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			For Jon Wood, my inestimable literary agent, without whom The Malevolent Seven might never have seen publication. More sensible minds insisted a novel about a bunch of emotionally damaged anti-­heroes blowing stuff up and swearing all the time was hardly the stuff of grand literary aspirations.

			We sure proved them wrong, didn’t we, Jon?

			Jon?
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			The Twelve Esoteric Realms

			Wonderists draw their abilities through momentary breaches between their own plane of reality and an adjacent one whose physical laws are different from their own. Each wonderist is attuned to a single realm whose properties determine the nature of their magic. Scholars have catalogued the twelve planes of reality conducive to wonderism.

			 

			 

			[image: Tempestoral: A circular symbol with arrows and flames coming out of it. Inside the circle there is a mountain being struck by lightening in the background and a large wave in the foreground.]

			Tempestoral

			A realm of endless mystical storms which can be channelled into near-limitless forms of combustion and explosions. Thunderers are basically walking, talking natural disasters.

			 

			[image: Auroral: A circular symbol with a fleur-de-lis-style border. Inside the circle are seven more circles, each getting smaller in size. Around the larger circle, six arrows point outwards. The arrows facing north and south both have two notches in their arrow shafts.]

			Auroral

			The Lords Celestine grant to their goody-two-shoes followers blessings in the form of various defences against enemies and a predilection for smiting people.

			 

			[image: Infernal: An octagonal symbol with a snake weaving around its border. Inside the symbol is a large circle containing a skull with three circles on its forehead in a pyramid shape, which is surrounded by sparks, and two crosses underneath it, one towards each corner. ]

			Infernal

			The power of the Lords Devilish is sometimes granted to ethically challenged wonderists by even more ethically dubious Diabolic Contractualists. Infernalism is the magic of manipulation and perversion. But hey, some of your best friends are perverts.
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			Sonoral

			The sphere of vibrational control and amplification. Echoists can make even the most awkward of valedictory speeches into rousing clarion calls which can stir armies into battle. If that’s the sort of thing you’re into.

			 

			[image: Luxoral: A circular symbol with a looping border design. Inside the circle are two symbols of eyes, one at 90 degrees to the other.]

			Luxoral

			The domain of light. Luminists are unequalled at constructing illusions and entertaining at children’s parties.

			 

			[image: Floranistic: A circular symbol featuring an ornate tree. Leaves also grow in a circle around it. ]

			Floranistic

			The realm of plant transmogrification. Florinists can cover their skin in iron-hard bark or bring a tree to life. Basically, they’re like snooty gardeners.

			 

			[image: Portalistic: A circular symbol with a keyhole at its centre. Surrounding it to make up the border are keys, all pointing inwards as if they might fit into the lock. ]

			Portalistic

			Through this arcane nether-space, wonderists attuned to Portalism can construct keys enabling them to open doors to faraway places: good for fleeing a crime scene, outstanding for avoiding traffic.

			 

			[image: Totemic: A circular symbol with a large black rat in its centre. ]

			Totemic

			The domain of animal symbolism. By attuning themselves to a particular type of animal, totemists gain various abilities and spells aligned with that animal’s nature. Avoid dating totemists unless you like finding bits of fur everywhere.

			 

			[image: Abyssal: A black circular symbol covered with stars. At its centre is an ornate diamond shape into which rays of light disappear.]

			Abyssal

			The Abyssal plane is an eternal void that cosmists wrap around their physical forms, making them the deadliest of all wonderists – unless they get depressed and collapse in on themselves.

			 

			[image: Fortunal: A circular symbol divided vertically in half. On one side is a playing card-style queen wearing white. Mirroring the queen on the other side is a playing-card style king wearing black. ]

			Fortunal

			A realm where probability itself is a form of matter which can be manipulated by chancers to alter the odds in their favour. Do not play cards with Fortunal mages.

			

			 

			[image: Sanguinal: A circular symbol with two jagged concentric circles inside of it. At the centre of the circle is a diamond containing a flower. On each side of the diamond a long, sharp arrow juts out, reaching beyond the border of the outer circle.]

			Sanguinal

			Technically, blood magic comes from the wild magic of the Mortal realm itself, so it’s a bit ironic that sanguinalists are inevitably driven to exsanguinate their fellow mortals.

			 

			[image: Pandoral: A circular symbol with a smaller circle at its centre. Inside the smaller circle is a looping line pattern. Eight arrows point out of the larger circle, each in different directions. Behind the symbol are chaotic, squiggly lines.]

			Pandoral

			Little is known about this bizarre realm other than the fact that those attuned to it can unleash chaos into the world around them. Still, if it’s a choice between dating a rat mage or a pandoralist . . .

		

	
		
			

			 

			The Auroral Hierarchy

			While the full nature of the Auroral Hierarchy remains a mystery to scholars of the Mortal realm, encounters with various Auroral beings do occur with regrettable frequency.

			The Auroral Sovereign

			The ultimate authority and benevolent ruler of the universe – or they would be if any such being existed. Seriously, the Auroral Sovereign is an entirely made-up figurehead invoked by the other members of the Auroral Hierarchy when they want to justify whatever they were planning to do anyway.

			The Lords Celestine

			The Lords Celestine are all too real, alas. These twelve ‘heavenly beings’ are each supposed to embody a specific virtue. They like to meddle in Mortal affairs while pretending they’re not. In case you’re wondering, Decency and Reasonableness are not Celestine virtues.

			Angelics

			Various beings created by the Lords Celestine to carry out their glorious design upon the Mortal realm. While the full range of angelic types is too numerous to list, the most common ones encountered are Angelic Emissaries, who are heralds able to shapeshift into whichever form will most entice Mortal rulers to side with the Lords Celestine, and Angelic Valiants, who are like smug mob enforcers, only much better looking.

			

			Glorians

			Human agents of the Lords Celestine blessed with various abilities, to be used only in the service of their mission (but nobody minds a little extra smiting now and then). There are numerous types of Glorians, including Justiciars, who enforce Auroral Edicts on the Mortal realm, Ardentors, who ‘improve’ their fellow Mortals (usually with smiting), Parevals, who ride around on silvery-coated steeds doing . . . well, no one is quite sure what the point of the Parevals is supposed to be, but they sure are pretty to look at.

			Sublimes

			Young, beautiful innocents raised in monastic institutions to give themselves utterly to whomever their religious leaders deem suitable. They don’t even get any supernatural blessings.

		

	
		
			

			 

			The Infernal Hierarchy

			The Infernals aren’t precisely ‘evil’; they’re more like a bunch of immortal teenagers obsessed with convincing other beings to experience every sensation imaginable. You know, like self-righteous drug dealers.

			The Lords Devilish

			These are the thirteen rulers of the Infernal realm, each embodying a different ‘experiential imperative’, such as Spite, Avarice and Gluttony. A more universal term by which to understand the Lords Devilish is ‘fuckwits’.

			Diabolics

			These are the diplomats and deal-makers of the Infernal realm. Acting as con men and carnival barkers, Diabolic Contractualists are always on the lookout for morons to recruit into their schemes. Moral compromise is a virtue as far as Diabolics are concerned, which makes them rather like horned politicians.

			Demoniacs

			When one imagines a ‘demon’, one is usually envisioning a demoniac: the fanged, growling, drooling thugs, warriors and assassins of the Infernal Realm. The Lords Devilish use them to wage war – mostly on one another.

			Ferocials

			Technically, these are a type of lesser Devilish, but the Lords Devilish would prefer you think of them as breeding experiments gone wrong.

			

			Infernalists

			These are mortal wonderists who make trades with Diabolic Contractualists in exchange for Infernal spells, which usually manifest as sigils imprinted with unsightly charring of the skin, each one representing a fractional sacrifice of the Infernalist’s soul. Nice guys to have a beer with.

			Profanes

			Mortal apostates of the Aurorals whom the Diabolic Contractualists occasionally manage to recruit on the basis of moral outrage rather than trading for actual spells. Another word for Profanes is ‘suckers’.

			The Damned

			These are the hollowed-out spirits of those who’ve made one too many deals with Diabolic Contractualists and are now subject to the whims of the Lords Devilish. Eternity is a long time to spend contemplating one’s failure to read the fine print.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Epitaph

			Can you hear it yet? A sound so subtle your heart mistakes it for the first blush of dawn before the sun kisses the darkness from the horizon. 

			Or maybe it’s more like the innocent joy of a puppy licking your face. What? You don’t like puppies licking your face? Fine, it’s a cat. Imagine a sound that reminds you of a furry kitty-­cat head nuzzling your cheek. Can we get down to business now?

			Envision a blanket of golden sand beneath your feet. Look down and watch the breeze sending thousands of perfect crystalline grains skipping across a pristine desert, dancing to unheard rhythms. It’s in your body now, this song that slips past the ears to echo deep in your bones. Lyrics written in a language never before spoken in this land whisper a thousand nuanced meanings that will thrum for ever inside your heart.

			What shall we call this immaculate love song, this clarion call to the soul? Some have named it the Ballad of the Celestines, others, the Sublime Symphony.

			Me? I call it the sound of angels being tortured to death.

			‘Well, fuck me,’ Corrigan said, collapsing the three brass tubes of his spyglass and tucking the device into the bandolier across his chest. Sparks of indigo magic tickled the braids of his beard, illuminating his onyx-­black skin and the unpleasant gleam in his grin. ‘That’s some nasty devilry right there.’

			When a Tempestoral mage refers to something as ‘nasty’, you can skip right past words like ‘terrifying’ or ‘horrific’ and jump right to—

			

			‘Obscene,’ Galass murmured. Pale arms crossed over the sleeveless silver gown she’d worn when she was still a Sublime: one of the Mortal handmaidens of the Aurorals. It wasn’t the chill desert air making the slender seventeen-­year-­old shiver, and lacking Corrigan’s spyglass, she hadn’t yet seen the atrocities unfolding a quarter of a mile down the road from us. But Galass was a blood mage, a sanguinalist, if you want to get technical about it; her mystical attunement to the flow of life here in the Mortal realm left her particularly sensitive to death and torment. The tresses of her hair, usually a dark brown, turned scarlet as they began to weave and whirl in the air like asps waiting to strike – never a good omen with blood mages, who tend to be borderline lunatics at the best of times.

			‘We’ve seen worse,’ said Alice, adding that derisive snort she used as punctuation when addressing . . . well, pretty much everybody. The demoniac unwound the silver ribbon of her whip-­sword in preparation for the mayhem awaiting us down the road. Despite being a denizen of the Infernal realm herself, Alice had been initiated into the rites of the Glorian Justiciars, making her the first and only demoniac to become a pompous, moralising prat. The bat wings that sprouted from her back – utterly useless on this plane of reality – flapped in anticipation of eviscerating her fellow Infernals.

			‘Leave the child be,’ Shame admonished Alice with her customary patronising seen-­it-­all-­before sigh. Shame never mean to be rude; it was just, as a former Angelic Emissary, she was roughly seven thousand years older than the rest of us. Shame and Alice never got along, despite both of them being traitors to their own realms. There’s nothing funnier than watching an ancient apostate angelic arguing theology with a teenaged demoniac desperately trying to prove herself as a Paladin Justiciar. Well, it’s funny until someone loses an eye. Or a soul.

			‘Everybody keep your pants on,’ I said, not that anyone in this motley band of wonderists ever took my commands seriously. I pinched the tip of my forefinger against my thumb to form a loop, held it up to my right eye and whispered an apparently innocuous invocation that was far more despicable than the Infernal spells I used to cast before I’d become attuned to a much more dangerous mystical realm. Inside the circle formed by my thumb and forefinger, the empty air warped and quivered, defying the laws of physics to collapse the distance between us and the outskirts of a small town once called Pleasance and now . . . well, it hardly mattered what anyone called it any more. What was important was that I could now clearly see a contingent of low-­level Infernal infantry putting the finishing touches on a singularly gruesome gallows.

			

			Atop the platform, four Angelic Valiants – picture heroic, golden-­skinned Auroral warriors deployed to smite the unworthy on behalf of the Lords Celestine – were screaming in helpless, transcendent harmonies. Around their necks hung nooses made of three-­foot-­long centipedes whose twitching stingers continually pierced their heavenly flesh. The unspeakable agony was tearing the Auroral Melody from their throats, and unlike my companions, I was familiar with the particular words being sung. The captives weren’t pleading for the Lords Celestine to rescue them; they were begging for oblivion.

			‘How fare the noble townsfolk, Brother Cade?’ asked Aradeus in a voice exactly as smooth and pompous as that sentence suggests. Rat mages, being annoying, unconscionably handsome fops who think ‘swashbuckling’ is a valid lifestyle, refer to almost everyone as ‘noble’. Aradeus Mozen was as decent and valorous as he appeared, which made it hard for me to trust him with a mission like the one we were about to undertake.

			‘The townsfolk are fine,’ I reassured him. ‘Getting nobler by the minute.’ Actually, the good citizens of Pleasance weren’t doing anything other than standing there in mute horror, witnessing the morbid performance unfolding before them. ‘The demoniacs aren’t interested in executing humans. The Lords Devilish probably orchestrated this little show to convince the townies to switch sides.’

			

			The Lords Celestine and Lords Devilish had been plotting this ‘Great Crusade’ against each other for millennia, and ever since they’d found a way to enter the Mortal realm, they’d set about recruiting us humans to serve as cannon fodder in their no-­holds-­barred fight against one another. Their emissaries were going from one town to the next, offering the residents mystically erected temples and palaces. Of course, when bribery failed, they resorted to more brutal means of persuasion.

			There was no one standing ready to pull the lever that would open the trapdoors beneath the angelics’ feet, finally allowing them to die. No, the demoniacs in their macabre military garb were too busy cheering and dancing around the gallows. I squeezed my thumb and forefinger tighter to focus my unnatural lens on a tall, leathery-­white-­skinned diabolic whose twin sets of ram and goat horns marked him as a mid-­level Infernal Schemelord. Looking smugly pleased with the unfolding theatrics, the Schemelord was gathering golden tears from his captives into slender silver champagne flutes, which he passed one by one to his lower-­ranked subjugators so they could toast this latest victory of the Lords Devilish against the Lords Celestine. Off to one side of the gallows, a demoniac Hellion – kind of like a sergeant only more prone to eating anyone who irritates them – was gleefully pounding a sign into the sand. The sign read, ‘Infernal Territory. Aurorals Will Be Fined.’

			You’ve got to appreciate the sense of humour.

			‘Well, oh mighty coven leader?’ Corrigan asked, jostling me with his elbow. The big thunderer was spoiling for a fight and resented having to wait for me to give the order. ‘Are we butchering some Infernals or not?’ He gestured to the final member of our unhallowed company. ‘Temper’s getting bored.’

			‘Temper’ was what we called the seven-­foot-­tall furry— No, you know what? Better I leave that malicious monstrosity to introduce himself in his own inimitable style. Corrigan did have a point, though: if we waited too long to let Temper start killing things, he might reevaluate his position on whether we were friends or food.

			

			‘Okay, fine,’ I agreed, mentally putting the finishing touches on my brilliant peace plan.

			‘About fucking time,’ Corrigan muttered, stomping across the desert sands towards the gallows. The rest of us had to run to catch up with him before delivering what passes for a rallying cry amongst our little band of lunatic wonderists: ‘Peace at any price, no matter how many dumb fucks we have to kill!’ 

			I know, needs work.

			Pity the confused folk of the tragically named town of Pleasance; they were probably praying for a squadron of Glorian cavalry to come charging in on magnificent white steeds, their golden hooves barely touching the ground. What they got instead were seven emotionally unstable mercenary mages with unpredictable powers and severely compromised moral compasses.

			What they got was the Malevolent Seven.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Diplomacy

			The rising sun at our backs sent our shadows stretching out before us like grim heralds as seven of the deadliest wonderists ever to wield magic strode towards the gallows. Well, six of us strode. One of us hopped. I’ll get to him in a minute.

			The repugnant mechanics of angelic torture ground to a halt once the Infernal soldiers became aware of our approach. More than three dozen demoniac Hellions, Burrowmancers and Subjugators froze in contorted poses of gleeful dancing. The wailing of the captive Angelic Valiants quietened, leaving behind the aching memory of an Auroral melody that had once thrummed in my own heart. As for the townsfolk, they just stood there, watching and wondering what new misery was coming into their lives. The grimy stone walls of the settlement behind them were so weatherworn that a single decent catapult shot would have tumbled them to the ground – yet near the centre of town were spires of gleaming marble and alabaster rising up to kiss the sky.

			Such beneficent architectural gifts had become common in the six months since the Lords Celestine and Lords Devilish had passed through the gates left behind by the Pandoral wonderists whose invasion plot we seven had foiled, only to discover we’d been played by the Aurorals and Infernals. The temporary truce was over and now both sides were intent on claiming as much of the Mortal realm as possible before they finally settled down to the mass slaughter of their Great Crusade. The fact that a troop of demoniacs had seen fit to capture and torture a squad of Angelic Valiants meant war was getting closer – the very war Corrigan, Galass, Shame, Aradeus, Alice and I – along with Temper, assuming he understood any of it – had sworn to avert.

			

			‘Kneel,’ the four-­horned Schemelord commanded. The demoniac looked rather dashing in his bronze uniform, though it wasn’t so much a uniform as a gooey orange oil Infernal soldiers dunked themselves in which hardened into a type of flexible lacquer armour impervious to most weapons.

			Which is different from being impervious to all weapons.

			An ear-­splitting thunderclap accompanied the bolt of indigo lightning that tore through the Schemelord’s chest. It left behind a hole big enough to see his terrified subordinates cowering behind him. The confused Schemelord, not yet aware he was dead, reached up a hand so his fingers might trace the curve of one of his ram’s horns, something they generally do when trying to puzzle out a particularly thorny problem, like, Why is there a hole in my chest? I found the gesture oddly human in a way that pricked at my conscience. Fortunately, I’d taught my conscience to shut the hells up long ago.

			Corrigan’s spell hadn’t quite finished, so the rest of us stood and watched as the last sparks of his Tempestoral obliteration spell dissolved that impressive oil-­lacquer armour into blackened ooze and Infernal flesh into ashes which blew away in the gentle breeze.

			‘Speech?’ Corrigan asked.

			According to all the literature on ethical warfare we’d consulted these past months, it’s considered good manners to make at least a token effort at diplomacy.

			‘The laws of armed conflict demand an overture,’ Alice reminded me sternly, as if I hadn’t been a Glorian Justiciar long before my former mentor – a crazy old bat named Hazidan Rosh – had decided to indoctrinate a demoniac into an Auroral order, and one which no longer existed because the Justiciars were almost all dead. With her long silvery hair and bluish leathery skin engraved with the esoteric markings of her lineage, Alice looked as if she should be taking the dead Schemelord’s place rather than giving me grief about the proper etiquette for wiping out enemy troops. Like generations of petulant teenagers before her, she crossed her arms and declared, ‘I will not fight until the speech has been given.’

			

			The Infernal troops, having decided that their commander’s death had not, in fact, been some sort of practical joke, were now being formed into attack lines by a demoniac Subjugator who had quickly promoted herself to acting Schemelord.

			‘Cade?’ Corrigan asked with rare deference.

			‘Yeah?’

			‘Can I give the speech this time?’

			‘That depends. Do you think you can deliver a diplomatic overture without making reference to your genitals?’

			A look of long-­suffering patience darkened the thunderer’s already onyx-­black features. ‘That was one time, and it was only a practise run. I needed a word to rhyme with “massive cock”.’

			‘That’s not how rhymes work,’ I reminded him. ‘Also, that “practise” speech went on for half an hour. You’d think someone whose magic revolves around sudden explosions could get to the point expeditiously.’

			Aradeus drew his rapier, plastering one of his dozen or so debonair smiles on his lips. ‘Those Hellions look better organised than other Infernals we’ve fought,’ he warned. Dressed all in grey, with paradoxically youthful collar-­length grey hair, neatly trimmed beard and whiskery moustache, Aradeus Mozen cut a fabulously dashing figure. He pointed his sword at the enemy as if awaiting permission to challenge them – all of them – to a duel. ‘I do believe there might be a pair of Malefic Blademasters among their number.’

			

			The subjugator who’d taken the reins of command was tall, with a septet of short curved horns protruding in a circle around her hairless skull, which made her look as if she were wearing a crown. I supposed that qualifies a diabolic for rule as much as any formal leadership training.

			‘Your suffering will be the stuff of nightmares,’ she hissed at us. ‘You will join the angelics in the myriad agonies await—’

			Alice interrupted. ‘The moron is right,’ she said to Corrigan. The moron to whom she was referring was me. ‘Your speeches go on for even longer than the Fallen One’s.’

			‘Fallen One’ is Alice’s pet name for me on account of my having abandoned the Order of Glorian Justiciars.

			She jabbed a finger at Corrigan’s chest. ‘Furthermore, you appear incapable of uttering so much as a stanza without dropping your trousers.’

			‘Pantaloons,’ Corrigan corrected, hastily refastening the belt around his waist to cinch the blowsy, purple-­striped leggings that he had been about to let fall. Given how quickly the temperature rose around him whenever he hurled bolts of aetherial thunder at his enemies, I suppose it was understandable that he preferred a little air circulation to keep from getting hot and sticky down there.

			Shame tapped my shoulder. ‘The demoniac artillerists appear to be arming some sort of weapon.’ 

			I tried not to flinch. There’s something unnerving about being touched by someone who can sculpt your flesh any way she chooses and has no real attachment to humanity. Having been created as an Angelic Emissary, her own form was perpetually mutable. To her, the physical world was little more than an ever-­changing set of arbitrary circumstances to which she adapted herself as needed. Ever since we’d freed her from the brothel ship to which the Lords Celestine had consigned her to curry favour with a local prince, which gave a whole new meaning to the term ‘all-­loving’, Shame had chosen to spend most of her time in the form of a heavyset, plain-­faced middle-­aged woman. She claimed this made her invisible to most humans, which pleased her no end. At the moment, however, she had adopted the form of an over-­muscled armoured rhinoceros on two legs, with crab pincers at the end of her tree-­trunk-­thick wrists – a wise choice given the Infernal scarab currently aimed in our direction.

			

			One might have expected the Infernals and Aurorals to use more classical weaponry, like flaming longswords and tridents with poisonous tines – although, the Infernals did employ such tridents and they’re rather clever, actually, made from a trio of poisonous snakes, each snakebite delivering a different venom— All right, fine. Fascinating as that particular piece of military cryptozoology might be, the weapon about to be deployed against us right at this minute was of an entirely different order of magnitude.

			The scarab, a four-­foot-­long blue-­carapaced beetle, was being jammed arse-­first into the barrel of a large cannon whose only function was to generate initial velocity, as the scarab had its own wings and would fly to its target regardless of any inaccuracies in aiming. The Scarabist who’d no doubt raised the creature from birth was currently whispering into what passed for its ear, telling it who to attack and how spectacularly gruesome to make the victim’s demise. That’s kind of a theme with Infernals: these guys really like putting on a show.

			So do we, as it happens.

			‘Galass,’ I asked, ‘does that thing bleed?’

			I could tell from the tightness at the corners of her eyes and mouth that she’d been anticipating the question. Trained as a Glorian Sublime since childhood, she’d been raised to believe that spiritual fulfilment came only from giving oneself utterly to whomever the local Glorian Ardentor gifted her. If you’re starting to think that the Lords Celestine employ this particular brand of diplomacy more often than is theologically sound, re-­read your copy of the Seventeen Hundred and Seventy-­Seven Auroral Edicts. I’m telling you, whoring oneself out for God comes up a lot.

			

			You’d expect a Sublime to be demure and submissive, but from the moment an Ascendant Prince had tried to reward me with Galass in gratitude for a particularly bombastic piece of destruction Corrigan and I had perpetrated against his enemies, she had proven to be rude – and worse, prone to picking philosophical fights with me. Having someone argue that trying to give them their freedom is an insult to their religious devotion gets really old, really fast. Oddly, the subsequent Infernal pact made on her behalf that turned Galass into a blood mage smoothed out some of those rough edges. I suppose that’s what comes of constantly trying to restrain yourself from exsanguinating every living being with whom you come in contact. Galass was utterly determined never to descend into the madness that was endemic to blood magic, which was why the spell I was asking from her bordered on cruelty.

			The seven of us – well, six, because we really weren’t sure what Temper wanted out of all this – had sworn to do whatever it took to prevent this war between the Infernals and Aurorals. Seeing the anguish she was trying to hide behind the determined expression on her face, I wavered. ‘Listen, if it’s too much—’

			Galass cut me off, raising one arm to point towards the scarab. Her fingertips twitched as her attunement to the flow of life sought out whatever it was that enabled the Infernal beetle to exist on the Mortal plane. ‘It’s not blood, exactly,’ she murmured, ‘but I can work with it.’

			‘What about the speech, though?’ Corrigan asked. ‘That’s my favourite part.’

			Aradeus, eyes gleaming grey with the tactical perception afforded rat totemists, reminded us of concerns more pressing even than Corrigan’s hurt feelings at not being chosen to lead our coven. ‘The new Schemelord appears to be initiating a cunning plan for our capture. Those Hellion front lines are preparing to flank us,’ Aradeus warned, ’while the rest of the infantry are preparing more conventional cannon – oh look! The Scarabist intends to unleash his lovingly nurtured beast upon us while the other troops encircle us to prevent our escape. I grant there’s nothing particularly clever there, but I suspect their bosses will be pleased with the result.’

			

			‘The new Schemelord is also positioning herself to get a better view of the scarab devouring us,’ I added. ‘Sorry, Corrigan. Looks like neither of us gets to give the big speech. Maybe if you’d prepared one as short as your—?’

			Corrigan’s thick fingers clamped down on my shoulder and for an instant, I thought we were going to have the conversation we’d been avoiding these past three months on the subject of who was best qualified to lead our little band of psychotic pacifists, and why I kept acting like the obvious answer was me. ‘It’s not for me,’ he whispered. ‘It’s Temper. I think he’s feeling a bit left out lately. Maybe if we let him give the speech . . . ?’

			I looked back over my shoulder at the unnerving otherworldly creature whose twitching— No, it’s better when you see him in action.

			‘“Temper” does not speak,’ Alice reminded Corrigan. ‘This is because “Temper” is not a person. It is a fucking ka—’

			‘Fire!’ bellowed the recently elevated Schemelord to her Scarabist.

			Smoke and flame erupted from the barrel of the cannon as it hurled the massive blue-­carapaced bug at us. For a second, I wondered if Corrigan and I had bickered ourselves into an early grave, but just as suddenly, the Infernal beast halted in mid-­air, coming to a stop five feet from Galass’ outstretched hand. Slowly, the scarab turned on its axis, spindly insect limbs darting out at its captor in futile rage.

			‘This is sadistic,’ Galass said quietly as she stepped closer to the scarab.

			

			‘It’s an Infernal weapon,’ I reminded her. ‘Sadism is the entire point of its creation.’

			She shook her head, ignoring the hissing and spitting of the deadly creature bound by her control over its life fluids. ‘You don’t understand. The scarab isn’t just acting out of instinct. This one was specially selected from among its siblings for the joy it takes in causing pain.’ Galass turned to me, her scarlet tresses weaving in a manner I always take as subconscious resentment at the moral quagmires I kept drawing her into. ‘Why would anyone put so much effort into creating a living being that takes pleasure in the suffering of others? Isn’t the sole point of a weapon to kill efficiently?’

			In fact, the answer was a bit more complicated than, ‘Because the Lords Devilish are a bunch of cruel shitbags who get off on torturing anyone who opposes them.’ Mortals like us, being prone to thinking in absolutes, struggle to appreciate that Infernals aren’t actually ‘evil’ – not in the way most of us define the term – any more than the Aurorals are entirely ‘good’. The essence of the Infernal dogma boils down to experience: the belief that one must savour every sensation, every emotion, every part of what it means to exist.

			Self-­restraint is no virtue to an Infernal: it’s a sin. Demoniacs, malefics, diabolics and the rest don’t just eat, they devour. They don’t walk or run, they dance and whirl and race. When they make love, it’s in search of the most transcendent pleasure, and when they make war, they don’t simply kill their enemies; they obliterate them in the most horrific ways imaginable.

			‘The Lords Devilish are shitbags,’ Alice replied tersely, cracking her whip-­sword in the air to emphasise her disdain. The two of us had debated this point many times; she vehemently disagreed with my perhaps rosy assessment of her fellow Infernals.

			The recently promoted Schemelord, having witnessed us taking control of the scarab, was busily revising her attack plans, no doubt concocting something even more macabre. Like I said before, Infernals don’t rush blindly into battle. Mere death isn’t enough to get poets composing 47-­verse laments to the true horror of your demise.

			

			‘The optimal time to strike is now,’ Aradeus observed. ‘While the Schemelord wastes her advantage concocting ways to make a truly memorable end to us, we can throw off their rhythm and gain the upper hand.’

			Aradeus might actually have made a good leader for our coven. He was cunning, yet kind; idealistic, yet sensible. Alas, not even Galass credited him with the ruthlessness it would take to prevent this war. ‘Peace at any price’ was our motto, which is why we were willing to kill as many people as it took to get the job done.

			Still, when seeking to avert a cataclysmic crusade between two despotic supernatural armies who’ve been waiting for countless millennia to finally unleash their hate upon one another, not to mention any innocent bystanders who get in the way, who’s to say diplomacy can’t win the day?

			‘You do it,’ I said to Galass.

			She was still mesmerised by the hideous four-­foot-­long scarab floating in front of her face. ‘Hmm?’

			‘The speech. You give it.’

			Now she turned. ‘Me? I’ve never even practised “the speech”. It was always supposed to be you or Corrigan or Alice. What do you expect me to say?’

			‘I don’t know, but we’re trying to stop a war that threatens humanity and yours is the only form of wonderism born of the Mortal realm. You’re attuned to the wild magic of life itself. That’s got to mean something.’

			‘Indeed!’ Aradeus exclaimed. He was never one to let a sappy sentiment go by without horning in on the action. ‘Yours, my lady Galass, is the voice these troubled lands most need to hear: yours, the words left too long unuttered. Speak you now on behalf of our noble cause and share with these otherworldly belligerents the infinite wisdom and compassion we battered souls all sense resides in your heart.’

			

			See what I mean about rat mages? The prick even managed to turn coaxing a speech out of someone else into its own speech.

			Galass hesitated, her gaze travelling from the Infernals to the four Angelic Valiants noosed to the gallows, to the townsfolk beyond. I wondered if her attunement allowed her to peer into their hearts. Probably not, I decided, since hearts are muscles with no actual emotional or spiritual significance. No one knows precisely how blood magic works, because those attuned to it never live long enough to find out. Watching Galass, however, I could see she was intuiting precisely what her disparate audience needed to hear.

			She began quietly, no unnecessary shouting or forced passion, unlike Corrigan. ‘We are seven wonderists of no particular repute,’ she started. ‘We wear no crowns, hold no insignia of rank. We possess neither the authority nor the right to speak for the peoples of this world, and yet we stand before you as uncommissioned emissaries of the Mortal realm, bearing this message for your masters. Desist from this place. If your continued existence holds any attraction for you, abandon the path upon which you have set yourselves. Turn away from the innocents you bribe, cajole and blackmail to your cause.’ Her voice deepened, becoming louder, as if she meant her words to echo from the mountain range that ringed the desert. ‘This world is not a board upon which you and your opponents may play your childish games. Humanity will not be reduced to toy soldiers for you to move from one square to the next. Take your Great Crusade back to your own demesnes if you must – argue over boundary lines on ancient maps and concoct such devious battle plans as feed your arrogance. Raze forests and fields, obliterate cities and temples, eradicate the cultures of your own domains. But heed these words, you would-­be conquerors: from this day onwards, when you step upon the soil of this realm, you find yourself in’ – a wry smile came to her lips – ‘Malevolent territory.’

			

			‘Damn,’ Corrigan muttered next to me. ‘Why can’t you give speeches like that?’

			She was no longer that traumatised young Sublime I’d met in Ascendant Lucien’s war camp. With her right hand extended, she made a fist. It looked as if the scarab were collapsing in on itself. Then she suddenly spread her fingers wide – and the creature exploded into thousands upon thousands of glittering shards of iridescent shell and gobs of sickly yellow blood that splattered over the demoniacs surrounding us.

			‘Desist, you petulant children masquerading as warriors,’ she said, ‘else we seven shall henceforth Fuck. Your. Shit. Up.’

			Peace at any price, I thought proudly.

			The sizzle of Corrigan’s thunder joined the crack of Alice’s whip-­sword and the eerier sounds accompanying the rest of our respective magics. I offered a silent apology to whichever spirit of decency might be questioning the ethics of seven wonderists trying to stop a war by engaging in rampant bloodshed. Well, those spirits could go ahead and close their eyes if they were squeamish, because peace was a dirty business, especially now. The gallants of long ago had left the rest of us with a world unprotected from the supernatural sons-­of-­bitches presently fighting over it. Corrigan had named us ‘The Malevolent Seven’ and that’s what we’d become. Maybe we weren’t the kind of heroes the world deserved, but we were the ones it got, and we sure as shit weren’t going to save it by pretending to be the good guys.

			And now, without further ado, let me to introduce you to Temper.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Temper

			The story of how the creature Corrigan had affectionately dubbed ‘Temper’ came to join our coven is somewhat . . . tangled, not least because confessing  my own part in the beast’s existence would almost certainly get me killed – likely by Corrigan himself. Nonetheless, as our mission was, as we say in the peace-­making business, to make an impression upon the Infernals and Aurorals, there was no question that Temper was perfectly suited to that endeavour.

			‘By the Auroral Sovereign’s Tears . . .’ Shame swore as she watched him in action. It takes a lot to shock an Angelic Emissary who’s witnessed the darkest depravities of the Mortal realm.

			‘By the Sovereign’s Tears, indeed,’ I agreed.

			It had been a long time since last I’d uttered that oath. Doing so now set the tip of my tongue to tingling, an uncomfortable reminder that no matter how hard you might try to turn your back on your training, the instincts beaten into you always remain.

			But to get back to Temper . . .

			Picture a seven-­foot-­tall tawny rabbit, but shorten the ears. Shorter – no, stop, that’s too short. It’s not a fucking hamster. Aim for something like the ears of a red fox, or maybe a bat. Okay, now, the tail: neither fluffy nor round, not rabbity at all, more long and thick, tapering towards the end. Oh, and imagine the beast launching itself with haunches powerful enough to send it leaping ten feet in the air and twenty-­five feet towards you so that it can wrap that muscular tail around your neck and secure you tight so it can punch you into oblivion with paws quite capable of pulverising bone and rending flesh into a bloody pulp.

			

			In retrospect, picturing a rabbit probably wasn’t a useful starting point. What I can tell you is that, according to the sole text I’ve found in the months since Temper’s arrival on the Mortal plane, scholars of cryptozoology believe his species derived from an especially violent, unhinged plane of existence where they were known as ‘kan-­gar-­oos’.

			Kangaroos.

			Even the name sounds ominous.

			That’s not even the worst part. See, most creatures can’t survive in realms beyond the ones where they emerged naturally, and when they do survive, there tend to be . . . side-­effects.

			‘Must he do that with the bodies?’ Alice complained, swinging her whip-­sword in a wide arc at the enthusiastic bronze-­lacquered pair of Hellions lunging for her. Before the blow could land, the silver ribbon of her blade split apart into thirteen segments, scattering past the heads of her opponents. The demoniacs grinned as they advanced upon what they naïvely believed to be an unarmed traitor to their cause. They were still wearing those grins as the shards of Alice’s whip-­sword first slowed in mid-­air, then darted back to rejoin the hilt by way of first slicing through the Hellions’ skulls.

			Mind, even that disgusting piece of gratuitous butchery couldn’t hold a candle to the gruesome spectacle of Temper, his tail wrapped around the neck of an Artillerist he’d punched to death moments before, lapping up the blood pouring out from the wreckage of the demoniac’s face.

			Yep, our latest recruit wasn’t merely a savage, remorseless kangaroo. He was a fucking vampire kangaroo, who made it his business to messily imbibe the blood of his enemies. And business round here was plentiful.

			

			‘Watch your own tail, Cade,’ Corrigan warned as he blasted a trio of demoniac Mortarists creeping up behind me with shrapnel lanterns. The Mortarists ended up being the ones decapitated when a bolt of Tempestoral lightning sent them to whatever passes for their ancestors’ warm bosom. 

			With typical thunderer recklessness, Corrigan’s Tempestoral eruption had also set off the lanterns – I would’ve been torn to shreds by the shrapnel, had it not been for Aradeus’ totemic quivering spell, which enabled his rapier to literally bat every single shard of steel and bone out of the air before they reached me.

			Rat mages are such show-­offs.

			‘Will you be fighting any of your own battles, Fallen One?’ Alice asked, her whip-­sword now moving with devastating speed as it decapitated one enemy after another.

			‘The rest of you appear to be doing just fine without me,’ I said. ‘Besides, someone needs to keep an eye on the prize.’

			I had no idea what that meant in the context of a chaotic mas­sacre of otherworldly invaders, but Alice was contenting herself with eviscerating yet more of her fellow demoniacs. I did cast a few spells here and there, ones that looked enough like chancer magic – that’s a form of wonderism derived from the Fortunal plane of existence, where the physical laws allow for the alteration of probabilities – to avoid suspicion amongst my friends.

			Every wonderist draws their spells from whichever plane of reality they’re naturally attuned. As a young man, my magic had come from Auroralism, which manifests as blessings conferred by the Lords Celestine. After I’d booted myself from their ranks, the only other attunement I could manage was to the Infernal realm, where spells are bartered for services negotiated by a diabolic representative of the Lords Devilish. If neither of those sound like appealing ways to acquire magic, it’s as Corrigan always says: ‘You can pick your friends and you can pick your nose, but nobody gets to pick their fucking mystical attunement.’

			

			I’ve never been entirely sure that’s the right punchline for that particular saying.

			Six months ago, an opportunity came along – one that very few wonderists in history ever got and almost all would’ve killed for – the chance to alter my attunement using a device ponderously named ‘The Empyrean Physio-­Thaumaturgical Device of Attunal Transmutation’. Seriously. You can see why we in the business call it the Apparatus. Regardless of appellation, that coffin-­shaped relic is the only known means of choosing one’s attunement. Corrigan, knowing my propensity for relying on luck, assumed I’d attuned myself to the Fortunal realm. He’d guessed wrong.

			Inside the ruins of a massive stone fortress racked by magical forces more chaotic and dangerous than any we’d ever encountered, we’d witnessed the culmination of an unbelievably nasty conspiracy by the Lords Celestine and Lords Devilish to create a set of gates that, for the first time in recorded history, would allow their respective armies to enter the Mortal realm. Here, the long-­prophesied cataclysmic war between them would at last come to pass. Given the low probability of our surviving such a war, I’d used the Apparatus to give myself a far less . . . whimsical attunement.

			Alice was the most suspicious of me, mostly on account of me having abandoned my role as a Glorian Justiciar. She had devoted herself to just such a calling, despite the fact that no way was any demoniac ever going to be inducted into the order. Deep down, she must have known that Hazidan Rosh, the greatest and also most rebellious Justiciar who’d ever lived, had put her on a completely futile path. And yet . . .  Alice couldn’t give up her pursuit of that impossible dream.

			‘I’ve got my eye on you, Fallen One,’ she warned me, laying low a demoniac Burrowmancer who’d somehow convinced himself that one of those creepy three-­foot-­long centipedes they’d used on the angelics could get around her whip-­sword. 

			

			Alice’s blade sliced through both soldier and centipede with ease.

			You could admit to her what you did, I tried to convince myself. You could tell all of them why you chose a form of magic so inherently dangerous that someday soon, you’ll likely become as big a threat as the Aurorals and Infernals together. Come on, Cade, just spit it out. Make them see why what you did wasn’t reckless but necessary: an act of sublime self-­sacrifice for which, really, they should be applauding you.

			Yeah. That was never going to fly. Alice would definitely try to kill me when she found out. Corrigan would attempt to stop her, of course; my best friend would surely consider it his own personal duty to carry the pain and blast me out of existence himself.

			‘Cade, are you all right?’ asked Shame, coming to my side. Looked like there were some demoniac trident fighters there after all, as I recognised the viscous remains of their internal organs she was wiping off her fingers. Angelic Emissaries, once freed from the laws imprinted upon their spirits by the Lords Celestine, can learn to unleash their flesh-­sculpting powers upon bodies besides their own. It may not be the most painful way to die, but it’s definitely the gooiest. ‘I can sense your desire for the violence to end,’ she announced. ‘Why aren’t you calling for a ceasefire?’

			That’s the other problem with Angelic Emissaries. The Lords Celestine created them to embody the physical ideals most prized by those with whom they came into contact, and that was mostly to present diplomatic entreaties. That in turn required an instinctual awareness of the desires of those they were sent to persuade. Although Shame had left the service of the Celestines, the yearnings of those around her still tugged at her transmutational abilities. I guess my particular yearnings were currently tugging hardest, because she’d shed her walking rhinoceros guise and was now a woman near to my own age, the same black hair and even a matching dent in her nose where mine had been broken by my fellow Glorian Justiciars shortly after I’d announced my departure from the order. The woman standing before me now could have passed for the sister I’d never had – and until this moment, had never realised how badly I wished were real.

			

			‘We came to deliver the Lords Devilish a message,’ I reminded her, searching for some sign of forgiveness in her eyes and disgusted with us both when I found it there.

			Is this you finally trying to connect with humanity, Shame? I wondered silently. Or is it more proof that you’ll never understand us at all?

			I turned to Galass, who until now had turned her sanguinalist abilities only on the living weapons wielded by the Infernal troops. Blood mages, counter to what most people think, aren’t cackling warlocks spreading death wherever they go. In fact, it’s quite the opposite: their magic attunes them to the natural ebb and flow of life itself.

			That’s why my next request was so unforgivable. ‘Finish them off,’ I told her.

			Demoniac soldiers, whether Hellions, Burrowmancers, Mortarists, Subjugators or Schemelords, come armed with plenty of their own spells. Throughout the battle, their Infernal shields had protected them from magics that manifested inside the target, but Corrigan, Alice, Shame, Aradeus and Temper now had them on the ropes. I might have given up my attunement to the Infernal realm, but I could still perceive the esoteric frequencies of their spells, which was how I knew their shields had begun to collapse enough for Galass to employ the most innate and intrusive ability of her sanguinalist magic. I wished there were some other way, but the Lords Devilish don’t care about a few soldiers killed here or there, and they certainly don’t give a shit about how many get taken captive.

			‘Do it,’ I ordered her.

			Young she might be, but Galass isn’t the sort of person to take commands, especially from me. Nonetheless, she’d understood the job when she’d signed up for it. Furrowing her brow, she extended both her arms and gave her body free reign to unleash the spell it so badly craved and which she, very much to her credit, fought so hard to deny it.

			

			At first the magic manifested as little more than a hazing in the air between Galass and the demoniacs. Unlike human blood, the life-­fluid of Infernals comes in all sorts of colours. It began to look like a rainstorm had appeared from a cloudless sky, the drops blown by a dozen different winds in a dozen different directions. Her silver gown was quickly showered in the myriad hues of blood seeping from the increasingly ashen flesh of the Infernal troops.

			‘Void take me, that’s disgusting,’ Corrigan swore. He clamped a hand over his mouth and nose to keep the blood splatters flying towards Galass from getting inside him. ‘Temper, close your muzzle. You’re being gross.’

			The kangaroo ignored the admonishment and kept hopping up and down in the air, jaws open wide to catch every droplet of demoniac blood. Try painting that image on a portrait of seven heroic mages out to save the world.

			Our enemies slumped one by one to the ground, their leathery skin engraved with the intricate symbols of their respective lineages turning paler as they died what must have felt to them a depressingly Mortal sort of death.

			When it was over, I knelt by Galass, holding her hair as she vomited onto the desert sand. Her crimson tresses whipped out at me, the tips jabbing at my hands and arms. I ignored both them and the uncomfortable intimacy. I noticed neither Alice nor Shame were volunteering to take my place.

			‘I’m okay,’ Galass said at last, trying to mask a sob. ‘I . . . I understand why it has to be this way.’

			‘A grim duty,’ Aradeus said, keeping a respectful distance. ‘Take solace, Lady Galass, in the lives that will be saved by this unfortunate yet necessary violence, and trust in Brother Cade’s virtuous leadership of our coven.’

			

			Why did the damned rat mage have to make me sound gallant right when I was about to commit an even more heinous act?

			You wanted to save the world, I reminded myself. Now be a hero: go and kill some angels.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Balancing the Scales

			I waited until Galass was done voiding her guts along with the remains of her conscience before walking to the gallows and ascending the hastily assembled wooden stairs. The centipede nooses slowly strangling the angelics tried to attack me as I unwound them from their victims’ necks, but the curse I quietly cast upon them warped their aggressive instincts into something more akin to those of house cats curling up on a warm lap. Several of the centipedes began nuzzling my hands, which was more unnerving than when they were trying to stab me with their stingers. Even that, however, couldn’t compare to the stomach-­churning enthusiasm of the Angelic Valiants I was freeing.

			‘Bless you!’ they cried out in splendiferous harmony. The four of them, Auroral warriors of surpassing might, launched into a new song, no longer a lament but a triumphal anthem heralding the inevitable victory of the Lords Celestine.

			‘Mind keeping it down?’ I asked, setting aside the last of the centipedes. The confused creature slithered down the steps of the gallows and into the desert in search of a life in this realm that had neither given birth to it nor had any place for it. There was an omen in there somewhere.

			‘Rejoice, all of you!’ the tallest of the Valiants commanded the awestruck townsfolk below. He spread his arms wide as he shared the good news. ‘Today’s battle foretells of greater triumphs to come! No longer are you the wretched inhabitants of a forgotten town. Henceforth this pitiable settlement takes its rightful place as one small part of a magnificent, boundless city that will soon encompass this entire world. Arise, citizens of New Celestine!’

			

			‘They’re already standing,’ I muttered, though it hardly mattered; Valiants have no measurable sense of humour.

			Corrigan, joining me atop the gallows, shot me a questioning look. The next step in my cunning plan was apparently pushing even his ethical limits. Hells, the damned kangaroo was looking squeamish too.

			This is the job, I told myself. You’re the only person alive who’s been attuned to both the Auroral and Infernal realms. No one else understands the cycle of never-­ending carnage the Lords Celestine and Lords Devilish will unleash on our realm if they’re allowed to turn it into their personal battlefield.

			‘I need a favour,’ I said to the leader of the angelics. ‘You know, as payment for rescuing you after you got your arses handed to you by a gang of demoniac grunts?’

			The valiant frowned at my crass interruption of what would no doubt have become a rousing tale of Auroral supremacy once filtered through angelic oratory. ‘Righteousness is its own reward,’ he reminded me, ‘lest its lustre be tarnished by personal desires. You should know this, Cade Ombra, for are you not the last Glorian Justiciar?’

			In theory, that was true. The other Justiciars were all dead and Alice didn’t count, since she’d never been formally inducted into the order and was, from a species perspective at least, ineligible to join. Fidelity, Dignity and the rest of my former comrades had been slain by the Seven Brothers, who left their still-­living decapitated heads for me to find shortly before the brothers transformed themselves into living gates through which their Pandoral patrons had intended to invade the Mortal realm. Corrigan, Shame, Alice, Galass, Aradeus and I had risked our lives and defeated the brothers to prevent that conquest – only as soon as we’d triumphed, we’d discovered that our entire mission had been a ruse perpetrated by an innocent-­looking – and totally evil – eleven-­year-­old boy named Fidick. He’d refashioned those same gates and allowed the Aurorals and Infernals into our realm so they could fight their long-­foretold Great Crusade against one another, using Mortals for cannon fodder. If I ever met Fidick again, I was going to let Temper eat him, from his pretty little toes up.

			

			‘Honoured Valiant,’ I began with a formal bow, ‘on my honour as a Glorian Justiciar, ’tis a righteous message that I beseech you deliver unto the Lords Celestine.’

			The quartet of angelics went ominously silent. Without my former tether to the Auroral Song I could no longer hear what they were saying, but the familiar buzzing in my ears suggested they were at least debating the issue.

			When they were done, their leader honoured me with a smile he clearly thought should make me swoon. ‘Exult in our gift,’ he sang. You learn to ignore that after a while. ‘Through us, the Lords Celestine have deigned to hear your plea. Speak, Justiciar Cade, and know that your words are being heard by those whose every breath is revelation.’

			Glowing golden fingers appeared upon the shoulders of each of the Valiants: the famed guiding hand of the Lords Celestine – and proof that the smug bastards really were listening. The Valiants shimmered as they hummed in quiet harmony. Always nice to have a heavenly orchestra accompanying your entreaty.

			‘Cool, thanks.’ I still wasn’t sure how best to convince a group of self-­appointed divine beings to reconsider the holy war they’d been waiting to prosecute for thousands of years, but in precarious diplomatic situations, I find plain-­spoken humility works best.

			I knelt before the quartet of Angelic Valiants. ‘How shall I put this?’ I began. ‘You and your bosses sometimes have trouble recognising sarcasm, irony or, you know, expressions of free will, so I’ll speak in short sentences and try to be as literal as possible. You remember the warning we gave those Infernals right before we blew them all up?’

			

			The angelics were staring at me. I think they’d just worked out I’d insulted them.

			I ignored their shocked faces and carried on, ‘Well, that goes double for the Lords Celestine. Tell all twelve of those arrogant pricks that it’s time to pack their bags and fuck off back to the Auroral demesne. Find some other plane of reality to prosecute their prophesied pissing contest. Galass told them and I am telling you: effective immediately, the Mortal plane is closed for business.’ 

			I looked up so the nearest valiant could hit me with the infamous Auroral Glare and see how little it bothered me. ‘Think you can remember all that? Or should I write it down?’

			That flawless upper lip curled and I felt the faint whoosh of air as he gathered unto himself the blessings of the Lord Celestines in preparation for smiting me. Unfortunately for him, I’d had enough being smited for one lifetime and was about to smite the smug off his face when the Valiant behind him suddenly spoke.

			‘Well, darn, Cade, that doesn’t sound friendly at all,’ she said.

			Well, darn, Cade? Was that a hint of a drawl? 

			There were two problems right there: first, angelics don’t talk with a drawl, and second, they don’t use slang like ‘darn’. I didn’t waste time wondering why they hadn’t referred to me by my former Justiciar name, just enjoyed the respite. 

			I jumped to my feet and backed away, preparing to hurl the nastiest spell in my current arsenal at her, even though that risked revealing my true attunement and some very tough questions – when a third curious development revealed itself.

			‘The hand!’ cried the leader of the Valiants, pointing. 

			The glowing aetherial fingers upon his comrade’s shoulder had begun to smoulder an ugly red. I didn’t know they could do that. The Celestine on the other end of that hand was certainly trying to pull away, but was now ensnared. 

			

			‘What foul magics assail you, Sister?’ the Valiants’ leader asked sternly, as if it were her fault.

			‘Sister?’ she asked, lending the word an amused melancholy. ‘How can we who were never born claim kinship with one another? No mother’s womb held us, “Brother”. We were merely . . . fashioned by the Lords Celestine, destined to be servants without souls, our dooms forever etched in the emptiness of our creation.’

			‘Blasphemy!’ declared another valiant, casting a scathing eye at me. ‘What Infernal perversion have you wrought, Fallen One?’

			I really hate it when people call me that.

			‘Hey, don’t pin this on me, friend. I’m just enjoying the show.’

			The once-­golden hand of the Celestine was now aflame, the fingers spasming in what appeared to be a futile and agonising bid for release. 

			‘Really, Cade?’ the possessed Valiant asked. ‘You always did strike me as something of an idealist.’ An amused smile came to her lips. ‘Only an idealist would be so arrogant as to presume he could stop a war foretold millennia before his birth and destined to last epochs after his death.’

			‘Arrogant? I’m humble as a bumblebee and I’ve never been partial to prophecies. Who the fuck are you?’

			One corner of the Valiant’s mouth rose. ‘A prophet, of course. Care to have your fortune told?’

			I glanced back at Alice and Aradeus to make sure they were ready for a fight. Corrigan and Shame had already expended a great deal of their magic against the Infernals, and Galass could barely stand. As for Temper, well, you know: bloodthirsty kangaroo. I reached into the pocket of my azure coat and fished out the smallest silver coin I had – it also made a decent conduit for spells – and tossed it at the feet of the possessed angelic. ‘Okay, lady. Tell me my future.’

			

			Her initial silence made me wonder if the Lord Celestine with the burning fingers was trying to reestablish control over his minion – until the hand withered to wisps of grey and crimson smoke, leaving behind only a small pile of ashes on the angelic’s shoulder, which she promptly brushed away. ‘That’s better. Those Lords Celestine really need to get a sense of humour. Now, as for you, Cade – you and your . . . what are you called again?’

			‘The Malevolent Seven,’ Aradeus said – and yes, of course he bowed.

			‘The Malevolent fucking Seven,’ Corrigan corrected.

			The angelic chuckled. It was a pleasant laugh, although for some reason it felt to me kind of like church bells tolling my imminent demise. ‘Well, my magnificent new friends, my prediction is that you’ll all live long, happy lives . . . so long as you learn to mind your own fucking business.’ Absently, she gestured to the other three Valiants. ‘Leave these numbskulls to their war. Trust me, it’ll be better for all of us in the long run.’

			‘Sure. No problem.’ I raised my right hand. ‘On behalf of the Malevolent Seven, we hereby swear and avow to cease any and all interference in the war between the Aurorals and Infernals.’ I made a show of looking around the gallows. ‘If anyone’s got a pen, I’m happy to put it in writing.’

			The possessed angelic laughed again. ‘You know, you’re funnier than you were back then.’

			‘Back when?’

			Golden curls danced across perfect rose-­tinted cheekbones as she shook her head. ‘Ah, ah, ah. It’s ungentlemanly to expect a girl to reveal all her secrets on the first date, Cade. You’ll have to guess.’

			‘How about a hint?’

			She favoured me with a smile which was not at all angelic. ‘Fine, one hint. If you want to know when we first met, go and ask your old—’

			The leader of the Valiants was clearly getting bored. ‘Enough!’ he  bellowed, drawing a glowing sword from a scabbard that hadn’t been at his waist until that very moment. ‘Whatever ruse the two of you are attempting, this blasphemy ends now!’

			

			Fucking moron, I swore silently. Just like a valiant to completely botch an interrogation.

			‘A ruse?’ the possessed angelic asked. ‘Destiny isn’t trickery, you silly boy. It’s inevitability. It’s preordained.’ To me she asked, ‘Did you know that another word for destiny is doom? Here’s an interesting fact that all those theologians somehow failed to include in their religious texts that claim to reveal the natural order of the universe: every sentient being creates three dooms for themselves. With each decision we make, we bring ourselves closer to one of those three endings.’ She tapped her chest. ‘This pretty little angelic here? Even without a proper soul she’s still got three different destinies awaiting her. Poetic, don’t you think?’

			‘I prefer erotic poetry,’ Corrigan put in.

			The possessed angelic shot him a saucy grin and cocked her hip suggestively. ‘Too bad death by excessive orgasm is only one of your three dooms then, handsome. The other two . . . well, I don’t want to spoil the surprise. Maybe if you’re especially nice to me I’ll let you pick which of them comes true.’

			That was either an entirely inappropriate proposition to make in the middle of a stand-­off, or a claim to a kind of power unheard of in any esoteric realm I’d ever encountered. ‘I’m pretty sure that’s not how destiny works,’ I broke in, in an attempt to goad whoever was possessing the angelic.

			‘Oh? Shall we test that theory?’ Her hand dropped to her side, fingers weaving idly as if she were recalling an old song. ‘How about, instead of waiting to discover which doom awaits this particular angelic, we simply choose one and bring it to the here and now?’

			A shadow began to form on the wooden planks beneath her feet. I glanced eastwards, confirming that the angle of the sun was entirely wrong for casting shadows upon the gallows.

			

			Another of the Valiants pointed. ‘Why . . . why is the shape contorted like that?’

			‘Haven’t you been listening?’ the possessed angelic asked. ‘That’s one of her three dooms. Six hundred years from now, she goes mad with grief and attacks a fellow Valiant, only to be slain by a sword through her stomach. Angelics being such useless creatures, my question is, why wait?’

			Without warning, she’d spun on her heel and was extending both palms to the sky. Golden talons long as curved daggers burst from her fingertips as she drove them into the other Valiant’s eyes. He screamed in agony, limbs twitching until they lost all strength. She held him upright, the fingers of one hand still embedded into his eye sockets.

			‘Now, you . . .’ She gestured with her free hand to the leader of the Valiants. ‘Well, not you specifically, since you were never going to live another six hundred years. No, you’ll be dead in about two minutes. But for now, go ahead and take the place of the Glorian Justiciar who executes her. He draws a blade just like the one you’re holding. Now listen – this part’s important – as he stabs her in the belly, he shouts in righteous fury—’

			‘May the Void take you, traitor!’ the leader of the Valiants ­bellowed as he impaled the angelic he’d called ‘sister’ only moments before.

			Back when I rode with the Glorian Justiciars, I’d witnessed the damage Celestine-­blessed blades inflicted on everyday, run-­of-­the-­mill psychopathic wonderists on a rampage. The weapons burn with fiery golden curses meant to purge the opponent of their sins – which is bad enough. In practice, it’s rather more gruesome: the sin literally burns through the unfortunate victim, melting their flesh like candle wax until it drips from their bones.

			

			What I’d never seen was the result when one angelic Valiant stabs another with a ‘blessed’ sword.

			‘What . . . what is happening to her?’ asked Galass, looking nauseous. ‘It’s as if her skin is—’

			When a blood mage is too horrified to finish a sentence, you know it’s got to be pretty bad.

			Angelics are forged from raw ecclesiasm, the stuff of consciousness which, according to Corrigan, screwed up what would’ve been a perfectly peaceful universe by bringing sentience into being. In the case of angelics, that ecclesiasm was purified by the Lords Celestine, making these beings incapable of sinful acts in body and mind, since their every thought is bounded by the twelve Celestine Virtues of humility, justice, abnegation, rationality and so on.

			The angelic being without sin, the golden blade should have passed cleanly through without leaving so much as an unsightly scab – except, this particular angelic had been possessed. We’ll have to ignore the fact that possession should have been impossible, since Valiants are perpetually attuned to the Auroral Song. Anyway, whichever power had enabled the wonderist possessing her to burn away the guiding hand of a Lord Celestine was now waging spiritual war against the angelic’s own nature.

			As the lead Valiant’s sword pierced the chest, droplets of melting flesh sloughed from skin and muscle, only to then slither back like hissing snakes. The Auroral blessings were tearing through what they perceived as the sin permeating the angelic’s very bones: skin crackled like paper dropped in the hearth, sinew sizzled into ashes and one by one her exposed ribs popped open like fingers being pried apart. I hadn’t known until then that angelics had hearts, or that they looked like flowers, the petals unfolding as they died, revealing a delicate golden butterfly whose wings burned away into nothingness before the last grey flakes drifted down to the ground. And all the while, the dying Valiant was smiling at me.

			

			‘We’ll see each other again,’ said the wonderist as the Valiant’s tongue was turning to ash inside a pale jaw no longer clad in once-­flawless skin. ‘Three more times before my bosses order me to kill you.’

			One benefit of having witnessed any number of atrocities in my relatively brief career as a wonderist was learning not to waste time on disgust or despair. ‘What bosses?’ I asked quickly. ‘Who are you working for? What do they wa—?’

			‘They want peace, Cade,’ she replied as the ruined body she’d possessed slumped down to the wooden platform, perfectly filling the contorted, unnatural shadow waiting for it. ‘Just not the peace you were hoping for.’
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