
   Contents

   


   Title Page

   Foreward

   Episode Five Beneath the Surface

   33: Three Eyes Open

   34: Beneath the Surface

   35: A Bold Venture

   36: The Scrying Game

   37: Chasing Emily

   38: A Game of Chance

   39: Scylla and Charybdis

   40: Samsara

   41: Unmasqued

   Interlude 














Orphic Phantasia

Episode Five



Copyright © 2018 Dary Meredith

All rights reserved.














Foreword

This is a free omnibus of material published on the Orphic Phantasia website. If you came by this document some other way — especially if you paid money for it — then please contact the author at darydith@gmail.com with details. Seriously. I earn bugger all as it is without some anonymous third party selling my work in secret!













Episode Five

Beneath the Surface

33: Three Eyes Open



The gondola drifted through Avalon’s sky, its predetermined flight path offering an unrivalled view of the resort below. From its vantage point, Dante could see how the streets of Avalon formed a symmetrical pattern around the island, exact in its measurements, a complex web of intelligent design without a single structure out of place. Even the synthetic forests contributed to the overall balance.

“It’s all too perfect, isn’t it?” said Emily. “If I didn’t know any better, I’d say it was a simulation.”

Dante rubbed the back of his neck and felt the soft itch of the Fortunate Isle’s implant. Through it, the resort’s overseers could convince a person they walked a blissful, sun-kissed Paradise, just as a computer simulation could convince a person they walked the halls of a monster-infested mansion. The only way to tell the difference was to accept what Dante had long forced himself to deny: that, beyond the material world, there was another, aethereal realm, a world of shadows and souls, its shallows a mirror of fleeting observations, its depths a repository of ideals as old as civilisation itself.

“No poverty, no disease, no suffering,” Emily continued. “It’s no wonder it draws people in. Imagine a life where you never had to see Theia again.”

“But it’s still out there,” Dante reminded her. According to his cell, it was waning somewhere beneath the horizon, reminding another country, another people of the doom that hung over their heads. Later that week it would devour the sun in full, and yet Avalon would continue on unabated, skies as blue as ever.

“In the meantime,” Emily reached over and took his hands in hers, “are you ready for some practise?”

Dante tried not to grimace at the thought. Now he was free of the Saptamatrikas, Emily thought he should learn to utilise what she considered latent talents in astral projection. What she called latent talents, however, he considered accidental incidents, brought about by misused drugs and his desperate attempts to escape bad dreams. Not that such reasoning convinced Emily.

“You’re an artist,” she had told him the night before. “My mother always told me that artists made the best magicians.”

He looked down at the island below. “If you think it will help…”

“It’s a start,” she said.

She had already made it clear that her own knowledge of astral projection was limited at best. Seers were trained to see flashes of memories and thoughts, she explained, and to cast their consciousness into the hearts and dreams of others, but moving around the physical world outside of their own body was not considered a required skill. Even so, she insisted that the basics were the same and that, since Dante could project subconsciously, he only needed a guiding hand.

“We’ll start with something simple,” she said. “You remember Ms Espinosa’s meditation classes, right?”

Dante nodded. They were a required part of the Initiate Program. At least once a week, whenever Ms Espinosa’s schedule allowed, they would gather in an empty room to sit in an uncomfortable position and practise breathing exercises. It was important they learn to clear their thoughts, the Seelie Captain told them, to focus their minds on a moment of tranquillity. In hindsight, it was obvious she was preparing them for something more, or at least as much as she could with the threat of Sophist sanctions looming over her shoulder.

“Okay.” Emily rubbed the backs of his hands with her thumbs. “I’ll count you in.”

Dante closed his eyes. It was a simple enough pattern: breathe in for a count of four, hold for two, then exhale for four and hold for two more before repeating. Emily eased him into it with a gentle whisper. Once he was set, she continued with Ms Espinosa’s familiar narration.

“Focus only on the darkness in front of you. Forget the outside world. Exist in the moment.”

Dante purged his mind of thoughts and let his consciousness drift into a world of shifting colours and kaleidoscope patterns, faint illusions of light that warped and twisted in perfect synchronisation. His body started to tense, his muscles tighten, and his limbs felt heavy, like slabs of meat devoid of the will that gave them life. A will that existed beyond the body, a power invisible, a form immaterial, impossible.

His eyes snapped open, and he gasped for breath.

He was back in the gondola. Nothing had changed.

“Well,” said Emily, “we can’t expect results straight away.”

But the second time was no different, nor was the third nor the fifth nor the tenth. Whenever Dante found himself on the cusp of another world, logic defied it. Six years of Malkuthian indoctrination, six years of hard science, six years of numbers and physics and known possibilities conspired to drag him back into the waking world. Without some form of drug to keep his disbelief at bay, there was no hope of success.

“Maybe we’re going about this wrong,” said Emily. “I’m not exactly an expert at this, after all. Now, if my dad were around…” She looked away, bit her lip. “Or Shelley! She can do this better than anyone I know outside of Seelie.”

Dante frowned. He couldn’t imagine Shelley extending an offer of help after all the years he spent dismissing her. Arided had played him well. With just a few words and a promise, she had cut him off from the very people who could have nurtured the talents she claimed he did not have. Talents he could have used to save his mother.

Emily must have sensed his anxiety because she smiled and said, “But let’s just keep this to ourselves for the time being. You want to try something a little different?”

For the next attempt, she ushered him into a meditative state then teased his imagination with descriptions of the world about them, both the gondola’s interior and the island below. Each time, Dante constructed the image from his memories, and each time he failed to accept it as anything but a figment of his imagination.

“Okay,” said Emily, after about an hour of failed attempts, “there’s one last thing I want to try, and if that doesn’t work out we’ll head back down and see if we can find Ms Espinosa.”

Dante settled into the pattern again—it was almost second nature by now—and waited for Emily’s guidance. Beyond the outside world, beyond the touch of her hands, beyond the beat of his own heart, he floated through the unknown and the improbable, casting aside his doubts and disbeliefs as he would have once cast aside the murmurs of intuition.

“I want you to picture your friends,” came Emily’s distant voice. “Where are they? What are they doing?”

Without thinking, his thoughts turned to Katrina. He tried to imagine where she might be, what she might be doing, to reach out across the unknown distance between them and see the world as she did. In that moment, and for that moment alone, he stood in a skyless street lined with incandescent lamps. Ahead of him, Katrina wove her way through an early morning crowd.

Something struck him in the shoulder. “Watch where you’re standing,” snapped a voice. “People these days—”

And then he was back in the gondola, back beneath Avalon’s illusionary sky.

~*~

Emily listened to Dante’s recollection, vague as it was. As he spoke of underground streets and crowds, he sounded like someone recounting a particularly odd dream or sharing a piece of unbelievable gossip.

“It sounds like she’s in Bolventor,” Emily offered with a smile. “It’s an old town buried beneath the island. Jasmine mentioned it a couple of times. The way there is supposed to be a secret, mind.” She glanced out of the gondola window at the streets below. Even from up here, there was no sign of the hidden alleyways she stumbled into on the day they arrived. “I guess that’s never stopped Phoenix, though,” she added. “Maybe we should go look for them?”

Even though his aura was difficult to read, Dante’s face betrayed a certain anxiety about Katrina’s whereabouts that wouldn’t settle until he knew for sure that she was safe. Veritas had a reputation for poking around in places they didn’t belong, after all, and chances were they had put their time in Avalon to good use. In fact, Emily was counting on it.

“Knowing them, they’re already on a first-name basis with whoever runs this place,” she said, unsure if she was overestimating their skills. The Veritas girls—Katrina, Phoenix, Andromeda and Amanda—all placed highly in the initiate rankings, as did Theseus and John, but they had never achieved the sort of journalistic success Phoenix longed for. She wanted them to expose political corruption and unravel supernatural mysteries, but they spent most of their time reporting on militia activates and missing persons. Avalon, however, with its enigmatic overlords and their interlocked layers of deception, was a manic conspiracy theorist’s dream come true. “Who better to ask about strange men with magical powers?” she added with a smile, fake as it was, but reassuring enough that Dante himself almost replied in kind.

His frown, however, proved difficult to dislodge. If anything, it had only deepened since he opened up about his past. For six years, he had forced himself to believe his mother safe in Malkuth, healed of the Brand that cursed her, but now he knew otherwise. Emily’s own past was all the evidence he required to realise what the Saptamatrikas—what Pleiades—had done to him. Now they just had to find out why, and what possible use the rulers of the Seven Cities might have for a cursed Maiden. Avalon had answers, of that Emily was certain.

As the gondola descended towards the docking platform, she reached over and took his hand in hers. “Don’t worry,” she said, “we’ll be fine. I mean, it can’t be any worse than this place, can it?”

He nodded, as much of an answer as she would get.

Sohrabarak al-Hakim was waiting for them as they left the dock. He had become something of a familiar sight for Emily these past few days, always lurking in the corner of her vision whenever she left the safety of Himeros’s sanctuary, three eyes open to the world around them. Knowing that Seelie had her back made her decision to take direct action that much easier.

“Enjoy the view?” he asked.

“I never realised how much thought they put into the design of this place,” Emily replied. In truth, it rather disturbed her. Most likely it was just a side-effect of letting machines construct an island, but she couldn’t shake that whisper of intuition that suggested it something more, something familiar.

Mr al-Hakim smiled a white flash of lightning. “It is always wise to study things from multiple perspectives,” he said. “I had thought to gauge my own from the summit of that tower,” he indicated the reflective spike jutting out of the island’s centre. “I hear there is a temple there from centuries past. A shrine to the monsters that once prowled this world, no doubt. Ah, but I digress! What plans have you for this fine young day?”

“Sightseeing,” Emily replied. He would surely know otherwise. “We were just looking for Katrina. Have you seen her?”

“Ms Ritches?” Mr al-Hakim stroked his clean-shaven chin. “I have seen little of her since we arrived. Ms Rogan has been keeping her busy, no doubt.”

Wishing them luck in their search, he wandered off towards a nearby group of gossiping young women, who fell silent as he approached. He had charms to rival a Maiden. From the expression on Dante’s face, however, they did not work on him.

“They told us they had work to do,” he said, watching the Seelie commander with narrowed eyes, “but whenever I see them, they’re lazing around.”

“Whenever you see them,” said Emily. Taking his arm in hers, she guided him away from the docking platforms. “Keep three eyes open, remember?”

She translated his grunt as an “I’ll try”. Six years of Malkuthian indoctrination did not disappear overnight. Emily was just thankful she got through to him before it was too late, and the promises of the Saptamatrikas turned him into another Verraden Sepulturero, another hapless puppet longing for a paradise that did not exist.

Walking the streets of Avalon, Emily wondered how many others had fallen for those lies, and what they had sacrificed to be here. Her own uncle had offered up his nieces when he attempted to assassinate one of the Sophist Aristocracy’s Founding Fathers, and if Leira were to be believed he had gone even further than that. At the very least, he had crossed paths with Pleiades—indeed, Arided herself—if only to obtain his own copy of the Saptamatrikas’ credo, and with it his obsession with Malkuthian ‘salvation’.

“After today,” he had told her, that day he brought them out of their basement prison and up to the surface, “you won’t have to be afraid. After today, we will live in a world where there is no darkness.”

Emily rubbed her shoulder. On that day, her own uncle had reduced her to nothing more than a tool, an inconsequential sacrifice to further his ascension to Malkuth. On that day, Aliza Adel, the girl who spent her life in sweet dreams and pleasant fantasies, learned what it was to be a Maiden, to be an object of perfection in a savage world of greed and plotting. Like her mother and her grandmother, and like Ophelia Orpheus, she existed for the sake of others, if not to grant them insight or pleasure, then to act as barter.

But not now. Not anymore. Now she realised the extent of her bloodline’s plight, she was done with it. If the Sidhe wanted information out of her, they would get it on her terms and her terms only. There would be no scrying of her friends, no scarring of their souls. She would take the blessings of the Maidenblood and she would use them as she saw fit. She would free herself from the cycle that claimed her mother and her grandmother. And, if she could free herself, she could free Dante and his mother. She could free them all. That was her alternative.

Once they had returned to the plaza outside their holiday apartments, Emily closed her eyes and focused on the world around her, pictured the myriad perceptions of paradise, filtered through the alchemium implant in the back of their necks. Without a clear consensus of what they were seeing, without a solid concept into which they could pour their acknowledgements, the people of Avalon had shaped an uncertain reflection of the world around them—but that just made Emily’s job easier. Peering into those threads of scattered opinion, she plucked free the observations of a single person, a familiar aura Emily could separate from the chaos.

Katrina Ritches.

“She went this way,” she said, starting after the trail. Dante, unquestioning, followed.

As expected, it soon led into one of the invisible passageways between buildings. Emily realised now that it was the alchemium implant convincing everybody there was nothing there. Only someone who saw the world through their third, aethereal eye would notice the dark blot in the jumble of conflicting impressions, the sharp, defined path that never changed. Only a few people might have walked it—Katrina among them—but those people all saw the same thing, and that gave it a soul stronger than anything else Avalon offered.

“You ready to get under the skin of this place?” she asked Dante after explaining the nature of the illusion. Unlike the aethex wall that had fooled him the previous week, this one wouldn’t put up a fight, she assured him.

“It’s just an alleyway,” he said, almost to himself, as he closed his eyes and tried to picture the world as Emily had done.

“A whole lot of them,” said Emily, recalling the time she ran into the man from the Fortunate Isles. This time, however, she had Katrina to guide her, and her trail of subconscious acknowledgement brought them to a door Emily might never have noticed otherwise, flat and inconspicuous as it was, almost like a drawing on the wall.

But it was obvious the door was there because of the man guarding it. Tall and broad of shoulders, with slicked back hair and a dark visor over his eyes, he wore an unfamiliar uniform of earthly colours. On his breast, the butterfly brooch of Seelie glistened in the gloom, its base a polished bronze, its design that of a lieutenant.

“Ms Fomalhaut,” he said, his voice low and unthreatening, “Mr Orpheus. I am afraid I cannot let you pass.”

“And why’s that?” asked Emily.

“I have my orders,” said the man. “You are not to leave Avalon.”

Emily looked to Dante. It was no coincidence that Katrina could escape the island, but she could not. “Are those orders from Rembrandt Payne?” she asked. She didn’t recognise the man, but there were surely officers at the Theatre who didn’t involve themselves with the initiates.

The man raised an eyebrow. “My orders are from Chief Truro,” he said. “Chief Payne does not have the authority to command officers outside of his own troupe.”

Emily winced; Seelie command structures were not her area of expertise. “Look, I need to get out of here,” she said, putting an element of panic into her voice and biting down on her lip for added effect. “There are people in Avalon who are trying to kidnap me. Something about a ‘G-Man’?”

“So I have heard,” said the lieutenant. “Our employer has expressed his concern over your treatment. If you wish, I could escort you to him. He may be able to arrange for your sanctuary.”

And by ‘employer’ he no doubt meant the Fortunate Isles. Emily’s fingers inched to the knife hidden beneath her skirt. She didn’t fancy her chances against a Seelie officer, but she wasn’t about to fall victim to another kidnapping attempt.

“I don’t think that will be necessary, Lieutenant,” said another voice. It was Ms Thorbjorn—Commander Thorbjorn—striding down the alleyway towards them. Her own brooch flashed a rainbow of colours, its intricate sapphire wings putting the lieutenant’s to shame. As she reached Emily’s side, she fixed her fellow officer with a stern gaze. “I have orders direct from Queen Thetis that say these cadets may leave Avalon as and when they please.”

For the first time, the lieutenant showed a hint of emotion, a slight gasp of surprise that shattered his calm exterior. “Q—Queen Thetis?” he asked.

“Are you questioning me, Lieutenant?”

“N—no, Ma’am. Not at all.” He thrust his hand to the side of his head in a quivering salute, then stepped aside and, with a sheepish flush of embarrassment, took his leave.

Ms Thorbjorn watched him leave, then turned to Emily and smiled. “He’s young,” he said. “Served in a militia unit before he joined Seelie. It takes a while for them to shake their habits.”

“Did you really have orders from Queen Thetis?” asked Emily. She remembered Princess Phantasia using the name.

“Let’s just call it creative interpretation for now,” Ms Thorbjorn replied with a wink. “In the meantime, I see you’re heading underground.”

“We’re looking for Katrina,” said Emily. “I was hoping Veritas might know something about my little, eh, problem.”

Ms Thorbjorn crossed her arms. She had a contemplative look on her face, a serious frown that suggested a thousand threads of thought weaving together in the spaces between heartbeats. “It’s a tricky situation to be in,” she said at last. “But if I didn’t think you could handle yourself, I wouldn’t be here. Just be careful, keep your eyes open for trouble and remember that no matter what happens, you’re not alone.”

Because, she said, without so much as a word, we will be behind you all the way, even when you cannot see us.

“Thanks,” said Emily. It helped.

Once Ms Thorbjorn had left, if only in sight, she turned to Dante. “So, what’s say we get out of here already?”

~*~

It was a wall like any other, the impression of door and nothing else. Or, at least, that was what his eyes told him, what his visor told him.

But Dante knew otherwise.

Emily ran her fingers down its surface. “They didn’t want to make this easy, did they?” she said. Then, with a deep breath, she stepped forward and through the impossible.

Dante placed his hand on the wall. It was a solid as solid could be, and yet he had just seen Emily walk through it as if there was nothing there, just as Byron had done a week before.

So long as he believed his senses, so long as he flinched, hesitated, even if only for a microsecond, the aethex would solidify. The only way to pass was to let go of the truth. Of the lie.

He closed his eyes. He had to prove himself to Emily. He had to prove himself to everyone. Only then could he save his mother.

He stepped forward.

34: Beneath the Surface



Dante opened his eyes. He was standing at the top of a short stairway leading down into a long, narrow corridor lined with strips of dull blue light. Emily, studying something on the nearby wall, flashed him a congratulatory smile.

“It’s a maintenance readout for the doorway,” she said, stepping aside so Dante could read it for himself. It was simple enough to understand, listing the present state of the aethex and offering options to alter its yield strength and output readings. Emily jabbed at the luminescent buttons until the doorway was set to maximum strength. “It’s as close as we’ll get to locking it,” she said. “Now let’s get moving before Seelie realises what’s going on.”

The sight of the Seelie lieutenant guarding the door had left Dante feeling on edge. It was one thing to go up against Avalon and its overseers, but Seelie had a power and influence few outside the Cities could match. If they wanted Emily, there was little he or Byron or anyone else could do about it. Hopefully Ms Thorbjorn and the rest of the Torsten troupe would deal with things topside while he and Emily made their escape underground.

Dante fell into pace a step behind his housemate as she scouted out a path with her instinctual second sight. Unlike the catacombs of Torsten, built to support a society, Avalon’s tunnels were narrow and labyrinthine, a maze of pipes and access panels with little to differentiate one path from another. Dante had to estimate their position using a map of the surface he’d scrawled on a piece of paper—technology would not help them here.

As they reached their fifth junction, Emily raised her hand and pulled him back. “There’s something up ahead,” she said. “Can you hear it?”

Dante looked up from his map and closed his eyes. There, in the background, he could just about pick out the slightest hum coming from the left-hand passageway. It was getting louder. Closer. “Sounds like an engine,” he whispered.

Emily crept along the wall and held up her cellular to use as a mirror. “I think I’ve—”

Before she could finish, a metallic silver orb shot past them, left to right, its underside casting a rainbow light of levitation across the walls. That Emily didn’t jump in fright was a testament to her reflexes.

“A maintenance drone,” she said, breathing a sigh of relief. “Figures. This place must be filled with them.”

As they continued on their way, they passed the drone studying a collection of pipes that ran into the ceiling. According to the accompanying readout, they supplied alchemium to the tennis courts above. There appeared to be some kind of malfunction in the system, a ‘Port Three Access Error’, apparently.

“So much for the perfect society,” said Emily with a wry smile.

Indeed, beneath its surface Avalon was anything but the flawless paradise it paraded itself as being. The further they delved into the island’s inner workings, the more drones they came across, and it soon became apparent that the spherical robots were not the only machines the Fortunate Isles employed to keep their illusion alive. For all the nanomachine swarms and scuttling arachnids, however, it was the most innocuous of models that left Emily clutching Dante’s arm the moment she set eyes upon it.

A casual observer, or one who didn’t know better, would have thought it human, perhaps thirteen years of age, and of ambiguous gender. Its skin was an unhealthy shade of pale, its hair short tufts of greyish metal, and it wore a simple, one-piece uniform. Focused on repairing a fault in the waste disposal facilities, it paid the trespassers no heed.

Emily had to turn her back on it. She was shaking so violently Dante feared she might have caught a sudden fever. “D—did you see her eyes?” she asked.

Dante nodded. They were like the eyes of a doll, unchanging, caught in a single, lifeless focus.

Emily glanced over her shoulder. It was still there, working away without a care for the grease and dirt on its hands. “It’s horrible,” she said, her voice weak. “I doubt she even knows there’s a world outside these tunnels.”

Dante didn’t see the problem; it was just a machine, a tool modelled in the shape of a person. The Tablet referred to them as ‘homunculi’. Technology, sufficiently advanced. “Machines don’t have sentience,” he said. “Even when they think they do, it’s just a program. They’re not people.”

Emily shot him the most vicious glare he had ever seen. “And what about when they are?” she asked through clenched teeth.

Dante didn’t have an answer. A week ago, he would have quoted the words of the Saptamatrikas at her. Today, he didn’t know what to believe. All he knew was that machines—be they robots or automatons or homunculi, talking squirrels, giant dragon-ships or maintenance workers—were not self-aware. Or, to put it in Shelley-friendly terms, that they did not have a soul.

Emily shook her head. “Let’s get out of here,” she said. “This place is giving me a headache.”

Katrina’s trail led them into a stairwell next to a larger elevator that ferried floating vats of programmable matter from the levels below. Dante counted the floors as they descended—Avalon’s foundations ran deeper than expected.

“I’m guessing it’s a good idea to avoid the elevators,” said Emily.

According to Dante’s calculations, they were a good hundred metres underground by the time Katrina’s trail led out of the stairwell and into another series of corridors. Unlike those above, however, the air here felt musty and warm, and was filled with a distant rumble of machinery. Next to them, one of the transport drones exited the elevator and continued on its preordained journey. Emily started after it.

“Kat must’ve followed this thing to the nearest port,” she said. “But I figure you’d worked that out already.”

Dante wiped away a sheen of sweat with the cuff of his shirt. In truth, it hadn’t crossed his mind—he’d never much cared to research the workings of underground communities—but he mumbled an affirmative, regardless. He’d passed through something like a port during their final day of exams, but he couldn’t smell the scent of the ocean here, let alone hear its churning roar.

“I wonder if Bolventor is a mining town,” mused Emily. “That would explain why it’s so far underground.” She turned to Dante. “You ever seen the old Torsten mines?”

Dante shook his head. Unlike Katrina, he’d never been one for adventuring, so all he knew about deepground mining operations was that they involved automated machines gorging on the earth and redeveloping its raw materials into various forms of transmatter. “Aren’t they inhospitable to humans?” he asked.

The transport reached a junction and waited for an identical twin to cross ahead of it. “Well, they’re not pleasant,” Emily replied, “but they make a good hiding place if you run a creepy cult and like to throw people down five-mile shafts that end in molten rock.”

Shivering at the thought, Dante checked his map. They were beneath the island’s Residential District and heading out towards the beach. He wondered if the tunnels might take him further than the sea allowed.

“I think we’re nearing the port,” said Emily. Glancing at the map in Dante’s hand, she added, “Probably runs around the island. Wonder if we can hitch a lift.”

She was right, at least as far as the port’s location was concerned, but catching a lift on the transports was out of the question: as soon as the one they followed dipped into the waterless channel, it shot off like a bullet down the barrel of a gun. Moments later, another thundered past at equal speed, the force enough to leave Dante reeling. More followed, some in convoys with barely an arm’s length between them, others alone, leaving a long silence in their wake. All of them moved with a speed that could pulp a person in an instant.

So, when Emily stepped up to the edge of the platform and jumped down into the channel, Dante couldn’t help but cry out.

The trains, however, had stopped.

Emily peered over the edge of the platform, an eyebrow cocked in curiosity at the look of horror on his face. “What, did you think they’d let me down here if it was dangerous? If there’s one advantage to having all these eyes watching you,” she waved a hand across the tunnel wall, “it’s that they can sometimes save your life. Assuming you don’t jump off at the last second, that is.”

Dante crept towards the platform’s edge and, heart pounding, peered down the tunnel. Just beyond the end of the platform, one of the transports had slowed to a crawl. A red light blinked across its nose.

Emily held out her hand. “They won’t speed up again until we’re out of their way,” she said. “You did want to find Katrina, right?”

Dante did not like the idea, but he had little choice in the matter. Taking Emily’s hand, he slipped down into the channel, one eye fixed on the nearby shuttle, waiting for the moment where the machine lost its patience and shot forward to smear them across the walls.

It was a moment that, thankfully, never came. Only when they climbed into a maintenance alcove did the transport—and those behind it—pick up speed. Once they had passed, Emily jumped back down into the tunnel and they continued on until they reached another alcove, sometimes even another station, each one as empty as the last. It was, thought Dante, a rather convoluted journey.

“What, did you think they’d make it easy for unwashed commoners to climb their way to paradise?” replied Emily when he raised the subject. “All that technology of theirs wouldn’t do them much good if a swarm of rats surged up from the surface now, would it?”

The journey didn’t deter everyone, however. After their fifth break, they noticed the transports they had just let pass by had slowed to a halt ahead of them. Emily ushered Dante to follow as she crept up behind them.

“I think … there’s a station ahead of us, and people. I can’t tell much else from here. Come on. It could be Kat!” Judging from the apprehension in her face, however, she didn’t put much hope in it. Taking Dante’s hand, she pulled him into the narrow gap between the stationary transports and the tunnel wall.

It would have been easier for Dante to pull up his cloak and scout ahead—and easier still if he could only project his consciousness, as Emily believed was his natural talent—but there wasn’t much point in saying that now she had made up her mind. He at least set his visor to record, just in case somebody tried to trick his memory again.

They were moving alongside the second transport in the queue when Emily stopped and dragged him into the shadows. Ahead of them, two figures emerged from the front transport, a floating cargo drone between them. The lead figure, a short and podgy man with thinning hair and a gaudy, oversized coat lined with caramel fur, waved the crate onto the platform. “Come on, Dave, we ain’t got all day!” he said, his accent unplaceable yet melodic, with a touch of frantic impatience.

The other figure, tall and lanky with a mop of light hair and a suit that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a Sophist lawyer, grumbled. “It ain’t my fault they’re slower than a snail, Trev.”

Emily bit down on her lip. “I think they might be thieves,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. “Might be a good source of intel.”

Before Dante could stop her, she strode out into the light, back straight and head held high. Dave, the thief in the suit, was the first to notice her. His mouth flapped opened, twisting in search of words as she climbed up onto the platform. At last, he managed a whimpered, “T—Trev, I—I think we’ve got company.”

Trev, who had disappeared into a nearby door with the crate, called out, “Who’s it this time? Not another one of those bloody Seelie kids, is it?”

“Trev, it’s—it’s—it’s…” He gulped, his face pale as a rat’s. “Y—you should come out here, Trev.”

Trev poked his head out onto the platform and caught sight of Emily. “Gordon Bennett, Dave, you could’ve at least told me she was a seer!” Brushing back his wisps of hair, he waddled out onto the platform and, with a tug of his jacket and a wonky smile, bowed his head in Emily’s direction. “Greetings, mademoiselle. And to what do we owe the pleasure of your company?”

“I was just in the area,” Emily replied. “I noticed there was a holdup and thought I’d investigate. Is everything okay?”

“Of course. Of course.” Trev grinned. “We got wind of a faulty batch of alchemium doing the rounds, you see. The Sultan sent us to sort it out. Dodgy stuff, that alchemium.” He turned to his associate. “You heard the lady, Dave. Get those shuttles up and running before the Sultan tans our hides!”

As Dave climbed down into the tunnel, Emily started towards the room Trev had just emerged from. Trev, flustered, stepped into her path and tried to take her arm without actually laying a finger on her. “You know, since you’re down here, maybe we could discuss a little business…” he said, trying to usher her away from the door.

Emily disarmed him with little more than a smile, then continued on her way. Dave, climbing back onto the platform with what looked like a sandbag, glared at Trev with slack-jawed disbelief. Behind him, the transports resumed their journey.

Dante, who felt more invisible now than he had even done while wearing his cloak, paced across the platform after Emily. Trev and Dave were too busy arguing to notice him. Emily, at least, cast a half-smile his way as he entered the thieves’ den.

“It’s not exactly earth-shattering stuff,” she said.

It was some kind of storeroom, packed with crates not unlike the one from the transport. A scattered series of tubes connected some to a pedestal in the centre of the room. On closer inspection, it had the porous surface of a vendor. A wired cellular provided access to its controls. As the two thieves shuffled into their secret lair, all bashful smiles and nervous laughter, Emily picked up the cellular and tapped at its screen.

“This is an interesting piece of technology you have here,” she said.

Trev, forehead glistening underneath the dull underground lighting, moved to prise the display away from her before choosing instead to bury his hands into his coat pockets. “It’s, eh, Dave’s invention,” he said. “Isn’t that right, Dave?”

Dave, who has disappeared to the other end of the storeroom, poked his head out from behind a crate. “Don’t you go blaming me for all this. You’re the one who found it.”

“Yes, but you’re the one who connected all the wotsits together, aren’t you?” Trev turned back to Emily. “It takes all that rotten alchemium and makes it useful again, see? Genius, really. Can’t let a good thing go to waste, that’s what I say!”

Emily swiped her finger across the cellular screen. “Clothes, medical supplies,” she lifted a curious eyebrow in Trev’s direction, “kitchen utensils?”

Trev beamed. “Everyday goods at rock bottom prices. That’s our slogan.”

Emily handed him the cellular. “My mother appreciates your work,” she said. “It’s always good to know that there are people willing to deliver supplies to those who need them most.”

“Did you hear that, Dave?” Trev called across the room. “I told you the Oracle was on our side!” He turned back to Emily and lowered his voice to a whisper. “Now, eh, I don’t suppose you could—”

Before he had chance to finish, Dave stumbled out of hiding with a squeal of panic. “Trev, th—there’s someone here to see you.”

“Who is it this time, Dave? Can’t you tell them I’m in the middle of a business proposition?”

Dante met Emily’s eye. Her hand fell to her side and into the folds of her skirt.

“It’s the Sultan’s…” Dave’s voice trembled with fear. “It’s—it’s…”

At the far end of the room, the shadows shifted and two shapes, black as night, stepped into the light. They were about the size of wild dogs, and with fangs to match. Their eyes shone amber in the gloom. The moment Trev saw them his face turned a deathly shade of grey.

“G—gentlemen,” he said.

A voice cut through the room, sharp as a knife. “Leave us,” it said.

A second, oily and harsh, almost gloating in its malevolence, added, “Your business does not concern us.”

“We are here for the girl,” said the first. “Do not get in our way.”

Trev breathed a sigh of relief, but the colour did not return to his face. “You hear that, Dave? Now, grab the moolah and let’s scarper.” He turned to Emily. “No harsh feelings,” he said.

Emily offered him a smile. “None taken.”

The thieves didn’t wait around. With Dave clutching a bulging suitcase to his chest, they hurried outside. Dante would have purged them from his memory but a panicked shriek drew his attention back their way, just in time to see the suitcase tumble through the air and into the path of a speeding transport. With no time to slow down, the automated shuttle smashed straight through it, showering the platform in a hail of glittering shrapnel. As Trev and Dave scrambled to scoop up whatever they could, Dante returned his attentions to the real issue at hand.

The creatures had split up and were pacing around the various storage crates to flank the two trespassers, always but a flash of an idea, of amber eyes and cruel fangs, and always in shadow. Shadows with eyes. Shadows with teeth…

“Aliza Adel,” said the one with the sharp voice, “you will come with us.”

Emily’s knife was at her side, its blade catching a slither of blue light from the walls of the room. “I think you’ve got the wrong person,” she said. “My name’s Emily.”

“Yes,” said the second, oily voice, “Emily Fomalhaut. We know who you are.”

“We have been watching you,” added the first.

Dante’s mind reeled with explanations for what these creatures might be. Were they machines with rudimentary intelligence, an illusion of sentience? Or were they synthetic beings, their programmed minds deluded into thinking themselves somehow human?

Understandably, Emily had other concerns. “I’ve had a lot of strange men following me around of late,” she said, doing a rather good job of keeping her cool despite their circumstances. “What makes you think you’ll have more luck than they did?”

She shifted closer to Dante, and he felt the tips of her fingers brush against the back of his hand. Get ready, she said, without so much as a word.

“Because, unlike them, we are willing to hurt you,” said the first.

“After all, you can be repaired,” added the second.

“Your friend on the other hand, is only human.”

“If we hurt him, he will feel it.”

“You will feel it.”

Dante’s eyes moved around the room, scouring every crack and every crevice with his visor for signs of life, sentient or otherwise, but the creatures were beyond his sight. Pushing thoughts of living shadows—of the dark forces that moved in the catacombs that night—out of his mind, he steeled himself for action. All Emily had to do was give the word.

It came in an instant, an idea, almost a memory, like a sudden bout of déjà vu. Dante knew where the creature was and, the moment it pounced from the shadows, he was ready to meet it. Claws flashed in the light. Dante raised his arm and caught the blow on his cloak’s sleeve. His mother had not worn it that night for nothing. The material absorbed the impact and repelled the claws as if they had struck solid metal. The creature landed a metre away. With a snarl of teeth, it threw its whole body forward.

This time, Dante’s reactions were a slither too slow and the creature’s claw raked across his cheek, leaving behind a gash of violent pain. As momentum carried the beast into the makeshift vendor, Dante turned and ran. He didn’t know what else to do. By the time he reached the platform outside, his cloak was sealing around him.

He was the one they were after. They admitted that much. They wouldn’t dare hurt Emily, but they would hurt him. He could already taste the blood seeping into his mouth and it was only through the sheer miracle of adrenaline that he wasn’t sobbing in agony.

A transport sped past. Trev and Dave were long gone, but their wealth still littered the platform in stones and flecks. Maybe they had the right idea. Maybe running was his only option.

With a chuckle like malice condensed into a sound, the beast stepped out of the storeroom. “Do not think I cannot see you,” it said, its eyes fixing on Dante’s position, their amber glow like fire, wild and untamed. It wasn’t looking for the imperfections in his cloak, or the way it bent the light—it was looking past all of that, looking into a world beyond the material, a world that machines and programs and projections could never hope to touch.

It was looking into the aether. It was looking at his soul.

And then, with no prior warning, it pounced.

Maybe it was the taste of blood urging him on—the taste of failure—but as the beast hurled itself towards him, Dante dived into a moment between heartbeats, into an instant where the outside world did not and could not bother him. It was, he figured, what his mother would do.

Memories of Emily’s voice came back to him, recollections of her guidance as she tried teasing his soul from his body. Picture the world around you, she said, see it as you would in memory. Collecting his thoughts, Dante tried to imagine the platform, empty save for him and his adversary, and cast in a cold blue light. It was almost like painting, he thought, like reconstructing an image with dabs and washes of colour. With each stroke came new details, new insights. He could pick out the individual coins and gemstones left scattered across the platform, the scuff of footprints, the abandoned sandbag Trev and Dave had used to hold up the transports, one of which about to emerge from the tunnel and hurtle past the platform. That Dante even knew it was even there—perhaps from some subconscious instinct, a minute recognition of a shift in the air—seemed almost impossible…

Impossible…

The moment he thought that, his knees buckled under him and the image he painted crumbled, time slipping through the cracks to resume its inevitable march. Limbs limp from their momentary slumber, Dante collapsed and the beast, a slave to its own momentum, passed over his head and straight into the path of the speeding shuttle.

Dante lay sprawled across the platform, the last of his energy spent, his breaths ragged and painful. At a time like this, Byron would have improvised a witty retort, a clever putdown to cement his victory, but all Dante could do was scream. Blood was pouring from his cheek and into his mouth. With a trembling hand, he traced his cloak’s deactivation glyph over his chest.

“Dante!” Emily’s panic filled the station, her footsteps echoing through the empty tunnels as she raced to his side. Her shirt was torn, exposing the leather armour beneath. She ripped off part of her sleeve and pressed it against his wound. “Are you okay?” she asked.

“Maybe.”

“We need to get you inside. They have medical supplies.”

She offered her hand, but Dante waved it away and pulled himself up. “It’s only a scratch,” he said, doing his best not to stagger as they made for the storeroom.

“A scratch that would have ripped your cheek open if it were much deeper,” Emily replied, her criticism stinging more than any wound.

As they entered the storeroom, Sohrabarak al-Hakim looked up from the vendor display in his hand and smiled. “Ah, there you are. It seems I missed out on all the excitement.” His brow furrowed as he caught sight of Dante’s wound. “We’d best sort that out before it gets infected,” he said.

Slipping his hand into his jacket, he pulled out a silver vial. Elixium. As alchemium could reshape itself to emulate any matter, ambrosia to replicate the taste and texture of food, and aethex to produce illusions of light and sound, the molecular machines of elixium could heal any wound or illness. At least, any within reason. Dante grit his teeth as Mr al-Hakim smeared a glob over his cheek. It stung as any disinfectant would, but the machines soon neutered the pain and started repairing the damage.

“It should be all healed up within the hour,” said Mr al-Hakim, using his cellular to fine-tune the machines’ performance. “And what about you, Ms Fomalhaut?”

Emily shrugged aside his offer of help. “I’m fine,” she said as she pulled off the tattered remains of her shirt. Dante noticed the remains of the other synthetic crumpled against one of the crates, eyes dead and jaw slack. “A couple of bruises maybe, but nothing that won’t be gone in ten minutes.” If anything, she looked more concerned with the state of her dyed skin.

Mr al-Hakim slipped the vial of elixium back into his jacket. “Then let us hope it stays that way.”

~*~

This was the last tunnel before Bolventor, of that Emily was certain. Any deeper and they would end up in the mines. The air was cooler than she expected, too, and she could feel a light breeze teasing its way down the passageway, soft and fresh, not like the dry, stale air of the tunnels above. It almost felt like, if she started in the opposite direction to Katrina’s trail, she would end up outside again, even if common sense dictated that they were hundreds of metres underground by now.

Dante jumped the last rungs of the ladder as if it were an obstacle on a training course. The scab of alchemium on his cheek glittered in the tunnel’s light, a constant reminder that strange men with magic spells were now the least of their worries. Emily hid her discomfort behind a smile and took his arm in hers. He knew the dangers as well as she did, she told herself; he had been there that night, six years ago.

She felt her insides twist and tighten, and wondered whether this was what Ophelia Orpheus had felt as she raced through the burning forest, knowing that others were suffering—dying—because of her. In the end, it had proven too much, and she had surrendered herself to Pleiades. Emily wouldn’t make the same choice. She would protect her friends and put an end to this once and for all. History would not repeat. The curse would end.

Ahead of them, the tunnel opened to a forest of scaffolding, a lone walkway running off into the unknown. As they approached it, Emily caught glimpses of a cavern beyond, of streets and houses cast in artificial sunlight. All this time she had expected Katrina’s trail to lead them to some requisitioned bunker, to a network of re-purposed vaults and storerooms, cramped and dirty and filled with the smog and the stench of lawless abandon, of rats crawling and clawing over one another to make the most of what little life fate had handed to them. She had not, for one moment, even considered that Bolventor might be something different, that, beneath the fabricated paradise of Avalon there would lay a town like any other.

“Quite the drop,” she said, as she glanced over the walkway at the streets below. It must have been a hundred metres, at least.

Dante did not respond. He was too busy looking at his cellular. He had an incoming call. It was John Smith. He swiped to accept it.

“Congratulations on escaping paradise,” said their fellow initiate, his face a dim shape in a dark void, as if he were hiding in a cupboard with his cellular the only source of light.

Emily checked her own cell, but the signal was as dead as it had been since they arrived. “How are you calling us?” she asked. How did he even know they were there?

“There are ways,” he replied, obtuse as always.

Emily dug her nails into the palms of her hands to stop herself from snapping at the poor boy. “Could you elaborate?” she asked, trying her best to force a friendly smile.

John scratched his cheek. “Difficult,” he replied. “Not a secure channel. Head for the White Rabbit. Captain Solo will explain the rest.”

“The what and the who?”

But John, true to form, cut the link without another word.

35: A Bold Venture



Bolventor’s market was a parade of colour, a midday bustle vivid beneath the vast banks of artificial sunlight that hung from the cavern’s ceiling. Stalls and stores of every description sold items in kind, from battered-but-home-grown fruits and vegetables to handmade clothes and carved furnishings. Emily even found a book of poetry with pages so fragile to the touch that it might well have survived since the lost days of the Old World.

Not that it surprised her; Bolventor was a town unlike any she had seen outside of books and faded pictures. While other towns sought to emulate what came before, to recreate from the ruins a vision of the world that the tides had swept away, this was the genuine article. From its cracked roads to its humble houses to its tiny grey cottage of a church, walking the streets of Bolventor was like stepping into another time, another, more innocent era, devoid of Theia’s curse.

At least, that was, until you turned and saw the presence of the Fortunate Isles looming over the town. It was the same tower that rose over Avalon, a faceted crystal shard that pierced through the centre of the cavern on its journey towards the supposed paradise above. Just the sight of it was enough to make Emily scratch at the back of her neck, at the scar their little implant had left. After her encounter with the synthetics in the tunnels above, she had no doubts that the Fortunate Isles were tracking her every movement. Catching sight of a man in a khaki uniform surveying the area ahead of them, she clasped Dante’s hand and pulled him over to the nearest stall.

“Here,” she said, grabbing an apple and thrusting it into his hands. “It might not look it, but this stuff is better than anything they feed you up there.” She fished around in her pocket for the handful of battered coins she had brought with her, then slipped a couple into the stall-owner’s hands, despite his attempts at protest. “You poured your life and soul into this,” she told him. “It’s the least I can offer.”

Dante studied the apple as if he was a scientist investigating a suspicious artefact or newly discovered life form, then took a tentative bite. If he had any opinions, however, he did not share them, not even with a smile of delight or frown of distaste. He continued to nibble as she led him away to the next stall.

Even had she avoided Avalon’s implant, her pursuers would have tracked her down eventually: Maidens stood out by their very nature, and the people of Bolventor seemed to hold them in particularly high esteem. As she scoured the market for another distraction, another excuse to hide her eyes, she spied a stall selling crystal trinkets and, deciding it an excellent place to find Leira a birthday present, started towards it. The crowd, in turn, parted to accommodate her, a sea of respectful nods and admiring faces—but not one, she noticed, her own age, her own gender.

Leira had never been one to celebrate her own birthday. Emily only learned the date itself when the Theatre’s morning news made a big deal of it a year ago. This year, she had planned to have Denny to bake their housemate a cake, but then Avalon happened—Freyr happened—and now Leira would turn fifteen alone. Not that she would complain—the irritable Fiannan would probably consider it the best birthday ever—but it still left Emily with a prickling sense of guilt. Emily Fomalhaut was, after all, a kind and generous young woman who would never miss a friend’s birthday.

She would, at least, buy her a present. Running her finger along the various crystal fragments, she found one with a particularly potent aura she felt might benefit Leira’s rituals. The stall-owner, a middle-aged woman with greying temples and wrinkles around her eyes, acknowledged her choice with a smile. It was a fragment her husband had recovered from the waste materials that automated alchemium factories left behind. “Those soulless machines can’t see what’s really valuable in this world,” she said. “Not like you.”

She also sold a range of figurines her two daughters had carved, their designs rough and amateur, yet bursting with a life that refined, alchemium equivalents would lack. Emily found one depicting a female figure caught in the middle of a dance, her wild hair flowing around her. She had two tiny flecks of green gemstones for eyes.

“Here,” she said, thrusting the figurine into Dante’s hands. “Time, effort and talent, Dante! You could do things like this if you put your mind to it. Well, paintings, at any rate.” She caught his eyes before he hide them behind his unruly mop of black hair. “You still owe me a whole gallery, remember?”

Before he could answer, Emily felt a shift in the world around them, a waiver of interest that only someone with trained sight, three eyes open, could spot. It was as if all the cavern lights had turned on the stall, casting everything else into shadow. Then the field of attention narrowed, first upon the old woman behind the stall, her fearful gaze fixed on a point over Emily’s shoulder, and then onto Emily herself.

The old woman met Emily’s concern with trembling nod. She knew what was going on and what was at stake. Emily forced three chips of maku into her hands, using the momentary touch of skin to pass on a thought: Where is the White Rabbit?

“Follow the alleyway behind me,” the woman whispered. “Then take a left down Altarnun Street.”

Emily smiled her thanks and slipped Leira’s crystal into her pocket.

“Mother be with you,” said the woman, bowing her head.

Before Dante could protest his own gift, Emily took his arm and dragged him around the back of the stall. As soon as she did, she felt her pursuers’ attention falter, their attention fan out to cover all possible avenues of her escape.

Reaching the end of the alleyway, she chanced a glimpse at the street beyond. “It doesn’t look like there are any patrols,” she said. “At least, not yet.”

Dante, cloak active but hood open, creating the somewhat unnerving illusion of a floating face, stepped past her. “There,” he said, gesturing left, away from the central tower and towards the cavern walls. “There’s a signpost down the end of the street pointing to a”—he furrowed his brow—“witty rahbit?”

Emily didn’t have the time or patience to activate her own visor and check. “That’s close enough for me,” she said. “You think you can—”

Before she could finish, Dante’s hand slipped out of an invisible sleeve to trace a symbol in the air. A moment later, he was standing there, black shirt and trousers, cloak fallen at his feet. Then, without a word, he reached down and clasped the colour-shifting fabric in a white-knuckled fist.

His mother’s memento. The cloak that had saved her from the Sophist attack on Torhout Forest. The cloak Dante had worn every day for as long as Emily had known him.

And now he was offering it to her.

~*~

The White Rabbit sat on the edge of town, nestled between a ramshackle barber’s hut and a gaudy shop front drenched in the light of neon red letters reading ‘SEX VIDS’. Nearby, an old man, his spine bent like an archway, conducted a rubbish-collecting drone with sharp mutters and shaking hands. A pair of women stood on the street corner, watching him with half-amused smiles. One caught Dante’s eye and beckoned him with a long, crimson-tipped finger. Her outfit would have made even Joel Gibson blush, and that she looked old enough to be somebody’s grandmother did little to help. Dante ignored her.

At the other end of the street, a man in a khaki uniform watched his every movement with a scowl on his face. Dante tried to ignore him, too.

It was all Emily’s idea. Dante had only gone along with it because he didn’t have a better one. While he made for their destination, she would head off in the opposite direction to draw her pursuers away. Then she would cloak herself and catch up with him.

Dante scratched the back of his neck. The slight bump was still there, Avalon’s bite, the incision that allowed the Fortunate Isles to track their every movement. He only hoped that his mother’s cloak could block its signal as well as it did others, or he might never see Emily again.

He glanced behind him and wondered where she might be. In the blink of an eye, he saw her hiding in an alleyway as a trio of khaki uniforms marched past. Intuition, he assumed; a hope at what might be.

Had he the choice, he would have been with her. It was easier to hide away than stride into the unknown, especially when that unknown took the shape the White Rabbit did. Two storeys of grey stone and wooden window frames, it was a run-down hovel of a building, with vines creeping up its walls, rotting benches in the courtyard, and a fog of blue haze drifting from its front door. Dante dug his hands into his trouser pockets and marched forward. He couldn’t let Emily find him loitering around outside, too afraid to confront the raft of noise coming from inside.

The moment he stepped through the front door, he almost stumbled back outside, choking on the smoke. It smelt like Joel’s breath after an extended cigarette break. Willing his lungs to endure the trial, Dante ducked through the nearest doorway.

Half a dozen eyed rolled to face him, old eyes, scarred eyes, eyes bloodshot from the weed in their owner’s long pipes. Some of the men laughed, mocking the youthful newcomer from the depths of their rugged grey beards. Others turned their attentions elsewhere, back to their goblets of bubbling froth, to the screen on the far wall where a figure in sleek armour emerged from a blazing inferno as if it were a light drizzle of rain. The room cheered at the sight, slammed their drinks together, raised a toast to the fearsome warrior the screen dubbed ‘The Magic Gun Alchemist’. As the camera cut to another figure, a feathered beast of a thing some five metres tall, smoke billowing from its reptilian mouth, the crowd called for action, for a final, decisive blow.

“Out of the way, kid!” cried a voice, and Dante felt a large hand grasp his shoulder and shove him aside as a man twice his size staggered into the room to cheers from his companions. Wishing he could just retreat beneath his cloak, Dante slipped back into the hallway. There was another room opposite, quieter, but no less inviting. If ever there was a time for mind-numbing alcohol, it was now.

Something light pressed into the small of his back, a hand, gentle, fragile, cold. Emily’s hand. He looked over his shoulder just in time to see her cloak drop, her crescent-moon smile emerge from the fogs. “Come on,” she said, taking his arm in hers. “Let’s at least try to look normal.”

They entered the quieter of the two rooms. Some of the patrons did a double-take when they noticed a Maiden had graced them with her presence, but most tried their best to ignore her. To those who had the courage to speak up, Emily replied with smiles and quick greetings, nods of acknowledgement as if she were greeting old friends. With a presence like hers, it didn’t take them long to reach the bar. The bartender, a leather-faced woman with streaks of grey in her curled hair, was quick to greet them.

“A seer and a eunuch,” she said, giving Dante the slightest glance. “I guess that means you’re with Solo. He’s upstairs. Booth seven. Told me to put your orders on his tab.”

Emily thanked her, but there was no time for drinks.

Though no less smoky than the rooms below, the first floor of the White Rabbit was somewhat more sedate, its single wallscreen playing out its gladiatorial games in silence while all attention focused on various games of skill and chance, from the clank of pool and thud of darts to the shuffling of cards and twangs of pinball, all accompanied by the ever-present jingling of coins. Emily made for the booth marked with a bronze seven, its occupants hidden behind a dirty green curtain. As Dante watched a bloated, purple beast emerge from a lake on the nearby wallscreen—‘Charybdis’, according to the caption—she prised the curtain open and peeked inside.

Then she turned to Dante, a look of incredulous disbelief on her face.

“Hey, duders,” said Lance Algar, slouched in a chair with a wide-brimmed hat perched atop his golden hair. Next to him, Chris Shaw glanced up from his reading material—‘Captain Solo and the Archons of Venus’—and flashed a cocky half-smile.

“You took your time,” he said, as he slipped the book into his coat pocket.

Emily pulled Dante into the booth. “You are ‘Captain Solo’?” she asked the Malkuthian.

Chris’s teeth flashed white in the flickering, incandescent light. “The one and only,” he replied. “I hear you’ve run into a spot of bother aboveground.”

Emily pulled up a seat at the small table, which was littered with cards bearing images of strange creatures with equally strange names, like ‘Berserker King: Lowthor’ and ‘Twilit Terrapin: Titian. “John sent us here. He said you could explain everything.”

“Well, it’s a long story,” said Chris, “but before that, let me have a look at your cell. I think it would easier for all of us if we neutered that little implant in your neck, yes?”

The moment he said that, Emily’s cellular was on the table. “They use it to track us, don’t they?” she asked, as Chris picked it up and linked it to his own.

“Of course,” he replied, as he gestured unseen commands. “Fortunately for you, I pulled in a few favours from back home. Here.” He handed Emily her cell. “Just hold it to the back of your neck and—”

Before he could finish, Emily was doing as he asked. A moment later, a dainty little jingle filled the booth. “Is that it?” she asked, scratching the back of her neck. “I don’t feel any different.”

Then came the second jingle. Emily checked her cell’s screen. Dante spied a string of numbers, twelve digits long.

“That’s your new key,” said Chris. “It had to decrypt the old one first. Now you just have to upload—”

Again she cut his instructions short, slapping her cell to the back of her neck and waiting for the third and final chime. “It’s still there,” she said. “I can feel it.”

“The implant is, yes,” explained Chris, “but you’ve effectively replaced the program. From here on out, you won’t have to worry about anybody using it to trace you. On top of that, you have admin privileges for their entire network. You’d be amazed at the things those vendors can produce when you’re one of the elite few.”

“Full admin rights?” she asked as Dante followed her example and handed Chris his cell.

“Well, as far as we’re aware,” replied Chris after installing the program to Dante’s cell. “I mean, I wouldn’t rely on it to crack open their top secret vaults or anything.”

Dante held his cell to his neck. The process didn’t even tickle.

“Top secret vaults, huh?” Emily sat back and crossed her arms. “Care to enlighten me as to what the hell is going on down here and where Katrina is?”

She shared a brief look with Dante, a reassurance that she hadn’t forgotten what had driven them down here in the first place.

“Katrina? She’s with the others, out causing more trouble than they can handle, same as usual,” Chris replied. Leaning forward and lowering his voice, he continued, “John’s working IT support for the Sultan, Theseus is down in the coliseum trying to be a hero, and the rest of them? Well…” He sat back, resting the back of his head on his hands. “Last I saw, Andromeda, Amanda and Katrina were headed for the Sultan’s casino to make eyes at the clientele.”

Dante prised the curtains aside and looked outside. Part of him didn’t want to hear what Katrina was up to. Sometimes ignorance was the better option.

But not for Emily. “Making eyes at the clientele?” she asked, a growl of disapproval in her voice.

“Don’t blame me!” said Chris. “This is all part of their master plan to,” again, he lowered his voice, “bring down the Sultan. Andromeda thinks she’s a bit of a card shark, so they’ve decided to gamble their way into his parlour, so to speak. I tried to suggest otherwise, of course—I mean, this is the real world, not a spy novel—but since when did they listen to good advice?” With a sad, if slightly forced sigh, he added, “The place has probably cleared them out by now.”

“Making eyes at the clientele?” Emily repeated, this time with an obvious edge.

“You know what it’s like,” said Chris. “They’re young women in their prime. Plenty of businessmen out there who’d pay a nice price for their, eh,” he caught sight of the fierce look on Emily’s face and let the rest of his words dwindle into silence. 

Emily looked to the heavens with an exasperated sigh. “Figures. There anything else I should know about this place? Child slavery, perhaps?”

This wasn’t the Emily they knew, and it showed in the sombre looks on their faces. Even Lance, who would so often find some excuse or another to start flirting, couldn’t find the strength for a smile.

“Well, I don’t know whether or not it would interest you,” said Chris, “but it seems this island has a reputation for synthetic smuggling.”

Dante glanced outside. Two men were arguing over the result of a card game, one accusing the other of cheating. Behind them, the purple beast juggled something in its whirling tentacles. A person-shaped something, limbs flailing. Then the beast lurched up and caught the hapless victim in its jaws. Dante, feeling his empty stomach churn, turned away, just in time to catch the icy cold eyes of a man in a ragged suit as he strode past the booth.

Dante let the curtain fall closed. It was a cruel death, but machines did not know mercy.

“They import them from the Eighth Circle,” Chris continued, “stick them in the coliseum to build up their reputation, then sell them on to wealthy aristocrats and private militias.”

“And does Seelie know about all this?” asked Emily.

“No idea,” said Chris, “but I have heard that taking charge of this place is a risky proposition. The current sultan has only been in power about six months, and people say that’s an achievement.” He sat back with a hint of a smile. “You ask me, Seelie’s the one stacking the deck to keep them all in line.”

“Let me guess, they bring in their cadets for a holiday, and those cadets just happen to uncover what’s going on and put a stop to it?”

“You know what they say: there’s no better training than real life.”

Dante clenched his jaw. Katrina and her friends had a habit of poking around things that didn’t concern them. They were like curious children, egging each other on to explore forgotten caves in search of treasure. One of these days, they would stumble upon a monster and end up eviscerated without mercy.

He exchanged a worried frown with Emily; she was thinking the same thing.

“I need to find Kat and the others,” she said, turning to Chris. “They’re going to get themselves hurt if they don’t stop playing around.”

Chris raised an eyebrow. “What, you think you can just waltz through the Sultan’s front door when he’s got half his security force out looking for you? Or, at least, someone who looks like you.”

Any lingering trace of the Emily Fomalhaut they knew vanished in that instant. With a cold, calculating glare, her voice low and threatening, channelling the Macha Dante had heard so much about, she asked, “And what would you know about that?”

Chris met her glare with a concerned frown. “Not much,” he replied, “only that they’re looking for a seer with blue hair who answers to the name of Aliza Adel.”

“Then they’ve got the wrong woman,” Emily replied.

“Wrong person or not, the Sultan’s palace is the last place you want to be. Unless, of course, you want to get caught.”

Dante’s insides had become so knotted with anxiety he wasn’t sure if they would ever unravel again. Hearing a rumble of commotion outside the booth, he peered out of the curtains, hoping for a distraction.

All eyes were on the stairs—and a pair of men in khaki uniforms.

“What I want,” said Emily, ignorant to the threat, “is to know what they’re after and why. If that means I have to knock on this Sultan’s door and ask him myself, that’s what I’ll do.”

“We,” said Chris. “You want in that place, you’ll need to use the back door, and I just so happen to have the means to get you through.” He sat back and took out his cellular. “Although it might take a few hours to get things sorted.”

Dante chanced a look outside. The uniformed men were facing a deluge of jeers from the White Rabbit’s unimpressed patrons.

“’A few hours’ is too long,” said Emily. She turned to Dante, “What’s going on out there?”

“Security,” he muttered. They were moving from booth to booth, prising curtains aside with the hilts of their sabres. “It looks like—”

He turned back to find Emily vanished and Chris was dealing cards to Lance.

“Are you playing or not?” asked the Malkuthian. Dante sat down at the table and accepted a hand of cards. Next to him, Lance furrowed his brow and sat back with a groan. His was a bad hand, not that Dante would know what a bad hand was, or even what they were playing.

The curtains opened. The men swung their eyes across the booth. Chris smiled. “Fancy a game, gentlemen?” he asked.

They ignored him and left the booth in peace.

After a moment’s pause, Emily dropped her cloak and crept over to the curtains. “They’re not after me,” she said. “They’re—”

There was a loud crash and a cry of angry voices. Dante jumped up as Emily pulled the curtains aside, just in time to see a man in a ragged suit tumble across the room and into the middle of a heated card game. As cards scattered and goblets spilled their contents, the two men in khaki uniforms strode over to their victim and hoisted him aloft.

“You didn’t think you could pull one over on us, did you?” said one, as the other pulled out a sabre and levelled it at the man’s throat.

“This little rat thought he could cross the Sultan,” he said, casting his glare across the room as if to tell its occupants that, if they tried to intervene, they would be next.

The man in the ragged suit, perhaps no taller than Dante was, and with little muscle to fight back, clawed at his captor’s grip. “You won’t get away with this, you know? As soon as Lady Jadveega learns what the Sultan has planned, he’ll wish he’d never been born.”

The first man laughed. “But who’s gonna tell her if you ain’t got no tongue?”

He gave a nod to his companion, but before his blade could strike, a loud, determined voice called across the room.

“I will,” said Emily.

36: The Scrying Game



The two men turned their attentions onto Emily. “That man,” she said, pointing to their hapless captive, “is under my mother’s protection. I suggest you let him go.”

The denizens of the White Rabbit glared at the Sultan’s men, daring them to defy the Oracle’s wishes. She had power here, influence and prestige the Sultan did not. If his men wanted to press the issue, the odds were against them.

With a sneer of contempt, the larger of the two men shoved their captive into the nearest seat. “You’d best think yourself lucky, Muriel,” he said. “And you,” he looked to Emily, “best tell your mother that the Sultan won’t put up with her shit much longer.”

“I’ll pass on the message,” said Emily, throwing him a disarming smile. For all his anger and contempt, even he faltered before a Maiden. With a muttered “Let’s get out of this dump” to his colleague, he stomped out of the room.

Once they had left, and the gamblers returned to their games, Emily pulled up a chair next to the man they came to intimidate. He was a pale, nervous figure with a smooth, ageless face and piercing blue eyes. The light from the chandelier above caught the long lines of his slicked-back hair. Judging by the state of his suit, he had spent the past few hours crawling through the underground.

“You have my gratitude,” he said with a bow of his head. “I don’t know what I would have done without you. Lost my tongue, I suppose.”

Emily smiled, but her third eye narrowed on his chest, searching for signs of Sidhe magic. She knew it was there. She felt its magic reaching out to deflect suspicion from the moment he entered the room. And there was something else, too, a sense that somebody, somewhere, was watching her.

Although it went against everything Emily Fomalhaut stood for, she reached out and placed her hand on his, using the guise of concern to hide her attempt to read his thoughts. Without so much as a pause he snapped his hand away, as if her touch was like a burning flame.

The old-fashioned way it was, then. Emily’s way.

“So, you upset the Sultan?” she asked.

“You could say that.” He glanced over her shoulder, then to the table next to them, where a group of gamblers tossed cards around with casual abandon. Leaning in as close as he could without touching her, his lowered his voice and said, “Perhaps we should talk somewhere more private?”

Like the inside of your head? Emily winced at the thought. It wasn’t her. It wasn’t Emily. Emily was better than that. And yet … and yet there was no denying that peeling back his defences and scrying his soul would give her all the answers she desired with a minimum of fuss.

As she escorted him to an empty booth, she threw Dante a reassuring smile. If she told him half of what was going on in her head, he would have disowned her. Don’t worry, she thought, wishing she had telepathic abilities on par with Seelie and her parents, I know what I’m doing.

But that didn’t mean she had to like it.

“Is this any better?” she asked, pulling the booth curtains closed and taking a seat next to her target. “Eh, what was your name again? Muriel?”

“It’s Jonas,” he replied with that same head-tip of respect. “Jonas Meeray. It’s an old French name. Those barbarians wouldn’t know the French language if it sauntered into the room naked and asked for a massage. And you, my lady? Might I be so bold as to ask your name?”

“Jasmine,” Emily grabbed for the first name that came to mind.

“Ah, yes,” Jonas clapped his hands together, “the third daughter of our lovely Lady Jadwiga. A pleasure to meet you.”

“So, about the Sultan.” Emily knew every word out of her mouth was a gamble, but what else was new? It was, as it always had been, a bad habit. “Is he plotting something?”

“When isn’t he?” Jonas chuckled. His thin lips curled into an amused smile. “I only learned of it only this morning, or else I would have acted sooner. I work in the coliseum, you see. It’s my job to—ah—train the Sultan’s pets.”

Emily thought of the creatures from the tunnels, of the battles that played across the White Rabbit’s wallscreens for entertainment. Synthetics smuggled in from the Malebolge, according to Chris, monsters born of science. She wondered how many had human souls—or worse. A part of her never wanted to find out.

“Risky job,” she said.

“I’m glad somebody understands.” His smile was unnerving her now. There was such a thing as too polite, too fawning. “Well, my position grants me privy to certain secrets, and today I learned that the Sultan is consolidating his forces to prepare for war.”

“War with the Oracle.” That much was obvious from the way the Sultan’s men spoke to her.

“Precisely. And that was something I just couldn’t stand for. I owe our Lady Jadwiga as much as anyone here in Bolventor, and the idea that the Sultan would turn my own hard work against her horrified me.”

It did nothing of the sort. Emily had seen better acting from the Theatre’s yearly pantomime. There was melodrama, and then there was Jonas Meeray—assuming, of course, that was even his real name.

A part of her wondered if her own act was just as obvious.

“So you tried to escape?” she asked. Act or not, as Byron always said, there was an element of truth in every tale.

“As fast as I could! We should warn the Oracle as soon as possible.”

Emily, of course, did not know where the Oracle made her temple, and she suspected Jonas Meeray knew that, too. He just wanted to get her away from Bolventor, away from the crowds, perhaps, even, away from her friends. Then he would reach into his shirt, stroke that phallic little crystal of his, and work his magic.

But Emily had magic of her own. “I’m afraid I have other plans,” she said. “My mother suspected something was afoot and sent me here to investigate. Now I know what’s going on, I need to meet with my contact inside the Sultan’s palace so we can put a stop to it.”

She reached out to touch his arm. His muscles tensed. “I would advise against it,” he said. “The Sultan will be on the lookout for any”—his eyes met hers for the briefest of moments—”seers.”

For Aliza Adel, she thought. “But there’s a back door, isn’t there? If you get me inside, my mother would see that you are well rewarded.” She leaned close, lowered her voice to a whisper. “I would see that you are.”

The smile, her most potent weapon. She brushed her fingertips against the back of his hand, tried again to reach inside.

Her will is too great.

Emily blinked, unsure of where the voice came from, only that it was not Jonas Meeray’s, nor any other she recognised. Was it the Oracle’s, perhaps, reaching out to guide her? Or someone else, another force with a say in these events?

Meeray, oblivious to her momentary distraction, had paled. He was caught between his schemes and his desires, between the need to guide Emily into his trap and her promise to reward him. But, in the end, she knew he could not resist her. No one could. That was why she was the only one who could do this. They wanted her, and they would do anything to have her. Anything. All she had to do was press her advantage. If she succeeded, if she unravelled the mystery behind all these years of schemes and subterfuge, behind their trip to Avalon and Prince Dionysus’s trial, then she could trade the answers with Prince Freyr and avoid the cruel fate he asked of her. This was her alternative.

Next to her, a pale shadow in the candlelit booth, a trickle of sweat drifted down Jonas Meeray’s temple. Theirs was a battle of liars and only one would see it through to the finish.

“As you wish,” he said with a heavy sigh. “I will show you into the palace, but you have to be careful. If the Sultan catches us…”

“He won’t,” she said, placing her hand on his and throwing him a smile of reassurance, a “Don’t worry, I know what I’m doing”.

But that didn’t mean she had to like it.

~*~

Dante never took his eyes—or his visor—off the man Emily introduced as ‘Jonas’. Not only was he wearing the same amaranth suit as the man who accosted her the previous day, but he had the snivelling, silky-smooth voice of someone who could charm his way out of any situation, and his self-pitying story about synthetic uprisings sounded like the plot to a Joel Gibson video game. Emily, however, thought otherwise. He was a victim, she said. They had to help him. She had to help him.

She was hiding beneath his mother’s cloak as Jonas led them through Bolventor’s back streets, down the passageways between the struts and columns and slums of the underground town. Six years ago, Ophelia Orpheus had surrendered herself to Arided and Pleiades. Perhaps she had trusted them, too. Dante had to make sure Emily didn’t follow in her footsteps. He was the only one who could.

“Chip?” Lance Algar thrust a wad of vinegar-drenched paper in his face. Dante waved it away. The takeaway’s food had left a rotten feeling in his stomach. “Ah, cheer up, dude,” said Lance, leaning close and lowering his voice. “You can’t let it get to you. You just gotta smile and move on, you know? Like they say around here, there’s plenty of fish in the sea!”

Chris glanced over his shoulder. “Plenty of plankton, maybe,” he said. “Fish? Not so much. Unless we’re talking an artificial ocean, of course. Or, indeed, artificial fish. Do you deal in marine synthetics, Jonas?”

“Occasionally,” he replied, his tone sharp and impatient. “We lack the appropriate facilities to handle more than one or two at a time, and they rarely provide adequate entertainment. You do have to keep your audience happy, after all. Ah, here we are.”

They had arrived at the edge of the cavern, where unchecked foliage ran wild beneath the glare of artificial sunlight, snaking its way up the walls in some desperate hope of reaching the surface. After checking to see if anyone was watching, Jonas prised apart the vines as if they were a curtain. Behind them lay a narrow passage and, at its end, a lone, metal door.

“You understand this area is security locked,” he explained as he gestured them to follow. “We won’t be going anywhere unless you have the proper authorisation.”

“Authorisation?” Emily’s voice spoke out of nowhere, though Dante could tell—feel—that she was hovering over Jonas’s shoulder, almost as if to wrap her arm around his, as she would have done with Dante. “You can deal with that, right?”

“I can try,” Jonas replied, stepping up to the doors and gesturing at a panel on the wall. “I have certain … privileges that the Sultan doesn’t know about.”

After a few gestures, the door opened. It was an elevator. Unlike the ones that bore the initiates to the surface, with their myriad luxuries, however, this one was a simple grey box, barely large enough for five or six people to stand shoulder-to-shoulder.

“We good to go?” asked Emily.

Jonas frowned. “I’m afraid not. You see, we require a permit for every passenger, or the elevator will not function. I have three permits: my own, personal code, and two … guest codes, for want of a better term. The Sultan knows of the former, obviously, so that one is no good, which means I can only transport two of us. And, since you’ll need me to access the shuttle below…”

How very convenient. Surely, thought Dante, Emily could see through such an obvious ruse.

She turned to her friends. “I guess you guys could try the front door?” she said. “After all, we’re the ones they’re after.”

Dante wanted to say something, to protest, to save her from this blatant trap … but he didn’t have an alternative, a clever plan to get them to their destination. Not like Jonas.

Or, indeed, Chris Shaw, who stepped forward to study the display himself, despite Jonas’s preening protests that there was nothing he could do about it. “Trying to hack the system will only alert security,” he said, hovering around Chris, pawing at his Malkuthian coat. “I really would recommend against it.”

Chris tapped a few buttons, then dug his hand into his coat. “I’ll be fine,” he said, taking out that odd, pen-shaped device he would sometimes fiddle with in lectures. He pointed it at the screen, waved it around a little, then thrust it back into his coat with a satisfied smirk. “There,” he said to an unimpressed Jonas, whose eyes were narrow with suspicion, “one extra permit.”

“Just the one?” asked Lance.

“At least until Serendipity returns my request,” he replied, glancing beyond Jonas’s shoulder and giving Emily a stern we-really-should-wait look as she reappeared from hiding.

“We don’t have time to wait around,” she replied. “The sooner we deal with this the better.”

Jonas stepped up to the elevator. “I suggest young Dante remains in Bolventor for the time being,” he said. “It might help to have somebody on the outside in case things go wrong.”

Which they undoubtedly would. First Katrina, now Emily. Dante was no hero. Not like his mother. And, if he couldn’t even protect Emily, then what hope had he of ever rescuing Ophelia Orpheus? Emily, observant and empathic as she was, must have noticed his pain.

“You can keep an eye on things from out here, right?” she asked, taking his hand in hers.

Unable to meet her eyes, all he could offer was the mutter of a false promise.

Then, with a sharp jolt, Lance clapped his shoulder and shook him out of the dark mists he felt welling up around him. “Don’t you worry, Emz,” he said, puffing out his chest, “we’ll handle shiz out here.”

For the briefest of moments, Emily smiled, a single ray of sunlight in a cloud-laden sky. “Okay,” she said, “but don’t you boys go getting yourself into trouble, you hear?”

“Dude, staying out of trouble is my middle name!” said Lance. “Well, it’s actually Jules, but you didn’t hear that, right?”

“Thank you, Lance.”

From the look on his face, anyone would have thought Emily had pinned the Golden Wings of Seelie to his chest. 

Then, with a final wince of apology, she joined Jonas and Chris in the elevator, and Dante, for the second time in his life, watched those pale winter eyes vanish from sight, whisked away by powers he could never hope to compete with.

After all, he was nobody sp—

“C’mon, duder, cheer up!” said Lance. “Or did you forget there was a front door?”

~*~

Emily never thought she would be thankful for Chris Shaw’s company, but here she was, her life upside down, falling into the depths beneath paradise ready to step through the gates to the underworld, with no one to rely on but the feather-haired Malkuthian and his magic pen. In his long, neon-trimmed coat, frilled cravat and velvet waistcoat, he could waltz into the Sultan’s domain without raising an eyebrow.

Emily herself, however, looked like a rat in an oversized bed sheet, her fake tan and dyed hair a desperate attempt to win some surface dweller’s attention. As the elevator continued its descent, she pulled her hair from its bunches. Emily’s bunches.

Next to her, Jonas Meeray shifted uncomfortably. Every so often, his eyes would twitch towards Chris with jealousy sharp enough that Emily felt it cut through the aether like a knife. Chris had ruined his plan to separate her from her friends and he knew it would be difficult to get rid of him anytime soon. Whether Chris realised this, or was blissfully ignorant and along for the ride—perhaps, as boys were wont to do, to impress her—she did not know. Chris, like Meeray himself, wasn’t careless enough to leak his thoughts as others might. It would have taken more than a brush of the fingertips and an unspoken promise to learn his secrets. Perhaps a lot more. And, if Prince Freyr had his way…

The elevator doors opened to a station not unlike those Emily had passed through on her way to Bolventor, though somewhat smaller. This time, however, the walls were the dirty colour of earthen transmatter, their lights that same sickly green as the catacombs beneath Torsten.

Meeray summoned another control panel. “It will take a few moments for a shuttle to arrive,” he said. “It should take us directly to the central tower.”

Chris walked over to the edge of the platform and stuck he head out into the tunnel beyond. “So, what level is this?” he asked. “Judging from the decor, I assume we’re underground now?”

“This is the under-terrace,” Meeray replied, those cold blue eyes of his narrowed with a curious suspicion. “You might call it a basement. It’s where we keep various supplies. It’s also where we house the synthetics and their combatants, as well as other … undesirables.”

At this rate, Emily could leave all the scrying to Chris. Meeray’s willingness to talk only belied his arrogance, however. He was confident in his victory. All Emily had to do was wait until he was certain of it. They always dropped their guard at the moment of their greatest triumph. It was like some ingrained, sociopathic tendency.

Meeray was still far from that moment, however. “You know a great deal about our operations here, don’t you … Chris, was it? Might I be so bold as to ask which Terrace you hail from?”

Chris took a step back from the platform’s edge. “Ah, one or the other,” he said with a dismissive wave of his hand. “I forget the number. They’re all the same.”

“I would say a slum is far from a paradise,” said Meeray as the shuttle slid into view. “If they were all the same, why, people would never gamble their lives to reach higher.”

The shuttle opened its doors and Meeray stepped aside with a bow. Chris jumped on board, Emily a step behind him. She wanted to reach out and warn him of Meeray’s treachery, to brush her fingers against his skin and send her thoughts into his own, but she had no idea how he would react. Dante, at least, had a history with such things. Chris, a Malkuthian, might have only read about them in research papers, if that, and she couldn’t risk startling him in front of the enemy.

The Sultan’s snivelling underling hopped into the shuttle and accessed its control panel, shifting his body so Chris could not watch him. Emily, however, saw he was simply stating their destination. “It should only take a moment, my lady,” he said, turning his snakish smile on Emily. “Where were you hoping to find your contacts?”

Emily glanced at Chris, giving him permission to elaborate. “They should be in the casino,” he said.

Meeray’s smile faltered in an instant. “I—I’m not sure that’s a wise choice of meeting place,” he said. “It is rather popular, even at this time of day, and there are ears everywhere. Perhaps it would be best if Lady Jasmine and I remained outside while you bring these contacts to us?”

Emily watched his hands, the way they clasped together as if in prayer, a silent plea for Chris to leave him alone with Emily. She knew that, any moment now, one would slip into his shirt to work that hidden magic. She had to be ready to deflect it.

“It’s okay,” she said. “I can just cloak myself.”

She felt guilty for bringing Dante’s cloak—his memento of his mother—all this way, but she needed its powers. He knew that as well as she did, or else he would have never entrusted her with it. She only wished she could have repaid the favour and entrusted him with details of her plan. I don’t want you to see the real me, she wanted to tell him. It’s not who I want to be.

Mention of the cloak drained the last drop of blood from Meeray’s face. “They would have you thrown out before you took a single step into the palace!” he said. “Better to leave that thing behind. Or, of course—”

“I’m not staying behind,” said Emily. Nor was she taking the cloak off. It was too important to leave behind. Turning to Chris, she asked, “Is there any way they can tell what this cloak does?”

“If they could, it wouldn’t be a very good cloak,” he replied. “Just try not to activate it and you should be okay.”

The shuttle doors opened. Were it not for the slight, but subtle differences in the aether, stale as it was, Emily would have questioned whether they had even moved.

With a bow of his head, Meeray stepped outside. Another elevator was waiting for them. Once it had accepted their permits, they stepped inside. Emily noticed a shimmer of sweat across Meeray’s brow.

“Don’t worry,” she said, placing a reassuring hand on his trembling arm, “I’ll protect you, no matter what.”

As will I protect you. It was that voice again, that distant whisper Emily first heard in the White Rabbit, but the moment she cast her senses into the aether to track it down it was gone, leaving nothing behind but a faint impression, like a vague and indecipherable shadow.

And then, as the elevator doors opened, that shadow seemed to reach out and engulf the world.

37: Chasing Emily



In the confines of Bolventor’s cavernous home, the tower of Avalon—which the locals referred to as ‘the Sultan’s palace’—appeared less a shard of mirrored crystal and more a pillar, thick and stout, supporting the island above. At its base, where the old roads of Bolventor cracked and the earth gave way to its invading crystal blade, a line of eager rats queued for their chance to ascend the stairway to Paradise.

Two figures approaching that stairway stood out from the rest. It was something about the way they carried themselves, how comfortable they looked in their clothes, stylish and modern, while those around them fiddled with their buttons and bow-ties as if a slight tweak here or a flash of flesh there might convince the judges that they were more than mere rats masquerading in counterfeit clothing.

“Dude,” said Lance, “is that Mr Hakim?”

Sohrabarak al-Hakim had forsaken his usual vibrant hues for a dark suit with neon blue trimmings, and his hair, thick and long, hung in a ponytail much like his elder brother’s. Next to him, her arm in his, Ms Thorbjorn wore a dress of starlight sequins, its low-cut back exposing an elaborate tattoo that ran down her spine. Seeming to notice the two initiates staring at her, even as far away as they were, she glanced over her shoulder and threw them a smile.

Lance leaned in close to Dante and covered his mouth as if to whisper some great secret. “No one told me Ms T was such a babe! Mr Hakim’s one lucky dude.”

But Dante knew their appearance was just a ruse. They were there for Emily’s sake. As he watched them skip the queue and pass the panel of judges with nary a hitch, he felt his heart beat a little slower. Unlike his mother six years ago, Emily was not alone.

Dante and Lance, however, could not just waltz into the tower as their lecturers had. As they approached, a gruff security guard near pushed them into the long queue of rats waiting for evaluation. Many of them did not pass the test, returning along the length of the queue with dejected faces and passive-aggressive mumbles at those still in with a chance of success. As he neared the checkpoint, Dante overheard some of the more desperate pleas for acceptance. One man even offered to trade his house and home for a single shot at the jackpot. He left with a black eye and bloody nose.

“That was harsh,” said Lance. “Dude just wanted a chance.”

A man in front of them, his suit jacket straining to contain his girth, looked back and grumbled, “Don’t we all?” Noticing Lance’s Malkuthian coat, he let out a snarl of discontent and turned away. The blond-haired, bronze-skinned initiate was guaranteed entry on looks alone.

So too was any woman below a certain age, regardless of appearance. “Anyone under eighteen is good to go,” explained Lance, watching as a woman with the slightest trace of crows’ feet around her eyes slinked back to Bolventor with a scowl. “Over that and they start asking questions. Like, really kinda harsh ones. Those dudes know what they like.”

Dante recalled Chris’s talk of ‘clientele’. Certainly, it wasn’t unknown for a wealthy man to purchase himself a bride, but the way things were here in Bolventor he half expected to find a market beyond the gates, stalls hawking nubile young women for a few slips of alchemium or a place on the next cruiser to Malkuth.

Ahead of them, the gruff rat and his companions—a pair of young men in patchwork suits—stepped up for their evaluation. A pair of smooth-faced men in crisp velvet suits studied them from a secure booth and gestured their observations onto immaterial screens. There was a shaking of heads. One judge leaned forward to address his microphone.

“I’m afraid today’s stakes are too high for individuals of your standing,” he said, his lip-smacking poise and condescending tone reminding Dante of the conniving Jonas. “Perhaps you could try again tomorrow?”

The men turned away without protest, but the one who had spoken to Lance shot him another snarl as he stomped past on his way back to Bolventor. Once they had left the stage, security gestured the initiates forward. It was their turn for judgement.

Lance strode ahead, chin held high, but Dante found his hands digging for his pockets, searching for the security of his cloak and the cool comfort of the Saptamatrikas’ wisdom. Was this how they judged those who wished to enter Malkuth, with an obnoxious panel of men jeering over pretty girls and brushing aside any who didn’t meet their standards? Was this the truth behind Arided’s lies?

The two men glanced at their panels of information and muttered amongst themselves, then the head judge leaned forward, a glaze of boredom clouding his eyes.

“Lance Algar,” he said, “you are permitted entry, but your friend will have to stay behind. I’m afraid we’ve an age limit of sixteen for today. I’m sure you understand.” Turning his eyes on Dante, he managed a sad smile of commiseration. “Tomorrow, perhaps?”

Dante was about to turn around and leave when Lance grabbed his arm. “C’mon, dudes,” he said to the judges, “I can vouch for him.”

“Rules are rules,” said the judge. “If we let one slip through then what do we say to all those behind you? Now, Mr Algar, if you would like to move along…”

Lance turned to Dante. “Don’t worry, duder, I’m not leaving you behind. What’s say we head back into town leave all that serious biz to Christof?”

Dante, hands in pockets, shrugged his shoulders and, with a last look at the archway leading into the tower, he started back to Bolventor. It didn’t matter that he wouldn’t be at Emily’s side: she had Chris and Katrina, Mr al-Hakim and Ms Thorbjorn. There was nothing he could offer that they could not.

Lance clapped him on the shoulder. “What have I told you about cheering up, dude?” he said. “C’mon, I’ll buy you a drink and we can shoot some pool, maybe impress a few ladies with our ball skills, you know? Not that there are many around these parts…”

Dante looked up and saw for the first time what he really ought to have noticed the moment he arrived in Bolventor: though the town had plenty of mothers hurrying their children from one place to the next, and even a few greying grandmothers tending the market stalls, he could count the number of women his own age, unattached and childless, on his own fingers. Either they were all so desperate to escape the underground they had surrendered their dignity to the Sultan and his clientele, or they were simply too afraid to walk the streets in case such men forced the issue. No wonder Emily had hurried him from market stall to market stall: a young woman with bright blue hair would stand out in a town like this worse than Joel Gibson at a Sophist congregation.

Much like the woman he spied across the street, in fact, who stood watching him with curious magenta eyes that matched the colour of her long, glittering hair. At first, Dante thought Alonie Kent had undergone a mild makeover—but Alonie Kent wouldn’t be seen dead in a white dress, let alone one that left so much of her skin exposed. He noticed too that the locals were keeping their distance from her, some bowing their heads as if in respect, others hurrying along with eyes cast downwards. Now he thought about it, they had treated Emily in much the same way.

Then the woman looked over her shoulder and motioned a pair of familiar figures out of the crowd. Dante knew who to expect the moment he saw that familiar hat, battered from the wear of adventures past. The instant Byron caught his eyes, he started across the street towards him. His voice lifted about the crowd.

“Orpheus! Where’s Emily?”

Doyle Kennedy was a step behind him, a tower of tanned strength amongst the pale, malnourished rats. He raised a hand in greeting and exchanged a quick, but elaborate handshake with Lance—something dating back to their days in the militia, from what Dante understood.

“Ah, dudes, you just missed her,” said Lance. “She’s on a secret mish with this dude we met in the pub. Said his name was Johnny, or something?”

The magenta-haired girl had moved over to join them, her eyes furrowed with concern. “Johnny?” she asked.

“You heard of him?” asked Byron. She shook her head. He turned to Lance. “Are you sure that was his name?”

“Pretty sure. Like, ninety-nine percent sure. Maybe ninety-five. Eighty…”

Byron rolled his eyes. “You are the blindest fools I have ever had the misfortune to know,” he said. “Have you any concept of the danger Emily is in? The number of strange men who have plied her mind with promises, suggestions of escape from this accursed island? How, at any moment, with but the slightest slip, we could lose her forever?”

“Chill, dude, Christof was with her, and we just saw Mr Hakim and Ms T heading into the palace, so they’ll be there if shiz kicks off.”

The colour drained from Byron’s brazen face. “Are you informing me that Emily has wilfully entered the Sultan’s palace?” He turned to his female companion. “Yasinta, I fear we have little choice but to enter the beast’s lair and pray luck is on our side. Can you get us past their security?”

“I can be very persuasive,” the woman replied, her twitch of a smile almost, but not quite that same crescent moon Dante knew so well.

“Excellent,” said Byron, “then we have not a moment to lose!”

With a scornful glare, he pushed past Dante and Lance. Doyle, two steps behind, ruffled his hair and forced a laugh. “Don’t worry, dudes, he’s just having a bad day. You gonna tag along?”

“Leave those fools where they stand!” Byron called over his shoulder. “They have caused enough trouble for this day.”

Lance grinned, flicked aside a wisp of golden hair that had escaped from beneath his hat. “Sure thing, dude. The more the merrier, right, Dant Man?”

Dante shrugged and followed after them.

~*~

“And this,” said Chris, “is why we have the Prometheus Clause.”

It was everything Emily despised merged into one hideous amalgamation, caked in a fabricated veneer of velvet and gold. Where the World’s End catered to the impoverished denizens of the underground, with its cheap drugs and heavy music, the Sultan’s palace presented itself as an exclusive gentlemen’s club where every drink came in a crystal glass. Or, at least, an alchemium replication of one.

The foyer, covering the entire ground floor, wall-to-wall, with those four ubiquitous columns rising from its centre, bustled with an uncomfortable air of chauvinistic privilege as gangs of braying men in black suits and bow-ties gathered around vendors to demand their materialistic wishes fulfilled. One group in particular were heckling a girl no older than Emily to try on a variety of dehumanising dresses—if such a word was really applicable—for their own personal entertainment. When one man plucked free her bra to a chorus of cheers, Emily reached for her knife, ready to summon the wrath of the Macha upon them.

Chris raised his hand. “Don’t give them the impression you’re a fighter,” he said. “It will only encourage them. Breaking women is like a sport to these people.”

A sport? If they wanted sport, the Macha would show them sport. While they fled screaming, she would hunt them down, one after another, until they all lay gagging on their own genitals.

No, thought Emily, not now. Not here.

Cursing her alter-ego’s cowardice, the Macha slinked back into the shadows and Emily relaxed. “I hope you told the others that,” she said. “Our contacts, that is.”

Jonas Meeray had kept a low profile ever since they entered the tower, rarely speaking but to offer slight words of guidance when he thought Chris leading them astray. Beneath his shirt, the magic of the Sidhe radiated a cool blue light, enveloping them like a bubble and preventing Emily from perceiving the aether outside its limited reach. No doubt it was some kind of concealing magic, there to prevent Seelie from tracking them.

But I will watch over you, said that unknown voice, growing more familiar with every word and yet still a world away. I made a promise.

All Chris knew, however, was that Emily wanted to meet with the Veritas girls, her ‘contacts’ inside the casino. “Well, according to the identification I gave them,” he said, “Andromeda is a wealthy Malkuthian from the Fourth Terrace, Amanda is her mistress, and Katrina her butler. That was all Amanda’s idea, by the way, before you give me any evil looks.”

On the contrary, Emily couldn’t help but smile at the girls’ audacity. “That’s quite the cover story.”

“Indeed,” said Chris as they ascended the steps to the casino’s reception desk. “though I doubt playing the lesbian card will make much difference around these parts. I’m sure somebody will get it into their head that they can convert her. Or heal,” he added with a frown. “Nothing like a little rehabilitation to iron out those pesky human imperfections.”

Imperfections that would never taint the doll behind the desk. Though she greeted them with a smile, her eyes betrayed her true, soulless existence. The only difference between her and the synthetics working the island’s utility tunnels was the dress she wore, tight enough to please the clientele but with enough exposed, pale-grey flesh to remind them she was just an AI construct in a lab-grown body. There wasn’t much sport to be had from breaking those that had no will of their own.

Chris flashed her his cellular, Meeray his equivalent. Emily, however, didn’t need identification. She was merchandise.

Behind the desk, a giant screen played out the latest round of the underground’s gladiatorial games. Emily had counted at least three different arenas since her arrival in Bolventor, each of them defined by those four same pillars that lay behind her in the palace foyer, and above in the simulated fields of Avalon, where they took the form of oversized trees. Whereabouts on the tower’s spine these coliseums lay, Emily could not say, though Meeray’s earlier comments about under-terraces led her to suspected that most lay beneath Bolventor, where their raucous action would prove little danger to their surroundings.

As the ‘Magic Gun Alchemist’ won another victory, bringing the armoured stranger’s victory streak up to an unprecedented—according to the commentators—seven, Chris pushed a velvet pouch into Emily’s hand. “It’s just a few maku,” he said. “People will get suspicious if you’re not gambling. They might even mistake you for a wager yourself.”

Emily accepted the offer with a forced smile and slipped the pouch into Dante’s cloak pocket, where it fell next to the Saptamatrikas’ cellular and the figurine she had bought from Bolventor’s market. Next to her, Meeray watched Chris expectantly, but the Malkuthian’s generosity only extended so far.

“Don’t you have an account of your own?” he asked as they stepped up to the elevator that would carry them to the casino above.

“I have always accepted my payment via other means,” Meeray replied, his smile as faked as Emily’s own.

“Your loss,” said Chris.

Like everything else within his jurisdiction, the Sultan’s casino was an exaggeration of decadence to put the seedy hovels of Torsten to shame. Rows of gambling machines stretched out like trees in a forest, their faces flashing with a random assortment of shapes as their catatonic victims ploughed chip after chip into their hungry mouths. Other machines offered patrons a chance to test their skills in virtual labyrinths, shooting games and spaceship simulations not unlike the sort Byron and Denny kept in their apartment back home. There were more rudimentary card games too, tables masked behind twisting clouds of smoke, their players silent, severe, faces like stone and chip piles like mountains.

Yet, despite all this, it was the arena at the centre of the room that commanded the most attention. As expected, it had four pillars reaching from the tower’s roots to its distant summit, but, unlike the dirty, blood-soaked battlegrounds Emily had spied on the various screens around Bolventor, this one had a floor of polished stone and streaks of rich red carpet that met at a table large enough to hold a small banquet. Aside from that, however, the arena was empty, but according to nearby screens a big match was imminent. Giovanni Veres, it said, would soon face ‘The Ravaging Ketos’.

“And this is where we’ll find Katrina?” asked Emily, scanning the waiting crowd hoping to spot her housemate’s familiar ruffle of chestnut hair, or the turquoise cat perched on her shoulder.

“Well, I would expect so,” said Chris, “given that ’The Ravaging Ketos’ is Andromeda.” With a nervous twitch of his brow, he added, “I guess Veritas hit the big time.”

~*~

Byron skulked back down the queue of rats, clinging to his hat as if Lysander Goodfellow were waiting to leap out of his jeering audience to snatch it away. “Not such a pretty boy after all, ey?” bellowed a voice from the crowd. “Ya should’ve worn a dress!” chanted another. There were other chants, too, but Dante could hardly hear them for the sound of Lance giggling.

Even Dante himself struggled to hold back a smile. Contrary to his anxious visions of Byron striding into the Sultan’s palace and rescuing Emily without a hitch, the poet—unlike Doyle and Yasinta—had failed to pass inspection. As something arched through the air and struck his cheek, Torsten’s greatest minstrel turned to hurl silent abuse at his audience, then shook his head and stomped towards his fellow initiates with a deep and ugly scowl on his face. For once in his life, Byron d’Arcadie’s wit had failed him.

“How dare they treat me like—like a child, fresh from his mother’s teat!” he said upon his return, his gesticulating wilder than ever. “To think of all I have achieved thus far, all I have risked and all I have sacrificed, just to starve Emily of the doom that hangs above her head, and they dare call me a child?”

“What happened, duder?” asked Lance.

Byron stopped pacing. “They said I was too young to enter,” he mumbled, unable to meet Lance’s eye.

“You sure, duder? They told Dant the bar was sixteen.”

Byron looked up from the shadows of his contemplation, brow creased with suspicion. “They told me it was eighteen!”

“Guess you should’ve got in earlier!”

But Dante knew it was more than that: he and Byron had something in common, something that would cause the judges to turn them away with little more than a flimsy excuse about age restrictions.

Something like Emily.

Six years ago, Pleiades had forced his mother’s surrender by targeting her friends. Today, they could force Emily’s surrender by targeting hers. It was an obvious trap—but who would believe him after all these years of lies? Not Byron, that was for sure.

The poet scratched his goatee. Surely someone of his experience had figured it out already? “Did they say or do anything suspicious when they let Emily through?” he asked. “And what of Shaw? I find it strange they would deny me entry while letting him remain at her side.”

“As if they used the front door!” said Lance. “I told you already, it was a secret mish. They went in through the back.”

“There’s a back door? Show me!”

Eighteen months of compulsory exercise and cross-country running meant that even Byron, who cared little for sports and spent much of his free time slouched over a desk writing bad poetry, could race across Bolventor with nary a stitch or ragged breath. Lance, the first to arrive at their destination, prised apart the foliage and indicated the hidden elevator. “There’s some kind of authorisation panel on the wall,” he said. “Christof waggled his death ray at it and it let him in.”

Byron found the panel and gestured his way through its rudimentary menus. “There must be some kind of emergency override,” he said, jabbing at the screen. “Maybe…”

He removed his cellular from his waistcoat pocket and started searching through his files. “Here,” he said, and held the cellular up to the panel. “If I can just break the—”

With an ear-splitting screech, the panel exploded in a shower of bloody light. Dante reached for his ears, but the sound slipped through the cracks and continued to pound away, a high-pitched wail like the cry of the Bain Sidhe, the spirits of Donaran stories who sang the dead to the underworld. Without thinking, he staggered towards the end of the tunnel and the cavern outside. Lance was a step behind him.

Ahead of them, the curtain of vines swept aside to reveal a man in a khaki uniform. He levelled his blade at Dante’s face. Behind him, two more men drew their own weapons.

“Trespassers,” said the first, his voice cold, “on the order of Khurshid Sultan, ruler of Bolventor, you are under arrest.”

38: A Game of Chance



“L-Lady Jasmine, are you sure this is a good idea?” asked Jonas Meeray.

Chris glanced over his shoulder. “You don’t have to follow us, you know?”

But Emily knew he would. He had to keep her within range of his magic, within that bubble of obliviousness centred on his enchanted crystal, both to protect them from aethereal eyes and to stop her reaching out to others for help. It was the desperate gamble of a desperate man, hoping to outwit not just his own sultan, and not just Seelie, but a seer, a Maiden.

She touched his hand, felt the sharp spike of fear and trepidation rush up his arm. “It’s okay,” she said. “Trust me.” With each smile she cast his way, his defences weakened. Perhaps, if she wasn’t wrapped in an oversized cloak and wearing a leather tunic and trousers, if she wasn’t hiding her true face behind a bronze tan and her hair beneath blue dyes, if she could have cast aside all pretences and personas, he would have fallen by now. No one could resist a Maiden.

They reached the arena stalls just in time for the announcer’s overdramatic introductory speech. It was supposedly the biggest match of the week and the first time Giovanni Veres had thought to challenge a newcomer since his famous no-damage victory over Emmanuel Beckwith five months previous.

A ‘no-damage victory’, that was, in a children’s card game.

“That’s pretty impressive,” said Chris. “Beckwith’s a pro. Won the Malkuth league two years running.”

“There’s a league?” Poker she could understand—Leira had cleared out more than her fair share of grotty gambling vaults in her time—but Gods and Monsters? That colourful piece of propaganda Seelie used to attract the interest of impressionable schoolkids? “Next you’ll be telling me that have professional video game tournaments.”

“Thank the Aristocracy for blocking the Seelie sports channels,” replied a deadpan Chris. “If you’re interested, I can sort you out a bypass when we get back to Torsten.”

“I think I’ll stick to books.”

“Books? I didn’t realise you were—” Before Chris could finish, the arena dimmed and a parade of spotlights circled the crowd before falling on an archway between the two farthest pillars. As fireworks flashed and a jaunty tune filled the stalls, a lone figure swaggered out to a collective chorus of whoops and cheers. ‘Giovanni Veres’ read the nearest screen, as it tracked his boogie down the red carpet path towards the waiting table.

Emily shook her head. It was like watching one of those embarrassing variety shows that the City put out. Her uncle had forced his nieces to sit and watch them on numerous occasions in an effort to indoctrinate them.  Alonie had developed some kind of strange, ironic love for them; Aliza had always sought escape in her own imaginary worlds.

In stark contrast to her opponent’s pyrotechnic welcome, Andromeda had to make do with a generic slice of electronic backing music and some rather pitiful sparklers. Her tailored suit didn’t go down to well with the audience, either, with a pair of men in front of Emily calling her “one of those wannabe fellas” and “a proper trait”. Not even the sight of Amanda, draped in a glittering, figure-hugging dress could deter their scorn, what with the way she slipped her arm through Andromeda’s—”bleddy bolgia-bandits,” as one of the men put it. Emily wanted to reach over and slam their heads together.

No, not Emily: the Macha. Emily would never do such a thing.

“Looks like Katrina is sitting this one out,” said Chris as Annie took her place at the table, Amanda hovering over her shoulder. Opposite them, Giovanna Veres welcomed his own, nameless partner, her starlight dress so tight around her waist Emily wondered if she could even breathe. Naturally—and to much delight from the men in front—the camera paid particular attention to her breasts, cramped together to form an uncomfortable-looking crevice of rose-tinted flesh.

“I can’t blame her,” said Emily, scanning the arena stalls for signs of her housemate. Jonas Meeray’s magic might have neutered her aethereal senses, but it did nothing to diminish her Maiden’s eyesight.

At the table below, Veres and Andromeda shuffled each other’s deck of cards. “How they got this far, I’ll never know,” said Chris. “Annie’s deck isn’t even professional standard. I had to teach her the official rules and everything.”

Emily had a feeling they didn’t get this far through skill and cunning. “I still can’t believe they’ve made a spectator’s sport out of this,” she said. “It’s just a card game.”

Then Giovanni Veres placed his first card on the table and the arena behind him came to life with a monstrous projection of light—possibly aethex—depicting a humanoid vulture with a crooked beak and oversized mane of feathers. Given the roar of noise around her, Emily figured this a good move. Andromeda replied with a monster of her own, small and kitten-like, the sort of thing Katrina would collect in plush toy form. No doubt Seelie already had them on sale in theatres across the world. Well, those theatres that weren’t under Sophist sanctions, at any rate.

“This isn’t a good match-up,” said Chris, leaning forward in his seat, brow furrowed with concentration. “They’ll need a lot of luck if they want to avoid a bloodbath.”

Emily rolled her eyes. She had better things to do than analyse a children’s game. Then, just as she was about to shuffle her way out of the stalls, she noticed her housemate not ten metres away, dressed in a smart suit and bowtie, wandering down a nearby aisle with a confused look on her face. Calling her name, Emily pushed and clambered her way around an unappreciative audience to reach her.

Without so much as a word, Jonas Meeray followed in her shadow.

“Emily!” cried Katrina. “Ms T said you were—” Her eyes fell on Dante’s cloak and her tawny face paled. “W—where’s Dante?”

“Outside with Lance,” said Emily. “We couldn’t get him past security.”

Kat breathed a long sigh of relief. She had heavy bags under her eyes and her hair was more tangled than usual. “They finally caught on to the fake IDs, huh?” she said, furrowing her brow in Chris’s direction. The Malkuthian, wincing at whatever was happening in the arena, didn’t notice her disapproval.

“We didn’t use fake IDs,” Emily explained. “We, eh, had some help…”

She turned to Meeray, who gave a polite nod as Kat turned her disapproval his way. “We need to talk,” she said to Emily.

Around them, the crowd cheered.

“Somewhere quiet,” Emily replied.

Kat grinned. “Already on it.”

Emily followed her housemate out of the arena and through the casino, now barren save for a few indoctrinated addicts sitting slack-jawed in front of the slot machines. Along the way, Kat explained how Ms Thorbjorn had told her that Emily was in the stalls, waiting for her. “It was one of those weird Seelie things, you know?” she said. “Like, time froze around me. I wish they’d teach us how to do that. We wouldn’t have to get up so early for our daily briefings!”

Passing under an arch marked ‘facilities’, they emerged into a long, curved corridor lined with golden doors. Katrina found one with a green light by its handle. With a click, it opened.

“Wait, is this a bathroom?” Emily could hardly believe what she was seeing. As large as her hotel room, with mirrors along the walls, two toilet cubicles framed in gold, and an oversized, ruby-encrusted hot tub that overlooked an illusionary panorama of green hills, white beaches and blue oceans, it was perhaps the most decadent and self-indulgent thing she had seen since her arrival in Avalon.

“We figured they like to keep clean,” said Kat. “Really clean.”

With a shrug, Emily stepped inside. Jonas Meeray moved to follow her. Kat, a scowl on her face, pushed him back.

“What are you, some kind of pervert?” she asked. “Ladies only!”

And, with that, she slammed the door in his face. A moment later, her scowl turned to stammering shock.  “Oh! He is one of the bad guys, right?”

Emily picked up a bottle of soap and frowned. “I’m pretty sure he’ll be standing in the exact same spot when we leave,” she said. Even though she had escaped his magic field, she still couldn’t sense the aether beyond her immediate surroundings. Touching the wall, she felt an undercurrent of magic, a thick weave of powerful words flowing around them. Magic, perhaps even Seelie magic, Sidhe magic. “This place is private, right?” she asked. “No bugs or cameras or anything?”

“Don’t worry, we’ve looked them over,” replied Kat. “These guys are more paranoid than the Aristocracy. Can’t even use our cells in this place without security coming down on you. We have to relay everything through Johno!”

“So long as we don’t have to worry about anyone listening in on us,” said Emily.

Katrina pulled up a stool and sat down. “Where do you think we spend all our time when Annie isn’t playing card games? I haven’t felt this uncomfortable since that time Phoe took us vampire hunting and we stumbled in on a … party.” She coughed with embarrassment and plucked at a wayward strand of hair. “Speaking about mistaken identities…”

Emily laid Dante’s cloak across the back of a chair and pulled up a stool next to a long, pastel-blue vanity table. Its drawers were stocked with every kind of makeup product she could think of, and none of it natural. She found herself a brush and started to run it through her hair, wincing at every stray strand of silver she caught betraying her lie.

“Yeah,” she said, “it’s been quite a holiday.”

~*~

Katrina listened in silence as Emily recounted events from their arrival in Avalon through to her meeting with Jonas Meeray and journey into the Sultan’s palace. Every so often, she would glance at her cellular, furrow her brow at some unseen information, swipe at the screen with practised fingers.

“And here we are,” finished Emily, “looking for answers.”

Kat nodded. “Everything fits with what we already know,” she said. “I just wish I knew where to begin! We’ve been trying to get intel on this Aliza figure for days. Phoe thinks it’s you, naturally, but the rest of us figure it’s just a massive coincidence. I mean, blue hair isn’t that rare.”

Emily hid her grimace behind a concerned frown. She had to play this carefully or else she risked breaking the spell that kept the brand on her shoulder hidden from sight. “Whoever she is, the Sultan was willing to send synthetics after her. And all these other creeps, like Meeray out there, either want to sway her to his side, or convince her to escape the island before it all goes to hell. Doesn’t explain where they found their magic though.” Sidhe magic, at that.

“I think it has something to do with Ketos,” said Kat.

“Ketos?” Emily was not one to forget a name, even one she had only seen flash across floating screens in the middle of a melodramatic card game. “You mean Andromeda?”

Katrina laughed. “Oh no, she’s just using that name to catch their attention. We don’t have a clue who the real Ketos is. What we do know, however, is that they’re offering some kind of reward to whoever captures this Aliza character. We thought it might be something the Sultan could use to win one over the Oracle, hence why he’s trying to capture her. Or, eh, you.”

Well, that changed things. Emily paced across the bathroom and looked at her reflection in the mirror, at the Maiden struggling to hide behind a Malkuthian veneer. People would go to some pretty fucked up lengths to win themselves a taste of Paradise. “That would explain all those creeps then,” she said. “They weren’t trying to get me to take sides, they wanted to trade me in for…” Trying her best to hide her frustration, she turned to Kat. “I don’t suppose you have any idea what for?” A high price, no doubt.

“That’s why we wanted to know who Aliza Adel is,” said Kat. “We thought it might shed some light on why this Ketos is after her. Current theory is that Ketos has a bunch of synthetics the Sultan could use. Like, proper grade-A types, better than any he has right now.”

“Chris mentioned those,” said Emily, mulling over the possibilities in her head. Whoever this Ketos was, they were almost certainly the one behind the magic Jonas and his ilk were using to influence others—which meant that Ketos was one of the Sidhe.

And a favour from the Sidhe could change a person’s life…

“Is Aliza Adel really worth that much?” she asked. Was she?

And then it hit her, an instant of horrifying clarity, a dagger-sharp moment of revelation as to her purpose in all of this: presently, the Sidhe were holding Prince Dionysus to trial under accusations of treason—and she was the key to a guilty verdict. Ketos had orchestrated this entire holiday, forced the initiates away from Rembrandt Payne’s protection, and gifted magic to willing fools with a promise of rewards unparalleled, all to capture Emily Fomalhaut and force her admission, to expose all the world her true, cursed identity. The Sophists had burned a forest and massacred a people to purge the Erebus, and the Sidhe had not raised a finger to help—because to help Ophelia Orpheus would have been to help the Erebus, their sworn enemy. And for all the world to discover that the Sidhe—that Princes Freyr and Dionysus—had cavorted with that enemy, with Aliza Adel, in an effort to understand—no, control it? As Himeros had said, the day she arrived in Avalon, it would be enough to bring down Seelie, and perhaps even the Sidhe Court itself. That was how much her life was worth. Messing around with the petty politics of some inconsequential island was a small price to pay for reshaping the very foundations of the world.

Katrina, oblivious to just how massive the conspiracy she and her friends had involved themselves in was, tapped at her cell. “Well, they’re pretty serious about finding her,” she said. “Here, this is something Johno recorded a couple of hours ago.”

“Recorded?”

Kat handed Emily her cell. “He’s been working undercover as a cyber-security expert. They don’t even realise he has the whole place bugged!”

No wonder these local sultans didn’t last long. Emily chuckled at John’s—no, Veritas’s—audacity and pressed the play button on the cell screen. There was no image, but the voices were clear.

“What have you to report, Inspector?” said the first, his voice that of a man who had smoked a pipe since the moment he hit puberty.

“Keller is dead, Sir,” said the second, a young man with a tremor of nervousness to his Bolventan twang. “We found his body in under-terrace C. Looks like he died of a heart attack, Sir.”

The first grunted. “Same as Yenta then,” he said. “That’s no coincidence.”

“Do you think it’s the Oracle, Sir?” asked the second. “Or maybe even Ketos?”

There was a thump, the sound of a frustrated fist striking a table. “Don’t talk to me about Ketos or magic or Oracles, Prichard, I want facts. That last thing we need is Khurshid lashing out at shadows. Meeray’s already poisoned his head enough with all these promises of power. How do we even know this Ketos exists? For all we know, it’s another one of those Seelie plots to incite a coup.” He growled. Emily could picture him, an old veteran of underground wars, shaking his head with disgust. “If I could, I’d feed Meeray to one of his own damned monsters.”

“Would you like me to order his arrest, Sir?”

“There’s no point. Khurshid already has him chasing after this Aliza woman. Damned fool bought into Meeray’s talk about getting to her through her friends. He—”

Emily didn’t hear the rest of the conversation. As soon as the truth sunk in, she dropped Kat’s cell to the bathroom floor and made straight for the exit. There was still so much she wanted to know, questions she wanted to ask, but none of that was important. Not now.

“What’s up?” asked Kat, bending to pick up her cell.

All it took was one word for her to realise, one name: “Dante.”

Dante, who Jonas Meeray suggested stay behind in Bolventor. Dante, now isolated from Emily. From Aliza Adel.

She flung the door open, hands reaching out for Meeray’s neck. If she had to rip open his soul and carve a path to the truth, then that was what she would do, keeping up appearances be damned.

But Jonas Meeray was nowhere in sight—and Emily, for the first time since they entered the tower, could see the world as it really was, drenched in the shallow observations of vacuous, disinterested eyes, souls who only cared for their own reflection, their own materialistic gains. Yet, even as she stepped out into the corridor, she realised there was something else, someone moving towards her with eyes so sharp, observations so concise, that they could only belong to seer. She had bright pink hair and contacts to match, and her name—her voice—drifted through the aether, reaching Emily in all of a moment.

I am Jacyntha, third daughter of Jadwiga Järvi, she said. I am here to help.

So was Doyle Kennedy, of all people, but before Emily could think to greet him a watery veil fell over the world and everything froze, Doyle and Jacyntha mid-bound, Katrina half-emerging from the bathroom’s sealed shell, face wracked with concern.

“Emily.” It was Ms Thorbjorn, her voice clear and loud, filling the corridor. Emily turned, and there she was, standing next to her, a hard frown on her familiar face.

“It’s Dante, isn’t it?” If they had so much as bruised him…

Ms Thorbjorn nodded, her confirmation driving an ice-cold spike deep into Emily’s shoulder. Then came the twist. “They arrested him a short while ago, along with Byron and Lance.”

Emily could feel her blood draining, great globules of cursed black slime pouring from her shoulder. It was all her fault. She had gotten them involved in things she should have faced alone. Just as she had done two years ago, when she begged Prince Freyr to remake her life, she had clung to her friends without a thought for the consequences. This time, however, it was more than just their memories at stake—it was their lives.

Ms Thorbjorn, as ignorant of the scar Emily carried as she was her true identity, placed an understanding hand on her student’s shoulder. “Don’t worry yourself,” she said with a smile, “Captain Espinosa is keeping a close eye on things. The boys are currently in a prison cell, awaiting the Sultan’s judgement. He plans to use them as ransom should you refuse his offer.”

It was that night all over again. Emily clenched her teeth and forced back the pain. She promised herself that things would be different, that history wouldn’t repeat. That she wouldn’t sacrifice herself as Ophelia Orpheus had. That she would end the cycle once and for all. “What offer?” she asked.

“The one he will make when you return to the casino,” she replied. “He’s there now, waiting for you. For the time being, I suggest you play along with his demands. It’s the safest place for you to be right now.”

The safest place for her to be? She wondered if that was what they told Dante’s mother on that night she surrendered herself to Pleiades. “He wants to hand me over to Ketos, doesn’t he?” She held her head high; now was not the time for lies. “And Ketos wants to use me to bring down Seelie.”

“So it would seem,” said Ms Thorbjorn, unsurprised at Emily’s knowledge. “Unfortunately, the Sidhe haven’t been very forthcoming of late, so we have little idea of what their plans are—besides what you have already figured out for yourself, of course.” She managed a slight smile of amusement, congratulations for Emily on a job well done. “Let this be a lesson that the affairs of higher beings are best avoided.”

A lot of good that lesson did her now, but at least it confirmed what she suspected. That didn’t explain why Pleiades was involved, however, or the presence of their so-called ‘G-Man’—unless they, too, were victims of Sidhe scheming.

No, there were still too many questions, too many unknowns. If she was going to stop this from ever happening again, Emily needed to know the truth, the absolute, unbiased, complete and utter truth. And Seelie, for all their good intentions, could only tell her so much.

As the veil of timelessness lifted and Emily felt the breath return to her lungs, warming her chilled nerves, Katrina stumbled out into the corridor.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Where’s Dante?”

Ms Thorbjorn had vanished, but Doyle and the seer, Jacyntha, were there to provide a rush of answers. As they did, Emily started back towards the casino. Now she knew what was waiting for her, she could act accordingly. “Play along”, as Ms Thorbjorn had put it.

She arrived just as a group of men in khaki uniforms and brown shawls hurled Jonas Meeray to the feet of a middle-aged man, his silken robes so flamboyant they would make Angelo Foley blush. Before he could notice her arrival, Emily scanned her surroundings, surveyed her options, read all she could then cast her mind into a moment of contemplation. There were four guards, one of whom, she was surprised to realise, was Azhara’d al-Hakim. No wonder Ms Thorbjorn thought she would be safest in the Sultan’s clutches. Ms Thorbjorn herself was mingling with the watching crowd, Sohrabarak al-Hakim at her side. If it came down to a fight, Seelie would win, but it would cost them their cover and plunge the casino—perhaps even all of Bolventor—into chaos. No. So much as the Macha longed for it, violence was not an option. But, if Emily wanted answers, neither was surrender.

She returned from her brief sojourn into her secret world in time for the Sultan to catch her eye. Before he could speak, she cried Jonas’s name, filling it with all the despair and the panic she could muster.

“Ah,” said the Sultan, “you must be Aliza Adel. I am pleased to finally make your acquaintance.”

Emily shook her head, feigned a look distraught confusion; if she didn’t, if she gave even the slightest hint that she acknowledged her real identity, Freyr’s magic would shatter and all the world was see her as she really was. “I—I’m Emily,” she said. “Emily Fomalhaut.”

The Sultan furrowed his brow. “Is that so?” he asked, then looked down at Meeray with a mocking smile. “I expected better from you, of all people, Jonas.”

With Meeray at his feet, the Sultan stood inside the protective veil of Sidhe magic that had shielded Emily from Seelie’s reach, just as it now shielded its occupants from her’s—but not for long. As Emily hurried to Meeray’s side and wrapped her arms around him like a frightened lover, she felt the cloak of Ketos fall over her once more. But, even as Ms Thorbjorn’s reassuring hand left her shoulder, another reached out to replace it, distant, but determined. I made a promise, it said.

The Sultan looked down on her with a quiet curiosity. Now his aura was visible to her, she could see he held no magic crystal, no blessing of Ketos. Either he refused to carry it, or he had no part in Ketos’s plan. And, if he had no part in Ketos’s plan, he had no answers Emily wanted to hear.

“Don’t let this man fool you, Emily,” he said. “You are no more important to him than all the other girls he has smuggled out of destitution. I suspect one of your good looks would fetch quite a price. Isn’t that right, Jonas?”

His eyes fell on Meeray, who could only respond with a vicious snarl. Emily noticed his fingers twitching, waiting for the right moment to clasp his magic crystal and work its power over the watching audience. You never saw me, it would say; I was never here.

The Sultan, however, must have known about this little trick, because a gesture was all it took to have one of his guards level their sabre at Meeray’s throat.

“You know, Jonas, it hurts to see one of my own betray me,” he said, “but it hurts even more to see that he betrayed me because of a woman. I could have given you women! I could have given you a whole harem to tend to your every need! But no, you had to turn on me. And for what? What wish did your master promise that I could not grant?”

It was one question among many that Emily needed answering, but she knew she would never get that answer, or any others, unless she took a chance, unless she played by her rules, and her rules alone. It was, as it always had been and always would be, a bad habit.

Before the Sultan could stop her, before his guards could raise their swords, before Seelie could move in protest, she thrust her hand into Meeray’s shirt and felt the cold touch of the magic crystal brush against her fingertips. She had one shot at this, and she had to make it count.

Ketos, she wished, grant me this: these people shall not see us! They shall not know that we were ever here!

A name, that was all it took. It was the ingredient Ceres Mendoza missed when she tried using Rorric Yenta’s magic against him, and it was the catalyst that gave Emily’s wish its power as it washed over their audience, a tsukinami of magic potent enough to leave even the officers of Seelie startled.

“Come on,” she said, hoisting Meeray to his feet as the Sultan, his men, and all those watching staggered with momentary confusion. “You wanted to get us out of here, right? Well, now would be a good time!”

Meeray looked at her, lost for words.

“I promised that I’d put a stop to all this, remember?” She took his hand and flashed the smile she knew held a power greater than any crystal, any Sidhe.

No one could resist a Maiden.

39: Scylla and Charybdis



Emily pulled herself out of the hatchway and into another of Avalon’s utility corridors, its cold blue passageways identical to all those that came before it. Jonas Meeray, jaw clenched with determination, yet pale with fear, offered her his hand. She accepted it with a smile and felt, once again, that electric spark of connection race up her arm, illuminating the sphere of magic that surrounded them. Somewhere beyond that shell, through a portal in the crystal that hung from Meeray’s neck, a frail figure stood at the edge of a fog-drenched beach, her trembling voice calling into the wind. Calling for her.

I made a promise, she said. I said I would watch over you. I promised her, and she promised me. She promised me! She promised!

Meeray closed the access shaft. It was the fifth they had climbed since escaping the Sultan—keeping count stopped Emily from dwelling on things elsewhere—and she estimated they were at least halfway to the surface by now. “You do this often?” she asked.

“It’s all a part of the job,” he replied.

“Is that the coliseum job, or the smuggling young girls out of the underground one?”

Out of the underground to sell to wealthy merchants, but she let that slide for now and hid her murderous desires behind a reassuring giggle. She was still Emily Fomalhaut, after all, kind and innocent, a naïve idealist who believed she could free Bolventor and its Oracle from the misogynistic sultanate by allying herself with Jonas Meeray and his master, Ketos. Whether Meeray himself believed that, or if he was playing her as she played him, she did not know; his own mask remained as impenetrable as the walls that kept the ocean at bay. What she did know, however, was that the moment he realised he would not reap the rewards Ketos promised him, it was all over.

He grimaced slightly as he gestured her to take a right turn. “Smuggling is such an unfortunate term,” he said. “I prefer to think of it as relocation, that I am granting them hope when all they have is despair. A life trapped underground is no life at all.”

Emily wondered if the men who raided Aliyah Adel’s temple had that excuse in mind when they slaughtered her followers and sold her off to the highest bidder. Using the thought of her grandmother to entice a tear from the corner of her eye, she took Meeray’s hands in her own. “Jonas,” she began, “I—thank you. I can’t imagine the danger you’ve put yourself in for me. For all of us. If there’s anything I can do to repay you...”

Even as she faked her tears and her appreciation, she cast her eyes into that other world, to the place of dreams and fantasies. What did Ketos promise you? she thought. What do you want?

It was the tiniest of cracks, but it was enough for a single sliver of desire to drift across his face before the desperate hands of denial reached out to drag it back into hiding.

Of course. What else could it be? It was the same thing they all wanted. Her.

“Your thanks are reward enough,” he lied, the slightest of stammers in his voice. Eventually, the mask would break, and the moment it did Emily would tear the truth from his very soul.

No, not Emily. That was the last thing Emily would do. She was a nice girl, a kind, generous girl, the girl Fomalhaut had always assumed her to be. She would never manipulate somebody like this, never hurt them, no matter how vile their heart. The Macha, on the other hand, was no stranger to luring away reprehensible men with false promises and offers of heavenly delights.

But the Macha wouldn’t have played the game this long. The moment she was alone with Jonas Meeray, the Macha would have yanked back his head and drained his knowledge with a knife to the throat. She wouldn’t have cared for breaking down masks or scrying souls. Those were the methods of a seer, and the Macha was most definitely not a seer.

Aliza Adel, however? Aliza Adel, who scried her uncle’s soul? But no; Aliza was too naïve, too wrapped up in her own fantasies, too afraid of the outside world and all its dangers to scheme such a thing. If Aliza Adel were here, she would have run into the darkness and cried.

Then who am I?

The words echoed, a scream across the breaking waves to give her a purpose, a place in the world. Who am I?!

A light humming cut through her thoughts and Meeray pulled back from her grasp. Ahead of them, the metallic sphere of an automatous drone spun around the corner and made straight towards them. A red light pulsed around its rim. Security.

Emily stepped back, as did Meeray, and the drone passed by without pause.

“That’s, what, the third one in five minutes?” asked Emily.

“I imagine they have every floor of this facility under surveillance by now,” replied Meeray, casting an eye towards a dark corner ahead of them, where a bulbous black eye surveyed its surroundings in search of irregularities. “Shall we continue?”

Emily fell into step alongside him. Between the magic crystal and whatever technology he used to fool the cameras they were pretty much invisible. “And you’re certain the Sultan won’t know where we’re going?” she asked.

“There is a lot our friend the Sultan doesn’t know about our operations here. If he did, he would have remained a lowly gambler hedging his bets on slot machines.”

After a few more twists and turns, and a run in with another security drone, they reached a familiar staircase leading up to a familiar door. Emily’s journey had come full circle.

Meeray played with the panel on the wall, then stepped aside. “After you,” he said.

Steeling herself for a return to the surface and its onslaught of illusions, Emily stepped through the door and into the alleyway beyond.

The first thing she noticed was the smell, thick and stale: the smell of forgotten catacombs, of undertowns left to rot. This was not the alleyway she remembered—nor even the same Avalon. With a knowing smile, Meeray escorted her outside.

“Not what you were expecting?” he asked, as they stepped out of the alleyway and into an abandoned square. Around them, the towers of Avalon’s Recreational District stood silent, no longer promoting sports leagues and martial arts tournaments, their blank faces reaching up towards a tapestry of struts and girders, support columns and maintenance walkways, just like those that hung over the streets of Bolventor. Here, however, the banks of artificial light cast the cavern in a cold, eerie twilight.

“Is this Avalon?” asked Emily. Avalon, she thought, stripped of all its lies.

“It was Avalon,” replied Meeray. “Now, shall we pay a trip to the beach? I hear it’s simply wonderful this time of year.”

As their footsteps echoed down lonely, dust-coated streets lined with the emaciated husks of petrified trees, Emily found herself thankful for Meeray’s magical cloak. Avalon’s aethereal shadow might have left her feeling nauseous, what with the island’s illusions creating an indecipherable, insecure shadow of conflicting ideas and observations, but here, in this forgotten, neglected sanctum there would be nothing but ghosts, scattered remnants of a world that was, drifting like fog. It was, like the Scar, a perfect nesting place for the cursed miasma of the Erebus.

“You said this was Avalon,” she said, trying to distract her thoughts from the simmering fire creeping across her shoulder. “How many more are there?”

“Who can say?” replied Meeray. “All I know is that this Avalon died and a new one emerged from its ashes. The wheel, as they say, never stops turning.”

Emily looked up to the ceiling, to the nest of supports and walkways holding aloft the Avalon she knew. At some point during her descent with Dante she must have passed through here without ever realising it. “But why leave it abandoned like this?” she asked. “There are hundreds of people living in Bolventor who could thrive in a place like this.”

“And that is a very good reason to keep them away, is it not?” replied Meeray without a moment’s pause. “If you hand people luxury, they will only ask for more. Stay your hand, however, and show them what could be theirs if they only try, and they shall aspire to greatness of their own accord.”

“I guess that makes sense,” she said. “People work their whole lives to reach Malkuth, so why should this place be any different?”

“Precisely.” Meeray beamed, seemingly thrilled he had found someone who shared his mindset. “Paradise is not free. Everything has its price.”

Emily wondered what price those women he smuggled to the surface had to pay. How many had he sold on the idea of paradise just so the Fortunate Isles could stick them in scant clothing for some insidious propaganda video? How many had he promised a better life, free of poverty and suffering, if only they would offer their bodies to whoever demanded the pleasure? And how many wore a smile to hide the hatred for their empty, fabricated lives? Of this whole, rotten world?

Erebus, hear our call...

Her shoulder flared, a blazing beacon in the lifeless purgatory, ready to summon an inescapable tsunami of despair, a cursed fog drawn to the cold fire, like-to-like.

But, if the Erebus were here, it did not come.

Nor, it seemed, did the security drones, or any other suggestion of the Sultan’s power. “How can they not see that there’s a whole other world down here?” she asked as they passed through this Avalon’s Residential district, its holiday villas and community plazas little more than lifeless shells and dried fountains. “Or up here,” she added. “I guess it depends on where you’re looking from!”

“Those of us who need to know, know,” replied Meeray. “The Sultan does not need to know.”

It was the sort of evasive answer Emily herself might have used if Phoenix Rogan was trying to unearth contradictions in her fabricated life story. Unlike Phoenix, however, who had to rely on cross-referencing her extensive database of information, Emily had more subtle, more immediate means of peeling back the layers of lies. Reaching out, she took Meeray’s hand in her own, playing it as nervousness, as if she were afraid of what she was hearing and needed his support. As he met her eyes, she bit her lip, looked away, forced a blush. You don’t need Ketos, it said.

Ahead of them, past a forest of pillars supporting the island above, lay the remains of a beach, its sands shimmering blue beneath the underground light. Nearby, standing alone in the transmatter forest like some ancient holy shrine, was one of the sterile white buildings the people of Avalon called a ‘Cleansing Clinic’, its spire piercing the ceiling above like a syringe.

“I never did find out what those things were for,” said Emily.

“You could say they allow people to live their lives without any”—the corners of Meeray’s smile twitched, forming a momentary grin, a flicker of knowing that prickled Emily’s skin with revulsion—”lingering doubts. Paradise requires careful maintenance, after all.”

The remains of its ocean were proof of that. Drained of its contents it was now little more than an empty basin, half a kilometre wide, ringing with the drip-drip of water leaking from its successor above. A series of canals and piping along its surface hinted at the mechanisms that had once provided the illusion of waves lapping against the beach. Across the other side of the basin, a flat, circular wall rose to meet the ceiling, marking the end of paradise, of this giant, underground tomb.

Beyond it laid the outside world. The real world. And, perhaps, Ketos. The truth.

“This can be rather treacherous,” said Meeray, leading the way down the beach and into the basin. He wasn’t lying. The ground was almost as frictionless as Dante’s cloak and, at its base, slick with water. Even when she chose her steps carefully, Emily found herself reaching for Meeray’s support, clinging to him like an inept child on a winter’s day.

It was, she realised, too good an opportunity to waste.

“Jonas!” she cried, letting herself slip in one of the shallow puddles. As she fell, she pulled Meeray with her. It was like a scene from one of those stupid romance movies where the would-be couple found themselves in a suggestive position. Emily laughed as the ice-cold water seeped inside Dante’s cloak. Hovering inches above her chest, Meeray’s sculpted face flushed with embarrassment. Gods, she wanted to smash her boot into it.

With lips clenched and jaw tight, like a man marching towards a Sophist execution, Meeray picked himself up and, finding his footing, offered Emily his hand. Forcing her own blush, she accepted. Brushing sodden, stale-smelling strands of hair from her face, she said, “I’ll need a shower after this. And some new clothes.”

His eyes flicked down to her body for the slightest moment before snapping back to her face. “My facilities will be at your complete disposal,” he said, hiding his fantasies behind that same, damned smile.  “It won’t be long now. My private retreat is just ahead.”

“You never told me you were talking me back to your place,” she offered with a wink. “If I’d known this was a date, I would have dressed appropriately.”

A Maiden didn’t need subtlety. Meeray, desperate to preserve his illusion of innocence, turned away. “It’s the only place I can guarantee your safety,” he said.

Emily—was this really Emily?—clutched his hand. If only Freyr could see her now!

She glanced over her shoulder, suddenly paranoid of watching eyes. Freyr would have approved, but everyone else? Everyone who knew her as Emily? Or as the Macha? What would they think? What would they see?

She forced her worries aside; she had a job to do. She had a soul to scry.

At the end of the basin, Meeray located a narrow crack in the cavern wall, not unlike the secret passage he had unveiled on the outskirts of Bolventor. Here, however, there was no elevator, but a series of doors and cramped corridors.

“This is quite the retreat,” said Emily, ducking to avoid a low-hanging archway. One worthy of an Oracle, no less. “I hope we don’t have to pop out for a takeaway!”

“I can assure you my facilities are entirely self-sufficient,” replied Meeray, her casual flirting rebounding off his practised exterior. Even Dante wasn’t this obtuse.

“I bet you tell that to all the girls.”

“You are the first I have brought back here,” he replied. “It’s...” He paused, again letting the slightest of truths flicker across his face. “It would get me into an awful lot of trouble if I did.”

Emily—or was it Macha? Or Aliza? WHO?—squeezed his hand. “Sounds like you’ve got a lot of catching up to do.”

He deflected her smile with a frown. “Here,” he said, indicating a door ahead of them. It had a dull sheen, a deep-sea teal that reminded Emily of the vaults and shelters beneath Torsten. Meeray placed his hand on the surface and, with a hydraulic hiss and creak of gears, the door opened.

~*~

The cell was only two metres square, with a bench along one wall and a bucket in the opposite corner, its rim smeared with dirt. Overhead, a single circle of white light hummed a headache-inducing pitch above silence. Dante, shivering with cold, picked at the elixium scab on his cheek. His breaths, sharp and shallow, spread across the room, ragged clouds of grey rising to dissipate in the all-consuming light.

This was all his fault.

Byron sat hunched on the edge of the bench, playing with a steel grey figure that hung from a chain around his neck. He had made no efforts to hide his disdain towards Dante since their arrest. Lance, meanwhile, had somehow survived the ordeal with his smile intact. Presently, he was running his fingers along the wall.

“Maybe I should just throw myself at it,” he said, taking a step back before launching himself forward and cracking his arm against a thoroughly solid wall. Byron rolled his eyes in response and muttered something beneath his breath.

Had Dante his cellular he might have been able to scan the wall for weaknesses, maybe even fool the controls that morphed it into a door, but the men who arrested them had stripped them of all their technological advantages. They had even deemed Lance’s coat, with its neon trimming, a threat. Dante was thankful he had left his own in Emily’s hands.

He closed his eyes and tried to picture where she might be, but the smell, the sound, the very room itself crushed any hopes he had of focusing his thoughts. He wondered if they had designed it that way. There wasn’t much point in locking somebody in a room if they could just project their consciousness elsewhere.

One person who could do precisely that, Dante now realised, was Captain Espinosa. She had followed them into the dungeon, invisible to their captors, with a stern promise to watch over things and keep them safe. The Sultan wanted to use them to force Emily’s surrender, she explained, insisting, despite Byron’s protests and Dante’s guilt, that there was little they could have done to avoid capture. In fact, she welcomed it.

“Now we’ll see how far he’s willing to go,” she had explained, before stepping through the prison’s wall as if it were an illusion of aethex.

Lance, whose efforts to emulate her escape had left him rubbing his arm, sat down next to Byron. “I don’t get it, duders,” he said, “Ms E just stepped through that wall as if it wasn’t even there.”

“Astral projection,” mumbled Byron.

“What’s that? Some kind of crazy Malkuth thing?”

Had Dante the skill, had he the knowledge and the power, maybe he could have cast aside the prison’s distractions and opened his eyes to that other, immaterial world. Instead, all he could do was wait for somebody to come and rescue him. He was as useless now as he had been the night his mother surrendered herself to Pleiades. As if he thought he could save her! That he could save anybody.

“Hey, Ms E! Any news?”

Dante looked up; in all of a heartbeat, Ms Espinosa had appeared in the corner of the room. Had he not known better, had he been as blind and in denial as he had been a week ago, he would have thought her there in the flesh, but now he could accept the truth the signs were obvious, none more so than the colour of her eyes. Where in the material world they were the dull brown of summer soil, here they glistened the vivid green of a ripening apple, bobbing from its stem in the spring breeze.

“The Sultan has decided to put you on display in the coliseum,” she explained, concise as ever. “He believes it will draw Emily out of hiding.”

Byron looked up at mention of Emily’s name. “Has there been no word on her whereabouts?” he asked.

Ms Espinosa shook her head. Her olive skin was perhaps a tone darker than usual, too, but her hair, voluminous and dark, still shimmered with a hint of twilight. “Without a thorough understanding of the arts Jonas Mireille is using to cloak his presence, there is little any of us can do but comb the island one level at a time and hope we chance upon them,” she replied.

Byron returned to his pendant with a pained scowl.

“So, when’s the big show?” asked Lance.

“I would estimate in about forty seconds.”

Dante counted them. The moment he reached thirty-seven, the wall to the prison cell opened and the brute who shoved them inside jerked his thumb towards the corridor outside.

“It’s show time, boys,” he said, and they weren’t about to argue with a man who could crush their skulls on a whim.

Beyond his sight, Ms Espinosa kept pace behind her students as they trudged through the dungeon grotty corridors, their feet splashing through pools of water that danced with flickering, synthetic torchlight. The salty, boiled cabbage smell reminded Dante of the underground river that raced through Torsten’s catacombs. It was the scent of the ocean. He reached out and ran a finger along the wall. It felt like slime.

The prison guard, whose bear-like frame forced him to stoop down to avoid banging his head on the ceiling, stopped before a pair of heavy-set metal doors. As the dungeon rang with the sound of clanking bolts and clicking locks, Ms Espinosa’s aethereal form began to fade, as if she were disappearing into an invisible fog.

“It is one thing to hide from an ignorant oaf,” she explained, “but another to hide from a crowd. Rest assured, however, that we are not about to abandon you here and, should things not go to plan, we will be there for you.”

“Is there a plan?” asked Lance.

“Stall for time,” came Ms Espinosa’s distant, disembodied reply.

The prison guard, thinking Lance’s question was for him, laughed. “Yeah, the plan is you go out there and keep the punters ‘appy,” he said. “And, if you’re lucky, try not to get yerselves killed.”

With a loud creak, the doors ground open, revealing a short tunnel and, beyond it, one of the coliseum arenas Dante had spotted on the screens of Bolventor. As a rush of cool air washed over them and the smell the sea assaulted Dante’s nostrils, the guard stepped aside and gestured the three initiates towards their fate. “Good luck, boys,” he said, face cracking with a malicious, three-toothed grin.

“Orpheus, I am holding you personally accountable for anything that happens beyond this point,” said Byron, nudging the brim of his hat and starting down the tunnel.

“Chill, dude,” said Lance. “Maybe they just want us to play a card game.”

Dante, following behind them, hands in pockets, had doubts it would be that simple. More likely was the Sultan throwing them to some monster in the hope Emily would surrender to spare their lives.

Heart pounding, insides twisting, he closed his eyes and wondered where she might be. For all of a moment, for the slightest fraction of an instant, he thought he could see something, another place, a room maybe? Water. There was—

A roar of voices purged the images from his imagination, the whoops and hollers of a hundred—no, more like a thousand—spectators, watching over the arena from the stalls above. Dante had never seen so many people in one place and even Byron, no stranger to an audience, paled at the attention.

“Although I have always desired such a grand audience,” he said, “I doubt this one cares much for poetry.”

The arena itself was about seventy metres across by Dante’s estimate, not quite the length of a football pitch but somewhat wider and roughly circular in shape. They had emerged on a crescent of a beach, its sands a hard grey, like granite, and scattered with irregular rock formations, some reaching up the walls towards the audience. Twenty or so metres away, the beach dropped into a lake, its waters thick and murky, sloshing with simulated waves. Around the edges of the arena, splitting the audience stalls into even quarters, stood four columns, ten to fifteen metres in diameter. Supports, thought Dante, the elevators Katrina had mentioned that rose through every floor of Avalon’s central tower. If only they could reach one, then perhaps they could escape to the surface…

There was a crackle of fireworks and a blare of music as spotlights swept across the surface of the lake and up towards a balcony in the far stalls, where a solitary figure in a smart suit lifted his arms to cheers from the watching crowds.

“And now,” intoned a rumbling voice, “your host for this afternoon: Giovanni Veres!”

The man, who Dante presumed to be this Giovanni Veres, let the audience whoop a little longer, then silenced them with a single clap of his hands. “What a sight,” he said, voice rebounding around the arena. “What a sight. I can hardly believe it myself. Are you sure you’re not just projections?” He looked over his shoulder, “Are they projections?” he asked. “Are you sure? Really?” He turned back to his audience. “People of Bolventor!” he cried to another round of cheers. “At last, after all these years of watching from afar, the walls are down! After all these years of sitting in cramped rooms and run-down bars, gathered around screens and projections, you can witness the might of our finest warriors with your own eyes!”

“That’s strange,” said Byron, as the crowd cheered louder than ever. “Not a short while ago they would never even think to let such a rabble past the tower gates, and yet now…”

Dante noticed it too, how men and women who might never have passed judgement now whooped and hollered alongside a flustered minority of smart suits and pretty dresses. In his obsession to bring Emily out of the shadows, the Sultan had cast aside all the rules of his underground society and opened the gates to anarchy.

“And here,” continued Giovanni Veres, “we present the first of our noble heroes, stepping up to win a fair maiden’s heart. From across the Malebolge and beyond the Wall, it’s the Gooolden Boy, Lance Allllgaaar!”

All at once, a trio of spotlights separated Lance from his peers. Not one to shy away from attention, he greeted the audience’s cheers with a broad smile and a wave. Before he had chance to say anything, however, the spotlights swung away and began a wild dance of the arena.

“And with him a man cloaked in shadows, whose scowl can break a thousand hearts, it’s the Dark Crusader, Daaahntay Ooorpheus!”

Unwanted centre of attention, Dante hid behind his mop of tangled hair and scowled, holding his breath until the lights resumed their dance.

“And last, but by no means least, the wild, the dangerous, the funky Cowboy from Hell, Beeeroon Dark-a-diieeee!”

Despite all the danger they now faced, Dante had to stifle a snort of laughter. Bee-ron? Bee-ron Dark-a-die? Byron himself, who had until that moment lifted his chin as if in expectation of applause, pulled his hat down over his flustered face. “This,” he muttered, “is the most embarrassing day of my life.”

The embarrassment was, at least, short lived, as the spotlights swung again to focus on the balcony and Giovanni Veres. “And now, to introduce our gladiator, the man himself, the Great Keanu, the Big Cat of Bolventor, Kuuurshid Sultan!”

Giovanni Veres stepped aside as another figure moved into the spotlight. Though too distant for Dante to make out any details, he had no doubts that this was the man responsible for all their troubles. Byron could blame it on his housemate all he wanted, but, in the end, it was the Sultan who brought them here, the Sultan who chased Emily into hiding. Were Dante a true hero, were he an officer of Seelie, like his mother, he would have raced across the grey beach, thrown himself across the lake, and had the fiend’s head in his hands before he could even move a muscle.

At least, that was how it played out in his head. Reality, for all its oddities, still had rules.

The Sultan raised his hand to the cheering crowd. “I thank you all for coming,” he said. “For all your lives, you have looked to this tower with envious eyes, wishing for the day when you can enter its walls. Today, I have granted that wish. And what better way to welcome you all here than with one of our finest gladiators?”

Lights spun around the arena, a rainbow of shapes and colours that reminded Dante of the World’s End and its carefree crowds. Ahead of them, the lake churned.

“You know him as well as I do, and now you shall see him in the flesh! Presenting the first gatekeeper of this tournament, the Monster of the Deep, the All-consuming Whirlpool … Chaaar-rib-adis!”

Fireworks flashed, the crowd cheered. Lance turned to Byron. “What’s a char-ribby-dis?” he asked.

With one final twirl, the spotlights settled, one by one, on the swirling waters, where a maw of gaping, spear-like teeth rose, jagged rocks in a storm-swept sea. Then, with a splash so mighty Dante could feel flecks of water from the other side of the arena, a bulbous mass flipped out of the lake, eight tree-trunk tentacles following after it. Its throbbing, mottled body the size of a small truck and with bulbous yellow eyes gloating in the audience’s frenzy, the beast Dante had spied on screens across Bolventor emerged.

“That,” said Byron, “is Charybdis.”

~*~

The moor stretched out into the grey mists of rainfall, a hilly expanse of overgrown fields littered with clumps of woodland, green and natural, untouched by the hands of human hubris. With a sharp flash, a stream of purple lightning raced across churning storm clouds, a low rumble of thunder in its wake.

“It’s quite the view, isn’t it?” said Jonas Meeray. “A shame about the weather, though. You can see all the way to the ocean on those rare days the sun blesses us with its presence.”

Emily gripped the balcony railing. Given a choice, she would have happily traded the shelter of his little retreat for the tempest outside. It was here, at the very edge of Avalon, in the walls that held the island aloft, that Jonas Meeray had built his shrine—no, his temple—to all she despised, Emily and Macha and Aliza as one. Vendors adorned every corner of the room, between them a host of control panels and computer consoles, simulation chambers and stimulation capsules, podiums and pedestals ready to project detailed schematics of Avalon and Bolventor and all that walked their streets. Besides the view through the window, which stretched the full width of the room, the only hint of the natural world came from the pool below the balcony, shimmering beneath strips of fabricated sunlight—but, even then, its crystal-blue waters stank of noxious chemicals strong enough to strip a body of sweat and dirt and dye within minutes.

But none of that, not the scale of the technology at Meeray’s disposal, nor the scope of its implications, left her feeling as cold as the septet of figures that moved around the room, pale of skin and subtle of form, with only the slightest of silken scraps to spare their modesty. As Meeray took Emily’s arm and led her down the balcony steps, the synthetic dolls moved to greet him, their faces empty of expression, their eyes devoid of soul.

“Girls,” he said, as they gathered around him like children waiting for their master’s instruction, “I would like you to meet A—Emily, our guest for the afternoon.”

One of the girls placed her hand on Emily’s arm. She had the smile of a Maiden, even the voice of a Maiden, and yet… “Would you care for some refreshments?” she asked.

“I’m fine,” replied Emily. Macha, however, wanted to scream, to reach out and grab the girl by her shoulders, to shake her, demand to know her name. Not that she would have a name. That was the problem.

When another girl stepped forward to run a cold finger down her cheek, the Macha almost got her chance. “You should bathe,” said the girl as she studied the sweat and dirt and dye on her finger. “Come, let us cleanse you.”

“Yes,” said the others in unison, as if all their minds were linked as one, “let us cleanse you.”

Meeray cleared his throat. His cheeks flushed red with embarrassment—or was it something else? Of course it was! Only Aliza could be so naïve to think otherwise. The Macha, however, could recognise that look anywhere. It was the look of a man struggling to contain the bulging hot fantasy desperate to escape his pants. “Ladies,” he said, “if you would excuse me, I have a few matters to attend to. In the meantime, Emily,” he inclined his head, tried to hide his true thoughts behind that snivelling smile, “my facilities are at your disposal.”

His ‘facilities’. Macha’s hand reached for her knife, felt its familiar shape fit perfectly between her fingers.

No! They needed him alive! You couldn’t scry a dead man—well, they couldn’t. Macha didn’t care what the other two thought, but they outnumbered her. The knife remained at her side.

Soon, though. Soon.

She watched his back as he moved to an alcove beneath the balcony, leaving her on the edge of his magic field. One step back and she would be free of its influence, free to cast her thoughts into the aether, to scream out and summon all and sundry to her location, Seelie and the Sultan and any others who cared to intervene. Perhaps even Ketos.

But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Whether she wanted to or not, she had to face this trial alone. Only she could do this. Only a seer. Only a Maiden.

Meeray stood before some kind of altar, a shrine of crystal-blue to match the pool behind him. As he picked up what looked like a small statue or idol in one hand, and clasped the magic crystal of Ketos in the other, she realised what he was doing, what this place was, and why it was here, on the border of Avalon. The moment he placed the crystal in the idol, she cast her eyes into the aether to confirm it, just in time to see the sphere of magic that shielded her from the outside world spread wide, its power seeping into every corner of the room. Of the temple. Of the node.

The Macha had seen her fair share of magic circles in her life, most recently within the Scar, but none on a scale such as this, none so vast as to encircle an entire society. Beneath the shadow of the world, in the layers of the aether deeper than dreams, the currents of the world’s soul surged, a cyclone of magic, of words potent and ideas powerful, a storm as violent and unstoppable as the ocean tides. And this place, this temple, was one of the nodes that controlled that flow, focused it, empowered it.

She cast her mind back to her trip in the gondola that morning, back when her only plan for the day had been to tease out Dante’s talents. Looking down on the island now, it was all so obvious. Just as the cult of Alastor had built their temple to cast a single spell, the architects of Avalon had designed their paradise to support the magic that flowed beneath it. Those streets and forests, towers and cathedrals—all of it served a single purpose: to shape a circle of magic, to keep the cycle spinning.

A cycle now infused with the magic of Ketos, amplifying it.

I can see! the unknown voice called from across the moors. I can see it all! Hurry! Escape! She is coming! She is coming!

Aliza wanted nothing more than to heed her advice. While Meeray stood praying at his altar, she could easily escape. There was a door not twenty metres away on the opposite side of the pool, leading out to a docking platform slick with rainwater. If Avalon was the man-made mountain she assumed it was, she could then climb down to the moors, braving the storm to chase after her mysterious benefactor, to leave behind Avalon and Bolventor and all their lies and deceptions.

But she didn’t. She couldn’t. Whether she wanted to or not, she had to face the trial before her. If she didn’t do this, if she didn’t scry the secrets of Jonas Meeray and uncover the schemes of Ketos, she would have to return to Avalon and scry the secrets of her friends. She was, as the saying went, caught between the Erebus and the deep, dark sea.

Dante’s cloak was the first thing to go. The sooner she detached herself from his memory the better. Then she pulled off her belt, her skirt and the knife she hid beneath it. The synthetics, realising what she was doing, tried to help. One brought her a chair so she could unlace her boots. After kicking them free, she pulled off her slacks and unzipped her tunic. The synthetics pawed at her exposed skin, at the places where she never applied her dye. She wondered if they realised who she really was, what she really was.

Meeray, eyes fixed on his altar, clasped his hands in prayer to Ketos or who-knew-what. Maybe he was trying to summon his master. Maybe he thought to end this before temptation got the better of him. Before the mask shattered, and the truth spilled free.

Emily stood—no, not Emily. Not now. Not here. Not like this. Emily Fomalhaut would remain unblemished. Pure.

Kicking her underwear aside, she stepped into the pool. Without so much as a word, the synthetics followed. They would cleanse her as promised. They, of all people, would remove the lie. It was, after all, only cheap shit from an undertown market, nothing fancy, nothing permanent. It was a miracle nobody had even seen through it. Enough of a miracle, perhaps, that she had to wonder if Prince Freyr had woven it into his spell.

But, if they saw her now, if they saw her like this, pale of skin and silver of hair, they would realise Emily Fomalhaut was just a mask, a lie as blatant as the blue skies of Avalon. If they saw her now, if they saw her like this, naked of form and perfect of body, they would realise she was Aliza Adel, and Freyr’s magic, the glamour that obscured her past and the black wings that burned across her shoulder, would shatter, never to be repaired.

She rose from the dye-clouded water to find Jonas Meeray still at his altar, still praying to his divine benefactor, still desperate to maintain his mask, cling to his purity. His words had become a rambling, mumbled plea. Please, save me, Lady Ketos. Not here. Not now.

But he didn’t have a choice. The mask had to break. It had to shatter into a billion fragments so she could reach inside his soul and tear out the truth. There was no other alternative.

With a smile on her face, she started to hum, to sing a wordless song. Around her, the seven girls took her hair as if it were a gown, flowing out behind her. It was like a scene from some old painting, a vision of a goddess, maidens tending to her divine beauty. As her song reached his ears, Meeray twitched. The mask was breaking. The lust was overwhelming.

Emily hated it. She turned her back in disgust and shame. This was not what Fomalhaut would have wanted of her. The Macha fumed. She wanted no part in this. It would have been easier to just kill him. And Aliza? Aliza sobbed. This was the very thing her mother tried to hide from her. This was the world Aliana Adel knew, and the world she had told her daughter was harsh and vicious and cruel.

But none of them mattered now. And, really, was sacrificing a little personal dignity all that much to ask for when the future of the world was at stake?

With her sisters following in her wake, she moved to the edge of the pool, to where Meeray himself was but an arm’s reach away. Drawing notes from the depths of her lungs, she pulled herself out of the water, let it cascade down her body, spill across the floor, reaching towards him, grasping for him, pleading.

Then Jonas Meeray turned, if only to catch her from the corner of his eye, and what little remained of the mask scattered into the winds.

She reached out a hand, an invitation to join her, to surrender himself to her care, his soul to hers.

No one could resist a Maiden.

Such was their purpose.

Such was their reason.

Such was their curse.

40: Samsara



Water slopped against the beach as the audience settled into a suspenseful silence. From all around the stands Dante could hear the babbling of two overeager commentators assessing the situation in the arena. Charybdis, sitting in the middle of the artificial lake, watched the three initiates with large, unblinking eyes.

“So, eh, what do we do now?” asked Lance, invisible microphones picking up his voice and amplifying it through the arena. “Are we supposed to, like, beat Charlie there up or something? Because there’s no way I’m risking a shirt like this in water like that.”

A murmur spread throughout the crowd, a sharp hiss of shocked gasps and hurried whispers, commentators aghast. Charlie? they were asking themselves. Did he really call him—

“Charlie?” The gruff, disapproving voice heaved across the coliseum, drowning out the chatter. “Charlie? You’d better watch your mouth, kiddo, or I’ll ‘av ya tongue out!”

“Dude,” Lance looked to Byron, Byron to Lance, Lance to Dante. “If that wasn’t any of us, who was it?”

Byron replied with the slightest nod of the head towards the monster. Lance followed his gaze, then looked back to Byron and shook his head. “No way, dude. I was in the militia. Those things don’t talk!”

Dante steadied his breathing. He’d seen this multiple times now. Common sense told him—as the Saptamatrikas would—that it was an illusion of artificial intelligence, a manufactured personality sealed inside an automatous form, but there was something else, something about the eyes, they way they glowed with a vicious malice, a cruel sentience, a soul.

“Maybe there’s somebody inside it,” he offered. “A pilot.” It was a stupid suggestion, really—the truth was obvious—but he didn’t know what else to say.

“A pilot?” The arena trembled with laughter, with the deep and hearty gwa-ha-ha of a drunken lout watching events play out across the White Rabbit’s wallscreen. “What d'ya think I am, some kind of drakonic? Let me assure you, kiddo,”—the creature whipped its tentacles across the lake and onto the beach, then started dragging itself out of the water—”that this is as real as it gets. Body, tooth an’ nail. Not that I ‘av nails!”

The audience laughed and the beast, eyes creased as if with affection, raised a tentacle in salute. One woman screamed a declaration of undying love.

“Well done, Orpheus,” said Byron with a shake of his head. “Once again you have proven your utter and complete ignorance. Would you like to embarrass us further, or shall I fall upon my sword for all our sakes?”

“C’mon, dude,” said Lance, “there’s no need to get all shirty.”

“As if you are much better! All this time in Bolventor and you never thought to notice the pantomime played out across every screen?”

“To be fair, dude, I was too busy learning to play cards.”

“Cards?”

With a crack like thunder, a rock struck the wall behind them. “Oi!” bellowed the monster, “you’re supposed to be fightin’ me, not each other!”

Byron huffed and, with a tug of his waistcoat, stepped forward. “I suggest the two of you leave this to me,” he said. “These games are as much a battle of wits as they are brawn, and I doubt you have enough of either to muster up much of a fight.”

Before Lance could protest, the poet swaggered off towards the monster. Halfway there, he removed his hat and bowed. “I apologise for my fellows’ ignorable behaviour,” he said. “Your name is Charybdis, yes?”

“You better believe it!”

“As if I could doubt such an appropriate moniker. I wonder, perchance, does your sister has a pack of rabid dogs bursting forth from her genitals?”

While Lance stifled a childish snort and Dante creased his face in a mix of both confusion and embarrassment, the audience gasped.

“Least I ain’t called Brian,” the beast replied. “Not that I mean any disrespect, of course. I mean, you’re the bookies’ favourite—favourite to die first that is!” Its gwa-ha-ha rumbled through the arena. “Maybe we should call you Die-an!”

Judging from the wave of hysterics, this was the funniest thing the people of Bolventor had heard in years. The people of Bolventor, that was, and Lance Algar. “Die-an!” he spluttered. “That’s a classic!”

Byron placed his hat back on his head. “Now, now, let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” he said. “Your visage would not be the first I have skewered on this most unpredictable of sojourns, though it would certainly be a contender for the ugliest. I wonder, have you always resembled such a hideous beast, or were you caught putting your hands where they did not belong?”

“These ‘ands o’ mine’ve been in more places than you’ve seen, I bet! Ain’t that right, ladies?” With a hideous chuckle, the creature rolled its eyes to the audience, where several voices squealed their affections across the arena. “Best thing about ‘aving eight of ‘em, if ya know what I mean!”

“Quite,” replied Byron with an air of disbelief—or perhaps a wince of nausea at the thought. Dante, certainly, didn’t want to dwell on the image. “Then again, there are plentiful drugs out there that can convince even the most stalwart of minds that beauty and beast are one and the same. Perhaps you could recommend me your dealer?”

They continued on like this, jousting with childish putdowns as the crowd roared in appreciation, each blow more popular than the last, each witticism drawing the beast further from its watery lair and pulling Byron towards it, until at last they stood within striking distance of one another.

“I gotta say, it’s been fun, kiddo,” it said, “but, unless you’ve got some trick up yer sleeve, I’m afraid this is where you check out.”

“As if I would come this far only to lose a battle of wits to some lecherous octopian oaf.” With a flick of his wrist, Byron produced a sword, its blade slender and long, and raised it in salute. “They say a razor sharp wit demands a razor-sharp blade, and mine shall pluck out those meandering eyes of yours and roast them upon an open fire.”

His bravado did not last. The beast outnumbered him, at least in limbs, and a quick feint with its tentacles was enough to put the poet on his back. Pinning down his arms and legs with half his limbs, the monster raised the rest over its head, priming them for a killer blow. Dante, sweat dripping down the sides of his face, looked to the audience stalls. Ms Espinosa said Seelie would be there if things did not go to plan—but then Seelie had also abandoned his mother, that night she surrendered herself to Arided…

The creature’s tentacles quivered, ready to rain down upon Byron and beat his body to a bloody pulp. The audience, many on the edge of their seats, fell silent in anticipation. Even the commentators held their breath.

And then the stalls echoed with laughter. Byron’s laughter.

“You have my sympathies,” he said. “I can feel the murderous intent flowing through your limbs. However, we both know my untimely death shall only drive Emily further from your grasp.”

“You what?” said the octopus. “Emily? Who the bleedin’ ‘ell‘s Emily?” It flapped an exasperated tentacle over its forehead. “Don’t tell me they’ve brought me the wrong bloody geezers.”

Far from it, but Dante wasn’t about to betray Emily’s secret, least of all to some synthetic beast. With the bewildered. babbling commentators distracting the audience with their thoughts on this unexpected twist in the tale, he started to creep around the edge of the arena, searching for a bunker to lie low in, a rock to hide behind. Lance, thinking it some secret plot, gave a thumbs up and mirrored his movements.

Byron, meanwhile, continued to laugh, undaunted by the mass of tentacle wrapped around him. “It would seem this Jonas Mireille fellow has fooled you all,” he said.

“You bet he bloody has!” agreed the beast, slinking back towards the lake and loosening his grip enough so Byron could escape. “Not that I didn’t warn them. Mr Mireille’s a slippery customer, I told ‘em. Has a way with the ladies, I said. Figured he’d make a break for it the moment he got his grubby mitts on a fit bird. Bastard’s probably banging ‘er right now, trying ta make up for all those bints he coun’t ever touch.”

Dante hunkered down behind a jutting grey rock and took a deep breath to calm his nerves. If only the beast knew what Emily was really like! Jonas Mireille could have been the most attractive man in all the world, with magic more powerful than any faerie, but she would have still turned her head to his advances. Emily wasn’t that easy. She wasn’t like Kaori and Ceres. She was a kind, pure-hearted young woman. Anything else was just an act. The way she treated Jonas? Just an act. She was using him to get to Katrina, nothing more. Using him…

He clenched his eyes shut, tried to block out the cascade of thoughts, of contradictions and counter-arguments. Emily wasn’t like that. Emily…

He saw her standing there, her pale, naked shoulder burning with the black flames of the Erebus, with the Brand that cursed his mother. Emily. Aliza. Macha. Emily. Macha. Aliza…

What if she had? What if … what if she…

All he could see was a tangled thread of bodies, reaching out towards one another, thrusting, gyrating forms locked in a perpetual moment of surrender, gasping, groaning. Joy.

Cold sweat poured down his face, his breaths came ragged, distressed. It was just his imagination, he told himself. His fear. She wasn’t like that. Opheli—Emily wasn’t like that!

All around him, the beast’s laughter filled the arena, a gwa-ha-ha to mock the ignorant child who so wanted to believe himself a man.

~*~

A child, fleeing the ocean, face flecked with dirt and blood, clutching the fragment of a lost age to his chest. A boy, watching as his sisters stepped through the palace gates, worthy of the world above. A young man, cast down into the earth, battered and broken and gasping for breath, clawing at the slag in search of riches. The images flashed by, one after another, a deluge of memories welling up from the moments between quickening heartbeats. Walls cracked, barriers crumbled, masks shattered.

A boy, cowering in shadows as a gang of thugs slipped his father a handful of maku for the pleasure of violating his wife. A young man, thoughts as raw and bloody as his knuckles, beating the dirt as if it were his father’s face. A child, clinging to his mother, the only light in his world. The Maiden saw it all, an endless cycle, a wheel that never stopped. All he ever wanted, she could provide. All she ever needed, he would surrender. The price no longer mattered to her. She would pay, and she would be free.

A young man tumbled through the mines, choking the last slither of life from his brother’s twitching body. A child, cheeks raw with loathing, at knowing what was to come, turned his back on his family and fled sobbing into the dark. A boy, starved and beaten, crawled towards the light.

“I can help you,” said the woman, her skin pale as snow, her eyes like precious gemstones, her smile irresistible. “I can save you. Just take my hand.”

The boy reached out. All he ever wanted, all he ever desired, and all he had to do was take her hand, surrender himself, his soul…

The Maiden stood upon the fields of Avalon, silver hair flowing in the summer breeze. Ahead of her, a single tower thrust its way towards the heavens, its faceted walls a rainbow of recollection and regret, desire and despair, its roots drenched in a thick fog of faces, wraiths of the women Jonas Mireille had deceived, a mist of memories he held close to his heart, but could never let inside.

But she was different. She was everything he ever wanted, everything he ever dreamed. He could not deny her. Jaw clenched, back straight and chin held high, she started towards the tower, her naked body luminous in its beauty, irresistible in its perfection.

She was on the verge of entering the fog when a cold, gentle trace of fingers brushed against her leg. Turning, she saw, sprawled out in her shadow, a breathless corpse of a figure, her rotten skin draped over bones that would shatter under the slightest touch, her hair so overgrown and tangled that it resembled a mottle mass of seaweed. But her eyes—her eyes shone bright in sunken sockets, a brilliant blue so pale as to appear almost white.

“Don’t!” she said, her voice weak and pleading, yet somehow familiar. The voice that had promised Emily Fomalhaut her protection. “He is connected.”

“I have to,” replied the Maiden. “I’m the only one who can do this. People are depending on me.”

The world was depending on her.

The figure’s arm slipped to her side. She did not have the strength to argue, only to watch with those sad, forgotten eyes. Emily Fomalhaut might have heeded her warning, taken the time to ask her name, wonder how a person could end up in such a state of mind and body and spirit, but then Emily Fomalhaut would never have lowered herself to this, never have cast aside her dignity to please a man she despised.

With jaw clenched, back straight and chin held high, the Maiden turned back to the fogs, to the fragments of false friendship Jonas Mireille had collected to shield his lonely heart from the outside world. And, as she stepped into their midst, she saw for herself the things he had told them and the lies he had sold them, filtered through the lens of his own, twisted fantasy.

“You can take me to Malkuth?” asked one, her eyes wide with a youthful innocence, her body slender and pale, still to ripen. Fresh.

“You deserve nothing less,” he said, running his fingers through her soft, silken hair, a river of gold tied with a bright red bow and worth almost as much.

“I don’t know,” said another, studying her reflection in the mirror. “It’s a little … it’s not me. And I can hardly breathe.”

Behind her, away from her line of sight, Mireille let his eyes wander down her curves. She filled the dress out rather well. “You look wonderful,” he said. Irresistible, in fact. Veres would be pleased. “And it’s a small price to pay to live under blue skies, don’t you think?”

“Blue skies?” asked a third. “But my grandma told me they were a myth.”

Mireille smiled. She wasn’t the most attractive of girls, but sometimes the customers liked things a little rough around the edges, a little “down and dirty”. He reached for the elevator controls. “Then this may come as a shock,” he said.

Avalon’s sunlight caught the golden streaks in her hair, turning the dull blonde a vibrant red. Of all the girls he had fished out of the depths, Mireille was certain she was the most beautiful. She turned her petite, freckled face towards him and plucked a curl of hair between her fingers, stroked it, teased it. Him.

“Are you sure there’s nothing I can do to thank you?” she asked, flashing him a knowing smile.

Plenty, he thought and, in his fantasies, she offered it all and more. In his memories, however, he shook his head and turned her down with a sad frown. “I am afraid that would get me into an awful lot of trouble,” he told her. It was the same thing he told all of them. He had no other choice.

But, even if he did, even if he could take every last one of them, his hunger would never be satiated—because he knew they would never compare to her. No one ever could.

The Maiden walked a long, low-lit corridor, its ceiling arched like the roof of a church. Beside her and in front of her, as if she were both living the memory and watching from afar, Mireille and his companions walked a slow, pondering march. A funeral march.

“You knew the rules,” said one. She didn’t recognise his voice, or his face, but she knew his name was Morgan Penfold. He, like Jonas Mireille, had an almost uncanny look about him, an unnatural, almost sculpted beauty. A synthetic beauty.

“But it wasn’t … I didn’t!” protested another—Jory Pryce—who, again, shared that same, pallid, synthetic appearance. “She loved me!”

Mireille chortled. Here, in this place far beyond his lies, his voice took on a darker tone. “She never loved you,” he said. “She was using you to get to the surface, just like the rest. All they’re after is kudos.”

“Kudos?” asked the girl with the red-gold hair. “I can give you more than kudos, Jonny.”

He forced that smile, that same, polite smile he always used. “There are rules,” he said.

“Rules?” the octopus squawked, a boisterous gwa-ha-ha. “You poor sod. They could’ve at least chopped yer balls off!”

“It’s no big deal,” he replied, dropping the glowing sphere into the pit. “It’s my job.”

The ape perched the sphere between its tombstone teeth, then bit down. With a harsh crack and a silent scream, the orb shattered, splattering the monster’s face with dripping globules of green ooze. “Some job,” it said, wiping its mouth with the back of its arm. “And what’s in it for you?”

“My work is its own reward.”

The lizard-bird raised an ivory eyebrow. It didn’t believe him. Mireille looked down at the sphere in his hands, the twisting, caged shadow in its synthetic prison. One failure, one moment of weakness, and that would be him.

He watched as the girl with red-gold hair entered the white room and jumped into the chair at its centre. The doctor smiled at her as he swiped through her readouts. “Had a busy night, I see,” he said.

“The usual,” she replied with a knowing smirk. “I ran into that delegation from Malkuth. They don’t get out much, do they?”

“It’s a very stale culture,” said the doctor as he tilted back her chair until she faced the ceiling. The silk robe clung to her body, accentuating her breasts. Women like her, young and perky, bodies unblemished by motherhood, were always popular with the Malkuthians. The doctor swiped aside another readout. “But that’s the matriarchy for you,” he added. Watching from behind the one-way mirror, Mireille grinned at the irony.

Eyes fixed on the ceiling, the girl trembled as the lights dimmed. “Good job we’re here to show them a good time, right?” she said, the slightest note of apprehension in her voice.

“That it is,” said the doctor. As he stepped outside the circle, he caught Mireille’s eye and gave a nod of approval. This was a good haul, it said. She was a perfect catch.

She didn’t realise what was going on, of course. They never did. They thought they were there to cleanse their bodies of toxins, of the remnants of their previous night’s frolicking in all its forms. At no point did they notice the hands that reached out from the circle to snatch at their abdomens and pluck free the gleams of wandering souls who foolishly thought they had found the gateway to reincarnation. The wheel, as they said, never stopped turning.

“And you’re cleansed,” said the doctor. “Same time tomorrow?”

“Depends on when I get to sleep.”

Mireille, fists clenched with resentment, turned away. He had a job to do.

“But it was just a kiss!” said Jory. “A peck on the cheek! She can’t punish me for that! She can’t…”

Ahead of them stood the door to her inner sanctum, an emerald blade tall as a house. Beyond it lay the truth, the great secret sealed within Mireille’s heart, the knowledge so important, so powerful, that he would pray release from a Maiden’s allure just to keep it safe.

She felt the ripples reverberate through her body, sharp waves of sunlight followed by a cry. This was everything he ever wanted, everything he ever dreamed, and he would pay any price to make sure this moment would never end.

The door creaked open. The way was clear. The truth was hers.

The boy looked up towards the light and took its hand.

“Do you think there are things I do not see?”

The Matriarch sat upon her throne, a figure of such intense beauty, such age and majesty, that even the stars paled in her brilliance. She was to Maidens what Maidens were to humanity, an unobtainable perfection that demanded nothing else but complete and utter devotion. Before her, the four men trembled, mere tools of her whim. She was the angel who had rescued them from life and spared them from death, the goddess to whom they owed their bodies and their souls and their everything. She was the axis around which the wheel spun, the root from which Avalon grew, the will of Samsara, incarnate.

Mireille glanced at his associates. The last thing he needed was for her to question his loyalty. If she suspected, for even a second, that he had a power that was not hers, she would tear the soul from his body and feed it to his own pets.

Morgan stepped forward, hand reaching into his shirt. With all the strength he could muster, he cried, “You will love me! In the name of Ketos, you will be mine!”

Jory had betrayed her love. He had surrendered himself to another, if only for a moment. He couldn’t even meet her gaze.

“If it is a maedan’s love you desire,” she said, “then their love you shall receive.”

Mireille watched from his balcony as Jory thrashed about the pool, realising, at last, the price of his betrayal. One by one, the seven sisters slipped into the water, perfect in their every detail save for the void of their soul.

The crystal flew across the chamber and landed in the Matriarch’s outstretched hand. Her long, silver-white fingers curled around it. “You would dare challenge me? You would dare disrupt the wheel?”

One by one, her daughters emerged from the shadows of her sanctuary. Morgan, stammering for words, turned and stumbled towards the door.

It always started with pleasure. That was how they got to you. They gave you everything you ever dreamed of so you would beg the moment never end, and then they would take everything you ever had, steal everything you ever were.

Jory’s groans turned to screams. Once they had what they wanted, the rest of you didn’t matter. If anything, the terror made their job that much easier. A terrified soul begged for release. A terrified soul would accept any price.

They didn’t even give Morgan the pleasure of a moment’s paradise. Before he could even reach the door, they were on him like a pack of wild animals. Mireille turned away, memories of Jory’s fate still fresh in his mind. With a stomach-churning squelch, something landed by his foot, splashing a streak of red across the floor.

Naked bodies dripping wet with water and blood both, the seven sisters pulled themselves out of the pool and began scrubbing each other clean. Mireille, caught somewhere between arousal and disgust, turned on the pool decontamination system, then returned to business elsewhere.

The Matriarch held aloft the crystal and studied it with a frown. “Interesting,” she said. “This is not our design.” Her eyes snapped towards her remaining trio of subjects, to Mireille, praying she would not notice the power sleeping beneath his shirt. “I would hope no more of you are involved in this affair. Refining Jory Pryce’s successor is distraction enough.”

Mireille fell to his knees. He had never seen such beauty, not even in dreams. “I am yours to command,” he said, forehead touching the cold floor, so unworthy was he of her attention. “I beg of you, whatever you desire, I shall grant. My life is your life. My soul is your soul.”

“Love eludes your desperate grasp,” said the woman, her voice with a strength beyond power, a majesty to challenge even the Matriarch herself. Mireille dared to look up, but the moment he caught sight of her toes, of the tendrils of cobalt hair swaying in the unseen waters, he had to avert his eyes for fear the sight might burn them out. “Swear then oath unto my name,” she continued. “Maiden’s heart be your reward .”

“Ketos?” The Matriarch cocked her head. “Is that its name?”

“And what has this Ketos offered you?” asked the Sultan. “Power? Kudos?” He laughed. “Perhaps a woman?”

“What does it matter?” replied Mireille. “If you want to overthrow the Oracle, you will need my help.”

“And what do you propose?”

Still on his knees, Mireille replied, “I shall bring her to you, and you can claim her as your own.”

“And you think that will work?” asked the Sultan.

“I have watched her. She values her friends.”

The crystal shattered into a thousand fragments of grey dust. “How dare you suggest such a thing! This sanctum is scared. I will not have you defile it with some wrench of a maedan. I would rather see her dead, and the plans of this Ketos in ruins.”

“Well,” said the Sultan, “it seems the twins were not as persuasive as I hoped. Very well, Jonas, I will grant your wish.” He sat back in his chair, chuckled to himself, then slammed his hand on the table. “You are dismissed from your duty, Jonas Mireille! Go rot in the streets of Bolventor where you came from.” With a smile, he added, “Just let me known when you want to be ‘arrested’.”

Mireille bowed his head. “As you wish.”

“But,” said the Matriarch, “if you even think to betray me, I shall tear your soul to pieces myself. Never forget, Jonas Mireille, that I gave you life, and there are plenty of others who would offer all their soul to stand where you are now.”

“Midsummer morn, when sky falls dark,” she said. “Eyes shall turn to Avalon’s heights. There the spell shall be undone.”

Mireille looked up at the Sultan towering over him, guards flanking his sides, blades at the ready. Around them, the gathered patrons watched in silence, waiting for their master to dispense his judgement, to condemn the man who stole souls, the man who made monsters. All his sacrifices, all his schemes, all for nothing. He could feel the cold warmth of Ketos against his chest, but the moment he moved to claim it, to cast its spell across the watching crowd, the Sultan would have his head. And, if he surrendered, if the Sultan claimed that crystal for his own, removed Mireille from its protective influence, she would realise what he had done, that he had tried to betray her. He was, as some might say, caught between the Erebus and the deep, dark sea.

“You know, Jonas,” said the Sultan, “it hurts to see one of my own betray me, but it hurts even more to see that he betrayed me because of a woman. I could have given you women! I could have given you a whole harem to tend to your every need! But no, you had to turn on me. And for what? What wish did your master promise that I could not grant?”

“Bring me Aliza, bound or free, then granted your desires shall be.”

“Never forget, Jonas Mireille, that you are expendable.”

He felt her close to him, her body as warm as the sun, her breath as sweet as the spring. Even after all she had heard, she still trusted him. And then, without so much as a warning, she reached into his shirt and summoned the only thing that could save them both.

In the temple he called home, in that secret sanctuary where he worked the Matriarch’s orders, where he sacrificed souls to spin the wheel of Samsara, she emerged from the pool a vision of perfection, pale of skin and silver of hair, her voice a song to shatter any heart. Until now, until this moment, he thought he could resist her, that Aliza Adel was just a bronze-skinned, blue-haired mockery of a maedan—perhaps one whose genes had lost their potency from generations of breeding—but no. Nothing close. Instead, she was as pure and as perfect and as beautiful as any he had known. And, unlike the Oracle and her daughters, she had no ties to the Matriarch. She existed outside of the circle. With Aliza Adel, he could have everything he ever wanted without fear of consequence.

Outside that room, all the world wanted him dead. He had nothing to lose, nothing left to live for. No other choice.

And so Jonas Mireille fell to his knees and drank in paradise.

And so the Maiden cast aside her masks and drank in his soul.

“Was it worth it?”

The seer and the shadow stood stop atop the tower, atop that phallic declaration of Jonas Mireille’s lust. Dark winds buffeted a mess of silver hair across the Maiden’s face. “It was worth it,” she said.

High above, a single hairline fracture raced across the sky.

41: Unmasqued



The audience cheered as Byron’s rapier spun end-over-end across the arena, before stabbing the sand a few metres from Dante’s hiding space. The poet had fallen, his last quip little more than stammering denial. With a splash, he tumbled back into the lake, humiliated, hat falling to his side to drift on the water’s surface.

“So much for that sharp wit, ey?” said the octopus. “Serves yer right fer trying to take on the big boys. Now, who’s next?”

Dante wanted to step out from behind his rock and claim Byron’s sword as his own, to challenge the vile beast and its sordid insinuations, to show up its smears on Emily’s character as the lies they were. That was what his mother would have done, or any other officer—hero—of Seelie. No doubt they were watching him now, waiting to see how he reacted. There was, as they said, no better training than real life.

But it was Lance who made the first move. While Dante cowered, the lithe young man darted out of hiding to confront the beast unarmed. “Yo, Charlie!” he shouted. “Maybe you should try picking on someone your own size!”

It was a poor attack, but the creature took the bait. With a roar of “It ain’t Charlie, you little brat!”, it swung a tentacle in Lance’s direction, a low sweep with power enough to break a person’s legs.

But what Lance lacked in wit he made up for in gymnastics. As he ducked wild swings and dived low ones, he drew a snarl of frustration from the monster’s throat.

“Sit still while I beat you to a pulp!” it snapped, as its tentacle slammed into a rock, catching little more than Lance’s shadow.

“C’mon, Charlie, chillax already!”

But Lance, unlike Dante, had failed to notice the creature’s plan. While he was busy dodging its blows it had burrowed one of its tentacles into the sand. Then, as Lance danced around another volley of attacks, the ground beneath him exploded and a purple blur jerked his legs from underneath him. As he tumbled backwards with a warbling cry of surprise, the beast reared up, tentacles quivering, desperate for a kill.

Realising this was his one and only chance, Dante broke from cover, snatched up Byron’s rapier and charged. A single blow to the back of the head would do it, he thought, a needle-fine thrust into the beast’s central processing unit, or whatever it was that gave it life.

As he leapt to strike, a tentacle lashed out of nowhere and struck him in the chest. Byron’s sword slipping from his grasp, he crashed into the sand, chest burning with pain.

“And what do we have here?” said the octopus, pivoting to face him, its bulbous body a behemoth of blubber dripping with slime and seawater. Beneath its bulk, a maw of knives and skewers clattered and clanged with anticipation. As the smell of rotting flesh reached his lungs, Dante felt his stomach lurch. Before he could even think to escape, the beast seized his leg and hoisted him aloft.

“Thought you could hide away while your mates did all the hard work, did ya?” it said, its gluttonous eye filling Dante’s vision, a luminous orb of liquid yellow split with blood-red cruelty. “Pathetic! The ladies ain’t gonna look twice at a coward like you.” It tightened its grip on Dante’s leg, sending a scream of pain sweeping through his body. “No wonder that bint ran off with Mr Mireille. He’s the epitome of manhood compared to you!”

This close, the gwa-ha-ha of its laughter was like a rain of steel fists slamming into Dante’s battered abdomen. He felt what little he’d eaten that day stir inside him, his throat convulse with the bitter taste of bile. With a violent splutter, a half-eaten takeaway meal spilled over the sand.

“I know how ya feel,” said the octopus. “The thought of a pretty girl like ‘er bent over a table, pleading with a bloke like ‘im to do it harder, harder, harder!” It started to make obscene noises, mock groans of pleasure interspersed with its cackling laughter. “Bet the little whore can’t get enough of it. I tell, ya, if I get my hands on her…”

Dante hung there, helpless before the beast’s laughter, the cheers of the audience—and the watching eyes of Seelie. A tickle of bile ran down his cheek and into his hair. After all his posturing, the world could see him as he truly was: not as a man with delusions of grandeur, or even as a child, longing for his mother, but as a failure. A miserable, cowardly failure.

Somewhere, deep inside of him, he heard a voice. No, a choir of voices, singing a twelve-note song.

~*~

Looking down at Jonas Mireille, a trickle of drool teasing its way from the corner of his mouth as he dozed in blissful ignorance, lost in a moment of pleasure that would haunt him for the rest of his life, she wondered if she even had the right to call herself ‘Emily Fomalhaut’ again. ‘Emily Fomalhaut’ was the sort of girl who would have one day settled down with her one true love, perhaps on a farm in the middle of the countryside where they would have grown good, honest, natural food to help ease society away from its dependence on the Cities. Perhaps, one day, she would have even have had children, passed on that flame of rejuvenation, watched into peaceful old age as they carried it forward, dragging the world from the brink of death one precious step at a time.

But that life was a lie. It always had been and it always would be. No matter which way she cut it, what name she took, what face she wore, she was a Maiden, and no Maiden ever lived an idyllic life, not her mother, not her grandmother, not any of them at any point in history. She couldn’t even have children. She wasn’t ‘programmed’ to. All she was programmed to do was to seduce and to scry. That was her role. That was her place. ‘Emily Fomalhaut’ was just wishful thinking on her part.

No, she could never go back. It was time to accept the truth. Time to accept reality—and the reality was that this world was fucked. Not just a little, but massively, insanely, completely and utterly fucked. The Erebus, that cursed, spiritual cancer that drove people to despair, was proof of that. Jonas Mireille, the man who helped spin the wheel of souls towards its inevitable and catastrophic conclusion, was proof of that.

She bent down and slipped her cellular beneath his neck. Had he been anyone else, an innocent or, as Lord Freyr intended, one of her friends, she would have done everything in her power to lessen the impact of her invasion—but Jonas Mireille was everything wrong with the world. He was a man more monstrous than the very monsters he created, a mind more corrupt and despicable than any she had known. Only Alexis came close, and he had suffered for it just as Mireille world.

She checked her cellular and smirked; Chris Shaw’s program had done its job. With Mireille’s key at her disposal, all of Avalon’s secrets were at her command. Wrapped in Dante’s cloak, she started gesturing her way around his computer files, downloading various pieces of information to her cellular as she narrated her conclusions to an audio message. There were things beneath Avalon, powers slumbering in its depths that nobody, not even Seelie, knew about. But, thanks to Jonas Mireille, she had seen them all, if only for a moment. She had peered through the mask and found the truth. All it took was a crack.

One of the dolls came over to her, asked if she wanted refreshments or needed her hair drying. They knew no better. They did their duty, and that was all. They didn’t even have names. She dismissed them with a wave of her hand, finished her thievery, and recorded the last of her messages. The others could figure out the rest. She had plans of her own.

Ketos. If Mireille’s idol to his benefactor was any indication, Ketos was a woman of majestic beauty with thick tendrils of hair that wove around her naked body to clasp to her chest the glowing blue crystal she offered her followers.

You must hurry! said the voice. Dozmary! Find Dozmary! I promised her!

Placing her fingers on the crystal, she reached out across the ocean, towards that shadow of a figure standing upon a shrouded beach. Who are you? she asked. Who did you promise? What did you promise?

There was a pause, then, Caelia. She called me Caelia. So I promised her I would protect you. I promised Phantasia! And she promised she would make me whole again. She promised!

Caelia. It wasn’t familiar, but it was enough. If Phantasia trusts you, so will I, she replied. In truth, she would have done so even without mention of the Princess’s name: there was something about this Caelia, about her trembling, insecure shadow of a voice, lost and confused, that she—that Aliza Adel—could empathise with. She was a kindred spirit. An ally.

Behind her, she heard Jonas Mireille stir from his fantasies, pick himself up, stagger towards her, one wet footstep after another. “A—Aliza?” he asked. “What are you doing?”

She gripped the crystal between finger and thumb. So long as it remained in the idol, its power spread out across Mireille’s little temple, infected it with Ketos’s magic, that subliminal whisper to “look elsewhere”. The moment she removed it, that magic would retract to a bubble, and everyone outside its short range would reappear to any watching eyes.

And there was one set of eyes always set upon this place—eyes that would not take well to Mireille’s recent activities, to his betrayal of her trust.

Feeling the Macha rise within her, she plucked the crystal free.

Mireille, his voice breaking into a scream worthy of a frightened child, staggered towards her, towards the safety of that aethereal bubble, to the love of Ketos that would keep the Matriarch at bay.

She swung the idol with such force it dislodged his nose halfway across his face. As he stumbled backwards, she swung again, connected with one side of his skull, then the other. Blow followed blow followed blow, each one carrying the weight of a hundred souls, a hundred victims of his selfish cruelty. As his bloodied lips begged for mercy, she took one final, teeth-shattering swing, and sent his body stumbling back into the pool, still murky with the mists of Emily Fomalhaut.

She slipped the crystal into the pocket of Dante’s cloak, where she found the words of the Saptamatrikas sitting next to that little wooden figurine Emily had bought him. She placed both alongside her cellular on one of the nearby consoles, then found the command to deactivate the temple’s signal jamming. If Seelie were as good as she assumed, they would pinpoint her cell’s location within minutes.

As she pulled the hood of Dante’s cloak over her damp, silvery hair, she noticed the dolls climbing into the pool, moving towards Mireille, who, still clinging to consciousness, spluttered for forgiveness. Picking up the Macha’s knife, she mused on how merciful a quick death might have been. Then she slipped the knife into its sheath and activated the cloak. The longer he suffered the sooner the void would rise up and devour him. Its black tendrils were already reaching their way across his flesh, twelve wings to drag him down into the Dark.

His screams followed her as she slipped outside, behind them the faint wail of a distant choir, singing a twelve-note song.

~*~

Even as he tried to lose himself in an unending moment, Dante screamed. Any second now his leg would shatter and slip from the monster’s grasp like jelly. Somewhere behind the sound of his own terror, Lance was shouting, trying to draw the beast’s attention elsewhere, lure it into another dance—but even his cries of “Charlie” had little effect. It was too busy gloating, too focused on Dante’s suffering.

It wrapped a tentacle around his other leg. “I wonder what’ll happen if I pull one off,” it said.

As it tightened its grip, a gong sounded through the arena. The beast rolled its eyes to the side, to where the spotlights had once again fallen upon the Sultan.

“It would seem that the terms of this contest have changed,” he said. “Charybdis, I am afraid to announce that Jonas Mireille is dead. We found what little remained of him not two minutes ago.”

“Dead?” The beast chortled, a rotten, gurgling sound from somewhere deep inside its blubbery body. “And what about that bird? You got a hold of ‘er, right?” Its tentacles quivered at the thought.

“Aliza Adel is nowhere to be found,” replied the Sultan. “It seems Jonas Mireille overestimated how important these boys were to her.”

The beast turned its attentions back to Dante, its eyes now filled with a ravenous malice. “So, does that mean…?”

“By all means, my octopian friend. They have outlived their usefulness, and I would hate to leave such a large and excitable audience disappointed!”

As hideous as it was, as monstrous and inhuman, the beast appeared to smile.

Dante’s body lurched upwards, his dead leg flailing out behind him. The ceiling was getting closer. No—he was falling. Falling towards that maw of clicking, clacking knives, that machine designed to dice flesh and crush bone. He wanted to escape. Anywhere but here. Anywhere…

He felt the air cushion his fall, his body slow, his pain slip away. As lightning danced beneath him, as shapes and fireworks exploded around the monstrous mouth, he found himself standing upright, suspected in mid-air. Safe. Opposite him, Natalia Espinosa, the stern Seelie Captain and haunted survivor of the Donara, managed a rare smile.

“It’s okay,” she said. “Just relax and leave the rest to us. Deep breaths, remember?”

In for four, hold for two, out for four, hold for two. Dante felt her reassurance pulsing through his body, her encouragement like a warm day’s sunshine, casting away the clouds of doubt. They were flying—or perhaps they were falling? Either way, it didn’t matter. For now, at least, he believed.

They came to rest just as the beast dove into the lake to escape a volley of lightning-blue shapes—Dante thought he saw a large cat, as big as a person, and some kind of bird, maybe an eagle or falcon. Then, remembering his injuries, he toppled forwards and into Ms Espinosa’s waiting arms. Despite all his best instincts, he clung to her as if she were his mother.

“Don’t worry,” she said, whispering into his ear. “We’ll have you fixed up by sundown.”

Across the other side of the arena, the Sultan was fuming. “What is the meaning of this?” he demanded over the confused chatterings of his audience. “Seelie has no right to interfere in my jurisdiction!”

It was Sohrabarak al-Hakim who stepped forward to answer him, still dressed in the suit he wore when entering the Sultan’s palace, but hair now wild and free. His fists crackled with a dance of lightning. “On the contrary,” he said, voice filling the arena without help from microphones or speakers, “if I might point your attention to section four, paragraph seven of our contract, you will find it clearly states that we are permitted to take whatever action we deem necessary to protect our personal interests, including all individuals under our care. You are familiar with our contract, yes?”

The Sultan held his gaze a moment more, then stormed from his balcony without another word.

As the crowd, confused and disappointed, began to disperse, Mr al-Hakim turned his attention to Dante. “Quite the day you’ve had,” he said with a smile. “Let’s get you patched up before it gets any worse.”

The two Seelie officers helped Dante to lie down on the beach, then tended to his injuries, Ms Espinosa dabbing his various cuts and bruises, Mr al-Hakim prodding at his chest and leg, then securing both with a supportive coat of nanomachines.

“You’ve a couple of broken ribs, but your leg isn’t too bad,” he said, helping Dante to his feet. “Just don’t put too much weight on it and you’ll be fine.”

Ms Espinosa put her arm around his shoulders. “I’m sorry I didn’t step in sooner,” she said, throwing her commander a sharp glare.

Despite their sudden animosity, the two Seelie officers helped Dante over to one of the arena elevators, where a flustered Byron stood in wait alongside Lance and—Dante had to check to make sure he wasn’t seeing things—another Ms Espinosa.

A third waited inside the elevator.

“Any news?” asked Mr al-Hakim as they stepped inside.

“Commander Thorbjorn believes Emily has fled to the outside world,” she replied. “She also left a message with her cellular.”

“What message?” asked Byron, the urgency in his voice overwhelming his usual pretentious prose.

“One she wanted to share with you,” the third, blue-eyed Ms Espinosa replied. “Once we’ve returned to the surface, we’ll pass it along.”

As the elevator began its ascent, Mr al-Hakim stroked his chin. “In the meantime, I think I might head outside and see if I can track down our wandering initiate. I doubt the Sultan will give her up so easily, and all the Sidhe magic in the world won’t protect her from that gestalt.”

Dante froze; he’d heard that term once before. It was burned into his memory, along with everything else that happened that night.

“I probably owe my life to that bloody gestalt,” his mother had said. To that man in the forest. The man Dante and Emily had decided an agent of Pleiades. The ‘G-Man’.

It was Lance who asked the question Dante didn’t have the strength to voice: “What’s a gestalt?”

“I guess you could call it a kind of secret agent,” replied Mr al-Hakim. “Some people call them ‘G-Men’. They’re autonomous machines that can change their shape at will. Awfully polite fellows, if a little dull, but also very, very dangerous.”

So, that confirmed it: Pleiades were as much involved in these events as they had been with those six years ago. Dante shivered. It was as if all Antarctica’s chill winds had descended upon him.

History repeated.

~*~

The mountain of Avalon rose up towards the storm-laden sky, a stone-grey obelisk of tightly knitted transmatter fibres capped with a swirling smog of aethex. It must have been almost a kilometre in height, more massive than anything she had ever seen in her life and yet miniscule compared to Malkuth. A hundred metres above her, a small crack in its surface marked the only hint of Jonas Mireille’s secret retreat. For all of a moment, she thought she noticed the slightest of movements in the window. Seelie, perhaps, or worse. A part of her—the part others would have called Emily Fomalhaut—wanted to scramble back up the mountain to find out who it was, to see if her friends were waiting for her.

She shook her head. There was no going back now. They would ask her—ask Emily—too many questions. Questions she didn’t want to answer. Maybe, when this was all over and they knew the truth, she could face them again.

Maybe.

She pulled Dante’s hood over her face. She would have sealed it shut and obscured herself fully from view, but she knew she needed to keep three eyes open. There was no telling who—or what—might already be on her trail. She had to move quickly. With one hand clutching Mireille’s crystal, she started down the remainder of the mountain. Somewhere to the south, beyond the veil of rain, lay the lake of Dozmary and, at its centre, a winding citadel to answer all her questions.

Aliza’s questions. Poor, innocent Aliza, who only wished she could be someone powerful, like the Macha, or somebody loved, like Emily. But Aliza was the only one left now, the only one who wasn’t a lie.

And, the moment the world realised that, the moment it recognised her the daughter of Aliana Adel, would be the moment Prince Freyr’s magic failed and Ketos won.

The fate of everything on her shoulders, Aliza Adel set off alone down the mountain of Avalon, seeking a path that would take her over the muddy hills of Bodmin and down towards the lake of Dozmary.













Interlude





With a nod of understanding, Amber Thorbjorn’s face dissipated from the communication’s display and Rembrandt Payne fell back into his chair with a pained sigh. Having witnessed more of them than most people, he could recognise when the threads of fate were ready to weave another defining Moment for the history books. He had seen it happen at the Battle of the Twelve Pillars, then again, two years later, when the Erebus came unbidden to Torsten.

It was because of that dark day that Rembrandt Payne found himself stuck behind a desk while its chain of consequences lit up like a trail of gunpowder, its spark racing towards the mountain of Avalon, where threads long and schemes old were weaving together to change the world.

He sipped at his tea and winced. It was cold from neglect. Closing his eyes, he let his mind wander, his soul reach out.

“It seems I am not the only one troubled by these events.” Guirlande’s voice rose through the fogs of contemplation, a gentle invitation to join him within the walls of his sacred citadel.

Payne accepted. Their meetings had grown in number of late, itself a sign of events lurching towards their conclusion. “I assume you’re up to date on matters,” he said as he stepped into the old church, where rays of golden sunlight fell upon an aisle of polished stones, each tile infused with the Guirlande’s will, his determined intent.

Guirlande was waiting for him by the arm of his golden throne, brow furrowed in concentration. Here, away from the eyes of his people, he did not need to wear the mask of ‘Director’, of a servant loyal to the Founding Fathers. Here with Rembrandt, in this place beyond their reach, he could be himself. Were it not for the lines of age and stress upon his face, he could have been a young man again, an officer of Seelie.

“I have heard enough,” he replied, casting his gaze to the stained glass windows high above them, which told the story of Hagia Sophia, founder of the Sophist Church and the saviour whose teachings they sought to enshrine. “How you can still serve those beings despite all they have done, I do not know.”

He meant the Sidhe, and Seelie too. Age had only deepened his distrust of the Four Queens and their courts, despite Payne’s insistence that they had the world’s best interests at heart. “But where would we be without them?” he asked his old friend. “Still slaves to Pleiades, no doubt, or whatever name they wish to go by these days.”

“Speaking of which,” Guirlande turned back to Payne, his frown harsh, deepening the creases of his weary face, “I hear they have sent a gestalt in search of our young seer. For all their strength, it seems our aethereal friends still underestimate technology’s ability to circumvent their illusions.”

The illusion that was Emily Fomalhaut. Payne himself only knew the truth because Guirlande had an uncanny ability to unearth conspiracy and unravel plots. “I still find it hard to believe,” he said. “Are you sure she carries the Brand?”

“I am certain of it,” replied Guirlande. “You would be too, had you seen her before the Sidhe made their move. That girl was as close to surrender as any could be, which was hardly surprising considering all she went through.”

His eyes—his soul—told him otherwise, but Payne knew Rosencrantz would never lie to him, not about something like this. “It’s just one tragedy after another, isn’t it?” he said. “First the parents, now their daughter. And all for what? The Erebus? Because of what happened fourteen years ago? How many more people have to die for a name?”

He wanted to scream that name at the top of his lungs, to tell all the world the secret only he knew, the secret Pleiades would kill to keep hidden, but he knew what the consequences would be. In the end, it was better to sacrifice a few lives—souls, even—if it meant keeping thousands more safe. Millions.

“Die?” Guirlande raised a golden eyebrow. “If you are referring to the fate of your investigation team, I do not believe Pleiades were as indiscriminate in their slaughter as we were led to believe. Tell me, Rembrandt, do you know what happened to Ophelia Orpheus?”

A stillness fell over the church, a silence within a silence, as if all things, down to the movement of electrons around their subatomic cores, had stopped. “She died,” said Payne, even though he knew what Guirlande would say in reply. “Her family confirmed it.”

Lips pursed and cold pallor descending over his tanned features, Rosencrantz Guirlande sat down on the steps leading up to the Director’s throne.

“Ophelia did not die,” he said. “She is in Malkuth. She is a prisoner of Kali Saraswati.”



To be Continued…
