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Chapter 1


The first thing the dog does when I walk through the door is sniff the air and say, ‘You forgot the sherry, dipshit.’


He stares at me, the colour of his eyes shifting between jaundiced yellow and soul-of-a-serial-killer black. He knows I hate that. It’s his lazy-ass way of saying, ‘You open that mouth it better be to say: Sorry, dog. I’ll get right on it, dog.’


That’s how he insists on being referred to, by the way. Just ‘dog’ or ‘the dog’. I’ve tried giving him a name, but he’s not having it.


I drop the rucksack filled with bullets on the kitchen floor. ‘I’ll get it later,’ I say. ‘Got stuff to do first.’


He growls, then whines and tilts his head to the side, trying to cover all possible responses to my failure to act as an enabler to his alcoholism.


I give him the middle finger.


‘You know what?’ he says. ‘I hate you. With every fibre of my being.’


‘Love you too, man.’


‘Come on, London. You know I need my afternoon sherry. What’s so important you couldn’t stop at the liquor store and buy me a bottle? You got a date? Joined a cult? Is the circus in town? Tell me so I can laugh derisively in your face.’


I sigh. You know all those cute dogs in the movies you saw as a kid? Jock? Benji? Lassie? Well, the dog is nothing like that. He’s the complete opposite of that. He’s the dog equivalent of a pervert in a dirty raincoat, sucking methylated spirits through a loaf of bread while watching porn and cackling to himself. He looks a bit like a border terrier, but don’t let that fool you. Cute and friendly he is not.


But you know what? He’s OK.


Actually, no, I’m lying. He’s not OK. Not by a long shot. He’s like that one friend you’ve known since high school. The one who drinks too much and tells sexist and racist jokes. The one you wouldn’t admit to knowing if you bumped into him with actual people from the real world.


But we’re used to each other by now. And as long as I keep him stocked up on OBs, (Old Brown sherry – the cheapest, nastiest stuff on the market), he’s golden.


I pull out a stool, park myself at the kitchen counter. ‘We think we’ve found out who’s taking the kids.’


That shuts him up.


Someone has been stealing kids from the townships. Kids who haven’t gone through their naming ceremonies yet. Eleven in the past three months. The families went to ORCU – that’s the Occult Related Crimes Unit of the South African Police Force – and they in turn passed it on to Delphic Division. Because let’s face it, ORCU is a waste of space and the closest they’ve ever gotten to the supernatural is daring each other to say Candyman three times in front of the mirror.


ORCU is the public face of the country’s supernatural police. Delphic Division is where the actual work gets done.


The families of the missing kids thought it was a tokoloshe, but I thought differently. That’s why I requested the case. The ages of the missing kids, the way they just vanished into thin air . . .


It was them. It had to be.


After three years, they were getting back in the game. They thought it had all blown over, that they were forgotten.


They’re very much mistaken.


‘Come on,’ snaps the dog. ‘You know my bladder can’t take this kind of suspense. Who’s the naughty thief stealing little kiddy-winks?’


‘Babalu-Aye.’


The dog stares at me then erupts into wheezy laughter. Which in turn descends into a horrific coughing fit, making him sounding like an asthmatic coal miner with lung cancer.


‘Seriously?’ he says, when he finally gets himself under control.


‘Seriously.’


‘Would never have pinned that on him. Didn’t think he had the imagination.’


Babalu-Aye is the orisha of disease and illness. (An orisha is what we call a Tier-One supernatural. The word orisha is supposed to refer to the Yoruba gods, but over the years it’s become the catch-all term for anything . . . other: gods, demons, nature elementals, whatever. There are other tiers below the orisha, but they’re the biggest pains in the arse.)


Everyone thinks of Babalu-Aye as this mild-mannered old god called upon by the sick to make them feel better. Only thing is, that’s not the whole story, because Babalu-Aye likes to cause disease as well. Which he does quite often, apparently.


‘You know where he is?’ asks the dog.


I nod.


‘And . . . what? You’re going to just walk in and take him on?’


‘No choice. Another kid went missing yesterday. Might still be time to save him.’


‘Doubt it,’ says the dog cheerfully. ‘Come on. Forget it. Let’s go out drinking instead. Drinking is good. Hunting gods is bad.’


‘You know I can’t. The gods are bad enough as it is. I’m not going to let him think he can just snatch kids whenever he feels like it. Let one get away with it, they all start getting ideas.’


‘And tell me. Is this little escapade on the books or off?’


I hesitate. Delphic Division’s budget is being squeezed by pencil-pushers in Parliament, and my boss, Armitage, is under pressure to only take on ‘high-return’ cases. Whatever the hell that means.


But that doesn’t stop Armitage. Oh, no. She just surreptitiously passes me the case file, taps her nose, and tells me, ‘Take care of it, there’s a good lad.’


Plausible deniability is just one of the super-fun phrases I’ve learned while working at Delphic Division.


But I don’t mind. Not this time. I’ve been waiting for this chance for three years now. It’s the only reason I stayed on at the Division, when it would have been a hell’ve a lot easier to just sink into the drink and let oblivion take me.


The dog plods forward and sniffs the rucksack at my feet. ‘What’s that smell?’


‘Pixie dust.’


‘Yeah? Well, Tinkerbell’s got cancer or something, because that stinks like a match factory and a methane farm fucked each other and had ugly babies.’


I ignore him, reaching into the cupboard by my knees and pulling out my antique double-barrel sawn-off. It’s a thing of absolute beauty, filigreed and silver-plated. I won it in a game of poker with Mathew Hopkins, an utter psycho who started hunting witches in the 17th century. Last I heard he was still alive and doing his thing over in Russia.


I take a box of shotgun shells from the rucksack, crack open the gun, and slot two into place. I put the remaining six in my pockets.


The lead shot inside the shells has been removed and replaced with petrified dung balls, courtesy of Aka Manah, a Zoroastrian demon who’s currently tenth in line for the throne of Hell. It’s Aka Manah’s job to take care of naughty demons down below. He’s Judge Dredd to their Mega-City One citizens, and every part of him can kill an orisha.


Even his shit.


I really wish I had more shells, but at two thousand rand a pop, these have already destroyed my operational budget.


I shove the shooter inside the rucksack. There’s another box inside, this one filled with thrice-hexed 9mm silver-plated rounds. I slot them into the magazine of my Glock 17, shove the pistol into the back of my trousers and toss the leftover ammo back into the bag. There are a few other little surprises in there as well, but I’m hoping I won’t have to use them. They’re not exactly . . . low-key.


I turn my attention to the dog. ‘You coming?’


‘What about the Covenant?’ he says, giving it one last try. ‘You can’t just go around killing gods. Armitage should know fucking better than to even ask.’


He actually has a point there. The Covenant is the agreement made centuries ago between mankind and the gods/monsters/supers/orishas/whatever-the-hell you want to call them. It runs along the same lines as Mutually Assured Destruction, where both sides know that if one faction kicks off the whole world will burn. There’s a book the size of a telephone directory filled with supernatural laws we’re all supposed to stick to.


The operative word here being supposed. If everyone obeyed the law I’d be out of a job.


‘Just have to make sure I don’t get caught,’ I say. ‘You coming or what?’


The dog sighs. ‘Got no choice, do I? If you die, who’s going to buy me my sherry?’


‘That’s what I love about you, man. You’re all heart.’


 


Durban, wedged up against the east coast of South Africa, is the dirtiest, strangest, most violent place I’ve ever lived. It’s the soul of South Africa. A sweaty one-night stand of a city where anything goes and the warm Indian Ocean washes all your sins out to sea the next morning.


Durban is a schizophrenic mix of colours and impressions. A serial killer wearing a fake identity, struggling to present a facade of normality to the world. Grey 1970s concrete buildings, painted with dull greens and reds in an attempt to liven up the drabness. Dusty skylines, shading up from sepia to blue. Street signs advertising craft markets and muti doctors. (Mutidoctors – what us ignorant foreigners would call witchdoctors.) Litter everywhere, newspapers, pamphlets, fruit peel, broken glass, everything stepped on and pummelled into mulch, a carpet of dirty memories and forgotten troubles.


Then on top of this is the brightness. The yellow ANC signs, the red EFF billboards. The vibrant, clashing colours of the thousands of street traders who come here from all over the continent, about half of them smuggled aboard the ships that draw into the busiest port in Africa: Swahili, Tanzanian, Malawian, Indian, Zimbabwean (and, increasingly, Russian).


Walking through the streets is an attack on the senses. The bright clothes, the stabbing sunlight, the conflicting smells of fruit and spices, curry powder and cinnamon, marijuana and sweat.


That’s the city itself. But then, right at the edge of all that you have a tiny oasis called the Golden Mile. A bubble of rich obliviousness, the expensive cream floating on top of the scum, uncaring of what goes on beneath.


The Golden Mile looks like it has been transported here from Venice Beach. Four miles of prime beachfront real estate stretching from the Blue Lagoon to the Durban Harbor. A wide, brick-paved promenade fronted by hotels and apartment blocks, populated by tourists and surfers, joggers and cyclists, dog walkers and hipsters.


This is where I live, right on the outer edge of the Obliviousness Bubble. A tiny apartment in Windemere Road. Not because I’m rich, you understand. But because I bought the place when the beachfront still belonged to the drug dealers and pimps. It kind of still belongs to them, but they’ve gone a bit more upmarket now. All that foreign money.


I step out of the cool lobby of the apartment building into a furnace oven. I squint. The sidewalk is steaming, the moisture from the recent storm hanging in the air, a wet heat that clings to me like damp clothing.


Summer in Durban. Nothing like it for humidity, hot weather, and bad tempers.


I unlock the door of my faded green Land Rover and climb in. She’s an ancient thing that devours diesel at a rate I didn’t think possible and breaks down about seventy per cent of the time she’s on the road. But I’ll never get rid of her. We’ve been through a lot together.


I flick a hidden switch beneath the dash. My own personal security device that cuts off the flow of diesel to the engine when I’m not using her. I’m not saying Durban beachfront is particularly crime-ridden – it’s the same as anywhere in South Africa – but over the past year thieves have tried to steal my car thirteen times. That I know of.


The dog jumps into the passenger seat and checks himself out in the wing mirror while I peel out into traffic, do an illegal U-turn, and head along the Golden Mile. North Beach passes to our left in flashes of sun and shade as I head around the traffic circles and deeper into town. Our destination isn’t too far away. About five kilometres as the bird flies.


‘Hey, London,’ says the dog after a while. ‘Got a question for you.’


London. Or ‘London Town’. My unasked-for nickname. My real name is Gideon Tau, but I got saddled with London because that’s where I’m from. I worked in the Met for fifteen years before moving over here under something of a cloud. Oh, and ‘London Town’ because it sounds sort-of-but-not-really like ‘London Tau’. All the wags at the Division think it’s hilarious.


‘As long as it’s not like your last question. I told you that’s what Google is for. Just make sure safe-search is switched off.’


‘No, no. Nothing like that. You know that movie?’


‘Which one?’


‘The one about the incest. With the nazis. And the terrorists trying to take down the government.’


I do a quick mental search of all the movies we’ve watched recently. None of them match up.


‘Not ringing any bells. Give me specifics.’


‘Come on, man. You know the one. The space nazis and the brother and sister? And the dad cuts off the kid’s hand and he’s all like, “N-o-o!”. ’


I frown. ‘Are you talking about The Empire Strikes Back?’


‘That’s the one!’


Space nazis and incest. I suppose that’s one way to describe it. ‘What about it?’


‘Well . . . were you guys really stupid back then?’


‘Huh?’


‘’Cause the guy’s name is Darth Vader, right? And it’s supposed to be a big surprise that he’s the kid’s dad, yeah?’


‘It was a big surprise. This was before the internet. People went into a movie without knowing the whole plot beforehand.’


‘Yeah but . . . the guy’s name. Darth Vader. Vader is Dutch for father. Darth means dark. His name literally means Dark Father.’


I flick the visor down to block out the afternoon sun. Left my shades back in the flat again. ‘Well . . .’ I say defensively. ‘So what? We didn’t go into it expecting him to be someone’s father. You’re only acting the smartarse with hindsight.’


‘Bullshit. I would have called that right there in the theatre.’


‘Yeah, I don’t think so,’ I say, stopping behind a long line of cars. I lean out the window and see that a minibus taxi has stopped dead in the middle of the street to pick up passengers.


‘I would have, man. We’re not even talking spoilers here. Just common sense.’


I ignore him and drum my fingers on the wheel. My gaze drifts to the right. I can just see the metal fountain outside the entrance to uShaka Marine World. Families are filing inside to spend an enormous amount of money pretending they’re in an upside-down shipwreck while they watch sharks swimming around behind safety glass.


Insider’s secret: the water holds more than sharks. A Jengu water spirit calls the place her home and she steals a tiny piece of every visitor’s soul to feed on. Not a lot, you understand. Just enough to keep going. The equivalent of a couple of cents out of every Rand spent. We do monthly checks on her to make sure she’s not overstepping the mark.


The taxi driver eventually decides he’s crammed enough bodies into his minibus and pulls off with a spurt of oily smoke, allowing us to get moving again. I take the next right onto Prince Street and find an empty spot to park.


‘This it?’ asks the dog.


I nod across the street at a dirty white wall covered with peeling paint. The peaks of a cluster of buildings jut up above the wall, stark against the blue sky.


‘Addingtons,’ I say. ‘Used to be a kid’s hospital. Been closed for thirty years.’


‘Why the hell is Babalu-Aye hiding out here?’


‘Word is, it’s his den. Where he holds court. Not a bad choice, really. Central location. Easy access to the shops, the beach. It’s prime real estate.’


I climb out of the Land Rover and spot a thin guy down the street wearing a lumo yellow safety vest. He jogs over, a huge smile on his face.


‘Good day to you. I am Moses. I will watch your car, yes? Take care of it.’ He looks me up and down. ‘You are going to a wedding today?’


I frown. ‘No. Why?’


‘Oh. You are a very smartly dressed man, then.’


‘Thanks,’ I mutter, ignoring a sound from the dog that sounded suspiciously like a snort of laughter. I take a fifty rand note from my wallet and hand it over. Ten times what people usually pay car guards. ‘You been on this patch long?’


He makes the money disappear. ‘Two years.’


I nod at Addingtons. ‘Anything strange going on over there?’


His smile vanishes. He shrugs, uneasy.


‘Tell me,’ I say.


‘Lots of talk,’ he says reluctantly. ‘No one sleeps there. Not anymore. They say it’s haunted. That’s all I know. I don’t ask about that place.’


I nod and grab my satchel.


‘You’re going in there?’ asks Moses, surprised.


‘Have to.’


‘Oh.’ He squints at me. ‘If you don’t come back, can I have your car?’


‘Sure,’ I say. ‘If you come in and get my keys.’


The dog and I cross the street and do a full circuit around the property. It’s pretty big, at least three acres. The gates are padlocked but someone has used a crowbar to bend the bars apart.


We slip inside, me being careful not to get rust and dirt on my shirt. The dog sees this.


‘Why are you dressed like you’re auditioning for a role in Inception?’


I look down at my clothes. A Gucci three piece, sans the jacket. White shirt, sleeves rolled up. It cost me an absolute fortune, but buying nice clothes is my one vice.


‘It’s how I always dress.’


‘Yeah, but . . . you don’t think this kind of thing is better suited to jeans and T-shirt? That shit is going to get ruined. I’ve told you this before.’


‘Yeah, but you know I don’t listen to a word you say.’


He’s probably right. But I’m not going to let him know that.


I check out our surroundings. We’re standing on the ruined driveway leading up to the hospital. Uneven grass spurts up in tufts and clumps. Weeds push through cracked asphalt.


We approach the building. Empty windows gaze down at us, like the vacant eyes of a retail worker at Christmas. The main door is wooden, recessed beneath a portico and balcony. Just below the balcony is a frieze of what looks like Jesus standing with some children. They’re holding fruit, the only splash of colour on the dirty beige paint.


There’s a silence here, a stifling emptiness that hangs over everything.


I take a deep breath, let it out slowly. ‘You ready?’


‘Ready,’ says the dog.


‘Hit me.’


A surge of . . . energy . . . power . . . rushes through my body, tingling through my veins, sparking into every corner of my being. I feel a wave of euphoria, a sense of well-being I haven’t felt in three years. A golden warmth that slides through my soul like a liquid orgasm.


Little known fact, and not one they tell you before you join up. Wielding magic (or Shining, as I call it) is like using drugs. From the way it makes you feel, to the effects of the magic itself. It changes you inside. Your body comes to crave it, and every time you use shinecraft (again, one of mine), it picks a little bit of your DNA apart, unravelling you in ways you can never predict.


Keep using it and one day you’re going to go for an X-ray on a routine medical and find an extra brain growing in your lungs. Or you’ll wake up one day and find your chest has become transparent, a window looking out into another world. (This happened to a guy who used to work at Delphic Division. Near as we can figure it from checking the configuration of the stars in the sky through his chest, the world was a couple thousand light years away. The guy eventually got pulled through the hole in his chest, literally sucked inside out. I was there. It wasn’t pleasant.)


So yeah, magic is a drug. Don’t do it, kids.


I shudder in delight and try to pull the fragments of my mind back from wherever they’re tripping out to. ‘Jesus, that feels good,’ I say.


‘Shut up,’ mutters the dog. ‘You’re making me feel dirty.’


I blink. My vision swims back into focus. I’m warded now. Protected by an invisible body shield constructed from shinecraft. Kind of like the Holtzman generator shields in Dune. It won’t stop a bullet, but it will absorb most other kinds of attack. A fist, a hammer, a knife, that kind of thing. Up to a point, of course. No need to get cocky about it.


I’m filled with nervous energy. It feels like my skin is thrumming gently, ultra-sensitive. All my senses strain outward, trying to escape the confines of my body.


I push the door open. No creak. Odd. Beyond is an open-roofed atrium. Cracked terracotta tiles covered in loose earth and dried mud. No footprints.


‘No one’s been here for a while,’ says the dog.


‘Thanks, Sherlock.’ I pull the shotgun out of my satchel, then slide the bag around so it’s resting against my kidneys. Easier to reach. ‘Smell anything?’


The dog pads softly ahead of me and sniffs around. ‘There’s something . . . I can’t identify what it is. Nothing close, though.’


I walk through the atrium, past pillars covered with tags and stencilled graffiti. There’s an alcove in the wall up ahead, a statue of a child with its arms broken off kneeling on green marble.


Through more doors into what must have once been the reception area. Paintings on the wall, faded and chipped: Li’l Devil, a cartoon character I remember from when I was a kid. A ghost wearing a top hat. A badly drawn Daffy Duck knock-off.


A corridor beyond. The afternoon sun smearing through dirty windows, like walking through a hazy dream. The roof panels are mostly gone, gaping holes showing second-storey rooms. The paint is peeling from the walls like sunburned skin, sloughing off in ugly damp patches.


My heart beats erratically in my chest. I don’t know if it’s the after-effects of the shinecraft, fear, or anticipation. My shirt sticks to my back. Sweat dripping into my eyes. There’s no sound except my breathing and my boots crunching across the detritus of the past.


We follow the corridor deeper into the ruined building. We turn left and it’s as if the light has been turned off. No windows here. I pause as my eyes adjust. Wooden floors. Badly painted pictures on the yellow walls: a rasta girl with ‘HAIR’ painted beneath her. A little girl in a purple dress and high heels that are too big for her. Strip lights hanging from a high ceiling.


-Where to?- says the dog.


It takes a moment for me to notice he’s talking mind to mind. He only does that when he’s worried. When there’s danger around.


I shrug. I have no idea. I peer into each room we pass: old, cast-iron cots, a wall chart of a skeleton that someone has drawn a moustache onto, broken sinks, a room filled with patient records in creased brown folders, rotting in the damp.


We find the stairs and climb to the next floor. The first room is huge, easily double the size of my flat. Somebody has ripped a load of doors from their hinges and piled them up on the floor. There are no paintings in here. Just two words written high up on the wall.


I thirst.


-Could do with a drink myself,- says the dog.


I don’t answer. We move through the room to another corridor. This one is pitch black, all the doors closed. Something feels . . . funky here. Just . . . not right. Hard to explain. It’s something you get taught in Delphic Division, how to pick up on the presence of an orisha, or even just magic in general. It feels like bugs are crawling under your skin, sliding along your nerves trying to get out.


A moment later the dog drops to the floor, his gums pulled back in a snarl. His ears flatten against his head and he squirms on the ground.


-Jesus fucking Christ!- he moans. -How are you standing there? Can’t you hear that?-


I move my head around. I think I might be able to hear something . . . high-pitched, just on the edge of my hearing. But I’m not sure.


‘What is it?’ I clutch the sawn-off nervously, looking over my shoulder.


The dog doesn’t answer. I stand protectively over him as he writhes, waiting for an attack I’m sure is going to come.


He finally pushes himself back to his feet, panting heavily. ‘Fuck, man. That was not pleasant.’ He squints up at me. ‘You seriously didn’t hear that?’


I shake my head.


‘Lucky bastard. It was like every ultrasonic whistle ever made was being blown at the same time. Except it wasn’t a whistle. It was screaming.’


‘Screaming?’


‘Yeah, man. Screaming.’


I peer into the darkness. ‘What did it sound like?’


‘The fuck you mean, what did it sound like? I just told you. Screaming.’


‘I mean did it sound animal? Human?’


‘London, it doesn’t matter what it sounded like. If whatever made that noise is in here, we should be out there. End of.’


‘We can’t just leave.’


‘We can. It’s what our legs are for. And our brains.’


‘You go. Wait in the car or something. I’ll be out soon.’


The dog shakes himself in irritation. ‘Yeah. Right. If I leave you, ain’t no way you’re coming out again.’


‘Then shut up your whining and let’s get this finished,’ I snap.


The dog stares at me for a long moment before turning and walking into the corridor. I’m sure I hear him mutter ‘cock weasel’ beneath his breath. His favourite insult for me when I really annoy him.


The corridor branches into a second passage that has been ravaged by fire. The ceiling and floor are soot-black. The paint on the walls has bubbled and peeled. The little flakes of paint look like leaves, white on one side, black on the other. They’re moving silently, shivering slowly back and forth as if someone was breathing gently on them.


There’s an open door at the far end of the corridor. I approach it slowly. That’s where Babalu-Aye is. I can feel it.


I pat my pockets. Shells close at hand. Two in the gun. Glock in the back of my pants. Tattoos ready and waiting. Shit. I’m not prepared for this. The dog was right. I shouldn’t be doing this. At least, not alone. If this was officially sanctioned I’d have two teams of five backing me up.


I curl my hands around the grip of the sawn-off. I take a deep breath, then swing around the door, gun levelled, watching for the slightest movement.


Images and impressions flash through my mind. Large room, the largest so far. Green paint. Wall paintings faded by time. A swept concrete floor. Windows painted black. The smell of piss and vinegar.


Movement from the shadows to my left. I swing the gun. Something heaves through the darkness. Way too big to be the missing kid. The shape makes a growling sound and I pull the trigger. An explosion of noise. A flash of white that burns my retinas. Something drops heavily to the floor.


I squint, trying to readjust to the darkness. I move forward. The shape on the ground isn’t moving. It’s big. The size of a lion. A hairless, pink-grey face, all muzzle and yellow teeth.


‘That was my dog, you piece of shit,’ says a voice, and something slams into my back and sends me flying twenty feet through the air to smash up against the wall with enough force to actually break the concrete.


Thank fuck I’m Warded, that’s all I can say.










Chapter 2


Iland on shattered stone and grunt in pain. If it wasn’t for the wards I’d have more than a few broken bones right about now.


I’m yanked off the ground. I feel fingers tighten on my arms and legs, then a rush of air. A moment of lightness, then another sickening collision and I bounce off the wall again and hit the floor. My gun skitters away into the darkness.


I groan and try to push myself up. Stay down! shouts a voice in my head. Pretend you’re dead.


But here’s the thing. I was never very good at listening to advice. Even from myself.


‘Why have you not burst?’ says the voice, and I hear a sliver of interest in the tone.


I shake my head, trying to chase away the blackness. Once again I’m lifted up, weightless. But I don’t feel fingers this time. I force my eyes open.


I’m hanging in the air in the centre of the room. An old man walks towards me. He has a wrinkled face, a neatly trimmed white beard. He’s wearing . . .


I frown. For a moment I wonder if I’m hallucinating. He’s wearing one of those pastel blue suits that Don Johnson used to wear in Miami Vice. Beneath that a pink T-shirt with ocean waves printed on it.


And cheap plastic sunglasses, the kind you get for five rand at the stalls along the beachfront.


‘Hey,’ I murmur. ‘The 1980s called. They want their clothes back.’


He doesn’t smile. I don’t blame him. That joke was already old in the 80s.


‘You are one of them, I think. Yes?’ Babalu-Aye pushes the plastic glasses up so they’re perched on his head. He leans forward and sniffs me. ‘Yes. I can smell the first breath of the world on you. The power. Like a baby trying to perform heart surgery. That is what you all are.’


Babalu-Aye sucks air through his teeth and stares at me thoughtfully. I don’t like that look.


‘You know what I have not done in such a long time?’ he asks.


‘Felt the loving touch of a woman?’ I say, as I glance around the room searching for the dog. I can’t see him anywhere. ‘No – dance naked in the rain. That’s it, isn’t it?’


‘Eat a softskin,’ he says.


Nope. Really didn’t need to know that.


‘I used to do it quite often. This was . . . oh – seventeenth century? Eighteenth? Time starts to lose meaning after a while. But it was one of my favourite treats. Children were the best. Such soft flesh. Succulent. Moist.’


He shivers with delight. His words bring the world sharply back into focus, bring the memories rushing back. Why I’m here. What I’m seeking.


‘Is that what you did?’ I whisper, fearing the answer. It would explain everything. The lack of bodies. All the blood. ‘With the kids you took?’


Babalu-Aye frowns. He reaches up and slaps me hard. ‘Do you not listen? I just said I have not eaten a child in a long time.’


I struggle in vain, trying to get out of his invisible grip. ‘Three years ago,’ I snarl. ‘A house in the mountains. That was your doing, wasn’t it? You told those guys to snatch the kids. Just like now.’


Babalu-Aye frowns, thinking back. He finally shakes his head. ‘Not me.’


‘Don’t lie!’ I shout. ‘Five kids. All under eight. There were three men there. Two got away. They know where the bodies are!’


Babalu-Aye floats up so that he is hovering in front of me, face to face. ‘You are not listening, human. I have no idea what you’re talking about.’


‘You’re lying! It was you! It had to be.’


‘Listen to me, my child. I was part of the creation of this land. I am this land. A hundred thousand years ago, your ancestors prayed to me when they barely understood the concept. Forty thousand years ago, they drew paintings of me in caves. I do not lie. What need have I for untruths?’


I shake my head in despair. I’d thought this would be it. That I was finally going to get the truth.


‘Then why?’ I whisper, my voice broken. Hoarse. ‘Why are you taking those kids now? Why are you here?’


‘Why am I here?’ He spreads his arms out and smiles. ‘This hospital feeds me – can you not feel the essence? How many diseased children died here? How many prayers were sent to me from this place?’ He lowers his arms and smiles. ‘But do not waste your thoughts on these children you seek. They are already dead.’


I stare at him blankly as his words sink into my soul, cutting fresh wounds across old scars. I want to reach out and rip his smug face to shreds. To gouge his eyes from his head and burst them in my hands.


‘The boy? The one you took yesterday?’


‘You did not see him while you were searching for me? No, of course not. You’re still alive, how could you?’


‘Show me. Take me to him.’


‘No,’ says Babalu-Aye. ‘I am bored now.’


He twists his hands in the air. I feel my head being pushed to the side, my neck pulled in the opposite direction. I scream as bright, flashing agony surges through my body. No matter how strong my wards they’re not going to prevent this orisha from eventually breaking my neck.


I feel vertebrae starting to pop. I’m looking sideways now, staring into rheumy yellow eyes, white teeth parted in a grin.


Fuck. No choice. Time to call in the big guns.


I close my eyes and repeat the words of awakening.


I feel them instantly on my skin as they stir to life. It tickles and repulses at the same time, a spider-walk sensation that crawls up my spine.


Light explodes in the room as my tattoos come alive. Twin dragons, green and red, bursting out through the gap at my collar to coil up in the air over my shoulders.


Babalu-Aye’s eyes widen in surprise. The glowing dragons – still attached to my spine – lunge over my shoulders and wrap around him. They lift him off his feet and flick him away. He spins through the air, hits the wall and falls to the rubble.


I hit the ground too, landing on my knees.


The dragons are hissing and spitting, dragging me forwards along the dirt. I grit my teeth and bring them to heel, forcing them back behind me with sheer force of will. I can feel their hatred, their desire to devour me, to devour everything.


Goddammit but I regret getting them. They were the first piece of magic I ever picked up. Sak yat, a Chinese tattoo magic that’s over two thousand years old.


Buddhist monks originally engraved the tattoos into warriors for strength and protection before they went into battle. I thought that sounded pretty cool. So I travelled to the Wat Bang Phra Temple in Thailand and asked them to ink me up. I had to do a few favours for the monks before they finally agreed. After that they took me below ground and left me to fast for two weeks. Then, when I was delirious and raving like a madman, they inked me the old-fashioned way, using a piece of bamboo tapped repeatedly against the skin.


And the ink isn’t any run-of-the-mill ink. It’s a special supply made from dried dragon blood, passed down through the centuries.


Only problem is, the tattoos – they’re kind of alive. The dragon blood craves sacrifice, and every time I summon them I find them harder to control. They hate me. Hate being trapped. They’d give anything to break free.


Plus, every second they’re awake they drain my life source, literally devouring parts of my soul. The dog helps me a bit, throwing in some of his own power so the tattoos don’t suck me dry. But even so, I’m terrified of calling them up. I never know if they’re sucking weeks off my life. Months. Years, even.


Still, if the alternative is actually being ripped apart by some old bastard of a god, I suppose you can’t complain.


I move forward until the dragons are within reach of Babalu-Aye. They wrap around him, yank him to his feet, pull him towards me.


His eyes widen suddenly in surprise. His lips pull back from the teeth in a shout of pain.


I wonder what’s going on. Are the dragons killing him? Draining him dry?


Then I see it. The dog has clamped his teeth on Babalu-Aye’s balls. Yeah, gods have genitalia when they’re corporeal. How else are they going to indulge in their favourite pastime – fornicating with mortals?


I focus my attention on the dragons and mutter the words of sleep. The dragons shudder, fighting me all the way. I push my focus into the words, repeat them over and over, and they finally release Babalu-Aye with a hiss of displeasure and snake back over my head, coiling back around my arms and down my back. As always, I feel like they’re somehow trying to take me with them. Like they’re trying to pull me into Nightside with them, where, I have no doubt, they’d have a lot of fun ripping me to pieces.


I stagger, a wave of nausea washing over me.


-London? Don’t flake out on me, man. Got my mouth full here.-


I straighten up, take a few steadying breaths. I spot my shotgun a few feet away and scramble over to grab it. Babalu-Aye has pulled a knife from somewhere and is about to plunge it into the dog’s ribs.


I place the sawed-off against the back of the old bastard’s neck. He freezes.


‘Dog,’ I said calmly. ‘Drop.’


The dog releases his grip. I take a shaky breath, relief flooding through my system. I break into a grin and glance down at the dog.


‘Who’s a good boy, then?’ I say. ‘Huh? You are. Yes you are!’


‘Bite me, London,’ mutters the dog.


 


I make sure the gun doesn’t lose contact with Babalu-Aye’s neck and use it to shove him ahead of me through the dirty corridors.


‘You know you cannot harm me,’ he says mildly. ‘The Covenant applies to your kind as well.’


‘You picked a good time to start worrying about the Covenant, old man.’


‘I am not a man. I am a God. Capital G. And if you think you are going to walk away from this, you truly are a most stupid skinbag.’


I prod him roughly with the barrel, hoping he can’t pick up on my nervousness. Hoping the dog, trotting along a few feet behind, can’t either. He’s right, of course. No matter what happens this afternoon I’m making enemies. That’s what happens when you don’t think things through.


Funny. That’s what Armitage always says about me. I’m too impulsive. If I survive this I’ll have to tell her she’s right. She’ll like that.


Babalu-Aye eventually leads me to the far end of the building. Into a long room with high windows to either side.


Dust motes flash and wink in the lowering sun. Glass partitions run the length of the room, painted with images that are supposed to be calming to children: a scene from ‘The Cow Jumped over the Moon’, with a cat that looks like it’s high on cocaine playing a fiddle while the moon leers down at it, grinning like a serial killer. Badly copied versions of Bugs Bunny and Porky Pig, chipped and faded. And creepiest of all, paintings of kids on their knees. Praying. But all of them with their backs to the viewer.


‘Where’s the kid?’


Babalu-Aye points to a door at the far end of the room. ‘Through there.’


We reach the door. It’s thick, with a round window at the top. But I can’t see through. There’s a piece of warped cardboard stamped with the word ‘sunlight soap’ stuck to the other side.


‘Open it.’


‘That is a very bad idea.’


‘Open it!’


The orisha sighs. ‘Fine. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


Babalu-Aye pushes the door. I shove him hard, sending him stumbling into the room. I follow after.


Images flash before me, like photographs whipped past my eyes.


A huge room. White tiles, cracked, dripping with black fluid. An old metal bunk bed, six feet high, all the springs pulled out. A boy of about twelve tied spread-eagled between the frame of the top bunk, facing down to the floor. A fine sand-like substance siphoning from his nose and mouth, making little piles on the ground.


And on the floor some kind of black leathery cocoon. About ten feet long. There’s movement in the cocoon, a rippling beneath the surface.


‘What . . . ?’


Babalu-Aye looks at it in disgust. ‘They can never control themselves,’ he says. ‘They are like teenagers tasting their first beer. All they want is more and more.’


‘More?’ I don’t know what I’m looking at.


‘More souls,’ says Babalu-Aye. ‘Unbaptized. Unnamed. Before they reach adulthood.’


I look around in dawning realization. The scene in front of me changes in my perception, like one of those pictures that can be either a young woman or an old crone.


The powder – manifested soul, stolen from the child.


The cocoon . . . not a cocoon at all.


As if hearing our voices for the first time, the mass on the floor undulates backwards and rises up. Black leathery wings unfold. Six sets. Two at the feet. Two on the back. Two on the neck.


They open up to reveal . . .


I stumble backwards. The creature in front of me has four faces. Not four heads, but four faces, north, south, east and west. Each of them has black eyes and a mouth wide open in a silent scream. The noses are coated with the sand. It’s smeared across the cheeks.


I can’t believe what I’m looking at. I wonder if I’m the first human to see such a thing.


An angel. But in its true form.


I’ve seen one or two angels in my work at Delphic Division. Not many. They tend to stick to Europe for some reason. But those I have seen were always projecting an image, something that wouldn’t freak us poor mortals out. Marble statue features. Feathery wings, etc.


This ten-foot monstrosity is what they really look like.


It stares at me, but I see no awareness behind its eyes. I’ve seen the same look on crack-heads down at the beachfront.


This angel is getting high on the souls of children.


‘He’s becoming quite the addict,’ says Babalu-Aye conversationally. ‘I think I will have to move him to another city now. I can only acquire so many children before softskins start to complain.’


His words penetrate my shock.


I blink.


Then I shoot Babalu-Aye in the face.


His head bursts in a fine red mist. The explosion thunders through the room. Brain and blood spatter the dirty tiles. The orisha drops to his knees then falls forward to the floor.


I crack open the sawn-off, eject the empty shells, load two more. The dog is shouting at me, but I can’t hear him. My ears are ringing. I’m not sure if it’s from the gunshot or just shock. I jerk the gun, flicking it closed again. Pull back the two hammers.


Unload both rounds into the angel’s face.


It shrieks, black blood spewing from its mouths. It flies back against the bed, knocking it over onto its side so the kid is now suspended sideways in the air. I hurry forward, try to untie him. I can’t see any awareness in his eyes. I don’t know if I’m too late. Can’t get the rope undone.


The angel is thrashing around on the tiles, kicking and squealing. It’s like Satan’s own fingernails screeching across the blackboard of my soul.


I stop trying to untie the rope and jerk the shells out of the gun, load two more. Point the gun with my right hand and fish around at my belt for my knife – a present from Becca before she left me.


I find it. Cut the ropes of the kid’s feet. He swings down into a standing position.


‘Kid!’ I slap his face. ‘Kid. You hear me?’


The sand is still leaking from his nose and mouth, but the stream seems to have slowed. He blinks as I cut his hands free. The angel has stopped thrashing, is staring dully at me now, trying to speak around a ruined mouth. I’m sure I can see its flesh knitting together again, healing. I step forward and put the gun right against its head. It tries to bat it away but I pull the trigger. Brains or whatever the hell angels have spatter out the other side and it flops down again.


The dog’s voice gradually filters back into my awareness.


‘You are so fucked, London! What the hell are you playing at? You won’t get away with this. Every orisha and super is going to be after your blood! This is what happens when you don’t listen to me you stupid c—’


I turn and look at him. Something in my face stops his stream of abuse. He backs away. I turn back to the kid. He’s looking around now, his awareness returning. I try to block his view of the angel behind me.


‘Can you walk? Kid, can you walk?’


He blinks at me and moves his mouth. He spits. Sand drops to the floor. I wince, resisting the urge to tell him not to lose any more.


‘Get out of here. Go downstairs. Out the front doors. You hear me?’


He nods, then stumbles out the room. I wait till I see him start to run past the glass-walled partitions before turning back to the angel, wondering how to finish it off.


It’s standing right behind me.


The angel backhands me. I fly through the air and smash into the tiles, collapse to the floor. I lose my gun again. Need to glue that damn thing to my hand. It skids about ten feet away, out of reach.


The angel’s face is reforming before my eyes, white-grey flesh knitting together. Its wings – the largest pair on its back – flare out, stiffening, smashing into the ceiling, punching holes in the tiles. The wings flex and move with each heavy breath the angel takes, pulling tiles from the walls.


There is a moment of emptiness. The breath of creation waiting to see what happens next. Ceramic fragments fall to the floor with tiny plink plink sounds.


Then the angel smiles around its ruined mouths.


It uses its wings as leverage, stiffening them and launching itself straight at me.


I don’t have time to think. I shove off with my feet, sliding through Babalu-Aye’s blood. I make it out of reach just as the angel lands where my head was, crushing the floor tiles with its weight.


It gets stuck in the hole for a second, long enough for me to scramble for my gun. I unload the last barrel into its face, aiming for the eyes this time. It screams in pain and I turn and run. The dog is already ahead of me, halfway towards the door at the far end of the glass-partitioned room.


So much for my backup.


I pop the shells and load my last two. Not good. The shells aren’t really having an effect on the angel. This is going to require something more radical.


I look over my shoulder just as the wall of the room explodes outwards, the angel simply shoving through the bricks. Dust billows towards me, followed by one extremely pissed off and extremely high angel.


I reach around and grab my satchel, pull it open and stash my gun. It’s not going to help me.


Running. Holding my bag in one hand. Through the glass-partitioned room, along the corridor beyond. Down the stairs, slipping onto my back, pushing myself up as I hear the footsteps pounding behind me. Down to the first floor. The yellow corridor. Close now. Have to get out. The angel won’t come out into the light. No matter how high the stupid thing is, an angel revealing itself to the public is a huge no-no. I hope. I don’t know. But it’s my only chance.


The corridor is long. I sprint as fast as I can, but even before I reach the end I know I’m not going to make it. The footsteps are closer. I can hear them, feel the vibrations in the wooden floorboards.


I glance over my shoulder just in time to see the angel launch itself at me, reaching out with huge hands. I spin around, bring my knife up. It pierces the angel’s hand as it crashes into me. We fly back into the wall. Rotten plaster caves in, showers us in white dust. I can feel the dog’s wards straining at the impact.


We’re embedded in the wall. I hear the snapping of teeth. The fucker is trying to bite me. I yank my knife out its hand and stab it in the neck. Black blood gouts over my hand, steaming hot. I snatch my hand back but the angel doesn’t seem to have noticed the wound. I push back on the angel’s chin, forcing its neck taut. I bring the knife up to cut its throat but the angel jerks back, pulling us both out the wall.


I punch the knife repeatedly into its stomach. Over and over until it lets me go. I drop to the floor, scrabble between its legs, stand up, and do the only other thing I think might hurt it.


I use the knife to slice one of its wings off.


The angel shrieks in pain and fury, whirling around. One of the remaining wings hits me and sends me tumbling to the floor. I push myself to my feet and run. I run like I’ve never run before, fishing around in my satchel as I do so.


My hand closes around what I’m looking for. An insurance policy. Something I ‘forgot’ to hand in to the evidence locker after one of my cases.


I pull it out. It’s a hand grenade, but I don’t know what’s inside it. Holy light, demon fire, swarms of flesh-eating locusts. Could be anything. Only thing is, if I use it, it’s going to bring me to the attention of the Accountants, people I really don’t want noticing me.


Hell, what does it matter? I’ve already broken the Covenant. The Accountants are going to be after my blood anyway. Might as well drag my life out as long as possible.


I keep running, heading for the front door. I can hear the angel following after me, but I’ve managed to pull ahead. I yank the safety pin on the grenade, holding the striker lever down. I wait till I’m only a couple of rooms from the front entrance then I drop the grenade behind me and keep on moving.


I make it through the reception area.


I’m in the open air atrium, passing the graffiti-covered columns, when the grenade explodes.


The detonation hits me in the back, throws me off my feet. I skid along the tiles, then scramble up and lurch through the wooden door, out onto the grass as the structure starts to collapse behind me. I run until I’m almost at the main gate, ducking and darting to avoid falling masonry.


I finally stop and turn around.


Stone and bricks are still pattering down around me. Black smoke billows up from a hole in the roof. As I watch, the outside walls buckle, those that weren’t blown outwards now collapsing in on themselves.


I frown. So . . . the grenade was just an actual grenade? That’s a bit anticlimactic. But at least it will have taken care of the angel. For a while. Long enough for me to get away.


Speaking of which, I should get out of here. I blink and look around. The dog is waiting by the gate. I trot over to join him.


‘You happy now?’ he asks.


‘Where’s the kid?’


‘Long gone. I wouldn’t worry. He seemed to know where he was going.’


I can hear sirens in the distance.


‘You want to hang around, get arrested for terrorism, or you reckon we make ourselves scarce?’ the dog asks.


I start walking. I feel as if my whole world has crumbled around me again. I got my hopes up. I knew I shouldn’t have.


Never expect anything. That way you can never be disappointed.


We cross the street, heading back to the Land Rover. Moses is standing there, staring at the black smoke billowing into the sky. I fish around in my wallet and take out a two hundred rand note. All I have on me. I pass it to Moses.


‘I wasn’t here.’


Moses tears his gaze away from the smoke.


‘What happened?’


‘Gas leak,’ I say. ‘Moses, I wasn’t here, OK?’


He looks at the money. Once again, he makes it disappear. ‘You weren’t here.’


‘Thanks.’


The dog hops into the passenger seat. I start the engine and pull out into the street, moving slowly around the cars that are stopping to rubberneck. Hopefully none of them saw us leave the grounds.


‘You should be happy. At least you saved the kid.’


I don’t answer. What’s to be happy about? If it wasn’t Babalu-Aye then I’m no closer to finding out what happened three years ago.


I sometimes think I’m dead and stuck in limbo, doomed to repeat the same cycle of hope and defeat over and over again until the end of time.


It would be no more than I deserve.










Chapter 3


Here’s the thing. Shinecraft is everywhere. Always has been. Always will be. And there are a thousand different ways to use it. To name a few: binding. Demon summoning. Cursing. Golemancy. Necromancy. Magical sigils. Warding. Divination. Tasseography. Oneiromancy. Scrying. Illusion. Vivimancy. Runes. Heka. Mind reading. Alchemy.


And there are more. All different ways of channelling a power that has always been there. Tools to achieve a specific goal, tools that change over time as tradition, folklore, history, and religion all leak into the collective unconsciousness and influence the ways in which shining is invoked.


I mean, in Africa alone the different methods of shining number in the triple figures. The methods change all the time, shifting between tribal families, between ethnicity, even between age groups. A fifty-year-old user might do what he calls ‘laying down tricks’, forming patterns and sigils in the dirt then spitting into them to activate the spell. When the target walks over the lines, he or she is cursed.


But a teenager who’s in the know might do the same thing with spray paint and graffiti, hiding the tricks in a piece. When his target walks past or looks at the art, the curse will activate.


It all comes down to what works for you. Shinecraft is like language, constantly evolving, never static, changing with the times.


In Delphic Division, we’re given a basic education that covers as much as possible. But the sheer amount of information amassed over the centuries means there’s no way we can learn it all.


Instead, we’re told to find what works for us, to specialize. The Division wants its agents to be masters of one, instead of dabblers in everything, and you’re encouraged to choose something that no other agent has picked. That way they have a wide spread of skills available to call on.


That was always my problem. My mind is too fickle. I’d pick something that looked like it had potential, something that suited me. But after a while I’d just lose interest. Either it didn’t work the way I wanted to, or I decided it wasn’t suitable to use in the field.


Take, for instance, calling on the ancestors.


I spent months training for that. Studying trance states, learning how to call up your bloodline, then bargaining with the ancestors, doing deals that would allow me to contact them in my hour of need, all that kind of stuff. But I eventually gave up because it just didn’t work the way I wanted it to.


Which is a polite way of saying it was hell. Calling the ancestors is like having disapproving parents standing behind you twenty-four seven, judging every single thing you do.


Don’t believe me? Here’s how it worked. We have two worlds. We call them Nightside and Dayside. We’re Dayside, obviously, and the other world is Night. So I’d put myself into a trance and call on the ancestors. The two worlds connect. (We can see this. You can’t.) Everything becomes misty, insubstantial. The two worlds overlay each other. Everything is a bit . . . off. Like reality is off-kilter. The buildings are all there, same as in the real world, just . . . different. The windows are skewed, the buildings themselves are too tall, too thin, or lean to the side. The sky changes between storm black to apocalyptic orange. It’s like you’re in a Tim Burton movie.


Oh, yeah, and there are all sorts of creatures wandering around. Nightside is their home. Where all the orisha and supers come from. So you can have ten-feet-long hyenas wandering the streets, or packs of roaming ghosts, or even a city full of biblical demons.


It’s always changing, so you never really know what to expect. There’s a rumour going around that someone has a map of Nightside, but I’m not sure I buy it. We’ve been looking, investigating the possibility, but haven’t turned up anything yet. We live in hope, though.


So . . . back to the ancestors. Say I’m in trouble. I need to use my shinecraft. It’s not like in the movies, where I just hold my hands up and spit electricity at my enemy.


So I ask for help. The worlds connect, and suddenly I’m surrounded by my ancestors, going all the way back a few thousand years, the older ones receding into the hazy distance. I ask them to give me a hand. Politely. (Have to be polite. They take offence really easily.)
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