
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


The Radiant King

Reed Lavender:2

––––––––

[image: image]


Ashley Capes



	[image: image]

	 
	[image: image]





[image: image]


Chapter 1.


[image: image]




Duong was waiting in a navy suit out the front of Reed’s apartment building when he returned from the underground, knucklebone in pocket. The detective leant against the old stone walls. Shades cloaked his eyes from the afternoon sun, not that it was truly that bright.

Maybe he’s hung over.

Cigarette butts covered the Coke can he held and his suit jacket was a little rumpled but he straightened with a nod. “So, let’s talk inside.”

“About SEDO?”

“Right.”

Reed led Duong inside and then onto the elevator, where they travelled in silence. Duong was now chewing gum – the smell of mint strong. Probably best I don’t ask him how the quitting thing is going, then.

Once inside, Reed took Duong to the kitchen and opened the fridge. “Drink?”

“I’m fine, Reed.”

He lifted some milk free and poured a tall glass.

“That lot at SEDO claim that you were the last to see Petros Martin alive,” Duong began. “What can you tell me?”

Treveyos’ real name, no doubt. “That he’s probably a con artist like the rest of them.”

“I’m doing this here instead of in an interrogation room as a courtesy, you know.”

Reed raised his hands. “Sorry, I realise that.” He took a long drink of his milk. How much truth exactly could he afford to share? He gestured to the bruising at his throat. “I asked a few questions about Garibaldi and Elise. It got heated actually, and he attacked me. I guess I passed out but when I woke up he was gone.”

“Right.” Doung started writing.

“Right.”

He glanced up from his notes. “Those hippies claim you drugged them.”

Reed sighed. “Then have them take any test you like; nothing will show up because I didn’t drug them.”

“Then what did you do?”

“Nothing,” Reed replied, and it wasn’t a lie so he didn’t need to try to sell it. “I didn’t see either of them on my way home, which is where I went right after.”

“Time?”

“Can’t really remember, to be honest. Morning though.”

“And earlier today?”

“Meaning?”

“What were you doing in the underground?”

Reed leaned forward. “Did you have me followed?”

“You bet I did,” he snapped. “Listen, you’re someone I have to watch now, whether you like it or not. And it’s obvious that something is going on with this Petros Martin guy and I want to know what it has to do with you and the case we’re supposedly working on together.”

“Shit, are you saying you think I killed him?”

He pointed his pen at Reed. “What I think is that you’re not telling me everything; it’s pretty simple.”

“Then tell me something – have you checked this Petros guy out? You find anything linking him to Garibaldi or Dunstall?”

The sharp ring of a mobile cut Duong’s answer off. “Yeah?” His voice was terse. Then his expression grew a little less agitated, and he turned his back to cross the room, heading for the door. “You serious?”

Reed followed.

Whoever was on the other line kept talking a little longer, then Duong hung up and turned around again. He jammed his phone into a pocket then tore a cigarette from a pack, though he didn’t light it yet.

“What’s going on?”

“That was someone we both know – Officer Huggins. He tells me that Petros Martin apparently filed a harassment report against you just now.”

Reed frowned. Treveyos was definitely dead before any such report had been filed.

“Well, I’m sure it won’t come to anything,” Duong said as he started for the door, still appearing at least somewhat agitated. “Probably not with those bruises of yours – but I’m going to follow up with Mr Martin now, and you’re not invited.”

“Fine,” Reed said. “But press him about –”

Duong shook his head, already in the short hallway leading to the door. “Don’t tell me how to do this, Reed. And we’re going to talk again and when we do, I want whatever it is that you’re holding back.” The door slammed behind him.

Reed slumped back in his chair. A stay of execution?

The creak of his fridge seal being broken echoed from the kitchen. “You’ve only got milk and juice again. Is that any way to thank me?” a voice called.

Max.

Reed found the man with his torso half in the fridge. As ever, Max wore jeans and leather jacket and when he turned, he had his aviator sunglasses on. No scarf today, however. “Don’t you have any vodka or something?”

“That’d be in the freezer if I did.”

“So, that’s a no, right?”

“Very good, cousin,” Reed replied with a smile. “I’m guessing you came here to harvest some gratitude?”

“Of course. You should have seen my Treveyos impression. Nailed the voice too.”

He chuckled. “Well, I do owe you now.”

“Plus the time we stole that jumping castle.”

“I remember.”

“Well, I’ll set it aside for now – gentleman that I am, so we can get started on this hand hunt.”

“I don’t know.”

“Well, it’s another order-poorly-disguised-as-a-request from Mother, so let’s get cracking.”

“Lina didn’t tell you about the knuckle bone?”

Max removed his sunglasses, revealing dark eyes. “I was hoping to distract you with work, to be honest. She said Pluto didn’t have much to offer.”

“Not really.”

“Then maybe we should get to work finding Feronia’s missing hand, now that she’s letting her fingers do the walking.”

“What?”

“You know, that ad for phone books. Do humans still use phone books?”

Reed rubbed at his neck. “Max, do you have any idea of what year it is on our calendar?”

He spread his hands. “Fine. Some people do, yes. And yes, nice pun there.”

“I was hoping you’d tell me as much.”

Reed groaned as he rubbed at his neck. “So, you really think we’ll find something?”

“Of course.”

“Your optimism is dazzling,” Reed replied. “What have you got in mind?”

“I think we should visit an old timer, someone who’d have an ear to the ground.” Max was smiling.

“What does that mean?”

“Just go where I tell you. I don’t want to ruin the surprise.”

“Fine.” Reed collected his things and headed out, striding toward the elevator. It was blessedly empty again, not that anyone would have seen Max in any event. At the bottom, Reed paused as a figure crossed the lobby. It was his neighbour Steve, his easy-going expression missing as he hailed the desk clerk.

“Trouble?” Max asked.

Reed shrugged. “I dunno, he looks a little agitated is all. He’s one of my neighbours.”

Max raised an eyebrow. “Nice of you to worry about the other humans.”

Reed jabbed at his cousin with his car keys, but Max skipped out of reach. “Tell me where we’re going already.”

“A nursery in the suburb of Hawthorn.”

“Why?”

“Don’t make me spoil it.”

***
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The Growing Bud Nursery stood just outside of Hawthorn. Out front, a lush row of plants, flowers and pots, and the rich scent of earth and fertiliser. They approached, passing a young family on the footpath.

Max took Reed past lines of succulents and sprouts and furniture and finally to a dusty collection of garden gnomes – most with AFL colours or the classic blue tunic and red hat. All motionless concrete. “Here.”

“Where?”

Max gestured to the gnomes.

“So, who’s your friend, Max?” Reed asked, keeping his voice low despite the lack of other customers.

“David.” Max sat before the row of gnomes, crossing his legs. “David, are you there?”

Reed crossed his arms. “His name is David? As in, David the Gnome?”

“That’s how he’s introduced himself in the past.”

“But it’s a kid’s show from the 1980s. This is a joke, right?”

Max snorted. “No – that’s his name. And the cartoon you’re thinking of was a book series first. Wil Huygen. He was Dutch.”

“Ah, how silly of me.”

Max glanced over his shoulder with a wink. “Come on, let me distract you with trivia. I have a third thing for when the time is right, you know.”

Reed groaned. “What do you think David will know?”

“Maybe nothing, but I want to ask. Ah, here he comes.”

The nearest gnome, a little taller than the others, legs swinging from a toadstool, twitched and then the eyes blinked, focusing on Max first. “You again?”

“Hello David. You look like you’re having fun.”

“Do I? Well, this model’s got that whimsical look, you know, but I’d rather this one I found over in Toorak. The guy hides it from his neighbours. It’s part minotaur or something and when I take it out for a stroll it scares the shit out of the other stats.”

“Stats?” The question came out before Reed could stop it.

“Statues, obviously. Who are you? I see you’re not quite as dead as Max here, are you?”

“Not really, no.”

Max chuckled. “Ah, David. We’re hoping you’ve noticed something since you spend a lot of time with your feet on the earth, something went missing and we can’t find it.”

“That business with Feronia?”

“Right.”

“Yeah, I felt her hand – it went tearing across the state a little while ago. It disappeared right in the city, about the State Library I’d say.”

“You could feel it?”

The gnome snorted. “Of course – well, up until that point. Then it disappeared. So, will that be all, gentlemen?”

Max stood. “Yes, thank you, David. That’s a big help.”

“Yeah, yeah.”

The eyes closed.
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The afternoon sun peeked between heavy clouds, shining on the green lawns that lay before the State Library. And while no-one really lounged about upon it like they might have in summer, people were meeting on the glistening steps and between the columns, some with dark umbrellas at their sides.

Breath steamed where they spoke, coffees in hand.

Reed glanced at Max, who was rubbing at his sunglasses with his white t-shirt. “Are you sure we can trust David about this?”

“I am.”

“Who is he, really – you’ve been holding out all the way over here but I think I need to know before we go nosing about in there.”

“Worried about running into that young lady again... what was her name? You know, one of Minerva’s girls. Emily? No, Emma, right?”

He exhaled. “No, that’s not the problem, cousin. In fact, Aunty suggested visiting Minerva anyway.”

“Convincing,” Max said with a grin. “And by the way, it’s going to be ‘you’ not ‘we’ because I’ve got another lead I’m going to follow up on; Mother’s calling us.”

“Fine. But you still haven’t answered my question.”

“David is probably the last servant of one of those Anglo-Norman deities that Vanished over the centuries. Happy?”

“Hmmm. So, when will you be back?”

“I’m not sure – Mother was hinting that she had been told by Jupiter to keep us all on a shorter leash.”

“Leash?”

“Charming, isn’t it?” Max said.

“I sincerely hope that means she doesn’t expect me to hunt down the thief by myself now. I’m a little tired of doing that sort of thing alone.”

“No. Everyone’s worried about that. I think Jupiter is more concerned about the rules when we go snooping about in people’s homes and offices for you.”

“Ah.” Which meant getting a hold of Dunstall would have to happen via more conventional means. And considering Duong’s current mood, that’s not going to be easy. A quick flight to Malaysia was hardly on the cards either. And I don’t think I can go into debt with any more deities at this point, since I bloody well owe people all over town.

“Look, just see if you and Minerva’s girl can come up with anything at the library while I’m gone. If the trail disappeared here, it disappeared for a reason.”

“Right – but if so, shouldn’t Minerva or Emma have told someone about it by now?”

Max frowned. “That’s true.” Then he shrugged, blinking out of sight, though his voice lingered. “All the more reason to investigate. Be careful too.”

“Shit.”

Going in there was a bit of a problem if Emma still worked for the library. And not because things had ended poorly; it was a pretty regular break-up. She instigated it and eventually, he came to terms. That was it.

Or so you like to tell yourself.

Reed crossed the lawn and skipped a few steps on his way up to the open doors, crossing the foyer and heading through the tables beneath the massive white dome, then for the archives where he found Emma, typing away at her desk.

Emma looked up from her computer, hands hovering above the keyboard. Her dark hair was cut short now; it suited her too. Equally dark eyes regarded him with surprise and... a hint of worry? That doesn’t make sense, does it?

She stood to move around her desk, black skirt and blouse typical of her style, and pulled him close for a quick hug. “This day just got even more interesting,” she said, a faint trace of her Greek accent lingering.

“I feel the same.”

She gestured to the chair opposite her own. “I bet I can guess why you’re here too.” She lowered her voice. “Feronia?”

“Then you felt it?”

She nodded. “Actually, I can show you.”

Emma took him from her office to a long corridor that eventually led down to a heavy-looking security door. She waved a card at the security panel then pushed the door open with both hands.

Light flickered on, transforming looming shadows into shelves of books; all exceptionally neat save for the variety in heights, but the depth of each spine was aligned to an almost inhumanly even degree.

“I see your subtle touch down here,” he said.

“Very funny,” she said, a hand on her hip. She still wore her silver and gold threaded ring, a gift from her father. “Well, do you see it?”

He did. Grey patches covered the floor, like tears in the very world, the Fringe seeping through but remaining quite... localised. The patches seemed to hop further into the archive, deeper and deeper past the ‘general’ and reference books until stopping before a large, glass display case where a mediaeval manuscript stood, open to a page that showed a white tower being constructed.

A Book of Hours.

It should have been quite fancifully illuminated, rare as it was, but the pages stood grey and lifeless.

“This is the point from which the hand disappeared,” Emma said, expression troubled.

“Via this book?”

“Yes. As though it actually climbed the Tower of Babel.”

Reed folded his arms. “That’s... quite the omen.”

“It’s no more rare or special than the few other mediaeval manuscripts we house here. The page was at random. I cannot trace it from here, nor can Minerva.”

“You’ve tried?”

Emma shook her head. “Stupid question, isn’t it?”

“True. I kinda wished you’d told us about it.”

“I told Minerva – I assume she told the others.” Now she smiled. “And what makes you think your family is in charge of dealing with what happened?”

“I got that impression from Aunty.”

“Did you?” She chuckled. “Well, whether it’s true or not I suppose you’re here now. Want my thoughts?”

“Very much.”

“I think we’re dealing with something sophisticated – obviously, but also something old.”

“How old?”

“Maybe before our Pantheon.”

Reed blinked. That was old indeed. But who and why? He nearly groaned; it sounded like fresh, relentless trouble. Just what Jupiter wanted him to face, so maybe it shouldn’t have been a surprise. “What leads you that way?”

“Aside from the exit point, take a look. Can you read anything?”

“Well, my Latin is pretty good so...” he trailed off. The words were not written in Latin at all – instead, kanji characters were visible. He glanced back to Emma, who merely pointed once more. The flowing yet ‘dotted’ script of Arabic now rested on the crumbling paper. He blinked and now it was Latin once more, yet quickly it became something else – vaguely Nordic.

“It has been thus for me ever since the hand touched it,” she explained.

“No-one else sees it?”

“No. But I don’t think it’s an error for the very page that features Babel to appear like this.”

Reed exhaled. “Got any ideas then? Are you thinking Sumerian?”

“Maybe. How about you give me a bit more time to look into this, then take me to dinner and we’ll talk again.”

“That sounds like a date.”

She shook her head. “Or maybe I’m just going to be hungry once I finish up.”

“Prudent of you to plan your meals so far ahead,” Reed replied.

“I know. Now, I’d better get you out of here, since this place is off limits to the public.”
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“He does need the files today, yeah,” Reed said, affecting a gentler tone as he paced the street before the library, mobile in hand. Surprisingly, the sun had more or less taken over the sky, but it was not warm. The footpaths were not crowded at least, this far from any cafe.

“You can’t just e-mail them?” Sarah replied, her long-suffering-secretary tone evident.

“’fraid not, the boss wants it hand-delivered to ensure it’s received; it wouldn’t do for the Crown to be accused of being derelict in their duty when it comes to informing the defence of this new development.”

Sarah sighed. “Fine. He’s at the Pinto in Carlton, I’m sure if you hurry you’ll catch him.”

“Thank you, that helps a lot.”

Reed hung up with a grin. Finally, he had the location of Dunstall’s solicitor. The snake had proven rather difficult to pin down, and formal requests for a meeting had of course been blown off or deferred with platitudes.

Which left me with deception.

Reed strode down a few blocks to where his car waited, double-parked in a quiet side street lined with the allergy-rich plane trees. He did a quick circuit of the vehicle. He’d gotten away with being a bit of a jerk for now; no tickets and no scratches.

He hopped inside and fired the engine, flicking the radio off as he pulled into the mob of traffic. The flow oozed its way toward the city centre – though he ducked out of the rows of vehicles before they became too disgusting, heading for Pinto.

But he’d barely made it out of the traffic and into a quiet side street to search for the mythical empty parking spot, the lines of shops switching to jammed town-houses of old concrete, when something erupted from the street.

Reed slammed the brakes on.

It was a large golden shape, easily seven feet tall and covered in fur, claws swinging as it sprinted down the road... werewolf! Was it Devin? Why’s he taking such a stupid risk? The werewolf leapt over a modest garden wall and then, moments later, a man dressed in singlet and jeans vaulted the fence, walking away with a couple of backward glances.

Cracked asphalt and dirt lay strewn about the road. One nearby car now sported a shattered passenger window, others with dents from flying debris. And now Reed couldn’t drive any further either; the hole was just too big.

He leapt out and charged after the werewolf, feet pounding along the footpath – Devin had turned a corner and was already out of sight. Something was wrong if the man was willing to take such a risk – there was a chance his natural camouflage would confuse any possible witnesses into thinking they’d only seen a large dog... but the giant hole in the road was something else.

Reed skidded around the corner –

Hands slapped around his shoulders, and then he was swung up against the side of a house with a thump. Devin’s hazel eyes were suddenly very close, rage fading when he recognised him. “Reed?”

“Hello, Devin.”

The man let go. “What the hell are you doing following me?”

“You kind of exploded out of the street.”

The man rubbed at the stubble on his chin. “Yeah, well I was taking a bit of a shortcut and something started chasing me. I think I lost it.”

“When you burst out of the street?”

He nodded. “I don’t think it liked the light.”

Reed glanced around the corner, back to the hole and his car. Things underground that didn’t enjoy light was no small list at all... but it if bothered someone like Devin –

A mighty crack echoed up the street.

“Shit.” Another slab of the road had collapsed, near enough to his Ford that it began to roll forward. “Shit!” The car slid down into the hole, crunching to a halt, half-sunken now.

“Define ‘unlucky’, right?” Devin asked.

Reed glowered at him. “Hilarious. Any ideas about whatever was chasing you?”

“Not much, just that it was shadowy and that it had a strange scent... I can’t quite place it.” He shrugged. “Anyway, like I said, it didn’t like the light and I’d better keep on.”

“Wait,” Reed said, glancing away from his car again. “Have you heard about the recent trouble?”

“Who hasn’t?”

“So, I guess you didn’t see the hand or anything?”

Devin shook his shaggy head. “No, sorry.”

“Thanks.”

“Good luck with your car, mate,” he said as he loped off.

Reed turned back to the slowly gathering crowd, most folks sticking to their yards or front windows, many whipping out their phones to take pictures. Yes, immortalise my shitty luck, everyone.

He crossed the street and jogged to his Falcon, testing the footing around the gaping hole and the debris that kept his car approximately ‘above’ ground. Inside, he had a few vaguely personal possessions but perhaps nothing so valuable that he had to worry about people robbing him – and so he stared within the open hole instead.

No hints of movement, just dark earth, crumbled asphalt and the gleam of pipes.

What had Devin encountered?

It could have been at least a dozen things – but if the wolf couldn’t identify the scent, did that suggest something new? Or was it a possible taint from Feronia’s influence? Too many possibilities. Reed pulled out his mobile and dialled for emergency services, explained what had happened and then began to pace, declining well-meaning offers of help from a few of the residents as he found a tree to lean against, the bark cold against his back.

Not having a car for who knew how long was going to be a problem.

And not just because of public transport. Or, more accurately, certain members of the public who appeared on that transport. And more seriously, if one of his obligations ended up some way out of the city then he’d be in trouble. Worse, it’s hard to chase down a fleeing suspect with a tram.
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