled onto my back and stared up at her with a look of stupid wonder. Kaynon looked apprehensive, but Zeke had a hand up warning him not to interfere.

      ‘Do you think I like working for Malek?’ she demanded. I didn’t know where this anger was coming from nor how to respond to it. I carried on staring like an idiot, hoping that an explanation would follow. ‘What do you think he’ll do to me when you fail? Hmm? If you fail, then I fail. If I fail I get punished. I am here to keep you alive and make sure you get that fucking dagger. I can’t do my job if you keep me in the dark.’ I tried to move but she stepped forward and pressed her foot in between my legs, applying just enough pressure to my crown jewels to make me whimper.

      ‘I only kept you in the dark because I thought if you knew rescue was coming you wouldn’t try as hard to find the dagger. The vampires were a backup plan,’ I said hastily. She increased the pressure. It was a good thing I was dead because I doubted there’d be much chance of ever making babies after she was done with me.

      ‘In future, you tell me the whole plan and you don’t ever let anyone put me in a fucking cage again. You fuck me over like this again and I’ll kill you myself. Fuck the consequences.’ She stepped off my nuts and stomped away from me. I curled up in a little ball and tried to rub the pain away but it already started to spread up into my stomach. I’ve never understood why getting hurt in the balls hurt in the stomach too. Biology was never my strong suit.

      ‘Did you even learn where the dagger is?’ Zeke asked. He clearly had no sympathy for me and I could see why. I’d been a dick. I should’ve told them the plan from the off. But I thought that they might have refused to go along with it if they knew we were going to get caught.

      ‘It was never here,’ I said as I climbed to my feet. ’The sorcerer lied to help them catch me. The whole thing was a trap.’

      Zeke’s expression turned grim. He cracked the knuckles on both hands. ‘Then I guess I know where we’re heading now,’ he said menacingly.
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      Kaynon went back inside to join his people. Zeke, Lydia and I headed back to the motor home. The gate was no longer standing. Howard and Amara’s vampires had knocked it down with their armada of vehicles that were now parked from the compound right up to where the gate used to be.

      ‘If they’ve damaged my RV…’ Zeke said. He walked around it peering through the darkness at the body of his vehicle. The thing was so old and battered that I doubted he’d even be able to tell if there was any new damage on it. I didn’t say that. I’d caused enough upset for one evening.

      Seeming to be satisfied, Zeke climbed in and Lydia and I followed. The drive was silent. Zeke was seething with rage at the sorcerer who’d set us up, Lydia Was still pissed about being kept in the dark, and I was still pretty weak from magical exhaustion. By the time we arrived, I was starting to feel the faintest slither of magic but not enough to be useful. Zeke and Lydia were more than capable of handling one sorcerer. With any luck, he would be able to give us some clue as to where the Ambrotos Dagger really was.

      We arrived at a small terraced house in Parkwood. It was not one of the nicer areas in town. It must have been close to midnight so it would not be a good idea for us to make too much commotion.

      ‘It’s late. We need to try and keep quiet and not attract attention from the neighbours. The last thing we need is the police getting called out,’ I said.

      ‘How quiet we are will depend on him,’ Zeke said in a tone that was less than friendly. Then he hammered on the door loud enough to wake the neighbouring five houses.

      I saw a light flick on through the frosted glass window above the door. Soft footsteps came slowly down the stairs inside. Zeke was practically bouncing with impatience. His eyes were fixed on the front door and I didn’t think anything short of a meteorite hitting the earth would have distracted him. The door opened just a crack so I could see a chubby face peering out at us from behind a thin metal chain. I’ve never understood why people use those chains, if someone wants to get in they really don’t do anything to stop them.

      Zeke rammed his hand into the door, yanking the chain right off, and shoving the man back with it. He strode into the house, grabbed the little man by the neck and slammed him into the banister of the stairs. The man didn’t ask why. He knew. He looked terrified, but not confused.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ he whined as he squeezed tears from his eyes. Lydia and I entered the house and I closed the door quietly behind me, still trying to maintain some discretion.

      ‘Explain yourself now, Lawrence,’ Zeke growled through gritted teeth. He pushed him onto the stairs and then towered over him. I’d have been scared if I was Lawrence. I probably wouldn’t have cried though.

      ‘I had to do it. I had to,’ he said quickly.

      ‘Stephen put you up to it?’ I asked.

      ‘Stephen… No. No.’ He shook his head profusely. ‘It wasn’t him. He was just a part of all this the same as me. We were both put up to it by someone else. A woman. She took my wife. She said if I didn’t lead you into Stephen’s trap then I’d never see her again.’

      ‘What woman? How did she get Stephen to go along with it?’ demanded Zeke.

      ‘I… I don’t know who she was. Her name was Julia. That’s all I know.’ I knew he was telling the truth. He was too scared to lie.

      ‘And what about Stephen. What did she have on him?’ asked Lydia.

      Lawrence shook his head again, his jowls quivering. ‘I don’t know.’

      ‘I doubt she had to force him into it. He seemed eager to trap me,’ I told them. Zeke turned to me and shifting his gaze from Lawrence seemed to calm him down. He exhaled noisily and then moved away from the snivelling sorcerer.

      ‘Did you get your wife back?’ Lydia asked, looking around pointedly. If his wife was here she would have come out to see what was going on by now.

      Lawrence stared at the stairs below him and made a noise that sounded a lot like a no. A bubble of snot grew from his nose and then exploded over his lips. I looked away in revulsion.

      ‘Serves you right,’ said Zeke.

      I didn’t think it did serve him right, though. When Ashley was alive I would’ve done anything to get her back from a kidnapper. I probably wouldn’t have given into their demands. It was more likely that I would have tried to rescue her. But Lawrence didn’t seem like the rescuing type. He was a coward. But he loved his wife and he wanted her back. I respected that.

      ‘What’s her name?’ I said.

      He looked up in surprise that someone was speaking to him in such a friendly tone. I pitied him, but I still disliked him for what he’d done. If I hadn’t had the foresight to think ahead and plan a rescue with Howard then we’d all still be in that research facility right now.

      ‘Cindy,’ he said. Her name brought on a fresh wave of snotty tears.

      ‘I’ll look out for her and if I can I’ll get her back for you,’ I told him. I was sure not to overpromise. I was on limited time and couldn’t guarantee I’d ever see his wife let alone be able to rescue her. I certainly wasn’t going to prioritise her. ‘Do you have any real information about the Ambrotos Dagger?’

      He shook his head again. ‘I never saw anybody going into Cedarstone whilst I was on watch and I never heard anything about this dagger. Sorry.’ I turned away defeated. He was my last hope. Now I had no idea where to look. I headed for the front door wanting to be as far away from Lawrence as possible.

      ‘You’re lucky,’ Zeke snarled. ‘If you screw me over again, I’ll kill you.’

      We headed back to Lydia’s after that. It was late and we need to recharge. In the morning we were going to have to start all over again with literally no leads. Fun times.
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      It’s strange how when you first wake up no matter how burdened you are with problems, no matter how miserable and depressed you are, in those first seconds of waking it is all forgotten. It’s like the brain has tried to reset everything but it just can’t manage to hold off the flood for more than a few seconds. If only it could.

      When I woke up to the small bedroom, lit by fresh sunlight shining through the thin curtains, I felt happy. I felt normal. All the problems of the previous days were forgotten. Then I rolled over and saw Lydia slumbering peacefully, mouth open, chest rising and falling heavily, and everything rushed back to me.

      I remembered how fucked I was.

      In most people’s cases, they have the luxury of being able to let their misery and despair keep them in bed until they are forced to roll out if only to empty their bladder. I didn’t have that luxury as the tattoo on my wrist reminded me. The purple specs of sand were almost half gone now. And I had nothing to show for the time I’d used.

      No dagger and no clues. If anything I was now burdened with more baggage than when I started. There was the mystery of the necromancers and now the hidden entity that was behind last night’s imprisonment. My curiosity had always been my burden. I’d never been able to turn down a good mystery. But this time I had to. I couldn’t allow myself to get distracted by these other problems. They were not my problems. The Ambrotos Dagger was my only concern.

      I tossed back the duvet and pushed myself reluctantly out of bed. At least I hadn’t woken up cuddling Lydia this morning. I wouldn’t have to deal with the guilt of betraying Ashley. Not that I had betrayed her, it was an unconscious action and one that was driven by nothing. I felt no desire for Lydia. I barely knew her. I couldn’t even call her a friend, not really. She was an acquaintance. Like Zeke, she was only with me as part of her job.

      ‘What are you staring at?’ she said, snapping me out of my reverie. I hadn’t even noticed that she’d woken up, much less that I was staring at her. I suddenly realised how creepy this must be from her point of view.

      ‘Nothing. Sorry, I was just daydreaming,’ I said awkwardly. It was true but I could tell from her face that she was not convinced.

      ‘Oh, yeah? Daydreaming about me, were you?’ she said accusingly.

      ‘No, it wasn’t like that,’ I tried to assure her.

      She jumped out of the bed not caring about the fact that she was only wearing a small t-shirt and a pair of knickers. You would’ve thought that her thinking I was a creep would make her want to cover up. ‘Look, I’m here to protect you and help you with the job. Not fuck you.’

      ‘I wasn’t trying to fuck you,’ I said helplessly. It was clear that I wasn’t going to win this ridiculous argument.

      ‘Good. Let’s keep it that way.’ She turned her attention to the bed and started straightening out the duvet. I thought the conversation was done but then she added a bit more. ‘I’m not even into older guys.’ She mumbled it but it was just loud enough for me to hear.

      I stopped moving, jeans in hand and stared at her in offence. ‘I am not that old!’ I nearly shouted the words. I was still young. I wasn’t even thirty yet. As far as I was concerned you’re not old until you’re forty.

      ‘Older than me,’ she retorted.

      ‘Hardly. I’m twenty-nine, you’re…’

      ‘Twenty-one. That’s eight years, mate. You’re an older man.’ She gave me a cheeky wink before strutting off towards the bathroom. As she left the room she definitely wiggled her bum at me before she vanished around the corner. I couldn’t help but laugh.

      ‘Cheeky bitch,’ I muttered to myself.

      Once we were both washed and dressed we sat down in the living room and waited for Zeke. He’d gone somewhere chasing a lead about the ring he was looking for. It was a trifle inconvenient because Lydia wasn’t very good at brainstorming ways to find the Ambrotos Dagger. Her talents did seem to lie more on the fighting side of things. I didn’t say that though, even if I did owe her for the comment about me being old.

      Finally, Zeke knocked on the door so we could get on with the plan.

      ‘You gonna get that?’ Lydia asked, not moving for the door.

      I laughed in disbelief and headed to the hallway. ‘It’s your house,’ I said as I passed her. She had no idea how to treat guests. First, she accused me of creeping on her, then she called me old, and now I had to answer her door for her.

      ‘It’s your friend,’ she replied. I wouldn’t exactly call Zeke a friend. He was providing me a service, that made him more an employee.

      I opened the door and was surprised to see Shirley Demelza standing there instead. She was dressed in a heavy indigo coat and had a small handbag clutched before her.

      ‘Eddie,’ she said in a clipped tone. She walked straight past me and headed for the living room.

      ‘Everyone’s being rude this morning,’ I said to myself. ‘How did you even know I was here?’

      ‘I’m in charge of all the sorcerers in Kent, Eddie. I keep my eye on people of interest.’

      I followed her into the living room to find that she’d taken residence in my seat. I knew better than to argue about it, though. I sat on the sofa next to Lydia and waited for an explanation.

      ‘Katelyn is missing.’ She let the silence hang over us. It stretched on for so long that I started to think she was accusing us of taking her granddaughter.

      ‘Haven’t seen her,’ said Lydia. She seemed completely unfazed by Shirley’s unexpected visit.

      ‘No. I didn’t think you had, but I thought you might have heard something. I do not think it’s a coincidence that you return, Eddie, at the same time as several strange things begin happening in Kent.’ She didn’t mean it as an offence, she was merely stating a fact, but it still hit me a little hard all the same.

      ‘I understand,’ I replied. Then I thought about Lawrence. ‘I might know something as it happens.’

      I proceeded to tell her everything that had happened last night, from getting kidnapped right up to finding out that a woman named Julia was behind everything. The more I told her the more horrified Shirley looked. I’d never seen her look particularly worried before so this was a first. Usually, she enjoyed a little drama. Now she was a leader things were different, I learned that lesson when I was running Maidstone. It’s not so fun when the shit lands on your shoulders.

      ‘It seems likely that the same people are responsible for taking Katelyn then. But they haven’t made any demands,’ she said. She was sitting with her legs pressed together, bag on her lap. The tense look was unnatural on her and just seeing her this way was enough to make me uncomfortable.

      ‘Shirley, I will do whatever I can to get her back,’ I promised. I had enough on my plate and not enough time to do it, but Shirley was important to me. I hadn’t known her for long so I couldn’t say why she was, but she was. She mattered and I would not let her suffer. Especially not when it was likely because of me that they had taken Katelyn. It was me they were after when they took Lawrence’s wife, so this was their next step. Going after the leader of the Kent covens was probably not smart, though. Julia was either stupid, or she was heavily protected.

      ‘Oh, rest assured I will be getting her back, Eddie,’ she said with a hint more of the formidable Shirley that I knew. ‘I just wanted to know if you knew anything.’ She stood up abruptly. ‘Let me know if you hear anything. Oh…’ She reached into her handbag and took out a mobile phone that she handed to me. It wasn’t an iPhone like I was used to, it wasn’t even a Samsung. It was some kind of Sony. I didn’t even know they made phones.

      ‘Why are you giving this to me?’ I asked, looking up at her.

      ‘It isn’t convenient for me to come all the way here when I want to speak to you. Howard preferred the idea of being able to contact you by telephone too. You’ll find our numbers in the contacts app.’

      Shirley left at the same time as Zeke arrived. He burst into the house looking excited about something.

      ‘You found the ring then,’ I said flatly. It was hard to be excited for him when I was getting buried under so much dung. His finding the ring only meant I had to go and fight whoever had it.

      ‘No, but I’ve had an idea about the dagger.’ That made me sit up a lot straighter in my seat.

      ‘I’m listening.’ Even Lydia looked more interested now.

      Zeke plonked himself into the armchair which looked like it was built for a child when his massive bulk was dwarfing it. ‘So, Blackwood used the dagger as a receptacle for all the magic he stole, right?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I agreed.

      ‘If an object has had magic in it then you can use that same magic to track the object down because it will still have traces of the magic. Especially when so much magic was kept inside such a powerful object,’ he said. He was practically giddy with his breakthrough.

      ‘But when a warlock dies his magic vanishes into the earth,’ Lydia said, not at all impressed by Zeke’s idea.

      “Not this time,’ I said, catching on. ‘All of the magic is rampaging around Cedarstone. But if we try to go near it it will blow us to smithereens. That magic is the reason I died in the first place,’ I reminded him.

      ‘Yes, but if you can get close enough to just touch the magic, it will be enough to do the spell.’

      ‘Getting close enough to the magic is the easy part. Getting away alive is a tad more difficult.’

      ‘The magic isn’t the same,’ Zeke said like a teacher addressing his class. ‘It’s not inside you anymore. It won’t attack you in the same way. This magic…’ He paused, trying to find a way to explain it to me. ‘It’s not… Magic doesn’t usually behave like this. It doesn’t linger. This magic is unique, it’s an amalgamation of so many magics from so many races. It’s taken on an entity of its own. It’s almost like a being now. It won’t kill you from within like it did last time, it will attack you from the outside. More like a beast attacking a person.’

      ‘How do you know this?’ I asked. Nobody had been able to get close enough to the magic to know anything about it, not without being killed by it at least.

      ‘This morning I wasn’t just chasing a lead about the ring. I found someone who has been into Cedarstone and survived. Apparently, it took on the form of a person. It behaved like a person. This magic has become an embodiment of… something. They managed to run away from it. They’ve got a nasty scar and they can’t use their left arm anymore. But they lived and they told me what it was like.’

      ‘I don’t want to lose an arm.’

      ‘He didn’t lose it, it just doesn’t work anymore.’

      ‘How is that better?’

      ‘You’re missing the point,’ he snapped. ‘If you’re quick enough and clever enough, you can get close to the magic and survive.’

      ‘I think you should go in,’ Lydia said suddenly. I turned and looked at her like Jesus looked at Judas in the Garden of Gethsemane.

      ‘I’m sorry I stared at you this morning, okay? You don’t have to send me on a suicide mission as punishment.’

      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she said dismissively. ‘There’s still a chance that the dagger is still in Cedarstone. If you go in then you can have a look at the place where you dropped it. Two birds, one stone.’

      ‘Two birds one stone,’ I repeated in a mocking tone. ‘Why don’t you go in there then?’

      ‘It has to be you,’ Zeke said. ‘You held the magic before. Encountering you might give it pause. It might make it less likely to attack.’

      ‘Your argument feels a little weak to me,’ I told him.

      ‘Alright, well you’re the only one who’s already dead. No offence, but your life is more expendable than ours. Plus this is your quest, so…’

      I tutted. Loudly. I couldn’t argue with his last point though. Since we had no other ideas this was our only shot. At the very least I could rule out the dagger being in Cedarstone before the magic tore me open and sent me back to Malek.

      ‘I’ll get my coat,’ I said glumly and skulked out of the room.
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      A fence had been built all the way around the town. Not a fence that would actually do much to keep people out. A crappy chainlink fence, topped with barbed wire. The sign warning everyone of imminent death was likely the thing that kept people out.

      ‘The coven’s barrier won’t keep you out, it only keeps the magic in,’ Zeke explained. As if I didn’t already know that.

      ‘Ready?’ Lydia asked. She slipped her fingers through the metal of the fence and tore open a hole large enough for me to walk through.

      ‘Remember this magic will come after you in any way it can. It’s been in your head so it can use your psyche against you,’ Zeke warned.

      ‘I don’t think that’s true,’ I argued. ‘I’ve been using magic long enough to know that it doesn’t think. It’s a tool to be used. It’s not a conscious being.’ I’d listened to all that he’d said at the house without arguing, but now I’d had time to think about it and it just sounded like nonsense. ‘In that town is a big mass of magic basically akin to a ball of fire. It will come at me destructively but not intelligently.’

      ‘This is the problem with warlocks,’ he said snidely. ‘You don’t actually know how magic works because you don’t have a true communion with it. Magic will never respond to you as it does to us and you will never understand it as we do. Magic takes on the characteristics of whoever wields it. It comes from nature and like nature it is alive. Magic returns to nature when we die but that magic has been tainted. It’s blackened and sullied. It can’t return to nature because it has been turned into something unnatural. It will have taken on a form as close to its former master as possible.’

      I ignored all the derisive comments he made about warlockry, I was pretty used to them by now. Besides, his last comment was the one of interest. ‘So, that magic has turned itself into something like me?’ That was a good thing. I knew myself better than anyone so if it was going to try to be me then I could beat it easily enough.

      Zeke laughed drily. ‘You couldn’t master that magic. It killed you. Its master was Blackwood and nobody else.’

      I felt my face turn ashen. I was about to face a magical clone of Nickolas Blackwood. I really hoped that Zeke was wrong. I’d barely beaten Nickolas last time I’d faced him and this version could not be killed. Zeke saw the look on my face and deduced what I was thinking. He shook his head quickly.

      ‘It’s not Blackwood. You are not going to fight Blackwood. It’s just magic that has inherited his destructive nature. Blackwood was evil and now so is the magic that he left behind,’ I got the impression he was lying to try and console me. I appreciated the effort but the damage was done. I was already shitting myself. I decided to get moving before I bottled it.

      ‘I’ll see you on the other side,’ I said in a lame whisper.

      ‘Good luck,’ Lydia said and thumped me on the arm. I flashed a pathetic smile and then stepped through the gap in the fence. I walked about a metre or two and felt the distance of the magical barrier that Shirley and her sorcerers had placed around the town. It was like walking through a strong wind. Once on the other side, everything felt normal again. Except for the unnatural silence of the town I was now in. No wind, not even a breeze. No birds sang. No people spoke. No sound of cars trundling through the roads. Cedarstone was truly a ghost town.

      Houses stood empty, some of the front doors had been left open by people who knew they wouldn’t be coming back. Some doors had been closed by people who thought their departure would only be temporary. Or maybe they’d simply closed their doors out of habit.

      The farther in I got, the more things changed. Things didn’t look quite so neat. The roads were clogged with cars where people had tried to drive out in a panic and instead crashed into one another, or blocked each other off. The car doors stood open where the driver’s had fled. Suitcases, bags, boxes of stuff were left piled outside houses and strewn across the street. They’d realised they didn’t have time to take their things.

      I carried on walking and things only got more dire. Windows were smashed, houses ruined, roofs had fallen in. Even farther still and the tops of houses had been blown right off. Jagged bricks remained connected to nothing. The houses were charred and blackened from the destructive force that had torn through them. The magic had blown this far towards the edge of town.

      My arm broke out in goose pimples as I looked at the lives that had been ruined by what I’d done. One house stood alone on the corner of a street, the twisted remains of a child’s swing set were still in the garden, the actual swing long gone. The grass had been burned away and only dry, cracked dirt remained. It was like the sight of the apocalypse.

      I approached one of the houses. The front door was gone. The windows were gone. The roof had fallen in. Cracks ran down the front of the house warning that it could fall apart completely at any time. I edged into the house. Furniture was upended and destroyed. An armchair had been reduced to a mess of foam and springs. It would never be sat in again. The carpet had been torn down to threads, the wooden floor visible beneath. Sticking out from behind an unidentifiable piece of former furniture was a skeletal leg. Clothing and flesh had been obliterated from existence. It was a wonder the bone even remained.

      This was not normal. It was not what I’d expected. I’d heard of magic exploding out of people before. It was rare, but it had happened once or twice to an unwitting warlock. The magic acted like fire or a typical explosion. It burned. That was not what had happened here. Sure, there was evidence of burning, but it was selective. Like the magic had chosen what to burn. And it wasn’t just burning. The magic was attacking in different ways. Zeke was right. It had transformed into some sort of entity. An entity that liked to destroy.

      My legs wobbled beneath me. It wasn’t just fear I was feeling, but guilt as well. This was my fault. I’d released whatever this was. I’d unleashed it on the town. I reached out to the bannister to steady myself but as soon as my fingers touched the wood it cracked and fell away in ashes. I got out of that house quickly. I didn’t want to see any more.

      But I did.

      The closer I got to the town centre the worst things were. Buildings were just piles of crumbling bricks. Cars were mangled displays of metal like some kind of modern art. In some places, even the roads had been cracked and ripped up from the ground. I saw a twisted and burned helicopter protruding from a nearby house. I’d never seen anything like it. Bodies were strewn about in the streets. Some in perfect condition, others stripped to the bone. At least the ones that were nothing more than bones didn’t have expressions of terror and pain emblazoned on their faces to gnaw at my conscience even more.

      Then I arrived at the town centre and I no longer had to worry about seeing horrified, tortured faces. I didn’t have to worry about seeing crumbling homes and blown up vehicles. I didn’t have to worry about seeing anything at all. Cedarstone High Street was nothing but dust. Every building, every car, every person, every streetlight had been incinerated from existence. There was nothing but thick grey dust covering the concrete. There were jagged forms of the foundations of building emerging from the dust but that was all the evidence that anything had ever stood here.

      I trod slowly down the road, or at least where the road used to be, thinking about the shops that once had stood either side of me. The cobbled floor that ran beneath my feet was concealed. Everything was grey. Everything was ashes.

      I reached the place I’d left Nick. The place I’d stabbed him with the Ambrotos Dagger and then sucked the magic from him and the dagger. The place he had died. I thought it was the place he had died. It was hard to tell without any landmarks to use as a reference. The dagger was nowhere in sight. I knew even the power that had destroyed this town was not powerful enough to destroy the Ambrotos Dagger. Nothing was. It was eternal.

      And then I reached the place I had died. I had no trouble knowing the exact spot I’d breathed my last breath. Even the ground had gone. A massive crater now sat in the earth. The magic had blown a trench of about ten feet or more. The earth was rocky and uneven and like the rest of this place, it was covered in the grey dust that was the remains of everything that had once stood here.

      I don’t know how I knew it but somehow I did. Looking down at the crater which was my final resting place, I knew that directly beneath it was the obscene plastic cylinder that Stephen had built in his research facility. And I wondered if it could really hold the power that was loose somewhere in this town. I say somewhere but it wasn’t somewhere. It was everywhere.

      I’d felt it the moment I’d passed through the barrier. The moment I’d set foot in this cursed place. The power hung over the entire town like a prickly curtain. It was the god of Cedarstone; omnipresent. It had known the second I’d arrived and it had allowed me to get this far in. It wanted me to see what it had done. Zeke was right. It was attacking my psyche by making me guilty for every bit of destruction it had caused.

      I heard it gently at first, but in the silence it was impossible to miss. A low whistle on the perfectly still air. It was coming. The whistle grew in pitch and volume until it was threatening to shatter my eardrums. And then just as I was about to clasp my hands over my ears it was gone. The town was silent again.

      ‘Eddie Lancaster. Have you come back to die? Again,’ said a horribly familiar voice from directly behind me. I turned slowly, not wanting to face the magic that somehow stood behind me. I wanted to leave. But I had a job to do.

      Nickolas Blackwood stood a few feet away. Legs planted wide in a cocky stance. He held his hands together in front of him. It was a perfect replica, every stupidly handsome feature was spot on.

      ‘Nick? How pathetically predictable,’ I said. My voice was shaking despite my best efforts to control it.

      ‘I lived for centuries, you know. And in all that time you were my biggest disappointment,’ he said casually as he began to walk around me in a wide circle. He was keeping his distance which made me wonder if he knew what I was here for. No, not he, it.

      ‘I’m not taking the bait. You’re not him,’ I told the apparition. It chuckled at me and its eyes glinted. It continued walking and soon was behind me, out of sight. I remained still and waited for it to come back around. I didn’t want to move in case my legs gave out on me.

      ‘You little wanker, Eddie,’ said the harsh voice of Rachel Lecon, my mentor, my tormentor, my captor. I took a deep breath to prepare myself before I turned to face her. She stood just a few feet away. Nick was still lurking just at the edge of my vision. I looked up at her aged face and wondered why I’d been so scared of her for all that time. There was nothing frightening about her in the least. She was just a woman on the verge of getting old. Brown hair was more than just flecked with grey and the skin of her face had already started to hang. She kind of looked like one of those dogs with the saggy cheeks.

      ‘It’s a shame that you killed your grandad. I would’ve liked to claim that honour for myself. Just like I killed your parents.’ She cackled like a stereotypical witch, tipping her head right back to let as much sound out as possible. All she needed was the green skin and some warts.

      ‘Yes,’ I hissed, ‘I understood your reference. It undermines your intellect if you have to explain your point. You taught me that,’ I told the imposter Rachel. Her laughter stopped abruptly and her eyes snapped to mine.

      ‘Not scared of me anymore, Eddie?’ She said, pouting with false sadness. ‘Maybe some of my greatest hits will remind you of the old fear.’ She flourished her hand to her left and out of nowhere appeared Margie Sheridan, Ashley’s dead mother.

      ‘Eddie, Eddie, Eddie,’ she said sorrowfully, shaking her head. I knew she wasn’t real but seeing her was getting to me. It was strange. I wasn’t bothered by the magic impersonating my enemies, but wearing the face of someone I loved was not cool. It was a mockery of them. An insult to Margie’s memory. ‘Do you know what my last thought was, Eddie? My last thought as I cut my own throat?’

      ‘No,’ I mouthed the word but no sound actually came out.

      ‘I was devastated. Devastated that I wouldn’t be alive to stop you from putting your horrible little hands all over my daughter.’

      ‘Stop it,’ I whispered. I didn’t want to hear this. It wasn’t real, it wasn’t true, but it hurt as if it was.

      ‘You’re not good enough for my Ashley. You’ll never be good enough for her. You’re just a filthy warlock. You’re not a true sorcerer. You’re a fraud. An imposter. A charlatan. A crook.’

      ‘Shut up!’ I roared at the thing that was firing insult after insult at me. Zeke was right, it was targeting my psyche. It knew what buttons to push and it was pushing them.

      ‘She’s right though.’ This voice was the one I knew would come. It was the one that could hurt me the most. Ashley’s voice. I closed my eyes, refusing to look at my girlfriend. Or rather, my girlfriend’s impersonator.

      ‘Go away,’ I whispered.

      ‘Is that how you talk to the girl you love?’ she asked, heartbroken. The pitch of her voice increased with the pain of my words. My own heart thrummed for her. But it wasn’t her.

      ‘You are not the girl I love,’ I said carefully.

      ‘No? Are you having too much fun with your new friend, Lydia? You’d rather stay up here and cavort with her than come back to me in the Dead Realm.’

      ‘That’s not true,’ I argued. I felt nothing for Lydia whatsoever. ‘I don’t love you because you’re not Ashley.’

      ‘Look at me, Eddie. Look at me and tell me you don’t love me.’

      ‘I don’t…’ I stopped mid-sentence as I opened my eyes and took in Ashley’s beauty. Her green eyes still dazzled me like I was seeing them for the first time. I couldn’t say the words, not even to this fake that stood before me. I just couldn’t force them out of my mouth. It was like the real Ashley was watching and she’d take them as if I meant them for her. The apparition gave me a sultry smile, her lips stretching like a siren’s.

      ‘Well, Eddie, I don’t love you,’ she pronounced each word with maximum emphasis, each one a dagger to my heart. Rachel cackled and Nickolas chuckled. Margie hooted with laughter and Ashley let out her own seductive giggle. And I snapped. I lost control. With a manic scream, I flung my hand out and cast a beam of pure, unbridled magic at the fake Ashley. But it never hit her.

      The apparition raised its hand and my beam froze before it got anywhere near her. Fake-Ashley walked forward slowly, the beam shrinking back towards me with each step she took. Margie and Rachel converged at her sides. Nickolas remained behind me.

      ‘You didn’t seriously think you could hurt me, did you, Eddie?’ Ashley asked. ‘A person as pathetic as you could never hope to do any damage to a real sorcerer. Everything about you is lame. Especially your attempts in the bedroom.’

      ‘What?’ I hadn’t been expecting that comment. This thing was striking out in any way it could. It was hitting me with every weapon to see which ones wounded me the most. But why? I didn’t understand its endgame. Shattering my psyche wouldn’t kill me. It…

      Then I felt it. It had been attacking me mentally, forcing me to get emotional. My anger and despair were draining me so I’d be less likely to notice the physical attack that was coming at me from the very ground I stood on. The magic had been easing itself into me from the moment it had started its onslaught. I felt it now. A low vibration working its way up through my feet. When I looked down I could even see the ground glowing red. There was a faint pinkish glow shining through my skin too. The magic was going to kill me in exactly the same way it had before. Except this time it was coming in slowly, trying to go undetected.

      ‘Nice try,’ I said. I pushed back. The magic was the strongest magic I’d ever encountered in my life but it couldn’t force me to accept it. I could reject it if I wanted to. And I did. I forced it back out in the ground. Then I stopped. I had what I needed. I’d made contact with the power. Hell, I even had some inside me. Now all I had to do was leave.
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      I backed away from the apparitions that were still advancing on me. Their faces were no longer playful or mocking, they were furious, snarling grotesque monstrosities. I turned and almost ran right into Nickolas who was coming at me from behind. I dodged to his right and ran down the decimated high street, back the way I’d come from.

      Something behind me screamed. It was not a human sound. It wasn’t even an animal sound. It was completely alien. A hideous, screeching, cry that rang out through the entire town. A lashing cry of fury. I risked a glance over my shoulder and saw a great mass of fiery red energy towering up into the sky. It flew upwards so people would be able to see it for miles around. I stopped running and stared dumbly at the spectacle. I’d never seen anything like it. It was like a column of glistening fire. That was pure magic. And there was so much of it. It was easy to see why it had killed me when I’d absorbed it all. But I still looked on it with longing. With all that at my disposal, I’d be almost omnipotent. If only I wasn’t cursed with a frail mortal body.

      The magic stopped flying upwards and flew at me instead. It was kind of stupid of me to stand there and watch it.

      I leaped to the side, just avoiding being incinerated. I hit the ground and rolled out of its path just as the river of furious magic charged past me. I was on my feet faster than I’d ever moved before. I fled the town centre with the speed of Hermes delivering a message from Zeus. I vaulted down a side street, thankful for the cover at last. I could hear the magic rampaging through the town after me. It could have appeared right in front of me if it wanted to but instead, it was choosing to toy with me.

      I ran out into the street and a car came flying right at me. I threw myself out of the way, skidding across the tarmac and tearing a hole in my new jeans. It was a bloody good thing I hadn’t paid for them.

      Matt and Emma, my friends who’d moved to Manchester were standing in the street looking at me with disgust. There were two of the few friends of mine who had survived my many enemies.

      ‘We didn’t leave this place to get away from the danger, Eddie. We left to get away from you,’ Matt said viciously.

      ‘Imitating the living now?’ I quipped and then ran off in the opposite direction. The magic hurled attack after attack at me, sometimes it threw cars and other things at me, other attacks were purely magical. None of them hit me. I wasn’t sure if it was missing on purpose or if I was just extremely lucky.

      I ran down street after street, through alley after alley,  my heart rate increasing with each second. If I didn’t get out of this town soon I was going to die of cardiac arrest. I nearly cried when I saw the chainlink fence ahead. Lydia and Zeke were sitting on the ground on the other side. They both jumped up when they saw me. Then their expressions sunk into ones of terror when they saw what was chasing me. I didn’t dare look back.

      I accelerated my running, finding an extra burst of speed to get me that last leg of the way. I’d said several times in the past that I was never going to set foot in Cedarstone, but this time I meant it. No matter what I was never coming back.

      I hit the sorcerers’ barrier and a pulse tore through me like a thousand electric shocks. It flung me back towards the town, a piggish squeal escaping my lips. I hit the ground hard and cried out again as I skidded across the concrete. Pain was lashing my body from the force of the barrier. I laid still and waited as the tremors of agony subsided. Then I lifted my head. My situation sunk in and I looked back at my pursuer in despair. That was why the magic hadn’t been in a hurry to kill me. It knew it had all the time in the world. The barrier kept magic in and I was full of magic. Cedarstone was as much my prison as it was the magic’s.

      The magic reduced in size and took on the shape of a person but with no human features. What stood a short way away from me was a figure of pure magic. Angry red shimmers rippled across its body as it walked towards me.

      ‘Here were are together again,’ said the magic. It was using Nick’s voice. It had no voice of its own. It wasn’t a person. It wasn’t even alive. This was ridiculous.

      I climbed to my feet and turned to Zeke and Lydia who were now as close to me as they dared without crossing the barrier. Zeke was dragging his hands across the barrier, inspecting it.

      ‘Get me out of here!’ I shouted.

      ‘I’m working on it,’ he replied shortly.

      I turned back to the magic, not wanting to turn my back on it at all. It hadn’t moved. It was standing in the street watching me impassively. It was facing me anyway, I wasn’t sure if it was watching me because it didn’t have eyes. I felt like I was in the final stage of a chess match. It had me in a check and there was only one way out of it but I didn’t know what the move was. If I fucked up it was game over for me.

      We stood in stalemate for a long time. The longer I stood the more anxious I got. I could feel the sweat building up on my palms but I didn’t want to wipe them on my jeans in case it took it for a sign of weakness. Weak. As if I was anything else to this entity.

      ‘What? What are you staring at?’ I suddenly screamed, unable to take the pressure anymore. That was what it wanted. It wanted me to crack. It was a psychological genius. I didn’t even know how. Sure, it had been inside me, but did that really give it an all-access pass to my brain?

      Then it hit me. It wasn’t trying to attack me at all. It was waiting. Zeke was going to break the barrier to allow me to pass through. When he did that the power was going to escape too. I very much doubted that Shirley would forgive me for that. Nobody would. That thing would rip its way through the world.

      It needed to be destroyed but that was beyond my ability. The only way to keep it trapped would be to imprison myself in here too.

      ‘I’ve nearly got it, Eddie,’ Zeke said. His voice was strained and when I turned I saw that he looked like he was wrestling with an invisible man. His whole body was tense and his hands were pushed into the air where the barrier was. Sweat was pouring down from beneath his hair.

      ‘Hold off a minute or two,’ I said to Zeke whilst my mind worked overtime for a solution.

      ‘Not gonna happen, pal,’ he said firmly. I could see in his face that if he stopped fighting the barrier now he would never be able to start again.

      A spark ignited in the air right where his hands were working. Then a few more. Movement behind me snatched my attention and I saw the red man step forwards. The barrier was breaking. The sparks flourished into a burst of multi-coloured energy that formed a small circle about five feet above the ground. A hole in the barrier. Zeke strained against the edges of the circle and forced it to expand.

      The red man ran forwards.

      I ran too.

      If I could beat it through the gap then maybe Zeke could close it again before the red man escaped. The problem was old red wasn’t really a man, and I was. There was no way that my little human legs could run faster than pure magic personified. It practically flew past me towards the hole. Zeke’s eyes nearly bulged from his head when he saw what was coming. I could see the dilemma in his mind. Let us both out or leave us both in.

      And I knew I was damned.

      He had nothing invested in me. Sure, he wanted me to help him fight whoever had the ring but he could find another tag team partner. It didn’t need me.

      Lydia must have picked up on his thoughts because the words she spoke were full of threat. ‘Close that barrier and I will rip you in two. See if I fucking don’t.’

      Zeke glanced her way, his nose wrinkling in irritation. He held the barrier though. I’d never been as thankful for Lydia than I was now.

      I was still several feet away when the red man had nearly made it. He wasn’t even running anymore. He wasn’t even a man. He was red blob shooting through the sky, hurtling towards the hole in the sorcerer’s barrier. I had lost. There was no way I was going to make it.

      What if it got out and then closed the barrier trapping me inside?

      I tried to push myself harder but I was already going at full speed.

      It was literally inches away from the gap. And then the humming began. A great metallic thrum filled the air. A sound wave so powerful the earth actually shook. Whatever was making the noise sent a blast of pain right into the very core of my brain. I thrust my hands over my ears, dropping to my knees and screaming in agony. I could feel the veins in my forehead protruding angrily at this attack. My head was actually going to explode. The red man was cheating.

      Only it wasn’t. The sound, which was like a giant magnetic force powering up around us, was attacking the magic too. It lost its humanoid form and was just a giant red cloud hovering in the air, flickering like a faulty light. A strange feeling accompanied the sound. It was kind of like someone had dug fishhooks into my body and was tugging them. I wasn’t being pulled but something within me was.

      My magic.

      The thing that was producing that God awful sound was pulling at my magic. The red magic let out a banshee award-worthy shriek and then it got sucked away. The massive red cloud flew backward over my head toward the town centre as if a giant vacuum had siphoned it away. I watched it vanish into the distance in alarm.

      I looked back towards the barrier and saw Zeke shouting something but I couldn’t hear a word he was saying over the mind-blasting sound that was threatening to give me an aneurysm.

      I battled back to my feet and ran against the force that was trying to suck my magic right out of me. It was a sensation I’d never felt before and I wondered if this was how all the sorcerers I’d siphoned had felt. It wasn’t pleasant. I felt violated in ways I’d never be able to wash off. It was like fingers were groping around inside me, grabbing at things that no person should ever grab at.

      I felt like I was running in slow motion but I got to the barrier nonetheless. Zeke had managed to tear open a hole that was the size of a dwarf’s doorway. I threw myself the last few feet and went hurtling through it. As I flew I both heard and felt the magnetism within Cedarstone increase tenfold. I felt blood begin to trickle out of my nose. Then I soared through the barrier. Zeke let go and it closed up at once, sealing Cedarstone back into its nice bubble. The hooks released my magic and the noise vanished. I was lying on the ground on the edge of Cedarstone. My head was still pounding but the pain was diminishing quickly enough. Somewhere overhead I heard birds chirping away. I closed my eyes and smiled.

      I was the jammiest fucking git in the world.
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      ‘Having a nice rest?’ Lydia said. I opened my eyes and saw her staring down at me, one eyebrow raised and her arms folded across her chest.

      ‘Well, I did just beat the biggest conglomerate of magic in the world so I feel like I’m owed a little rest,’ I said playfully. I sat up all the same, but I wasn’t quite ready to stand up yet. My legs were still a little woozy. I looked back through the barrier but the red man was gone now and hadn’t returned. What had sucked it away?

      ‘That was weird,’ Zeke said, staring back into the town as well. ‘Even I hadn’t expected it to be so… personified.’

      ‘Yeah, it was weird. We can all agree on that. Now can we get moving?’ said Lydia, motioning for me to get up.

      ‘I would like to know what summoned it, though.’ Zeke stroked his beard making himself look like Merlin or someone.

      ‘You and I both,’ I muttered.

      When I was ready we headed back to Lydia’s place. There Zeke nicked what I considered to be a lot of my blood, but he only called a sample. Anything that fills up more than one phial is not a sample. He took so much that he needed a small bowl. He laid out a map and some kind of ancient gold compass and then closed his eyes and got to work.

      ‘How does this spell work?’ I asked, watching him intensely. I knew a few different tracking spells myself but nothing quite like this.

      ‘You don’t need to know,’ he said dismissively. Rude.

      ‘After what I went through to get that magic’s trace in my blood I think I deserve to know,’ I quipped. Even though I was going to be dead in a day or two I still wanted to get my fix of answers. I like to know things.

      Zee’s eyes flipped opened and pinpointed me. ‘I’m not in the habit of sharing my spells with warlocks.’

      ‘Oh, that is it!’ I yelled, jumping to my feet. Lydia backed up fast, not sure how to react to my sudden outburst. ‘I have had it up to here with all this condescending wizard shit. Just because you were born with magic it doesn’t make you better than anybody else you elitist shit. Yeah, you were born with magic. You know what? I was born with my ability to harvest magic. You’re not better than me. Nature gave us both gifts. The only difference is you got a proper education with your magic and I didn’t. It isn’t my fault that warlocks don’t know how magic really works. Maybe you should stop being such an arsehole and teach me! But no, you’d never do that. I’m good enough to help you out when you need it but you’d never let me into your special little proper sorcerer’s club.’

      I stood seething at him, my face as red as lava. He stared back with his mouth open in dumbfounded surprise. It was clear that he didn’t know how to react. The longer the silence hung the more I started to feel like I’d made a terrible mistake. It was like when a kid finally decides to stand up to his parents and quickly learns why he should not.

      ‘Do you need a nap?’ Zeke asked calmly. There was only a little condescension in his tone.

      ‘What? No. I’m not tired. I’m angry,’ I argued. I could feel the heat rising up my neck again. He was mocking me.

      He nodded patronisingly. ‘Mmhmm. You could do with a nap.’ He waved his hand at me and before I knew what was happening I was falling into a deep and beautiful slumber.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up furious.

      I sat up on Lydia’s sofa and looked over at Zeke who was sitting in the armchair watching me curiously. A small smirk twisted the corners of his mouth when he saw me rise. He held up a palm to stop me from saying or doing anything. Not that I was going to. I was angry, but also groggy from my nap.

      ‘You’re a bastard,’ I told him savagely.

      He nodded. ‘I know. I’m sorry I put you to sleep and I’m sorry I’ve been looking down my nose at you. You have to understand that my whole life my people have been hunted by warlocks who want to kill us for our magic. A hatred towards them is ingrained in me. Note how I said them and not you. You are different and I need to acknowledge that.’

      It was my turn now to look at him in surprise. I hadn’t expected that. It was very mature of him. I guess it was my time to be mature too.

      ‘I’m sorry I shouted at you,’ I said begrudgingly.

      ‘I suppose I may have deserved it,’ he admitted. ’So,’ he continued, moving swiftly on to business. ‘The tracking spell revealed that the dagger is in Maidstone. But it didn’t say where. It was exactly the same thing that happened when I tried to track the stolen ring.’

      ‘What does it mean?’ I asked, scratching the top of my head. How could we be hitting so many dead ends? Didn’t the Universe know I was against the clock?

      ‘My guess is that Maidstone has some kind of cloaking spell over it. Somebody, probably whoever has the dagger, cast the spell so we wouldn’t be able to track it. The spell is so powerful that it stops us from tracking anything in Maidstone.’

      ‘Oooooh,’ Lydia said from the doorway that she was leaning against. I hadn’t even noticed her standing there. ‘Maybe the same person has both the dagger and the ring. Seems more likely, no?’

      Zeke burst out laughing. It was a great belly laugh that could rival the drunken god, Dionysus. I sniggered a little bit myself. It was kind of a naive thing to say.

      ‘You think somebody actually has two incredibly powerful objects and they’re just sitting here in Maidstone with them? Bit of a coincidence don’t you think?’ asked Zeke. I didn’t mind his condescension when it wasn’t aimed at me.

      ‘I don’t see the problem,’ she said with a shrug. ‘But whatever.’ She turned to me. ‘Dude, Shirley called. Wants you to go see her. She’s got new info on the kidnappers.’

      I jumped up and immediately regretted it as the blood rushed to my head and the room spun around me.

      Since we’d hit dead ends on the dagger search maybe this kidnapping thing might shine a light for me. It would be a very handy coincidence if all of it was linked. I got the feeling it wasn’t though.

      The three of us split up again. Lydia went to go and report to Malek again, he liked regular reports apparently. I didn’t know why he couldn’t just come and ask me what was going on himself, did he dislike me that much? Zeke went to catch up with some old informants in the area. It was his last-ditch attempt to try and find something out. And I went off to see Shirley.
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        * * *

      

      Shirley greeted me at the door this time. She shook her head with a dour expression on her face as I walked across the driveway towards her. ‘This is a right mess, Eddie,’ she told me. ‘Still, things were a bit gloomy before you showed up. You never fail to light a match, do you?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re implying,’ I replied, feigning innocence. It wasn’t like I’d intentionally caused any of this to happen. In all honesty, I didn’t even know what was happening.

      I followed her into the entrance hall and we headed straight to her office. The halls were empty as they had been last time. It made me wonder where all the students were in this place.

      ‘One of the kidnappers got in touch,’ Shirley said. ‘Came to visit me himself.’

      ‘Who is he?’

      She shook her head. ‘He won’t say. Yet. I will get the truth out of him by the end of the day, though. Mark my words.’ I didn’t doubt her. I’d never seen Shirley in action so to speak, but if there was anybody capable of prying the truth from unwilling lips I got the impression it was her. Actually, she had stood with me in the fight against Nick and his minions, but I was too preoccupied to see how she fought. She survived so that was pretty telling.

      ‘What has he said?’ I asked. I knew it wouldn’t be anything good otherwise she wouldn’t have called me. I was going to receive some very bad news.

      ‘His people want you dead,’ she said flatly. We stopped outside the closed door to her office. ‘He won’t say why but he did say it was for the good of everybody. He said if I killed you then he would return Katelyn to me. ’ She raised an eyebrow and then pushed open the door. ‘Maybe he’ll be more willing to answer your questions. If not… Well, I’ll just have to employ some less comfortable interview techniques.’

      I was about to enter her office when it suddenly occurred to me that this could be a trap. She could be luring me into her office so she could kill me and get her granddaughter back. She looked at me and sighed with impatience.

      ‘If I wanted to kill you I would have done it the moment I saw you. I wouldn’t bother wasting time with the conversation first. Get in there.’ She gave me a small nudge on the shoulder and I walked into her office.

      Everything looked the same as it had last time except now there was a man sitting in a simple wooden chair in the centre of the room. He wasn’t restrained in any visible way but I guessed that Shirley had him under some kind of spell that was stopping him from escaping. That was impressive.

      ‘What is he?’ I asked. I’d been assuming he was a sorcerer but seeing him so easily subdued I thought perhaps not. No sorcerer worth his salt could be kept in a chair without some sort of rope at least. Iron was always the best bet.

      ‘He tried telling me he was human. But after a couple of quick tests that turned out to be a lie.’ She pointed at a jagged hole in his trousers. Blood had stained the fabric and dried on the skin beneath but I couldn’t see an actual wound. He must have healed. ‘I stabbed him with a silver knife. He didn’t like it very much.’ She nodded at her desk where a row of different knives was laid out on a tartan cloth. She was quite the torturer. I was surprised.

      ‘Werewolf,’ I said under my breath.

      He glared up at me as if saying his species was some kind of an insult. He had shaggy blond hair and light brown eyes. A thick scar ran down his left cheek. There was a story behind that but it would have to wait for another time.

      ‘Do you know who I am?’ I asked him. He rolled his eyes. Cheeky for a guy who was stuck to a chair.

      ‘Yes,’ he sighed.

      ‘So why do you want me dead?’ I tried to keep my voice casual as if someone trying to kill me was no big deal. To be honest it wasn’t like he was the first to try and kill me or have me killed.

      ‘You shouldn’t be alive,’ he retorted.

      ‘That’s not it, though. You’re not trying to kill me to keep the balance of nature or any of that. I’ll be dead in a day or two anyway. You’ve got a better reason.’

      His eyes flicked around as if something in the room would be able to help him. When they came back to me I saw no malice in them. He didn’t seem to have any kind of grudge with me which meant he didn’t want me dead for any emotional or personal reason. ‘It is in everybody's best interest that you die now.’

      ‘Why? Tell me more.’ I grabbed one of the chairs and sat directly in front of him, looking into his eyes imploringly. If somebody wanted me dead the least they could do was explain why fully. ‘Wait. Were you the one manipulating Stephen and that sorcerer who lied to get me captured?’ The pieces snapped together in my mind. This sorry excuse for a werewolf was the mastermind behind my imprisonment in that bloody compound. Or, his people were at least.

      He nodded. ‘We thought that we could detain you until your threat expired. Clearly, that didn’t work out.’

      ‘What threat?’ I was getting agitated by his lack of information. Would telling me his reasoning really affect things that much?

      He chewed on his bottom lip, thinking about whether or not to tell me. His face twisted with indecision and then he nodded. ‘I’ll only tell you. Not her.’ He jerked his head rudely at Shirley.

      ‘This is my home and you are my prisoner. I’m not going anywhere,’ she told him firmly. She didn’t need to tell me because I would never have been daring enough to suggest that she leave the room.

      ‘I won’t say it in front of her,’ he said adamantly. It was all the power he had left, I respected him trying to maintain some kind of dignity. It was his only remaining card and he was really holding on to it.

      ‘Whisper it to me?’ I suggested. He considered for a second and then nodded.

      I scooted my chair close and brought my ear to his lips. I know, stupid mistake. Never put your face close to a caged animal. He emitted a low snarl and then sharp teeth dug into my neck. I screamed like a child. The pain was literally unimaginable. I’d been bitten by a vampire before but that was nothing compared to the choppers on this werewolf. It felt like a hundred pins of acid had been pricked into my skin.

      I acted instinctively. I whipped up my hand and slammed a magical attack into his chest. He yelped as my spell flung him off me. As he flew back I did too.

      ‘No!’ Shirley shouted angrily and strode forwards.

      The werewolf’s chair toppled over and he plonked right off it doing a backward roly-poly before landing on his back. Smoke rose from the burning crater in his chest and the room filled with the stench of rotten eggs and burned chicken. I wasn’t sure why. I’d never burned a werewolf before.

      I knelt on the floor staring stupidly at my handiwork. I shifted my gaze up to Shirley who was glaring murderously at me, her hands on her hips.

      ‘You bloody great nincompoop,’ she said scathingly. It was hard to take her anger seriously when she used words like nincompoop. I struggled to stifle a laugh. The pain in my neck helped. I pressed my hand to the wound and fresh blood came away.

      ‘Sorry, I acted on instinct! He was tearing a chunk out of my bloody neck!’

      ‘Why did you get so close? You idiot. He was my only way to find Katelyn.’ She looked down at the corpse with regret. I looked away, feeling a bit bad. I hadn’t meant to kill him but I had all the same and now she was going to have to start looking for Katelyn again. If whoever the werewolf worked for didn’t kill her in retaliation.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I mumbled again. ‘I got bit by a bloody werewolf.’ I was glad he hadn’t been in wolf form otherwise I would be having a very uncomfortable full moon experience and I was pretty sure the full moon was tomorrow night which meant there was a very good chance I’d still be alive for it. I climbed to my feet and stood uselessly looking at Shirley, waiting for my telling off to continue.

      ‘It’s not the full moon. It won’t do you any harm,’ she said dismissively. She crossed the room and lowered herself into her armchair. She sat staring at the body ponderously.

      I must’ve apologised about a hundred times on the walk out of the school. Shirley accepted each apologise I gave her and told me not to fret about it too much. She also told me not to expect an invite to her next interrogation. Before leaving, I promised to do everything I could to bring Katelyn home. She didn’t look convinced but she thanked me all the same.

      By the time I got back to Maidstone, the wound on my neck had grown unbearable. The prickling had turned into a full burn and the side of my neck had swollen aggressively. I was sweating like a bodybuilder as I walked towards Lydia’s house. I was starting to worry that I had somehow been infected with the werewolf gene. That was all I needed. Spending my last day on all fours roaming the town like a beast. But werewolf bites didn’t do anything without a full moon. It was a fact. Unchangeable.

      I realised the truth too late. Rachel used to do little experiments on the creatures she captured. Werewolves had venom glands like snakes do. When they bite a person on the full moon the venom travels through their teeth into the wound. The rest of the month the venom sacks are empty, they don’t produce venom until the night of the full moon. Rachel found that she could inject whatever she wanted into the venom sacks and if the werewolf bit someone, even in their human form, the agent would be carried through the teeth and into the wound.

      Whoever that werewolf was working for had known there was a possibility Shirley would call me rather than killing me and they’d prepared for it. The werewolf had poisoned me. No matter what Shirley did they’d planned for me to die.

      Clever shits, was the last thing I thought before the poison hit my heart and I died for the third time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up in the same waiting room that I was starting to become quite familiar with. It really could do with a fresh coat of paint or something to smarten it up a bit. It was far too similar to a rundown doctor’s surgery. If I was lord of the Dead Realm then I would want the entrance to my domain to look a little more snazzy than this place. Not that I was ever going to tell Lucifer that. That guy had a nasty old temper problem.

      I was called through to one of the offices where Malek was standing waiting for me. His small, angular face was snarling with rage.

      ‘Tell me, Lancaster, how exactly did you survive for twenty-seven years without getting killed when you cannot even last a single day after being resurrected?’ he demanded.

      ‘Well, in my defence—’

      He held up his hand to cut me off and my voice cut out abruptly. I hadn’t planned on falling silent but he literally stole the sound from my throat. I abandoned my attempts at a defence and waited for him to continue his lecture. ‘Lydia has informed me that you’ve made little to no progress so far. Each step you take seems to complicate things further for yourself and those you associate with. Tell me how I can press upon you the importance of this task?’

      I hadn’t been in a school for a long, long time, and I had a hard time taking lectures like this one from the teachers back then. Adulthood had not made things any easier for me. I stood in the dingy office with my hands balled into fists. I was glaring at Malek coldly enough to turn him to ice. It took more restraint than I knew I had to stop myself from laying into him. His mouth twisted into a sneer at the sight of my subdued annoyance.

      That was all it took.

      ‘You’re the one who doesn’t understand how important this is!’ I shouted, breaking through whatever spell he had over my voice. The smirk fell from his face like dead leaves in winter on a windy day. ‘I’m doing everything I can to find this fucking dagger whilst you do nothing but fucking criticise me. I mean, you’re a fucking angel! Surely you can do something to help locate this dagger. You lot put me up to this in the first place and yet you’ve done nothing to help me whatsoever!’

      I finished my rant with an aggressive sigh. As soon as the silence fell over the room I regretted opening the floodgates on Malek. He could just revoke the deal and send me off to be judged right now. He could torture me here in this very room. He could probably do anything he wanted and I could do nothing. He was an angel and I was a human. A dead human. He had all the power and I had none.

      ‘Nothing,’ he said in a cold whisper. I felt a chill emanating from him, creeping over the whole room. An icy tingle ran down my spine. ‘Nothing.’ He was saying the word slowly, carefully, as if he’d only just learned it and was trying to get a feel for it. ‘You think I’ve done nothing? I resurrected you. Twice. I sent my own daughter to aid you. I have ensured that the necromancers, whom you upset, will leave you alone for the remainder of your time in the Living Realm. So, Edward Lancaster, please tell me how I have done nothing to help you?’

      I wanted so badly to ask him about the necromancers and how he had managed to get them to leave me alone. What did he have over them? How did they know him? But I couldn’t. I was getting a telling off and interrogating him would only piss him off further. Especially because it wasn’t exactly salient to the task he’d set me. One thing was clear now though, the necromancers weren’t on the run from him.

      ‘Surely you must have some inkling as to where it is, though?’ I said sheepishly. I kept my gaze low, avoiding eye contact. I could feel the arctic stare he was giving me and knew that looking would only make things worse.

      ‘When would I have acquired such knowledge? I don’t know if you’ve noticed but I am in a separate realm to the Ambrotos Dagger.’

      ‘Good point,’ I mumbled.

      ‘Next time you come here you’re staying here,’ he shot the words at me like arrows and then strode for the door.

      We went back to the portal room. It was exactly the same as I remembered it. Clean white walls, sentries along the sides and a giant translucent window. Only this time there was somebody else here.

      A white-haired woman turned from the window to see who had interrupted whatever she’d been doing.

      “Malek,’ she said with surprise. She turned fully to face us. ‘I didn’t realise you needed the room.’ There was judgement lurking beneath her words.

      ‘I wasn’t planning on using it, Alarya. This one is a fan of the surprise death.’ He waved his hand gracefully my way. Alarya turned her disapproving gaze my way and pursed her lips.

      ‘I’ve heard you’ve been using the gateway rather frequently of late. You do know that only Lucifer can allow a soul to return to the Living Realm?’

      ‘Of course, I know that,’ Malek snapped at her. ‘I am Lucifer’s lieutenant. I act out his will. I do not send back anybody he has not instructed me to. Not that I need to explain myself to you.’

      He stepped to the side and motioned his hand swiftly towards the door. Alarya got the message.

      ‘Hmph,’ she said and then strode past us, chin held high. Clearly, Malek was good at rubbing angels up the wrong way too.

      Malek turned my way and his features softened slightly. ‘Since you are so lost as to what to do next I shall give you the pointer you so desperately require. There is a man called the Heavenly clerk. If anybody is likely to know the whereabouts of the Ambrotos Dagger then it is he. Ask Lydia to take you to his doorway. She will be unable to visit him with you but she can show you the way.’

      Before I had a chance to even think about asking a question Malek grabbed my shoulder and flung me back through the barrier.

      Angels are rude.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke up on Lydia’s sofa. I didn’t know how I got there but I was glad to be there and not out on the street where I’d died.

      ‘Look who’s back,’ Lydia said. I looked over and saw her sitting in the armchair. She had her trademark bored expression on her face but I could see a tiny smile underneath it. She was happy to see me. Probably just because it meant she hadn’t failed.

      ‘Your dad is pissed with me,’ I said groggily as I pulled myself into a sitting position.

      ‘Pissed is his default setting,’ she said. ‘He’ll be pissed with me too for letting you die. Again. From now on you don’t leave my sight.’

      Zeke came into the room and snorted when he saw I was alive again. This was my third resurrection in a couple of days, I think I deserved more than a snort. Hell, even Jesus only did it once.

      ‘Want to tell us how you died?’ He chose not to sit next to me and instead sat on the floor in front of the electric fireplace. I pretended not to be offended and told them all about the poisonous werewolf. I didn’t linger on the topic because Malek had made a good point. I was getting distracted by other matters. Matters that would not mean a thing to me after I died. The only concern I had was ensuring that I did not endure an eternity of torment. Everything else could wait. Once I had the dagger in my possession I could help Shirley and get Zeke’s ring back.

      ‘I’ve never heard of a Heavenly clerk. Sounds like nonsense to me,’ Zeke said.

      ‘Malek would hardly make something up,’ I replied, giving him a derisive look. It was nice to throw one his way for once, he was usually doing it to me.

      ‘The Heavenly clerk is a being employed by Heaven,’ Lydia explained.

      ‘Another angel?’ I asked. She shook her head.

      ‘No. They choose someone who is already in this realm. It could be any being, though. Their job is to record as much as possible about what’s going on in the supernatural community.’

      ‘You’re telling me there is a person who just sits there recording history?’ I said in disbelief.

      ‘Not just one. They have one in each country. The clerks have agents who gather the info for them.’

      ‘Why is Heaven only interested in the supernatural?’ asked Zeke. The question was on my mind too.

      ‘I don’t know. They’re pretty secretive in Heaven about their motives. God works in mysterious ways and all that. Malek believes they keep an eye on the supernatural in case Lucifer has some secret plan with those in the Living Realm. Those in Heaven believe that when he finally attacks Heaven he will do so from this realm rather than his own.’

      ‘Fascinating. So where is this historian?’ Heavenly Historian would actually sound better. It had alliteration and everything. Maybe if I ever met an angel of Heaven I’d make the suggestion.

      ‘I’m not sure about that. The actual location is like a pocket realm in a place between the other realms. There are several entrances. I only know of the one in Ashford.’

      ‘Malek said you wouldn’t be able to come with us?’ I said. Had she pissed off the historian and got herself barred?

      ‘I’m descended from an exiled angel. The exiles, their offspring, and any race created by them are forbidden from entering the chambers of the clerk. We can’t even see the entrances.’ She said it as if it was a ridiculous rule. Personally, I thought it was bloody good not to let your potential enemy have a look at all your records.

      ‘How are you going to show us the door then?’ Zeke asked.

      ‘I know where it is. I just can’t see it. I’ve been told it’s there.’

      ‘Let’s get going then,’ I said urgently. I really was running out of time. I looked at my arm and saw that the hourglass was almost down to a third. I had barely more than a day, if that, before my time was up.

      It turned out the doorway was inside a building currently occupied by an optician. We were just heading for Lydia’s front door when the letterbox opened and a small pink card flapped through. It floated down to the floor neatly where Lydia snatched it up. Her saucer-like eyes wandered over the text and her mouth tightened with chagrin. She looked up at me nervously and then thrust her arm out, offering the card to me.

      ‘What?’ I asked. I was reluctant to take the card. I didn’t want to see whatever it was that was going to ruin the plan. I needed to go to the clerk and that card was definitely going to sidetrack me. I didn’t have time for distractions. She wasn’t going to let me ignore it though so I snatched the card from her grip and absorbed the words written in neat calligraphy. The words forced my heart to sink faster than the Titanic had.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Dear Eddie Lancaster,

      I hope this finds you well. Since you have surpassed our numerous attempts to halt your world-threatening schemes we have had to take drastic steps. We have Katelyn Demelza in our custody and now we have added Gabriel Westford to our collection. I can assure you that both are being treated with the utmost respect and dignity, however, if you do not attend a meeting at Power Hub Business Centre, then we will have no choice but to end their lives. Please attend no later than 4 pm.

      Sincerely.

      Julia Saffron

      PSWCEPA
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        * * *

      

      I handed the card to Zeke in silence. I was too stunned to know what to say to that. Gabe was back and had been captured probably without the faintest clue as to why. He didn’t even know I was alive. Unless they’d told him. The note said he was being treated well so surely they’d explained why he’d been taken. Then again the note could be lying.

      I pulled out my phone and glanced at the time. 3 pm. Where had the time gone? I wanted to ignore the card. I wanted so badly to pretend I hadn’t seen it and just go and find the dagger. If we’d left the house just a minute sooner I would never have seen the card. But then Gabe and Katelyn would have been killed when I failed to attend. I couldn’t live with that on my conscience. It would eat me alive for eternity. It would be worse torture than anything Lucifer or Malek could come up with.

      I let out the longest sigh of my life and then I told Zeke to take us to the Power Hub Business Centre. We had people to rescue.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Who is this Gabe?’ Zeke asked on the drive to Power Hub. He was concentrating on the road but his brow was furrowed with interest. ‘Judging from the way you looked at that letter I’d say he’s pretty important to you. There was definitely love in your eyes.’

      I turned his way and scrutinised his expression, looking for signs that I was being mocked. It was the sort of juvenile mockery you got from people who think if one man loves another it must be gay. They can’t get their heads around the idea of other kinds of love. It was odd considering even those juvenile morons must have people of the same gender in their lives that they loved in a non-sexual way. I couldn’t see any mockery on Zeke’s expression, he was just curious about who Gabe was and how we’d come to be so close.

      ‘He helped me keep things in order. He was my right-hand man and he was bloody good at it.’ I thought of Malek being Lucifer’s right-hand man and how he didn’t seem to be very good at the job at all. I got the impression that Malek wanted me to fail which was not what Lucifer wanted. Then again, Lucifer didn’t really deserve a good right-hand man. He had been the right-hand to God, or whoever Lucifer said he was, and Lucifer had betrayed him. What goes around comes around.

      ‘Must have been good if he’s inspired enough love to make you hold off your quest for the dagger,’ Zeke said.

      ‘He was,’ I confirmed. I didn’t tell Zeke that when I was at my lowest, when I’d fallen into my darkest hour, Gabe had been there. He was the one who had held me up and carried me through that darkness. He’d stayed by my side. He’d watched all the horrible things I did with Nickolas Blackwood and still, he’d stood by me. He’d never turned on me. That was the kind of lieutenant a person needed. Zeke didn’t need to know any of that.

      Power Hub was a tall vacant tower of offices down by the river. A sign on the side of the red brick building announced that it was the business centre of Maidstone. I snorted. It wasn’t the business centre of anything. Maybe once it had been, but in all the years I’d lived here it had never been used for anything.

      ‘How are we playing this?’ Lydia asked as we all piled out of the motor home.

      ‘We’re just going to go in there and cooperate. I’m not doing anything to risk Katelyn or Gabe’s lives,’ I told them. I didn’t like going in without a plan but it was all I could do. If Julia wanted me dead then she would have just killed me, she wouldn’t have bothered summoning me to this meeting. She wanted something. I had to figure out what. If I could give it then I would. If not… Well, I’d cross that bridge when I came to it.

      ‘If it does go wrong we’ll kill them and rescue Katelyn and Gabe,’ I added.

      ‘That’s more like it,’ Lydia said. She rolled her shoulders back as if she was already gearing up for a fight. Zeke said nothing but it was clear that he disapproved of this particular side quest. I was surprised Lydia wasn’t trying to get me back on the dagger quest, to be honest. She must’ve realised that I would not be swayed on this matter.

      The foyer was a rundown, dismal room. A small receptionist desk stood at the back wall but it was unmanned. There were a few plants scattered around the room, all of them dead. A small pile of debris had gathered in one of the corners. The building clearly wasn’t in use.

      ‘We’ve been set up. This place is derelict,’ Zeke said, looking around in agitation.

      The elevator dinged and the light above the door glowed orange. The three of us got into a line facing the doors. Mine and Zeke’s hands were up and glowing, ready to cast magic. Lydia had adopted her fighting stance. She looked quite funny because she was all skin and bones and the idea of her throwing a punch wasn’t particularly intimidating. Not to anyone who hadn’t already been on the receiving end of one her fists.

      The dirty silver door slid open to reveal a single old man dressed in a cheap looking suit. His ratty features widened in alarm when he saw that he was about to be on the receiving end of an attack.

      ‘Parlay! Parlay!’ He cried nasally, throwing his hands up in surrender, and crouching into a defensive ball. I dissolved the spell that had been building upwards within me and lowered my hands. Zeke and Lydia abandoned their own fighting attempts too.

      ‘What is this?’ I demanded. None of us made a move to approach the cowardly little man in the elevator cart.

      Seeing that the danger had momentarily passed, he stood his full height and straightened out his suit. He ran a hand through his side-parted grey hair to make sure it was still tidily in place. ‘We invited you to a meeting. Not a duel,’ he said hotly.

      ‘A meeting in a disused building?’ Zeke asked. He spread his arms to indicate the state of the place.

      ‘We don’t have offices in Maidstone. This place will make do whilst we deal with…’ Rather than finishing the sentence he merely looked my way, pursing his lips with disapproval. ‘Now, if you will join me I will escort you upstairs to see Julia.’

      ‘Nah,’ Lydia said, grabbing my arm to stop me from getting in the elevator. ‘This is some kind of trick. Why won’t you come out of that lift?’ she asked him.

      His eyes shifted to the floor in what looked like embarrassment. ‘I can’t.’ He pointed towards the windows and we all looked, expecting to see somebody or something there. There was nothing. Just dirt-caked glass with weak beams of sunlight shining through.

      ‘Sunlight,’ Zeke said with realisation. ‘He’s a vampire.’

      ‘He also dislikes being spoken about as though he were not in the room,’ the vampire said snidely. Then he took a calming breath and plastered a false smile on his face. ‘I feel like we may have gotten off to a bad start. My name is Charles and I am here to escort you to the meeting. I promise you this is not a trap. We invited you here in good faith. Now, will you please get in this elevator.’ His tone was bordering on shouting but it was more amusing than annoying. He was like a child who wasn’t getting his own way.

      I looked toward Lydia and we both smirked at the petulant man. He looked like he was at least fifty before becoming a vampire so this kind of behaviour was beneath him.

      The three of us bundled into the little elevator cart and Charles was forced back into one of the corners. Zeke took up almost half the space on his own.

      ‘Don’t even think about biting me,’ Lydia warned Charles. It was unnecessary but I didn’t say anything.

      ‘Oh please, you’re not my type,’ he muttered, looking at her out of the corner of his eyes.

      ‘Now now,’ Zeke said playfully and they both fell silent.

      The doors opened onto a much nicer looking lobby. The walls were decorated with pictures of different places from around the world although the wallpaper behind the pictures was old and dirty. Plants were bursting with life in all the corners of the room. A shining, polished desk stood over by one wall, a smiling lady sat behind it tapping away on her computer keyboard.

      Charles pushed past us so he could be the first one to step out of the elevator. We followed him slowly.

      ‘Welcome,’ he said grandly, turning to face us and throwing his arms out wide like he was Willy Wonka welcoming us to his chocolate factory. ‘To the Potentially Severe and World-Changing Events Prevention Association.’

      Silence.

      ‘What?’ said Lydia. I think we all needed to hear that again.

      Charles looked at us sheepishly and then said again, ‘The Potentially Severe and World-Changing Events Prevention Association,’ he mumbled the words this time.

      ‘Well that name’s just too long,’ I told him, grinning from ear to ear.

      ‘I ain’t got time to say all that,’ Lydia agreed and we both burst out laughing. Zeke gave us a small smile but said nothing.

      ‘We are the PSWCEPA for short,’ Charles told us, raising his chin defiantly. This brought fresh waves of laughter from Lydia and me.

      ‘Most people just call us the Prevention Association,’ said a new woman as she entered the lobby. She was younger than Charles, in her thirties probably, with vibrant red hair that hung just past her ears. Charles shuffled to the side to allow her to take the centre of the room.

      I stopped laughing and straightened myself up. It was time to get serious. ‘Julia, I presume?’

      ‘A pleasure to meet you, Eddie Lancaster. I’ve heard your name an awful lot. Especially in these last couple of days.’

      ‘I don’t mean to be rude but I’ve never heard of you before,’ I told her flatly. I didn’t have to be too polite to her, she’d kidnapped people who were important to me. That made her the bad guy. No amount of pleasantries would change that. ‘This is Lydia and Zeke.’ I indicated my companions to her. She nodded politely at each of them.

      ‘Well then, shall we begin?’ she said pleasantly and then opened the doors for us to proceed to the next part of whatever it was she had planned.
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      She led us through to a fancy conference room. A long mahogany table took up the bulk of the space. Leather chairs stood around its edges. Very corporate. A pitcher of water and four glasses was placed in the centre. She knew I was going to bring Lydia and Zeke with me. How could she have known that? Or was the number of glasses merely a coincidence? I glanced over at the red-haired woman, my eyes narrowed in suspicion. Her lip twitched in amusement and then she gestured to the table.

      She took a seat on one side of the table and we took the other. I had Lydia on my left and Zeke on my right. The doors were behind me. I liked the exit being close to hand but disliked the idea that somebody could get the jump on me from behind. Zeke obviously felt the same because he’d angled his body away from the table so he could see both Julia and the door.

      ‘So you’ve been behind everything,’ I said accusingly. ‘The trap at the research place. Katelyn’s kidnapping. Gabe’s kidnapping. The werewolf who killed me.’ None of it was a question. I knew it was her.

      ‘We have,’ she said simply. No shame, no pride, just fact. ‘The Prevention Association was created to prevent potentially severe occurrences that could change the world for the worse. We deal in statistics here. All day, every day I receive probabilities for different events and it is my job to either help them, hinder them, or let them play out.’

      ‘And this has something to do with me?’ I asked. I wasn’t controlling the aggression in my tone at all. I wanted answers and I wanted the hostages. That was all.

      She nodded. ‘When you returned to life I received a warning that your actions would lead to something monumental. I don’t know what that thing is but what I do know is that if you achieved it there is a seventy-two percent chance that you would bring about the apocalypse.’

      She let that hang over the room. The apocalypse. I’ve been accused of a good many things in the past but ushering in the apocalypse was on a whole new level. Lydia snorted.

      ‘Well that’s ridiculous,’ I said.

      ‘This guy can’t even keep himself alive for more than five minutes, he’s never gonna be able to organise the apocalypse,’ Lydia said, barely holding back laughter.

      ‘I very much doubt that he was planning on organising it,’ Julia said. ‘He will bring it about unintentionally, I am sure.’

      ‘Right, so you got this prediction and then starting scheming against me with all these failed manipulations?’

      ‘Yes,’ Julia admitted. ‘First I created the scheme with Stephen Grayling. There was a sixty-two percent chance that Stephen would win and you would be detained until the threat had passed. When you overcame those odds I returned to the drawing board. I thought that perhaps I could employ your friends to remove the threat. After the failed attempt with Grayling, the new reports showed that detaining you only had a thirty-three percent chance of negating the threat. So I decided death would be the only way to stop it.’

      ‘And what were the statistics that my death would negate the threat?’ I said, mirroring her cold, dispassionate language. The way she was talking as if I was just a number on a page to her made me want to hurt her in ways I couldn’t even imagine. She was so casually discussing arranging my death.

      ‘That’s where it gets tricky. Death almost always shows a one-hundred percent success rate. The problem is the technology we have cannot see into any realm but this one. So when forces in the Dead Realm conspire to send you back I cannot see that in my reports.’

      ‘What a pity,’ I snarled.

      ‘Quite,’ she agreed. ‘My report did show a sixty-nine percent chance that Shirley Demelza would kill you in order to save her granddaughter.’

      Lydia chuckled and I turned to her in confusion. ‘Sixty-nine,’ she explained with a childish grin. I hadn’t even noticed the number I was too caught up in the more serious nature of the conversation. I was also shocked at how high the chances of Shirley turning on me were. the important thing was that she hadn’t tried to kill me.

      I grinned childishly at the number and then turned back to Julia who was looking at us with disgrace. I wiped the smirk from my face.

      ‘You overcame the odds for a second time when Shirley chose not to betray you,’ Julia continued. ‘I had to design yet another plan. My next report showed a ninety-percent chance that letting one of my own people get captured would bring about your death. And it did.’

      ‘It brought about his death too. Was that in your report?’

      She swallowed and I saw just a hint of regret in her eyes. ‘All of the members of this association are willing to lay down their lives for the greater good.’

      ‘Oh please! The greater good. Did he know he was going to die?’

      ‘I couldn’t risk him backing out of the plan,’ she told me. There was actually no shame at all. I must’ve imagined the regret I thought I’d seen before because this woman was ice cold.

      ‘What a bitch,’ Lydia said. I was surprised that Zeke was remaining so quiet. I looked over at him and saw he was watching Julia with a cool gaze. His expression was impossible to read.

      ‘But, of course, you came back from the dead,’ Julia continued, ignoring Lydia’s comment completely. ‘There was an eighty-six percent chance that kidnapping Gabe would give me the leverage to stop you. The technology has now shown me what it is you are after, Eddie. You want the Ambrotos Dagger.’

      ‘I do. Do you have it?’ I asked, knowing full well that she did not.

      ‘No. But you will soon.’ That remark got my heart beating a little faster. ‘If you’re smart. The latest report shows a one-hundred percent chance that you will find the dagger.’

      I glanced at Lydia excitedly and she mirrored my emotion. She lifted her hand for a high five which I was more than willing to give her. Our hands slapped loudly in the air and then a burst of pain soared down my wrist. I snatched my arm away, clutching my wrist in my other hand.

      ‘Easy on the super strength!’ I scolded her.

      ‘Soz,’ she said, with a cheeky grin. She wasn’t sorry.

      ‘Don’t celebrate too soon,’ Julia said tiredly. ‘I only said you will find the dagger. The chance of you acquiring it is only fifty percent.’

      ‘Oh…’ I wasn’t sure what else to say really. That sucked.

      ‘There is also a fifty percent chance that you will die in your efforts. Either way, I win.’

      ‘How do you figure that out?’

      ‘If you die you can’t bring about the apocalypse. Even if you get sent back again you will have shown that you are unable to retrieve the dagger. You will not be a threat any longer. If you succeed then you will hand the dagger over to me or I will kill your friends. Simple.’

      I leaned forwards, a vicious expression on my face. Annoyingly it did not faze her in the least. ‘Tell me, what are the chances of me handing the dagger over to you?’

      She considered the question and then one side of her mouth lifted in a self-satisfied smirk that I wanted to slap right off her face. ‘Ninety-nine percent.’

      I sat back in surprise. Was she lying? I was going to sacrifice myself to eternal damnation to save Katelyn and Gabe. Unless I was judged to be good. Maybe the whole self-sacrifice thing would go down in my favour. Lucifer had said killing myself for everybody last time hadn’t done much good.

      ‘I want to see them. Show me my friends or I’ll never give you anything,’ I demanded. I needed to see that they were both here and alive before I agreed to any deals.

      ‘Follow me. They stay here,’ she said of my companions and then strode to the door.
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        * * *

      

      I followed Julia down the plain-carpeted hall. I noticed she was wearing some pretty hefty heals which made her stand a little taller than me. I’m not the kind of guy who gets insecure about things like that so it wasn’t a problem, merely an observation.

      ‘None of this is personal you know,’ she told me. She stopped outside a plain brown door and turned to face me.

      ‘I know. It’s all just numbers on a page to you, right?’ It might not be personal but it was cold, calculating and just plain wrong. Who was she to interfere in things?

      ‘Yes, I suppose it is. Numbers don’t lie. I follow the numbers. Everything I do is to protect the greater number.’

      ‘Have you noticed anything so far? Look back at the percentages on all your reports. All your reports showed pretty high odds that you’d stop me and yet I’ve overcome them every time. Numbers might not lie but they can be wrong. You should factor that into your next report.’

      Her eyebrows dipped slightly as she thought about what I’d said. I had a point and she knew it. She did not say anything in reply, however. Instead, she grabbed the door handle and swung the door inwards. ‘You’re friends are inside.’

      I walked in and heard the door close behind me. Julia was no doubt waiting in the corridor, listening to everything I said.

      The room was pretty nice. It wasn’t a cell or anything like a prison visiting room. Gabe and Katelyn were sitting on a very comfortable looking sofa. Katelyn seemed very content. She had a book open on her lap, her attention completely captivated by its pages. Gabe did not look so well. He was on the opposite end of the sofa, his legs curled beneath him. He was looking at the television on the far wall but he wasn’t focusing on it. His eyes were distant and red from crying. His usually immaculate blonde hair was a mess of fluff, overgrown and unkempt. He looked my way slowly, expecting to see one of his captors. His expression flew to life when he realised who I was.

      ‘Eddie,’ Gabe said in surprise. Before I knew it he shot across the room and enveloped me in his arms. Unlike Lydia, he knew how to control his strength and his hug was gentle. I returned the gesture. Hugging Gabe after everything I’d been through was like crawling into bed at the end of a long day. The duvet acts like a shield, protecting you from everything that’s gone on. The pillow eases you into a peaceful slumber. As long as this embrace lasted the tribulations I was facing did not matter.

      I heard him sniff and realised he was crying. Katelyn turned away as best she could and buried herself deeper into her book. It was the most privacy she could give us under the circumstances.

      I pulled away and looked into Gabe’s pale blue eyes that were now shiny and wet. I couldn’t believe being detained here was upsetting him so much.

      ‘Gabe, don’t worry. I’m going to get you out of here,’ I promised him. I’d never seen him so upset before.

      ‘It’s not that,’ he sobbed, shaking his head. He turned away and walked towards the sofa only to change his mind and turn back to me. ‘This place is like living in a hotel. It’s…’ He trailed off, unable to tell me what had happened.

      ‘Gabe?’ I said softly, prompting him to continue. What had they done to him?

      ‘Marty’s dead.’

      Marty was his boyfriend, another of the vampires sired from Aldric Ashworth’s blood. Marty was possibly the biggest idiot I’d ever met and I despised him, but I’d always tolerated him for Gabe. Why Gabe loved him was beyond me, but he did, and that was all that mattered.

      ‘How?’

      He jerked his head angrily at the door. ‘Them,’ he growled. His lips drew back and his nostrils flared. ‘He tried to fight them and they…’

      ‘They killed him,’ I finished. ‘Listen. We will make them pay for this. But first I need to do something for them.’

      Katelyn’s head jerked up. ‘Eddie, you can’t be stupid enough to trust these people,’ she warned me.

      ‘I don’t,’ I told her. ‘But I need to do this to get you guys out of here.’

      ‘No.’ She put her book face down on the sofa to hold her page. ‘We can look after ourselves. Whatever they want, do not do it.’

      ‘No offence, but you can’t. That’s how you ended up here. Your grandmother would never forgive me if I didn’t do everything I could to get you back to her.’

      Katelyn folded her arms across her chest and glared at me sourly. She couldn’t seem to think of a response, though, and just stood in silence.

      ‘If I had the power I’d break you both out right now but I get the feeling this building is pretty secure if they’re managing to hold the two of you.’

      ‘Ask that guy for help. Clarke, or whatever his name was,’ said Gabe. He dropped himself heavily onto the sofa.

      ‘Why?’ I asked. Clarke didn’t have the power to fight these people. He’d never struck me as much of a fighter anyway, he was basically a librarian.

      ‘He’s an Ancient,’ Gabe said as if it was obvious. Ancients were one of the oldest beings in existence. They were ridiculously powerful and almost completely immortal. The only beings known to be powerful enough to kill them without specially designed weapons were Jinn. Neither race was easy to come by anymore. A war between the races had brought them both close to extinction. Clarke had told Gabe and me all this not long before my death.

      ‘Why do you think he’s an ancient?’ I’d never gotten the impression that Clarke was any more than a sorcerer, and I’d thought he was a pretty weak one at that. Why else would he hide away in a secret room?

      ‘It was obvious. When he was talking about ancients he looked all longing and nostalgic. When I insulted them he looked offended.’ Gabe waved his hand as if he was giving me throwaway information. I suppose in the grand scheme of things it was. This information was in no way useful to finding the dagger and Clarke did not get involved in anything outside of his library. I’d only ever seen him leave the place once and that was because he had information he wanted to get to me urgently. There was no way he was going to help me now. Especially not if he thought I was going to cause the apocalypse. From everything, he’d told me last time I’d seen him he was more likely to side with Julia.

      As if summoned by the mention of her name, the door opened and Julia entered. ‘Time’s up,’ she said.

      ‘I will get you both out of here,’ I told them one last time before leaving with Julia. She led me back to the foyer where I found Zeke and Lydia waiting.

      ‘So, do we have an agreement?’ she asked me. Her voice was flat, emotionless. She was like a robot. Just crunching numbers all day long. Beep beep beep.

      I nodded reluctantly, all the while hating her. ‘We do. I’ll bring you the dagger. And I’ll promise you something else too. For the pain you’ve caused my friend, I will kill you. Go and crunch those numbers. See what your chances of survival are.’ I turned and strode out of the building like I’d just dropped the mic on her.

      The others followed and as we left Lydia looked back over her shoulder and said, ‘Bitch!’
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      We all clambered back into the motor home. Zeke’s silence was finally starting to bother me.

      ‘What’s the problem, jolly green? You’ve been silent for too long.’

      He turned to me, one eyebrow cocked most probably at the nickname I’d given him. It wasn’t the worst one I’d assigned him. I’d once called him Black Gandalf.

      ‘I don’t want to help you cause the apocalypse,’ he admitted. So Julia had gotten to him. Great.

      ‘We won’t cause the apocalypse,’ I assured him.

      ‘We still need to be careful. Listen, I agreed to help you find the dagger and I will, but I will not help you take it. And after we’ve found it you help me get the Jinn ring. Then I’m out of here. If you are going to bring about the end times I don’t want to be associated with that,’ he said. I was kind of annoyed that he was abandoning me but he was honouring the deal we’d made so I couldn’t argue. I couldn’t really blame him either. I’d turned my back on enough difficult situations in the past, and none were as difficult as potentially causing the end of days.

      ‘Pussy,’ Lydia murmured under her breath. She didn’t even disguise it with a cough. Zeke said nothing.

      ‘Let’s get to Ashford then. See what this Heavenly clerk has to say.’ Julia had already said I was going to find the dagger so I liked my chances of getting its location from the clerk. My chances of actually retrieving it were less appealing.

      Zeke started the vehicle and we were off on the road again. Whilst he drove in broody silence I pulled out my phone to call Shirley. We needed to figure out how to deal with the Prevention Association.

      ‘It’s simple enough,’ Shirley said after I’d finished updating her. ‘You get the dagger and then arrange an exchange with them. After the exchange, we attack them and take the dagger back.’

      ‘That sounds like something that could easily go wrong. They’ve probably got enough people in their organisation to stop us from taking the dagger back,’ I said into my phone.

      ‘I have all the covens in Kent at my disposal,’ she reminded me.

      ‘There is the possibility that they’ll predict this subterfuge,’ Zeke shouted at the phone. It was a good point, they did have some kind of future predicting technology. I didn’t know what they had but it wasn’t all that accurate as far as I was concerned; I’d overcome their odds almost every time.

      ‘It’s the best plan we’ve got so unless you come up with another one by the time you’ve got that dagger we’re going with mine.’ Shirley ended the call before anyone could object. Not that anybody was going to. Like she’d said, nobody had a better plan and it was a pretty good plan. As long as nothing went wrong and they didn’t see it coming.

      Julia would definitely run the numbers on the likelihood of the exchange going in her favour and she’d do anything she could to increase her odds. I just hoped she couldn’t increase them too much. Just because she tried it didn’t mean she would succeed.

      By the time we arrived at the opticians, it had long since closed. Ashford High Street was not empty, however. The bottom end of the street which seemed to be made up mainly of pubs and kebab shops was packed with people out on the town for the night. It was only early in the evening and it already looked pretty rowdy. A group of men was staggering around, shouting unintelligibly at one another whilst smoking by the doorway of a rundown looking pub.

      There was a group of girls, who frankly looked too young to drink, who were harassing a pigeon that was trying to forage through an abandoned KFC bag.

      I would’ve enjoyed watching the various groups of revellers for longer if I didn’t have a job to do. But alas, I was on the clock.

      The store was small.  A simple glass-fronted building with no alarm as far as I could see. Inside the lights were off and it was clearly empty. No staff had stayed late to do inventory or anything like that. Nobody would get in our way.

      ‘You can break this glass, right?’ I asked Zeke, looking up at him. In the dark, his hat cast a menacing shadow over the top half of his face. Only his chin was showing.

      ‘You think I’m good at breaking into places because I’m black?’ he asked in a dark voice which matched his intimidating look.

      ‘No,’ I said calmly, making sure I didn’t sound scared. ‘I think you can break the glass because you’re humungous.’

      ‘Hmph,’ he said with a small nod, seemingly accepting my reasoning. I couldn’t believe he pulled the race card on me. Outrageous.

      ‘I’m stronger than both of you,’ Lydia said. ‘But did it occur to either of you to just use magic? Less messy and it would draw less attention.’

      I suddenly felt rather foolish. I was glad they couldn’t see how red my cheeks had gone in the blackness of the night.

      ‘Actually, that had occurred to me,’ Zeke said.

      He placed his palm on the massive glass window that made up the right-hand side of the store and without making a single movement the glass vanished with a tiny pop. He jerked his head for us to enter the premises. I stepped over the window frame and into the shop. It smelled musty like a secondhand book shop which was strange for a medical place. I’d expected it to have more of a clinical smell. Once we were all inside Zeke restored the window. We both stood staring at Lydia. After a moment she raised her eyebrows questioningly.

      ‘What?’ she said defensively, looking between us.

      ‘Where’s the door?’ I asked. She was our guide for goodness sake.

      ‘Oh, right,’ she said, rapping her knuckles against her own head and laughing. She wandered off towards the back of the shop and Zeke and I followed her. She led us past a coffee machine to a simple white door at the back of the waiting area. It wasn’t hidden in the least. There was literally nothing to stop the public from wandering through this mystical door and visit the Heavenly clerk.

      ‘Hang on, I thought you couldn’t see it’ I asked her, realising that her hand was right on the surface of the door.

      ‘This isn’t the door, muppet.’ She grabbed the handle and yanked the door open. Inside was a room so small it couldn’t even be called a cupboard. An old wooden ladder that was coated in thick white dust was fixed against the wall leading up into the ceiling. ‘The door is somewhere up there.’

      ‘Great,’ I muttered. I poked my head into the cupboard and peered up into the darkness. I couldn’t see a single thing. Lydia flicked a switch behind the ladder and dim orange light illuminated the access shaft.

      I put my foot on the bottom rung of the ladder and pressed my weight into it. It seemed to hold me well enough. I glanced back at Zeke and wondered if it would take his bulk as well, he was at least twice my size in every way. His problem.

      ‘See you when you get back,’ Lydia said and backed away from the cupboard. I nodded and then started climbing.

      It wasn’t a long ladder. It only led up to the next floor of the building. I don’t know why there wasn’t a flight of stairs leading up there. I suppose that would make it too easy to get to the clerk. When I reached the top I climbed into a large empty room, coated from floor to ceiling in more of the thick white dust that was on the ladder. It was clear that nobody had been up here for some time. I stepped into the room, kicking up a heavy cloud of dust as I moved. I wafted it out of my face and had to cough some of it out of my throat.

      A hard cough behind me announced Zeke’s arrival in the room of dust. I turned to see Zeke’s hat appear just before the rest of his head. It was quite comical to see the wizard’s head protruding from the floor with a cloud of dust swirling around it. He clambered into the room in the least elegant way I have ever seen anybody do anything. He only just managed to squeeze through the square hole in the floor. His long black coat was covered in white patches of filth. I decided not to tell him.

      I saw the door at the far end of the room. It looked like it was exactly above the front doors of the shop below which meant that if it was a normal door it would open up onto the street outside. Well, a good few feet above the street anyway.

      I trod through the dust to the door and placed my hand on the cool metal handle. I could feel the hum of magic buzzing through it. This was it alright, the Heavenly clerk waited on the other side. I was just moments away from learning the location of the dagger. Then all I had to do was get it.

      ‘Ready?’ I asked Zeke who was now at my shoulder.

      ‘Ready,’ he confirmed.

      I turned the handle and stepped through the opening into… a very familiar looking room. It was small with a single antique desk in its centre. The walls were lined with bookshelves that were cluttered with old tomes from floor to ceiling. Over by one bookshelf, looking over his shoulder in our direction was an incredibly bewildered Clarke.

      The door clicked shut behind us as I felt a wave of magic pass over the room and I knew that the door was gone.

      A fist gripped my stomach and squeezed tightly. Everything about this was wrong.

      ‘Eddie, I wasn’t…’ he was unable to finish his sentence. I’d never seen Clarke in a state of shock like this. His eyes travelled to the mammoth of a man behind me and his shock turned to something else. Fear? Clarke wasn’t afraid of anything, of that I was sure.

      ‘Son of a bitch,’ Zeke growled. He walked around me to get a better look at Clarke. ‘He’s the guy who stole the ring!’ He pointed an accusing finger at Clarke but made no move to attack him. Zeke had said that the guy who’d stolen the ring had been a lot more powerful than he was. Then I remembered what Gabe had said.

      ‘You’re an Ancient,’ I said quietly.

      Clarke’s eyes moved back to me and his mouth stretched into a thin line. He nodded once. ‘I think we should have some tea,’ Clarke suggested, looking about awkwardly.

      ‘Screw the tea. Give me the ring,’ demanded Zeke.

      ‘Let us have some tea and I will explain to you why that is not going to happen,’ Clarke said. He no longer looked afraid, and his surprise was abating. He was back to his usual calm and assured self. He knew we didn’t pose much of a threat to him. An Ancient could dance magical rings around the two of us in combat. I would be no help to Zeke in a fight after all. But I was bound by magic to honour our deal.

      ‘You do know where the Ambrotos Dagger is, don’t you?’ I asked him. He’d been lying to me last time I’d come to see him. I thought he was my friend and he’d kept the truth from me knowing what it would cost me.

      ‘Oh, I bet he more than knows where it is. This sorry son of a bitch probably has it hidden wherever he put that ring,’ said Zeke aggressively. I’d never seen him lose his cool like this. After Clarke, he was one of the calmest men I knew.

      ‘Is that true?’ I asked Clarke.

      ‘Eddie, there is a very good reason for all of this,’ Clarke said softly. He was trying to calm the mood in the room. If anything he made it worse.

      ‘You lied to me.’ One step of Julia’s prophecy was fulfilled. I’d found the dagger. It was right here in Clarke’s abode. Now, I had a fifty-fifty chance of getting it from him. I just had to figure out how to beat an Ancient. To my knowledge, there was only one warlock who’d ever managed to defeat an Ancient in a fight — Nickolas Blackwood. I was nowhere near as powerful and according to the stories even Nick had had trouble. I didn’t stand a chance.

      ‘Clearly, you are both very upset and I understand that. I do,’ he assured us. ‘But before you both do something that would be monumentally fatal to your futures, please give me the chance to explain my actions to you. Then if you still wish to turn to violence then I suppose I shall have to go down that road with you.’ He walked over to the door at the back of the room and pushed it open. He looked back at us, his eyes asking us which path we wanted to venture down first.

      I looked at Zeke and shrugged. There was no harm in hearing him out. When he was done talking the dagger and ring would still be… wherever he’d put them. Maybe talking to him would reveal their location to us. I doubted it, Clarke was too clever to give anything away he didn’t want to. Although Gabe had figured out his race from little signs he’d let slip, so maybe I had a chance.

      ‘Fine,’ Zeke hissed. ‘I’ll listen. But I’m not leaving without that ring.’

      We crossed the room and went through the door. I’d been through this door with Clarke three times now, only this time I knew there was only a fifty percent chance I’d be coming out again. Even though I was a lot calmer than Zeke, I still wasn’t leaving without that dagger.
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      Zeke was reluctant to sit down. He stood over Clarke and me who were sitting in two of the comfy armchairs in Clarke’s sitting room. There was a tray of tea on the coffee table but I didn’t think anybody would be drinking it this time.

      ‘It’s going to be awfully uncomfortable if I have to keep craning my neck to look up at you. Please sit with us and make it easier for me,’ Clarke said politely.

      Zeke snorted and then swept his coat aside so he didn’t sit on it as he lowered himself into his seat. The chair made a sort of groaning sound as his massive frame landed in it. He did not remove his hat, which my mother would have found terribly offensive.

      Clarke’s eyes flicked to the teapot but he read the room and didn’t bother reaching for it. ‘I was only supposed to observe,’ he said at last. ‘I’d never been much for taking part anyway. When my kind went to war with the Jinn I wanted no part in it. But as you are aware, Eddie, war comes for you whether you want it to or not.’

      I grunted. I did know what he meant. I’d ended up going to war with Sebastian’s vampires unwillingly. I’d wanted to sit out. Sebastian wouldn’t let me.

      ‘I was one of the rare few who were spared from fighting. A representative of Heaven came to me and offered me this job. All I had to do was record observations of the supernatural world. I was to be impartial. It was perfect. It not only saved me from having to take part in that war, but it saved me from taking part in any war.’

      ‘How long have you been sitting out of everything going on in the world?’ I asked. Ancients were immortal so he could’ve been here since the beginning of time for all I knew.

      He looked off into the distance seemingly absently, but there was a lot going on behind his eyes. ‘Millennia.’

      ‘What a waste,’ said Zeke. I agreed with him. Life was not for hiding in a room writing about other people’s actions and memories. It was about making your own.

      Clarke looked at him calmly and even offered him a small smile. ‘Many people see it that way, but for so long I was happy. I was content. I love this world, you see. I love it so much. And being an agent of Heaven allows certain benefits. I was even more invulnerable with their backing. I could walk the world freely, going where I pleased. Few things could hurt me whilst I was doing the work of the angels. I had a network of portals that could take me all over the world. And I could do things. I was forbidden from getting involved in major events. I couldn’t alter anything. I could still enjoy the world. I could still make my own memories. I recorded them too. I wrote them in my own personal books.’ He stared off at the wall again, a fondness in his eyes that I recognised. Love.

      ‘I took a wife. She was the most amazing person I ever knew.’ His happiness fell away and was replaced by an accepted kind of sadness. The grief of someone who has held it for a long time. Time had healed the wound but the scar remained. ‘I never found another lover after her. I never wanted to. Nobody would ever be able to fill the void she had left. You don’t know true love until you find that person who you simply cannot bear to be parted from. Not even for a few hours. When you feel the true bite of love, that person is the only thing in all the worlds that you need. And to lose that feeling… It cannot be replaced. Not ever.’

      I thought of Ashley and how I’d felt every morning when I woke up next to her. I wondered if anybody would ever be able to take her place if I hadn’t died myself. The answer was not an easy one to figure out. I suppose that was an answer in itself.

      I could see the love in Clarke’s eyes. I could feel it radiating out of him. I could see the love between Howard and Amara when they looked at each other, when they sat together, and when they fought together. It was like a bolt of electricity that bound them to one another.

      Ashley and I did not have that. I did love her and I knew that she loved me but it wasn’t on the same level as Clarke and his wife, or Howard and Amara. Even Nickolas Blackwood had loved somebody so much he’d ripped a hole between the realms of the living and dead to bring her back to life. I hadn’t put in nearly as much effort for Ashley. Not really.

      I wanted what Clarke, and Howard, and Amara had. I wanted to feel that connection to another person. I wanted to know what it was like to have only one person in the entire universe matter to you. I thought I did know it, but now I realised I was wrong. Ashley and I could’ve had it if only we’d had more time together. One year was not enough. Our relationship had barely even gotten off the ground. It never had the chance to blossom into this thing that Clarke was describing now.

      ‘What was her name?’ I asked Clarke, suddenly I wanted to know more about his wife. I wanted to know how they met. How they fell in love. How that bond grew over time. How he proposed. How they lived together. And how he carried on after she died. I wanted to know where that love came from. I wanted to know how long it took to get there. I wanted to know how to create it.

      Clarke smiled at me and the corners of his mouth touched his eyes and made them twinkle. For a second I forgot that he’d betrayed me. ‘I don’t think I’ll tell you that,’ he said softly. He wanted to keep it to himself. His private love. Letting it out might mean he’d lose some of it.

      ‘Can we get to the part where you tell us why you started stealing things,’ Zeke growled, clearly not at all touched by Clarke’s love story.

      Clarke’s smile faded and he was back to business again. ‘After she died I went back to my life of solitude. Just myself and those who brought me their observations. Sometimes I would go out and observe for myself. But this job is not forever. The angels told me that when they hired me. Eventually, the Cosmos decides I’ve had my time and someone new has to step in. The angels just facilitate that.’ He touched a finger to the crow’s feet at the edges of his eye and smiled. And that was when I noticed.

      ‘You’re ageing,’ I said. He looked at me with grimness and nodded.

      ‘It started about three years ago. The Cosmos’ way of telling me that my time was at an end.’

      ‘But you were immortal before the job,’ I said in confusion. Even without Heaven boosting him he would never have aged.

      He shrugged. ‘Maybe I still am. Maybe once my replacement has been found I will stop ageing. Or maybe I gave up my immortality when I took this job. But that doesn’t matter. I don’t want to live forever. I’ve done everything there is to do. I lived. I loved. I want to go back to my wife. But before I do that I want to do more than simply watch. I have watched for thousands of years as people of all races have done nothing but cause carnage. Before I cross into the Dead Realm and answer for my deeds I want to do my bit. I want to do what I can to at least lessen the damage people can cause.’

      ’So you’ve been stealing powerful objects. So what, you’re going to do some grand world-saving spell?’ Zeke asked. Clarke shook his head.

      ‘You took them to stop other people from using them,’ I answered for him. He nodded.

      ‘Look at the things Nickolas Blackwood did with the Ambrotos Dagger. That thing extended his stain on the world for centuries and it gave him the power to fill the world with more evil than anyone should ever have seen. And that was just what he did with it. Think of all the people who had it before. And think of all the other devices like that one. Objects of supreme power. I couldn’t allow them to remain in the hands of people who could not be trusted to hold them. So I began confiscating them.’

      ‘Stealing,’ said Zeke.

      ‘But if you give me the Ambrotos Dagger it won’t be in the hands of anybody. I’ll give it to Lucifer and he will take it out of this realm entirely. That’s even better than hiding it, surely?’ I implored him.

      ‘Lucifer. The angel of a thousand lies. You can’t trust the Devil, Eddie. He will say whatever he needs to say to get what he wants. For all we know he could be planning to use this dagger to rebel against Heaven again. Maybe the dagger will tip the scales in his favour this time.’

      ‘How do you know all that about him? Because the angels told you? He said the stories about him, about the angels, about God, all of them are embellished or just lies. He said God isn’t even a god, he’s just another angel,’ I argued. I knew it was hopeless. Clarke was looking at me like a child arguing with a teacher. It was hopeless.

      ‘He will say whatever he needs to. Or maybe he is telling the truth. Maybe he isn’t as bad as the stories say. Maybe he’s the good guy and God is the bad one. But I don’t want to take that chance.’

      I tried another tactic. One that had worked rather well on me. ‘When you die you will go to his realm. He will decide whether you get to be with your wife for eternity. Or if you get eternal damnation.’

      ‘No,’ he said simply. ‘I’ve devoted most of my life to Heaven. Lucifer will not judge me when I die. The angels told me that when I took the job.’

      ‘Well that seems unfair,’ I grumbled. One last attempt, I had to appeal to his good-hearted nature. ‘You might get a free pass but I won’t. Without that dagger, I am set for an eternity of torture.’

      He looked at me sympathetically but again shook his head. ‘That’s not true, Eddie. Without the dagger you will be judged. As you should be. That is the way of things. Lucifer may deem you to be a good man overall and then you will be at peace even without the dagger.’ He leaned forward and placed his hand on my forearm in an effort to be comforting. It did not work. ‘There are no free tickets, Eddie. You can’t live your life however you want and then shrug it all off at the end of your days. Sooner or later you have to answer for your actions.’

      ‘Yeah, so do you,’ Zeke said, his voice growling and bestial. Then a ball of silver shot from his chair right at Clarke’s face.

      Clarke raised a hand laconically and the ball froze in the air, moments from hitting him right in the eye. The Ancient turned his head to examine the spell that had been coming his way. ‘Oh,’ he said in surprise. ‘This would have melted me from the inside out. What a barbaric spell.’ He lowered his hand slowly and Zeke’s spell vanished into the air.

      ‘I invited you into my home and you attacked me,’ he said in disappointment.

      ‘Give me the ring and I won’t have to,’ said Zeke. He was sitting erect in the chair, ready to defend himself. Fear was flickering around in the globes of his eyes. He knew he was outmatched in Clarke. We both were.

      ‘That ring is a prison for a particularly vicious Jinn. What do you want with it? The only purpose it has is to control the Jinn and I don’t want anybody wielding that Jinn’s power.’

      ‘It isn’t up to you. The ring doesn’t belong to you.’ Zeke flew to his feet and tossed another spell at Clarke. Clarke blocked it again and then rose slowly to his own feet. He stepped back so he had both of us in his line of sight. Not that I had moved at all since this exchange had begun. I did not want to fight Clarke. He was a friend. Or at least I thought he was. Would a friend really refuse to help me get into eternal bliss? All he had to do was give me the dagger. It was so simple. He’d lied to me. He’d betrayed me.

      I rose to my feet, calling magic to my fingertips. Here we were. Fifty-fifty.

      ‘So be it,’ Clarke whispered to us.
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      Zeke threw out a chain of magic and the next second I threw a stunning spell at Clarke. Despite keeping himself isolated and out of the action for so long he was surprisingly adept. Clarke allowed Zeke’s magical chain to coil around his wrist and then channeled a burst of flames into it that forced the spell to crumble right off him. He raised his free hand in my direction and my spell dissolved into his palm.

      ‘You only seek to stun me, Eddie,’ he said in surprise. ‘I appreciate your restraint.’ Magic flew out of both of his hands at Zeke and I. I threw myself behind the nearest chair and the spell sailed right over my head. Zeke protected himself with a shield but the force of Clarke’s power still made him stumble backward.

      I poked my head above the chair and tossed a couple of stunners Clarke’s way, but he defended against them without even looking in my direction. Then he threw something back that I only managed to duck away from in time.

      Zeke was muttering something under his breath that I couldn’t make out. If he was using vocalisations then whatever he was conjuring was going to be destructive. I needed to get behind Zeke. I could see his hands beginning to glow as though they were filled with fire. Before Zeke could release the energy he was harnessing Clarke hit him with twin bolts of lightning. Zeke’s whole body went rigid and he was pulled off his feet and flung into the wall. I was surprised that the plaster held against his body. Zeke immediately began to rise. If he was feeling any pain then he didn’t show it. Clarke’s brow furrowed in surprise.

      ‘Ah,’ he said, nodding in understanding. He strode forward and before Zeke could stop him he snatched the hat from the wizard’s head. A transparent wave of magic rippled over Zeke and his eyes widened in alarm. Clarke swiped his empty hand through the air and Zeke hurtled across the room, slamming into another wall. This time his whole face twisted in anguish and he curled into a pained ball on the floor.

      I raised my head over the chair and flung a hastily conjured spell at Clarke. He batted it away like it was a nuisance fly and I retreated behind cover again. Magic didn’t seem to be working on Clarke, we just weren’t fast enough to get the drop on him. But maybe surprising him with a different kind of attack would work. I grabbed the armchair I was using for cover. It took a lot of strength to lift it and I had to channel magic into my muscles to increase my strength. I spun in a circle like an Olympic athlete performing a discus throw, and then released the chair at Clarke.

      His eyes enlarged in alarm but then the chair vanished into thin air. There was now nothing between me and him. Nothing to hide behind. Nothing to throw.

      ‘Eddie—’ he began. Then Zeke rammed into him. Zeke was more than twice the size of Clarke in height and girth and with the attack coming as a complete surprise, the smaller man didn’t stand a chance.

      Clarke groaned as he was flung to the floor like he was no more than a toddler. Before he could recover Zeke grabbed his collar and flung him into the wall and this time the plaster did crack. The wizard’s attacks were relentless. He hammered fist after fist into Clarke’s face, pummelling him bloody. I would have rather been attacked magically than be subjected to that kind of treatment. It wasn’t easy to watch. It was like seeing a man slam a kitten against a wall repeatedly. Clarke was an Ancient which meant Zeke’s attacks would keep him down but they wouldn’t leave any lasting damage. That was the only thing that kept me from trying to pull him off. After all, Clarke was a friend despite this betrayal.

      The speed and aggression of Zeke’s onslaught were keeping Clarke from being able to concentrate for long enough to cast any kind of counter attack. Magic was the only hope Clarke had because there was no way he was going to overpower Zeke physically.

      ‘Go and find the fucking objects!’ Zeke roared at me, obviously realising that he was never going to keep Clarke down.

      I tore out of the room and found myself in a plain circular lobby with five doors including the one I’d just come through. I didn’t have time to diddle over which door to go through. Clarke could get the drop on Zeke at any moment. The briefest of pauses between attacks would give Clarke his window and Zeke would soon start to tire.

      I went to the first door on the left and pushed it open. It was a bathroom.

      Next door. Bedroom.

      Number three. A short hallway with two more doors in it. I glanced back at the final unopened door. It would still be there if this venture didn’t pan out, but I had a good feeling. I ran into the hall and threw open the first door. I stared at a small garden that was completely covered in snow. More snow was falling. A statue of a naked woman stood in the centre of the garden, most of her body covered in snow. I closed the door and went for the next one. A library. Not the one I usually found him in. A personal one. This must be where he kept his personal journals. All the recordings of his own life, not for the eyes of those in Heaven. I would have loved to read those books but there wasn’t time.

      I turned and headed back to the circular room. The door to the sitting room was now closed. I raced to the door on my left, the only one I hadn’t yet opened, and tossed it open. It was the bedroom again. I closed the door and looked around me. The bedroom had been on the other side before. I moved to the next door and saw the sitting room again. Zeke was shoving his knee mercilessly into Clarke’s face, but his attack had lost a lot of its vigour. I closed the door, knowing that Zeke would grow too tired to maintain the attack soon.

      The bloody place had rearranged the doorways. I opened them all again until I found the one that I had not yet looked behind. Jackpot.

      I walked into a room that looked a lot like a museum exhibition. Display stands lined the walls, display podiums were dotted around the middle of the room. There were so many items on display in the room. I walked around, examining them all briefly. There was a silver necklace with an emerald hanging from the chain. A golden gauntlet encrusted with various jewels was on one of the podiums — no it was not the infinity gauntlet. If only. Then again, maybe it was. I had no idea what any of the things were in this room.

      I carried on moving around the items. There was a spear on one of the stands, broken in two. A bottle made of black glass on another. Behind it stood several more of the strange glass bottles, in different colours. They were all beautifully crafted. Were all of these items dangerous, or were they just things Clarke wanted to preserve? I carried on through the room and saw on one of the stands a collection of different rings. Was one them the one Zeke was looking for? At the back of the room stood a massive Egyptian sarcophagus made of solid gold by the look of it. I walked towards it and then saw what I was looking for.

      The Ambrotos Dagger. The key to my salvation.

      It was held on a glass display stand, hovering above the surface of the podium. The black handle was encrusted with five rubies, each stuck on one of its five faces. I never thought I would see the golden blade again. I reached out to the dagger and felt a vibration emit from it. It was kind of like a cat purring when you stroke it. My fingers closed around it and the vibration ceased. It felt… right. This dagger belonged in my hand, I don’t why I felt that but I did.

      I drew it out from the holder just as someone entered the room behind me. I turned and saw Clarke. His face was covered in bright red blood, but his wounds were almost all healed already. He held Zeke’s hat in one hand. He approached me slowly and spoke gently as if we hadn’t just had a fight in his sitting room.

      ‘Eddie, please put that down. It isn’t yours to take.’

      ‘I need it,’ I said, trying to keep my tone quiet to match his. I didn’t want him to hear my desperation. I had the dagger in my hand, I wasn’t going to put it back now.

      ‘I don’t want to hurt you. We’re friends,’ he said. He reached me and stopped, looking at me with compassion. ‘I’ve always helped you in the past and I would help you now if I could, but I can’t.

      ‘But you can,’ I argued, my voice broke as I spoke.

      He shook his head sadly. ‘I don’t want to hurt you. But I will.’ It was strange, that was exactly what I was thinking. He placed the hat down on the stand to his right.

      Zeke lunged into the room, going for Clarke again but this time the ancient was ready. He flicked his hand and Zeke crashed into one of the podiums, items of jewellery flew in all directions as the wizard went down.

      ‘Persistent,’ Clarke said with admiration, looking over his shoulder at his fallen foe. ‘But without your hat, you're far less resilient.’

      I acted whilst he was looking away. Like a coward. I jolted forward and forced the dagger into his chest, pushing it in right up to the hilt. The feel of his body resisting my attack sickened me.

      ‘Oh!’ he cried in surprise as he turned back to me. He looked down at the dagger in his heart in shock. ‘I didn’t expect…’ Blood was oozing out around the blade.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. I could feel tears rising inside me. ‘I’m so so sorry.’ He may have betrayed me first but that didn’t make this any easier.

      He let out a sniff of laughter. ‘There’s no need to be,’ he said calmly. Too calmly. There was no pain in his voice. And he was still standing. Slowly, he reached up and grabbed the dagger. I took a fumbling step back as he eased it out of his chest. His skin knitted back together before my eyes.

      ‘This dagger was created by Ancients. It cannot be used against us,’ he told me.

      ‘No, but I’m pretty sure this can.’ Zeke rose to his feet and brandished his hand at Clarke. On his middle finger that was sticking up at the Ancient, he now wore a gigantic, garish ring. It had a dark copper band and held some kind of orange stone that was cut at an uneven angle. It was one of the ones from the collection I’d seen only moments ago.

      ‘Don’t,’ Clarke said uneasily. Scared perhaps for the first time in millennia. But it was already too late. Zeke closed his fist and the stone glowed hotly.

      Smokey tendrils eased out of the ring. The orange wisps rose into the air and connected before Zeke. The smoke expanded like foam, growing up and out, larger and larger until it was large enough to take form. A lithe, curvaceous woman stood before us. Her skin was as orange as the stone she’d poured out of. She was naked apart from an aged cloth that hung around her waist protecting what modesty she had left. Her head was shaved at the sides, or maybe it was naturally bald, and black hair flowed from the top, pulled back in a tight ponytail behind. Her eyes curved upwards at the edges like the shoes of a Christmas elf. There was no iris, nor sclera to her eyes, just two black orbs. A necklace hung around her neck, the pendant which stopped just above the crack of her cleavage was a small diamond, clear and sparking.

      ‘I have no quarrel with you,’ Clarke said to her. He placed the Ambrotos Dagger on the pedestal to his left, realising that holding onto it looked like a threat.

      ‘Nor I with you, little man,’ she said. Her voice was like a den of snakes.

      ‘Let us go and this all ends here,’ Zeke said, stepping around the Jinn so he could face Clarke.

      The Ancient considered it. He looked from the dagger to the Jinn and then to Zeke. ‘I can’t,’ he said. ‘This dagger and that creature have the potential to cause too much harm to the world. Look at the way the two of you have behaved just to obtain them. Imagine what others will do.’

      ‘Kill him,’ Zeke commanded the Jinn. Both the pendant around her neck and the ring on Zeke’s finger glowed vibrantly. The Jinn cocked her head to the side and grimaced.

      ‘As you command,’ she said.

      Clarke acted first. He unleashed a torrent of power from both hands right at her. A cylinder of golden light went straight for her. She vanished in a cloud of orange smoke which Clarke’s magic passed straight through. It hit the far wall and scorched the surface. Glowing cracks ran up and down the wall.

      The Jinn rematerialised behind Clarke. She was so close to me that I darted back like a startled rabbit. She paid me no heed and pressed both hands to either side of Clarke’s head. He screamed a truly agonising shriek as the Jinn brought him to his knees.

      I didn’t want this to happen but there was no other way I was going to get what I needed. Clarke would never allow me to take the dagger so I had to stand back and let the Jinn do her work. Clarke pulled back his scream and turned it to a cry of bestial rage. He rose to one knee, turning at the same time and then he forced all of his energy into throwing his body into the Jinn. Once again, she disintegrated into smoke and Clarke smacked straight into the floor and slid across it uselessly. He clambered to his feet and thrust out his hand to project a shield just in time. A column of orange smoke tore across the room and collided with his shield sending a shockwave through the room that knocked Zeke and I back a step.

      The Jinn materialised and stood staring at Clarke though the invisible barrier. Both prehistoric beings stood facing one another in a silent stalemate. I stepped forward and snatched the Ambrotos Dagger from the pedestal. I tucked it into my inside jacket pocket and then covered the pocket with a quick spell to stop the object from falling out, and also to relieve me of the burden of its weight. It was a bloody heavy knife.

      ‘Who are you?’ Clarke asked the Jinn as if she was somebody knocking on his door uninvited rather than somebody trying to kill him.

      ‘Call me what you wish, it matters not. To you I am naught but death,’ she hissed. She withdrew several steps and then unleashed a beam of magnificent orange power. Knowing his shield would not hold against it, Clarke dropped his defence and summoned a beam of his own. Orange met gold in a shower of radiant sparks that scattered around the room. I shimmied away from the action before an offshoot of magic could catch me and light me up like Guy Fawkes. Both parties were straining, using all the strength they had. Clarke’s teeth were gritted and his face was red and veiny. The Jinn had no veins, but her eyes were narrowed and her brow furrowed. Her hair was flapping around behind her head as the spells kicked up great gusts of wind.

      ‘Clarke let us go and we can end all this!’ I shouted above the roar of magic that filled the room.

      ‘No!’ He shouted back. ‘I will not allow—’

      Zeke stepped forward, grabbed the blade of the broken spear and tossed it at Clarke. The Ancient saw it coming and reacted with lightning reflexes. He took one hand from his attack and conjured a shield to hold off the blade. The broken shield clattered to the floor noisily. But the distraction was enough. The potency of Clarke’s attack dropped and the orange beam swallowed his gold one in a matter of seconds. Clarke had just enough time to look back at the beams of magic. His face was creased in despair that honestly made my heart bleed. Then the attack smacked him in the chest and flung him across the room like a paper bag. He hit the wall with a crack and then fell down in a heap on the floor.

      ‘Command fulfilled,’ the Jinn said emptily. Then she vanished.

      I walked towards Clarke warily, not sure what to expect. He was sitting against the wall, his skin was pale and clammy, his neat hair was flung about wildly. A small stream of blood was trickling from the corner of his mouth.

      ‘I’m so so sorry,’ I said. My throat was clogged with emotion. I squatted down to face him properly. I didn’t want to face the man who I considered a friend. The man whose death I was responsible for. But I knew I had to. It was the decent thing to do.

      He shook his head weakly and stared up at me, his eyes fading with every moment. ‘I did what…’ he abandoned what he’d been trying to say and took a deep rattling breath. ‘Be careful,’ he said and then a final breath left his lips like a soft sigh and he was dead.
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      I felt a strange prickling spread up my arm like I was being stabbed with tiny icicles. I rubbed at the flesh with my fingers but it was already fading away. Zeke chuckled as he retrieved his hat and returned it to his head.

      ‘It’s the binding spell releasing you. We’ve completed our deal now. You have the dagger and I have the ring,’ he explained.

      His words drove the truth home. The dagger was in my pocket. My mission was completed. All I had to do was take it to Malek and I could rest. But Gabe and Katelyn were still prisoners. Their lives were still in danger. I couldn’t rest until I’d rectified that.

      The whole room turned dark red like we were in some whore’s bedroom.

      ‘What is that?’ I said to no-one in particular.

      ‘Nothing good. Let’s get out of here,’ Zeke said. He grabbed my shoulder and pulled me to my feet. I slipped my hand into my jacket and felt the dagger in my pocket. It was still there. We ran.

      As we charged out of the room and into the circular hallway the whole place started to tremble as if it was going to start falling down around us.

      ‘Which door?’ Zeke shouted in urgency.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I replied. We both started throwing the doors open, frantically searching for the room we’d started in. Zeke found it and I followed him through. I tried not to look at the dried blood that was splattered all over one of the walls and the carpet. I didn’t want to think about what Clarke had just gone through. Regardless of what he’d done, he didn’t deserve to be murdered in his own home.

      We went through the next room and found ourselves in the main library that Clarke usually received guests in. Iron grills had come down to cover the bookshelves now so nobody could take them. It made sense that in times of emergency the building was designed to protect the work of the clerk.

      We barrelled through the final door and stumbled out into the upstairs of the opticians. The door slammed shut behind us, sending a vibration through the whole room that kicked even more white dust up into the air. I coughed it out of my lungs as I turned to see the door vanishing behind us. Nobody would be going to see the Heavenly clerk for a while. Nobody would be going to Clarke ever again.

      We returned to the store where Lydia was sitting at one of the desks flicking through her Instagram news feed. She looked up casually as we approached, unconcerned by our disheveled appearance. ‘Did you get it?’ she asked.

      ‘We did,’ Zeke said with a small nod. ‘Ring and dagger both.’

      ‘Great. This shit show’s finally over. I’ll tell Malek you’ve got the dagger,’ she said, rising from the desk. I hadn’t even considered this outcome.

      ‘Wait!’ I burst out before she could teleport. She looked at me, one eyebrow raised. ‘I need one more day. Please. Just give me one more day to rescue my friends. As soon as they’re free from the Prevention Association I’ll hand the dagger over to Malek and we can all go our separate ways.’ I was practically begging her not to tell on me just yet. If I sauntered off back to my eternal rest now then Gabe and Katelyn would die. Plus there was Lawrence’s wife who I didn’t really care about but I said I’d do what I could.

      Lydia thought about it. She chewed her lip and mulled things over. I knew that she didn’t like Malek and just wanted to get the job done so he’d leave her alone at least for a little while. I was hoping she liked me enough to give me an extension.

      ‘You promised not to go running off into any more pointless fights,’ she said.

      ‘This isn’t pointless.’

      She stared at me, her gaze unreadable. ‘One day,’ she said at last.

      ‘Thank you,’ I said genuinely, pressing my palms together in a gesture of gratitude.

      ‘But if it looks like things are gonna fuck up I’m taking that thing to Malek myself before you can cause any trouble. Got it?’

      I nodded and smiled at her. Like there was any risk of me losing the Ambrotos Dagger now. I’d been through hell to get the thing and my eternal fate rested upon it.

      ‘Well, I hate to break up the fellowship, but my part here is done,’ Zeke said. He took off his hat and rested it on one of the desks whilst he tidied up his wild hair. The ring was still on his finger. I doubted he would take it off now until he had to hand it over to whoever had hired him to find it. Much like I wasn’t going to let the dagger leave my possession until I had to.

      ‘You’re going?’ I said in disappointment. He was a formidable fighter and he’d be bloody useful when I faced the PA.

      ‘Our deal is done. I need to get the ring back to where it belongs before I end up losing it again. And if I were you I’d hand that dagger over to Malek now or you risk losing it again.’

      ‘I can’t abandon them,’ I said about Gabe and Katelyn.

      ‘They got themselves into this mess, you didn’t put them there. They need to do a better job of looking after themselves. If you want to risk internal damnation for them that’s up to you.’ He whipped up his hat and pulled it down over his head again. He looked like he was about to lead a funeral procession. He started to walk away and then stopped, looking back at me with a troubled expression.

      ‘Clarke had a point, Eddie. That dagger is dangerous in the wrong hands. Be careful trusting Lucifer. I don’t know if he is the Devil or if he’s just a misunderstood angel. I don’t know what he intends to do with it. But what I do know is my instinct. My instincts are rarely wrong. And this whole thing smells like some bad eggs. Lucifer sent you back to retrieve the dagger for him. Why? What’s so special about you? If the exiled angels have Nephilim working for them up here then why not send one of them to do the job? Why is she just helping you when she seems more than capable of handling this job on her own?’

      ‘Hey, don’t bring me into it. I just do as I’m told,’ Lydia said suddenly. She obviously didn’t like the implications he was making.

      ‘I’m sure you do,’ he said quietly, eyeballing her suspiciously.

      ‘I don’t know shit about Lucifer. But I know Malek. He’s shady as fuck. He probably does have some hidden agenda, but I’m not a part of it. Not knowingly anyway,’ she said hotly and I believed her.

      ‘I know you’re not,’ I told her. She gave me a small smile in thanks for my support. Zeke did have a point though. Something was incredibly fishy about this affair. I suppose I was going to find out what was going on soon enough anyway. I had the dagger. All I needed to do was hand it over and see what those exiled angels were up to.

      ‘Be careful, Eddie,’ said Zeke, and he truly meant it. He extended his hand which I took. His grip nearly crushed my palm which was minuscule when his was wrapped around it. He broke the shake and then gave Lydia a small, respectful nod. She replied with a furious glare. Understandable considering what he’d just said.

      The three of us left the store and then restored the window so it looked like we’d never been there. Apart from the dusty footprints, we’d left all over the old grey carpet. The staff would see those in the morning and blame a ghost no doubt. I wondered if ghosts were common knowledge since the Exposure. I didn’t bother to ask, I just walked in silence.

      I had the dagger right there in my pocket. The key to my salvation. Tonight I would rest, content in the satisfaction of a successful quest. Tomorrow I would kick arse and rescue my friends. At least, I hoped I would.
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      We met Shirley in the morning and headed to the exchange place set up by Julia. She’d set the terms of our meeting when I’d called her this morning. She knew I was going to trick her, but what were the percentages of my success, I wondered.

      Julia had chosen the car park at Lockmeadow. Lockmeadow was an entertainment complex with a cinema, bowling, and some other stuff. This early in the morning it was pretty empty. The car park was underneath the complex, which provided plenty of shelter from prying eyes. The dark place was pretty barren with only a few cars probably belonging to employees of the complex.

      Shirley, Lydia and I were all sitting in the car that Lydia had got from… I didn’t actually know where she’d got it. It might have been hers for all I knew or she could have stolen it. I had bigger issues to worry about.

      ‘Don’t complicate things when we’re out there,’ Shirley warned me. ‘If you let your mouth run away like you usually do then this whole thing will go sideways and you do not want to see what happens if anything happens to Katelyn. Am I clear on that?’

      ‘Crystal,’ I replied. ‘All I’m going to do is hand over the dagger and then your people are going to get it back.’

      ‘That’s right. I have a group of sorcerers waiting at the exit of the car park. When Julia tries to go through they’ll stop her.’

      ‘Group of how many?’ asked Lydia.

      ‘Five.’

      ‘I would’ve preferred more,’ I said. She commanded all the sorcerers in Kent, she could have brought a small army if she’d wanted.

      ‘I’m sure you would, but it wasn’t feasible. If I brought too many, Julia would notice them. Also, there have been too many incidents since your return. There are more police on the streets looking out for any supernatural disturbances. I have a duty to keep the peace. I can’t risk harsher laws being passed on my people.’ She wrinkled her nose in annoyance and I knew why. It wasn’t just because she had to play nice to keep her people safe, it was because keeping her people safe was now her responsibility. She never wanted a life in politics and she certainly never wanted to take over from Clara. But as I’d learned, we end up with duties we never wanted. ‘Besides, I’ve chosen five of my best.’

      A black van turned into the car park and stopped in one of the many vacant spaces not far from us. We heard the engine cut off and then waited. Nobody got out.

      ‘They’re probably waiting for us,’ Lydia said.

      ‘You need to wait in the car in case we have to make a hasty getaway,’ Shirley told Lydia. Lydia looked at the older woman in outrage at the mere suggestion of her staying behind.

      ‘My job is to look after him and make sure he doesn’t fuck up. I can’t do that from here.’

      ‘I can assure you he will be perfectly safe with me,’ said Shirley in a clipped tone. I didn’t doubt Shirley’s abilities, but I would feel a lot safer with Lydia at my side.

      ‘I’d feel a whole lot better if she was with me,’ I said a little meekly. Disagreeing with Shirley felt like arguing with your grandmother, you just didn’t do it. Shirley nodded abruptly and argued no further.

      ‘And I’m not letting that dagger too far out of my sight,’ Lydia grumbled. I shared her displeasure with this entire situation. We’d basically achieved our goal but now we were being forced to put the whole thing in jeopardy. The difference was she had no connection to the people we were trying to save.

      I got out and walked with the others toward the van. Lydia was on my left, Shirley on my right. I felt more confident knowing they were with me. One formidable sorcerer, and one super-strong, time-slowing, Nephilim.

      The front door of the van opened and Julia stepped out, gracefully lowering herself to the ground. A fat man in a black suit got out to the side and came around to stand with her. He kept a couple of steps behind her. She was confident to have come with only one guy to support her if things went wrong. Maybe her calculations had told her they wouldn’t.

      ‘Good to see you again, Eddie,’ she said, as she strode to meet us. She stopped, leaving a few feet between our groups. ‘Do you have something for me?’

      ‘You know I do,’ I replied. ‘I don’t see any hostages, though.’

      Julia snapped her fingers and the fat guy went back to the van. ‘You’re excessively large friend seems to be missing. He isn’t lurking around the corner somewhere is he?’ There was a flicker of something in her eyes and for a second I suspected she might know about the trap. It was too late to change it now, though. If her endless stream of numbers had taught me anything it was that there was always a chance things could go the other way. And my experience so far had proved that they usually went my way.

      ‘He’s gone home now. His job’s done.’ I thought about saying something about her own excessively large friend but I didn’t want to get told off for fat shaming. Plus, Shirley had warned me not to rock the boat.

      ‘I cannot say I’m not pleased.’

      The fat man slid open the side door of the van and beckoned to someone inside. First Katelyn stepped out. She stumbled a bit on the step but managed to right herself. Her hands were bound in iron cuffs, but she otherwise looked fine.

      Next came Gabe. He was not bound in any way but his eyelids were half closed and he dragged his feet lethargically like a zombie.

      ‘What have you done to him?’ I demanded. If they’d harmed Gabe in any way I would retaliate in force. They’d already earned retribution by killing Marty.  I hadn’t liked the guy but Gabe had loved him. Hurt my friend and you hurt me.

      ‘We injected him with the blood of the dead. Just to make sure he doesn’t try anything foolish. He’s been rather aggressive towards us,’ explained Julia.

      ‘I wonder why,’ I snapped back at her. Blood of the dead had the reverse effect of fresh blood on vampires. It made them weaker. It would wear off in a few hours, but for the time being Gabe would be useless.

      Lastly, a middle-aged woman with greying hair and a look of utmost terror on her face was pulled out. She too had her hands bound in iron. She must be the lying sorcerer’s wife.

      ‘The dagger?’ Julia said politely as if she were at a tea party and not a hostage exchange.

      I reached into my pocket and very carefully extracted the Ambrotos Dagger. Her pupils dilated when she saw it and her tongue flicked out to lick her lips. She reminded me of a lizard.

      ‘You can rest assured that I will put that dagger in the safest place on Earth. It will never be used by anybody to do anything.’ She sounded like Clarke. He’d died trying to keep it out of the wrong people’s hands. If he couldn’t protect it then I doubted she could.

      ‘Angels want this,’ I said waving the blade at her. She flinched away as if worried I might actually attack her. ‘Do you think you can stop them from coming for it?’

      ‘No such prediction has been placed on my desk. The only being who is after that dagger is you,’ she said. She was wrong. Obviously.

      ‘You need some better technology then.’

      ‘Give her the dagger,’ Shirley told me as if I was one of her pupils. She was probably getting nervous that I was about to jeopardise everything. She had her granddaughter in sight so I could see why she might be antsy.

      I took two steps forward and held out the dagger for Julia to take. She did not move. She looked at the fat guy and he wobbled towards me and snatched the blade up from my hand. I wondered if he had any idea what he was holding. If he did then he was an idiot to be holding it like it was no more than a common kitchen knife. He went back to the van and disappeared in the back with the dagger.

      I was already itching to get it back. This whole idea had been a mistake. Julia was going to drive away and I’d never see the dagger again. Lucifer would decide I was rotten and send me to the torture yard or wherever bad people went in his realm. Shirley’s hand gripped my forearm and pulled me out of the horrible place my thoughts had led me to. I glanced her way and she gave me a reassuring look. Or maybe it was a warning not to act out.

      ‘Thank you for your time, Eddie. I wish you all the best and I do hope you don’t embark on any more world-ending endeavours,’ said Julia with a smug smile on her face. She climbed into the van and then drove away leaving the three hostages behind.

      As soon as the van left, we all rushed forward. All except, Lydia and the sorcerer’s wife. And Gabe was too groggy to rush anywhere so he slumped himself against a nearby car. So actually, just Shirley, Katelyn, and I rushed forward.

      I grabbed Gabe and began pulling him to Lydia’s car as quickly as I could. We didn’t have time for drawn-out reunions. The dagger was out of my possession and I needed it back. I helped Gabe into the car and then strapped him in. I don’t know why I strapped him in, it just seemed like a natural thing to do.

      Shirley was removing Katelyn’s handcuffs when I turned around and the wife was standing there looking at Shirley in confusion. Once Katelyn was free, Shirley released the wife and told her to get in the car which she did without question.

      ‘Thank you,’ Katelyn said to me once I was back with them.

      ‘No problem. Shall we?’ I was eager to get the dagger back.

      ‘Relax, Eddie. My team will be arresting that woman as we speak. Come on.’ She led the way out of the car park and around the corner to where the exit was.

      There was no black van. There were no sorcerers. There were no people whatsoever. There wasn’t even any sign of a fight. Julia was gone with the dagger and I was fucked.

      ‘What the fuck?’ I said aghast. I turned to Shirley who was at a total loss for words. She was looking around as if the sorcerers might be hiding somewhere waiting to jump out with the dagger and surprise us. I really wished they would.

      ‘What exactly has happened here?’ asked Katelyn. She was completely in the dark about the plan. All she knew was she’d been rescued. It was a good day for her. An atrocious day for me.

      ‘You really fucked this up,’ Lydia growled, balling her hands into fists.

      ‘Eddie Lancaster and Shirley Demelza!’ Richards shouted as he strode into the car park. He was looking the worse for wear. His face was covered in cuts and bruises, his nose was crooked from a break and he was limping. Two men were behind him, some kind of police, or government agents I assumed. I noticed they had guns holstered at their hips, as did Richards.

      ‘What have you done?’ I yelled. I made toward him but Katelyn grabbed hold of me and pulled me back.

      ‘Don’t pick a fight with the government,’ she hissed in my ear.

      ‘I’ve done my job. I saw a group of sorcerers loitering around looking to cause some trouble so I arrested them.’

      ‘On what charges?’ Shirley said, her tone was even but demanding all the same. Richards looked her way, there was a little humility in the way he looked at her. A little fear maybe.

      ‘They haven’t been charged with anything yet. I had them taken in for questioning. With all the disturbances lately I am within my rights to arrest suspicious looking parties.’

      ‘Where were they taken for questioning?’ I asked. He wasn’t a cop anymore so I doubted they’d gone to the police station. 

      ‘Why? Are you planning to attack another government building?’ he said sassily. ‘There’s too much trouble in town. Shirley, as leader of the sorcerers you’ve been summoned to appear before a committee representing the Department of Supernatural Affairs to account for these incidents. If you refuse, then new laws will likely be passed without your say. This is your chance to try and make your case.’ He knew the right buttons to press, he knew that Shirley could not refuse her summons if it meant things would get worse for her people.

      ‘Eddie, you need to come too. Since you’re responsible for all the shit that’s gone down,’ he added.

      ‘Yeah, I’m a little busy,’ I said dismissively. I needed to get the dagger back.

      ‘If you refuse it will look bad on Shirley. Do you want all the sorcerers in the country to be angry with you?’

      It actually didn’t matter if they were angry at me or not considering I’d be dead by the end of the day. But it would mean I’d be leaving things in a much worse state for everybody who wasn’t going to die.

      ‘It would mean a lot to me if you came,’ Shirley said calmly. ‘I’m sorry that this meeting went wrong but I will do everything in my power to right this. But I need to deal with this committee hearing first.’

      ‘I don’t have time to attend a bloody meeting!’ I snapped. I brandished my tattooed wrist at her. ‘I need to get that dagger back now.’

      ‘If you don’t come, then the DSA will order armed units into Kent to stamp out the threat once and for all. Your choice,’ Richards said nonchalantly.

      ‘Go to the meeting,’ Lydia said. ‘I’ll find the dagger. Without you, there’s less chance you can fuck it up again.’

      ‘Fine,’ I relented. ‘Track down the dagger. Keep an eye on it. Don’t make any moves until I get back. Unless you have to.’

      ‘I’ll help,’ Katelyn said. ‘I won’t involve any other sorcerers though. Things are bad enough right now.’

      ‘Fair enough,’ I replied. ‘Oh, and give Gabe some fresh blood to flush the other stuff out of his system,’ I added to Lydia. He’d be bloody useful to us all if he was woken up properly.

      I turned to Richards. ‘I want your word this isn’t a trap. That I’m not going to end up in a cage or something?’

      His lip curled up in annoyance. ‘I’m not the bad guy here, Eddie.’

      ‘Well, you’re certainly not the good guy.’

      ‘You’ll be allowed to leave at the end of the meeting. It’s an official political function. Any deception could start a supernatural war. Nobody will be arrested.’

      ‘Good. One more thing, how did you know we’d be here?’

      ‘That woman, Julia, contacted me this morning and told me everything,’ he said. Julia had known about our subterfuge and she’d countered it expertly.

      With that Shirley and I followed Richards to the car he had waiting. I chuckled to myself as I climbed in the back of the Range Rover. It was my last day on Earth, I was risking eternal damnation if I fucked up, I had a limited amount of time left to retrieve the dagger, and here I was on my way to attend a meeting. Things really were fucked.
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      The meeting was in London. That should have been obvious really, that’s where the government was after all. The drive was long and pretty silent. It seemed that Richards had said everything he had to say to me the other night. Right before he’d been tossed around like putty by the vampires. He was a little bitter about that. It was hardly my fault.

      When we arrived, Shirley and I were ushered into some room where we were faced with a long beechwood table behind which sat five stuffy looking people. Not a single one of them looked to be below the age of fifty. Two smaller tables stood before the longer one. Richards showed Shirley and me to one of these tables and then he sat at the other.

      All of them eyed me keenly as we entered the room. They whispered to one another and one of them actually pointed at me.

      ‘You’re the first known resurrection,’ Shirley explained. ‘You’re quite a celebrity. We can try and use it in our favour. Be careful, Richards will try to use it to scare them,’ Shirley told me quietly so that nobody else could hear her.

      ‘Why do I get the feeling we’re not just here to answer questions?’ I whispered as we took our seats. She shot a displeased look at Richards.

      ‘This is not an interview. This is going to be more of a trial. Us against Richards. As amusing as I usually find you, Eddie, I need you to behave yourself. No antagonistic behaviour,’ she warned me. She seemed to be warning me a lot lately.

      ‘No worries,’ I assured her. There was a jug of water and two glasses on the table. I poured us both a glass of water and then took a sip of mine. My stomach was churning over as I thought about how much time we were going to waste in this room. I lifted my wrist and glanced at my tattoo. There was only a slither of sand remaining.

      There were no other people present apart from two security guards who stood on the edges of the room. The gallery behind us was empty. This was a private hearing, not something they wanted the newspapers to get hold of. The old committee people were all nattering among themselves even though we were waiting.

      ‘Can we get on with this?’ I said loudly to the panel of committee members. I didn’t have all day to kill with the government toffs.

      ‘That’s it, show us all your true colours from the off,’ Richards said smugly. Shirley peered around me and raised her eyebrow at him.

      ‘I see no problem with being eager to begin. I for one have important matters to attend back in Kent, and I’m sure the members of the committee have other government affairs to deal with. It wouldn’t be prudent for us all to sit here wasting the taxpayers' money on idle chitchat,’ she said in an authoritative tone that made several of the government officials blush.

      ‘Quite right, quite right, Miss Demelza,’ the man in the middle said. He had an impressive handlebar moustache that was no doubt there to make up for the lack of hair on his head. The name card in front of him identified him as Giles Sloughman, Chairman of the Committee.

      ‘This committee has been assembled by the Department of Supernatural Affairs to look into the disturbances in Kent. It has been put to us today to decide whether or not to put before the House of Commons a bill for tighter controls on the supernatural communities,’ he said.

      ‘An idea that I think we are in need of more than ever,’ Richards said. He glared across at me like a bully who intended to find me on the playground later and kick my head in.

      ‘Thank you, Agent Richards. We shall ask for your input when we require it,’ Wendy Chessman said. She peered over her glasses at him with a very headmistress-like look.

      ‘Well said, well said!’ Tony Adams said, clapping his hands together loudly.

      ‘Yes, yes, very good,’ said Giles. He tapped his fingers on the table as if to call silence and then cleared his throat. ‘We’re here today to—‘

      ‘Oh, you just told us why we’re here,’ Shirley snapped. ‘We are not in the House of Commons, we don’t need all the formalities and theatrics.

      Giles narrowed his eyes at her and sat in silence for at least a minute. She met his gaze, undaunted and unwilling to bend to him. Just as the silence was becoming uncomfortable he spoke.

      ‘As you will, Miss Demelza.’ He turned to Richards. ’Agent Richards, I believe you have a statement to make in favour of tighter controls on the supernatural communities. This panel would like to first hear your case then we shall put our questions to you, after which Miss Demelza and Mister Lancaster can reply to your statement, and we shall then put our questions to the two of you.’

      Richards stood up and limped into the centre of the room. ‘Agent Richards, there is no need to leave your seat, this is not a courtroom,’ Wendy told him, her voice already sounded exhausted. She seemed like an ally.

      ‘I understand that, but I want you all to get a good look at me. To see the damage that supernatural creatures have caused me.’

      ‘Creatures?’ I almost shouted. Several pairs of angry eyes flicked to me. Clearly speaking out of town was frowned upon here.

      ‘Please be respectful, Agent Richards,’ said the oldest man of the group, Donald Langford.

      ‘And we could see you perfectly fine over there. We’re not in a palace,’ Wendy added and Richards blushed, though from anger or embarrassment I couldn’t tell.

      Giles shot an irritated look around the committee table and then turned back to Richards. He’d just realised that this hearing was not going to be an easy one. ‘Please continue, Agent Richards.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Richards said gruffly. ‘As you can see I am somewhat worse for wear. This,’ he waved his hand over his own body highlighting the cuts and bruises. ‘Is the effects of the supernatural.’

      ‘And how came you to be so rudely handled?’ Donald asked completely ignoring the rule about waiting to ask questions.

      ‘The most recent injuries were from a vampire attack. And this,’ he leaned forward and pointed at the ugly black scar over his neck. ‘Was the result of getting involved with that man, Eddie Lancaster.’ He pointed right at me when he said my name.

      ‘Hang on!’ I shouted rising to my feet.

      ‘Mister Lancaster!’ Giles snapped, looking at me in alarm. ‘You will have your chance to address these claims in due course. Please be seated.’

      I drew in a furious breath, eyeballing Richards all the while. Then, very slowly, I lowered myself back into my chair.

      ‘The supernatural people are dangerous. What they’ve done to me is an example of what they can do when showing restraint. Imagine what they could do if they really wanted to hurt us. You saw what happened to Cedarstone. You are aware of the graveyard situation across Kent right now. What do you think they could be doing with all those stolen corpses?’ There was twittering along the big table at that. ‘Magic is dangerous and right now it is barely regulated. Sorcerers, vampires, werewolves and whatever else can roam about our streets doing as they please. Now that they’ve been exposed to the world they don’t even need to hide it.

      ‘This man,’ he pointed right at me. ‘died. It was all over the evening news nearly two years ago. And yet here he is! He has quite literally returned from the grave. That is how much power these people have. Is this the sort of power that should remain unchecked?

      ‘I witnessed a battle between vampires and sorcerers in Maidstone. The police could do nothing to control the situation. The streets were littered with corpses from all races by the end. Several police officers died. Their kind have no respect for the police or any government authority. What was the punishment for killing those officers of the law? There was none. If the people of this country continue to fall victim to supernatural attacks and the government does not increase controls then how long will it be until the people lose faith in their government? Maybe that’s what the vampires and the sorcerers want. They already have their own governing infrastructure. Shirley Demelza is the queen of the sorcerers in all but name. What if they’re waiting for the people to turn on the government so that they can then seize control? If you do nothing about this epidemic then soon enough the creatures of the night will be ruling the country and we’ll be nothing more than blood banks to them.’ Every face at the table was ashen. Richard’s speech was having the desired effect and from the looks of things, he wasn’t done yet. I never knew he had it in him, the ability to play politics and manipulate a situation for his own agenda.

      ‘Consider this too. The world is watching. It is watching the United Kingdom. Here, in this country, the supernatural was exposed. We are leading the world, showing them all how to handle this kind of thing. Europe, America, Asia, they’re all watching us to see how we handle this situation. They aren’t doing anything over there about their own supernatural communities. They’ve all pretended this hasn’t happened. Heads in the sand. We can either be the beacon that shows them the way or we can be the laughing stock of the world. Or even worse, we can be nothing more than a black mark in history when the monsters of the night rise up and smother us. We will become an example of what not to do.’

      He turned our way and shot us a look of triumphant satisfaction before returning to his seat. He lowered himself painfully down, easing his wounded leg carefully. Then he poured himself a glass of water and took a victory sip.

      ‘Thank you for that, Agent Richards,’ said Giles in a hushed tone. ‘You have provided us with much to think about. Does anybody have any questions?’

      ‘I do,’ Donald wheezed. The guy spoke ironically slowly considering he was the one with the least amount of time to kill. ‘What measures do you propose we take, Agent Richards?’ I glanced at my wrist again. If Donald had many more questions then I’d be dead before the meeting ended.

      ‘Police forces have already been given equipment to help them deal with supernatural issues. I know of several research facilities in the UK that have been looking at further technologies to be used for the purposes of controlling the magical communities. With full government support, this research could unlock more potential than many people realise. It could seriously level the playing field,’ Richards said. He left out the part about the illegal kidnapping of the research subjects.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ Tony said. ‘If these facilities already exist do they not already have government support?’

      Richards squirmed as he realised he’d tripped himself up. He grabbed his drink to buy himself some time to answer. ‘Yes,’ he said, nodding like a nodding dog. ‘Yes, they do have support, but there are certain things they can’t do without… more support.’

      ‘You mean research on living beings,’ Wendy said with disdain. It was clear from the set of her jaw that Richards would not win her over on this matter.

      ‘Yes,’ he said simply. ‘Existing research shows that we can neutralise magic completely but further tests are needed.’ Another lie. The technology I’d seen seemed fully functional to me.

      ‘What other ideas do you have?’ Wendy said. It was obvious from the vicious way she tossed her question at him that he’d lost her. That was one person in our corner at least. Four more to go.

      ‘Curfews. It is much harder to police magical peoples in the dark. By simply not allowing them on the streets at night it would reduce incidents more than tenfold.’

      ‘Do you have anything to corroborate that claim?’ said Tony.

      ‘I don’t have any statistics with me, no.’

      ‘Please refrain from making unsubstantiated claims, Agent Richards,’ Giles warned him, though his tone was friendlier than Wendy’s or Tony’s.

      ‘If curfews are too extreme then perhaps supernatural zones. Areas where they can go out and areas where they are restricted from entering at certain times. Places where ordinary people can feel safe.’

      ‘We’re not cattle,’ I interjected, earning me a few disapproving glares from the big table. I felt Shirley’s disapproval from beside me.

      ‘No, if you were cattle we wouldn’t be having this meeting. We’d be eating you, but instead, it is us being fed upon by your fanged friends.’

      ‘Could I remind you that the government has already outlawed feeding on unwilling humans,’ Wendy said, leaning forward to emphasise her point.

      ‘But that’s my very point, they aren’t listening. We need stronger controls to stamp out this bad behaviour for good.’

      ‘By rounding them up and putting them in designated areas? I think they tried a similar idea with the Jewish people in Germany back in the 1930s,’ said Tony. We had two on our side now. I’d been wrong in my earlier assessment, Richards was not cut out for politics.

      The questions continued endlessly but none of the other committee members turned on Richards like Wendy and Tony. Shirley and I would just have to do the rest of the work ourselves.

      ‘I think it’s time to hear the counter-argument,’ Giles said after over an hour of questions for Richards.

      ‘Eddie, why don’t you speak first and I’ll finish things off,’ Shirley suggested. I knew what she was doing. She was sending me up as a guinea pig so she could figure out how best to convince them. When I failed using whatever tactic I went with she would change things up. Richards scaremongering had worked rather well on most of the committee so our work was cut out for us.

      I stood up and walked to the middle of the floor.

      ‘There really is no need to stand,’ Giles complained, but it was too late. Richards had set the precedent.

      ‘First of all,’ I began, puffing my chest out like a lawyer addressing the jury. ‘That scar on Richards’ neck was earned in a situation in which he asked for my help. I had nothing to do with it until he involved me and had I not gotten involved the murders of over six-hundred children would have gone unsolved and more children would have died. By working together, magical people and the police achieved outstanding results.’ I looked along the table but other than Wendy and Toby nobody else seemed particularly moved. I was going to have to do better than that.

      ‘As for his most recent injuries, they are the result of a vampire attack. The vampires attacked one of the research facilities Agent Richards told us about earlier. The people there, of which he was one, had been kidnapping vampires and sorcerers and then experimenting on them against their will.’

      ‘That’s not true! The subjects there were arrested in accordance with the law,’ Richards argued, shooting out of his chair. I turned and gave him a shit-eating grin that told him he’d just fucked up. He closed his eyes and lowered himself back into his chair.

      ‘So you were illegally experimenting on these suspected criminals?’ Tony said in horror. ‘No charges, no trial?’ Richards was smart enough to stay silent.

      ‘Richards wants to scare you,’ I continued. ‘But be rational. The supernatural has existed for as long as humans have and we’ve never caused any problems before. Not major ones. If our people step out of line we have always acted swiftly to remove the threat. You don’t need to crack down on all of us because a few of us frighten you. Simply work with us to control the badness together. We will all be better off for it.

      ‘If you grant the people who ran that facility the powers they’re asking for then you will have a problem on your hands. Them. The government won’t be in control. They will. We won’t take over the country. They will.’ I nodded once to indicate that my speech was concluded and then wandered back to my table.

      ‘That was better than I expected,’ Shirley whispered in my ear. I couldn’t stop myself from beaming with pride. I don’t know why a compliment from Shirley made me so happy but it did.

      The committee was not as impressed as Shirley was. ‘I find your predictions somewhat farfetched, Mister Lancaster,’ said Giles. There were murmurs of agreement from some of the others.

      No victory sip for me.

      Shirley leaned over to whisper in my ear again. ‘It looks like I’ll have to do some scaremongering of my own.’ I wasn’t sure what she meant by that. I’d just tried to shift the fear onto Richards’ team and it had failed.

      Giles said nothing but he did let out a long groan as Shirley stepped into the middle of the floor. She cleared her throat once and clipped her heels together. The big table fell silent.

      ‘Both Agent Richards and Eddie have made some excellent points thus far. The supernatural community does pose some threats to ordinary human beings. Richards is right in that regard. These threats have always been and continue to be controlled in house, as Eddie explained. This is why we have a governing infrastructure, and I can assure that I am no queen. I was elected to my position, I did not inherit it. My job is to make sure any issues pertaining to sorcerers are swiftly dealt with. Issues with vampires fall under the master vampire’s jurisdictions, and the werewolves are governed by the alpha, and so on. Every now and then things may slip through our controls and then we work together to eliminate them. This is the system we have, and now that the Exposure has happened I propose continuing with this system and extending it to include the human population.

      ‘Richards warned you that the people would revolt if you did not try to subjugate us. I ask you to consider what will happen if you do attempt to subjugate us.’ That comment got them tittering nervously.

      ‘Are you threatening—’ Richards started but Shirley’s hand shot up and his lips knitted together, bound by an invisible thread. He grumbled from behind his lips but no discernible sounds came out. The committee watched on in horror but not one of them dared object.

      ‘I believe there is a rule against interruptions,’ Shirley reminded him. She lowered her hand but her spell remained in place. ‘If you try to subjugate us we will fight back. We will not be trodden on or given fewer rights than we humanly deserve. For we are human. We are just a different variety than you.

      ‘We are more than happy to work with the government to devise new laws to govern our people which we will uphold in conjunction with the police. But we will rule our own people and we will punish them. Your prisons cannot hold us and we will not allow our kind to be experimented on in your perverse facilities.

      ‘If you push us we will revolt and no amount of technology will ever be able to stop us. Do you think your armies can stand against a combined force of sorcerers, vampires, werewolves, fay, and things you don’t even know exist? Yes, Eddie did die, and yes he is back from the dead. Death cannot stop us, so how will you?’ She took a pause to let her words sink in. Richards had scared them with his speech, but Shirley was terrifying them. There was no colour left in Giles’ face. Donald had actually sunk so low in his chair that he was almost under the table. Even Tony and Wendy looked uncomfortable.

      ‘As for the matter of us taking over the government. We’ve had decades to do that. If that was our desire we would have done it long ago when you didn’t even know we existed. We could have taken the government by stealth. But we did not. Because we do not want to. This is an unprecedented situation we find ourselves in. Let us work together to make it work. One misstep and you risk starting a war you are not equipped to win. Richards is right, the world is watching. So tread lightly.’

      Shirley strode back to the table at an arrogantly leisurely pace. She lowered herself gracefully into her chair and then folded her hands on the tabletop. Since she wasn’t going to take a drink I decided to do it on her behalf. I filled my glass right to the top and then looked right at Richards as I took a massive victory gulp. I slammed my empty glass down on the table enthusiastically.

      ‘Any questions?’ Shirley asked.

      They had a lot.
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      For hours they asked Shirley how they could all work together to keep order without subjugating anybody. She answered all of their questions and they answered hers. Together they came up with several viable options that everybody seemed genuinely pleased with. Everybody except Richards whose mouth was still magically sealed. Nobody seemed to mind that.

      In the end, Giles said the committee would need some time to discuss everything but they felt the meeting had gone rather well and they were positive about the outcome. ‘You should hear from us in a day or so with our decision which we will present to parliament,’ he said. And then we were free to go.

      Shirley released Richards from her spell. He said nothing. He knew better than to antagonise her further, who knew what she might do next. He’d lost and he knew it.

      Before we left I turned back to him. He was still sitting at his table staring at the water. The committee had long since left. ‘Richards, if you don’t brush that chip off your shoulder you’re going to end up getting eaten alive,’ I said. He didn’t reply and Shirley and I left.

      We were well into the afternoon now and I was very conscious of the fact that my time was nearly, up. I had to get back to Maidstone.

      We got back in just over an hour. Shirley went back to her home to get the ball rolling on some of the things she’d discussed with the committee. It was a shame that she wouldn’t be by my side for the final stages of getting the dagger but she’d said I could keep Katelyn until the job was done. Apparently, she was a pretty good sorcerer. I’d find that out for myself soon enough.

      I met Lydia, Gabe, and Katelyn on the railway bridge by the river. The Power Hub was in sight. I could see three removal lorries outside which people were loading boxes and other things onto. The Prevention Association was done in Maidstone it seemed. Gabe was now back to his old self; energetic and alert. He’d tidied up his hair and was dressed in a nice shirt. Not the complete suit he usually wore, but still a lot more formal than the rest of us. When I approached Lydia and Gabe shared a look that I could only describe as shifty. The look passed so quickly I wasn’t sure if I’d even seen it so I didn’t ask about it. I had enough worries without adding any more to an already overburdened mind.

      ‘They’ve been packing up moving vans all day,’ Lydia explained. ‘We haven’t seen Julia or the dagger yet.’

      ‘I spent enough time with that woman to be sure that she will not have let that dagger leave her sight. If she’s here the dagger is too,’ Katelyn assured me.

      ‘How many people have you seen over there?’ I asked.

      ‘At least a dozen,’ said Gabe. ‘We’re not sure what species they are though. The Prevention Association recruits all sorts.’ That was interesting, I’d foolishly assumed they were sorcerers, but I suppose every species had an interest in preventing potentially cataclysmic events.

      ‘Okay then,’ I said as I considered our options. I walked along the bridge to get a better view of the people loading the lorry below. Two people were carrying what looked like some kind of Sci-fi cryogenic pod. They slid it carefully into the lorry and then headed back to the building for the next load. A man dressed all in black stood guard at the back of the lorry.

      ‘Any idea what’s in there?’ I asked. There didn’t seem to be any other guards anywhere, just the one on the lorry with the cryogenic tank in it.

      ‘I never saw anything like that when they had us captured,’ Gabe told me.

      ‘Seers,’ Katelyn said as the next tank emerged from the building. We all turned to her for further explanation. ‘These people predict things with ridiculous accuracy. They know the percentage of the likelihood for each prediction. I think they have seers hooked up to some kind of spell or device. Those tanks have seers in them. I’d bet money on it.’

      ‘Seems plausible,’ I said. I turned back to the building as a plan started to form in my head. ‘Julia has something we want, so we need to take something she wants. There’s only one guard on that lorry. We take him out and steal the seers. Then Julia will have to trade the dagger for those pods.’

      ‘There’s one guard but several other people who might be more than capable in a fight,’ Katelyn said pointing out the people loading up the lorries.

      ‘Lydia, can you freeze them, or slow them down?’

      ‘Probably,’ she said noncommittally. ‘Only one way to find out.’

      We talked through the plan as we made our way down to the loading area. If Lydia could freeze them all then nobody else would need to do anything. If not… things would probably get a little messy.

      We reached the corner and paused. ‘Ready?’ I asked Lydia. She nodded. I felt a chill pass over me as she exuded power towards the loading area. I went to peek around the building but Gabe stopped me.

      ‘My head’s a little less vulnerable than yours,’ he reminded me. He stuck his invulnerable head around and then gave us the thumbs up. ‘Not exactly frozen, but they’re not going anywhere in a hurry.’

      We all looked and saw the loaders moving items onto the lorries in slow motion. At this rate, it would take them an hour just to get a single box loaded.

      ‘Let’s go,’ I said.

      We strode with determination towards the main lorry, the one with the tanks. Lydia pulled open the door and climbed into the driver’s seat. The rest of us headed around to the back. The guard saw us as we neared and his eyes started to widen painfully slowly. I started to call on a spell to render him unconscious but Gabe got there first. He shot forwards and twisted the man’s head round, snapping his neck. Katelyn and I both stopped in our tracks at the display of aggression. The guard fell limply to the floor in slow motion, never to rise again.

      ‘Gabe,’ I said in surprise. The look on his face was purely animalistic. His eyes were vicious red dots.

      ‘These people killed Marty. They deserve it,’ he snarled. I didn’t argue. I couldn’t. I remembered the brutal executions I’d bestowed on those who’d killed Ashley. I also remember Gabe trying to stop me.

      ‘There are three tanks in here,’ Katelyn said. She was already in the back of the lorry examining the goods.

      ‘Let’s see what’s inside,’ I said, hopping up into the lorry with her.

      ‘Would it be smarter to wait until we’re farther away from here?’ There was a touch of condescension in her words, but considering she was right I couldn’t begrudge her that. I didn’t get to answer her anyway because she hit me with a blast of magic that threw me to the ground. I looked up in angry surprise and saw a shimmer of magic fly right past where my head had been seconds before and hit the wall of the lorry. I turned as she erected a shield spell.

      Lydia’s spell had worn off somehow and the Association people were all gathering outside the lorry. Gabe was standing in the entrance, fangs exposed, ready for a fight. None of the Association people were advancing.

      ‘Idiot,’ one of them snapped and slapped a young woman on the back of her head. I assumed she was getting slapped for throwing a spell into the lorry with the super important cargo in it.

      I walked forwards with Katelyn at my side. I was putting a lot of faith in her shield which was a pretty big compliment to her since I had no idea how strong her magic was. We stopped at the edge of the lorry but remained inside. I wasn’t silly enough to move away from the cargo that they were obviously too scared to risk damaging.

      ‘Where’s Lydia?’ I demanded. I shouldn’t have let her go off alone. I was too confident that she could handle herself. ‘Where is she?’ I shouted again.

      ‘Calm down, Eddie,’ said Julia. She strode around the van to join her people. A big ginger man was at her side. He had his gigantic hand around the back of Lydia’s neck. He must’ve been casting some sort of spell because she wasn’t even trying to fight him but her eyes were completely lucid.

      ‘Let her go,’ I told them.

      ‘Come out of there and I will,’ Julia replied.

      I shook my head. ‘Let her go or I’ll open one of these tanks up and destroy whatever is inside.’

      ‘Yes,’ Julia agreed. ‘There is a sixty-five percent chance that you will do that. However, we have hundreds of those pods. If you destroy one, we will kill you and all of your friends before you get the chance to destroy another. Even if you manage to destroy two you will all die. And the contents of those pods are hardly irreplaceable.’

      I glanced at Katelyn who merrily shrugged in response. Our entire plan rested on Julia not wanting to lose any of those pods. If that was not the case then we might as well just pick up our ball and leave. Only I couldn’t. Not without the dagger. My only hope was that she was bluffing.

      ‘Well, if that’s how it is…’ I said. I walked over to one of the pods and began looking for a button to pop it open. I saw a big circular green button. ‘This looks an awful lot like a button,’ I said as I reached for it.

      ‘Stop!’ Julia shouted. It was the first time I’d seen her lose her composure. She was bluffing. I smiled devilishly as I turned back to her.

      ‘Let Lydia go and then hand over the dagger. Otherwise, Katelyn and I are going to do more than press buttons.’ Katelyn went over to one of the other pods and located its button.

      I could see the cogs going behind Julia’s eyes as she tried to come up with a counter. ‘Go,’ she snarled and pushed Lydia free from the big guy’s grip. Lydia stumbled forwards, her skinny legs flailing a little. She straightened herself up and then cast an angry glare Julia’s way.

      ‘The dagger,’ Lydia snarled holding her hand out.

      Julia looked at Lydia’s palm in disgust. ‘I can’t,’ she said through her teeth.

      ‘If you don’t…’ I moved my hand towards the button again.

      Julia sighed in frustration and then beckoned someone over. A woman who had styled her entire image off Julia’s approached with a small black case. I knew the dagger was inside. I could almost feel it humming to me. Julia took the case and held it up so we could all see it.

      ‘If you want it then come out of the lorry,’ she told me. As if I was going to fall for that.

      ‘What were the predicted chances I’d walk away from this with the dagger?’ I asked her. I didn’t move away from the pod. Neither did Katelyn.

      ‘I don’t know,’ Julia lied. ‘But if you don’t come out of there then your chances of walking away period are zero.’

      ‘Enough,’ Gabe growled. He sped forwards in a blur. The blur that was Gabe collided with Julia and the case clattered to the floor. The blur stopped moving and Julia was on her back on the floor, Gabe had one hand on her throat and the other on the top of her head. One of his feet was on her stomach, driving her into the ground. ‘If anybody moves she dies,’ Gabe warned the Association who were all trained on him now. The big bloke cracked his knuckles aggressively. As if he was going to scare a vampire.

      Lydia bent down and lifted the black case from the ground. I let out a sigh of relief and moved towards the end of the lorry.  It was over. We had the dagger.

      ‘We’re just going to leave. If nobody tries to stop us then nobody will die,’ I said.

      ‘To hell with that. I promised you I’d kill you for what you did,’ Gabe told Julia.

      ‘Don’t!’ I was too late.

      Gabe raised his hand to her chin and then forced her head right the way back until it snapped right off her neck. She didn’t even have time to scream.

      The big bloke hurtled towards Gabe who ripped a chunk from his neck and brought him to the ground in the blink of an eye. The whole bloody Association then converged on Gabe and Lydia. Lydia threw the case over the crowd at me. I moved to catch it but a bolt of purple magic shot it right out of the sky. I looked over at where it had come from and saw Anya, the one-eyed necromancer marching up from the river, an army of zombies at her back. She pointed in our direction and the zombies started to run.

      ‘Fuck,’ I said.

      ‘We need this lorry moving!’ shouted Katelyn.

      I jumped out of the lorry and ran towards the case. Most of the Association were still fighting Gabe and Lydia who were holding their own pretty well. A woman went for the case and I threw a sphere of magic. The sphere hit her face and melted the flesh away. She fell to her knees screaming. Lydia’s boot shut her up.

      I snatched the case up off the floor and joined Lydia and Gabe in the middle of the loading area. The Association saw what was coming and retreated back into the building. I would’ve gone with them had Gabe not just killed their leader making them hate us even more than they already did. Katelyn remained in the lorry looking on in horror as the three of us were surrounded by zombies. They formed a circle around us but nobody advanced. They awaited Anya’s command. In one hand I gripped the case containing the dagger tightly. In the other, I produced another sphere of lethal magic. I was going to send Anya back to her grave and all her undead minions with her.

      ‘Hello again, Eddie,’ she said from behind her army. She was wise not to get too close. She knew that one well-placed spell would end it all.

      ‘Malek told you to stay away from me!’ I called over the crowd of slobbering corpses.

      ‘Malek has given me new instructions now,’ she said cheerily. ‘And I’m not the only one whose instructions have changed.’

      ‘What?’ I said in confusion.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ said Gabe. Then he punched me in the face so hard my jaw separated from the rest of my skull with an agonising crack. The case slipped from my fingers as I fell onto my back. The zombies still didn’t make a move. I looked up, the world above me spinning in whirling circles. Gabe was staring down sorrowfully.

      ‘You didn’t even knock him out properly,’ Lydia criticised, adding to my confusion. Then her boot came at me and it was lights out.
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      I woke up with a murderous pain tearing through my face. I sat up with a groan.

      ‘Easy.’ I heard Katelyn before I saw her.

      I blinked the grogginess away and saw that we were in a plain white room. Well, it had been a white room once. Now the walls were splattered with dried blood and the paint was cracked. A metal table was on its side in the corner and a few chairs were strewn about too. This was the interrogation room in which I’d been interviewed by Richards and Stephen. How and why was I back here again?

      I tried to move and fresh pain ripped through me like a whirlpool.

      ‘Easy,’ Katelyn said again, she was kneeling beside me, looking at me with concern. ‘I popped your jaw back into place and healed you as best I could, but the injuries were sustained from a Nephilim so there’s only so much my magic can do.  Then I remembered what had happened. Gabe and Lydia had turned on me.

      I nodded my understanding. ‘Do you have any idea what’s going on?’ I asked. Even though she’d fixed up my jaw it still felt weird when I moved it, like wearing a new pair of shoes for the first time.

      ‘None at all,’ she replied. The necromancer woman brought us here and locked us inside. She said no harm would come to either of us if we cooperated.’

      ‘Harm’s already come to me,’ I grumbled. I raised my wrist. I could barely see what was left of the sand now. My time was pretty much up. I’d failed. What made it worse was how close I’d come. If I hadn’t given the dagger up then I would’ve been fine. I should have listened to Lydia when…

      Lydia. Lydia answered to Malek and nobody else. If she’d attacked me then he must have told her to. If she was working with the necromancers then he must have told her to. This meant that either this was all part of the plan and my job was done. Or Malek had been working some alternative plan all along and that plan was not in my best interests at all.

      I pulled myself up despite Katelyn’s protestations. She wasn’t going to Hell in a matter of hours or less. She didn’t get a say. I practically ran over to the door, which was obviously locked, and began hammering on the metal, screaming for anybody who might be out there.

      ‘Please stop that. It isn’t going to do any good and it’s extremely frustrating,’ Katelyn said.

      ‘I’m not going to sit in here and wait to die,’ I snapped, wheeling around to face her. She flinched back a bit upon seeing the anger on my face.

      ‘I’m not saying you should. But maybe hammering on the door isn’t the best course of action. What are you going to do when they open? That necromancer has an undead army out there as well as your friends at her side.’ I didn’t like the accusatory nature of her tone, as if it was my fault Gabe and Lydia had betrayed me.

      ‘I don’t understand why they attacked me. They only met today how they could they both be in on it!’ I yelled in frustration as I stomped away from the door.

      ‘There was a moment when we were watching the Association when Lydia went to meet her boss. Gabe went with her. He said he wanted to make sure she wasn’t up to no good. I didn’t question it because I had no reason to.  But now it is fairly obvious that they concocted their scheme during that time.’

      ‘But why?’ I said far more quietly. ‘Why would Malek betray me when I was working for him the whole time?’

      ‘Exiled angels are untrustworthy by nature. They were kicked out of Heaven for a reason,’ said Katelyn.

      I heard a key clinking into the lock and a few seconds later the door squealed open. Katelyn’s hand was on my forearm stopping me from doing anything rash. I heeded her silent counsel and remained still, waiting to see what happened. Anya stood in the hall outside, many zombies were at her back. Katelyn and I were probably more than capable of taking out the zombies but Anya was a different matter. I’d only felt her magic once before when she’d trapped me in a circular barrier spell. She was strong. Maybe too strong for me.

      ‘Eddie, good to see you again,’ she said with a playful smile. The corners of her lips had started to rot. ‘Katelyn Demelza.’ She turned to her and gave her a polite nod.

      ‘Let us out of here,’ Katelyn said. It was not a request.

      ‘If Eddie behaves himself you will be home by sunrise,’ Anya said and then beckoned for us to follow her.

      ‘If what I’ve heard about you is true it doesn’t look like I’m going home,’ Katelyn said to me. I wasn’t sure if she was joking or not. Her face implied that she was not.

      ‘Come, Malek won’t wait all day.’

      ‘Malek is here?’ I said, suddenly more interested in following her. She nodded. ‘Well, I can’t wait to hear what he has to say for himself.’

      The corridors were filled with zombies. Hundreds of corpses loitered around awaiting instructions from their undead masters and mistresses. I deduced that all the necromancers had come here with their armies. If the humans had guarded the place this well then they would never have been slaughtered. No effort had been made to clean up after the vampire’s attack. Blood still stained the walls, and furniture was scattered haphazardly.

      ‘So you were working for Malek all along?’ I asked Anya. I should have seen it coming really.

      ‘Yes. My brethren and I died just like you. Malek offered to send us back to our bodies as long as we followed his instructions. He couldn’t resurrect us properly without the grace of an archangel, which he was unable to obtain. But he promised that when his plan came to fruition he would have the power to make our resurrections full and permanent. Just like yours,’ she explained. It was never good when a bad guy started giving information freely, it meant they didn’t expect you to survive much longer. Or simply that it didn’t matter because they’d already won. I got the feeling that in this case, it was both.

      ‘What were your instructions?’

      ‘Raise an army of zombies,’ she said simply.

      ‘Well, you weren’t very discreet about it.’ It was the only criticism I could think of.

      ‘He told us not to be. Then when you returned and he found out we’d crossed paths he told me that you were instrumental in the plan and that you were not to be harmed. Then when you lost the very thing he’d sent you to retrieve he told me to find you and the dagger and bring you both to this place.’

      ‘How convenient that I cleared this place out for you,’ I said.

      ‘Actually, the humans returned and tried to resume their tests. I had to purge this place again. They haven’t attempted to take residence here a third time,’ she said smugly.

      We reached the doors to the command room and Anya paused, turning in front of the doors to face us both. ‘The promise made to you is still on the table. If you do as you are told and help Malek complete his plans then you will be granted the right to pass over without judgement. If you misbehave then not only will the offer be rescinded but Miss Demelza here will be killed too.’

      ‘Just let her go.’

      ‘We will. Once the plan is completed.’ She turned to open the door.

      ‘Do you know why?’ I said quickly. I wanted to know before I had to face him again. ‘Why Gabe betrayed me?’ Lydia had to follow Malek’s orders, I understood that, but Gabe had never been anything but loyal. Betrayal just wasn’t in his nature.

      Anya looked back at me with sympathy. ‘I do not. But everyone who works for Malek does so because he has something to offer them. If Gabe has chosen to offer Malek his services it is because Malek has something of value to him.’

      Anya pulled out a security pass and swiped open the door. The metal doors slid open silently and revealed the command room which now looked a lot like a throne room — minus the throne.

      Zombies stood in orderly lines at either side of the room facing towards the centre. Several hooded necromancers stood at the back of the room behind their undead forces. On the raised platform that held the main control desk stood Malek. He needed the necromancers and zombies around him because he was powerless in this realm. He was staring intently in my direction, waiting for my arrival. To his right was Lydia, leaning on the desk staring absently at the floor. On his left was Gabe. Gabe stood formally like he was a soldier himself. He refused to look at me, his eyes trained on a part of the wall far above my head. At least he had the grace to feel guilty for his actions, I could see the strain in his eyes. On the floor in the centre of the room, next to the giant plastic cylinder, sat the black case that contained the Ambrotos Dagger.

      Katelyn and I followed Anya into the room and the doors slid shut behind us.
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      ‘Remember he’s an angel,’ Katelyn whispered urgently in my ear. It was almost like she expected me to do something antagonistic towards Malek.

      ‘He’s an exiled angel. He has no power in this realm,’ I whispered back.

      ‘True. But he does have us significantly outnumbered.’ I couldn’t argue with that. There were easily over a thousand zombies in the compound, plus necromancers, Lydia and Gabe. I didn’t stand a chance. But it wasn’t a fight I was after, just an explanation.

      Anya stopped us before we reached the black case that contained the Ambrotos Dagger. We stood in the middle of the room surrounded by dead things whilst Malek and my former allies looked down on us. Anya walked over to the black case and stayed there like a guard dog.

      ‘I think this is the part where you explain what you’ve been up to this whole time,’ I said to Malek, raising my chin aggressively in his direction. I wasn’t going to go off to my death meekly. I would be defiant.

      He lifted the top of his lip in a snarl. ‘Humans. So arrogant. So full of undeserved hubris,’ he said. ‘We never could understand why Yahweh was so obsessed with you. Of all the species in this realm, why was yours his favourite? I have always hated your kind. But none hated you as much as Lucifer did. That’s why Yahweh’s punishment stung as viciously as it did. He sent us all to a realm populated by your kind. But we relished in the task put before us. I used to think it had been an oversight on Yahweh’s part. Putting us in charge of humanity’s judgement seemed more like a punishment for you than for us. We got to judge the race that plagued the earth.’ He turned away for a moment, apparently to reminisce on the good old days. Then he turned back to me, his face twisted in disgust.

      ‘Lucifer set the rules. He decreed that we would judge humanity fairly, in accordance with the standards of our own kind. He wanted to use our punishment as an opportunity to prove to Yahweh that we were right all along. That humanity was not worth any effort. If we’d simply punished you all then it would have been spiteful and proved nothing. So we judged you fairly. But when we did deem somebody to be sinful… we had fun.’ His lips twisted into a malicious smile.

      ‘I’m not sure I have time for a history lesson. Especially not if it’s going to start with the beginning of the Universe.’ I held up my tattoo to show him how little time I had left. He looked down on me with loathing. More loathing than usual.

      ‘I know precisely how much time you have. I put that spell on you,’ he said. He stepped off the platform so he was on the same level as Katelyn and I. ‘In recent years I have started to see the wisdom in Yahweh’s punishment. By forcing Lucifer to judge the humans and listen to their tales, he hoped that it would make him more sympathetic to your trials and tribulations. He thought it would make us appreciate you more. I have only come to abhor humanity more because of it. But Lucifer has… softened.’ He said the last word with such sadness that I almost felt sorry for him.

      ‘Together, Lucifer and I plotted Yahweh’s downfall. And when he defeated us in Heaven we continued to plot in our new realm. We’ve been friends as far back as I can remember. We always shared the same ideas, the same hatred of humanity. Governing the Cosmos is about so much more than obsessing over one pathetic little race.’

      ‘Is that what all this has been about, you losing your bestie?’ I said and laughed. ‘You’re a primordial being! One of the oldest and most powerful creatures in the Universe and here you are getting all butt-hurt over something so… human.’

      His eyes flew open with hellish rage and I knew I’d gone too far. But I didn’t care. He was powerless. I stretched my mouth in a grin that was worthy of the devil himself.

      ‘Anya,’ he said slowly.

      The necromancer raised her hand lazily and a blur of purple magic knocked me to the ground. My whole body flared as if set on fire. I jammed my lips together, grunting through the pain, refusing to let him hear me scream. When the pain finally faded I took a deep breath to steady myself. I looked up and saw Katelyn offering her hand to me. I let her pull me to my feet. She asked me if I was alright with her eyes and I nodded that I was.

      ‘Next time I’ll hurt her,’ Anya warned.

      ‘Try it and I’ll kill you. And this time you’ll stay dead,’ Katelyn told her. She had the same fire as her grandmother. I smiled at that.

      ‘Are we all finished?’ Malek asked. His voice was soft but plenty deadly. Like the soft hiss of a snake; quiet and gentle but full of venom. ‘This is not about losing my friend, Eddie. This is about restoring the throne of the dead to the glory it used to bask in. Lucifer’s rule has become too lenient. It’s time for a firmer hand.’

      ‘Wait… you’re trying to depose Lucifer?’ I clarified. The twinkle in his eyes was all the answer I needed. I wanted to laugh in his face but it didn’t want Anya to hurt Katelyn so I kept quiet.  ‘How had any of this helped with that? How is me bringing you that dagger going to help with that? The Ambrotos Dagger won’t be able to kill an archangel.’

      ‘I know that,’ he snapped impatiently. ‘I cannot kill Lucifer with or without the dagger. He is an archangel and only the power of another archangel can destroy him. Why do you think Yahweh made it so we would be powerless in this realm? Because it is only from this realm that we can launch an attack on Heaven. I used to think that only Yahweh would be able to break that rule and allow us our power in the Living Realm. Then Nickolas Blackwood came along and showed me the error in my thinking.’

      ‘Oh, so you learned something from one of us tiny, insignificant humans?’ Katelyn quipped. He turned to her as if seeing her for the first time.

      ‘Do humans not study ants for science?’ he sneered. ‘Some years ago Blackwood, driven by the desires of his feeble human heart, used this dagger,’ he nodded toward the case. ‘To tear a hole in the divide between realms. Through this hole, the dead poured into the Living Realm. I sent one of my own kind through. An angel stepped into the Living Realm and his powers remained intact. Until Blackwood closed the hole again. Then his powers were stripped away. And so I began to ruminate. Being an angel I am naturally far more powerful than Nickolas Blackwood and I can bring down the divide completely. All the demons of the Dead Realm, all of the Exiled, will pour forth. Lucifer will pour forth.’

      ‘Yeah, and kick your arse back to where you came from when he finds out what you’re up to,’ I said, shaking my head at the insanity of his plan.

      Malek smiled and shook his head. ‘What do you think will happen when Lucifer steps into this realm, fully powered and with an army at his back, after months of the dead returning to the Living Realm and growing an army? Yahweh will think he is launching his attack on Heaven and smite him from existence. He will then turn to Lucifer’s second-in-command and give me the throne of the Dead Realm. Heaven can be a little slow to act at times so I’m going to need an army large enough to conquer this realm - which I will do if I have to.’ He puffed out his chest in vain arrogance. ‘Yahweh has this ridiculous notion of waiting to see if things work out on their own before getting involved. He puts too much faith in others.’

      ‘Of course, you’re overlooking the biggest flaw in your plan. You have no powers and therefore cannot break the divide. The only way to get your powers is to break the divide. Bit of a catch twenty-two,’ I told him, not bothering to hide my smugness. He was being smug so why couldn’t I?

      He walked slowly to the centre of the room. At first, I thought he was coming for me but then I saw that he was heading for the tube. He placed his palm on the plastic surface of the cylinder and smiled. I noticed then that there was a crack running down from the top of it as if something had gone at it with an axe.

      ‘Humans do have their uses,’ Malek said. ‘This whole compound was built here so that the humans could try to harness the power of Nickolas Blackwood that lies in the town above. They thought this would be able to contain said power and after you attacked them it prompted them to test it out earlier than they’d planned.’ He ran his finger along the crack. ‘They were wrong.’

      They must have turned it on when I’d been in Cedarstone. This thing had been what had called the magic away and ultimately saved my life.

      Watching Malek caress the cylinder was starting to make me feel pretty uneasy. ‘So, how does this help you?’ I asked.

      ‘This tube cannot hold the Blackwood magic but my primordial body can. I will not be powerless for much longer. Blackwood’s power will be enough to break the divide just enough for my own powers to be restored and then I will break it completely. And then… fire and brimstone,’ he said with a wry shrug.

      I looked at Katelyn and saw that she was as disturbed by all this as I was. Looking around the room it seemed that everybody present was. Only Malek was pleased with his diabolical scheme. But he had something they all wanted so they had to obey. I caught Gabe’s eye and tried to convey a single word with my expression: why? He squirmed and then looked away. I would get my answer from him before the night was done, but for now, I turned my focus back to Malek.

      ‘So what do you need me for?’ I asked. So far in his extensive speech, I didn’t factor in once. He already had the dagger so I failed to see what further use I had.

      ‘You have two uses. I cannot break the divide with my power alone. I will need a little help from an archangel and you have Lucifer’s grace running through your veins. I’m going to need that. And the other more immediate thing.’ He knelt down and opened the case to reveal the Ambrotos Dagger glistening inside it. The call of the dagger grew stronger now that it was exposed. There was no doubt in my mind that it was singing to me.

      ‘This dagger has many qualities. It is the most powerful dagger in creation and for that reason, its power is restricted. Only the one who masters it can wield its full potential. One Ancient held it for thousands of years until she gifted it to a human.’

      ‘Nickolas,’ I finished for him. He nodded.

      ‘He was its master for six-hundred years until you took the dagger by conquest.’

      ‘Huh?’ I said, sounding like the village idiot.

      ‘When you killed him the dagger recognised you as its master. When you died by your own hand you left the dagger still serving you, which was a problem. Until I convinced Lucifer to resurrect you. And now…’ He kicked the case across the floor and it landed at my feet. ‘You’re going to give it to me.’

      I stared down at the beautiful golden weapon at my feet. I was the only thing standing in Malek’s way now. There was nothing he could do. He could not kill me because then he wouldn’t be able to use me for the ritual. He needed the grace that ran through my veins. I knew next to nothing about angel grace but I had a hunch that I needed to be alive in order for it to work properly. Otherwise, why wouldn’t Malek have killed me already?

      ‘Kill me and you lose the last ingredient for your ritual,’ I told him. I reserved some of my smugness for later. I was assuming I’d get another opportunity. After all, Malek clearly wasn’t as smart as he thought he was.

      ‘If you don’t give me the dagger then I will kill her.’ He pointed at Katelyn. ‘Then I will kill her grandmother, and then I will hunt down every person you have ever so much as laid eyes upon and snuff them out of existence and then when they arrive in the Dead Realm I will make sure they suffer. So be a good little ant and hand me the dagger.’

      He had me. Hook. Line. And sinker.

      ‘Do as I command and I shall honour our agreement,’ he said more gently. Even his gentle tone was unpleasant.

      I bent over and lifted the dagger by the hilt. I felt it resonating with me. A vibration that matched my own buzzed. The dagger and I were in sync. The most powerful dagger in creation. If only I knew how to wield it against Malek. But I didn’t.

      I walked across the floor, my footsteps breaking the silence. Malek extended his palm to me and very carefully I placed the Ambrotos Dagger in it.

      ‘Is it mine?’ he asked me. His voice was oily and disgusting.

      ‘It is,’ I said reluctantly and the resonance I had felt with the blade ceased as if something had cleaved it from me. The dagger had a new master now.

      ‘Good,’ Malek grinned demonically. ‘Then let us begin.’
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      Malek held out the dagger to nobody in particular but he was holding it away from me so I guessed he wasn’t giving it back. Eventually, Lydia sighed loudly, like a teenager being told to tidy her room, and trudged over to take the dagger from him.

      ‘You could have just put it on the floor,’ she moaned.

      The back of Malek’s hand lashed across her cheek and her head whipped around. He seemed to be pretty strong even without any magic, no human could have hit a Nephilim that hard. When Lydia turned back my way I could see the red blotch across her cheek. Her eyes were watery with tears but she was doing her best to hold them in. She stared murderously at her father the dagger clutched in her hand. It was obvious that she wished what I had wished; that the dagger could kill him.

      ‘Turn this thing on,’ he said without even looking at her. He was staring at the tube intensely.

      She stomped back up to the control panel. I saw Gabe say something under his breath to her. Words of kindness no doubt. He couldn’t help but be nice. Except when it came to me apparently. Lydia hit a button and the whole room started to vibrate as the central cylinder hummed to life. There was the sound of sliding metal and then light shone down into the plastic tube. The opening into Cedarstone was now open. Whatever was inside the tube that sucked the magic inside it was affecting us all a little. I could feel a little tugging sensation deep in my stomach. Looking around I saw the necromancers and Katelyn squirming in discomfort as they too felt the alien sensation. Luckily we were on the right side of the plastic.

      There was a tremendous roar from above and instinctively I took a step away from the tube. Then fiery red magic flooded into the plastic chamber. It hit the bottom and started to fill it right to the edges and all the way up. It thudded against the plastic as it strained against the magic-proof material. Then the crack lit up.

      ‘You don’t want to let that out!’ I shouted in a panic. I’d barely survived that thing the first time and I had no intention of facing it again. All the zombies in the world would be useless against the disembodied magic in that cylinder.

      Moving in no great hurry, Malek placed his hand over the crack and stared intently at the power. His hand started to glow with the ferocity of a million fires. The glow spread up his arm towards the rest of his body as he absorbed the power. Inside the tube the magic was swirling around, seemingly struggling against Malek, but it wasn’t winning.

      Anya nodded her head towards the door and several of the necromancers headed for the exit. The zombies moved aside as they approached and then quickly closed ranks once they were gone.

      ‘Where do you think they’re going?’ Katelyn asked me. I shrugged still watching them go and wondering the exact same thing.

      ‘Nowhere good,’ I said.

      I turned back to see Malek absorbing the last of the magic from the cylinder, leaving it empty and far more cracked than it had been to begin with. Malek’s whole body was now the colour of molten lava, orange-red light radiated out from him. It looked like anything that touched him would burst into flames. The whole room stood in silence watching with bated breath. Then, gradually, the redness faded and he reverted back to looking like his normal, boring self.

      ‘Shall we have a little test?’ he said. He opened his palm and blazing fire shot up to the ceiling. Several of the zombies lurched away from him. He closed his fist and the fire vanished, leaving a giant scorch mark on the otherwise white ceiling. ‘How tempting it is to abandon my plan and simply purge this earth of humanity with fire and brimstone like the days of old,’ he said longingly.

      ‘Go on then. See how far you get,’ Katelyn said provocatively. We hoped that Heaven would crush him with its might before he’d so much as purged a single country.

      He ignored her and strode toward me. He grabbed my wrist and yanked it up to his face. I tried to pull my arm free but he was ridiculously strong. ‘We need to get moving. Your time is nearly up,’ he told me.

      The zombies herded us back into the corridor as Malek led us all back outside.

      ‘We need to find a way out of this,’ Katelyn whispered when she was sure Malek was out of earshot.

      ‘I have no idea how,’ I admitted. Malek was too powerful to defeat now. He was unbeatable even before he’d absorbed all that magic. He was an angel after all.

      ‘There is a way,’ Lydia said as she sidled up beside us.

      ‘Oh, swapping sides again?’ I snarked. Fixing her with my least-friendly expression.

      ‘I have to do as he says, remember? Don’t be a dick.’

      ‘What's your idea?’ I said. Begrudgingly accepting her excuse.

      ‘You die,’ Lydia said simply.

      I stared at her dumbly. ‘How is that a good plan? Like at all?’ I demanded.

      ‘If you die you’ll go back to the Dead Realm and if Malek is still here then Lucifer will meet you himself. You can tell him what is going on and he can stop it.’ I had to admit that it was a good plan and so simple too. Unless, of course, Lucifer didn’t meet me himself.

      ‘How do you know Lucifer will meet me? He might send somebody else.’

      ‘Nah,’ she said with a casual shake of her head. ‘You’re part of his big plan. He won’t trust anybody but Malek.’

      ‘Just one problem. If I don’t do what he wants he’ll kill Katelyn,’ I reminded her.

      ‘Do what he wants then. He only needs your blood. Once you’ve given it he won’t need you anymore. Once your part is done I’ll hold off Malek whilst you help Katelyn escape,’ she offered.

      ‘Can you hold him off? He’s got a lot of power,’ said Katelyn, looking at Lydia dubiously.

      ‘He isn’t going to keep that power. He’ll pour the power into the ritual, rendering him powerless until the ritual is completed - which will only be a matter of time after that point. Minutes or less. So you’ll have to move fast.’

      Malek wandered over to us before we could verbally agree to Lydia’s plan. We all confirmed our involvement with a subtle look of the eyes. It was stupid and suicidal but it was the only plan we had. Besides, I was dying either way, I just had to live long enough to save Katelyn.

      ‘The three of you look as thick as thieves,’ Malek said suspiciously.

      ‘We’re just discussing our mutual hatred of you,’ Lydia said in a sickeningly sweet voice.

      Malek’s cold eyes turned on her and I thought she was going to get struck again. Instead, he turned away and ordered us to keep moving. He walked with us this time to make sure we weren’t scheming. I glanced toward the back of the zombie procession we were in and saw Gabe loitering on his own out of the way. He was too cowardly to come and face me after what he’d done. If Malek hadn’t been babysitting me I would’ve gone and asked him right then.

      We arrived outside the compound and I saw that the four necromancers had joined eight more to make twelve. They were on their hands and knees inscribing strange symbols on the concrete. It was fully dark now and the full moon hung above us in the sky, casting a silver light over the area. The absence of streetlights meant I could see the stars dazzling across the night sky. It was something I never got to see in Maidstone. I wondered if I’d ever see it again.

      The zombies formed a circle around the symbols and Malek stepped inside the ritual circle. He beckoned for Lydia and me to join him which we did, albeit begrudgingly.

      ‘Watch her,’ Malek told Anya, pointing at Katelyn.

      ‘Hello again, sweetheart,’ Anya said as she moved over to Katelyn’s side. Katelyn said nothing.

      ‘The symbols are for the angels,’ Malek explained. ‘Just in case they try to intervene before the ritual is completed. The sigils will keep them out of the circle.’

      I looked down at the symbols on the floor as the necromancers finished drawing them. An idea occurred to me and if I was right then our plan was going to be at least a little easier when the time came to enact it.

      ‘What if Lucifer wins?’ I asked him out of genuine curiosity.

      ‘What?’

      ‘You’re hoping they’ll mistake all this for an attack from Lucifer. Well, if he’s here with all the exiled angels and all the demons and the angels come down from Heaven and they have a big fight… I mean there’s a chance Lucifer will win, isn’t there?’

      Malek stared at me flatly before chuckling quietly. ‘Lucifer will be in too much shock to lead a battle charge. The archangels will not hesitate to attack him. Especially if Michael leads them. And if Lucifer by some miracle does win, then I will convince him that I wanted that all along and he will leave me the Dead Realm when he ascends the throne of Heaven.’

      ‘You’re so sure he’ll lose, aren’t you?’ I said in disbelief. How could he have such little faith in his supposed best friend?

      ‘He has grown too soft to win. That was evidenced when he agreed to allow you to bypass judgement. Something I will never do in my rule.’ And there it was, the Freudian slip. The truth he didn’t want to reveal. He had no intention of honouring our deal which meant that the deals he’d promised everybody else were invalid too. His word could not be trusted.

      I said nothing. I looked him straight in the eyes and lifted my eyebrows to convey my point perfectly. His mouth opened slightly as he realised his mistake.

      ‘After you of course. I am an angel of my word and I will honour all deals I have agreed to,’ he said loudly so all could hear. It was too late, though, they’d already heard what he’d said before.

      The necromancers finished their work and stood up slowly. I heard a few bones creak and crack and I shuddered. Then the necromancers stepped into the circle with us.

      I looked around at the hundreds of zombies surrounding us. There were so many that they simply disappeared into the darkness and I could not see where their numbers ended. I had no idea how I was going to get Katelyn through all of them.

      ‘When Nickolas performed this ritual he did so in a graveyard to be closer to death where the divide would be weaker. I brought death to the ritual,’ Malek said smugly. I really wanted to watch his flesh burn from his angelic body. ‘Let’s begin.’ He nodded to Lydia.

      ‘Lay down, Eddie,’ she said forcefully. I turned to her and she nodded. The Ambrotos Dagger was in her hands. I complied with her instructions, trusting that she was going to help me when the time came.

      She knelt down beside me and pushed up my sleeves. ‘This will hurt but Lucifer’s grace will keep you alive,’ she said. It was the first time I’d heard her speak gently. She was like a nurse comforting her patient.

      ‘Aren’t you going to take his grace?’ I asked.

      ‘Some. Whilst you have blood in your veins it will contain his grace,’ she said. ‘It’s magic like that,’ she added with a playful smile. I was going to miss her when I was dead.

      ‘You better not take it all then,’ I warned.

      ‘A deal’s a deal,’ she said. Then she sliced my arm open from elbow to wrist. She did it so suddenly that I couldn’t stop myself from screaming. Her hand was on my chest holding me down before I could attempt to rise. I commanded my magic to heal my wound but it did nothing at all. I couldn’t even diminish the pain.

      ‘I’m sorry, ‘ Lydia said, her voice pained. Then she cut open my other arm. I lay on the floor, tears streaming down my face almost as fast as the blood ran from my veins all over the concrete. Malek’s grinning face only added to my pain and torment. As my blood flowed the pain faded and soon my arms were completely numb. My whole body was numb in fact. The world was rotating slowly around me. Lydia offered up the dagger to her father who took it by the hilt and moved away from me. She leaned down and whispered in my ear.

      ‘Don’t pass out or it’ll all be over.’

      I forced my eyes to stay open and tried desperately to focus on something. Anything. I had to stay awake. I needed to get Katelyn to safety before I left this realm. I owed it to Shirley.

      Despite not wanting to I turned my head and watched Malek. He knelt on the floor to my side. Delicately, like it was a baby, he lowered the dagger into the pool of my blood and rested it there. Then he placed the palm of his hand next to it, getting the sticky red substance all over himself. My loathing for him was so great that I didn’t even want him touching the blood that had left my body.

      He channeled his magic into my blood and once again his hand glowed red, then his body did. This time the effect was reversed and he poured the magic out of him and into the blood. The Ambrotos Dagger shined hotly, taken by the spell, and it began to rise of its own accord. It hovered blade down above the ground, my blood dripping from its glowing point as it rotated in the air. My blood was glowing with the power too. Even in my current state, I took a moment to appreciate how majestic it looked. Malek was muttering something under his breath, his face twisted in concentration. I could feel the air growing stuffy and full as the magic rose up all around us. Then the final ebbs of the Blackwood magic left him and a shockwave blasted outwards from him and the dagger. The twelve necromancers dropped like sacks of rocks, their spirits leaving their bodies yet again. Like a ray of sunshine, most of the zombies that filled the area around us began to fall too. With the necromancers who’d raised them gone, they were gone too. Only those raised by Anya remained which was still in triple digits, but there was now plenty of gaps to run through.

      ‘Ah,’ Malek said with satisfaction, his eyes focusing on something to my left. I rolled my head over to see what it was. A tiny purple spec was floating in the air, like a spark or a firefly.

      ‘The gateway,’ he explained. That will grow into a portal soon enough and when it does…’ he didn’t need to finish. We all knew what was going to happen. The portal was about a hundred feet outside the ritual circle.

      Lydia who was still kneeling by my side took my hand. She looked down at me and mouthed a single word. Siphon. I furrowed my brow, asking if she was sure. She nodded.

      ‘Just a bit,’ she clarified. She knew I was too weak to move. The only way I was going to be able to get up was if I stole a bit of her strength. Lucifer’s grace had healed my wounds but the blood loss had weakened me too much. If only I were a vampire I could just tuck into… Actually, most of the people around me were dead so there weren’t many I could tuck into.

      I gripped Lydia’s hand as much as I was able and began to siphon. I’d barely started sucking power from the Nephilim when I felt back at full strength. Sensing this she snatched her hand away before it drew Malek’s attention. I wondered how energetic and powerful I’d feel if I siphoned all of her power.

      ‘So, you’re back to being powerless now, right?’ I asked as I struggled to my feet. When I say struggled I mean I pretended to still be too weak to manage much movement. I had to keep the pretense going.

      ‘Not for long,’ Malek said, looking down his nose at me.

      ‘Long enough,’ I replied. Then I unleashed bolts of lightning that struck his defenceless body and carried him right off the ground. He was thrown back until he hit the edge of the circle. The symbols on the floor which were designed to stop angels from passing through, glowed gold as he hit the edge of the circle. As I suspected they also stopped him, an angel, from getting out.

      Everyone stood in dumb shock, too surprised to do anything. I pulled back my magic and Malek crashed to the ground, his clothing smouldering from my attack. His groan of anguish was the most satisfying sound I’d heard since my resurrection.

      Katelyn shook off the shock first. She turned and blasted some vicious spikey ball of magic into Anya that sent the necromancer crashing into a pile of her own zombies.

      ‘Go,’ Lydia said absently, her eyes were on her father. ‘I’ll keep him.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I said and then ran.

      I ran out of the circle blasting fire at the zombies and forcing them to clear a path. Those who didn’t move were incinerated. If there’s one thing that always works on the undead it’s fire. Katelyn followed me as we charged through the ranks of Anya’s undead. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Lydia and Anya fighting whilst Malek screamed in frustrated rage from the ritual prison of his own making.

      ‘This has gone a lot better than it thought it would!’ I panted as I saw the guardhouse ahead. The remains of the chainlink fence were sagging uselessly into the road.

      ‘Don’t jinx it!’ Katelyn snapped.

      As we reached the guardhouse I saw headlights further down the road. They were so far away that they were little more than pinpricks in the darkness. As they neared I saw there was more than one set. A lot more than one.

      ‘That can’t be good,’ Katelyn said and stopped running.

      ‘The trees,’ I said. It was our only option.

      ’Stop!’ Gabe yelled. I turned and saw him walking toward us slowly. He was wary of me now. wary of both of us. He might be almost unkillable but he was still facing two powerful sorcerers who could inflict a lot of damage on him.

      ‘Argh!’ I cried as a burning pain seized my wrist.

      ‘What is it?’ Katelyn asked, approaching me in concern.

      I raised my wrist to see what the hell was going on and saw that my tattoo was now bathed entirely in purple light and was flashing like a warning signal. My time was up and I had failed to get Katelyn to safety.

      ‘Gabe,’ I said, struggling to get my words out through the pain. ‘Just let her go. Help her. Malek can’t—‘

      The purple light vanished and I felt my energy fly out of me like a sheet in the wind. I fell to my knees, the world dancing around me. Darkness fluttered over my vision and once again I died. This time for good.
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      I didn’t appear in the waiting room like I had all the other times I’d died. I arrived flat on my back on the cold floor of the throne room. I lifted my head and saw that the room was empty apart from Lucifer who was sitting on his throne of light staring down at me, his eyes were pure fire.

      ‘So the lift was just for show then,’ I said. I knew the lift thing was just a sham.

      ‘Tell. Me. Everything,’ he said, his voice felt like a thousand swords cutting into me. I climbed to my feet, no longer feeling any of the pain of my injuries, or of the burning tattoo. Looking at my wrist I saw that my tattoo was completely gone. That didn’t seem fair. I’d paid for that.

      ‘Well…’ I said as I approached the throne, and then I told him everything. By the time I was finished both his hands were balled into tight fists and his head was leaning on one heavily, contemplating how to respond.

      ‘Malek thinks I’ve gone soft? How wrong he is about to feel.’

      ‘So, you’re going to stop him?’ I asked. Lucifer seemed to be in no hurry to get moving. It was as if he hadn’t heard me when I’d told him that Malek had already completed the ritual and a portal was opening between the realms.

      ‘Stop him?’ he lifted his head and looked down at me in faux confusion. ‘Oh no. I can thwart his plan simply by doing nothing. The treaty with Heaven states that they can do nothing to me so long as I remain in this realm. If I pass through the breach to stop Malek I will be playing right into his hands. My brothers in Heaven will put a stop to this pathetic and misguided scheme.’

      ‘But he’ll just tell them you told him to do it!’ I protested a little too loudly. The lord of the dead raised his eyebrow at my insolence. ‘Sorry,’ I added quickly.

      ‘He can tell my brothers what he likes. They still cannot move against me whilst I remain here in this realm. Even if I had sent an army to the Living Realm I still would not be in breach of the treaty. Only by marching on Heaven would I be liable.’

      ‘Malek will tell them that was your intention,’ I argued as respectfully as I could.

      ‘Intentions warrant neither punishment nor reward. Only actions do,’ he said simply.

      I had only one course left and it was a risky one. It would draw his ire onto me rather than Malek but if the plot wasn’t stopped, then people I cared about would die. Malek would go on a rampage through Kent until the angels came down to stop him. He might even go further than Kent. It depended on how long it took Heaven to step in.

      ‘This makes you look weak,’ I said. His burning eyes found me again and I gulped loudly. I’d started now and had to finish. ‘If one of your subordinates has gone against your wishes and launched an attack in your name how does that make you look? You’ll look even worse if you don’t stamp out this insubordination. You’ll be proving Malek’s point.’

      Lucifer raised both his hands and I flinched into myself, expecting an attack. Instead, he brought his palms together and clapped in patronising slowness.

      ‘Bravo, Eddie Lancaster. You truly are the grandson of Nickolas Blackwood if you think you can manipulate me. I invented the tactic.’ Surprisingly he actually smiled and shook his head. ‘But I have to admire your courage in trying. And, you do make a good point. Punishment must be metered out for this act of treason.’

      I smiled, glad I’d gotten away with it. In my relief, I got a little too cocky. Story of my life. ‘It’s kind of ironic, isn’t it? You betrayed Yahweh when you were his right-hand man and now yours has done the same to you.’

      His smile fell away like ashes from burning paper. Mine vanished in quick succession.

      ‘How. Dare. You?’ he growled, exposing every tooth in his mouth. ‘You impudent…’ he drew in a deep breath and closed his eyes as he struggled to calm himself down. When he opened his eyes again his anger had been replaced by a sinister kind of smugness. ‘Since you think it so important that Malek be stopped, you can stop him.’

      ‘What?’ I said nervously. I must have misheard him.

      ‘Yes. You. That way I have done something about this act of treason. I’ve sent one of my subjects to put an end to it. Meanwhile, I will watch how things play out and learn exactly who else crosses the divide to stand with Malek. Each and every traitor will answer for his or her actions.’

      ‘I’m not really equipped to kill an angel,’ I told him. He obviously already knew that.

      He rose from his throne and began descending the steps of the dais as if he had all the time in the world. He sauntered over to me smiling like… well, the devil.

      ‘I didn’t tell you to kill him. I told you to stop him. You’ve always been resourceful, Eddie. And as you told Julia, you always overcome the odds. Do it one more time as if your immortal soul depended on it.’ He leaned in close and whispered, ‘Because it does. And besides, if you use that brain of yours, slow though it is, you’ll realise I equipped you with everything you would need when this all began.’

      I had nothing to say back to him. There were no words to convince the devil to reconsider.

      ‘Now, what was it you’re used to? That signature gesture of yours?’ He raised his hand in front of my face and snapped his fingers together.

      And just like that, the throne room was gone.
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      I was right back where I’d died. I lifted my head off the road and looked around in the darkness. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust but then I saw Gabe lying on the ground, his eyes closed and a thin stream of what looked like blood flowing away from his head.

      ‘Gabe,’ I said softly. Traitor or not, I still cared for him.

      ‘He’s not dead. Yet.’ Katelyn said from behind me. I pulled myself onto my knees and turned to see the sorcerer leaning against the guardhouse. Her palm was glowing as she healed a wound on her neck.

      ‘What are you still doing here?’ I shouted at her lividly.

      ‘I don’t know if you’ve noticed but the forces of Hell are forming up just over there,’ she said, pointing in the direction of Malek and his army.

      ‘You were supposed to get to safety!’ I told her. The one good thing I’d wanted to do was make sure Shirley’s granddaughter was safe and now I wasn’t even going to achieve that.

      ‘Nobody is safe whilst Malek and his minions are here.’ She finished healing herself and stood up straight, raising her chin defiantly, at me.

      ‘What do you think Shirley would say about you being here?’

      ‘I cannot think of a better place for my granddaughter to be,’ said Shirley. My head snapped around and I saw Shirley striding out of the darkness. I could see more shapes moving in the darkness behind her and my heart picked up speed with excitement.

      ‘About time!’ A voice above us shouted. I looked up and saw a slender man with dark hair and delicate translucent wings that glowed with golden radiance. A fay. ‘We were starting to think we'd be fighting this battle alone.’

      The trees to either side of us rustled and then swarms of fay flew out and cast golden light across the whole road. I saw Shirley’s face clearly, her jaw was in grim determination. Behind her stood all the sorcerers of Kent. Every sorcerer from every coven was standing with their Dynast. Hundreds had come to stand against Malek and force him back into the realm he’d come from. Maybe I would be able to complete the task Lucifer had set for me after all.

      ‘Oh my god,’ I said weakly. My legs were woozy with gratitude. I couldn’t have asked for better than this. I’d never expected even one of them to come.

      ‘I would’ve thought all this might have taught you not to blaspheme,’ Katelyn said playfully. That playfulness would vanish quickly enough when the fighting began.

      ‘You didn’t think we’d leave you on your own did you?’ Shirley asked. ‘That lot is a threat to us all. I’ve worked hard to fight off the government and I’ll be damned if I’m going to let a bunch of inbred monsters led by a delusional angel with a god complex ruin it for me.’

      I looked out at the sorcerers again. There were hundreds of them. Three hundred, maybe four hundred. But I wasn’t sure if it would be enough. Malek was opening the gates of the Underworld and I had no idea how many were going to come marching through. Probably thousands. I shook my head sadly, knowing that I had to stop her from killing her people.

      ‘Shirley, you can’t fight. If you do then your people will be wiped out completely. There’ll be no sorcerers left in Kent.’

      She snorted. ‘First of all, I didn’t ask your permission. Every one of my sorcerers would rather die than let that rabble run roughshod over us. And second, we didn’t come alone.’

      I felt the air kick up a breeze to my side as someone shot past me with vampiric speed.

      ‘Hello again, Eddie,’ Howard said. He was leaning on the guardhouse, his arms folded, grinning at me as if he’d come to a party rather than a battle. His dark hair was tied behind his head where it wouldn’t fall into his eyes. ‘I’ve been itching for a fight.’

      ‘You only had one the other day,’ I said.

      ‘He gets restless easily,’ Amara said as she appeared at his side. More and more vampires appeared on the road, forming ranks with the sorcerers. A few hundred turned into many hundreds and it looked like our odds were improving. Especially with the fay who were circling around overhead, lighting the area. If only I had access to The Prevention Association’s technology.

      ‘How are you alive?’ Katelyn asked. ‘I watched you die.’

      ‘Lucifer sent me back to stop Malek. If I fail, I get an eternity of hell,’ I explained, trying to keep my tone light.

      ‘What do we do with him?’ she said, nodding at Gabe.

      I turned and saw the blonde-haired vampire was up on his feet and staring with terror at the army that now stood before him.

      ‘Eddie…’ he said in a whisper.

      Then came the thud of footsteps as Malek’s army approached. The buzzing of voices from the sorcerers and vampires fell into silence as the enemy approached. Each step the opposing force took sounded like a fresh wave of thunder growing ever closer. Finally, shapes emerged from the darkness as the ranks of zombies stepped into the light. I could see the purple glow of the necromancers in amongst their troops. When Malek had opened the gateway they must have returned to life. Anya was standing confidently at the front, leading the charge. When she saw me her lips started to curl into a smile that quickly vanished when she saw that I was not alone.

      ’Not what you were expecting?’ I asked her, stretching my arms wide to show off the army at my back.

      She raised an eyebrow and then shrugged, jerking her thumb over her shoulder.

      Then I saw the newcomers. Behind the row of zombies stood what I could only assume were demons. They stood a little taller than the average human. Their skin was a mottled green-grey colour and they were covered in yellow, pus-filled boils. They were just the ones on the left. To their right stood another class of demon. These ones looked more traditional. Dark purple skin that looked as hard as concrete and huge, pointed horns that twisted out of their heads.

      ‘Get ready!’ Howard shouted like a true military general. The vampires and sorcerers moved into position ready to fight.

      Then we all heard movement in the sky above. Beings flew to the front of the enemy ranks. There were less than a hundred, which was a relief. They were angelic in their beauty. Vast wings stretched out from their bodies and those were not so beautiful, they were leathery and black like those of a bat. The exiled angels. The ones Lucifer had vowed to punish. They would be doubly exiled soon.

      ‘Without angelic power, we won’t be able to kill the angels,’ I told Katelyn, Shirley, Howard, and Amara. If we kill the necromancers the zombies will fall too. Then all we have to worry about are the demons.’

      ‘Thank you, Eddie, we know how necromancy works,’ Shirley said giving me a patronising pat on the shoulder.

      ‘The aim is the Ambrotos Dagger,’ Katelyn said. ‘We need to remove it from the ritual site.’

      ‘Why?’ I asked. The dagger had no value anymore.

      ‘The dagger is holding all the portals open. Remove the dagger and the ritual will break. The necromancers will all die again, except Anya. Most of the zombies will go with them. The angels will be rendered powerless, and… well, I’m not too sure about the demons but it will definitely weaken the army considerably. Without the gateway open we can be sure that anyone we kill will stay dead.’

      ‘You’ve got a smart granddaughter,’ I told Shirley.

      ‘I don’t breed idiots,’ Shirley said back. She looked at Katelyn fondly, perhaps for the last time.

      ‘You never know, Heaven might decide to intervene before things go too far,’ I said, although I didn’t believe they would. The silence I received from the others told me they didn’t hold hope for any divine intervention either.

      ‘Where is this Ambrotos Dagger?’ Howard asked.

      ‘Behind Malek’s army,’ I told him and watched his face fall.

      ‘Well, that will be easy enough to take.’

      ’Barely an inconvenience,’ I said in a lame attempt at sarcasm.

      ‘I must say I am pleased,’ Malek’s voice rang down on us loudly as if he were speaking through a megaphone, although none of us could see where he was in the sky. ‘You’ve all come to me here and now so I can kill you immediately. It will make decimating the rest of this cesspit of a place that much easier.’

      Shirley looked up into the sky with utter disapproval. ‘I’m going to do what your mother should have done a long time ago,’ she told him.

      ‘Somebody bring me her skin,’ snarled Malek.

      Anya raised her hand and pointed our way. The zombies began to lurch forward. Every sorcerer in the front line glowed as they conjured magical attacks into their hands. None of us needed to use them. Several furious growls rang out from the surrounding woods and packs of werewolves leaped out of the trees and pounced on the advancing undead. Teeth and claws chomped and slashed, dismembering the zombies before they could reach us.

      ‘KILL THEM!’ Screamed Malek and his whole army charged forwards with a bestial roar. Our own army screamed right back at them and we all ran forward to meet them.

      I’ve been in a fair few fights in my time, hell you’ve seen most of them, but nothing could have prepared me for an open battle like this one. As soon as our two armies collided the blood flew wildly around us. Blood, bone, flesh, it all went in every which way and from both sides. The air was thick with magic. Spells flew about lighting up the area. I cast bursts of fire at the zombies surrounding me, burning them down before they could reach me. I couldn’t cast huge amounts of fire because I’d end up taking out my own comrades. Somebody to my left exploded and their eyeball hit me in the cheek. Getting hit in the face with an eye is enough to make any man want to sit out. But I didn’t. I fought on. I had a goal. We all did. We needed to break through Malek’s lines and reach the dagger. A task that looked worse than impossible.

      ‘I’ve got an idea,’ Shirley said. She and Katelyn arrived at my side, all three of us with hands full of magic. She never got to tell me her idea.

      Something that looked like a giant red, hairless gorilla flung itself our way. We all dove away from one another just as it landed where we had been standing. It beat its massive fists into the ground and the concrete cracked in all directions. The creature tipped back its head and roared before delivering another smash into the ground. The cracks deepened and grew wider.

      Shirley pulled herself up with more speed than a woman her age should’ve been able to and flung a flat disk of red light at it. The disk caught the gorilla-demon on the forehead and sliced right through, carving the top off like a pumpkin. The demon’s eyes slackened and it let out a sad little cry before falling face first to the floor. The impact of its body on the ground caused the whole earth to shudder.

      ‘Now then—’ Shirley said right before a tentacle shot out of the madness and carried her away into the battle. The last thing I saw was her hammering spells into the tentacle ferociously.

      ‘Shirley!’ I got to my feet and bolted after her but Katelyn stopped me.

      ‘Trust me, she’ll be fine. Our objective is the dagger,’ she said. It was a coldness I hadn’t expected but she was right. This was a battle and I couldn’t look after everyone. And Shirley was more than capable of holding her own in a fight. Even with a… well I didn’t know what that thing was.

      A spell took Katelyn in the chest and flung her into the battle behind me. I went to go after her but one of the plague-ridden demons stepped into my path. It opened its mouth and thick, lumpy vomit spewed out, dripping to the floor heavily.

      ‘Oh, you are nasty,’ I told it.

      It opened its mouth in a perfect O and then projectile vomited right at me. I threw myself to the side just in time and the stream of sick missed me by a hair’s breadth. A tiny fleck landed on my sleeve and the leather sizzled angrily as the spew burned a hole in it. I wiped the vile stuff off and then tossed a lethal ball of magic at the demon. It didn’t have time to defend itself.  My spell hit it in the stomach and tore a hole right through. To my utter disgust a torrent of maggots fell out like a waterfall and the demon fell to its knees, gargling as it dropped. Then a whip of fire lashed through its neck and its infectious head went tumbling away. As its body collapsed into a puddle of pus, I saw one of the horned demons standing behind it.

      ‘Wow, killing each other now?’ I said, trying to keep my composure.

      ‘He was worthless,’ the demon growled. Its voice was like boiling water.

      I tossed another lethal ball but the new demon batted it away with its fiery whip. Then it lashed the whip my way and it bounced off the shield that I just managed to erect in time.

      ‘Magic,’ he said with disgust. Then it dropped the whip and ran at me. Black claws flew out of its fingertips. The claws slashed through my shield and I ran backward away from the frenzied monster. I’d never seen anything cut through a shield with its claws before. I acted on instinct and brought both hands up, calling all the magic I could. A beam of pure purple power flew into the demon and it exploded into a ball of flames.

      I fell panting to my knees. I’d survived two demons in quick succession. I needed a timeout.

      ‘Can I get you a Kit-Kat?’ Katelyn shouted as she strode out of the fighting and yanked me back to my feet. ‘You can sit down when we have the dagger.’

      The two of us ran forwards. A werewolf charged in front of us, a severed arm in its jaws and then vanished into the fray. A horde of zombies came at us but then a fiery whip shot out of the sky and turned them to ash where they stood. Katelyn and I stopped as one of the angels lowered himself to the ground before us, black wings spread out to hold any attackers at bay.

      ‘So you’re the warlock that’s been causing all the stink as of late,’ he said ponderously, looking at me as though trying to figure out what was so special about me.

      ‘And you’re nobody of any consequence,’ I shot back with a sweet smile. Katelyn chuckled. The chuckle was a step too far. His eyes flashed her way dangerously.

      ‘No consequence?’ He raised his hand palm up and twisted his fingers into claws. The ground started to vibrate and a great rumbling grew beneath us. Then the concrete exploded and we were all tossed about fifty feet in either direction. A torrent of magma was shooting up from the hole in the earth, a massive tower of it stretching up into the sky. Great blobs of the boiling substance were flinging about, incinerating friend and foe without discrimination. Screams of burning agony filled the air. The magma stopped flowing and fell back into the earth but not before scorching a few more people to death.

      I climbed back to my feet, one whole side of my body was aching already and the fight had only just started. Parts of the floor were still sizzling where the magma had landed. I ran forwards searching for Katelyn but I couldn’t see her anywhere. I hadn’t seen her die so I had to hope that she had survived the magma attack. I reached the edge of the crater and looked over. The hole ran down for what looked like thousands of miles and deep down below was the pool of magma that had just killed countless people.

      ‘Do you still consider me to be of little consequence?’ The angel said as he landed by my side. I turned to face him, still shaking after the attack.

      ‘What the fuck?’ was all I could say.

      ‘Your last words?’ he said with disappointment. He raised his hand, his fingers glowing with power.

      I launched a bolt of purple lightning at him but it bounced harmlessly off his shield. He laughed as if I’d tried to tickle him. Then he lashed out with magic that burned hotter than any fire on Earth. I hit the ground hard, dirt flying up around me. The pain lashing through my chest pinned my back to the floor. I was unable to move.

      ‘You are the one of no consequence,’ he said. He raised his hands to deliver the killing blow which I was completely unable to defend against.

      ‘No!’ Gabe screamed. He charged out of the chaos that raged around us and whacked into the angel with his entire body. The angel stumbled to the side and before he could regain his balance he tumbled into the chasm which he had opened in the Earth. He screamed as he fell and then his magic released me and I knew that he was dead.

      I climbed to my feet, my eyes never leaving Gabe. I wasn’t going to give him the chance to jump me again. He swallowed hard but at least he had the courage to look me in the eyes now. Some grotesque thing that was made of purple slime lunged at me and a blast of magic turned it to pulp. Some of these creatures weren’t even worthy of existence.

      ‘Explain yourself,’ I commanded, turning back to Gabe.

      Gabe looked down in shame. He knew there was no explanation that could justify his actions. ‘Malek promised that if I helped him he would give me Marty back.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said. That was something I could understand. I’d been offered a similar deal. Only I hadn’t needed to betray anybody to fulfill my end.

      ‘I never wanted…’ He took a deep breath and then raised his eyes to meet mine. ‘It doesn’t matter what I wanted. All that matters is what I did. I betrayed you and I am sorry. I will take whatever punishment you decide I deserve.’

      A zombie lunged Gabe’s way and he tossed it into the chasm without even glancing its way.

      ‘You really love that idiot, don’t you?’ I asked him. Here was yet another person who was experiencing love on a level that I never had and now never would. He nodded. ‘I’m not going to punish you, Gabe. You lost the love of your life. You’ve been through enough.’

      His face crumbled and tears wove down his cheeks. ‘But I’m still so sorry for betraying you. Eddie, you have to know I love you. You mean so much to me. You’re family. Can you forgive me? Not now, but maybe one day?’ he asked. It tore me apart to see him like this and every bit of anger I’d felt for him was gone, like grey clouds being chased away by the sun.

      ‘Forgive you?’ I repeated incredulously. ‘Gabe you carried me through my darkest time and kept me going when no-one else could. If it hadn’t been for you I would never have survived losing Ashley. There’s nothing to forgive.’

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. He opened his arms for a hug which was entirely inappropriate on the battlefield but I found that I couldn’t refuse him. And I’m not even a hugger.

      The body of a werewolf flew through the air and collided with Gabe before I could reach him. Werewolf and vampire bounded sideways and both flew into the pit.

      ‘No!’ I screamed and flung myself after my friend. My hand found his just in time and I managed to stop him from falling to his death. It was a shame I couldn’t save myself as I too slid over the edge. I groped about trying to get purchase on something, anything. Then another hand closed on mine and I looked up into Katelyn’s filthy, blood-stained face. Her teeth were bared as she struggled to hold us both.

      The heat from below was unrivalled. It was like standing next to the sun. I could feel Gabe slipping through my sweaty fingers as we both dangled over the deadly magma that was eagerly waiting to devour us. I poured magic into my limbs and increased my strength as much as possible but it wasn’t enough. Katelyn screamed as she tried to haul us both up but she was not strong enough.

      ‘I can’t do it,’ she said. She shook her head. ‘I can’t lift you both.’

      ‘You have to,’ I said with a trembling voice.

      ‘I. Can’t,’ she enunciated each word for emphasis. ‘We need to stop Malek. You need to stop Malek. What’s more important?’ I knew what she was getting at but I was not going to do it. I would not sacrifice another’s life. Especially not the life of somebody who had been through more than any twenty-three-year-old should have to go through.

      Her arms were starting to shake with the effort of holding us both. I closed my eyes and squeezed fresh tears out.

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Gabe softly. His words called up to me like a gentle song. The last lyrics in a tragic ballad.

      ‘Gabe,’ I said as I looked down at him. His pale blue eyes were shiny and wet. There were so many emotions in them and there wasn’t time to read them all.

      ‘I’ll find my way to Marty.’ He nodded his consent to me but that didn’t make it any better.

      ‘I can save you,’ I lied. I couldn’t even save myself.

      ‘You already did. I was nothing until I met you. I owe my life to you, Eddie. Let me pay that debt. You need to save the world.’

      ‘I’m sorry.’ My words carried down to him and he closed his eyes in acceptance. His fingers slackened in my hand. I was the only one holding on now. I opened my hand and watched him fall. He didn’t scream, he didn’t cry, he just fell. Dignified until his last. The magma below ate him up in seconds.

      With the additional weight gone, Katelyn pulled me out of the pit and I landed, a snivelling wreck, on my hands and knees, my entire body shaking with the grief and guilt of having just killed my best friend.
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      I looked around for Katelyn but she was gone, vanished into the chaotic fighting around me. A burst of explosions shook the earth to my left and sent a shower of body parts cascading all over the place. I looked around me and got my bearings before heading off in the direction of the Ambrotos Dagger. As I ran I saw several zombies fall lifelessly to the ground and knew that one of the necromancers had been taken out.

      I strode on, casting spells at zombies and demons to clear them out of my way. Everybody was charging around lashing out at anything that got too close. The entire area was filled with smoke, magic, and blood. The smell was not something I ever wanted to experience again.

      I walked right into an invisible wall. I took a step back and reached out with my own magic to get a feel for the barrier spell that was blocking my path. I’d felt it before. Anya.

      ‘I wasn’t sure if I’d see you on the battlefield,’ she said from the other side of her handy barrier. ‘I thought maybe you’d die before you made it this far. I see your friends are no longer by your side.’

      ‘They went to kill some of your friends,’ I replied. ‘Are you going to hide behind this barrier or are you going to face me properly?’

      She tipped back her rotten head and cackled. ‘Eddie, you don’t even have the power to break through my barrier spell. We both know you don’t have what it takes to defeat me.’

      I snarled and flung an angry volt of magic at her barrier. The air between us flashed purple as my magic dissipated against hers. She laughed again. She was enjoying herself.

      I saw Howard emerge from the fighting behind her. He raised a finger to his lips and winked at me. I kept my focus on Anya, determined not to give away the sneak attack.

      ‘Were you this cowardly when you were alive?’ I asked her casually.

      The humour dropped from her expression. ‘You think I’m a coward? You hide behind your friends.’

      ‘My friends stand by my side. There’s a difference.’

      Howard ran forwards but Anya felt the breeze that his speed kicked her way. She turned and whacked him with a spell that held him in place mid-run. ‘I gave you the chance to—’

      I flung my magic at her barrier which crumpled now that she was no longer concentrating on it. She turned back to me, her eyes wide with alarm and that was all Howard needed. His hands came up and tore her head from her neck in a single movement. Her body collapsed as did most of the zombies around us.

      ‘What an ugly woman,’ Howard said and flung her head into the crowd.

      ‘Thanks,’ I said with relief.

      My relief was short lived. A gang of horned demons stalked towards us with malice in their black eyes. There was no end to the onslaught. I prepared a spell but Howard shook his head.

      ‘You have a job to do. I’ll deal with these,’ he told me.

      ‘Can you handle them alone?’ I asked, glancing back at the horde coming our way. He was good but he wasn’t that good.

      ‘He’s never alone,’ Amara said as she appeared at his side. The pair fell into each other’s arms and their lips locked in a sickening display of affection. Both of their faces were covered in the filth of battle but that didn’t seem to matter to them.

      ‘Guys!’ I shouted. They really needed to time their romance better. This was hardly the time, nor the place.

      They broke their embrace and then leaped into the approaching demons, eager for a fight. I didn’t think I’d ever understand those vampires but I had to smile at them. They knew what they were living for. It was admirable.

      I moved further into the battle, searching for the dagger. Zombies. Zombies were all around me. I had no idea where they’d come from but they were now completely surrounding me and converging on me fast. I searched about for the necromancer who was controlling them but could see nothing but corpses. In just a few seconds they’d be pulling me apart or feasting on my flesh. Or both. I let my frustration build up inside me. I tapped into my grief for Gabe and fuelled my anger with it. All of it, every iota of emotion was channeled into my power and I screamed in a truly primitive fashion as I let it all out. Fire soared out of me in a spiral roasting every zombie within a mile radius.

      I cut a path through the flames and ran, heading in what I hoped was the right direction. I came out the other side and saw it. The ritual area. Lydia was still inside what used to be the circle. Her hands were bound behind her back with what I assumed was an enchanted rope. The dagger was still floating in the air, rotating slowly, its golden surface slick with my blood which was now glowing pinkly. That was weird.

      The problem was all the bloody demons between me and the dagger. My army was fighting them but there was still no easy way through. I saw a werewolf pounce on a nearby demon and tear into its throat. And I had an idea.

      It was a stupid idea. A dangerous idea. But I did it all the same. Tonight was a night for dangerous and stupid actions.

      I ran at the wolf letting out a shrill whistle as I did. The werewolf’s head snapped up, glowing yellow eyes squinted at me.

      ‘I need a ride!’ I shouted, hoping it could understand me. Without waiting for permission I grabbed its neck and swung myself onto its back. The wolf growled menacingly at me but I ignored it and pointed at the dagger. ‘Get me there and this battle will be over!’ I told it. It listened.

      The wolf charged forwards and together we soared through the demons. The wind blew my hair back as we charged across the battlefield and I felt like a true warrior riding into battle on the back of a wolf. I bet I looked fucking awesome. I tossed out a few spells, downing my enemies when I could. I have to say of all the modes of transport I’ve taken wolf-riding is by far the best.

      Except for flying. Flying beats everything. But since I was never going to be able to fly again, wolf-riding gets the win.

      The wolf skidded to a halt and I tumbled off its back and rolled across the floor landing right in front of the dagger.

      ‘Look who came back,’ Lydia said as if she wasn’t sitting there watching the biggest battle of her life. How could she remain so cool all the time?

      I got up and began working on the ropes that bound her. I had no idea what they were made of but it was not anything I’d come into contact with before. Despite looking like ordinary rope it had a metallic texture to it and yet it was so light.

      ‘Any chance you can freeze this lot or slow them down at all?’ I asked. I already knew the answer.

      ‘If I could I would,’ she said. ‘Why are you here and not fighting. There’s nothing I can do to tip the balance, mate.’

      ‘Don’t take this the wrong way but I didn’t come here for you,’ I told her. Once she was free I went over to the dagger which was hovering at my eye line. ‘Why is my blood glowing like that?’

      ‘Because its full of Lucifer’s grace and it’s now powering a fucking massive spell.’

      I looked at the portal that now stood about twenty feet away. It had been little more than a spark when I’d been here last. Now it was a massive arched doorway about fifty feet tall and bordered by sparkling purple flames.

      ‘Lucifer’s grace,’ I said slowly, thinking back to what Lucifer had said in his throne room. ‘Could the grace of an archangel be used to kill an ordinary angel?’ I asked.

      She tipped her head to the side as she thought about it. ‘Yeah, probably if it was combined with a powerful enough weapon.’

      ‘How about the most powerful dagger in existence?’ I asked her. We both smiled.

      ‘What the fuck are you waiting for?’ she said. And quite right too.

      Then something hit me. I don’t know what it was but it felt like a giant sledgehammer collided with my chest. I was sent sprawling across the ground, my clothes getting covered in my own sticky pink blood that was still all over the floor. When I finally stopped moving I managed to pull myself onto my hands and knees but everything was spinning around me.

      ‘Irritating creature,’ I heard Malek hiss. He was standing in front of the dagger. His eyes were glowing with orange heat and giant black wings were stretching out from his back. Lydia was over by the doors to the building lying unconscious on the tarmac.

      A hand gripped my arm and someone was pulling me to my feet. I looked into the face of Katelyn. She’d found her way here too. Another hand was on my back. I turned to Shirley who had survived the tentacled demon. She had cuts all over one side of her face but otherwise, she looked fine.

      ‘Shall we?’ she asked with the utmost politeness. The three of us turned to Malek. It was time to kick this angel's arse.
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      The three of us strode forward as one, fists glowing with magic. I had no idea how to hurt an angel but I was about to find out. Malek flapped his wings and took to the sky. As he flew toward us Shirley flicked her hand upwards and a ripple of power spread across the sky like a net. The second his wings came into contact with her spell, Malek shrieked and his wings recoiled into his body. The angel thundered to the ground kicking up a cloud of dust as he landed.

      The three of us spread out to encircle him as he rose to his feet. His lips were drawn back in a vicious snarl.

      ‘You petty, pathetic little people,’ he snapped. He curled his fingers into a fist and a sword sprung into his grip. There was no blade, it was made of pure fire. ‘I’m going to enjoy killing you.’

      He swung his sword at me and I jumped backward only just getting out of the way in time. Shirley threw a spell and he swung his sword around in a swift movement and knocked the spell away. Katelyn ran at the angel, what she was planning I did not know but she didn’t manage to enact it. One of his wings flapped up and sent her flying through the air. Clearly, they were still useable.

      I summoned lightning to my hands and channeled my magic at him. He brought his sword up and my magic connected with the flames. The flames flared with purple light as his sword defended against my attack. I could feel the sword sapping my energy.

      ’Shirley!’ I shouted through my teeth. She needed no prompting.

      Shirley threw lightning of her own, magnificent and green, at the angel. The forks struck him right in the back and he arched backward howling in pain. I increased the power of my attack and his sword was flung out of his grip and extinguished on the ground.

      Malek recovered fast. He pointed his fingers at me and crippling pain filled my every nerve bringing me crashing to my knees. I couldn’t concentrate on a single thought, the pain was so great. My jaw dropped and an anguished whimper tumbled from my lips. Malek zoomed towards Shirley and in the blink of an eye had his hand around her throat. He lifted her up off the ground. Her legs dangled helplessly below her as she attempted to fight him. Her hands were clutching his wrist, glowing with power that was apparently having no effect on the angel.

      ‘Stupid, old woman. Did you seriously think you could fight me? Me?!’ He screamed in her face. His face was more bestial than the most vicious members of the animal kingdom. And he called us primitive.

      A beam of green power smashed into Malek’s back as Katelyn approached from behind. He dropped Shirley and turned into the attack. Sparks of power were jumping about his body and he recoiled away from it.

      Shirley was back on her feet. She looked my way and nodded. I understood. Both of us poured all of our power into beams of our own. Her’s green, mine purple. Three beams of magic smashed into the angel and he vanished behind the light. All we could see was the brilliant shine of our power. Magic was shooting off from the collision, lighting colourful fires all around us. I could hear Malek screaming from within. Noting that our attack was causing him pain spurred me on. But an attack like this was a massive drain on our magic and we wouldn’t be able to hold it for long.

      Katelyn ran out of juice first and her beam vanished from sight. She sagged and fell to one knee, her magic spent. I released my own spell and Shirley followed suit. Malek was still on his feet but he was staggering. White fluid was pouring down his face, from his eyes, ears, nose, and mouth. His grace. He’d told me grace was to angels what blood was to humans. We’d done some damage. That attack would have obliterated most beings, but apparently not an angel. A beam was the most powerful spell in a sorcerers arsenal. If three of them couldn’t kill him then I didn’t know what could. Well, I still had one theory.

      The Ambrotos Dagger coated in the grace of an archangel. But Malek was still in the way. And it was just me and Shirley now.

      Malek opened his mouth to throw some vicious insult our way but then Lydia’s fist caught him right on the jaw and sent him crashing to the floor. It was very pleasing to the eye. His whole face twisted in surprise and his face whipped around from the force of the blow.  She didn’t give him a moment’s pause. She kicked him onto his back and then straddled her father, delivering blow after blow to his face, opening up fresh wounds with every punch.

      Shirley stepped forwards and then another angel swooped down from the sky and plunged her feet into Shirley’s chest.

      I ran for the dagger. As I neared the scuffle, Malek grabbed his daughter by the silvery strands of her hair and tossed her aside. I kept running. I was too close now. His hand closed around my ankle and dragged me off my feet. I turned and saw his savage face glaring at me with pure hatred.

      Then Howard was there. The vampire’s foot came down on the angel’s wrist forcing him to release me. I left them to fight and went for the dagger that was still levitating before me. I reached it and hazarded one final glance over my shoulder. Malek was back in the sky holding Howard by the throat. I grabbed hold of the dagger and yanked it out of its position. I felt the spell fighting against me but I broke the dagger away all the same. The spell snapped and the heavy atmosphere around the ritual site vanished.

      ‘Nooo!’ Malek screamed in despair. The purple-edged portal closed in a matter of seconds as if it had never been there. Bodies across the battlefield dropped to the ground, their spirits returned to the Realm of the Dead. The demons remained but they stopped fighting and turned to see what the commotion was all about. The wings of every exiled angel vanished back into their bodies and angels fell from the sky up and down the battlefield. Including Malek. His powerless body crashed to the ground kicking up dust as he landed. He lay face down a few feet from me. Howard fell into a crouch gracefully and then straightened up to look down on the fallen angel. His expression warned Malek to stay down.

      There was silence.

      Slowly Malek raised his head to look at me. His face was twisted in an expression of abhorrence like I’d never seen before. And a lot of people have hated me.

      He rose to his feet, moving like a snake. ‘Give that to me,’ he demanded, holding out his hand.

      ‘Oh, I intend to,’ I said. Howard glanced my way and saw that I had something planned. He took a single step away from the angel.

      I ran at Malek, blade pointed right at his heart. He hadn’t clocked how dangerous this weapon was to him right now because he didn’t move. In fact, he smiled. He thought my attack was futile. I couldn’t wait to see that smug look fall from his face as he—

      The female angel who had been fighting with Shirley flung herself into my path. She swung her fist and hit me in the face with incredible strength. Her fist hit me at the same time as the dagger sunk into her chest like a knife sinking into butter. The force of her punch drove me backward and landed on my backside. I sat on the ground staring up at her.

      She gasped and clutched both hands to the dagger that was protruding from her chest. Magnificent white light shone through her eyes and mouth. Her skin cracked like it was made of stone and the dazzling light shone through. Her scream was like a siren piercing the night. There was a small pop and a shower of brilliant white sparks was falling from the place where she’d been standing.

      The Ambrotos Dagger clattered to the floor.

      I’d just killed a fucking angel.

      An angel.

      Every pair of eyes was on the dagger.

      Nobody moved.

      Malek broke the silence.

      ‘You will die for that,’ he told me.

      ‘I already died like three times already,’ I replied, climbing to my feet.

      He plucked the dagger from the floor and pointed the bloody blade at me.

      ‘This time eternally,’ he promised.

      ‘You’re outnumbered,’ I told him gesturing at my comrades. Now that the portal was shut down and the zombies had all been destroyed, his army had been reduced to about a third of what it had been. If that. ‘And you have no power.’

      ‘My brethren cannot die.’

      ‘Unless I wipe my blood on a few more weapons,’ I told him. I knew that wouldn’t work, the weapons had to be powerful already, but I didn’t know if he knew that.

      ‘You and me, Eddie. Nobody else. Just the two of us. If you kill me, my army will be without purpose. If I kill you then I will get a very deep amount of satisfaction.’

      The thunder ended the conversation there. It rang out across the sky so loudly that I felt the vibration right through me and at the same time came a massive fork of lightning cutting through the sky lighting everything up like it was daytime. The fays that were buzzing around overhead landed with the rest of our forces and looked up in wonder.

      ‘Finally,’ Malek said, although he did not sound as sure of himself as he had before in the night. Lucifer was not here which meant he would not be killed by the forces of Heaven. His plan was falling apart.

      Beautiful white wings filled the sky as the angels of Heaven made their way to earth. Their whiteness was so radiant it hurt to look at them for too long. Several of them landed with such force that the ground shuddered beneath them. Demons, vampires, sorcerers, werewolves, fay, and exiled angels moved out of their way as they formed two lines, creating an aisle that led up to where Malek and I were standing.

      A lone angel landed in the middle of the aisle. He had curly, golden locks and a face that looked like Michaelangelo had carved it. He had a simple white outfit on and around his neck hung a long golden horn. He walked up the aisle and stopped before us, surveying the two of us with keen interest.

      ‘Gabriel,’ Malek said, with a perfunctory bow of the head. The mention of his name brought a fresh pang of sorrow for the friend I had lost.

      ‘Malek,’ Gabriel said politely. He turned my way and smiled. ‘You’re an interesting fellow, aren’t you? We enjoyed watching you tonight.’

      ‘Did you?’ I said, anger broiling inside me. ‘Good of you to finally come down now that the fighting is all over.’ I snapped.

      Gabriel’s smile did not falter. ‘It is not our place to interfere. We govern the Universe, not the affairs of one realm.’

      ‘Lucifer is behind this,’ Malek said snidely, drawing Gabriel’s attention back to him.

      ‘Yes, we assumed he was,’ the archangel replied, his voice was soft, so gentle and high.

      ‘He wasn’t,’ I interrupted. Gabriel’s head turned slowly back to me, his eyebrows furrowed slightly.

      ‘No?’

      ‘Do not listen to this puppet of Lucifer. He has been ordered to defend his new master to avoid eternal torture,’ Malek lied.

      ‘Malek set this whole thing up to make it look like Lucifer was behind it. He wants you to kill Lucifer so he can take the throne of the dead,’ I explained.

      Gabriel smiled as if he found the whole thing to be terribly amusing. ‘Really?’ he said to Malek.

      ‘No, of course not,’ Malek replied.

      ‘Well, we shall have to give Lucifer a chance to tell his side of the story. And then judgements shall be made.’

      Malek nodded his agreement. ‘Of course. You are ever a gracious judge.’

      ‘Oh no,’ Gabriel replied with a little giggle. ‘I am simply here to begin the proceedings. Michael shall be passing judgement.’

      ‘What?’ Malek said as he took an involuntary step backward. I recalled that Malek had seemed hopeful that Michael would judge Lucifer but now that he was in the spotlight he was less keen on the idea.

      Another wave of lightning cracked across the sky and another angel flew down hard. This one was not like Gabriel at all. Michael towered above the other angels, his fair hair was pushed back across his head and his eyes had a hardness that you wouldn’t expect from one of the Holy order. He wore a shining golden chest plate with what I assumed was the throne of God emblazoned across its surface. He strode up the aisle purposefully and stopped next to Gabriel. He looked me over and then turned away as if I didn’t matter at all, which frankly was a little insulting considering I’d just stopped an angel from stomping over the earth. His eyes fell on Malek and his face twisted in abhorrence. I was less insulted in comparison to that reaction.

      ‘You’ll burn for this,’ he warned Malek. ‘Let’s send this vermin home.’

      Michael pointed at nothing in particular and over by the trees appeared a single arched portal just like all the others except this one had a golden rim, not a fiery one. Gabriel walked calmly through the breach and a few moments later he reemerged. With Lucifer. Four of the strange white sentries stood right behind their master.

      Every demon shied away from their master, all too aware that their treason was now going to go punished. The rewards Malek had offered them would never be granted.

      The lord of the dead commanded as much trepidation as Michael had and I was intrigued to know which of them would win in a fight. And which one was more feared among their brethren.

      ‘Brother,’ Lucifer said to Michael. There was no love between them.

      ‘Satan,’ Michael replied. Lucifer’s eyes flew open in fury.

      ‘Do not call me that!’ His voice was thunder.

      ‘That is the name Yahweh assigned you when you were exiled,’ Michale told him as if Lucifer needed the reminder.

      ‘Say either of those names in my presence again and I will start the apocalypse right now,’ Lucifer threatened. Michael’s mouth twisted in a slight smile. Here were two archangels bickering like brothers. Even primordial beings had family dramas apparently.

      ‘Explain your part in this,’ said Michael.

      Lucifer arched an eyebrow at him and remained silent. For several moments the two archangels stared into each other’s eyes as though they were having a staring contest and then finally Michael sighed in defeat.

      ‘Please,’ he added begrudgingly.

      ‘There we go, manners cost nothing,’ said Lucifer and then he confirmed that he had nothing to do with the plan and the whole thing was a deceit created by Malek.

      ‘Lies!’ Malek shouted petulantly, like any child who knows they’ve been caught out.

      Lucifer grabbed his wrist and yanked the Ambrotos Dagger from his grip with barely any effort at all. ‘I shall take that,’ he told his former lieutenant. He turned to me and gave me a wry smile. ‘Everything you needed,’ he reminded me of his earlier words and held up the dagger to emphasise his point.

      ‘Malek, in the name of’—‘ Michael started but Lucifer held up his hand to stop him. Michael looked at his brother in outrage.

      ‘Malek is a subject of my domain. I shall punish him,’ Lucifer said calmly.

      ‘How? I cannot return to Heaven without a satisfactory conclusion.’

      ‘The pit of sulphur is long overdue a use,’ Lucifer said rather mysteriously.

      ‘That seems… acceptable.’

      Lucifer nodded his head and the sentries stepped forward.

      ‘No,’ Malek hissed. He went to back away but a simple look from Lucifer froze him in place. ‘I have done nothing but try to prove that you were right all along! These humans are not worthy of our time!’

      ‘It is not for you to decide what is worthy of my time. You are a servant. Nothing more,’ Lucifer told his former friend with a coldness nobody would ever match. The sentries grabbed Malek by the arms and dragged him through the portal to the pit of sulphur. Malek went, screaming obscenities at Lucifer until he was through the portal and out of earshot.

      Lucifer and Gabriel shared a look of embarrassment at Malek’s display and then it was back to business.

      ‘And these demons need punishment too.’ Michael raised his eyebrows expectantly.

      ‘Their existence is no longer required,’ Lucifer said dismissively. Michael nodded at the line of angels and they flew into action decimating every demon where it stood. Fiery swords just like the one Malek had wielded were in each of their hands. The hideous creatures tried to fight back but none were successful against the warriors of Heaven and in a matter of minutes they were no more. Chopped up demon pieces littered the ground. I wondered who would have to clean that up.

      ‘This matter is concluded,’ said Michael. He turned to Lucifer. ‘I’ll see you at the apocalypse,’ he said and then he shot up into the sky, his white feathered wings flapping strongly.

      Gabriel turned to me, his face solemn with regret. ‘I am afraid you must answer for another crime,’ he told me.

      ‘What crime?’ I asked. I hadn’t done anything to offend Heaven that I was aware of.

      ‘The murder of the Heavenly clerk.’

      ‘Ah,’ I said. So I had done something to offend them and the evidence was in Lucifer’s hand. ‘Well, I didn’t actually murder him. A Jinn did. And we gave him every opportunity to not get killed.’ I stammered away as I explained everything to Gabriel who listened patiently, as did everybody else who was present, including Lucifer.

      ‘Well,’ Gabriel said once I’d finished. ‘Clarke had broken the rules by getting involved, which would have led to his dismissal anyway. The fact that he was ageing was a testament to that. I see no crime to answer here. However, I do now have to find a replacement. And since you are partially responsible for his death it seems fitting that you should replace him.’

      ‘Oh no, I’ve earned my eternal bliss. I am not spending eternity looking after some supernatural library,’ I argued. I had not gone through all this so I could sit on the sidelines and record the lives of others until the end of time.

      ‘That sounds like a dream,’ Katelyn said from the crowd. Every eye turned to her and her face flushed red with embarrassment. She was leaning on her grandmother, still recovering from exhausting herself.

      ‘It looks like we have found our candidate,’ said Gabriel pleasantly. ‘This business is concluded.’

      ‘Good,’ said Lucifer. He turned to me, his cold eyes void of any emotion. ‘Come. Let us finish our business.’

      A single glance at my friends who had fought with me tonight was all the goodbye I was allowed to give them. Then I followed Lucifer through the portal, leaving the Living Realm for the last time and realising at last just how much I was going to miss it.
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      Lydia followed me through the portal to the throne room at Lucifer’s command. She stayed close to me as if there was something I could do to protect her from whatever Lucifer had planned. She still didn’t seem overly concerned.

      ‘You,’ Lucifer said, pointing at Lydia. He was not sitting on his throne. He stood down on the ground with the two of us. I got the impression that we’d earned his respect by beating his traitorous lieutenant. A task that a few hours ago had seemed impossible. ‘You betrayed me by obeying your father, which warrants a punishment. Then you betrayed your father and aided Eddie which in turn meant you aided me. Again this warrants a punishment.’

      ‘Fucked either way,’ she said. Even standing before Lucifer her attitude did not change. He stared into her eyes and I saw it. A tiny quiver of her lip. She was afraid but she did a bloody good job of hiding it. This girl had cahonas.

      ‘Indeed. Since this evening has turned out rather well I am inclined to forgive your crimes. As you say, you were fucked either way. Whichever choice you made resulted in you betraying somebody. Interestingly you betrayed us both.’

      ‘As far as I’m concerned I don’t owe you or Malek any loyalty. Neither of earned it, you just demanded it.’

      ‘ Careful,’ Lucifer warned. ‘Since you helped in Malek’s defeat I will reward you. I release you from any obligations to angels of this realm. You need be loyal only to those you see fit.’

      ‘You mean…?’ Her jaw dropped and I was sure I could see a tear in her eye.

      ‘You’re free,’ Lucifer confirmed.

      Lydia left to return to the Living Realm which left only me in the throne room with Lucifer. And I had no idea where I stood with him now.

      ‘You have impressed me, Eddie. And I am not easily impressed,’ he said. He turned and walked towards the throne. The dagger was still in his hand, my blood coating the blade. ‘Thanks to you this is now out of the hands of those who would use it to subvert the will of my realm. This will be responsible for no more evasions of death. And no more opening of portals. Despite Malek’s duplicity you managed to achieve the task I gave you and more.’ He climbed the steps and lowered himself onto his throne from which he stared down on me. ‘As far as humans go… you’re quite exceptional. So, you have fulfilled your end of the agreement and now I shall uphold mine. I shall not pass judgement on you, Eddie Lancaster. I will grant you eternal rest of whichever design you desire. Tell me, Eddie, what does Heaven look like to you?’ Lucifer asked me. And I told him. I told him what I craved. And he granted it.
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        * * *

      

      I found Ashley back on the beach. She was skimming rocks when I approached, holding back my excitement for what I had to tell her. And for some reason, I was nervous too. One corner of her mouth curled upwards when she saw me.

      ‘You’re back,’ she said and wrapped her arms around me. She was holding back her happiness at seeing me again, I could feel it bubbling away beneath the surface ‘I knew you’d get the job done.’

      ‘I never disappoint,’ I said quietly.

      ‘What? There’s something you’re not telling me.’ Her eyes widened with horror. ‘You did do what he asked didn’t you?’

      ‘Yes,’ I laughed. ‘Yes, of course.’

      ‘Then what is it?’ she leaned back to get a better look at my face but left her arms draped around my shoulders.

      ‘I asked Lucifer for something a bit different. While I was over there, alive again, I saw… I saw what happens when love blossoms. Fully.’

      She narrowed her eyes at me. ‘Right.’ Her voice was full of suspicion.

      ‘We didn’t have enough time together, Ash. Our love didn’t grow as strong as it should have done.’

      Her arms fell away and she took a wobbly step back. ‘Are you saying you don’t love me?’ The words caught in her throat.

      ‘No! Not at all. Of course, I love you.’ I shook my head adamantly. ‘I’m saying we haven’t experienced love the way we should. We need more time alive to let things grow. To flourish. We died too soon. We can’t grow the right love down here on this deserted old beach. We need life. We need adventure.’ I pictured Howard and Amara kissing on the battlefield.

      ‘I don’t understand,’ she said softly. Sadly. ‘I love you, Eddie.’

      ‘And I love you. But our love isn’t as strong as it could be. Lucifer said he will send us both back. We can live again.’

      She shook her head sadly, eyes down on the sand. I saw a single tear fall from her cheek and go tumbling down to disappear in the grains of sand. ‘I don’t want to go back. I’m at peace, Eddie.’ She looked back at me. ‘The love I feel for you is the strongest feeling I’ve ever had. My heart felt like it was going to burst when I saw you walking across this sand today.’

      ‘But it could still be stronger,’ I tried to tell her but she shook her head again.

      ‘Maybe for you. Not me.’

      ‘I do love you,’ I assured her. It wasn’t a lie.

      ’Then stay. We can have eternity together. It doesn’t matter where we are as long as we’re together.’

      It was my time to shake my head. ‘I’m not ready for this. I can’t rest. There is so much more to do and I’m not going to be able to do it here. If it doesn’t matter where we are then come back with me!’

      ‘No,’ she said simply. ‘The love that you just described is exactly how I feel about you, Eddie. But if you don’t feel the same way now then you never will. No matter where we go.’ More tears were running down her face now. I wanted to brush them away but touching her now seemed wrong. I felt like I wasn’t allowed to. I understood why I felt nervous when I’d arrived now. Deep down I knew how this was going to end up. ‘You need to find that love with…’ She looked away and took a shaking breath. My own eyes became watery at the sight of her like that. ‘..someone else.’

      ‘I love you.’

      ‘Not how I need you to.’ She took my face in her hands and then planted a deep and agonising kiss on my lips. It stretched on for the longest time and by the time she broke it my own face was flooded with salty tears.

      ‘This isn’t… this wasn’t what was supposed to happen,’ I said.

      She shook her head again. ‘No. It wasn’t. But it happened anyway. I love you, Eddie Lancaster. But this is the end for us.’

      I watched her walk away across the sand. She got further and further away until she just vanished. And that was that. Ashley and I were done.

      Forever.

      I stood on the beach experiencing all the emotions she’d left me with. Sadness. Longing. Confusion. Guilt. But mainly, and I would never admit this to her, but mainly I just felt relief. Because the truth I’d learned from people like Howard and Amara, was that I had not felt the grip of true love. And with Ashley I never would. Only now did I realise the full truth of my revelation, as I thought that now I realised that I would never see Ashley Sheridan ever again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Lucifer allowed me two visits before I left. The first was my parents. We sat in the conservatory together. Dad read a book on the Grand Prix whilst Mum worked on her cross-stitch. I told them everything that had happened and they listened. They assured me that despite the bad things I had done along the way, I was ultimately a good person and they were proud of me. They encouraged me to go back to the Living Realm and find love just like they had when they’d found each other. They couldn’t wait for me to return and tell them all about it. That was something I was really looking forward to. As I walked away they returned to their hobbies and faded away.

      My second visit was to Gabe. I found him sitting outside a French cafe enjoying some incredibly pretentious looking appetiser. Marty was sitting opposite him and they were locked in what looked like an enthralling conversation. They never once took their eyes from one another. I didn’t go and say hello. It would only mean having to say goodbye again. Gabe was happy. That was what mattered. I turned away and left them to their eternal bliss.

      Lucifer saw me to the gate and told me he looked forward to my return. He also told me that I would be judged for anything I did from my resurrection onwards. He added that this would be my last resurrection so I should be more careful going forward. Then he sent me back permanently.

      I realised as I stood on some random street in Maidstone that I was homeless. I doubted Lydia would want me crashing at her place now that she didn’t have to babysit me. Homeless and unemployed. What a great way to start.

      I opened my hand and conjured a ball of magic. It was green with purple flecks floating around inside. I guess the taint of being dead couldn’t be expunged completely. But with magic, I could get anything I wanted. As long as I didn’t draw any attention to myself. Or hurt any innocent people. I had to be careful now. Lucifer would judge me when I died so I couldn’t go around doing bad things as I had in my first life.

      Out of curiosity, I took myself to Salamanders. I wondered if Katelyn had taken up residence in the magical back room now that she had taken Clarke’s former role as the Heavenly clerk. The shop keeper didn’t bat an eyelid as I walked in. I’d thought he might give me shit because I’d helped kill Clarke but he seemed pretty impassive. I pulled back the tapestry and there was the familiar door. I put my hand on it and pushed it open lightly.

      Inside it was exactly the same with just one difference. Katelyn was sitting behind Clarke’s desk. It was her desk now. She was craning over a massive and crusty old tome, writing on one of the aged pages with what looked like a quill.

      ‘Good Lord,’ she said when she saw me walk in. ‘How are you alive again?’

      I explained everything to her and she shook her head, laughing. ‘You’ve got more lives than a cat.’

      ‘I’m a lucky guy.’ I shrugged.

      ‘So, now that you’re back maybe you need work?’

      ‘Uh, I guess…’ I hadn’t had time to consider what I’d do for money. I could always restart my old business but something about that just didn’t seem right anymore.

      ‘Well, I have a lot of money. A whole vault full of it, in fact. I don’t know where it came from but I’m supposed to pay people to bring me information to record.’

      ‘I’ll stop you there. I’m not a researcher.’ I couldn’t think of anything more boring. I loved figuring things out but just gathering info for Katelyn to record… it just seemed unfulfilling. It wasn’t what I had in mind for my second go at life.

      She snorted at me. ‘I don’t want you to be a researcher, Eddie. I’m not sure you’re cut out for it. Short attention span and all.’ I tried to interrupt her but she waved away my indignation. ‘The one thing I dislike about this job is not being allowed to get involved. People bring me reports of horrible things happening and I cannot do anything about it. However, there is no rule forbidding me from hiring someone else to get involved.’ She smiled slyly and raised her eyebrows at me.

      I smiled back. ‘You have my attention.’

      ‘I thought I might.’ She opened a drawer on her desk and pulled out a manilla file which she handed to me. It was thick with papers. ‘Several people have reported being attacked by the boogeyman.’

      ‘Sounds intriguing,’ I said, flicking the file open. I’d never come across the boogeyman before, I thought he was just a legend told to children. They’d said the same about Nickolas Blackwood.

      ‘My thoughts exactly. Look into it for me. Let me know what you find. And what you do about it.’

      ‘Sure thing,’ I said, and left with the file tucked under my arm.

      I’d been alive less than an hour and already I had a job. Maybe I should work for the job centre. People could learn a thing or two from me.

      ‘Oh,’ I said looking back over my shoulder. ‘Did that massive battle cause any problems for your grandmother?’ I asked. The battle had taken place out of the way but still, someone was sure to have seen something.

      Katelyn shook her head. ‘The Department for Supernatural Affairs has been more trepidatious with her lately. Something’s got them a bit scared,’ she said with a small smirk. I chuckled as I left the room.

      When I got outside I was surprised to see Lydia leaning against a pillar, arms folded. She saw me and flicked her eyebrows up in greeting.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. I was pleased to see her but I didn’t want her to know that. She was another person I never thought I’d see again.

      ‘I heard you were back and I thought you might need a place to stay. Plus, you know, you look lonely,’ she said and then gave me a playful jab in the ribs.

      I took the jab and then gave her a shove on the shoulder which didn’t move her at all. Bloody Nephilim.

      And then the two of us walked off together down the street.

      ‘Ever heard of the boogeyman?’

      ‘Nope. I’m hungry,’ she said.

      ‘Me too. How about Muggs?’ I suggested.

      ‘Fuck off.’
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