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      Where to begin? So many minds, drowning out my voice, filling my soul, no escape. So many places blending into one, all these memories, no more individual, no more alone. The Light has brought this on me, always the Light. So many voices filllng my ears, yet they speak as one, and they say the same. We are the intention and the act, the strength and the weakness, the light and the dark, the individual and the whole, the magic… the magic and the what? What is the opposite of magic, why doesn’t it know? Surely the Light, that compasses so many minds, feels so many thoughts, is so much in so little, so much in me, knows all answers. Where to begin? 

      Even here the Light knows, although it is hard to tune down all the voices to one single sound. A thousand minds that are not my own, a thousand souls imprinted on my soul, just as mine is imprinted on theirs, whisper the answer, and even as I understand, I feel myself slipping from the One into the Many, and not even the magic can hold me up. Not any more. 

      To begin… 

       

      In the beginning there had been Cronus, and under his iron rule there was no change. All was suspended at one point, endless existence with no death, but no life either. Then came Time, who fought with Cronus and imprisoned him beyond the veil of physical worlds, locking him away for all eternity and hiding the key to his jail that no man might find him. And under Time came life, and with life came the other Greater Powers, his Queens of Heaven. Night, Day, War, Wisdom, Light, Love, Chaos, Order and Belief brought forth children to Time, and these children grew many and powerful. Immortal and magical, they used their gifts to walk between worlds, through the Ways of Hell, Heaven and Earth.

      But all was not well in Heaven, and the Children of Time warred among themselves, each house fighting for rule of that magical land. And Time feared that his children might free his enemy, Cronus, so he created a weapon of such power that even the Greater Powers themselves trembled at its passage. And he took this weapon, called it the Light, and placed it in the heart of his favourite child, his golden son, Balder, the only Son of Light, Time’s most honoured Queen. And Heaven rejoiced to see this great man hold this great power, for none feared that he might use it for evil, and he was most loved in all the worlds. So much so, it was rumoured that Balder was the only child truly beloved by Time himself, who ever used men only as tools.

      Yet there was one, Loki, a Son of Night, who did fear. He struck a bargain with the sleeping god Cronus, and slew the Bearer of Light, Balder, striking dread into the heart of Time once more, for, without the Light, Time feared the return of Cronus. Loki himself was imprisoned like his master, Cronus, who remained locked away, plotting and scheming in the darkness. All feared that without the Light, Cronus should escape and destroy Time for ever. So all of Heaven wept for the death of Balder, the shining child of Time. None more so than his father, who feared that with the death of his son he had lost the greatest weapon he possessed; for Time did not wish to meddle directly in the affairs of men.

      Then one day, out of the shadow stepped a new Bearer of Light. A Son of Time and Magic, illegitimate Prince of Heaven, this child had been created for the sole purpose of serving Time against his enemies, and in his heart was locked the power of the Light for ever. He was made suspicious, cunning, clever, so that should another Child of Time decide to act against him, he would survive, where Balder had died. But he was also defiant in the face of his father’s purpose, and he turned away from Heaven and was banished to Earth. There for thousands of years he schemed and watched and waited, aware constantly of the Light inside him, and wishing it were not his burden to bear.

      He walked Earth and Hell under many names. Sam Linnfer, Luke Satise, Sebastian Teufel, Satan, Lucifer, the Devil. And few dared challenge him, for fear of Magic, his mother, and the power of the Light that he guarded inside him, so he and his power endured.

      The time for action came unexpectedly, from three of Lucifer’s brothers – Seth, Son of Night, Jehovah, Son of Belief and Odin, Son of War. These, their houses weakened by war, drew together and swore to find and free the Pandora spirits, banished and imprisoned by Time for the danger they posed to his realm: Hate, Greed, and Suspicion. However, their sister, fair Freya, Daughter of Love, discovered what they planned. But she was betrayed to her death and the spirits were freed, their powers answering only the commands of Jehovah, Odin and Seth.

      Lucifer, seeing what had been done, drew the Light to himself and attacked the spirits, though using the Light at all brought him great danger. The Light tapped the minds of men, and from their thoughts drew its power. But in the process his mind, channelling all those other minds, could become lost in a sea of thought, and to recall it to its rightful place was hard. With the spirits weakened, if not destroyed, he fought his brother, Seth, leader of the three who had conspired to unleash this evil. But neither won and both, wounded, had to flee the field.

      Yet through this battle Lucifer had learned one thing that made what had gone before seem trivial. His brother Seth was mustering an army in Hell to seek the thing no one had dreamed he would look for. The key that locked Cronus in his prison was buried somewhere in the sands of Hell and Seth, driven almost to madness by his lust for power and by hatred of his kin, was determined to find it.

      Protected by the Light from the spirits’ power, by injuring Seth Lucifer had averted disaster. But not for long, as well he knew. He looked to Heaven, and felt the eye of his father fixed on him. All the while Time had waited. As King of Heaven he had created the Bearer of Light with just one possible purpose. To destroy Cronus would mean channelling with the Light, through Lucifer’s mind, everything that lived. And Lucifer knew, as well as Time, that such a use of the Light would not only bring down Cronus, but take the Bearer with him too.

      It was, as Lucifer himself concluded, a piss-poor situation.
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      This, thought Sam Linnfer, is a piss-poor situation. 

      Amid the squalor of his Clerkenwell flat, Adam, shapeshifter spirit and part-time spy for Sam, passed a mug of coffee and said, ‘I’ve checked up. All our Heaven sources are utterly silent; not a creature stirring up there. Most of Hell has gone hush-a-bye too, although rumour has it that Seth has obliterated Hades. The capital, though, Pandemonium, seems intact.’

      Sam sipped the coffee, scowling at his own thoughts. As ever, Adam’s sitting room was a tip: empty Coke cans everywhere, unread newspapers stained with food, stacks of books more than slightly foxed, a carpet looking like an outsize pride of lions had used it as substitute cat litter. Adam himself, a small man with ginger hair and freckles, looked dwarfed by the piles of rubbish.

      None of this was important to Sam Linnfer. What counted right now was the knowledge sitting inside his head, where it looked thoroughly unhappy. Indeed, the more he considered his situation, the less hopeful he felt.

      Yeah, wake from a week’s regenerative trance after getting pounded to a pulp by Seth, and, as a last resort, releasing the Light – it was always bound to be a bad day. 

      ‘What will you do?’ Adam’s gaze was mild but attentive.

      ‘What can I do?’ sighed Sam. ‘I can’t even stay and talk to you for more than a few hours. As soon as Jehovah remembers my existence, he’ll dispatch the Pandora spirits to destroy me, but when they find themselves unable to get through my head they’ll target yours. And you know well enough that, depending on which spirit is sent, you’ll either hate, suspect or be jealous of me, and it’ll get messy.’

      Adam blushed at the memory of his own recent dominance by one of the Pandora spirits. Jealousy, who’d made him try to kill Sam.

      A week. A whole week in a trance of regeneration. The thought of that much time gone by disquieted Sam. Even injured, Seth might have got closer to releasing Cronus. Anti-Time, the end of life. Sometimes Sam wondered whether he shouldn’t just fulfil his apparent destiny – to die discharging the Light against Cronus. Yet always that single word ‘destiny’ hardened his resolve. If that was the purpose of his father in creating him, then he would do everything in his power to defy Time, and live.

      But not at the cost of letting Cronus go free.

      The one nagging question that remained was simple: how?

      And to that he had no answer. At least no satisfactory one.

      ‘One man, a mortal working for Freya, found out where Cronus was imprisoned,’ he said. ‘He was killed by Seth, but not before revealing to Seth that same location. Therefore Seth is now the only person who knows where Cronus’s key is hidden. Correct?’

      Adam looked uncomfortable. ‘Correct,’ he admitted with reluctance, as if such disaster could somehow be falsified by its sheer scale.

      ‘I can’t confront Seth, because with an army, the Pandora spirits and Odin, probably Thor too, on his side, I’d be flattened before I could say “Sorry, wrong door”. I can’t forge new alliances because, let’s face it, the Pandora spirits would break them in a second, and I can’t draw on old ones for exactly the same reason. I’m stumped.’

      ‘But,’ ventured Adam, ‘I don’t think you’re about to give up, are you?’

      Sam gave a weary smile. It was unlike his usual boyish grin, on a young face made old by the knowledge in those black eyes, but it was still a smile. ‘Whoever said anything about that?’

       

      He was packing his bags, when it came. He froze where he stood and frowned, trying to concentrate on the itch in the back of his mind.

      Lucifer…

      <Who’s there? Who calls on Lucifer?>

      A laugh, suddenly loud in his head. <Hello, brother.>

      He sighed. <Seth. And to think I stabbed you.> The suave Son of Night, with his nearly always perfect manners.

      <And to think I beat you to a pulp.>

      <I guess we’re even. Still planning to take over the universe in a sea of blood and death?>

      <Actually, I was thinking the subtle touch. A lake, at the most.>

      <Ah, the restraint of my fellow Waywalkers. Anyone’s blood in particular?>

      <Yours, as a matter of fact. There’s probably a good five pints, isn’t there?>

      <More than in you; the state of my dagger testifies to that. And why are you scrying for me, brother?>

      <Just seeing if you were dead.>

      <Well, great news! I’m alive, well and looking forward to round two! So why don’t you get down here and we’ll settle this like immortals. Otherwise, stop this now, Seth. Because I will come after you. I will seek to destroy you.>

      <Likewise, brother, likewise.>

      <You don’t get it, do you? I’m the Bearer of Light. If the worst comes to the worst I’ll discharge everything I have against you and hope it fries your mind. I’ll take all the fear, hate, anger, resentment, bitterness, jealousy in the universe and I’ll blast it right into the centre of your twisted little consciousness.>

      <And I control your one-time Hellish army and the Pandora spirits. How does the situation stand now, Bearer of Light? Little Lucifer? You’d never dare discharge on that scale. You’re too afraid.>

      For a second behind Seth’s voice, Sam felt something else. His mind struck something cold and hard as he lashed out at it, and he heard Seth laugh.

      <Is that the best you can do, Son of Magic? I expected something more from you!> Seth’s counter-stroke came, flaring across Sam’s senses like fire. Sam closed his eyes against it, crawling along the afterburn of Seth’s magic to find his brother’s mind, and hammered back with mental darts of ice that tore at it for all it was worth.

      <You bastard!> he screamed. <You did this! You killed them!>

      He felt Seth fall back. <Freedom, brother! Freedom from Time, freedom from death, freedom from tyranny!>

      <You bastard! You killed Freya, you killed my Freya!>

      <She was never yours!> Light flared against Sam’s eyes and he instinctively shielded, repulsing the spell and lashing out again at Seth.

      At where Seth’s mind had been.

      The scry was broken. Seth was gone.

      Sam sat down slowly on the flat’s ruinous sofa and groaned.

      Problems…

      Had he managed to push Seth back in time? Scrying was a spell designed to locate physical objects and obtain information – had he managed to push Seth back before his brother had found his location? And even if he had, Seth had other ways of finding him, hadn’t he?

      Seth had the Pandora spirits…

      There was a knock at the door. Sam stood up, wobbling slightly as blood rushed from his head. ‘Adam?’

      The door opened, and Adam stuck his head round. ‘Hi. I wondered if everything was okay.’

      Sam opened his mouth to answer, and hesitated.

      There was something… like… singing? Very far off?

      He stared at Adam in slow dread. ‘Oh, Time,’ he muttered.

      ‘What’s the matter? Sam, what’s wrong?’

      He looked at the expression of concern on Adam’s face. ‘They’re here,’ he answered with a little shrug. ‘I shouldn’t have stayed.’

      ‘Who’s here?’

      He smiled wanly. ‘Everyone.’

      At which point, in accordance with the universal laws of plan-screwing, the windows exploded inwards. A bit showy, thought Sam; assassins should, by rights, simply knock on the door and murder whoever answers it. Coming in through the windows was unnecessarily flash, especially since they were on the first floor.

      He heard Adam exclaim, ‘Shit!’ – and spun in time to see one of the assassins of Heaven, a Firedancer, all in red, his dragon-bone knife already out. Sam yelled, ‘Adam, get out of here!’, but heard no answer from his comrade. Backing up against the wardrobe he looked around for Adam and saw him standing stock-still, a little smile across his face. The music in Sam’s ears roared in triumph, the song of the Pandora spirits, of… Hate? Was it Hate that Seth had sent to fill the room? But why, then, hadn’t Adam moved yet?

      No time to contemplate such details. A Firedancer lunged for Sam, who caught the man’s wrist – if indeed you could call Firedancers men – and pulled him down towards an upward-bound knee. Firedancer and knee collided, and the Firedancer sagged. There was a hiss of metal as Sam drew his small, silver dagger that, though looking no more interesting than a sharpened pencil, still had the gleam of something designed for killing. He looked round the room. Three Firedancers – one doubled over and in no condition to fight, judging by his groans – and Adam. Standing motionless. Smiling at nothing.

      The other two Firedancers decided to try killing from a range. They raised their hands, fire flashing around their fingers. Sam warded quickly as fire flared, tearing through the room and around him. It struck the wardrobe behind him, blackening the chemical-tanned wood. At the top of the bed, the pillows ignited, burning slowly and quietly to themselves. Sam waited until the fire had cleared from the shields in front of his eyes and retaliated. The principle of fighting fire with fire, though basically sound, could fall down badly when taking on Firedancers. Fire could put them briefly out of action, but it certainly wouldn’t kill them.

      Therefore the light that Sam called to his fingers was bright blue, streaked with silver, and shimmered around him with a quiet hiss. He saw the Firedancers back away and grinned. ‘Shouldn’t have come looking, should you?’ he asked, and threw the coldfire. It struck the Firedancers, splattering out on impact in every direction. Frost crawled along their red robes, turning them pure white. In ordinary people – ordinary immortals – it would have inflicted little more than stiff joints and drastic inconvenience. With Firedancers, the reaction was very different. They screamed. In the moment of deafening distraction Sam leapt forwards, spinning round to bring his dagger down hard into the shoulder of one Firedancer. He heard something uncomfortably like the crunch of someone walking on glass and yanked his blade free, trailing orange-red blood.

      Pain exploded in the small of his back and he staggered, almost falling into the bed, which was by now burning fast, filling the room with noxious black smoke. He coughed, eyes watering, and heaved himself to one side. The shattered remnants of the stool Adam was swinging slammed down on to the bed next to him. He saw the hatred twist Adam’s face. This was what happened when the Pandora spirits came; they consumed your mind, bringing in its place just a single emotion. Sam was the only one they couldn’t touch, because, with the Light filling him from inside out, they had to pass through the shards of too many other minds.

      Even his closest allies, however, could be affected. Like Adam. ‘Adam!’ he yelled, knowing all the while that it was futile to try and reason.

      One of the frost-encrusted Firedancers had crawled to the window, blood soaking through his clothes. Sam watched as the Firedancer bodily tossed himself out of the window and fell. Falls wouldn’t kill a Firedancer either. Not nearly as effectively as the kind of magic Sam could muster. Another Firedancer had made for the door and was trying to drag himself downstairs. The third…

      The third…

      Sam pitched himself on to the floor. Which was lucky, as it meant the Firedancer’s blade sliced the air instead of his throat. A knife of dragon-bone, one of the few weapons guaranteed to kill a Waywalker like Sam. He put his back against a wall and raised his hands as Adam brought the stool swinging at his face. The air rippled, catching the stool where Adam held it, suspended motionless. With a wrench Sam pulled it from Adam’s grip and tossed it across the room.

      The third Firedancer gave a screech like nothing human, nor even immortal, and dived for Sam’s throat, hands blazing fire. Sam kicked out, striking the Firedancer in the chest. Heat crawled along his shins, and his feet slid on impact with the floor, the soles of his shoes rapidly melting. He pushed the Firedancer back, who staggered and fell on to the now roaring bed. There was a scream, barely audible over the noise of the fire and the humming of the Pandora spirit.

      Adam grinned as he advanced towards him. ‘Adam!’ Sam yelled, coughing through the smoke. ‘Don’t be stupid!’

      Adam drew his hands back, fingernails lengthening into claws. Sam acted on instinct, twisting his hands round each other in a tight, rapid circle. Adam’s feet were pulled off the floor and up, even as his body seemed to be knocked to one side by an unseen force. For a second he spun on empty air, then crashed down hard against the opposite wall, by the shattered windows.

      Sam got to his feet and held out his hands. On the blazing bed the bags he’d packed, themselves already smoking, leapt up and flew into his grasp. He trod out the few small licks of flame that threatened to consume them and tossed the bags out of the door. Then he clambered over to Adam, tears streaming down his face, holding his jacket across his nose and mouth. He felt for Adam’s pulse, sensed its weakness. By now the fire on the bed had spread to the curtains. Sam seized Adam by the ankles and dragged him out of the room and down the stairs, thankful that at least his friend had resumed a fully human form. Kicking open the front door, he pulled the little spirit out into the street.

      A small crowd of mortals had already gathered, gawping in what struck Sam as an exceptionally unhelpful manner at the fire now clawing its way out of the shattered windows.

      When they saw him, covered in soot and looking battered, the silence rang. Of course, thought Sam. A Pandora spirit could affect far more than one person at a time. But the more people it affected, the thinner its powers would stretch. Perhaps, if he hurried…

      He grabbed his bags and was halfway down the street before someone behind him yelled, ‘Fucker!’ By then he was unstoppable. Let the world rise up against him at the spirits’ command. He was used to being alone. Let them take his allies, let them turn even mortals against him. He was the bastard Son of Time. His entire life had been spent in preparation for this.

      Sam no longer felt care. He worked best when alone. And now, he knew, there was serious work to be done.
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      He carried two bags – one a large leather satchel containing almost everything he owned in the world, including money, a few hastily purchased clothes, a crown that was nothing more than a band of plain silver, a phone card, and a slightly spongy chocolate bar that had been there for longer than was healthy. The other was a plastic hockey-stick bag of the kind that sporty types carry to demonstrate to the world that they’re professionals. Sam had neither played hockey for several decades, nor did he carry a stick. In the bag was a short, very light silver sword that hadn’t tarnished in the thousands of years he’d owned it; and somewhere in the recesses of his left sleeve he also enjoyed the ownership of his thin silver dagger. Though neither of these items was particularly flashy, they had the power to kill other Waywalkers, the Children of Time, where ordinary weapons of iron and steel might fail.

      He had, to date, never killed one of his siblings. Which was remarkable, because they’d tried to kill him on numerous occasions and he’d even returned the favour a couple of times. But neither side in the endless Heaven v. Sam conflict had scored any major points. Until now.

      Now the battle wasn’t about the fact that he was the only bastard Son of Time ever to be acknowledged with a sword and crown. He had been caught up in this conflict because within him he had the power not only to destroy Cronus, but any Incarnate in the universe, even Time himself. It gave the battle an almost impersonal feeling, as though being Bearer of Light was only a title: a ball in a pinball machine, bouncing around dangerously, but still just something for scoring points.

      So he was determined to show Them. Them with a capital letter, They who thought he’d die to destroy Cronus, or that he hadn’t the guts to fight, or that he’d fight and die and lose anyway. Above all, he’d show Time. No matter what it took, he’d fight back.

      It seemed, therefore, an anticlimax to start the fight with a trip to the local chemist.

       

      He bought some tubes of toothpaste, in two different colours, which was important. He also bought a bottle of surgical spirit, a large box of talcum powder, and a small plastic-framed mirror. From the newsagent next door he bought several cans of Coke, some bottles of beer with screw tops, a ball of string, a bottle of the cheapest whisky he could find, a pad of paper, a biro and a packet of J-cloths.

      He walked to Kensington Gardens and sat by the lake under a plane tree. Children were playing football, people were feeding the geese. They were really trying to feed the swans, but the geese were that bit faster. Above the red dome of the Albert Hall the sky was blue with the occasional white, fluffy cloud. Young lovers dawdled along the paths between Marble Arch and Queensway, and a pair of schoolgirls picnicked on damp sandwiches and too much chocolate while gossiping in conspiratorial voices. Sam laid out his booty and set to work with a calm, careful air. The Coke cans he carefully shook, before writing ignition wards on their thin metal sides with a finger trailing red sparks. At a thought, the already pressurised can would get red hot. He then placed one of the Coke cans inside the box of talcum powder.

      Sam opened the whisky bottle, on the inside of which he traced another ignition ward, this time leaving the end of the ward untied. Concentrating hard, to keep the ward from firing spontaneously, he picked up the ball of string and wrapped the end of the ward round the end of the string. He was careful to keep the string in contact with the bottle, and thus not damage the ward as he tied it round the mouth of the bottle and screwed the lid back on. He then wrote ‘Do not touch, signed Lucifer’ on a piece of paper and tied that down to the bottle with the same piece of string. The bottles of beer he emptied on to the grass and replaced the tops.

      His miniature magical arsenal prepared, he walked towards Marble Arch. Beyond Hyde Park, and several streets of expensive hotels, he found a petrol station and went over to a pump. He didn’t bother with a properly thick illusion but simply stood at the pump, unconcernedly pouring petrol into the beer bottles and soaking the J-cloths as well. People passed him by without a glance. When anyone did look his way, all they saw was a man standing by a pump: Sam was very careful to make sure of that. Sure, the nearby CCTV cameras wouldn’t be deceived by the tiny tendrils of thought he was manipulating; but they were the least of his worries. Screwing the lid back on the last bottle, he walked away stinking of petrol and feeling satisfied. He’d studied arson at the feet of masters. And just because he usually found magical means more efficient, it didn’t mean he hadn’t listened.

      Sam made his way beyond Bond Street and its grand antique shops, and crossed Regent Street into the byways of Soho with their bizarre mixture of Georgian architecture, clubs, offices and prostitutes. It was beginning to get dark, which was good; he liked darkness, especially when forced to call attention to himself.

      The streets grew narrower. Some were heaving with young fashionables in black, others were all but deserted. On one a lady clad in leather asked him if he wanted to come inside – ‘Looking for business, love?’ – on another a drunk in a soiled anorak told him he was the devil in disguise, and an inferior one at that.

      Reaching Soho Square he looked at his watch, which he kept perpetually on GMT no matter what plane he was on. Ten to nine. A good time, neither busy with office workers struggling to commute home nor with clubbers thronging back out on the streets. The gates to the square were locked, so he dropped his bags on the other side and climbed over the railings. He’d chosen this place, a small haven of green in a maze of shops and office blocks, for the particular reason that it was where two Ways, of Heaven and Hell alike, formed Portals that opened on to Earth.

      Sam went over to an area of grass beneath a flowering cherry tree, its pink blooms unappreciated in the dark by all but the most sensitive of beings. There he collected four sticks and stuck them into the ground at intervals around him. Having positioned the whisky bottle behind his back and towards the Hell Portal, he trailed its string towards the sticks, winding it round each one a little above the ground. He then placed the box of talcum powder in front of him and towards the Heaven Portal, careful to judge the range of any potential explosion. To be doubly sure of his weaponry, he also lined up five of the Molotov cocktails of petrol and foul-smelling rag within reach along with seven of the Coke cans.

      He then took out the tubes of toothpaste. These were in two colours, unattractive red and sickening green, and smelt so disgusting they had to be good for you. He drew a long green circle of toothpaste around him, tying it off at the end in a traditional ward pattern. Wards were always stronger when they had an artificial line to follow, but it was up to the practitioner to decide which material to use to write the line. Sam had long ago discovered that chalk was too insubstantial and easily washed away, ink just seeped into the earth, and trying to draw your line with a stick usually resulted in a lot of turned up mud and no real indentation that could serve as a path for magic. He’d switched to less likely warding materials, finally hitting on toothpaste as a suitable catalyst for magic. The red toothpaste he squeezed out in blobs at strategic points around the green circle, and filled them with magic – not much, just enough so that if, say, someone trod on it, Sam would immediately know in time to react. The green toothpaste he infused with an altogether more active form of magic, a warding dome of his power to protect against outside attack.

      The toothpaste began to glow a pale, pale white. With luck, any attackers should see the toothpaste as his only defence, and notice neither his warning system nor the explosives he’d left lying around. The whisky bottle he expected to go off with an impressive bang, which was why he’d positioned it behind him. If anyone did decide to attack him, they’d want to sneak up behind. And if in the darkness they failed to notice the piece of trailing string – well, that was their mistake, wasn’t it? Alternatively, if their eyes were keen enough to see the whisky bottle and its note warning them from touching the string, chances were they’d do exactly what they were told not to, and the effect would be much the same. Never say he left anything to chance.

      Sam drew out the mirror. It was pretty tacky and might as well have worn a badge saying ‘Does the red lipstick really go with the green eye liner?’, but it would serve. He settled cross-legged inside the circle, sword half out of the hockey case, and released a slow sigh.

      Scrying, his mother had once said, long ago in Heaven, was a loud business.

      ‘Loud?’ he’d responded.

      The Incarnation of Magic had nodded sagely at her son. Though never an acknowledged Queen of Heaven and therefore not a legitimate wife of Time, his mother was a Greater Power. Magic had been rejected because she could make the impossible come to pass, and Time didn’t like that. Time looked at billions and billions of futures and could see which future was most likely to happen, how many repercussions of one event would lead to the same outcome – the one to which he’d then try to guide the universe.

      Magic never wore one particular face when walking in a mortal form; that day she’d looked stern but kind. A teacher, helping her child to survive.

      ‘Some spells are quiet. Lighting a candle, touching minds, calling to the animals, whispering to the winds, listening to the land – these things are quiet. But to send your mind out into the world and actively seek answers, this is a loud process. It draws attention. And if that attention doesn’t want those answers found, it will send people to stop you.

      ‘A scry will give you the position of your enemies. But it will also give them your own position, because the power necessary to sustain it properly will blaze out. And all the worse if they are watching for you. Sometimes you can pass unnoticed, for example if you are scrying for something that cannot scry back, or for something that does not watch for magic. But if you are scrying another magical being, it will most likely turn on you and hunt you down, and whilst in the scry you will be powerless to prevent it.’

      ‘So what can I do?’

      ‘You can use your common sense, and assume the worst. Assume you are hunted. And prepare for it in advance. Trap the hunters.’

       

      Waiting, Sam let his mind drift. He heard his father’s voice. You cannot defy me, Lucifer… But it faded and passed, without him responding.

      He had no desire to call on Time.

      He heard Freya’s voice, but it was nothing more than a memory as his mind tried to focus. Sebastian, I’m so sorry. They’d loved each other only briefly, before she’d been called away by duty to defend her failing House of Valhalla. Even to the last she’d called him Sebastian, the name he’d worn when they’d first met. It was as if it embarrassed her to admit a love for the exiled, traitor Prince of Heaven. Though all he’d done was stop the Eden Initiative, a project that to his mind had been evil.

      Sehastian, what do you do now? 

      Sorry, Freya. You’re dead, you see; I can’t stop to chat. You died trying to prevent Seth freeing Cronus. I’d love to speak to you, but I need to find answers.

      He was ready. But what should he focus on? It would be pointless to try and find Seth; as the guiding force behind the scheme to free Cronus, Seth would almost certainly be defended against every kind of scry. And trying to find Jehovah would run him up against a prodigiously tough mind. Odin he also ruled out, for though the Lord of Valhalla was to Sam’s mind a less powerful figure, who’d only allied himself with Seth and Jehovah out of desperation, he was nonetheless a Son of Time.

      There were others he could look for, though. He sent his mind out, carrying the thought of Buddha, who with the archangel Gabriel had been one of Freya’s secret allies against Seth. What had become of them both, after an attack by the Pandora spirits that only Sam had been able to resist?

      For a brief moment his brother’s face appeared on the mirror – then the image flickered and died. Sam searched again, felt Buddha’s mind.

      Cold, dark, pain. Voices, in the shadows of the prison that has been a home for days on end. Whispering in Buddha’s ear. You tried to do the right thing, but you did it for all the wrong reasons, brother mine. You came close to spoiling everything, you don’t understand what is happening. Cronus will be freed. The Bearer of Light will fight his destiny, but it is all for nothing, he will die…

      Buddha’s mind stirring at the sensation of Sam. <Who’s there? Who seeks me?… Sam? – Time have mercy, Sam, it’s not what it —>

      Interception. Another mind ramming between them. Dizziness, falling, a second presence shutting Buddha out, a voice roaring in Sam’s mind. <The exile has come! Find him!>

      Minds tearing at him, trying to attack him through his own spell.

      Sam pulled away, spinning wildly out of control. He felt them reach after him, try to drag him back, but he was already gone, dancing far away, leaping out of their reach. When the world steadied, his own face was drifting in the mirror, a thousand images of himself mournfully looking back at him.

      Steady. Focus. Breathe. Reach again, a different direction now. Buddha is a prisoner, beyond you. Reach. Try Freya’s other ally: Gabriel – Gail.

      Cold outside, warm within. Bright light. A full stomach. Heavy hands, a steady gaze. Voices, always voices. Whom do you serve? I serve you. I have always served you, master. Will the Bearer of Light come? Yes, he will come. He cannot help it, he seeks you even now.

      Mind, stirring. <Sam?>

      <Gail, I’m here…>

      <Where are you?>

      <Earth.>

      <You’re in danger.>

      <I know.>

      <People seek you.>

      <I know that too.>

      <Some would help you.>

      <Who?>

      Intercession, a mind breaking through, always a mind breaking through, interrupting the scry. It won’t stop hunting, not now that it knows he is scrying.

      <Brother mine!> it declares.

      Sam recognises it. Jehovah, Son of Time and Belief, has a very distinct mind, precise, ticking over like clockwork. Sam has always suspected that Jehovah’s blood-line has done more for him than others appreciate, because Jehovah believes in himself almost as much as he demands everyone else believe.

      Jehovah has sensed his scry and even now seeks him.

      <You cannot escape your destiny, Sam, don’t even bother to try. Sooner or later you will die…>

      <You bastard!> yells Sam, hardly aware of what he says or does. The mirror is turning red, fire sweeps across its silver surface. <You murdered Freya, you murdered your own sister!>

      <You fool! Seth, Odin or Thor are bound to kill you. Yet before that happens, you still have a destiny to fulfil!>

      <You bastard!> he screams again, and lashes out with his mind. He feels Jehovah recoil, shocked. Then his brother strikes out again. A blow rings across Sam’s shields and makes the wards around him flare up in alarm. Sam’s mind recoils and flees. He doesn’t want to exhaust himself in a drawn-out battle that can benefit him nothing.

      Drifting. Steadying. Waiting. Breathing. No sense of being followed. Voices. Another mind slipping towards his own, also drawn to the sense of his scry. But this isn’t Jehovah, nor is it Seth or Odin. Sam doesn’t recognise it, nor for a long while does it speak. But he can feel it play across his mind, tapping against his shields. Not forcefully, but with a child’s curiosity.

      He sits on a park bench in Rome, in high summer, eating ice cream. Freya is staring at him, a faint strawberry moustache round her lips. She is frowning, trying to remember something she wants to say. He waits, only half aware that this isn’t real, that it’s just another vision turned up by the spell as the foreign mind works to communicate with him through all these thick, thick wardings.

      ‘Hello, Sebastian,’ says Freya finally. She is as beautiful as he remembers, the light catching her hair and making it glow, her delicate hands holding the ice cream as if it were made of glass, her eyes frowning expressively.

      Unsettled already, Sam wishes the vision weren’t this good. ‘And whom do I have the honour of addressing, that intrudes on me in Freya’s shape?’ He takes another lick of ice cream. It tastes real, which is good.

      ‘Why do you fight?’

      ‘Because the alternative is the end of the universe.’

      ‘You’re a selfless man deep down, Sebastian. I know that you would gladly die for certain things. For me, you would die.’

      ‘For Freya, perhaps, but she reached the end of life before I did,’ Sam replies.

      ‘You would die to save the lives of mortals, if they were threatened. So why do you fight, instead?’

      ‘Are you asking,’ says Sam, ‘why don’t I just let Cronus be freed, and sacrifice myself heroically to save the universe from his horrific powers?’

      Freya, or whatever it is that occupies Freya’s face, seems to consider this. ‘Yes,’ she/it says finally.

      ‘It isn’t necessary. There is no reason why Cronus should ever be freed. Time simply wants me to destroy him in the event that he does get out.’

      ‘You’re wrong. Cronus will always be freed, he’ll always escape. There is no future where he doesn’t. So if your death is inevitable, why not accept that fact now?’

      ‘Would you?’ asks Sam. ‘Hell, why do I ask such a daft question? I don’t even know who you are.’

      ‘You searched for me, didn’t you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘But you did, Sebastian. Somewhere, you haven’t given up hope yet. That’s what makes you defiant. And you thought you could defy death, and find Freya. So you did. And I answered.’

      ‘Freya is dead.’

      ‘Yet still you searched. Thank you.’

      ‘For what?’

      ‘Trying. But it is for nothing, I’m afraid.’

      ‘This conversation is pointless.’

      ‘You don’t listen.’

      ‘I listen, I just don’t believe it.’

      Freya faded, taking the taste of ice cream with her. She went a bit at a time, first the bench, then the ice cream, then the legs, then Rome, and finally the rest of her vanished with a shrug, leaving just the voice hanging on the air. A whisper in the darkness of Sam’s mind. I’m so sorry, Sebastian…

      He steadied himself. The visions faded, leaving only the mirror. Once more he searched. He wasn’t entirely sure what he was looking for now, but he let the spell drift, whispering his name, calling. It was less of a scry and more of a divining, a complicated, dangerous spell that had a mind of its own.

      But a divining was no less loud than a scry. Sam is searching today, who wants to answer?

      And there it was. A voice. Confident, strong.

      ‘And if he gets in the way?’

      ‘Stop him. But don’t let him die. He mustn’t die, that’s essential. Nor must he be allowed to interfere.’

      ‘I serve.’

      Brief flashes of vision. A room, a table, a chair, a figure in the darkness, a window, a dome, a river, a bridge, a boat, a golden cross, a red bus.

      Recognition. Voices, more urgent. ‘I feel… something…’

      ‘He scrys, the fool scrys!’

      Repulsion, minds slamming in front of him, shoving him away from his quarry. Spinning again, struggling to centre himself as visions flash across his eyes, glimpses of a dome, a golden cross on top of it, a red bus passing the nave, a pigeon sitting on a cherubim over the transept, a long, white footbridge like a suspension bridge, only the joins have been knocked out to each side as if something heavy had fallen on them, rather than standing proud, the River Thames…

      The sudden sense of danger, and voices filling his head. Sam, why do you run? Sebastian, Sebastian, what are you trying to do? Luke, is it really worth it? Little light, little fire, little Lucifer, little Satan, danger comes…

      His eyes opened with a start and stared at the darkness of Soho Square. The mirror in his hands was hot to the touch, but he didn’t move. Someone had trodden on a dollop of red toothpaste and thought it was bird poo. He extended his senses. Behind him and slightly to the right; they’d probably come through the Hell Portal. Maybe six of them, he wasn’t sure. He kept utterly still, the pressure of the dagger against his forearm suddenly noticeable.

      Voices, whispering. Someone stepped forward, trod on more toothpaste and fired alarms inside Sam’s mind, then swore very quietly. Sam, keeping his movements shielded with his back to them, lowered the mirror and reached very slowly for his sword.

      Someone touched the string. Jerked it. The end of string tied with the ignition ward moved very slightly, pulled from its place on the bottle. The ignition ward, its delicate matrix disturbed, fired. Sam pitched forward and rolled, coming up with his sword raised as the whisky bottle exploded, showering glass everywhere. In the sudden light he saw four Firedancers and two valkyries, Odin’s personal guards. No angels, he noticed with interest; Jehovah clearly hadn’t been able to send anyone to join the hunting party.

      As the flames subsided, he called the talcum powder to him, then threw it towards the valkyries, triggering the ignition ward in mid-air. The box exploded in a blizzard of metal and plastic shards, throwing white powder and red-hot Coke into the valkyries’ eyes. They fell back, yelling. Then the Firedancers, having recovered from the initial shock of the attack, lunged towards Sam. They reached his toothpaste circle, and sparks flashed as the wards fired, repulsing them.

      Sam grinned and picked up a Molotov cocktail in his free hand, holding it near the top of the bottle where the J-cloth stuck out, soaked in petrol. Firedancers, for all they were well-trained assassins in Heaven, simply didn’t have experience of Earth methods of fighting. Sam watched unmoving as a Firedancer stepped forwards and drove his dragon-bone knife into the ward. It flickered and began to die. Sam waited until the ward failed and flicked a spark from his fingertips to the top of the J-cloth. It lit, the flame rushing down the blue cloth towards the petrol within. The Firedancers were staring at the bottle as if Sam were mad, wondering what it was. The valkyries, having a better sense of survival, began to back away. Sam shrugged and threw the bottle overarm at the nearest Firedancer. It struck him and exploded. The darkness was lit up as the Firedancer’s red clothes erupted into flame and he screamed.

      Firedancers aren’t sympathetic creatures. As one of their comrades staggered around howling and burning before collapsing in a smouldering heap on the ground, the others stood staring at Sam, as if nothing had happened. The valkyries, eyes red and streaming, edged towards the circle. Sam backed away, calling a Coke can to his hands. As one, the valkyries and Firedancers attacked.

      Nothing, in Sam’s opinion, was quite as scary as being attacked by ten pairs of hands and ten pairs of legs, when you only had a healthy two of each. He threw the Coke can, turned and ran, blowing the ignition ward as he sprinted away across Soho Square as fast as he could. Behind him he heard a satisfying bang and a yell. Someone had clearly been on the wrong end of several jagged shards of metal.

      Sam kept on running, sword in hand. He reached the far end of the square and turned, already in the full throes of casting a spell. Around him, the air ignited in blue fire, ice formed on the grass below his feet, his breath emerged in clouds of steam. The Firedancers faltered and stopped. Keeping the coldfire burning, Sam drew his silver dagger and threw it. It wasn’t designed for throwing, but there was enough of his magic in it to ensure that it travelled as level as the course of a bullet. It struck a Firedancer square through the heart, and the assassin crumpled.

      A valkyrie was drawing something out from behind her back. Sam saw a small, light crossbow, the shot tipped with enchanted silver. He swore and swept his hand up and across. The valkyrie was lifted off her feet and went flying back, but the disruption in his concentration was enough to make the coldfire curtain flicker. A Firedancer made it through and Sam was forced to parry clumsily, staggering as he went off-balance. The Firedancer took advantage of this and caught Sam’s wrist in his own red-gloved hand, fire flaring round the fingers. Sam’s sleeve began to burn, and he hastily stamped down on the flames with his mind.

      But that second of lost concentration had almost cost him his right arm; he had to bring his sword across and round, leaving his left side exposed. The coldfire winked out as he tried to sustain too much magic.

      The Firedancers leapt forward for the kill. Sam retreated until his back was pressed against the railings of the square, and summoned a shield of thick blue magic around him. Two dragon-bone blades and two of enchanted bronze struck into the magic, then continued moving towards him with agonising slowness, the shield screaming as the weapons sought to tear through its magic lattice.

      Sam heard a faint ‘thunk’. He saw a valkyrie collapse, a crossbow bolt in her back. Her partner turned to discover who’d fired. In the darkness Sam made out a hooded figure, calmly reloading as if he hadn’t a care in the world. The valkyrie gave a snarl of rage and ran towards the man. She’d got within two paces when he fired again and she pitched back, the quarrel straight through her heart.

      The Firedancers, aware that something had gone wrong, disengaged, suddenly uncertain. Sam let his shield go, blinking sweat from his eyes and trying to ignore the wobble in his legs. The hooded man continued to reload, casual to the extreme. With the Firedancers’ attention distracted, Sam lunged, his sword going under the nearest assassin’s guard and scoring a long slash across his side. The assailants faltered, realising that they were two fighting two instead of six against one. But with Sam as their target they were determined to finish the job.

      Sam caught one blade on the hilt of his sword and grabbed the other Firedancer’s wrist, twisting both to one side. He summoned his dagger back to him and caught it in his left hand, releasing the Firedancers with a spin that sent them staggering. Now he had two weapons to his name and only four arms to deal with. He grinned as the Firedancers staggered upright and attacked them, making long thrusts with his sword and swift movements with the dagger, keeping it close to his body against the danger of overreaching with the sword.

      He heard another thunk, and a Firedancer fell. Sam stepped past the body and went into a full-out attack, his confidence almost restored. The hooded man made no attempt to reload the crossbow, but stood in the shadows as if at some spectator sport. Almost, thought Sam, as though letting him fight on to see if there were any weaknesses in his technique.

      A thrust with the sword, barely parried by the dragon-bone. Twist the sword to the right to take the knife with it, leaving the Firedancer’s left side exposed. Lunge with the dagger. Wrist caught, no problem, pull down, dragging the Firedancer down too, and as he descends bring a knee up to meet him. The grasp on Sam’s wrist weakened. Sam turned to one side, snapping his elbow up to catch the Firedancer full on the nose. The Firedancer fell back and Sam’s wrist was free. He stepped forward neatly, a relaxed movement, and rammed the dagger straight into the Firedancer’s heart.
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