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RAISING FIRE


“Leave me be. Let them be. Please.”


“No.” Mauntgraul gripped his shoulder. His hand had become a claw, the black talons dragging Ben upright, drawing him close. “You and I are alone, are we not? The last of our kind. I can feel it. Your love for humans has murdered us all. You will not turn away from me now.”


Ben tried to shrug him off, but the White Dog gripped him fast. In response, Ben was changing, crimson scales slipping over his skin. But Mauntgraul was not dissuaded, his wings and tail folding out, fifteen tons of scarred white flesh reducing the ramparts behind him to rubble. Black claws spread across the turret roof, gouging the stone like chisels. Together, they rose, Mauntgraul and Ben, carried skyward by their thrashing wings. Ben kicked and wriggled, forcing all that he had left against the vice around his shoulder and neck.


“The kindest thing would be to kill you,” Mauntgraul said. “Instead, I will make you watch.”
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For Dad


In memory








The Dreamer awakes


The shadow goes by


The tale I have told you,


That tale is a lie.


But listen to me,


Bright maiden, proud youth


The tale is a lie;


What it tells is the truth.


Traditional folktale










PART ONE


Choir Invisible






Here in the civilised world


Stranger events by far occur


Than in the Country of Cropped Hair;


Before our very eyes


Weirder tales unfold


Than in the Nation of Flying Heads.


Strange Tales from a Chinese Studio,


Pu Songling










ONE


The North Sea


This is my fairy-tale ending.


It wasn’t much. As Red Ben Garston flew into the storm, the wind and the rain battering his snout, he couldn’t suppress a surge of resentment. It shouldn’t have been this way. According to the Lore, he should’ve been safe. He certainly shouldn’t be here, flying in the face of a February gale, his ears ringing with a hateful song, a silvery plucking of strings that he had long ago forgotten, the music calling, calling him on. As the melody, the signal, grew stronger – finally clear beyond doubt – he had thrust himself away from his tumbler of Jack in the Stavanger docks and, cursing, left Norway’s rain-swept coast with a leap and a leathery snap of wings. He’d dumped his clothes behind a shipping container on the cargo pier. A thick woollen jumper, jeans and boots reduced to a cloud of rags. Seven tons of red-scaled flesh speared up and over the sea, a shadow fleeting under the clouds.


An hour later, here he was, the rain ricocheting off his horns and flanks like bullets reminding him of the injustice. Winter storms loved this sea, had made it their battleground for many a year, a place to show off the worst of their calamities, but this, the weather, was something else. Unprecedented, the newsreaders said, since records began. Ben could’ve told them that a hundred-odd years wasn’t that long, considering. Everywhere, seagulls laughed, making sport of the churned-up fish. Thunder rumbled in the leaden bellies of the clouds. Oh, the tough red shell of his body could withstand whatever the storm threw at him, no worries about that. In recent months, he had endured lightning and worse. The muscles between his shoulder blades throbbed with draconic strength, the wind shrieking down his long plated neck to the arrowhead tip of his tail. His claws, each the size of a rhino’s tusk, hung under his belly, a sheaf of knives raking the squall. But inside his cavernous heart, bitterness beat like a drum.


And with it, the usual cynicism.


Same old story, sweetheart. This isn’t 1215.


Back then, in a time that no Remnant would seriously call the good old days, King John had pressed his seal to the Pact, binding Remnant and human alike. It was the oath under which they all lived, the secret compromise of centuries, the stipulations as familiar to Ben as his own changeable flesh. As long as the Remnants, the magical creatures and fabulous beasts who still endured in the world, agreed to withdraw from society, refraining from meddling in the future progress of civilisation, then the King and his subjects would do them no harm. This ongoing arrangement was known as the Lore, an arrangement that, in word and in deed, had far surpassed the reign of one puny king, not to mention the medieval age.


In the end, everyone had been tired of the stalemate, the endless war between the Remnants, the denizens of the Old Lands, and humanity with its push for advancement. And so the Pact came to pass. Only the chosen leaders of each Remnant tribe, be they dragon, troll, griffin, vampire, wizard or witch, had been allowed to remain wakeful and active in the world, albeit in secret, hidden in human form. The other creatures, the unchosen, had been lured and lulled into an enchanted slumber known as the Long Sleep. Naturally, the Remnant leaders had been reluctant to face a future that rendered them no more than myths, shadows of their former selves. Still, being forgotten was better than annihilation, better than extinction. Common sense – or whatever the Remnants liked to call it – had prevailed. That and the assurances of King John, who had placated them all with the temporary nature of the Pact, reminding them of the ancient prophecy, spoken ages ago by the Queen of the Fay upon her people’s departure from earth.


One shining day, when Remnants and humans learn to live in peace, and magic blossoms anew in the world, then shall the Fay return and commence a new golden age.


That hope smouldered in the hearts of all Remnants. When the long-vanished Fay returned as the legends promised, then the Pact would be fulfilled, the Lore annulled, the Sleep undone and—


And everyone would get their bloody happy ending, Ben thought, his fangs bared against more than the weather. Once upon a time, I actually believed that.


Once upon a time being eight hundred years ago. Now, the sea spread out below him, a surging wilderness, frothing canyons of grey. Heavy clouds enclosed the horizon and he shot onwards, squinting through the downpour, a thunderous mist swirling in his wake. Racing low over the waves, he kept his membranous wings taut and steady. Half blinded as he was by the spume and that shrill music rattling in his skull, his navigation skills also weren’t helped by the fact that he had no idea where he was going.


The source. You have to find the source of the song. It’s been days now …


The water below should have soothed him, eased the cramp in his juggernaut gut. The wind, a shrieking harpy, stole away any chance of primal comfort. Rain hissed off his bladed spine and through the gills under his wings. The storm screamed like a living thing. Sometimes, Ben knew that it was.


But for all this, only the song, the incessant strings, comprised the weight of his unease. It was the kiss of moonlight on an Arctic plain. The flutter of butterflies rising from a poppy field. At the same time, it was a razor blade slipped under a fingernail. Or like opening a door onto an unexpected hundred-foot drop.


He knew this music. This lullaby. And with an ache, an urge that he imagined all Remnants would share in his position, he wanted the damn thing silenced.


The sea went on forever, a foaming wasteland offering no clues. If he continued at this pace, he’d be flying over Yorkshire by dusk, and despite the length of his wanderings, he wasn’t yet ready to return to England, to face the emptiness of home.


Or the consequences of last year. Let’s be honest here.


This in mind, he greeted the sight of the oil rig below with a feeling akin to relief, a kind of eager dread. His ears prickled, his balls shrank, the intensifying melody informing him that he had located the source of his headache. His summoning.


There were several of these rigs dotted about the North Sea. With oil prices plummeting around the globe, many of the rigs had been decommissioned and stood, their rusting steel legs fixed to the seabed, like the skeletons of krakens rising from the waves. For all their technical ingenuity, the rigs had become titanic hotels for seagulls and terns, the drills silent and the pipes dry. The men in the Stavanger bars, many of them part of the laid-off workforce, had muttered and grumbled enough about it. The economic downturn. More than thirty oil fields shut. A market teetering on the brink of collapse. After the EKOR refinery explosion last year, Ben barely plucking Rose from the flames, he couldn’t tell the men that he was sorry.


It didn’t surprise him to find one of these wrecks out here, the derrick cables rattling in the wind, the cranes shuddering, the flare stack dead and the vast circle of the helipad rain-washed and empty. And the irony of the location wasn’t lost on him either. In the endless jungle of pipes, the latticed framework of stairs and walkways, Ben saw an echo of that dangerous showdown last summer, but he couldn’t make out any signs of life. The music, however, was scaling towards crescendo, the sound twisting his guts into knots. And this kind of music, of course, would require someone to play it.


It’s a harp. The harp. Or a piece of it …


As soon as he thought it, the strings fell still, their silvery intrusion lost to the air. Echoes rebounded through the machinery and gridwork, skittering into silence, swallowed by the wind. Ben experienced a second of blessed relief and then his instincts were shrilling in alarm again. His nose, this time. Catching a familiar scent.


Human.


“Come out, come out, wherever you are. You stink more than the fucking briny.”


He growled this as he made a pass, sweeping around the towering crown block in a broad half-circle, veering back towards the open space of the helipad. Whoever waited for him below – his flyby suggesting that there was more than one person present, possibly several – he knew it was unlikely that they’d understand him, decipher the wyrm tongue spitting from his mouth. All they would hear would be a roar through the storm, the primal bellow of a beast whose age had long since passed but who remained fearsome nevertheless, ready to kill if the bastards left him no choice. The harp would assure his summoner of his arrival; he merely announced his presence to remind them of this.


He had already made up his mind who he was dealing with, anyway; there were only three possible options, three representatives who would have access to the magic that summoned him. The Guild of the Broken Lance. The Whispering Chapter. Or the envoy extraordinary, Blaise Von Hart. Only the three official branches of the Curia Occultus, the ancient council that had drafted the Pact in the first place, possessed a fragment of the instrument that had put all the other Remnants to sleep. King John had chosen the roles of his conclave well. Military, ministerial and magical. The Guild had the administration, of course, overseeing the Lore for centuries. The Whispering Chapter had taken care of all matters moral and spiritual, appointed to pacify the nation’s fears about the magical creatures in its midst, which many saw as an abomination, as demons and devils, an affront on Creation. And then there was Von Hart, the last Fay representative of magic. Von Hart had retreated into shadow with the rest of the Remnants, there to live at the beck and call of the ancient council should the need ever arise. An ambassador. An envoy between the human world and that of the Remnants.


Scanning the oil rig, Ben wondered which of these organisations would pick such a godforsaken place to face him. The Guild? In disarray, if one believed the rumours. The Chapter? Dormant, underground for years. And as for Von Hart … Well, he was far from human, but Ben wouldn’t put it past him.


He was puzzling over the why of his summoning as he landed on the helipad, his wings flapping, dwarfing the surface. Claws splayed, he alighted on the concrete as gently as possible, the raised structure groaning slightly under his weight. Overhead, a crane loomed, its hook swinging in the gale. The space around him remained empty apart from the lashing rain. Whoever had called him here didn’t seem keen to make themselves known.


“Hello? Anybody home?”


The wind snatched his words away, carrying them off and away over the water. Peering up at the blocky buildings around him, he sensed no activity at all. The smell of humans lingered, however, stronger now, closer than before.


Terrific.


He had come here because of the music, because the nature of the harp had left him no choice but to attend. Whatever sense of duty he might or might not feel, the artefact had drawn him here against his will, the ancient magic a yoke around his neck, irresistible to all Remnant kind – for now, focused only on him. As the silence thickened around him, his haunches bulged, preparing to take flight again. Just like in London last year, he suspected he had blundered into a—


Snap.


He heard the dart zip past his ear moments before the thing bit into his neck, piercing the softer flesh of his throat. Snarling, he reared back, his wings gusting billows across the helipad and rattling the walkways above. Hearing a cry, he swung his head in that direction, catching sight of the huddle of figures above, a blur of slick waterproofs, tiny faces washed out by the weather. All of the figures struggled to stay on their feet as the walkway shuddered and groaned, punched out of true by Ben’s shifting bulk. He caught the glint of metal, the raised guns, infrared beams sweeping through the haze. There were four or five people up there, he reckoned, each one crouching behind the railing and aiming down at the dragon in their midst.


An ambush. It’s a fucking ambush.


His attackers quickly recovered their footing, displaced air popping in his ears, another couple of darts thudding into his chest and flank. One bounced off his scales, clattering to the tarmac between his forelegs. Narrowing his eyes on the foot-long spike, he saw the fat silver barrel fixed to the end of it. Considering his bulk, the darts were little more than bee stings, but Ben bellowed all the same, lurching back on the helipad, his claws raking the shuddering surface. The feather on the end of the dart related the news and none of it was good.


Tranquillisers. Great.


Bladed neck winding towards the walkway, his fangs parted in a jet of flame. Dragon fire splashed against metal, two of his assailants jumping clear, landing in a tangle of limbs on the adjoining mezzanine, one retreating inside the station overlooking the helipad. In a fiery bluster, he saw the two remaining bastards on the walkway go up like Roman candles, their waterproofs shrivelling along with their skin, their screams cut short by the incredible heat. The resulting aroma, sweet and sour, only served to anger him further, a violation of his bestial appetite, long ago suppressed. He focused on the damaged structure, looking for weaknesses, preparing to claw the walkway to pieces. Even the railings were melting in the blast, liquid metal dripping from above, charred holes spreading in the latticework.


Ben sucked in, gathering his breath for another volley. The sacs in his lungs throbbed, the belching gas bitter in his throat. Whether he was facing agents of the Guild or the Chapter no longer concerned him. Tranquilliser darts or no, he wasn’t about to let the arseholes put him in chains. He had to get away from here, and fast. Tail lashing out, toppling barrels stacked on the edge of the helipad, he rounded on the gunmen on the steps, his claws unsheathed, ready to skewer them, turn them into human kebabs.


Through the drifting smoke, he saw another figure emerge from the stairway up to the helipad. At first, the rain shrouding the space between them made it hard to tell whether the newcomer was a man or a woman. His prickling instincts soon informed him that she was the latter, despite her height and stocky frame – seven feet tall, he judged, and half as broad – her jaw and shoulders set. She was dressed in faded military fatigues, but it was the cross shaved across her closely cropped skull that betrayed her as a True Name, a servant of the Whispering Chapter. The cross, a symbol of old slayer saints, related the woman’s rank in the order.


Assassin.


Ben’s eyes grew narrower as she came striding towards him, bold as you like. Her fatigues didn’t quite match the pedestrian look of the other agents, who traditionally favoured threadbare attire, if Ben remembered rightly, the stuff of thrift stores, clothes that the Salvation Army wouldn’t put in a jumble sale. How long had it been since he’d encountered a True Name? Two, three hundred years? These days, the Whispering Chapter was all but defunct. Or so he’d thought.


No. Scratch that. Hoped.


Something large, silver and round gleamed on the woman’s back, a shield of some kind, catching the early light. He watched her draw a sickle from her belt as she approached. A sickle? Might as well come at me with a toothpick. Ben snorted, flame fluttering inside his nostrils, but he was quick to realise that the helipad rippled with more than just the ensuing heat haze. He plucked at the dart in his throat, but he was already having trouble, his claws scrabbling on concrete, clumsy and slow. Whatever the agents had packed in the thing, the dope was doing its work, the toxins pumping into his veins. He shook his head, the drifting smoke clouding his vision, the oil rig around him blurring, swimming in and out.


Got to … get the hell out of here …


As he swayed back and forth, his tail thumped down on the platform. A wing unfolded, a tangled sail flapping along the ground, and he lost balance, staggering to the left. His shoulder crashed into the base of the crane, the girders screaming.


Grinning, confident of his intoxicated state, the assassin, the True Name, came striding towards him, her boots splashing through the puddles.


Mustering the last of his strength, Ben reared up, a serpent ready to strike. The assassin drew to a halt a few feet before him and the look on her face, an undaunted web of scars, gave Ben pause. His breath caught in his throat, choking back a barrage of flame. Planting her boots firmly apart, the woman raised her sickle and brought it down, slashing at something on the helipad before her.


Snick.


Ben heard a rope whip across the platform, trailing a jumble of hissing metal pegs. In the rain and confusion, he hadn’t noticed the taut lines stretched across the concrete, the tightly woven steel mesh that he was standing on. In a matter of seconds, the snare leapt upward all around him, the connecting wires released from their fastenings and whistling up to the arm of the crane over his head. Ben found all seven tons of his red-scaled bulk wrenched up off the helipad in a snarl of claws, tail and wings. He roared, but only spirals of smoke emerged from his throat, his inner gases doused by the tranqs, his muscles too numb to respond. Above him, the sky wheeled, a blurred carousel of grey. Distantly he heard cheering and, he thought, an approaching judder, the chop chop of rotors through the air.


Idiot.


That was his last thought before everything went black.




TWO


In the darkness, Ben drifted, remembering. After Africa, after witches and mummies and the destruction of the East Katameya Oil Refinery, he’d had his fill of dust and death. That was why he’d drifted, into the ice. With the funds in his bottomless bank account and official-looking papers mailed to him by Delvin Blain (his dwarf accountant in Knightsbridge moaning down the phone about Ben’s recent financial arrangements), he had flown to Finland. First class. Direct. Donning a vinterjakker lined with goose feathers, he had headed inland, letting the snow cool his inner heat, his inner pain. He’d spent the winter trudging across the tundra, heading up to the Gulf of Bothnia, helping to mend roofs, load trucks and haul fishing nets in nowhere places like Pooskeri, Kristenstad and Vaasa. He drank whiskey and thought about Rose, his lost love.


Stay away, she’d told him. From me. From us.


Wherever she was, she’d taken herself and the baby in her belly far away, and Ben knew better than to pull too hard on that particular string. He wanted to see her. Didn’t want another knockback. He wanted to hold her. Had learnt that affairs with humans were futile. Destructive, even. Over the weeks, his hair and his beard had grown long, a crimson mane curling between his shoulder blades. He had become a wild man, a stranger from the hills, his troubled gaze piercing the blizzards. The stares of the locals bothered him no more than the short days, the long nights, the endless dusk of the Arctic Circle. He found himself numb, too numb for fear. The weak light couldn’t hurt him. Kamenwati, the undead priest who had almost dragged the world into hell a few months ago, had shown him darkness, darkness everlasting, deeper than death. Ben trudged on, steeled against the north and the sinking sun …


Then, two weeks ago, he had realised he wasn’t alone. At first, he’d caught sight of his shadows in bars, the men and women in drab clothes, watching him over their drinks, waiting. Later, the odd fisherman or trucker told him that people were asking after him. Where was he heading? Had they noticed anything strange about him? Ben understood that he was a hunted man – or rather, a creature in the guise of a man. Tracked by agents. The Guild or the Chapter. He wasn’t sure.


Around this time, the music had started up, the tinkling of the harp. He hadn’t wanted to trust his instincts, preferring to believe that the faint strain he heard in the air was simply his imagination, a memory, a ghost. Something he could easily dismiss and get back to his drinking. But the music had only grown louder, invading his dreams and then his waking life, drawing him across Norway, tugging him like a magnet. Sometimes the song, the summons, was just out of hearing range, then it became clear again, stark, leading him onward, an unshakeable leash. Each time, his tracks would change course in the snow, dragging his feet to the coast.


And this morning, on the Stavanger docks, the song had grown louder than ever, dragging him out to sea …


He had fled into the ice and darkness, seeking solace in the northern wilds. But now it seemed that he had found only light. Or perhaps the light had found him. Silver shards, glimmering in his mind like hooks, hauling him back to consciousness.


“Good afternoon, Signor Garston. I trust you had pleasant dreams.”


Ben moaned. Then he grunted and spat. His profanity earned him a swift kick in the ribs from the shaven-headed assassin who, through the pervasive and needling glare, Ben squinted up to see standing to one side of him. He grimaced, his complaint for the other figure standing over him, the source of the silvery light. And the music. The music was back, drilling into his ears, sweeter, sicklier than before.


“People are always … waking me up.”


He found himself sprawled on his back on the helipad, the rain still hammering down, the slap of a chilly hand. Taking a second to mentally probe for any broken bones, he found himself whole and in human form, his skin-tight suit, a meshed costume of tiny black scales, stretched over his leaden muscles. Rain slicked the symbol on his chest, the red wyrm tongue sigil encircled by yellow. Sola Ignis. The lone fire.


With his extraordinary healing abilities working to sweat out the toxins in his blood, he tried to sit up, the weight of the loosened net around him keeping him down. His crimson hair straggled in his face, his beard dripping. A flash of will, the urge to sprout horns and wings, met a flash of silver in his mind, a harsh white wall resisting his efforts. Binding him. The reason for his hindered transformation shone like a baleful star above him – the harp, a fragment of the harp, cradled in his summoner’s arms. The radiance thrown by the thing hid her expression, but he could make out a bony broom handle of a woman, standing in a plain grey dress a few feet away. She’d scraped her hair back in a strict ponytail, the ashen strands rendering her nondescript, a rainy smear in the fluttering light. Behind her spectacles her eyes gleamed, hawkish with the scorn of the old.


“You should thank us. Saints alive, we have prayed for you. And there is only one reason why you’re still breathing.”


“Let me guess. You fancied yourself a dragon-skin jacket.”


“Look at you,” the woman said, her fingers caressing the strings – the ghostly suggestion of strings anyway, the harp unmade, one of three pieces, a fragment of a greater power. “Nothing more than a myth. Once formidable, now merely a story to frighten children. The great Benjurigan. The great beast. Fallen at our feet.”


“You flatter yourself. It isn’t like I came here willingly.” With a sneer, he nodded at the two-foot-long spar of wrought silver resting in her arms. He had never seen the legendary Cwyth, the mnemonic harp, up close before; he’d only seen the instrument depicted in woodcuts, tapestries and paintings, or read about it in books. Anyone else might have taken the moulded and embossed spar, broken as it was, for a piece of a statue. Its flat triangular length suggested some beast or other, perhaps a griffin or a lion. An experienced eye like Ben’s knew the object for what it was – the soundboard of a harp, shaped to resemble a prancing horse’s back. Or a creature much like a horse … “King John granted the Chapter a piece of the harp for safe keeping,” he said. “You’re not supposed to use the damn thing.”


His derision wasn’t just down to bravado. Although the harp exerted a certain power over him – as it would over all Remnant kind – an individual fragment, once strummed, could only lure him and lull him into human form. He was one of the chosen, the Sola Ignis, guardian of the west. Eight hundred years ago, the envoy extraordinary, Blaise Von Hart, had sung his name into the Fay enchantment, rendering him immune to the spell that had sent all his kind, most Remnantkind, into an enchanted slumber. There was no way that the woman with the harp could send him into the Sleep. All the same, she could hurt him. All the same, he was afraid.


“Who will we answer to?” the woman said. “Look at this storm.” She cricked her neck, indicating the barrage around them, a slight shiver in the gesture. Excitement? Dread? “Global warming. The shifting Gulf Stream. Giant waves battering the coast. The end comes, Benjurigan. The end of all ends. It’s only a matter of time before we all get swept away. Still, one can pray, yes?”


“If that’s your poison.” Yeah. Excitement all right. The woman sounded European – Italian, of course – her voice snappy and cultured, a prima donna berating the forces of nature. Or inviting them in. A slight slur softened her words and he wondered whether maybe she’d had too much to drink. Christ knew he hadn’t. “Does the Guild know about this?” Again he nodded at the harp. The slack steel mesh around him. “How about the Cardinal? What does your boss think about you breaking the Lore?”


The Guild and the Chapter were different, of course. The former remained tolerant of Remnants, respectful of the knightly code bestowed upon them by King John, and each successive chairman had sworn to uphold the Pact. The Whispering Chapter had been less … enthusiastic, to put it mildly. It was sheer luck that the administration of the Pact hadn’t fallen into those zealous hands. If it had, Ben doubted he’d have made it as far as 1218, let alone Norway. But the Chapter still lived under the Lore, as they all did. His capture, this wielding of the harp, was supposedly illegal. Except …


“The rules have changed,” the woman told him. “The Guild is in disarray. Compromised. As I’m sure you’re aware.”


“I might’ve heard something.”


“As for our Cardinal. Well, he was old. Ineffective. Let’s just say it was time for him to step down.”


“Sure. I bet the Chapter offers a great retirement package.”


“Our new Cardinal favours the old ways. The old values,” she said, strumming, strumming the strings. Bright pins stabbed his eyes, his head. “We’ve been tracing your movements since Cairo, the Sister and I.” The old woman tipped her head at the shaven-headed brute standing next to her, the assassin with the scythe. “Our agents have told us much. Several illegal manifestations. Damage untold. Rumours of relations with humans.” Her inflection on the word told Ben exactly what she thought about it. “You’ve been busy, old dragon.”


“You don’t know the half of it.”


But he wondered how much she did know. For ages, he’d taken so much care to stay in the shadows. Out of sight. Out of mind. Last year had put an end to all that and he’d been on the run ever since. He wished he could say that running was a new thing. In his eight hundred and sixty-one years, there’d been more bastards than he could recall who had seen him as the Holy Grail of all turkey shoots, and that didn’t just mean the vengeful Fitzwarren family. Now it seemed that the Chapter wanted a turn.


This was bad. Very bad.


“Ben Garston, you are under arrest.” The woman drew herself up, spitting the formality with obvious relish. “In your absence, we held a council. It was imperative that we got to the bottom of the breach in the Lore last year. The Chapter deemed it the Guild’s responsibility, a lapse in security that saw a goddess rise from the grave and dragons battling in public. Not to mention the collateral damage. Have I forgotten anything?”


Rose. You forgot Rose.


He counted this as a small mercy. “I think that just about covers it.”


“Buono. Then you can see why we had reason to challenge the Guild’s authority. With no elected Chairman of the Guild, our new Cardinal declared a state of emergency. All agents are now subject to the one remaining functional branch of the Curia Occultus. The Lore rests in our hands.”


“Wonderful. Why doesn’t this sound good for my health?”


“You, my friend?” Her spectacles were lamps, boring into his skull. “Our verdict in absentia was execution.”


Holy fuck.


Ben went slack, the steel mesh clanking around him. His breath came out in a groan, his limbs straining against the light.


The woman intoned, “It is the King’s command that henceforth no Remnant in the land shall assume True Shape nor apply abilities wyrd without the permission of the Curia Occultus. His Grace, the barons, the cardinals and the white mage have all sworn that this shall be observed in good faith, lest a Remnant face the penalty of trial and the fitting punishment of—”


Ben spat, his lungs full of damp air. “Sounds like the same old bullshit to me.”


He chewed his lip, glaring up at the woman with the harp. The quoted passage mentioned a trial. Did I blink and miss it?


The woman gave him no time to protest. Stepping back, she nodded at the Sister. At first Ben thought the assassin was reaching for her scythe, preparing to pass sentence there and then, leaving his head to rot out here in the middle of the sea. Instead, she dipped into her pocket and brought out a thin circular object. Silver flashed under the clouds, joining the glow thrown by the harp.


Ben glared at the shimmering horror. Lunewrought. The ore of Avalon. When the harp originally shattered way back in the Old Lands, its unmaking had left the three fragments along with several splinters. All lunewrought was one metal, the alien substance of the Fay, an alloy of mineral and magic. As shards of the harp, the metal retained the power to trap and bind him in human form, in a weakened state, vulnerable to harm. Around the time of the great council in London that had resulted in the Pact, the Curia Occultus had smelted the splinters into a handful of shackles for the sole purpose of restraining Remnants, should the need ever arise.


It appeared that the woman above him had a journey in mind. Judging by the throbbing in the air, the whoomph whoomph of approaching choppers, his head wasn’t going to rot out here after all. Another small mercy. Kind of.


“Keep that thing away from me,” he growled at the approaching assassin, the manacle in her hand. “Unless you want to dry off real quick.”


The old woman, the broom handle, laughed. It wasn’t a pleasant sound.


“Signor Garston. There really is no need for aggression. As I said, there is only one reason why you’re still alive. Tell me what I want to know and I promise that your death will be swift.”


“Since we’re trading advice, why don’t you shove that trinket where the sun don’t shine?”


“A shame. I was hoping for your cooperation.” The old woman sighed, disappointed. “Von Hart keeps his own fragment of the harp. The envoy plays a part in all this. And you will tell us where to find him, I assure you.”


“Von Hart? What’s he got to do with—”


He cut himself short. In his confusion, he hadn’t noticed the assassin kneeling at his side. The manacle snapped shut around his wrist, the chill of the metal, a burning sensation akin to frostbite, tingling on his skin.


At once, the old woman’s fingers stilled, the fragment in her arms falling blessedly silent. Its restricting magic was no longer needed, replaced by the lunewrought cuff. As the light faded, Ben looked up at her, growling under the sting of his restraint. He noticed that the left side of her face was askew, her eyelid, cheek and lower lip like melted candle wax. The result, he guessed, of a former stroke and the reason for her noticeable slur. Her dead nerves sat at odds with her sharp, aquiline nose, her fine bone structure. And her eyes, those opals, never leaving his face.


“We’ll just have to persuade you,” she said. “I’m afraid it’s going to hurt.”


The assassin reached forward and yanked at the net around him, dragging the mesh away from his body. She grabbed his shoulders, intending to haul him to his feet, carry his sorry arse off to the chopper awaiting him. Christ knew she had the muscles for it. Even with the shield on her back, she could probably sling him over her shoulder, a sack of wet cement, and deliver him to whatever unholy torture chamber the Chapter had in mind.


He couldn’t let that happen. Gathering his strength, he kicked out, aiming for the Sister’s stomach. With a gasp, she stumbled back, clutching her gut – but not before Ben had grabbed the hilt of the sickle hanging on her belt and ripped it free. The old woman shouted something, her warning lost in the storm, and the assassin, snarling, came lurching towards him for another try. A clumsy slash of the blade and she pulled back, cautious, measuring him with hard eyes.


I’m still a meathead like you. I won’t make this easy …


Ben used the gap between them to stagger upright, the sickle slashing out as he swayed drunkenly on the platform. The steel mesh, fine as it was, slipped against the wet concrete, threatening to tangle his feet. Taking small steps, he shuffled backwards, retreating to the edge of the platform, the Sister coming after him, slowly, her arms held wide.


The old woman was laughing again.


“Oh Ben. Stop this nonsense. Where are you going to go?”


Tottering on the brink of the helipad, he glanced over his shoulder. At once the source of her amusement became clear. A hundred feet below, the sea swirled, a raging mass of white and grey. If he jumped, he could probably survive the fall. But stuck in human form? It was a long way to swim back to shore. His kind might have a primal connection with water, but he didn’t like it that much. He wasn’t betting on his chances; there was no way in hell he’d make it.


The Sister was edging closer, one hand fumbling behind her back. He realised she was reaching for a weapon, maybe a knife, maybe a tranquilliser gun. In his foggy state, he didn’t want to take his chances with her either, and that left only one option.


Between a rock and a hard place. As usual.


The old woman stopped laughing when he dropped to his knees. The assassin halted, surprised. He took a second to flash them both a grin and then raised the sickle over his shoulder. Closing one eye – the other needed for aim – he brought the blade down as hard as he could, slicing down on his wrist.


“Stop him!”


Ben howled. The oil rig wheeled around him, fire shooting up his arm and into his brain. In a second of exquisite, drawn-out pain, he saw the sky above him grow dark and the bristling black shapes cutting through the clouds, two or three choppers approaching the helipad. When he heard the faint clank of metal, the lunewrought manacle rolling away from his severed hand, his howl became a roar, shaming the thunder.


A blink, a push, and his red-scaled bulk was eclipsing the helipad. His tail uncoiled, a bladed chain swinging over the edge of the platform, the ballast of its tip pulling him into the air. He fell, tumbling towards the waves, grimacing as his pinions snapped out, letting the wind catch him. Wings spread, he rose over the helipad, a shiver of satisfaction in his breast as he watched the Sister and the old woman blasted back across the concrete surface, sheltering their heads from the stirred-up squall. The soundboard of the harp slipped from the old woman’s hands, the metal fragment skittering away in the wind and spinning over the edge of the helipad, clanking through the latticework down to the lower decks. That would buy him some time.


Too weak to muster fire, he hauled himself upward, flapping awkwardly clear of the rig. Blood showered down from his foreleg, the wound left by his missing claw splattering the helipad, drenching the old woman and the Sister in a brighter kind of rain.


Fury whirled in his mind, stoked by pain. The wound would heal, he knew, and fast, his fabulous flesh mending and forming a fresh, albeit scarred, appendage. Growling, he swallowed his rage, understanding that the injury, the drugs in his veins and the fragment of the harp made this no time for battle. Against all the odds, he had lived to fight another day. He took advantage of the fact while he still could.


“Amen, fuckers.”


He thrust himself up into the clouds, a great red arrow loosed into the storm.


Down on the rig, the Sister climbed to her feet. Turning her face to the sky, the wind howling around her cross-shaved skull, she watched the abomination vanish into the rain. The downpour sluiced down her neck, soaking her military fatigues a darker shade of grey. Shoulders slumped, she bore the weather without so much as a shrug; she had endured flails, from both herself and others, with far more righteous bite.


She turned as she heard footsteps, finding her mistress, the old woman who went by the name of Evangelista, approaching through the squall.


“Console yourself, Sister,” Evangelista said, her blood-streaked features attempting a smile. “He won’t get far. We must take the utmost care with the harp, but lunewrought answers to lunewrought, remember? Ben Garston has been touched by the stuff, one of the shackles in our keeping. It should make tracking him so much easier. But you had better get going.”


Evangelista lifted the shackle in question and handed it to the assassin. Just like the broken soundboard, the metal glowed like moonlight in the gloom, throbbing with an alien power.


To show her allegiance, the Sister tugged her scars into a grimace and raised her sickle, recovered from the bloody ground, the curved blade sharp and deadly in the haze.


“Remember you are a Sword of God,” the old woman told her. “You bear the Arimathean Shield, one of our holiest treasures.”


The Sister bowed her head in benediction. All in the Chapter knew the tale, how long ago, St Joseph himself had gifted the shield to Sir Percival, the legendary knight of the Round Table. With it, the knight was said to have defeated a terrible dragon – a typically cherished story of the Chapter and one that couldn’t fail to excite the assassin who heard it.


“May your pursuit be just as glorious,” Evangelista said. Her smile was gone, replaced by a coldness in her eyes, the deep chill of devotion. “You have your orders. Find that misbegotten spawn of serpents. Bring him to our temple in the mountains. Bring him to the Invisible Church.”


The Sister, all seven foot of her, offered a grin of her own.


“There we will pluck the truth from his tongue, extract the envoy’s whereabouts. Ben Garston will answer for his crimes. And your Cardinal will take his head.”




THREE


It’s the harp. The Chapter want the harp.


Nursing his bloody stump, his nerve endings screaming louder than the wind, Ben burst through the cloud layer, chased by the worst of his fears. The clouds were inside his mind as well, his prodigious system fighting to throw off the tranqs, but even through his lingering stupor, the reason for the ambush seemed clear. Why would the Whispering Chapter postpone killing him when its agents had the chance? The old woman, whoever she was, was looking for Von Hart. There could only be one reason for that, surely.


Like the Chapter, the envoy extraordinary guarded a fragment of the harp. Indeed, dredging up his memories, it was the envoy who had brought the Cwyth to the great council on Thorney Island in the first place, wasn’t it? As the last of the Fay, present at the Battle of Camlann, which had seen the fall of King Arthur, the Fay quit the earth and the Old Lands surrender to history, Von Hart must have kept the shattered instrument for centuries. In 1215, he had stood before King John to re-forge the damn thing, serving the royal edict of the Pact to bring about the Sleep. Yes, it had been a simple matter. Such power, if Ben credited the tales, conjured by the effortless act of fitting the broken pieces back together. Lunewrought melding to lunewrought. At the foot of the throne in Westminster Palace, the harp had blazed and sung in Von Hart’s hands as he mustered his people’s alien science, singing the names of the chosen Remnant leaders into the music. And of course, the lullaby had worked like a charm. The spell was more powerful than the King, the Curia Occultus and all the Remnants put together could have imagined. Kings had died and other kings had taken their place, but the Lore remained, the Sleep advancing. In the space of a hundred years, the lullaby had circled the globe …


Ben soared higher. The touch of the manacle added to the healing sting of his wounds, the lunewrought leaving a frosty residue to remind him of the power of the artefact to which it had once belonged. Nor did he feel safe up here, even at this altitude. He didn’t think for one second that the Sister and the other agents wouldn’t pursue him. He had seen the approaching choppers himself, all of them loaded with weapons, machine guns and rockets to shoot him from the sky. That was the least of his worries. It was only a matter of time before the Chapter recovered its fragment of the harp from the oil rig’s lower decks and used its magic to summon him again, drawing him into the line of fire. Next time, he might not be so lucky. He had to get out of range of the song as fast as possible. The greater the range, the greater his chances of resisting its lure.


And then there was the matter of Von Hart himself.


You know where I am if you need me.


That was what the envoy had said last year, his exact words. Last year, the pale fairy had prevented Ben from becoming dragon steak on two separate occasions, once in London and once in Cairo. Five thousand feet up, with ice crystals forming on his snout, his inner gases keeping him warm, the memory of the Lurkers, the Walkers Between the Worlds, still prompted an unbidden shiver. He had never been a fan of magic. Less so of Von Hart’s help. Hell, the envoy was probably watching him now, his strange violet eyes peering into whatever shiny ball he used for scrying.


Prying.


Alongside his unease, caution snickered. He wanted answers. Who better to provide them than the envoy? But things weren’t that simple. He couldn’t be sure how the cards lay, whether the envoy was in hiding or not. On the one hand, he wanted to warn him, even though he doubted that the fairy was blind to the threat.


We all live under the Lore, Ben. He’d said that too, standing on the desert dunes in Cairo as they’d watched the refinery burn. This changes everything.


He had already tried to warn Ben. About a council. A possible trial. As a creature who loved a gamble, would the envoy risk the Chapter catching him napping? Unlikely. Ben settled on the feeling that it probably wasn’t wise to lead his pursuers straight to Berlin. Von Hart, presiding over his secret neon realm of Club Zauber, would hardly thank him for it.


Like it or not, Ben was in over his head. This wasn’t a matter of a resurrected goddess and an undead priest, an old rivalry threatening to plunge the world into darkness. This stabbed at the very heart of the Pact: the Long Sleep. The enchantment upon which the Lore rested. If the Whispering Chapter was after the harp, then the new Cardinal might already have his grubby hands on the Guild’s fragment, confiscating the artefact from the collapsed brotherhood of knights. And if the Chapter succeeded in reforging the blasted instrument, then—


A burst of silver in Ben’s skull disintegrated the ominous thought. The song? The lullaby? Already? The smarting at his wrist, cold and brief, told him otherwise. It was the residue of the lunewrought, he thought, his fangs grinding, the ancient Fay magic responding to something below. It must be below. At this altitude, there was nothing around him but acres of sky, a clear blue prairie emerging from the tattered fringes of the storm. The odd seagull. He couldn’t see a plane or hear the choppers, but he knew they’d come after him the minute the gale subsided, exhausting its wrath over the sea.


The faint blue glow drew his eyes towards the earth, the distant skerries of Denmark or the Netherlands appearing from the stratospheric sheen. He traced the luminous curve of an arc sweeping out to sea – an arc that he knew with a dragon’s eye had nothing to do with the horizon. Huge it was, perhaps a mile or so across, much like a rainbow sweeping into the distance, albeit one that had been pushed over flat and comprised one colour, that depthless cerulean gleam. Twinkling. Fizzling with energy. Magical. As he flew lower and drew closer to the shore, it struck Ben, with a familiar cramping in his guts, that the arc was inside the land. Buried somehow. Rather than being superimposed, it ran like a stratum in stone, a visible quartz made up of light.


There were symbols down there too, he noticed, vast sigils and glyphs bound by the edges of the curve, each one the size of a village or a small town. What the symbols meant, he couldn’t tell, the gigantic alien alphabet marching off into the land, over forests and hills and rivers and roads, into the rounded haze, the limit where the earth met the sky. In the other direction, out to the ocean, the arc continued, perhaps reaching the tip of Scotland or Iceland further to the north-west.


What the hell am I seeing? Some kind of terrestrial brand or tattoo that one could only discern from thousands of feet up, and even then, Ben guessed, probably only when recently touched by lunewrought. Or spiked by tranquilliser darts. Something told him that the latter wasn’t the case, but before he had a chance to investigate further, he noticed that the arc – what looked to him like the segment of a much wider circle, marching off to God knows where – was fading. Growing indistinct. It was decaying before his eyes, dark ragged holes growing in the landscape, the odd symbol winking out as though unseen flames were gradually eating through the fabric of the earth.


He blinked in the wind, and when he looked again, all he saw was the sea below, the coastline of Europe coming up fast. Whether magical vision or drug fugue, he couldn’t be sure, but as though glimpsed unawares and evading his sight, the arc through the earth was gone.


Strange days indeed.


Ben flew onward, deciding on a course of action. There was no point wasting time on the unknown when the known was all around him and pressing – the mystery of the mnemonic harp and the Chapter’s quest to recover it, if his detective skills were up to scratch. Danger threatened again, gushing into the smoking chasm left by the breach in the Lore. This time, he would do his best to stay ahead of the game. He needed information and, much as it galled him to admit it, help. He had to find Von Hart or at least make contact in some way, get a message to him. If the Whispering Chapter found the envoy before he did, well … his gut told him that it wouldn’t end well.


Despite all this, suspicion mingled with his intent, stoked by the reappearance of the Cwyth. All the shit that had happened last year. He recalled his unplanned visit to Club Zauber last summer. Hadn’t Von Hart quoted a verse from that old poem shortly after his arrival?


Foggily, Ben dredged up the words.






The King’s harp shattered in three


re-forged then unmade a silver key


a severed song the watcher’s keep


locking the door of endless sleep








Yeah. He had. At the time, Ben had dismissed the verse as a subtle taunt, Von Hart reminding him that most Remnants hadn’t chosen to go into the Sleep. That in many cases, the harp, the key, fitted the padlock to what amounted to an enchanted prison. Now he wondered. Secrets and lies, unseen plans and events, lay like scattered cards on the table of his past actions, some in the suit hiding a darker underside.


Damn you, fairy. What were you trying to tell me?


Above all else, the envoy loved riddles. Cryptic was his middle name. There was a point to all this, a game even. Ben had suspected as much in Egypt, and here it was again, that unshakeable feeling that the fairy was testing him, preparing him for something – something he might not like.


The history of the harp goes way back, back into legend and myth. And you were there at the start, weren’t you? Bringing the harp to the Curia Occultus. Travelling to distant lands to ensure the progress of the Sleep. Who the hell knows what you got up to? Who the hell knows what you started …?


Ben cut off that particular line of thought. Distrust wouldn’t help him here. He had a day, two days at best. And he owed the fairy a favour; it was a matter of honour that he couldn’t ignore. The Chapter had managed to track him down, after all. It might take longer to track the envoy, but like the Guild, he imagined that its reach was long.


Into the south then, across Holland and down into France. It was hardly as out of range of the harp as he would’ve liked, but for now, he had limited choices. The envoy extraordinary was out of reach. But there were other keepers of secrets. And certain ways to extract them.


Even if he was too late, there were some, he knew, who had an ear for the dead.
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Jing ~ mirror


Xanadu, 1275


At first, the Great Kublai Khan had resisted the idea of the Tiaoyue, the English Pact and the coming of the Sleep. He had sat, straight-backed and clutching the elephant-shaped arms of his throne, as his sorcerers, mandarins, emissaries, warriors, concubines, mystics and monks descended on the chamber in a restless flock, the vast white pillars resounding with the news from the west.


Jia Jing, a small green-and-gold shape crouched on a cushion at the Khan’s feet, had struggled to pick out anything meaningful from the babble. Mention of some lullaby or other kept resurfacing from the milling audience below the dais, the shaven heads shaking this way and that, the raised hands and the snapping fans waving as though to swat points of the debate out of the air, dismissing the rumours as hearsay. No, as tonghua, as fairy tale.


And, as it happened, tonghua wasn’t that far from the truth. Scowling at his subjects, the Great Khan had risen to his feet, a hand raised for silence. Jia, observing custom, rose along with him, awkwardly shuffling her hooves on the dais, her foal-like form flowing into the shape of a little girl, her long dark braid coiled atop her head in the customary fashion. To all intents and purposes, she looked as human as any nine-year-old girl, but she kept forgetting about her hooves, and once she had made the transformation – a matter of shimmering seconds – it always felt too late to change them into silk-bound feet, a concession to embarrassment that would not go unnoticed. She was painfully aware of the stares darting from the Khan to where she stood beside him, her cloven hooves, both a glimmering gold, prompting whispers and pointed fingers from the throng. Why should she feel so uncomfortable, so out of place? Was she not one of the wonders of Xanadu? The Mongol invasion had not seen the Middle Kingdom shake off its faith in myths, clinging to gods both old and new with the same timeless reverence, a soul-deep devotion that Jia could not imagine the people renouncing. Magic endured in the soil here, in this, the most sacred, the most central of realms. Who among the noble houses and palace servants was unaware of the fact that the Khan enjoyed the counsel of ancient beasts, remnants of an older, wiser world? Long had the children of the Xian attended the Dragon Throne.


Oh yes, people speak of you, the Khan had assured her, even in the lands beyond the Yellow River …


That day at court, Jia had detected envy in many of the gazes and – oddly – she had noticed derision too, the reason for the latter soon becoming clear.


The Khan’s new guest, the dusty Italian merchant with his sage-cum-guide standing at his shoulder, stepped forward and cleared his throat, thankfully stealing the attention of the court. After begging the Khan for patience, the merchant spoke at some length (pausing now and then for the sage to translate) about the infamous song that, over the course of sixty years, had wound its slow but inevitable way from England.


“It was a simple thing, Oh Wise One,” the merchant said. “Such power, conjured by a re-forged harp. An ancient enchantment, the work of Fay magic, the lullaby was more powerful than the English King, the Pope and all the court put together could have imagined. A lullaby to cross oceans, to touch all lands.” The merchant’s voice trembled as he spoke, a feverish undercurrent of wonder. “You would have wept to see it, lord. The silver tide washed out from the hall on Thorney Island, striking the bells of Westminster Abbey, the old shrine resonating with fairy music. The echoes shivered across London, the notes sounding in every steeple from St Clement Danes to St Paul’s and beyond. The music rippled over the city walls, across the fields and into the land, igniting every church along the way like … like dead trees in a forest fire! Windsor, Winchester, Rochester. On and on. By nightfall, even the bells in Scotia were said to have rung.”


The lullaby, the merchant went on, had drifted on the winds across the sea, across the Holy Roman Empire and Byzantium, into far, dusty Pi-p’a-lo and the Caliphates of Persia. It was in the air. In the sky. In the fabric of things, he said, an enchantment flowing out in all directions, echoing off still water and between hollow trees, eventually spilling into the east. As the song progressed, the magic amplified, weaving outward to encompass the world. And wherever a Remnant heard the song – be they dragon, giant, troll, goblin, wizard or witch – the music would entrance and calm these creatures, the ground under them bubbling and seething, swallowing hundreds down into the Sleep, down into deep, though temporary, graves. Such mo shu! Such power! The lullaby, as the merchant called it, was not without its ambassadors, its diplomats and traders. Envoys like himself, the merchant said, who rode a day or so ahead of the musical tide to speak with the rulers of foreign lands, to press upon them the turning of the age. The envoys travelled at great personal risk to herald the advancement of all that was human, to stress the importance of magical suppression, the enthralment of the ever-warring Remnants.


It is my honour and my duty, the merchant said – through the mouth of the sage, of course – to present this great golden compromise of choosing one representative from each Remnant tribe to remain safely awake among humans. As long as said Remnant swears to uphold the Lore and refrain from interfering in human affairs, then my sage will gladly sing their name and the lullaby, the enchantment, will not touch them.


The rest of the Remnants, however, must fade and dwindle into the Sleep, safely removed from the ages, a historic truce to end all discord. At least, he continued, the Remnants must sleep until such a time came when the Xian returned, the climate for peace dawning again, commencing a new golden age where the darkness had passed and Remnants and humans could live in peace. All the legends claimed that the Xian had promised to return, did they not? Everybody knew that.


Many rulers, like the Khan, had resisted the idea, the merchant confessed, scoffing at the Pact as folly, a truce bound to break – but each king, queen, baron, contessa, sultan, tsarina, pasha, rani and shah soon found themselves inspired by the dream of growth and wealth and power. Of progress.
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