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AUTHOR’S NOTE


At the rear of the book, and as an attached file for the audiobook, is a series of appendices. They deal with the mechanical aspects of the System that would by intrusive in the chapters themselves, particularly in the audiobook version. I think we all remember certain chapters of the earlier books in the series.

The appendices consist of Jason’s character sheet, shortened summaries of his abilities at gold rank, and a list of his increasingly absurd boons and afflictions. Note that not every ability is directly demonstrated in the book, but are included for the sake of completion.


BOOK 12 SUMMARY


Jason Asano spent years isolated in a realm crafted from his own soul. In this time, he has clashed with great astral beings, some allies and some enemies. The goal is to repair the Cosmic Throne, which governs the fundamental rules of reality. Jason meets with success, but there are consequences to what he has done. The interface through which Jason interacts with magic no longer belongs to him alone. The System has spread through the entire cosmos, with Jason as the severely underpowered great astral being who governs it.

Coming back to reality, Jason has become gold rank in the interim. He is also now a full-fledged astral king, a small but powerful living universe. He interacts with the world through his prime avatar, a mortal body that can be replaced on death, but slowly.

During his absence, his team and many others of his generation achieved gold rank as well. He reunites with his friends and is final able to fulfil a desire he has held since first coming to Pallimustus: to travel the world as a wandering adventurer.

While Jason has been gone, the messenger invasion of Pallimustus has continued. Jason and his team face off against them more than once in their travels, including an incident that leaves an entire city destroyed. After saving the population, Jason takes them into his personal universe and creates a new city for them to live in.

As they travel, Jason and his team collect the refugee outworlders who were drawn from Earth years ago, preparing to take them home. With a large contingent of allies and diplomats in tow, Jason finally returns to Earth. What he finds waiting for him is a crew of cosmic pirates who have cut a deal with factions on Earth to eliminate Jason. They are unprepared for the power Jason and his team possess, and instead, their defeat becomes an arrival event that demonstrates Jason’s power to the world.


1
A PERSON THE OTHER USED TO KNOW


Jason Asano hugged his sister. They were alone on the rooftop garden of her family home in Saint-Étienne.

“This is good,” Erika said. “Hugging those avatars of yours is like hugging cold rubber.”

“Technically, this is an avatar as well. The difference is⁠—”

“Shut up, little brother. Save your magic nonsense for later.”

“I only just got here, and you’re already so mean,” he said with a pout.

She let him go and placed a hand on each of his shoulders, staring him in the eye.

“I’m sorry for how we left things,” she said. “I know it was amiable, but there was a distance. A distance that shouldn’t be there with family.”

“I understand, Eri. I was damaged. You were right to see me as dangerous. It ran deeper than any of us realised. After I left, it took me a long time to come to terms with just how close I was to…”

He turned away from her.

“Jason, we didn’t grasp what you were facing. The changes that magic was bringing were just beginning for us. For the whole planet, really. You were deeper in than we were, and we didn’t understand what that meant. Not until Europe fell around us, drenched in death and blood. That was your life before it was ours, and what it was doing to you scared us.”

“It should have.”

“We should have been there for you. Instead, we pushed you away.”

“And you were right to do so. You had a family to protect.”

“You’re our family.”

“Eri, I came close to going places you don’t come back from. Not all the way, and I don’t think I did, really. My friends had to stop me from doing things I wouldn’t want you to see. To be around. Your instincts were good, big sister. I didn’t know how far gone I was, but you know me. You saw what I was becoming. Someone I wouldn’t want anywhere near Emi.”

He turned back to look at her again, giving her a smile.

“I’m in a much better place now. And I didn’t mean to be away so long, but I have responsibilities. To be the person I want to be, I can’t turn away from them, even if it costs me. Even if it costs you. But I’m back now. The important thing is that family is the place you can come home to, even when you’ve made mistakes.”

“You know, we could have talked about this through your weird avatars.”

“It’s not the same. For you, the bodies I make don’t feel real. For me, the emotions don’t. The avatars are great for channelling power or discussing plans, but there’s a remove. A separation. It’s less like feeling than remembering what feeling is like. That’s why I only showed up when I needed to. Why I held back on the sappy reunions. I want the sap all over me, not the rubber guy you’re making time with.”

“And I’m regretting you coming back already. That didn’t take long.”

Jason laughed and collected his sister into another hug.

“They’re almost here,” he said. “They’re about to come inside.”

He let his sister go and looked over the edge of the roof.

“Or not,” he amended.

Four people floated up over the edge of the roof, each surrounded in a complex array of glowing lines and sigils. They were Emi, along with Jason’s widowed sister-in-law, Amy, and her daughters, Hana and Jace. Nine cube devices floated around Emi, producing the magic that held them aloft. The devices were akin to Rubik’s cubes, but with glowing runes instead of blank colour on the panels. They twisted and shifted, shooting off points of light that adjusted the spherical magic diagrams.

Amy stood slightly ahead of her daughters, Jason noting the protectiveness in her body language. He knew that she didn’t view Jason as a physical threat to her children but an emotional one, and he agreed with the sentiment.

Jason hadn’t seen Kaito and Amy’s daughters since they were small children. Jace was nineteen now, and Hana twenty-three—the age Jason had been when he was pulled into Pallimustus. The uncertainty in their expressions barely touched the complexity of what Jason sensed in their emotions. Confusion, resentment, hope, regret. Jason understood completely as he experienced a similar mix of feelings.

For Jason and Amy, the fraught and complex history between them hung in the air like London fog. That history became a strange legacy for her girls to grow up with. A dead father. A mysterious uncle, absent but much spoken of, somewhere between a cult leader, a patron deity and the Wizard of Oz.

For a long time, they all stood, staring at one another. Jason noted that Hana was silver rank, with an aura foundation that was stable beneath its current turmoil. Jace was bronze rank, although near the peak. Their auras showed a level of control that could only be achieved on Earth through the tutelage of Rufus Remore.

“You look like my father,” Jace said, finally breaching the silence. “From pictures and videos. He died before I can really remember anything.”

Jason nodded. The days of him begrudging the increased resemblance to his brother with each rank up had died with Kaito.

“Except for the chin,” Hana said. “Yours is big. Like, a measurable-increase-in-your-grooming-products-budget big. Did you grow the beard to mask the size, or were you spending too much on razors?”

“Ranking up has made it smaller,” Amy told her girls. “You should have seen him at your age. You could use it as a bottle opener.”

Jason raised his eyebrows in her direction.

“Really?” he asked.

“Don’t bother denying it, Jason. I still have photographs.”

Being jibed by Amy felt both odd and intensely familiar. She was a constant presence in his oldest memories, permeating them like the sepia tone in an old photograph. The relationship had turned to poison, but that time was long past. It was half a lifetime ago, and neither was the person they had been. Now, they were each just a person the other used to know. All they shared were old memories and two girls with an absent uncle and a father who had died following him. Jason turned his gaze from their mother to the young women.

“I doubt you remember me,” he said. “I know you’ve heard stories. Hard to avoid them, growing up in a place built from my power. I imagine you have a lot of questions. About your dad, and other things. Let’s sit down and get your aunt to cook us something. You can ask me all the questions you like.”

“Don’t you have to get back to Australia?” Erika asked. “You have things left to do there, right?”

“Not more important than this.”

[image: ]


Solomon Dreyfus was Secretary of the Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet, within the Australian government. He didn’t like the job which, more often than not, amounted to image management for a man who, described generously would be…

Solomon let out a sigh, finding no way to finish the thought. If he had to be generous, it was best not to describe Prime Minister Truffett at all. If all you knew about the man was that he came to power through fearmongering over magical gender transitions during rank-up, it was all you really needed to know. Solomon knew a lot more, which only made it worse.

This latest debacle had left him wanting to quit, an urge that came somewhere between weekly and monthly. Once again, he resisted that urge, knowing that whoever replaced him would be worse. He could ameliorate the worst inclinations of his boss and, once in a blue moon, even do some good. Someone else in his job could easily pander to the Prime Minister, with little care for the damage they dealt.

He’d only gotten the job because Truffett needed the publicity, after several of Solomon’s predecessors had been scapegoated in sequence. Solomon’s chairmanship of the Foundation for Ethics in Public Policy was a balm for Truffett’s scandal-marked image, while Solomon had hoped to accomplish some actual good.

Clashes with the Prime Minister had been frequent. Always behind closed doors, but it was an open secret that he and his boss were at each other’s throats. Truffett was an expert in backroom deals and cutting favours, not actual governing, but Solomon was difficult to get rid of. Firing his very public ethical hire was not something the embattled Prime Minister could politically afford.

Solomon’s secretary notified him it was time for his next meeting and he made his way to the conference room. Josh Hillier, from the Ministry of Defence, and Sue Sheehan, from the Ministry of Supernatural Affairs, were already waiting. Solomon didn’t bother with small talk as he slid into a chair.

“Sol, did you just have lunch?” Josh asked.

“A while ago. Why?”

“Do you smell butter?” Josh asked. “I could swear I smell butter.”

“Focus, Josh. What do we have on the threat assessment?” he asked.

Josh and Sue shared a glance.

“You should have the summary of our analysis in your inbox by the time we’re done here,” Josh said. “But, in short, a guy from New South Wales and his friends may now be the most powerful military force on the planet.”

“That’s preliminary, obviously,” Sue added. “We’ve only seen a limited sample of what Asano and his allies are capable of. It could be that they worked very hard to make a show of power and are hiding critical weaknesses.”

“Do you consider that likely?”

“No. In fact, we suspect the exact opposite. That he’s holding power in reserve. We’ve been in contact with our international counterparts, and that seems to be the consensus.”

“What about the ones who Asano and his people fought?” Solomon asked. “Any indication of who they are or where they’re from? I’ve heard the recording and read the transcript of Asano in the command room at the artefact city site. What of the implications that they were brought in from somewhere beyond our planet to kill him? Are we discussing alien assassins?”

Josh and Sue shared another glance before turning back to Solomon.

“We do have answers there,” Josh said. “Much of it seems to be sourced from Asano himself, though. If it is true, things could get very messy.”

“Things are already messy. You’re saying they could be worse?”

“Sol,” Sue said. “We have to ask: did you know?”

“Know what?”

Solomon felt a headache coming on as his advisors started talking about interdimensional aliens and the Prime Minister being part of some Illuminati-style secret collective.

“It does make a twisted kind of sense,” he was forced to admit afterwards. “In a world where alternate reality pirates are an actual thing anyway. People with power fear someone taking it away, or someone else having more. You say the Prime Minister is in on this?”

“He’s on the list.”

“And where does this list come from?”

“Lenora Coleman, who’s running point of the landing site in the Outback,” Sue told him. “She got it from Anna Tilden, who you’ll know. Former Network, former United Nations. She works for Asano now.”

“Asano himself, of the Asano clan?”

“There’s debate on whether there’s a difference,” Josh said. “But Asano personally, as far as we can tell. She’s his chief political advisor for Earth.”

“Tilden got the list of conspirators from the Americans,” Sue continued. “She says that Asano’s turncoat magic pirate captain cross-confirmed at least some of the names. Names that include my minister, and some of your senior staffers, Sol.”

Solomon nodded.

“The Prime Minister has a history with Asano. Back when he was minister of your department, Sue, it was his idea to seize Asano Village and give it over to the Network. It was no secret that his motivation was driven by his hatred of Jason Asano.”

“That makes dealing with Asano complicated,” Josh said. “There’s no way he leaves Asano Village alone, right?”

“I wouldn’t think so,” Solomon said. “The question is, does he approach it politically, or just come in and do what he likes?”

“Meaning what?” Josh asked. “Burning to the ground?”

“I won’t say I didn’t consider it,” Jason told them.

Solomon, Sue and Josh turned to look at the other end of the conference table where Jason Asano was sitting, tucking into a plate of food.

“Sorry,” he apologised. “My sister made these fantastic Hasselback potatoes, and I couldn’t not bring them. You guys want to get in on this? I have more.”

“No, thank you,” Solomon said.

“I knew I smelled butter,” Josh said. “Have you been here all along?”

“Yeah,” Jason said, then put a forkful of potato in his mouth before letting out a little moan of pleasure. “Oh, that’s good.”

Josh eyed the plate hungrily.

“I did skip lunch,” he said. “Maybe I could⁠—”

“Josh,” Solomon cut him off. “Asano, have you been sitting here, invisible, the whole time?”

“It’s not invisibility,” Jason said, slightly mumbling through his food. “It’s a perception trick that uses aura manipulation to create a dissonance between mundane and supernatural perception. Your senses do recognise my presence. You see me sitting at the table, and smell the rosemary and butter sauce. But because of what I’m doing with my aura, your supernatural senses instinctively tell the part of your mind that processes perception to ignore me. It even works on regular people. Most don’t realise normal rankers can perceive auras, but they can. They’re just very bad at it. Vampires are great at using their auras on regular folk. I learned this trick from a vampire, in fact, although I’ve developed it a lot since then.”

“Mr Asano, what are you doing here?” Solomon asked.

“Well, you’re right about me and Other Gordon.”

“Who?” Sue asked.

“The Prime Minister,” Solomon said.

“That’s him,” Jason said. “We don’t get along. I was, if I’m being honest, rather childish in my attitude when he and I first met. If you combine that with his personality, stupidity and more or less everything he’s ever done, then it’s clear that he and I won’t ever get along. That being said, I would like to have a productive relationship with the Australian government. Word is that you, Mr Solomon Dreyfus, are a smart, capable and, against all odds, decent man. My hope is that you and I can figure out a few things.”

“And what things are those?”

“Well, I’d like to start by apologising for my little rant in Lenora’s bunker. I still had a few grievances to blow off steam about, and she didn’t deserve me monologuing like a supervillain. I’ve apologised to Lenora in person, of course; it would be weird to have you pass the apology on. I’m hoping that we can move past most of that.”

“Most?” Sue asked. “What is it that you don’t want to move past?”

“I voiced some grievances. I can live with your government reclaiming the standing stones. It’s a giant, mysterious magic thing in the middle of nowhere. It seems only fair for there to be an interest in it. And I am willing to put aside my personal animosity for Truffett, in the name of relations with another head of state.”

“Are you formally requesting that Australia recognise your territory in Europe as a sovereign state?” Solomon asked.

“What? Oh, no. You should, but you’ll have to sort that out with my grandmother. Separate from that issue, I’m a king now.”

“In the other world?”

“No, it’s a little more complex than that. I’ll show you, if you like, but I want to discuss Asano Village first. I’m willing to put aside old grievances, but that one isn’t old. My family built Asano Village. Our money, our toil, and your government handed it over to…”

He sighed.

“We all know what you did,” he continued. “There’s little point rehashing it. But those people are still there, right now. It’s a slap in the face. My first instinct was to go over there and kill everyone I find, but I’m trying to be better than that. My next instinct was to fire up all the old mana accumulators that aren’t necessary now that the magic level has risen. Turn off the safeties and let them run. Overload the magical infrastructure until things started exploding. Burn it all down, as Mr Hillier suggested. The people there would notice it in time to evacuate, even with their mediocre magical perception. No casualties, which is why I’m still quite partial to that idea.”

He plucked a drink out of the air and sipped at it before setting it down on the table. It had a hollowed-out pineapple for a cup, complete with little paper umbrella.

“My local political advisor suggested a different approach,” Jason continued. “Have you met Anna Tilden, Mr Dreyfus?”

“We’ve had dealings during her time with the United Nations,” Solomon said.

“She suggested that I look at Asano Village as a chance for the Australian government to show some goodwill.”

“You want it back?”

“It’s tainted ground, Mr Dreyfus. Too long inhabited by unwelcome interlopers. The infrastructure we built was designed to fend off monster waves at a time where the magic levels were different. We’d have to rebuild from scratch, and there are better places for that. What I’m looking for is a gesture. An apology for taking my uncle’s land, and an open acknowledgement of why it happened. You know, the thing your government hates doing for the Indigenous Australians.”

“Mr Asano,” Solomon said. “At the risk of being undiplomatic, it happened because you’re rude and Truffett doesn’t like it when people imply he’s not important. Two grown men fighting like children. Even if the Prime Minister was willing to make an open acknowledgement of political malfeasance, which he won’t be, do you genuinely believe it would help anything? All you would accomplish is political turmoil. Is that your objective?”

Jason shook his head sadly.

“It is not. Your point is well made, Mr Dreyfus.”

He took his plate and beverage and shoved them into the air, where they vanished. He then got to his feet.

“Let’s just say an apology, then. Public. I’m not fool enough to insist it be sincere, but none of this ‘I’m sorry you feel offended’ crap. And I’m not going to push you for any promises today, Mr Dreyfus. I recognise political decisions take time and deliberation. The good decisions, at least.”

At a gesture from Asano, a white archway rose from the floor. It was filled with gold, silver and blue energy.

“So, who wants to see my kingdom?”


2
MESSY BUT DELICIOUS


Jason and Nik strolled down a corridor on the cloud ship. It was wide and high, like that of a cruise ship, but the everything was made of fluffy white clouds. Jason placed a comforting hand on Nik’s shoulder. The son Jason accidentally created while rewriting reality was a short-statured rabbit-like humanoid, and Jason could feel the soft fur through the thin fabric of Nik’s shirt.

“I won’t say don’t be nervous,” Jason told him, “because of course you are. What I will say is that they’re going to love you.”

“You think?”

“Nik, everyone loves you. Even Neil adores you, and you know how cranky he can get. The whole Adventure Society loves you. That might just be because of your power set, but it counts.”

“You think that maybe I could find a team here on Earth? Maybe I should have joined one of the Geller teams back in Greenstone. I just wanted to see the world a bit, you know?”

“I do.”

“And I wanted to…”

“What?”

“I wanted to talk to you about it. But year after year, you didn’t come back.”

Jason grimaced, feeling the shame. He’d had his reasons for leaving, but he always did. They might excuse him leaving people behind, time and again, but they didn’t stop it from happening. And now he’d done the same to Nik, who had needed him more than anyone.

“I’m sorry I wasn’t there for you. I can give you all the excuses in the world, but it doesn’t change that. I could promise to do better, but what you need isn’t words. I hope that you’ll give me the chance to do better. To give me the time that I didn’t give to you.”

“You once told me that you don’t get along with your mother.”

“That’s true.”

“Would you give her the time? If she asked for it?”

Jason stopped walking, Nik pulling up as well. Jason stood, frowning for a long time.

“That’s a good question,” he said finally. “A hard question. And, if I’m being honest, I don’t know. Everyone’s circumstances are different, and not everyone is sorry for the things they’ve done.”

He pushed a smile onto his face and kept walking.

“You know, I don’t think you need a team,” he told Nik. “Your powers just work better in large groups, which is why the Adventure Society keeps setting you up with expeditions. What you need is a guild who can take full advantage of your abilities. We’re looking at setting one up when we get back to Palli. I’m not going to let someone else take care of you. It’s you and me, from here on out.”

“Yeah?”

“Yeah. We’ve been discussing it ever since I had guild issues in Vitesse. Team Biscuit is getting big, and we have some people floating in and out, like me, Rufus and Taika. Probably Zara too, now she’s back to princessing. It makes sense to have a guild that’s small and works like an extended team. Swapping people in and out, based on availability and need.”

“You don’t have any silver-rankers, though. Doing contracts with a bunch of gold-rankers will get me killed.”

“Our guild recruitment would be focused on the lower ranks. Training people to our standards and helping them rank up. It’s a lot easier than trying to pull in people already gold rank, who have their own ways of doing things anyway. We’d set up pools of people for each rank, base them out of zones with appropriate magic levels. Greenstone for iron-rankers and initial training, but we’re looking at setting up headquarters around the world. Clive and that poor woman Lorelei have been working to reverse-engineer the Builder cult portal network for almost twenty years now. Our guild houses would be a test bed, before rolling it out commercially.”

“That would cause a bigger stir than the Sky Link network Farrah and Travis built. And that was huge. An actual portal network will throw whole countries and industries into disarray.”

“It’ll be a big deal, yeah, but within reason. It’s not like it’ll be free portal travel, but it’ll be cheaper and more accessible than the current system of finding a portal specialist and paying them a bunch of money.”

Jason stopped them in front of a door to one of the ship lounges. “You ready, bud?”

“No,” Nik said, rolling his shoulders as if limbering up for a fight. “But let’s do it anyway.”

Jason chuckled and the mist door vanished. There was a squeal, and Nik was hit by a torpedo.
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New Water was the city Jason created in his astral kingdom for the survivors of Boko. Their home had been destroyed accidentally when an assassination attempt on Jason had led to their entire city being turned into a crater. Some of its populace had disliked the new city and had chosen to find new homes on Pallimustus. Most of those were nobility who didn’t like the civic policies Jason enacted, such as the abolition of both indentured servitude and aristocratic titles. Further social development was the purview of the church of the god Dominion.

The clergy in Jason’s astral kingdom had chosen to remain in New Water for his journey to Earth. The initial contingent had been from the churches of Hearth, Refuge and Dominion, helping to establish the city, but as the work expanded, others had joined when Jason took on more people in Rimaros. Members of various priesthoods arrived to add their expertise, critical for a population in the tens of thousands.

Although the gods of Pallimustus had no sway in his realm, and could not enact their power through their clergy, it mattered little. The gods had made sure that their followers were experts in their areas of influence, magic or not. The contingent of experts had their own magic, but it was their knowledge that proved more valuable.

Most of the gods represented were minor, concerned with the day-to-day lives of ordinary people. There was little need for the clergy of major deities like Ocean, Storm or War. The priests Jason took on were mostly those of professional gods useful to a new city, such as Farmer, Mason, and Grocer. Others were deities often overlooked but critical to a city, such as Hygiene. The results of their expertise were on full display as the city of New Water went from a refugee haven to a home and a society.

Farmer’s priests helped establish agriculture in the fertile lands around the city, removing the need for Jason to conjure up large amounts of food. A mix of clergy worked with Jason to refine the city’s design, including Mason, Architect and Gardener. Their expertise in construction and city planning guided Jason in adjusting his hastily erected metropolis.

By necessity, Jason was getting better at rapidly knocking up magic cities. Details mattered, however, and professional help turned New Water into a more practical and pleasant place to live and work. The population did just that, establishing farms and businesses. Trade was the major god, alongside Dominion and Knowledge, who did have a role to play. His clergy were critical in helping establish the city’s nascent economy.

Knowledge’s clergy set up schools, along with training programs for the kind of work available in this new city. Many people could rely on previous expertise to find work or open businesses, but others needed alternative skills to find a place in the new society. Where Boko was heavily reliant on exporting the natural resources of the desert, New Water had to find its own equilibrium.

The priests of Dominion served as overseers of the whole operation, as their task was the big-picture organisation of the city. Leadership and administrative structures needed to be put in place. The efforts of the other clergy had to be woven into a cohesive whole, to avoid them working at cross-purposes or falling into pointless redundancy.

Language skills were a critical part of the education programs in New Water, in the adult training halls as well as the schools. Essence-users excelled at picking up new languages, especially as they ranked up, so the training hall classes were highly effective. In the schools, where children were yet to obtain essences, a solid foundation of language training would help them to become polyglots when they were older. The training included multiple language options from both Earth and Pallimustus, as Jason anticipated the populace interacting with both.

Jason was glad that Danielle Geller had the foresight to include the higher-ranking priests amongst the first to train in Earth languages. This allowed them to converse with his three guests from the Australian government as they toured the city immediately after Jason had interrupted their meeting. Jason had left them with his most loquacious non-prime avatar as a guide, known as the Concierge. Many of his other avatars were rather automaton-like, their energies focused on performing specific tasks. The Concierge was designed to be Jason’s representative when he wasn’t controlling an avatar to do so himself.

While he could concentrate on multiple places at once, Jason sometimes wanted to put his undivided attention elsewhere. In this case, it was on his prime avatar, spending time with his family. There was also the advantage that the Concierge was a dialled-down version of Jason, more adept at the diplomacy that Anna and Danielle wanted from him. Danielle had even suggested bringing the Concierge out to represent Jason in other discussions.

The trio of government officials spent hours touring the city, asking the clergy about how it had come to be and Jason’s involvement. They also had the chance to speak with some of the higher-rank residents who had reached fluency in English during the trip from Pallimustus.

The stories that they heard painted Jason as something between a messiah and outright god. Destroying their old home because someone assassinated him, unleashing his apocalyptic levels of restrained power. Saving almost the entire population by evacuating them with his power, then single-handedly killing an army of angels. Bringing them to a new universe, calling up a massive oasis from the desert, complete with a new city at its heart.

It was a city of magical wonders, from floating platforms that moved between buildings, to public fountains where the water literally danced in the air, performing like a street artist. People flew overhead on flying carpets, personal flight clouds or exotic creatures. There were also larger vehicles, from car-sized right up to buses. These were revealed to be public transport when the Concierge used them to move the group from one neighbourhood to the next. On reaching each location, they walked around, to better take in the city.

Even hours into their trip, Josh was gawping like a country boy on his first visit to the big city. His personal obsession was the flying cloud devices.

“Sol, everyone here is Monkey Magic!”

“What’s Monkey Magic?” Solomon asked.

“How can you not know what Monkey Magic is?” Josh asked. “That’s un-Australian.”

“Josh,” Sue said, “it’s a kids’ TV show from sixty years ago, made in Japan and translated by the British. How is not knowing about it in 2038 un-Australian?”

“You say that, but you do know what it is,” Josh countered.

“Only because my husband made me sit through a retrospective documentary from a box set they released a couple of months ago. The sixtieth anniversary edition, Josh.”

“Wait, he got one of the physical editions? Damn, I got waitlisted.”

“Also, the show was called Monkey, not Monkey Magic. People just think it was because of the theme song.”

“How good was the theme song?” Josh enthused. “Maybe your husband and I should hang out.”

“Can we please move on?” Solomon asked.

“How can you be so calm?” Josh asked him. “We’re on an alien planet, Sol. In a whole other universe, with wizards. Is that a gelato shop? I want alien wizard gelato.”

“It’s not technically gelato,” the Concierge informed him. “It is based on a recipe from your world, but made with local ingredients.”

“Sol isn’t calm,” Sue informed Josh. “The only reason he seems so calm is he’s trying to avoid losing it completely. And I want alien wizard gelato too.”

“We don’t know what the food here will do to us,” Solomon said.

“Sol, Josh and I are bronze rank, and you’re silver. I don’t think anything they’re selling in a take-home cup is going to hurt us.”
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Jason smothered a laugh as Emi whirled a startled Nik around in circles, clasped in a hug.

“OHMYGODYOU’RESOMUCHCUTERTHANITHOUGHTYOU’DBE!”

The cloud ship was still in Australia, but Jason had used a portal to bring his family to meet its most unusual member. When portalling between spirit domains, at least within the same universe, Jason could ignore most of the usual restrictions on capacity and cooldown.

Erika and her husband Ian were attempting to peel Nik from Emi’s grip. Jason’s dad and his Uncle Hiro came to stand next to him, Ken slinging a possessive arm over his son’s shoulder. Jason got the distinct impression it was to stop him from running off again. Amy and her daughters were present, caught between nervousness and wonder. Jason’s grandmothers were with them, sticking close to their great-granddaughters.

The two matriarchs were starkly different, in almost every regard. Jason’s paternal grandmother, Yumi, was rail thin and looked around forty. Matriarch of the clan, her stern practicality demanded as much from others as she did from herself. Courtesy of her blood, flesh and bone essences, she could alter her appearance at will. In addition to affecting her apparent age, it would allow her to live longer than others of her rank, making it an extremely popular combination.

Jason’s other grandmother did have a name, but she was as insistent on being called Nana as Yumi was averse to it. Nana had been through a lengthy process of recovering from Alzheimer’s, with a lot of magical assistance, but had been fully recovered for years now. She was in the lower reaches of bronze rank, the magic making her look hale and healthy in a way Jason remembered from his youth. Even so, she still had a pillowy physique unusual in an essence-user. He wondered absently if she also knew Neil’s aunt.

Where Yumi was cold and hard, Nana was warm and soft. Yumi ran the clan, but the recovered Nana was matriarch of the family. Jason was saddened that her familiar warmth had been absent during his last visit to Earth.

Emi’s parents managed to pry her off Nik without resorting to a crowbar, at which point Hana and Jace could no longer resist the lure of his adorability. Nana and Yumi followed, even the stoic clan matriarch softening in the face of Nik’s cuteness. Nana got the privilege of second hug, wrapping the diminutive rabbit man up like a blanket.

Erika caught Jason’s eye and nodded towards the ship lounge’s outdoor deck area. Jason nodded and followed her out, his father sticking by his side. The rest of the family had gone in to see Nik, who watched Jason leave like he was seeing the last lifeboat sail off without him. On the deck were Rufus, Taika and Gary, manning the grill and setting up a long picnic table. Jason wasn’t going to introduce his team until after Nik.

“Are you sure I should be here?” Gary asked. “This seems like a family thing.”

“Our being here lets them have their family time,” Rufus said.

“Plus, I made a cake, bro. Just a normal one, though. I’m working on magic ones, but about one in five explode on me. It’s messy but delicious.”

Jason moved over to the railing and leaned on it, using his aura as a privacy screen around himself, his father and his sister.

“You’re still doing that, then,” Erika said.

“Doing what?” Jason asked.

“Finding the nearest balcony, leaning on the rail and staring off into the distance like you’ve got super-important things to contemplate dramatically.”

“I do have a lot of things to contemplate. Dramatically. It’s dramatic stuff. Fighting evil. Building magic cities. Deciding if I can still call it carbonara when Pallimustus doesn’t have guanciale.”

“You could maybe get away with pancetta.”

“They don’t have pork, Eri. There’s a lizard that tastes like pork, so I was wondering if⁠—”

“No,” Erika said firmly. Then she turned her back to the railing and leaned next to him, her eyes on the gathering inside.

“You made him,” she said.

“Yep.”

“Like that first bit of the Bible.”

“I did make a universe. Smaller than the Bible one. More manageable.”

“And you made a person.”

“Yeah. And then I turned deadbeat dad for fifteen years. I had to, fate of the cosmos and all, but it doesn’t change the fact that I made him and abandoned him. We’re still finding our way. I hope you both can help me with that.”

“Try and stop us,” Ken said, putting a reassuring hand on Jason’s shoulder.


3
ALL YOUR WELL-LEARNED POLITESSE


The extremely popular new member of the Asano family was looking rather shell-shocked. Jason extracted Nik from the clutches of Hana and Jace, taking him to a quiet corner of the balcony.

“Well?”

“It’s… I don’t know. It’s a lot.”

“I know. You shouldn’t expect to just wander in and have some inherent connection to everyone. Get to know them. Let them get to know you, once they’re past the cuteness that makes everyone want to hug you and put you in a series of adorable costumes.”

“What?”

“Nothing.”

“Dad…”

“What?” Jason asked with unconvincing innocence.

“Have you come into possession of a series of novelty hats?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. It’s about time I brought the team in to introduce them to everyone. That should take the pressure off you a little.”

“You may wish to hold off on that, Mr Asano,” Shade said from Jason’s shadow. “The Australians have finally noticed their missing officials.”
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“This is so good,” Josh mumbled around a spoonful of gelato.

He was standing outside the gelato shop with Sue, Solomon and the Concierge.

“It is quite palatable,” Solomon was forced to concede.

“It just occurred to me,” Sue said, “that we didn’t tell anyone where we went. Asano just kind of swept in and it all got strange from there. You don’t think that’s going to cause any problems, do you?”
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In the offices of the Department of Prime Minister & Cabinet was a conference room. The three government officials meant to be in that room were not, the open portal at one end of the room the obvious reason for their absence. If the trio had been having a more normal day, the kind that didn’t involve visiting an alien world in an alternate reality with a wizard, they might have done things differently. Told someone where they were going, for example, or running for the hills. Some days, however, are just so out of the norm that you end up going with the flow, only to later wonder what you were thinking.

The security force currently crammed into the conference room were already wondering what the trio had been thinking. A full squad of silver-rankers had been deployed, all equipped with magically enhanced tactical armour and firearms. They waited on a gold-ranker to portal in from the artefact city and lead them through.

What they found on the other side was a warehouse-scale space, with floor, ceiling and three of the walls made of unadorned metal panels. The last wall was a single humungous pane of glass, looking out onto a planet.

“Are we in orbit?” asked Garnett, the squad’s silver-rank leader.

“Not just orbit,” said Lu, a gold-ranker liaising from the Chinese government. “That isn’t Earth.”

Garnett looked again and saw that Lu was right. The planet did look like their big blue marble, but the continents were wrong.

“Where the hell are we?” he asked. “Some kind of space station? A spaceship? We have gravity. Is it from rotation, magic or some kind of alien science?”

“Figuring that out is why we’re here,” Lu said. “Where we are, and what Asano did to our people.”

He turned from the window to give the room a more thorough examination. The panels making up the walls were large, each several metres across. There were doors in each of the non-window walls, including one set that were warehouse-sized, large enough to let massive freight pass through.

“Some kind of warehouse?” he postulated. “A loading bay?”

“Maybe a security room?” Garnett suggested. “There could be recessed weapons behind some of these panels.”

“I was tempted,” Jason said, and the squad wheeled to level their guns at him. He was standing in the middle of the room, dressed like a tourist with his hands in his pockets. He looked at the guns with a sigh.

“Really?” he asked. “Have you guys not seen a movie? When one guy is standing casually while a bunch of SWAT-looking guys point guns at him, those guns definitely aren’t going to work. Look, let’s just skip ahead. You blokes shoot me and we’ll see how it goes.”

“Hold your fire,” Garnett ordered his squad. He glanced at Lu, the only one of them without tactical gear or a gun. He was wearing plain black fatigues that looked simple but had more powerful magic flowing through them than the tactical gear.

“Asano, where are we?” Garnett asked.

“On a space station in my personal universe.”

“Your personal universe?”

“Yeah. I don’t have time to go into the details, but it’s very small, by universe standards. Just the one solar system. That’s the main planet out there, smack bang in the Goldilocks zone. Some of the others are habitable, if a little more exotic. I had to do some odd things to make that work, depending on their distance from the sun.”

“You say that we’re on a space station, in some private universe,” Garnett said. “Even with magic, it seems a lot more likely that it’s all a ruse. The air and gravity feel like we’re in a room on Earth, not in orbit around it. For all I know, that window is just a high-definition screen and that portal brought us to a warehouse in the middle of Geelong.”

Jason blinked surprise, then erupted into laughter.

“Oh, I totally wish I’d done that now. I like you, Mr Garnett, so I’m not going to be too harsh on you and your lads.”

“We’re well-versed in your methodology, Mr Asano,” Lu said. “You like to use absurdity to confuse and distract. That will not work here.”

The grin that crossed Jason’s face would have put the Chesire Cat to shame.

“Funny you should say that. In your world, you’d probably be right. But this is my world, Mr Lu, and you have no concept of how absurd it can get. Gentlemen, I told you to shoot me.”

Every finger resting on a trigger squeezed, sending a single bullet shooting out of each gun. The bullets stopped in the air, then each one floated in front of the person that fired it, hovering in front of their head. The bullets grew cartoon faces and started yelling.

“Were you even listening, idiot? Do you realise how expensive we are, and you’re just flinging us at some guy who turned us into cartoon characters! We’re going back in our guns now, and nobody better fire any more of us until you’re back where you belong.”

The bullets then returned to the barrels, some of them growing arms to flip off their shooters on the way. For a long moment, everyone was frozen. Then one of the security personnel threw his gun away as if it had tried to bite him. That triggered reactions from the others, staring at their guns or likewise tossing them to the ground. One actually looked down the barrel of his loaded firearm, getting him yelled at by Garnett. Only the unarmed Lu was unflinching, his expression calm and his eyes locked on Jason.

“Your universe,” Lu said.

“Yep.”

“You’re powerful, here. Controlling our perception of reality.”

“I could, yeah, but it’s easier to just change reality. The only things not mine to command in this place are your souls. As for your bodies, I could turn them into pots of water and cook lobsters in you.”

“You claim to be a god?”

Jason’s chuckle sounded every bit like light-hearted amusement, yet every other person in the room felt a chill run down their spine. The security team, still looking shell-shocked, snapped their attention onto Jason.

“I’m nothing so limited as a god, Mr Lu, but you can consider me such, if it helps. I understand the challenge of coming to grips with power on a scale beyond anything you considered possible. I once perceived the entirety of the cosmos. It was for an infinitesimally small time, beyond the ability to measure, yet even with the power I have in this place, just the revelation of it almost destroyed me.”

He smiled at Lu.

“Even now, you doubt me,” Jason continued. “Perhaps it is all an illusion. Maybe we really are in a warehouse in Geelong. Mr Lu, in your world, I’m just a gold-ranker, not unlike yourself. A powerful one, with powerful friends. But in this place, everything answers to me. Even physics.”

“So you say.”

“What do you want to see, Mr Lu? To feel? To be? What will it take to convince you? You want me to turn off the sun? I’ll have to warn the people on the planet, so they don’t start a religion or something, but I can do that.”

“Why do you even want to convince me? What do you get out of it? If you have this kind of power, what can I possibly offer you?”

“If I convince you, you’ll convince at least some of the leaders of Earth. Some won’t listen, of course, but you’re a man of influence. Of power.”

“That’s a laughable assertion in this place.”

“But you won’t be in this place. You will, hopefully, be helping world leaders understand what I have here. Because, if they do, they’ll understand why I have no ambitions on displacing them.”

He gestured at the window.

“What would be the point of seeking power on Earth when I have this?”

“To some people,” Lu said, “it doesn’t matter what they have, or how much of it. They always want the next thing, if only because someone else has it already.”

Jason sighed and nodded his acknowledgement.

“I can’t argue with that, Mr Lu.”

Lu turned to look at the planet through the window.

“Is this where it leads?” he asked. “This path of magic? Is there no limit?”

“I don’t know. The cosmos is vast beyond what any mortal mind can encapsulate, believe me. Most immortal minds as well. I’m not sure if a true limit to someone’s potential exists, but we each have our own roadblocks. For you, the monster cores you used to get to gold rank make you unlikely to go further. But nothing is impossible.”

The stoic Lu’s shoulders slumped.

“It’s easy to feel large, when you have power,” he said. “The truth is, I’m so very small, aren’t I?”

“We all are,” Jason said. “I have my own universe and I’ve sat on the throne of creation, yet I’m nothing but a speck. But that’s part of why it’s all so amazing. No matter how far you go, there’s always a new horizon. I don’t know if the people of Earth realise this, Mr Lu, but I’m immortal. Properly immortal. If you kill this gold-rank body, I’ll just make another, right here. I’m going to live forever, but I’ll never run out of hills to climb. Don’t think of yourself as small, Mr Lu. Think about the cosmos as a place of infinite potential.”

“Perhaps for the younger generation. Those that did not use monster cores to raise themselves.”

“That’s a tough one, I’ll grant you. But as I said, nothing is impossible. Right now, there’s a war going on in the other world. It’s over a relic that I’m told can, amongst many other things, purge the residual monster cores from people. Give them a fresh chance to advance. I’m not saying that you or I will ever get our hands on this relic, but my experience is that nothing is truly impossible. Just very, very infeasible.”

Lu walked over to the giant window, past the security squad who were watching their discussion with uncertainty. The gold-ranker looked out at the planet below.

“You’re not lying, are you?” he asked softly. “About this place. The power you hold here.”

Jason walked over to stand beside him.

“No,” he said softly.

“Even if the cosmos is vast, we must seem so small to you.”

“Every seed is small, Mr Lu. That doesn’t mean it can’t become a mighty tree. I wasn’t going to talk about this yet, but one of my intentions in returning to Earth is to help it on the path forward. To prepare it for when other worlds come calling. I won’t lie, Mr Lu; the old guard, like you, have probably gone as far as you ever will. But some of those you will guide and teach will roam stars beyond stars. See wonders that even I have yet to encounter. You’re not the future, I’m sorry to say, but you are going to help build it.”

Lu looked from the planet to Jason and back to the planet.

“Can I go there? See it for myself?”

“Oh, absolutely. Your people are getting some gelato right now. We should get in on that.”

“Did you just say gelato?”

“Well, it’s not technically gelato.”


4
PERFECT HUMANOID SPECIMENS


The Australian security team returned through the portal to report on what they had found. Jason sent Lu Yan through a separate portal to join with the government officials eating frozen desserts. Lu would join their tour, led by the Concierge, allowing Jason to get back to family. In theory.

He stepped out of a Shade body—his own personal portal-type system—onto his cloud ship, but Shade spoke up before Jason had the chance to move.

“Mr Asano.”

“Please tell me there isn’t something I have to go do. I’m trying to introduce all my friends to my family.”

“Mrs Tilden requires your input. She has what she believes are adequate terms for delivering the dimensional refugees back to Earth. She said it would be best if you could appear in person to ratify the agreement.”

“Why does it have to be today?” he grumbled. “How much leeway do I have in terms of time?”

“Knowing that you are occupied, Mrs Tilden set up a meeting for this afternoon in Canberra, with a number of ambassadors and officials representing the nations and factions whose people were displaced. It is scheduled for one hour and forty-seven minutes from now.”

Jason let out a frustrated groan.

“Okay, that is worth showing up for. If I want people to take me seriously.”

“On that note, Mr Asano, Mrs Tilden suggested you not arrive in short pants. She went as far as to express a hope that you might see your way into donning an actual suit. Might I suggest one of the new outfits from Mr Bertinelli, in the Vitesse style. Something reflecting the formality of Earth business fashion while clearly drawing a distinction would, I believe, send the message you are going for.”

Jason nodded.

“As always, Shade, your taste is impeccable.”

“Then might I convince you to reread The Remains of the Day, which encapsulates attitudes of⁠—”

“You realise that’s a sad book about a guy who gave up love out of dedication to a Nazi sympathiser.”

“It is a work containing many fine lessons on the nature of service, Mr Asano. And I would hope that you are discerning in your sympathies.”

“Me too. Look, we’ll watch the film version tonight, with Emi and her parents, alright? Assuming things stop coming up.”

“That would be very fine, Mr Asano. Even if I do not approve of Sir Anthony’s choice of essences. Potent, Fertile, Vast and Edifice. Wholly undignified.”
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The meeting proved mercifully uneventful. There were some questions from the Australian Foreign Minister about the portal still in the Canberra office, but he fobbed the man off onto Anna. Most of the attendees seemed nervous about Jason, although curiosity and ambition warred with fear in their auras.

As Jason wanted to stall out his time in Australia despite his claims, he allowed himself to be talked into waiting for a location to be set up on the coast. The refugees would be released there to their respective nations and organisations.

As most of the refugees belonged to both magical factions and nations, there was some contention over would be collecting them. While some nations had merged with various factions, or at least had very close relations, others did not. Some factions, like the Engineers of Ascension and various iterations of the Network, no longer existed at all.

Jason noticed that none of the people suggested asking the refugees themselves, but he happily stayed out of those negotiations. There were a few attempts to bring him into the discussion, but he stayed out of it. Unless and until some of the refugees requested some kind of asylum from whoever arrived to pick them up, he had no horse in that race. He was grateful for Anna’s assistance in avoiding entanglements diplomatically.

He left the ambassadors to their deliberations, returning to his ship once the logistical details that concerned him were finalised. Anna came with him, likewise happy to escape the affair. She had been there far longer than him and had exhausted what productive moves she could make.

“You did well, Jason,” she said after they appeared in a room on the ship set aside for teleport arrivals. “And an excellent choice on the suit.”

“Thank you.”

“Shade?”

“He did help pick it out,” Jason conceded. “My family is having a barbecue on the deck eight terrace lounge, if you want something to eat.”

“I wouldn’t want to intrude.”

“Rufus, Taika and Gary are there. And I’m finally going to bring my friends from the other world to meet everyone. I know you’ve been waiting to connect with Danielle Geller.”

“Then I shall refresh myself and make my way down.”

[image: ]


“Wait, were we meant to dress up?” Neil asked. “You said the dress code was casual.”

“It is,” Jason assured him. “I just had a meeting with the Earthlings.”

“I hope you didn’t call them that,” Danielle said.

“I totally did. Even told them to take me to their leader.”

She rolled her eyes as Jason flashed an impish grin.

Jason’s friends were gathering in the hall outside their suites. His team, minus Zara. Farrah and Danielle. Emir and Constance, Arabelle and Gabriel. Valdis and his wife Sigrid. Belinda had Estella with her, trying not to be awkward around Jory. Travis was nervously clasping the hand of his wife Gabrielle.

“Travis, you were one of the first outsiders to sign on with the Asano clan. You could have been down there the whole time.”

“I don’t know,” he said. “It’s been so long, you know?”

“You don’t have to worry,” Jason assured him. “You’re amongst friends. Family. And I know we’ve had our differences, Gabrielle, but you’re family too now.”

He looked around.

“No Zara?”

“She’s still with the Rimaros diplomatic contingent,” Danielle said.

“I told her this was happening,” Sophie said. “She’ll join us or she won’t.”

“I’ll call in on them,” Jason said. “But not until after. I’ve been putting this off too long.”
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The Storm Kingdom royal family was sprawling, making up almost a quarter of the kingdom’s nobility. Even the least prominent of noble houses had at least a few royals tucked away in the family tree, all carefully tracked to keep families from becoming too close. Royals on the level of Zara were rare; most of the princes and princesses were far less influential than upper-tier nobility.

Zareen Rimaros was technically a princess, but far enough down the hierarchy that she was formally referred to as ‘lady’ rather than ‘princess’ or ‘your highness.’ The same was true for many of the diplomatic team sent to engage with the authorities of Earth.

According with her status, she had served as something like a lady in waiting for princess Zara, and they had become close during the journey. It helped that Zareen also had a history with Jason, although Zareen’s was far less complicated. It was mostly a social connection through Liara, her mother. Liara was likewise a lesser royal, but her personal power and position in the Adventure Society made her a political force, nonetheless.

Zareen sat on Zara’s bed, watching the other princess pace back and forth.

“You should just go,” she told Zara. “This is only a big deal in your head.”

“What if I’m being presumptuous?”

“Presumptuous? We’ve all been watching the pair of you eye-humping every time you’re in a room together.”

Zara stopped to give her a scathing look. Zareen responded by putting her wrist to her forehead and falling back, as if taken faint.

“Oh Captain, I am but a wayward princess, cast adrift on a dimensional sea. Take me in your manly arms and⁠—”

She was cut off by a thrown pillow, laughing as it bounced away.
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While Jason was corralling his friends, the group at the gathering was growing as well. More clan members were appearing through a shadow portal, including Jason’s oldest uncle, Shiro Asano. He arrived with the former members of the Network’s Asano clan, exiled to the Australian clan for siding with Jason during his last trip to Earth. The head of that group was the Japanese Asano clan’s former patriarch, also named Shiro Asano. The Two Shiros, as they had become known, had struck up a friendship during the course of Jason’s long absence.

With them were former members of the Tiwari Clan. Like the Japanese Asanos, they had been exiled from their family for siding with Jason. His previous time on Earth had been filled with betrayal and deceit, so he greatly appreciated those who had demonstrated integrity, even when it cost them dearly.

Leading his friends, Jason paused outside the door to the lounge, as nervous as Nik had been earlier. Humphrey placed a hand on his shoulder.

“It’ll be fine, Jason.”

“He’s right,” Belinda said. “I mean, will they hate Neil? Probably, yes. But you’re prepared for that.”

“Hey…”

“Thanks,” Jason said. “That calmed me down. But yeah, they’re probably all going to hate Neil.”

“Gods dammit.”

“No gods here, mate,” Jason told him. “There’s just me.”

“Wow,” Neil said. “That may be the most arrogant thing you’ve ever said, and that’s a crowded field.”

“It was pretty bad,” Humphrey agreed.

“Sorry. I was doing a thing, earlier, and I thought I might have to turn off the sun for a bit. To prove a point, you know? It put me in a certain head space.”

“Just open the damn door,” Sophie said. “I want something to eat.”

The door dissolved away.

“Farrah!” Emi yelled and bolted over.
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“You’re all so good-looking,” Erika said. “I mean, I know what magic does to people’s appearances, but even by those standards, it’s really something. It’s like you all just waltzed in from a modelling agency.”

“That’s really flattering, Eri,” Jason said.

“And Jason would be your manager. Which would explain the one guy who isn’t gorgeous like the rest of you.”

“Really?” Jason whined.

“I like her,” Belinda said in flawless English and stepped forward to shake Erika’s hand. “I’m Belinda, and this is Estella.”

“I actually recognise you,” Erika said. “Jason made recordings during his first trip to your world.”

“I remember those,” Belinda said. “They were really annoying.”

Jason watched happily as his two families met for the first time. For two groups from literally different worlds, they meshed better than he ever could have hoped. Much of the start was him making introductions. Most of the adults present were essence-users, so remembering names was easy.

He watched the healers, Neil, Jory, Arabelle and Sigrid, discuss different approaches to magical healing with Jason’s brother-in-law and another doctor, Chloe Baudrillard. Emi, Clive and Gary were messily disassembling one of Emi’s cube constructs on a table where people were meant to be eating. Valdis was enthusiastically discussing Earth sword techniques with non-uncle Shiro and his daughter, Akari.

Anna and Danielle finally met, Jason resisting the urge to push his senses through their privacy screen as they shared exasperated expressions while gesturing in his direction. Emir was holding court with some of the younger generation, many children having arrived with the extra clan members. He was loudly recounting a boisterous tale of treasure hunting and adventure.

Jason’s father was talking with Emir’s wife and Arabelle’s husband. Farrah was catching up with Rufus after fifteen years of separation from her oldest friend. Nik, Belinda and Estella were raiding the buffet table as if they needed to store food away for the winter. Belinda was interrogating an uncertain-looking Itsuki Tiwari over what was the best food to swipe. Humphrey and Sophie were circulating, the absolute centre of attention.

“It’s almost obnoxious,” Erika said. “They’re just perfect humanoid specimens. I am not comfortable with the look Nana is giving Humphrey.”

“I know, right?” Jason agreed. They were watching the room from a quiet booth against the wall, a cornucopia of food laid out before them.

“You know they’re all going to be famous, right?” Erika asked. “Did you prepare them at all for a horde of thirsty people on the internet?”

“Is ‘thirsty’ a term people are still using? I’d have thought they would have moved on from that by now.”

“I don’t know. I’ve been living in a magic hole for years, cut off from popular culture.”

“It’s not a magic hole.”

“There’s a hole in the universe you go through to get in, Jason. It’s a magic hole.”

“That’s an aperture, not a hole.”

“You know we have internet here? Unlike in the magic hole. You do realise what I’ll find if I look up synonyms of aperture on my phone, right?”

“Shut up and eat your burger.”

She contemplated poking him some more, but it was a good burger, so she picked it up and took a bite. Jason let out a contented sigh and leaned into his sister’s shoulder.

“This is exactly what I wanted, Eri. Everything I’ve wanted, for so long. I know there’s going to be a bunch of crap to deal with, but right in this moment, everything is perfect.”

“I heard someone mention there was another member of your team?”

“Zara. She’s a princess of the kingdom on the other end of the magic bridge. They have a diplomatic team here to establish relations on Earth. She’s with them.”

“A princess, you say.”

“Yep.”

“A beautiful princess?”

“Look at these people, Eri. They’re all beautiful.”

“Uh huh.”

Jason sat up straight and looked at his sister.

“Eri, who have you been talking to?”

“Farrah.”

Jason let out a weary sigh.

“I want to meet her, Jason.”

“Nothing has happened between me and Zara.”

“I want to meet her.”

Jason looked around the room at people having a good time.

“Later,” he said. “There’s history, with Zara and me, and things are delicate right now. Neither of us know exactly where things stand, or where they’re going. And there are complications. Political ramifications. She’s a princess, Eri, and not of the wave-at-people-during-a-hospital-opening variety.”

“So, she’s not allowed to hook up with a commoner?”

“No, that’s not the issue. It’s complicated and political, and about more than just her position. I’ve fallen into an unusual position in Pallimustus global politics. Danielle, could you come here, please.”

Danielle was on the other side of a loud room, and inside a privacy screen. Even so, she looked over at Jason’s softly spoken request. She made her way over and Jason tapped the button on the table that activated the privacy magic on the booth. Jason and Erika stood as Danielle approached.

“I don’t think you two have formally met. Erika, this is Danielle, Humphrey’s mother. Danielle, this is my sister. I need my sister to understand why she can’t interfere with my relationship with Zara. For my own good, of course, in that big sister way. I thought that you would be better to explain Pallimustus politics, my position in it and how that relates to the princess. Both because your explanation will be better, and she won’t doubt half of it on principle the way she would with me.”

“It is good to meet you,” Danielle said. “And Jason was right to bring me in on this. I’ll leave the complex personal history for him to explain later, and focus on the politics. How much has Jason told you about what he’s been up to on my world?”

“Not much.”

“Then I will start at the beginning. Shall we sit?”

“I’ll go,” Jason said, standing up. “I might sneak out and see if I can’t talk Zara into joining us.”

“Jason,” Danielle said. “I won’t tell you what to do, or not to do. What I will ask is that any choices you make, you do not make lightly.”

“I know,” he said. She nodded, and he left. The two women claimed seats in the booth.

“Perhaps,” Danielle said, “I should start from the very beginning. I was spending some time at my family’s original estate when I was visited by Rufus Remore. He had an unusual story, centred around a strange man he had met…”


5
MISGIVINGS


Members of the Cabal had been hiding themselves for longer than humans—at least the ones from Earth—had been recording history. Some were reclusive, their glamours not holding up to close scrutiny. Others were capable shape-shifters, blending unnoticed into human society.

Messengers were among the most capable in this regard. They could hide their wings, reduce their size and even diminish their natural beauty and compelling presence. Other inhuman traits, such as hair colour, could likewise be disguised. In this way, the messengers had hidden themselves for millennia. Even many amongst the Cabal had considered the angelic founders of their collective a myth.

Fifteen years past the revelation of their existence, many were more relaxed about masking their nature. The wider Cabal was often doing much the same, from diminutive fairies to looming ogres. There were many advantages to the human form, however, even within Cabal facilities. When you were nine feet tall, with three-foot antlers, taking human form was just easier when you were in line for the handmade naan bread station at the cafeteria.

Boris Ket Lundi, or Boris Ketland, as he went by on Earth, had long been comfortable with human proportions. Those proportions had changed considerably over the years, his first visit to Earth predating the existence of humans on Earth by a considerable margin. He had once spent several millennia disguised as a celestine research assistant, studying the effect of magic on convergent evolution across universes. It had been a useful cover in scouting potential sites for hidden Unorthodoxy colonies.

Earth had been a bold choice for such a colony, being central to the scandal that saw the original Builder sanctioned. The gamble had paid off, however, as the Council of Kings saw no value in poking at the great astral beings and avoided the seemingly worthless world. It had been tricky to set up infrastructure to sustain gold- and silver-rankers on the low-magic world, but that was put in place before the rise of the early hominids. There was no way to allow diamond-rankers to live there, but they were few in number anyway, and could take care of themselves.

Unlike the Council of Kings, Jason Asano was not afraid of jabbing transcendent beings and their interests. His ability to keep doing so without being spread across the concrete like an unfortunate jam spillage surprised even Boris, whose life experience spanned billions of years. He had marvelled at Jason, who had no concept of how often the hand of vengeance had been stayed by wildly unlikely circumstances or a bizarre confluence of transcendent agendas.

Even now, plans born long before Jason Asano were in motion, unnoticed and unseen, like the water of an underground river. Few realised what was happening right beneath their feet. The schemes set into motion by Jason’s outworlder predecessor, the Network founder, continued to play out. Boris had worked with the founder’s own familiar to betray him to early magic societies that would eventually become the Network.

That act had not stopped the clock the founder had set in motion, but it did allow them to accelerate the magical knowledge of Earth’s fledgeling essence-users. It was not enough, but the deficit of magic on Earth was always going to be the limiting factor. The rising magic of the last century or so had led to the Network becoming fully established.

Noreth had always been an unstable element, and his increasingly extreme and isolationist approach to advancing Earth’s magic had been disastrous, in the end. His Engineers of Ascension had attempted to push magic forward through less conventional paths, but Boris had refused to participate. Noreth and his organisation’s research was dangerous enough, even without access to the knowledge of the cosmos.

In the end, Noreth had failed to realise that Asano was an ally and not an enemy agent until too late. His drastic move of disabling the grid had created the transformation zone crisis, almost destroyed the planet and spiked the magic level of the Earth.

Boris had come to the brink of revealing his messengers to resolve the crisis, but Asano had managed it alone. Even so, the increased magic level and reduced stability of the Earth had accelerated the enemy timeline. The worst part was that Boris could do nothing, forced to let Jason play into enemy hands. The only alternative would lead to Earth being destroyed.

Ultimately, Jason’s efforts had allowed the messengers to remain hidden. The more Boris was forced to expose the presence of his people, the more likely they would be discovered by others out in the cosmos. Once revealed, the messengers would need to leave or bring the wrath of the Orthodox messengers down upon the Earth.

If Boris and his people had to leave the planet, they would not be around for the war to come. After Noreth’s actions, that eventuality was more likely than not. The dimensional bridge had needed to be put in place decades before planned.

The likelihood of the messengers being forced to leave and not be present for the war had pushed Boris to revisit an old decision. He had helped the Asano clan take up one of Noreth’s projects, something he would never have done if Noreth was still alive. He trusted the clan, under Jason and his grandmother, to act more responsibly than the rune spider would have. He doubted it would be enough, but it would give the Earth a chance, at least. If he and his messengers were not present to fight, they would desperately need it.

Asano’s detour with the Cosmic Throne had given them a precious fifteen extra years to prepare, but even that was pushing it. Much longer and signs of dimensional breakdown would have started to show. Now, the bridge was set in place. The Earth would heal over time, but was opened to a new threat. Within a decade at most, the bridge would become a true dimensional passage, no longer requiring sophisticated astral magic to cross.

Boris found himself forced to admire the plan. The World-Phoenix, Jason, Boris himself and many others played a role, each elegantly placed to do their part. Some, like Jason, were oblivious to their role, while Boris had no choice but to go along, despite knowing the outcome. The World-Phoenix could not be forced, manipulated or deceived. It simply didn’t care what happened, so long as the Earth’s dimensional stability was ultimately restored. The enemy used that disinterest, relying on the World-Phoenix doing what it would have done anyway.

Dawn had been a surprise to Boris. He had not expected the World-Phoenix’s agent to form such a connection with Jason, although that seemed to be the man’s true talent. He made friends or enemies, and little in between, everyone either loving or hating him. Even Boris quite liked the man. He had an inkling that the enemy had been equally surprised by Dawn’s behaviour, and took hope in that. He didn’t know exactly what she had done for Jason, but was certain she’d taken actions beyond the mandate of her great astral being.

It could be the thing that saved them all.

Boris contemplated all of this from the Cabal main headquarters, in what was once the Democratic Republic of Congo. The Cabal’s influence in Africa was greater than that of the other magical factions, but the former DRC was one of the few regions where it had outright seized power. The Cabal preferred to operate in a supporting role with existing governments, but several areas had proven too unstable after the rise of magic.

He sat in a security office, with an array of monitors on one wall. Running on loops was all the footage of Asano’s return publicly available, and quite a few that weren’t. Boris sat at a desk where a computer held every document and report they could get on Asano and what the powers of Earth had done in preparation for his return.

The media had only just been cleared to announce that Jason was back. There had been some inevitable leaks, but Jason Asano was a name in the earliest days of magic, and the world had moved on. The interest in him was rising now, ramping up as footage of his dramatic arrival was released. Carefully curated, of course.

The public interest still wasn’t at the level that Boris knew would inevitably come. They didn’t understand the scale or context of what was happening, but that would change over time. The next fight would not be one of powers and violence but image and messaging. Whether to mobilise the world, or maintain the status quo, the key was controlling the narrative. He was frustrated at his inability to put his hand on that scale. He had already revealed himself more than was wise, especially with cosmic eyes now pointed at Earth.

Boris sighed, rubbing his hands over his face. He wondered yet again if it was the right move to let things play out, keeping Asano in the dark. And he came to the same conclusion as always, as much as he disliked it. Jason’s penchant for extreme-risk solutions would undoubtedly rear its head if he found out what was coming.

The only real tool Asano would have to fight the outcome was his connection to the dimensional bridge, and Boris would not allow it to be endangered. If something happened to it now, it would almost certainly undo the Earth, and possibly Pallimustus as well.

Boris looked up at the image of Jason fighting the cosmic invaders, knowing that Earth had to be ready for worse. They had to make the most of the next decade, and Jason had to be the catalyst. His unique position, hovering between protector and threat, was the exact motivation that the Earth needed.

He stood, just as the door opened. Tera Jun Casta entered, her eyes finding Asano’s image on the monitors. There was a lot of baggage there that needed to be carefully unpacked, now that Asano was back.

“Are you going to Australia?” she asked.

“Yes. Do you want to join me?”

She looked back at the screens. “Yes. No.” She bowed her head and mumbled at the floor, “I don’t know.”

He reached up to give her a comforting pat on the shoulder. She was one of the few messengers who kept her wings and much of her size, even indoors. Her towering height of almost seven feet made life awkward, but little more than humans of similar stature. Her looming form was incongruous with her cute, rounded facial features and brassy-haired pixie cut.

“Maybe wait,” Boris suggested in a soft voice. “Things are hectic right now. Give them time to settle.”

She nodded. Boris patted her on the shoulder again and left her in the office, watching the recordings of Jason.
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Colours swirled over the navigation table on the bridge of Admiral Jakaar’s flagship. Dimensional maps were abstract, shifting things, as traversing astral geography was wholly unlike navigating physical reality. Time and space became arguably and variably the same thing, wholly at odds with each other, or non-existent entirely.

One of the less discussed aspects of being a diamond-ranker was how approaching the peak of mortal power granted glimpses of what lay beyond. Jakaar could feel the flow of the cosmos, like a voice slightly too distant to make out clearly. When he nudged up against the higher rules of the cosmos, that voice became clearer, although he didn’t always like what it said.

In this case, he could feel the rules of intrusion. They were telling him that the fragile backwater universe containing Earth was still unavailable to him, even through gold-rank catspaws. Enough time had passed that his people should have either finished the job or reported their failure.

The link between this universe and the other was impossible to miss, to the point of almost blinding his vessel’s sensors to anything else. He had his fleet running patrols in case of ambush. He wouldn’t normally expect as much, out in this backward, cosmic crevice, but the continued silence from his most reliable gold-rank agent spiked his instincts. He had the feeling that he was somehow being played, and he didn’t like it. Wishing he’d given more credence to Jota’s misgivings, he slapped a hand on the navigation table in frustration.

“Keeley?”

“Yes, Admiral?”

“Collect what we have about Earth. Scouting reports, transcripts of every communication when we were cutting the deal, everything. Send it to my stateroom.”

“Of course, Admiral.”


6
THE UNADULTERATED JASON


The diplomatic contingent from the Storm Kingdom had set up their area of Jason’s cloud ship like an embassy. Jason provided the space, tailored it to their requests, and left them to it. Like an actual embassy, any sovereignty the Storm Kingdom representatives held was a polite fiction, agreed upon with the host. As Jason made his way to that area of the ship, he reflected that civilisation itself was really just a series of fictions, collectively agreed to.

Many within a society didn’t even realise the degree to which it was, essentially, just made up. How many of the bedrocks upon which they built their lives, their very identities, were arbitrary inventions. Lines on maps; the value of a bank note. Who was born to rule, and who to serve.

Disruption revealed those fictions, breaking the illusion and forcing people to confront the world in which they lived. This was what Earth had been going through since the revelation of magic. Jason had seen the beginning, but the changes had continued in his absence. Nations had fallen or transformed, devoured by their neighbours. Others had risen or expanded. The economy had collapsed, and the very nature of ownership had shifted. The ability to hold a thing was becoming more important than a piece of paper saying who owned it.

Spirit coins had become widespread while Jason was away, challenging the dominance of fiat currency. Spirit coin farms had become viable on Earth, not just in astral spaces. The Asano clan had been a large factor in this, freely disseminating guides on how to set up such farms. More than anything else they or Jason had done, this earned the ire of nations who nevertheless set up farms of their own.

Although he had been studying the changes to Earth through his avatars, there was only so much Jason could learn from the confines of his spirit domains. He needed to get his head around a situation that was still in flux. His arrival had already exacerbated instability, and diplomatic contact with representatives of an alien power would do the same.

Jason’s interest was currently on only a single member of the Storm Kingdom delegation. He entered the lobby of their shipboard consulate and walked up to the woman sitting behind the desk. If she had been an Earthling, the silver-rank woman would have been powerful and important, even with the monster core residue permeating her aura. In the Storm Kingdom, she was a receptionist.

“Lord Asano.”

“G’day, Kara. And again, not a lord.”

“But you are a king. I can address you as ‘your majesty,’ if that is your preference.”

“My preference would be to have you call me Jason.”

“As you wish, Lord Jason.”

“How about we stick to Jason, clean and unadulterated?”

“I have my instructions, Lord Jason. And, if I might ask, when was the last time you could honestly claim to be unadulterated? I’m not sure I’ve encountered anyone as politically encumbered as you, Lord Jason, and I work for interdimensional diplomats.”

Jason held up his hands in surrender as he let out a chuckle.

“I’m not sure I can argue past that,” he said. “Is the princess ready?”

“That technically could include a third of the delegation, Lord Jason. I assume you mean Princess Zara?”

“Yes, Kara. I am waiting for Zara.”

“She’s on her way. And, if I might make a suggestion, Lord Jason?”

“By all means.”

“Most women don’t find you comparing their names to other women amusing, even if you do.”

Jason raised his eyebrows, then bowed his head.

“Good looking out,” he said gratefully.

He looked around the room as he waited for the princess to emerge. The white marble streaked with blue was native to the Storm Kingdom. Jason had fed half a quarry’s worth to the cloud flask on his last visit, to better accommodate the Rimaros diplomats. The plants also belonged to the cloud flask, but the remaining decorations had been brought in by the delegation. With tapestries, paintings, statuaries and carpets, they had not been shy about making themselves at home.

The Storm Kingdom contingent appeared to include someone with interior decorating expertise, as the results had Jason nodding in approval. Imposing, yet not intimidating, the room showed off the kingdom’s wealth, but with a reserve that avoided ostentation. The decorations told the story of a kingdom with history, power and dignity. The way they were displayed was a message of restraint and maturity. Jason could see the message it presented to any Earth politician who saw it.

“Knowing Earth politicians,” he muttered to himself, “they may want to have gone less subtle.”

“What was that, Lord Jason?”

“Don’t mind me, Kara.”

When Zara emerged, her attire was incongruous with the imposing lobby. She wore a light summer dress, sandals and wide-brimmed sunhat. The print of her dress and the flower atop her hat set off the sapphire in her eyes, and in the hair spilling out from under her headwear. Compared to the marble and centuries-old decorations that wouldn’t have been out of place in a museum, she presented as every inch the cruise ship passenger, albeit the kind who would send distracted onlookers tumbling overboard.

She wandered over to him, a smile playing on her lips. Jason was glad not to have changed out of the suit he wore to the meeting with Earth’s ambassadors. While his normal attire might match hers better thematically, he suddenly felt the need for as much aesthetic appeal as he could muster.

“Princess,” he said with a slight bow.

“Captain,” she replied, not putting too much effort into suppressing a grin.

“While I am technically captain of this ship, you realise that no one else calls me that, right?”

“Would you like me to stop?”

“No,” he confessed.

The giggle she let out triggered lizard-brain instincts he didn’t realise were still there, given his new nature. Her presence sent an electric spark running through his body, reaching through his avatar and into his soul. In New Water, residents looked up as thunder pealed in an empty blue sky.

She was looking him up and down more overtly than he was taking in her attire.

“I’m glad to see that you have finally discovered that comfort and dignity are not mutually exclusive,” she teased.

“Are you saying there is an issue with my fashion sense?”

“I think ‘sense’ might the wrong word to describe the way you normally dress. I’m sure that Danielle has explained that how you garb yourself is as critical in diplomacy as the armour you wear into battle.”

He laughed.

“Almost word for word.”

“You do understand that you’re a king, do you not? A strange messenger king, of a people who would murder you if they could, but still royalty.”

“Does your nation even formally recognise my astral kingdom?”

“That is an open question, at the moment. One that I suspect will be closed soon enough.”

“Are you saying I should get a crown?”

“I’m saying that perhaps your current attire should be your model going forward.”

“And why exactly is that, Princess? Would you describe me as dapper, perhaps? Dashing? Rakishly handsome?”

“I would describe you, Captain, as lacking in humility.”

“At least I’m not going to be on a foot website once pictures of me in sandals start circulating.”

She narrowed her eyes at him.

“I do not know what that means,” she said, “but I find myself under the distinct impression that you deserve to get slapped. Are you looking to get slapped, Captain?”

He glanced around in exaggerated conspiratorial fashion, looking over at the receptionist, Kara. He then leaned in to whisper in Zara’s ear.

“Out of curiosity, would it be good or bad if I said yes?”

Her snort of laughter was decidedly unprincess-like, earning raised eyebrows from Kara. Zara pushed her hands against his chest, shoving him back lightly.

“You, Captain, have a long way to go in the cultivation of decorum.”

“If you want me to be more decorous, you need to stop looking so stunning.”

He dropped the playful lilt for that last comment and she flushed at the sudden compliment amongst the teasing. He took it as a win and held out his arm for her.

“Shall we, Princess?”

She couldn’t force the smile from her attempted glower as she placed a hand in the crook of his elbow.

“Lead on, Captain.”

They strolled down the hall, side by side, and took an elevating platform to one of the promenade decks. Jason had reconfigured the ship from its previous combat orientation, shifting to a cruise ship designed for touring with friends and family. It was ideal for looking out at the Australian outback in which the artefact city below them was located. They did just that, walking along the deck at a gentle meander.

“I somehow think that this is not the most efficient way to your family gathering,” she observed.

“I thought we’d take the scenic route.”

“Why are we still here, floating over this city? It’s starting to feel like you’re stalling. Finding reasons to stay around instead of heading for your clan territory. You even portalled your family here, rather than go to them.”

“Coming from the woman who was too nervous to come out and fight evil with us.”

“I was not nervous.”

“Uh huh.”

She batted him lightly on the arm. “I am the highest-ranking member of an inter-universe diplomatic delegation. I thought it was best that my first appearance before the people of another world was not killing people with explosive storm magic.”

“If I had explosive storm magic, that’s how I’d introduce myself to everyone. G’day, I’m Jason… boom. Lovely day for a dog show. Boom. I’d like to apply for a library card. Boom.”

“Now you’re stalling me. Are you keeping secrets, Captain?”

“Always. Do you know how many recording devices are directed at us right now?”

“I can sense the attentiveness of quite a few auras, yes. But isn’t this ship shrouded in privacy magic? At best, they will see us here, our mouths blurred to prevent lip reading.”

“Doesn’t blur your feet, though.”

“Why do you keep talking about feet?”

“I’ve been thinking about that.”

“You’ve been thinking about my feet?”

“I’ve decided that it’s definitely best you don’t know.”

“About my feet?”

“About internet search histories.”

She shook her head in exasperation, sending her sapphire curls dancing around her head. Jason managed to avoid letting out a whimpering noise.

“I am stalling,” he admitted. “About not moving, not about your feet. Shade only has a couple of hundred bodies, and it’s a big world.”

“You have him out spying. For the people who called in the pirates?”

“No, they’ll keep. My concern is with the vampires. I’ve come up against their leader, Elizabeth, in the past. She got the better of me, and I don’t want that to happen again. The vampires have known I was coming back since I massacred many of them to help make my avatar. That made an impression, and Elizabeth has had time to prepare. The vampires got a taste of my power, so I doubt she’ll take a direct approach.”

“What are you expecting?”

“Best guess? Holding cities hostage. There are weapons here that can wipe out whole cities. After magic came out into the open, several nations with access to those weapons were annexed or fell into disarray. The vampires were amongst those who snatched up some of the weapons during the chaos. They’ve already used one, and hold more as a deterrent against similar attacks against them. I expect they’ll use the same threat to try and ward us off as well.”

“Do you think they’ll use one of these weapons again? To punctuate the threat?”

“That’s my concern, along with the Earthling intelligence agencies Anna Tilden put me in contact with to coordinate the search. Shade can move fast and infiltrate any security that this planet can muster, but he needs at least some idea of where to look. He’s already confirmed the existence—or not—of hundreds of small groups, mostly blood slaves, rather than vampires proper.”

“You intend to wait here until you’ve found all of these weapons?”

“No. There’s no real chance of getting them all, and Elizabeth will realise we’re moving before we get close. I don’t know how connected the vampires are, but this is too global. She’ll realise what we’re up to and find a way to force our hand. The most we can hope for is to eliminate enough of the weapons to reduce Elizabeth’s hand at the negotiating table.”

“You think she’ll talk rather than fight?”

“The footage of the team fighting the pirates has leaked by now. Elizabeth will have realised that if our group joins the fray, the stalled war will resume, and the vampires will lose. But they could do a lot of damage in the meantime, be that through nuclear weapons or by culling the blood farms they still hold. Her strongest play is negotiation, and she’s too smart to not realise that.”

“Will the people of Earth even negotiate? With what the vampires have done? And the fact that they’re vampires.”

“The humans won’t rest until the vampires are a history lesson. Elizabeth will lean into the deterrent approach. Push for discussion, angle for concessions. For her, maybe some chosen few. The rest of her people she’ll sell out to save herself. I’ve seen her do it before.”

“Will you let her live? After what the vampires have done under her command?”

“Probably. I have planets she can’t escape, and better to let her rot there than watch cities burn.”

“And the rest of her kind? Will they just lie down and die because she cut a deal?”

“No. I’m inclined to offer other leaders the same deal, along with as many vampires as they want to take with them. Any vamps I can get off Earth without violence, I will. I just don’t think it will work that way. Some, yeah, but most will fight to the end, or try and hide themselves away.”

“If this Elizabeth is gone, what of the weapons? Will those left behind try and use them in her absence?”

“If they can get them to work. Elizabeth will have to give up locations, and I’m willing to bet she’s got a failsafe. Otherwise, one of the other vampire lords would have used one for themself. Elizabeth knows that if she can’t hand over the weapon stockpile, she has no leverage. As you say, the next vampire in line would take her spot and leave us with the same problem. I think she’ll make a deal to save herself and let the rest burn. She knows she has lost, and that we can’t let the vampires live. My guess is that she’ll angle for passage to Pallimustus.”

“A gold-rank vampire? She’d be killed on sight.”

“Part of her demands will be assurances that she’s cut loose safely.”

“Would you accept that?”

“Not if I can help it. She, and any other vampires willing to go, can go to one of my planets. One far away from the sun. It’s not a bad deal.”

“It’s about leverage, then. How many of the weapons you can take from her, and how effectively she can sell out the other vampires to humanity.”

“Yeah,” he said grimly.

A frown crossed her face as she heard the gravel in his voice. It was a hint of the icy tone he used when fighting enemies. She patted him gently on the arm.

“I’m sorry,” she told him. “This was meant to be a nice stroll, and I’ve made it bleak and political.”

“It’s okay,” he said, turning to her with a soft smile. “I always knew we’d have to wade through the mud to reach clear water.”

They met each other’s eyes. His amusement was gone, and the spectre of violence faded as vampires fell from his thoughts. He didn’t make a joke, or let his mind darken with bloody purpose. He wanted her to see past the armour. Vulnerability didn’t come easy, but he had gotten used to opening his soul. If he could do it for a battle over a magic throne, he could do it for a woman with a sharp mind, an imp’s smile and eyes like sapphire pools.

Neither spoke, as if afraid of breaking the spell. Her hand was pressed against his chest, neither quite certain when it had found its way there. He leaned in but hesitated, his face hovering before hers. He could see nothing but her eyes, clear and direct, with none of the uncertainty he knew filled his. She reached up and placed a gentle hand on the side of his face. She drew him in, closing the final distance, and pressed her lips onto his.


7
EMERGENT SITUATION


Jason couldn’t stop grinning. Walking along the promenade deck, his fingers were intertwined with Zara’s as she walked beside him.

“We should probably make our way to the gathering,” she pointed out.

“Well, we are taking the scenic route. There’s a place called Iceland that’s very scenic.”

She looked out at the Australian desert.

“Iceland,” she echoed.

“Yep.”

“I’m going to guess that’s some distance away.”

“Not if you really think about it. Rimaros is a lot further away.”

“Why don’t you want to introduce me to your family?”

“It’s going to be rough.”

“I can handle it.”

“Not on you! They’re going to adore you. I meant rough on me!”

Zara burst into laughter.

“Isn’t that what family’s for? Even with all the politics, my closest relatives are still family. We don’t show it to the world, but we’re not that different from anyone else. Even while I was publicly ostracised, I would still make discreet visits. My father complains that it’s not enough, and my brothers tease me about grubbing about as an adventurer, as if they weren’t doing the same.”

“I have a hard time imagining a family like yours being normal, even behind closed doors.”

“Is your family like any other, when you’re all together?”

“More or less.”

“And are you about to take a princess from another universe to meet them on your flying cloud ship?”

“Okay, I see your point.”
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The Asano clan friends and family gathering was in full swing by the time Jason and Zara arrived. Clive had taken Jason’s portal to the clan territory, from where he used his own portal to bring yet more people in. More of the ship’s passengers had joined the festivities, such as the priest Carlos Quilido. He was discussing soul therapy with Gladys Erstweller, who had treated the Alzheimer’s of Jason’s Nana. Amy’s daughters were chatting animatedly with Rick Geller’s wife Hannah and her identical sister, Jason’s nieces gushing over the elven twins.

A few people noted the quiet entrance of Jason and Zara. Farrah’s eyes moved to Jason’s hand still holding that of the princess; she smirked and went back to her conversation with Rufus. Emi spotted Jason and her eyes went wide as saucers. She rushed over, frantically grabbing her mother on the way. Jason took a long, bracing breath as they shuffle-ran across the lounge, Zara glancing at him with a chuckle. His sister and niece arrived in front of them, Emi practically bouncing up and down.

“This is your princess, Jason?” Erika asked.

“She’s a princess,” he said. “I wouldn’t be so bold as to call her mine. Zara, this is my sister, Erika Asano, and my niece, Emi Evans-Asano. Family, may I present Her Royal Highness, Zara Rimaros of the Storm Kingdom. She probably has about eight middle names, but I couldn’t be bothered learning any of⁠—”

He yelped at a sharp poke in the ribs from Zara. She otherwise ignored him, flashing a bright smile at Erika and Emi.

“It’s so lovely to meet you both. I do hope you’ll allow me to forgo formality and just be Zara today.”

“Of course. You’re coming with us while Jason is going to go off and play with his little friends.”

“I am?”

“You are,” Erika said firmly. She plucked Zara’s hand from Jason’s and led her away. Emi leaned close to her uncle.

“This isn’t going to be great for you, Uncle Jason,” she whispered.

“I see your young man isn’t here.”

“He’s scared of you. He knows you’ve been waiting to talk to him in person.”

“Right now might be a good time.”

“Don’t you dare. We’re going to have fun with your stupidly gorgeous princess while you let it happen and do nothing. Understand?”

He let out a weary sigh.

“Understood.”
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After leaving Zara to the tender mercies of Emi and Erika for an hour, Jason inserted himself in the conversation to check if she was in need of rescuing. Joining them were his father and brother-in-law.

“How we first met?” Jason said, in response to a question from Ken. “That was twenty years ago. She was a fancy princess from a foreign land, and I was but a humble adventurer.”

“A humble adventurer?” Zara asked.

“Yep. I distinctly remember your attendants trying to run off the grotty commoner.”

“I distinctly remember them failing. What exactly were you on the way to do that day?”

“I don’t recall.”

“Yes, you do.”

“I was on my way to meet some folks.”

“Oh, some folks. Just regular folks?”

“More or less,” Jason said, and sipped heavily from his drink held in a hollowed-out coconut.

Zara raised her eyebrows, skewering him with her look of accusation. Jason looked around the group, making a downplaying gesture to the table.

“It wasn’t a big deal,” he explained. “I’d come across some people and helped them out of a jam, that’s all. Their bosses just wanted to thank me.”

“By which he means that he liberated a small army of priests who had been trapped in limbo for centuries and a collection of gods wanted to publicly express their gratitude.”

“She makes it sound like a bigger deal than it was.”

“They formed a cult of you!” Zara exclaimed.

“People did that here too,” Erika grumbled. “I dread to think about what’s going to happen now he’s back.”

“I remember that thing with the gods,” Emi said, jostling Jason’s arm. “You talked about it in your recordings.”

“Recordings?” Zara asked.

Emi explained the recordings Jason had made of his initial visit to Pallimustus.

“Oh, I would love to see those,” Zara said. “Anyway, our ‘humble adventurer’ had just beaten out some of the most promising young adventurers in the world—myself included—in a contest run by Emir over there. In the course of which, he’d rescued some priests from half a millennium of imprisonment. Their gods wanted to thank him in person.”

“On the way,” Jason picked up the story, “I was harassed by some prick who didn’t like that I’d won. Because I actually was a humble adventurer, regardless of what any Hurricane Princesses in the area might have to say…”

Jason and Zara continued to tell stories of the other world, editorialising each other as they went. Eventually, Zara went off to chat with the team, having been sequestered away with the Storm Kingdom delegation for days. That left Jason with his family, to deliver their verdict.

“Ohmygod, she’s amazing,” Emi said. “And so gorgeous! I know what magic does to people’s looks, but she’s something else.”

“She seems lovely,” Erika said, “and somehow taken with you. She could do a lot better.”

“Eri, be nice,” Ken scolded. “Jason’s never brought a girl home before.”

They all glanced in the direction of Amy, who was talking with some people from the clan.

“Fair point,” Erika said. “But really, Jason, she’s great. And she’s really a princess?”

“Oh, yeah. Of one of the most powerful nations in the world. Stunning place, all flying ships and magic hurricanes. They have giant windmills that absorb the storms and use them to power these islands that float in the sky.”

“That sounds amazing,” Emi said.

“I’d love to show it to you,” Jason said. “It’s not like it was before, and neither am I. I spent a lot of time there, recovering from my last visit to Earth. I had this house on a cliff, overlooking a lagoon. That was my cloud house. Farrah built a permanent home for her parents on the land after I left. It’s an amazing spot.”

Shade emerged from Jason’s shadow.

“Mr Asano, loath as I am to interrupt your family time, there is an emergent situation in need of your attention.”
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Operations Officer Natalya Winscott of the CIA rubbed her temples, which did nothing to alleviate her stress headache. She was in the Melbourne operations centre for the multi-national task force hunting for vampire-held weapons of mass destruction, standing still as the people around her bustled about. The exception was the ASIS officer standing in front of her, Michael Aram.

“I thought,” Natalya said, “that the Australian security services understood that no move was to be made. This was meant to be coordinated, across agencies and across the planet.”

“This isn’t us. It appears that the Prime Minister has secured private contractors, through some kind of back channel.”

“Mercenaries? Are you serious?”

“We’re just learning about this ourselves. He clearly wants to bypass his own security services and this task force, although we don’t know why.”

“I believe that I have an explanation,” Shade said. The people in the room stirred as a patch of shadows turned into a person made of darkness. Distracted only for a moment, they went back to their tasks.

“What do you have, Shade?” Natalya asked.

“I’ve just sent one of my bodies to observe the Prime Minister. From what I’ve gathered, he is worried about his public image with the arrival of Mr Asano, given their history. He wants to use the capture of a weapon of mass destruction on Australian soil to seize control of the media narrative.”

“Is he an idiot?” Natalya asked.

“It’s not so much an issue of stupidity as inclination,” Michael said. “I’ve been dealing with Truffett since before Jason Asano had ever heard of magic. He’s spent decades working sneaky backroom deals, using end results to justify the means before anyone knows what’s going on. Given that it got him the Prime Ministership, it makes sense that he’d keep trying the same pattern.”

“This isn’t some political game, Aram. We’re talking about a nuclear weapon in a city of five million.”

“I am aware of the stakes, Officer Winscott,” Michael said coldly.

Natalya let out an exasperated breath.

“I know. I’m sorry, Mike. I just have a hard time when someone is this aggressively stupid. You realise he can’t stay Prime Minister after this, right?”

“Natalya, we’re not letting the US remove another Prime Minister.”

“That’s a conspiracy theory, Aram. We never did that.”

“You’re talking about doing it right now!”

“He’s circumventing his allies and his own security service to threaten a major metropolis with nuclear annihilation!”

“Perhaps,” Shade interjected, “we can put that question aside until the current one has been fully addressed.”

Natalya cleared her throat and smoothed her suit with her hands.

“Quite right,” she said. “We need to deal with the situation in front of us. What do you have, Aram?”

Michael scowled. “From the information we have, these mercenaries are a former Network strike force out of Russia. A lot of them went mercenary after the Cabal became the dominant force in that part of the world. They should be able to handle the vampires, at least. Assuming the vamps don’t have any surprises.”
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The Melbourne Bunker Project was a series of shelters designed to house the population in the event of a monster wave hitting the city. After the monster wave crisis passed, the project was defunded, leaving a series of half-completed underground complexes around the city. Most had ended up as drug hotspots or gathering spots for the homeless.

Some were more complete than others, able to be secured against intrusion. This normally wasn’t enough to keep people from an abandoned building, but these were bunkers designed to keep out monster hordes. That was enough to keep it clear of heroin addicts and the homeless seeking shelter, but not a Russian magical wetwork team. In the lowest sub-basement, a man named Ilyin looked at a wooden stake, half buried in the floor. Around it was a mess of blood, thick like craft glue, and the clothes of the now dead vampire.

“Where did you get that?” he asked, still staring at the wood that had gone through the vampire to bite into the solid concrete. It wasn’t a carved piece of wood but a rough shard, scorched as if from a tree struck by lightning.

“In a proto space, back in the day,” Gusev said. “The gold-rank one near Yekaterinburg. We used enhanced missiles to take out the keystone monster, but there was a tree that was almost undamaged, despite being in the strike zone. This shard was one of the few parts that were blasted off. Against people, a magic gun is better. For vampires, this is good.”

Gusev reached down and yanked the stake from the floor. It had left a hole in the concrete without losing so much as a splinter. The blood, however, had soaked into the wood and vanished, leaving it clean. Gusev’s hand started to twitch, the gold-rank item too much for his silver rank to handle. He slipped it back into the magic-suppressing sheath on his waist, requiring a few attempts as his hand had a mini-seizure. After it was put away, he rubbed his forearm with a groan.

“Can’t play around with that too long,” he said. “Lost use of my arm for two days, once.”

“I could use it for a while,” Orlova suggested.

Gusev turned to look at her. “No one uses it but me.”

“This clears the south wing,” Ilyin said, then pressed the radio on his chest. “Team Three, south wing clear.”

“Team Two, north wing, in progress,” came the response. “Four blood bags down. Heading for the last sub-basement now.”

They waited for another report that didn’t come.

“Team One, this is Team Three lead. Check in.”

More silence.

“Yegor, check in.”

Nothing.

“Yegor, you better answer me or be dead. Team Two, converge on the central hall and we’ll move on the east wing together.”

“Understood.”
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The blood oak, despite the name, was not a tree. It did look at least somewhat like one, with a trunk-like body and long limbs jutting out, seemingly at random. It didn’t have feet, but ambulated slowly using tentacles at its base that looked like a root system. Its skin was coarse and knobbly, like bark, but a bloody red colour.

Three of the creature’s limbs ended inside the bodies of people in tactical gear. Thin tendrils had spread through each body like veins and arteries, keeping them alive but helpless, dangling in the air. The radio they wore crackled to life.

“Team Two, south wing clear.”

An arm lifted, jerky like that of a puppet, to grab the radio.

“Team Three, north wing, in progress,” its body said. “Four blood bags down. Heading for the last sub-basement now.”

The arm flopped back down. The laughter of the blood oak was deep and inhuman, even more resonant than normal in the concrete chamber.


8
WHEN THE SCREAMING BEGAN


Ilyin, Gusev and Orlova moved through the dark concrete tunnels of the abandoned bunker complex. Designed to shelter tens of thousands of people for as much as a week, it was a sprawling warren, crawling under the city. The exposed construction site on the surface had long since been built right over, courtesy of some sketchy government approvals.

There were large chambers earmarked as dormitories or storage areas. Some did have lighting set into the ceilings, but there was no electricity to power them. The trickier sections were power rooms with half-installed generators and access tunnels for plumbing and electrical infrastructure. The tight spaces, filled with debris and protrusions, were tough to simply navigate, let alone fight in when the mercenaries ran into vampires.

Two of the three had lights attached to their tactical helmets and guns. Orlova had a perception power that, like Jason’s, allowed her to see through darkness. Her perception could penetrate any non-magical shadows, along with magical ones created by anything not too much more powerful than her. If any darkness proved impervious to her senses, it was time to run.

Their destination was the entrance hall at the centre of the complex. A large space designed to organise and filter people to other parts of the bunker network, its incomplete form was that of a massive concrete box. The only features were the doors leading out and a freight-sized elevator shaft with no elevator. It was an open space where they could see enemies coming and defend immediately with their powers, if it came to a fight. It was also their way in and out of the complex, via the shaft; the fourth team had been left to hold it.

As they moved down a clear tunnel, Ilyin took the time to have the others check in.

“Team Four, still holding the access point. Ilyin, you’re starting to spook me here.”

“Team Two, still en route.”

Ilyin stopped, turning to look at Gusev and Orlova. Their worried expressions mirrored his own.

“I’m not hearing things, right?” he asked.

“No,” Orlova said. “Lebedev sounds off, and he’s answering the same way each time. The exact same way each time, like a recording.”

Gusev nodded his agreement and switched his radio to the Team Four’s private channel.

“Team Four. Alekseeva.”

“Ilyin, now you’re really starting to spook me.”

“Be aware, Team Two may be compromised. Shape-shifter, voice mimic, I don’t know. No telling what powers these vampires get from their bloodlines.”

“I’d tell you we’ll stay sharp, but we’re on a knife edge already, Ilyin. We’ll be wary if they turn up.”

“Report anything through this channel. I’ll still do periodic check-ins so they don’t realise we’re onto them.”

“Acknowledged.”

Team Three started moving again, guns up as they examined every side tunnel and dark corner. Orlova signalled to stop, snapping her gun at a corner next to an upcoming door.

“Darkness,” she said. “Can’t see through it.”

The others focused their lights on the spot, but the corner remained shrouded in darkness. A pair of nebulous, disembodied eyes appeared within the shadows, orange with blue irises, and three guns opened fire. The bullets stopped in the air, as if caught in wall of invisible gelatine. A dark figure stepped out, the strange eyes shining from within the hood of a cloak darker than the shadows themselves. The figure pushed back the hood to reveal a face they all recognized from briefing documents.

Jason Asano plucked a frozen bullet out of the air and examined it briefly. He dropped it to the ground and then the others fell as well, clattering on the concrete. The three mercenaries looked at him, their gun magazines empty.

“Do we try our powers?” Gusev asked.

“Do you want to try your powers?” Ilyin asked.

“Against the man who just Matrixed our guns? I don’t even want to reload.”

“What does ‘Matrixed’ mean?” Orlova asked.

“It’s a movie from about forty years ago,” Ilyin said.

“Who is watching forty-year-old movies?” Orlova asked.

Jason could taste the fear in their auras and waited as they whistled in the graveyard. Their wide eyes and frozen bodies reminded him of animals staring at headlights.

“I take it we’re done fighting?” he asked.

The mercenaries had all heard people using translation magic before. This wasn’t that. Jason didn’t talk in Russian; they could hear him not speaking Russian. But while their ears told them he wasn’t speaking their language, their minds told them he was. It was uncanny—an unsettling fear beneath the straightforward terror instilled by his aura.

“You’re Jason Asano,” Ilyin said in English.

“Have been for a while now. Makes it easy to remember.”

“Why are you here?”

“Because someone sent you here to make a mess, and it needs cleaning up. I was expecting vampires, but there’s something else down here. It could be a vampire lord with some unusual powers, but I don’t think so. It’s good at masking its presence, but I’ve caught some glimpses of an aura, and it isn’t right for a vampire. It does reek of blood, though. Perhaps a vampire-like monster. I once encountered a spider that could turn people and even other monsters into vampires.”

“I don’t want to fight that,” Gusev said.

“Nor should you. One thing I am certain of is that it’s gold rank. We need to collect your people and get them out.”

“That’s an objective I can get behind,” Ilyin said. “We came in with twelve; four teams of three. We think one team is dead and another compromised somehow. Possibly dead and being mimicked.”

“I sense nine,” Jason said. “The group by the entrance, you and a group I found being fed on by vampires. The last group are likely your compromised people. Maybe dead, but whatever has them may be hiding their presence from me.”

As if to make his point, Ilyin’s radio crackled to life.

“Team Three? This is Four. Jason God Damn Asano dropped in on us, carrying Team One like sacks of potatoes. They’re down but alive, covered in punctures. Looks like a whole swarm of blood bags had their way with them. Asano sucked the vampire curse out of them and then fed them some crazy strong potions. They’re getting some colour back, but they’re still out. I’ve got Volkova healing them as fast as she can spend mana.”

“Their souls were stressed by the vampiric curse,” Jason explained. “Healing magic won’t get them on their feet as quickly as normal.”

Ilyin touched his radio and responded to Team Four.

“Alekseeva, Asano is here, and he says there’s some kind of gold-rank blood monster down here as well. We’re going to rendezvous with you, get out, and leave whatever’s down here to him.”

“I like that plan. Be fast.”

A portal arch rose from the floor, black stone filled with darkness that roiled like black fire.

“This will be fast,” Jason said, and stepped through.

The mercenaries shared a look.

“Either of you ever used a portal?” Orlova asked.

“No,” Ilyin said. “I saw a few being used, back in the Network days, but never went through one myself. Leadership was very restrictive about portal users.”

“You don’t think that portal leads to a cell or something, right?” Gusev asked.

“I’ve been hearing chatter, over the last year,” Ilyin said. “People talking about him coming back. Things that I thought were crazy, until I felt his aura. Until I heard his voice.”

“What was that?” Orlova asked. “It felt like hearing Moses coming down off the mountain. And how did he stop those bullets with what looked like his mind? That wasn’t in his listed power set. Some protective item from the other world?”

“If so,” Ilyin said, “he could trade it for an island if he has a spare. And I don’t think the portal is a trap. We’re not powerful enough that he needs effort to handle us.”

“Then let’s get going,” Gusev said. “I don’t want to be here when something he does need effort to handle turns up.”

[image: ]



Ilyin watched as Asano lifted his people up the empty shaft as if there was an invisible elevator. He sent Team Four up first, to secure the entry point on the surface, and was now lifting Team One, who were shaky but once again conscious.

“That’s really your aura doing all that?” Orlova asked.

“Yes.”

“How does that work? I can levitate myself, but not stably, or quickly.”

“It’s complicated.”

“Is it something I could learn?”

“Unlikely. You have to go through changes to make it possible. There’s no standard process for that, as far as I’m aware.”

“How did you go through them?”

“A cosmic bird needed me to save the world and come back from the dead less often.”

“You know how that sounds, right?” Gusev asked.

“At the risk of sounding immodest, I live an interesting life.”

“You’ve fought things like what’s in this place before?” Orlova asked.

“I won’t know until I find it. Or it finds me. But I’ve fought a lot of things.”

“Did you think about using us as bait?” Gusev asked.

“Even thugs who work for blood money don’t deserve that. I’ll get your other people out alive, if I can. You should not hold your hopes up, however.”

“What about the weapon?” Ilyin asked. “That’s what you came for, right? You’re spending time with us you could use hunting for it.”

“I have someone doing that.”

“And if that someone meets whatever is out there?”

“Then whatever is out there will discover that the cosmos is a large, and sometimes extremely hungry place.”
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“We should just leave it.”

“If we leave the weapon, Lord Louden will kill us.”

“Then we don’t go back to Lord Louden.”

“And do what? This isn’t the old days. The humans know what we are and have the magic to hunt us. We need shelter, and someone to get us out of the country. Unless you, a vampire, want to hide in the middle of a nation famous for being constantly bombarded by the sun.”

“Maybe we don’t have to go. The blood oak could easily kill them.”

“It could easily kill us. It’s unstable. Uncontrollable. Now that we’ve set it loose, we need to run from it more than we do from the humans.”

The two vampires continued loading the nuclear device into a large crate. They looked up as a third vampire hurried into the room.

“We need to go,” he told the other two.

“We know.”

“No, I mean we really need to go.”

“Where are the others?”

“Gone.”

“Are you telling me that many vampires went down to three humans?”

“No. We were devouring them when Jason Asano arrived.”

The other two went still.

“He can’t be as bad as they say, can he?”

“He’s worse. A shadow that feeds on vampires. You think Lord Louden’s aura is domineering? This was like being looked down on by a god. I was the only one to get away, and only because Asano was focused on saving the humans.”

“You got away?”

“Yes. Obviously.”

“And you came back here alone?”

“Are you dense? Yes, I came back alone. This doesn’t matter; we have to⁠—”

“It matters. Did you really get away, or were you let go?”

“Why would I be let go?”

“So someone could follow you. That’s why you would be let go.”

The sound of footsteps on concrete came into the hall, slow and regular, like the ticking of a clock. The three vampires looked up as a man walked into the room. He wore robes, rather than normal clothes, the colour of dried blood. His features were sharp, his neat beard not quite masking the protrusion of his large chin. His eyes were blood red orbs, glistening like sunlight reflecting off the surface of a red sea.

“Is this Asano?” one of the vampires asked.

“No. The aura is wrong. And the eyes.”

“Hello. My name is Colin, and I am going to eat you now.”

Mist started spilling from an open-ended pipe jutting from the wall near the ceiling. It swiftly coalesced into a person.

“Lord Louden!”

The gold-rank vampire only had eyes for Colin.

“This isn’t Asano,” he said. “It belongs to him, though. Some kind of servant creature. I don’t think you weaklings can sense it, but this thing is filled with delicious, bloody life force.”

Louden vanished in a blur and was suddenly behind Colin, leaning in to sink his fangs into Colin’s neck. That side of Colin’s neck, head and shoulders broke apart like a jigsaw puzzle, into a mass of leeches that crawled over Louden’s head, biting right back. That was when the screaming began.


9
A LOT HARDER THAN ANTICIPATED


Ilyin found his passage up the elevator shaft discomforting, lifted as if by a disembodied hand. It didn’t help that, to grab him, Asano had suppressed Ilyin’s aura first. Reaching the surface, he passed through the hole his team had jackhammered to access the elevator shaft. It was in a warehouse that had been built right over the bunker system.

They had cleared some space upon first arriving in the warehouse, and more room had been made now. Shelves stacked with construction materials meant little to gold-rank strength, and several gold-rankers were present. Normally, that would have set Ilyin on edge, but he had bigger issues to deal with today.

If the gold-rankers wanted to make Ilyin’s life hard, all they would have to do was push out with their powerful auras. In Ilyin’s experience, gold-rankers liked to throw their weight around, with auras being a favourite way to do that. This group had theirs retracted, leaving just enough to announce their presence. These auras were also smooth in a way he wasn’t used to. Ilyin focused on one gold-ranker, kneeling over Team One.

“You a healer?” he asked the man.

“Yeah,” the man said. “You their commander?”

His no-nonsense tone and failure to look up was comforting to Ilyin. He’d met combat medics before, and his familiarity with the attitude was a comfort on a day that had gone to hell eight different ways.

“I am,” Ilyin said.

“Neil Davone,” the man introduced himself. “Your people will be alright, but the vampires left them with a lot of the lesser vampirism curse. Jason cleaned it out before it took hold and turned them, but you’re looking at real recovery time here, whatever magic you use.”

“Thank you.”

[image: ]


The concrete storage room lit up as Travis entered, a glow stone floating over his head. His escort, Humphrey, nodded to Jason. Aside from the three men, the only things in the room were a large crate and some ominous stains that glistened in the light. They mostly covered the floor, but also painted sections of the walls and ceiling. Travis gave them a leery glance as he moved to the crate. The wood gave way to his silver-rank strength without resistance as he tore the crate to pieces, casually tossing them aside to look at the contents.

“Yeah, this is a nuke,” he said. “Some minimal magical enhancement, but inexpertly done, and some time ago at that. Too faded to offer any measurable performance increase at this stage.”

“Does that matter?” Jason asked. “We’re talking about a nuclear weapon.”

“It matters,” Travis said. “Setting off a conventional nuke deep underground, in a magically reinforced bunker, will do massive damage with a nasty radioactive aftermath. But a magically enhanced nuke, going off on the surface? It’s the difference between Melbourne being devastated, and Melbourne being gone.”

Jason nodded.

“Neither is a great option, but I take your point. It’s in our hands now, though, so we won’t let either of those scenarios happen.”

“Do you want me to destroy it? Or you could feed it to your cloud flask,” Travis asked.

“Disable it but leave it intact. Anna wants me to hand it over to the Australian government.”

“Aren’t they the ones who sent mercenaries down here in the first place?” Humphrey asked.

“It’s complicated,” Jason said. “Anna thinks that the Prime Minister won’t last after this, and helping the government save face will improve relations with whoever replaces him. So, leave something to hand over, but make sure it isn’t operable, and never will be again.”

“I can do that,” Travis said. “One of my abilities lets me play around with material for creating weapons. I can render the fissile material inert.”

“Thanks. Humphrey, keep an eye on him while…”

They all turned as Colin entered in his blood clone form, looking like a red-eyed Jason. There were four of him. Below diamond rank, he couldn’t permanently expand his biomass, but he could do so temporarily, if he fed on enough life energy. At gold rank, that temporarily lasted longer than before, and consuming a vampire lord had loaded his reserves nicely.

Jason had sent Colin and his extra bodies on the hunt through the complex. Now they returned, each carrying bodies slumped over their shoulders. Colin lowered them to the ground, setting them out in a line.

“There are people here,” he said. “A lot of people.”

Jason, Travis and Humphrey came over to observe the corpses.

“They look homeless,” Jason said. “There are a lot of them down here, you say? I can sense something out there, but it’s unclear. I certainly didn’t pick up on a bunch of homeless people.”

“They had something inside them,” Colin said. “The thing was controlling them, making them stronger.”

“Sounds like when the Builder shoved clockwork cores in people,” Humphrey said. “Made them stronger and turned them into unwilling slaves.”

“I can feel the thing inside them, if I get close,” Colin said. “I can leech it out of them. Devour it. That’s what I did to these people. They died, but not immediately. If we had a healer, maybe they could save them.”

Jason looked up from the corpses and put a hand on Colin’s shoulder.

“You really are a good boy.”

Colin’s bashful smile looked odd when he had Jason’s face.

“I’ll fetch Neil down here,” Humphrey said.

“I’ll bring the others from the ship,” Jason said. “Just the team is fine if we’re hunting vampires in the dark, but if there’s a bunch of puppeteered victims we can potentially save, we’ll want all hands on deck. Especially the healers.”

[image: ]


The bodies had been moved from the storage chamber with the nuclear weapon to the large central chamber of the complex. Three of the corpses had been placed inside ritual circles and complex patterns of light now floated over them. The patterns meant nothing to Jason, but there was a group of magical healers peering at them, muttering between themselves. Along with Carlos and Neil were Arabelle Remore, Claire Adeah, from Rick Geller’s team, and Sigrid Volaire, who was both Prince Valdis’ team healer and wife.

Their teams were present as well, but not yet moving out. Until they knew if the enemies Colin reported were victims that could potentially be saved, they didn’t want to move into the deeper reaches of the complex. The entrances were being watched by Humphrey’s summons, who looked like human-sized golems made of bone, garbed in ornate blue and gold armour.

At gold rank, Humphrey’s Spartoi power could call up a hundred of the dragon-tooth warriors. They weren’t up to the task of defeating an elite adventurer of their rank, but were perfect for battling enemy minions or when a large security force was required. Right now, they were securing the room against potential intrusion and patrolling nearby tunnels and chambers. It allowed the adventurers to gather and discuss without needing to watch the entrances, while waiting for the healers to be done.

Once they were, Carlos gathered everyone together.

“It would appear that Colin’s postulation is accurate,” he explained. “It seems we’re dealing with some kind of monster or other entity that can implant victims with organic material that controls them and floods them with power. Think of it like being affected by a spirit coin for an extended period, giving them a temporary false rank.”

“As you’d imagine,” Neil said, picking up the explanation, “that is very bad for you. The good news is it looks like these are normal-rank people. As with using spirit coins, the less magic you have of your own, the less severe the conflict between it and the introduced magic. Our best estimate is that there are a few more hours before whatever has happened to these people will kill them outright.”

“Our recommendation is to split into four groups,” Carlos said. “We have four teams here, and Colin has four bodies right now. Having Colin extract whatever this is from the victims will be critical to keeping them alive. Colin, how long can you maintain those extra bodies?”

“So long as I can feed on more of the things implanted in these people, then indefinitely.”

“Then let’s get going,” Carlos said. “I’ll set up a triage station here, using the dragon-tooth warriors to secure our foothold in the complex.”

“I’ll send a small contingent of them with each team as well,” Humphrey announced. “If you manage to free and stabilise any victims, the warriors can ferry them back here. Danielle, Farrah, you don’t have teams here, so you hold this area with the warriors in case something they can’t handle slips past us. Whatever we’re up against, it can hide from our senses and let its victims do the same.”

Danielle looked amusedly at her son, in expedition leader mode, referring to her by name. She said nothing, happy that he was even capable of issuing her orders. She’d been worried, when he was younger, that timidity would prevent his natural charisma from transferring into the potential she saw for him as a leader. That had continued right up until he stalled out in the attempt to reach gold rank, but he had ultimately found his inner dragon.

Jason, Rick Geller and Valdis all had their teams present. On Arabelle’s team was her husband, along with Emir and his wife Constance, who had frequently taken the place of original team member Callum Morse. Constance had trained with Callum on her own path to gold rank, before the full extent of his instability had shown. Now, Cal returned to the team, restoring the full original lineup while keeping Constance as well.

Callum was far more stable than when Jason had known him years earlier, during his obsessive searching for Sophie’s mother. The ability to visit her in Jason’s soul realm, plus years of therapy with Arabelle, had spurred his recovery. As he was the best hunter on any of the teams, he would be a useful presence in the group.

The four teams moved out, linked by Jason’s interface. His abilities enhanced the System to which they now all had access, not only allowing them to communicate, but also create a shared map of the complex as they explored it.
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“How many homeless people did they bring down here?” Jason muttered.

Colin’s leeches fell away from the latest group of victims, who dropped like puppets with cut strings as the force that controlled them was removed. Jason caught them with his aura before they slumped to the ground, floating the bodies over to where Neil was already drawing out a healing ritual.

“It does seem strange that this many people could be brought down here unnoticed,” Humphrey said.

“Homeless people might as well be invisible,” Jason said. “We spend so much time deliberately overlooking them that we don’t notice when they go missing.”

“We try to avoid that in Pallimustus,” Zara said. “A large, exploitable population invites vampires, necromancers or something worse to do just that. Your world will need to address this problem as the magic here rises.”

Rick’s voice came through the group chat.

“We just ran into some vampires. They fought like those other homeless people, which makes sense given that Colin said that they were being puppeteered. No skill, just trying to rush us down.”

The normal people were boosted all the way to silver rank, which was nothing to the gold-rankers. The challenge was not in winning the fights but in disabling their opponents so that Colin could excise the power controlling them. Some had to be fended off with enough violence that they didn’t survive, while others were too far gone. The magic boosting their rank had done too much damage already.

“Did you manage to take the vampires alive?” Neil asked. “Or what passes for alive for vampires?”

“No,” Rick answered. “Claire says the vamps have too much magic. Whatever is being done to these people kills the vampires outright, the moment Colin takes it out of them.”

“Why are they even controlling vampires?” Gabriel wondered. “Did the vampires not put whatever is down here in place?”

“A question for when we’ve figured out what we’re up against,” Humphrey said. “For now, we keep to the task at hand.”

Neil directed Humphrey’s Spartoi to take the latest batch of victims back to Carlos and his triage centre. At the same time, he sent a voice chat.

“Carlos, take a look at the bodies that didn’t make it. Some of them are dying and I’m not sure why. It tends to be the ones with improved physiques, so I’m thinking maybe they’re blood servants. I don’t have time for a more thorough examination.”

“I’ll take a look,” Carlos answered.
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The blood oak had a squirming and moaning body on the end of each limb. It used them as weapons, caustic blood bursting from them in clouds of mist that left gaping wounds. It used them as shields, soaking up attacks from Emir and his team. It even used them as potions, draining the life from them to heal itself.

Gabriel’s sword blazed with fire as it slashed at the tree-like creature. The blood oak intercepted with a dangling body, but it exploded, showering the room in chunks of flesh and viscera. The limb holding it was severed, the stump left burning. Another body shrivelled like a juice box being drained by an aggressively thirsty child. The limb grew back, and the flames were quenched as sticky red liquid coated the bark-like skin.

The blood oak tossed all the bodies it had left. They exploded into red, caustic mist that forced the adventurers back, if only for moment. The creature seized that moment to escape, sliding into a broken pipe like a snake and disappearing into the wall.

Callum dashed forward while conjuring a rat into his hand, then set it loose into the pipe to give chase.

“We just had an encounter,” Emir reported over the group chat. “It slipped away into a pipe.”

“We need a way to pin it down,” Rick said. “It just keeps throwing victims at us. I don’t want to have to kill them all before we can corner it.”

“At least it seems to be contained in this complex,” Jason said. “I think the bunker system is fully contained. With the elevator shaft guarded, the only other way out is the access point the vampires used. If it’s still running around, that means it either hasn’t found that exit, or couldn’t get past the barrier Clive put on it.”

“Callum is tracking the creature,” Emir said, even as Callum conjured more rats and sent them into the pipe. “Hopefully, we can hunt the thing down, whatever it is.”

“We may have a line on figuring what it is,” Rick said. “We’ve found some kind of magical laboratory. We’re checking to see if there’s anything we can use to stop it.”

“Only take a quick look,” Humphrey said. “If there’s nothing obvious, get back to the hunt. The what, how and why we can get to later.”
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The blood oak was no match for four gold-rank adventuring teams in a fight, but proved devilishly elusive. Unable to escape, it resorted to hit-and-run tactics that led to almost a dozen encounters before it was finally slain. It might have managed to whittle down a few members of the teams if they each hadn’t had a powerful healer on hand.

In the end, it was the combination of Callum and Jason that killed it. Callum’s conjured rats mapped out the pipe network and allowed him to start predicting the blood oak’s patterns. He finally had Jason move to anticipate one of its ambushes, allowing him to get enough afflictions on it that it crawled off to die. In the end, Colin, in leech swarm mode, crawled to where it had died and devoured it, bringing back a small sample.

The teams converged in the laboratory that Rick had found. It was a large space and, unlike anywhere else in the complex, fully outfitted. The walls had been sealed and sterilised, with functional lighting and power installed. A contained plumbing system and multiple large generators were set up in an adjacent utility room.

The lab itself had multiple rooms, looking halfway between an alchemist lab and a medical research centre. One room had heavily reinforced glass with a heavy security door, now open. The inside contained what looked like old vines, tangled around skeletons stripped down to nothing but stained bones. There were a couple of fresh bodies in the main lab area, looking like every drop of moisture had been drained out of them.

“You think the vampires made that thing?” Neil asked.

“Maybe,” Jason said. “Clive, can you and Travis figure out what they were doing here?”

“We can try,” Clive said.

“Try hard,” Jason said. “That one creature took four gold-rank adventuring teams over an hour to hunt down. If this wasn’t a sealed space, it would have escaped, and easily. We need to know if this was the only one, or if the vampires have more of them. If they do, that will make dealing with them a lot harder than anticipated.”

“That’s a nasty thought,” Neil said. “Imagine a whole nest of these things, hidden under a city. Almost impossible to detect, even harder to trap when you do manage it.”

“Emir,” Humphrey said. “Callum is the best tracker here. Have your team sweep the complex for leftover victims, or indications that there was more than one of these things. Rick, go escort Travis to this lab. Jason, this is going to be a huge mess. You should start coordinating with local authorities.”

“On it,” Jason said.

“Jason,” Travis said through voice chat. “See if you can find someone whose computer skills aren’t twenty years out of date to go through the systems in that lab. At this point, I don’t know if we could boot up a laptop between us. Assuming they still have laptops.”

“Good thinking,” Jason said. “I’ll see if I can rustle up someone trustworthy.”


10
WITHOUT CONSEQUENCE


In the vampire laboratory, Clive and Lorelei catalogued the overtly magical tools and materials. Travis was doing the same with the technological tools, while also checking in on an IT specialist from the Cabal who was working on the computers. Emi was paying greater attention, watching over his shoulder. She wasn’t a computer specialist, but she had, at least, used one that wasn’t old enough to vote.

The rest of Jason’s companions had moved on to other tasks. Some were sweeping the complex for any lingering vampires and victims. They had turned up several, mostly homeless people who had died along with the blood oak. Jason was talking with the others through voice chat as he flew through the skies of Melbourne in a black car.

“Bro, it sounds like killing the leader kills all the minions, like in an old monster movie,” Taika said.

“That would seem to be the case,” Danielle replied. “That’s good if we need to kill an army of minions quickly, but not if we want to save them.”

“I don’t suppose any of the victims have regained consciousness?” Jason asked.

“No,” Carlos said. “And don’t expect them to any time soon. They’ll be comatose for days while their souls shake off the trauma. We’ve dosed them with as much healing magic as we can without doing more harm than good. We’re lucky any of them lived at all. What they went through was tantamount to being chain-fed spirit coins. If they’d had any magic of their own, none of them would have survived.”

“We’re coming up on the complex now,” Jason said.

“You found your creepy magic experiment specialist?” Clive asked.

“I did,” Jason said. “Try not to be rude when you meet her.”

“Why would we be rude?” Clive asked. “Isn’t that kind of your thing?”
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While the mercenaries had jackhammered into an elevator shaft, the actual entrance to the bunker complex was a small security building. The vampires had purchased it through a discreet shell company and mild government corruption. It was more convenient than an empty shaft, and a large operation was now being set up around it.

The security building was in the corner of a car park that serviced the nearby warehouses and industrial spaces. There was a security cordon set up in the car park, with a couple of tents and an operations van. Looped around it was a simple rope barrier, the actual deterrent being a large security force. A half dozen squads in black tactical gear were positioned around the cordon. Outside of the line was the press, growing in number as more and more vans arrived. Reporters were trying to get a rise from the security team while cameramen set up tripods and deployed drones into the air.

The security force members were the first to notice the approach of a flying black sports car, and raised their guns. The press was filming moments later, although all their cameras picked up was a static blur. The car approached the ground, but instead of landing, turned into a cloud of roiling darkness. Two people dropped from the cloud to land lightly on the ground, a man and woman. The cloud was drawn down and sucked into the man’s shadow, like dust into a vacuum cleaner. The reporters immediately rushed at the pair, many already recognising Jason.

“I’m not taking questions at this time,” Jason said, without slowing down.

Some of the reporters moved into his path, at which point he stopped and glared. They quick-fired questions his way, then yelped and screamed as they floated into the air. Jason used his aura to pick up the entire media contingent, including their vans, and deposit them on the roof of a nearby warehouse. The camera drones were crushed, as if by invisible hands, and the scrap was dropped on the roof as well.

Jason and his companion then walked to the cordon rope, where a security team was waiting to meet them. The security personnel’s anxiety didn’t show through the tactical helmets, but it painted their auras. They were also throwing nervous glances at the stranded reporters.

“Mr Asano,” the squad leader said as she stepped in front of him. “There are security protocols in place now.”

“I’m sure there are,” Jason told her. “I just don’t particularly care.”

“Sir, we need to vet everyone attempting to enter the facility. I’m well aware that you could break me and my team like a carton of eggs, but we have a job to do. For all I know, you could be a reporter using illusion magic.”

Jason turned to look at the reporters on the roof, in various states of distress.

“I’ll acknowledge it’s unlikely,” the squad leader said.

Jason let out a frustrated sigh.

“Why do I keep running into people at checkpoints who fulfil their duties with integrity?” he complained. “Where are the cowards I don’t feel bad about browbeating?”

“I’m not really sure how to answer that, sir.”

“What’s your name?” he asked.

“Squad Leader Jessica Sunderland, sir.”

“Jason Asano.”

“I’m aware, sir.”

“I don’t really carry ID. Well, I do, but it’s a magic tattoo on my back. I don’t think that’s valid in Australian jurisdictions. What about you, Ms Blaine?”

“I’ve been living in a magic city for the last decade,” Jason’s companion said. “I haven’t had any legal identification since I came back from the dead in Arizona. You brought me here through a portal, which I imagine is illegal entry. I don’t have a passport, let alone a visa. I’m not even sure my US citizenship is still valid.”

“Because you died?”

“Yeah.”

“Were you declared dead, legally?”

“I suppose not. The other cardinals murdered me and I came back to life in a shed.”

“You’re probably fine, then. Just to be clear, when you say cardinals, you’re not talking about Catholics, right?”

“No, that was what we called the EoA leadership. Cardinals, after the cardinal directions. I was Mrs South.”

“Right. Like Mr North.”

“Exactly.”

“Uh, sir?” the squad leader interjected.

“Right, sorry, Jessica,” Jason said. “You know, you can call me Jason.”

“I’m definitely not going to do that, sir.”

“Fair enough. Look, we need to go in. You know who I am, and this is Audrey Blaine of Clan Asano, so now you know who she is. I’m going to need you to take my word for it, because we’re going inside.”

“Sir, if I can convince you to wait a moment, I’ll radio my supervisor and see if I can clear you. That way, you don’t have to beat the crap out of all of us on your way in.”

“Fair enough,” Jason said. “But do try and make it quick, or I’ll put you all up there with the reporters.”

“Thank you, sir.”

She took a few steps away and started talking into her radio. Jason waited, looking around absently.

“I should probably get a phone,” he mused. “Do they still have phones, or is it hologram watches or something now?”

“I think they still have phones,” Audrey said. “Again, I’ve been living in a magic city for a decade. Surrounded by vampires.”

“Is that weird for you? The vampire thing?”

“Not really,” Audrey said as she looked around. “You’re not very big on following rules, are you? Or laws.”

“I suppose not. Except cosmic laws, I guess. I kind of have to follow those, since I’m the one who… ah, that doesn’t matter. I’m more of a ‘do what thou wilt shall be the whole of the law’ guy.”

“You realise that when regular people try that, it doesn’t work out.”

“It doesn’t always work out for me, if I’m being honest.”
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The bunker network’s single installed elevator was a freight elevator installed as part of the original construction. Jason and Audrey rode it down until it stopped with a shake. When the doors opened, they found most of Jason’s team arrayed in front of it, brandishing weapons.

“What did I say about not being rude?” he asked them.

“That’s an energy vampire,” Humphrey said, pointing his sword at Audrey.

“Indeed, she is. Audrey Blaine, may I introduce Team Biscuit. Team, this is Audrey. A few decades ago, she ran an extremely sketchy joint project between the extant magical factions of the period. That program was how she ended up in her current state, which she has long-since learned to manage.”

“What about magic sunlight turning vampires evil?” Taika asked.

“Energy vampires aren’t subject to the same effects,” Clive said through voice chat from the lab. Audrey’s eyebrows rose as Jason looped her into the conversation. The others were notified by text as she joined.

“So, this is the System they talk about,” she said as Clive continued his explanation.

“Magic-infused sunlight doesn’t impact the personalities of energy vampires the way it does the regular vampires,” he said. “In fact, vampires and energy vampires aren’t the same kind of creature at all, despite the name.”

“He’s right,” Carlos said through voice chat. “Energy vampires aren’t self-perpetuating, like regular vampires. They only come into being through unusual circumstances.”

“Like with Thadwick,” Neil said.

“Exactly,” Carlos said. “It’s why energy vampires are so much rarer. Their connection to actual vampires is thematic at most. The hunger, the need to feed on the living. The underlying magic is very different.”

“Are you sure?” Humphrey asked.

“Quite certain,” Carlos said. “I’ve vivisected more energy vampires than anyone on Pallimustus, so far as I’m aware.”

“Uh, Carlos,” Jason said. “Just to check in… again. You are still a priest of the Healer, right?”

“Why do you keep asking me that?”

“I’m pretty sure it’s because of what was apparently an extensive vivisection program,” Belinda said.

Jason glanced at Audrey, who had turned pale.

“Okay, I’m bringing Ms Blaine to the lab, Clive. My grandmother pinched her from the Network years ago, and she’s been running clandestine experiments ever since. She has more experience with the biological aspects of magitech than anyone else on the planet, so she has the best chance of figuring out what was going on down here.”

“Glad to hear it,” Clive said. “The most useful thing I’ve figured out is how urgently I need to study the technological aspects of how magic is used here.”
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Jason lacked the appropriate expertise to dig into whatever the vampires had been doing, so left it in more capable hands. In the meantime, he caught up with Anna on the cloud ship.

“The next step is to back off,” she said. “A lot happened today, and we need to see how things fall. The meeting with the ambassadors, the nuke, the vampires. The people you let see into your magic kingdom.”

“Is Disney going to let us call it that?”

“You’re happy traumatising a small army of reporters who are already making a massive deal of it, but you’re worried about branding?”

“I may have fought a god, but I do not want to take on Disney lawyers.”

Anna shook her head.

“Dealing with the press like that⁠—”

“Anna, I’m not going to let anyone pressure me. Not like last time. I want to do things diplomatically, and I know that playing all-powerful tyrant doesn’t help with that. But I’m still going to, from time to time.”

She sighed.

“I know. Right now, we need to see how things play out. Don’t make any more spectacles until the refugee handoff. This vampire bunker situation compounds what was already deeply complicated.”

“I agree. I’m more than happy to retreat to clan territory and keep quiet. I can leave the cloud ship here. My concern is what the vampires are up to. The rest is politics, but that’s a threat of a very different nature. If the vampires have more of those blood tree things, it completely reframes how we need to deal with them.”

“Will you find that out any time soon?”

“No idea.”

“Then it doesn’t change the plan. Give the dust time to settle. While we see how things develop on the political front, we need to look at the public image of you and your clan. How the aftermath of today plays out will be a large factor in that, but we can look at general approaches. The key is that if your public image is a positive one, it’s all the harder to pressure you politically.”

“So, using telekinesis on reporters was a bad idea?”

“Actually, no. The Engineers of Ascension are long gone, but one thing they did continues to resonate, even now. They branded their people as superheroes, and that has stuck in the public imagination. Most major cities maintain a cadre of magic users to handle supernatural threats. Monsters, obviously, but as magic becomes more common, it’s increasingly being used in criminal activity. Mostly by former magic faction members who fell out of the fold over the last decade or so.”

“Superheroes? Are we talking full-blown spandex vigilantes?

“More like extremely flamboyant SWAT teams with large publicity departments.”

“Where do I fit in?”

“You’re the world’s first superhero. These modern superheroes spend most of their time making public appearances and arguing over who is the most like Batman. Their publicity team would kill for a rolling battle against vampiric blood servant bikies. Not to mention that EoA actively worked to turn you into an urban legend in the last days before magic went public. They were using you to pave the way for their own superheroes.”

“I remember,” he said with a scowl. “They tried to use the Broken Hill disaster for publicity. Sounds like not much has changed.”

“Well, now we can reap the rewards of all that.”

“In case my tone was unclear, Anna, I was implying that using these events for publicity is a bad thing.”

“I’m not asking you to take advantage of dire events to promote yourself. I’m just explaining how we’re going to frame things, and what kind of events we’re going to target for intervention.”

“You want me to do superhero things. Are you asking me to fight crime?”

“No. Just keep doing what you did today. Handle threats that no one else can. Be what no one else can be. Honestly? The thing with the reporters plays into that. We can build an entire Avengers League around you and your team.”

“It’s not Avengers League, Anna. It’s Avengers or it’s Justice League.”

“Jason, I am incapable of expressing the depth to which I do not care. The point is that you have a team of colourful, diverse and incredibly attractive people. We can sell the crap out of that, and do some actual good in the process. We’ve already been brainstorming ways that you and your team can help people. Forget fighting monsters; I want to see Wexler walking through cities, curing people with her aura. That’s good publicity and just good.”

“I like the idea, but I don’t want to have reporters following her around like it’s a publicity stunt. The priority should be helping people, not being seen helping people.”

“The good thing is that’s the right approach for image as well. It’s better publicity to just do it and have people find out, which they obviously will. You can’t blanket cities in miracle healing without people investigating what happened.”

“I’m not opposed to the idea, but we need to prioritise our actions the right way. Places that need what we can offer the most.”

“I completely agree. I’ll have the team put together a plan.”

“The team?” Jason asked.

“Once I joined this little operation, I started putting together what is essentially a think tank. We have the opportunity to make incredible changes. You and your people have the power to change the world. The key is not doing more harm than good, so we’ve been planning out how to do that. Our core approach is to identify potential areas where you could do some good, and then consult with locals. Figure out what the people on the ground need and determine if that’s something we can provide.”

“Instead of deciding what they need and imposing it on them?”

“Precisely. We’ve been extremely tentative at this stage, while waiting for you to arrive. Now, it’s time to start moving in earnest.”

“Who is this team, exactly?”

“I’ve been quietly recruiting, with the help of your grandmother. Experts in all manner of fields, many poached from the UN. World Health Organisation, Food and Agriculture Organisation, UNESCO. People I know to be capable and reliable. That’s the core brains trust. The goal is to build local organisations in any areas of operation. The Cabal tends to hold sway in areas of greatest need, and they’re way ahead of us on this. The work they’ve been doing since going public is incredible. I only realised how much once I connected with Boris Ketland.”

“This all sounds more ambitious than I thought you would go for.”

“We have a unique opportunity, Jason. You can do whatever you want, essentially without consequence to you. We need to figure out how to use that, without the consequences falling on the people we want to help. Maximising positive change while minimising harm.”

Jason leaned forward in his chair.

“Okay,” he said. “It sounds like you’ve been busy while I was crossing universes. Catch me up on everything.”


11
WHAT IT WILL DO TO ITSELF


Under a night sky, Jason and Emi stood on a wooden platform, high in a tree house. They were in the city of Arbour, in what was more a tree mansion than a tree house, spanning across several towering redwoods. Even the living trunks were part of it. Hollows grown naturally into the living wood didn’t weaken the grandiose trees, despite seeming like they would have to.

Emi stood next to her uncle, looking up at the moon.

“Could you turn it into cheese?” she asked.

“Yes. I’m trying to avoid doing anything too extravagant, though. People live on this world now. I want them to be confident they live in a real world, not a cartoon.”

“Didn’t you say you offered to stage an eclipse for those government guys?”

“It was a long day. It’s possible I made some choices in the moment that weren’t the best.”

“Uncle Jason, I think you just found the title of your autobiography.”
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Jason had found himself at loose ends while waiting for events to play out. Most of the clan members had been returned to Europe, but Jason had taken his close family and given them a tour of his astral kingdom.

In the meantime, the powers of Earth were still formulating reactions to the latest events. Carlos, Clive, Audrey and some members of her research team from the clan were trying to figure out what the vampires had been up to. Neil and the other healers were caring for the victims, alongside local authorities.

The delivery of the Earth people returned from Pallimustus was still days away, Anna monitoring the negotiations of who would claim the individual members. One of the refugees, Li Li Mei, had been released to help with that process, acting as the voice of the others.

After an amount of negotiation, a site had been chosen, not just for the refugee handover but as a neutral site for future formal summits involving the world governments and the magical factions, Asano clan included. The Australian government had declared Asano Village and the surrounding area a special-interest territory, similar to the standing stones. It would likewise be managed by a multi-national organisation rapidly being assembled, with Lenora Coleman placed in charge.

The Network had swiftly excised the existing residents, their own version of the Asano clan, from the village. They were looking to bury them in the deepest hole they could find and pretend very loudly that they didn’t exist.

Li Mei found herself in Asano Village, either meeting with the international committee planning the handoff, or with the Chinese delegation. On the second day, the delegation was joined by her gold-rank uncle, Li Chen. He had been assigned a house in the village and she had met him there. Always stern in public, he wrapped her in a warm hug the moment they were behind closed doors.

“Little Mei. It is so good to see you home. Later, you can address me as a representative of the Chinese government. For now, I want to hear everything, as an uncle who has missed his niece very much.”
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“Uncle, I have not hidden anything from you.”

Li Chen sighed.

“So you say, but your allegiance is to Asano now. As family, I love you, but as a representative of our nation, I cannot trust you. Not fully. Not when your first loyalty is to another.”

He and his niece were in a sitting room still decorated in the Japanese style of the previous occupants, with some minimal western furniture. They sat on a couch at the edge of the open room.

“Uncle, I can promise you this: having someone in Asano’s camp with our nation’s interests at heart is only good for China. When you and I met him twenty years ago, we were looking at him as a potential asset for what I understand is a very different China to that of today. He⁠—”

“That is part of the problem,” Chen said. “You have been away for so very long. The world has changed, China has changed, and you have changed. There are so many uncertainties.”

“I can promise you that Asano has changed most of all. Have you spoken with Lu Yan?”

“I have.”

“And what has he told you?”

“Things that do not bear consideration without verification.”

“Then verify them. Go to Asano’s world and see for yourself.”

“He would allow that?”

“Asano wants the leaders of this world to understand his perspective of the Earth. He is waiting for events to settle, but he will be announcing an open invitation to every government and magical faction to visit his realm. He will place no restriction on who they send, in numbers or power.”

“He has no fear of what they might do or learn?”

“No, Uncle, he does not. His intention is to lift the frogs from the well, and show them the breadth of the sky.”

“He looks down on us so much?”

“He would not say so, but how could he not? You have heard my story. The things I have seen him do with my own eyes. He is not the man we met two decades ago.”

“And this is not the world you and he left behind. The rise of magic⁠—”

“Is too slow, Uncle. He intends to accelerate it, for everyone. His intentions are egalitarian, but there will always be winners and losers in great change. Even he cannot prevent that. If I can influence him, even a little, then our country has a better chance of rising with the tide, instead of being submerged.”

“I want to believe you, Little Mei. But you tell stories that would fit amongst myths and legends, but such stories are impossible metaphors. Transforming into birds and slaying armies. Shaping worlds out of souls.”

“You have seen him turn into a bird on being killed, Uncle. There are recordings of him doing so at Makassar, and I can assure you that his power has grown. Far more than simple rank suggests. Go to his world and see for yourself.”

Chen got up from the couch and paced the room.

“I do not like what you are telling me, Niece. If you are lying to me, it will break my heart, but I can live with a broken heart. If you and Lu Yan speak the truth, there is now a power in this world that none can go against. A power before which a nation that has lasted thousands of years can do little, perhaps nothing.”

“Then do not go against him.”

“And if he goes against us?”

“He claims that is not what he is here for.”

“Do you believe him?”

“Yes. We’re not powerful enough to be worth lying to.”

Chen walked over and dropped next to his niece again.

“You are telling me,” he said, “that a tyrant has come to this world, and our only hope is to hope he doesn’t disfavour us.”

Li Mei considered her words for a long moment before answering.

“He is aware of the potential to be seen in that way,” she said. “He has spoken to me of this. He does not fear what the world will do to him but what it will do to itself, out of fear of him.”

“You speak of him almost like he’s a god.”

“He would not like to hear it, but it might be wise to treat him as such. Other gods already do. Yes, his wrath could be terrible, but what he can offer could raise us up.”

“If we worship him.”

“He doesn’t want worship.”

“But we still would be supplicants.”

“Perhaps. I don’t have a good answer for you, Uncle. You were right in saying that there is a new power in this world, that no one can defy. All I can counsel is to not put yourself in a position where you need to.”
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Boris arrived at the artefact city in a Cabal helicopter, giving him a clear view of the cloud ship floating over it as they approached. The pilot was directed by radio to land on the sky vessel itself instead of the helipad on the ground. The vehicle landed on an open platform where Jason was waiting. Boris disembarked and the helicopter took off again, heading for the Cabal headquarters within the city. Boris strolled towards Jason, waiting by a door leading inside. He used his aura to cut out the noise of the departing helicopter.

“You could have asked for a portal,” Jason pointed out.

“Yeah, but I need people thinking of me like some regular guy who needs a helicopter. Politics, you know?”

“I do, sadly.”

Jason led them inside, to a small lounge, and moved behind the bar.

“Drink?”

“Sure. A real drink, though. I know you like yours bright blue, and so sweet it might as well be cordial.”

“I’ve got something here Belinda likes. It’s gold rank and amber. I’m guessing it’s in the vicinity of whiskey or bourbon.”

“It’ll do.”

Jason poured a glass and set it on the bar. Boris claimed a stool in front of it as Jason started on his own drink.

“Is that a hollowed-out pineapple?” Boris asked.

“You drink your way, and I’ll drink mine.”

“Cheers to that,” Boris said, saluting with his glass before sipping at it.

“How is it?”

“Pretty good. I wish I’d picked up some gold-rank drinks while I was on Pallimustus, but there were too many eyes on me. Had to play the good little messenger, at least until your transformation zone stunt. I did not see that coming, although I suppose it worked out in the end.”

“I hear that a lot.”

Boris chuckled. “I bet you do.”

Jason poured blue liquid into a shaker, then held up the bottle.

“Essentially blue curaçao,” he said. “The name is different, because they call the island Livaros over there, but the drink is almost identical. This one is magicked-up a little. I know that the link between worlds causes these strange echoes, but it’s still odd to me when I run into them.”

He continued constructing his cocktail.

“What brings you by, Boris?”

“I was already planning for a chat, but after you pulled away Audrey, then half of her team, my curiosity was piqued.”

“The vampires are up to something nasty.”

“They’re vampires; it’s what they’re for. What were they doing that required Audrey’s expertise?”

“Some kind of blood creature. Gold rank. Looks like a tree but isn’t. Puppeteers people. Took four teams an hour and change to hunt it down, and in a contained space, at that.”

“All those homeless I saw in those medical tents on the news?”

“Yeah. Normal rankers can live through it, thankfully, but not all of them did.”

“A one-off?”

“Not from the looks of it. That computer guy your Cabal people lent us found records talking about getting a sample from somewhere. If there are more of those things…”

Boris sipped at his drink again.

“That’s going to complicate putting a final end to the vampires.”

Jason paused putting his drink together and sighed.

“Yeah. I thought it would be so much better, having the kind of power we have. Being immortal. Even just being gold rank makes my friends almost impossible to kill, but now I’m always worried about everyone else.”

“Power and responsibility. You don’t need the Spider-Man speech.”

“No, I don’t.”

“I wish I could lend you my messengers. We’ve hated standing by while the vampires took over. The wider Cabal will help, though. We did not like what happened to our little club when the vampire lords rose. They turned a lot of friends into brutal, remorseless monsters. Thank you for taking so many into your astral space.”

Jason nodded; he spooned ice into the metal shaker, put the cap on and started shaking. Neither man tried to talk over the noise. It was only a moment before Jason was pouring the contents into his hollow pineapple half.

“How worried are you that the messenger presence on Earth will be discovered, now that the cosmos has come knocking?” Jason asked as he poured.

“It’s inevitable. When, not if. Our time here is coming to an end, which makes me genuinely sad. It’s been my home for a long time. The only question is how long we have left. It means we can afford to act once, in a big, public way, before we go. A parting gift to the world that has been home to us for all this time. Maybe it will be the vampires we go after, but I’m hoping we can hold out longer than that. A decade would be nice.”

“For when the bridge between worlds fully opens? I’m hoping to get Earth ready enough that no one tries to colonise it from the other side. Earth doesn’t have the strength to defend itself yet, but I think we can get there.”

“I’ll help. However I can, for as long as I can.”

“I appreciate that. And you already have. The project is almost ready for trials, right?”

“It is. If Noreth had been willing to accept my help, maybe his version would have gone better. But he felt isolated. Like he was the one carrying the fate of the world, when it should have been someone else. He became obsessed with control, and increasingly turned to extreme measures.”

“Sounds familiar.”

Jason took a little paper umbrella and added it. “Can’t have been easy,” he said. “Having the power you have, but staying hidden while humanity made mistake after mistake. Doing nothing. Not that long ago, I’d have thought it was because you wanted to stay hidden from the Orthodox messengers. But that’s not it, is it? The power isn’t enough.”

“No, it’s not. And you’re wrong: we didn’t always do nothing. I’m old, and I’ve learned a lot of lessons, but some mistakes, I can’t seem to stop making.”

“Any tips?”

“You can force people to do what you want, but not to be what you want.”

“I’ll keep that in mind.”

Jason held up his elaborate drink and Boris tapped his glass to it.

“I hope you do, Jason.”


12
THE SCARY DEMIGOD SIDE


Asano Village had an auditorium for large meetings. Jason sat quietly at the back, watching a presentation by Clive, Audrey and a pair of biologists from the Cabal and the Network. With them were officers from the CIA and their Australian counterpart, ASIS. They were outlining everything that had been discovered about the blood oaks, from the name to confirmation that there were more of them. The results were a combination of experimental records, recovered communications and working with samples. Along with samples from the lab, they had been working with what Colin had left of the blood oak they had killed.

Jason’s instincts were to stick to people he knew and trusted when dealing with the vampires, but he knew that wasn’t practical. He simply didn’t have the bodies for simultaneous strikes, coordinated across the globe. When the main concern had been vampire lords, he would have considered splitting up the visitors from Pallimustus, putting each in charge of a team from the Asano clan’s impressive roster of silver-rankers. They even had a gold-ranker, although that was staying tightly under wraps for the moment.

The addition of the blood oaks changed the equation considerably. Splitting up teams became much more dangerous, and they would need to rely on the people of Earth significantly more. They lacked the power and experience of Pallimustus adventurers, however, so making sure they understood the threat was critical. To that end, the auditorium was filled with essence-users and operation coordinators. They came from every government and magical faction that could field a gold-ranker, or at least a contingent of capable silvers. The training programs initiated by Farrah and refined by Rufus had been taken up around the world. The old guard of monster core-users were slowly but surely being superseded.

The initial plan—to alpha-strike the vampire strongholds and seize as many nuclear devices as possible—was no longer viable. There was no doubt that the vampires would have caught wind of it to some degree, but after the Melbourne event, there was no more surprise to be had. The Australian Prime Minister was nailing that coffin shut as he ran a media blitz talking about terrorist vampires. He was desperately attempting to spin the narrative in the face of domestic political pressure and international condemnation.

The new plan was still being talked about as a variant of the old one, still based on coordinated raids across the planet, but with less stealth and more overwhelming force. The reality was, however, that there would be no mass-rush against the vampires while their nuclear arsenal remained an active threat.

An ASIS agent, Natalie Park, had been assigned to Jason as liaison from the Australian security services. She had been a young girl at the time of Jason’s last visit, but trained up using Farrah and Rufus’ methods, she was now a silver-ranker with no trace of cores in her system. She entered through the rear of the auditorium and crouched behind Jason’s seat.

“They’re almost ready for you, Mr Asano.”

“Thank you, Natalie.”

Jason got up and left the building for another, nearby. Originally, it had been the mayoral residence, combined with some administrative space. It was currently occupied by Lenora Coleman, and served as communication hub for the international forces present. The Americans had installed a magitech conferencing device in, appropriately, the conference room. Jason had been told that it was as secure as remote communication could be, at least for now. Inevitably, the technology would be leaked, copied and cracked, but until then, the largest vulnerability was the human element.

Although it was far from his field of expertise, Jason’s mind had been on magitech since planning his return to Earth. There was no way for his home planet to catch up to the magic of Pallimustus. Even disregarding the millennia of magical history, Earth’s average magic levels were a step or two lower, across the board. Those levels had risen, but high-magic zones were fewer and smaller than on the other world. There were even a handful of magical deserts where gold-rankers had trouble visiting without gulping down spirit coins.

Jason’s hope was that magitech would level the playing field. Pallimustus was starting to adopt more technological principles, but it was slow going, and mostly the work of Travis Noble. He had used the traits of technology to do something magic didn’t excel at: cheap, long-distance communication. On Earth, technology had many bottlenecks, and a planet full of people now turning to magic to overcome them.

Much of the last few decades had been spent using magic to circumvent key chokepoints in technological advancement, such as a lack of efficient superconductors. That research had leapt ahead in the last decade, once the world had gotten used to magic and begun recovering from the monster waves. As a result, technology in multiple fields had rocketed ahead of what Jason had known. Things had advanced so fast that the world was still catching up, socially and politically. The Middle East, always a hotbed, had become more volatile as most of the world abandoned fossil fuels.

As Natalie led Jason into the conference room, he looked to the example of magitech it contained. A conical device had been installed on the centre of the table, with control panels at each end. A man was sitting at the head of the table, with a computer tablet plugged into the panel.

“They’re calibrating it now, Mr Asano,” Natalie told Jason.

“I’m surprised you’re plugged into it,” Jason said. “Shouldn’t everything be wireless, at this point?”

“Sure, as long as you trust the wireless network you’re using,” the tech said, and pointed at the device in the centre of the table. “No one is going to tap into this thing until someone reverse-engineers it. My tablet, though, is more vulnerable. A hard connection is more secure.”

“Fair enough.”

“Shouldn’t be more than a moment, Mr Asano,” the tech said. “Big fan, by the way. I have a poster from back when you had the silver eyes, not those orange and blue ones you’re rocking now. They’re cool.”

“Thanks.”

The tech was dressed in the standard IT uniform of jeans and a t-shirt with some pop culture reference Jason didn’t understand.

“Damn,” Jason muttered.

“I’m sure he’ll have it set up swiftly, Mr Asano.”

“Not that,” Jason said. “I just realised that there’s fifteen years of popular culture I’m never going to catch up on. And people thought my references were outdated before. Have they rebooted Knight Rider again yet?”

“You mean that show about the car possessed by the ghost of David Hasselhoff?” Natalie asked.

“David Hasselhoff died?”

“Not that I’m aware of.”

“He hit silver rank a couple of months ago,” the technician said.

“Then why would they make a show about his ghost possessing a car?” Jason asked. “Was it his character from the old series?”

“Nope,” the technician said. “He was playing himself. They supposedly killed him off in the show, and he did the voice for the car. Then they revealed in the third season that he was alive the whole time and the car was a magitech AI synthesising his voice. The show dropped off pretty hard after that. Never got a fourth season.”

“I should check that out. Do they have a box set of the series?”

“A box set?” the tech asked. “Like one of those Japanese lunches?”

“Right. They probably don’t do those anymore.”

“No, there’s bento places all over,” the tech said. “It’s a trend right now.”

“Never mind. Shade, remind me to look up the Knight Rider reboot.”

“No.”

Jason burst out laughing as Natalie looked at him askance.

“All done,” the technician said and pointed at one of the chairs. “That one’s yours, Mr Asano.”

“Thank you, Nathan.”

The technician raised his eyebrows.

“You know my name?”

“I’m keeping a close eye on my surroundings, Mr Burnsleigh. Especially these surroundings. Good luck on your date, by the way.”

“Are you kidding? When I tell him I was talking to you about Knight Rider, he’s going to freak out.”

Jason flicked something through the air. Nathan caught it and looked at it in his hand. It was a silver coin with Jason’s face on it.

“Wow,” Nathan said. “That is a huge chin.”

“Seriously?” Jason complained.

Nathan shuffled out the door as two more people arrived. Boris nodded to Jason and took a seat as directed by Natalie. Li Chen, a Chinese gold-ranker, stopped in the doorway.

“It’s been a long time,” Jason said.

“Mr Asano⁠—”

“Since you threw a nuke into an astral space because an interdimensional alien told you it would get rid of me.”

Chen visibly swallowed.

“It’s a funny old world,” Jason said. “Shako—that was his name, if he never told you. Shako’s in this weird prison that’s also a chair. It’s all a bit metaphorical, but I actually sat on that chair, briefly. And now, here we are, talking about nuclear weapons all over again.”

“Mr Asano⁠—”

“I’m going to let it go, Mr Li. Dwelling on the past gets us nothing, and you waiting for me to kill you in the night is counterproductive.”

“Mr Asano, Mr Li,” Natalie interjected. “You should take your seats. They’re about to begin.”

The two men moved to their indicated positions and, around thirty seconds later, the device on the table hummed to life. It fell silent after a moment and holographic representations of people started filling the empty seats around the table, one after another.

Jason took a slow, calming breath as high-level government officials, directors of intelligence agencies and heads of magical factions appeared. It was a tight circle, formed to address the vampire threat, and it included Jason and his grandmother. Boris was one of several Cabal representatives. Natalie did not stay in the conference room, as ASIS was represented remotely by her head of agency, Director-General Macmillan.

The meeting began with the CIA director Barstow summarising the altered situation since the group had decided on the previous plan.

“In short, Director-General Macmillan, your Prime Minister has bent us over on this one,” she said. “It was already too large an operation to expect information containment, but we at least had a shot at taking most of the nuclear devices off the table. Since the Melbourne incident, your head of government is screaming the words ‘vampire’ and ‘nuclear bomb’ into every microphone he can get his hands on. That is not what I would describe as an ideal approach to operational security.”

“I would point out,” Macmillan said, “that if the incident in Melbourne had not taken place, we wouldn’t know about the blood creatures at all.”

“And that excuses your being blindsided by an extrajudicial operation your own Prime Minister staged by working around you and your organisation, to your apparent obliviousness? How exactly did he manage to bypass his own security service, Director-General?”

“If I may,” said Chief Collier of the United Kingdom Secret Intelligence Service.

“Go ahead, Sir Christopher,” Director Barstow told him, to the visible relief of the Australian.

“We are all aware of the unfortunate situation with the Australian Prime Minister,” Chief Collier said. “We have all also been briefed, I assume, on the steps being taken to remedy the local political turmoil. Given the difficulty in assembling this particular group, perhaps we should undertake the discussion of the next steps, for which we have gathered, rather than rehash recriminations. However well-earned they may be.”

Jason watched the hologram of Barstow reach for her glasses, only to find them not there. Essence-users didn’t need corrective lenses, but those who had worn them for years still found themselves moving to adjust them out of lifelong habit.

“You’re right, of course, Sir Christopher,” Barstow said. “The question is what is our next move? We have our people getting ready for heavier strikes, but pulling the trigger on the operation, as it stands, would be a disaster. Nuclear detonations, tree monsters turning people into puppets. My analysts have been gaming out scenarios, and everything turns out very ugly.”

“Our people drew the same conclusions,” Chief Collier said. “Mr Ketland, Mr Asano. I’m hoping that your outside perspectives can offer us options that we fail to see.”

“Regretfully, no,” Jason said. “What we have is essentially the same problem as before, where our best option is negotiation with the vampire lord, Elizabeth. Unfortunately, she now occupies a significantly better position to negotiate from, depending on her ability to negate the blood oaks.”

“Do we have a sense of how much control she has over them?” Li Chen asked.

“Not as of yet,” Macmillan said. “My people and the CIA have been going over every record of communication we retrieved from the Melbourne location. We know that Elizabeth was in control of the program to create the blood oaks, but not how much control she has over the monsters themselves.”

“I can tell you that the vampires on site weren’t able to control it,” Jason said. “It killed and used them, just like it did the humans down there. If Elizabeth claims she can control these things, she’ll need to prove it.”

“I would point out,” Boris said, “that Director-General Macmillan did make a valid point earlier. If not for the Melbourne incident, we would be oblivious to the danger posed by the blood oaks. Having that revealed is bad for the vampires as a whole, but good for Elizabeth’s negotiating position. Is there a possibility that the Prime Minister was prodded, perhaps even facilitated, in his actions? I have nothing but conjecture on this, but I believe it warrants consideration and, perhaps, investigation.”

Talks continued, but no new conclusions were reached. The various organisations resolved to coordinate further information gathering in hope of improving their outlook, but the events in Melbourne had been a disaster. In the end, the hologram device was shut down, leaving Jason, Li Chen and Boris in a room. Chen looked at Jason, saw the expression that was returned and politely excused himself, making himself scarce.

“You did well,” Boris said. “Keep this up and they may actually look at you like a statesman and not the guy who’s only at the table because he’s a scary demigod who’ll kill them all if they make him angry.”

“Let’s see after their reps all get here for the private universe tour.”

“That might get them back on the scary demigod side,” Boris acknowledged.


13
I KNOW WHAT YOU ARE


The first people from Earth to visit Jason’s astral kingdom had been a trio of government officials and the security team that came looking for them. When they returned to Earth after their experiences, they had been subject to every test that could be devised, be it magical, technological or both. There were no signs to be found of mental manipulation, pod people, shape-shifted replacements or any other scenarios that could be tested for or imagined. For many wary of Jason’s magic, this was not enough to confirm he hadn’t done something to them.

The main reason doubts persisted was the attitudes of those who had entered Jason’s realm. While the specifics varied, each one held some variation on the same positions. Their explanations of what lay on the other side of Jason’s portal sounded absurd. Whole planets, god-like power. Whatever Jason Asano might want from Earth, he had no need of it.

A more formalised expedition into the astral kingdom was arranged. Compared to the previous impromptu visit, this one had representatives from across the globe. Intelligence officers were accompanied by geologists, biologists, anthropologists and anyone else with some potential insight and a security clearance. Jason left the group to the Concierge to guide, as he had the last. While that was going on, Jason was walking with his soul realm’s longest-serving resident, from a time before it even was an astral kingdom.

Melody Jain, Sophie’s mother, was in recovery after a surgery to remove the substance that had been influencing her mind for decades. It had robbed her of her autonomy and of her family. The process of removing it had been a savage trauma that only Jason’s control over his realm allowed her to survive. After a lengthy coma, she was back on her feet. She used them now to make her way through the tree city of Arbour, with Jason strolling beside her.

Melody, like Sophie, was a beautiful, silver-haired celestine. Although she had physically aged no more than her daughter, there was a weariness to her that spoke to the hard years she had lived. She wore a simple linen shirt and pants and wandered barefoot, unconcerned about the scattered leaves and dirt over the stone streets and pathways. Jason was similarly garbed, the natural colours of his clothing a contrast to his usual garishness.

The metropolis was a living forest, but with open thoroughfares, and buildings of wood and stone that blended into the surrounds. In place of underbrush were wide boulevards, dappled with light filtering in through the canopy. Small gusts of wind swept up fallen leaves and carried them away in swirling dervishes, dancing like street performers. Roads and pathways of hewn stone meandered around trees and buildings.

Above them, buildings were anchored to gargantuan trees, connected by hanging bridges and stairways that wound around the trunks. There was even a wooden track for a light rail system that snaked through the upper reaches of the trees.

Natural scents floated on the breeze: grass, wildflowers and earth. Jason took a deep breath and sighed happily.

“I’m very happy with how this turned out,” he said. “I understand how you might want to escape after being here so long, though. I’m sorry it worked out that we are on Earth and not Pallimustus, now you’re finally able to leave.”

“I shouldn’t complain too much. Not many get to explore an entirely different world. Nothing new to you, I suppose.”

“It still feels fresh,” Jason said. “There’s always a new horizon. Once things have settled, we’ll get you out and about.”

“Sophie has been so excited about travelling together,” Melody said. “It’s almost like I’ve got the little girl back I never got to see her as. Maybe she feels it too. But I’m in no rush. This is a big world too, and it’s been my home longer than anywhere else. It was haunting, at first. This huge, empty place, waiting for people who never came. And it keeps changing. The world, and this city, especially. Growing, like a garden. Only in the last year or so has it really settled down.”

“People will come,” Jason said. “You’ve seen New Water.”

“Why didn’t you bring those people from Pallimustus to the tree city? You made them a new one instead.”

“A couple of reasons. One was that I wanted them to be somewhere familiar. I couldn’t recreate their city, but I wanted it to at least feel like what they knew. Another was that this place is earmarked for others.”

“Oh?”

“With normal astral kings, the ones who were originally messengers, things work the same way for all of them. Those of us who become astral kings through less conventional means find that we each have little quirks we need to figure out.”

“If you say so. I’m not well-versed on any of this.”

“Neither am I, to be honest. I find myself in a learn-by-doing situation. For example, normal astral kings create an astral kingdom, much like this one.”

He gestured at the space around them.

“So far, so good, then.”

He chuckled.

“Yeah,” he said. “Now, when it comes to populating their astral kingdoms, that’s when the normal processes get a little wobbly. An astral kingdom creates special trees, but they won’t grow beyond saplings. They have to be transplanted, out into broader reality. The birthing worlds, where messengers grow more messengers. Like fruit, to be harvested.”

“Harvested?”

“Astral kings create messengers for two reasons. One is to have an army of compliant minions, and the other is to drain them for power.”

“It doesn’t work like that for you?”

“Not the growing part. I’m not sure about the building power part, but I’m not going to juice people and drink it.”

“Can you get power without doing that?”

“I don’t know. I’m unsure how much of the difference between myself and other astral kings is my not being a messenger. I suspect that many of the changes come from this city having its own soul. It began life as a warped version of a birthing tree, after all. It’s already working differently. Extensions of it are growing across the planet. Not saplings, or even full-grown trees, but entire forests.”

“The city has an avatar form, does it not? Have you asked it about this?”

“I have. Like me, Arbour is finding their way through what is happening to them, learning as they go.”

“And you think that these forests will grow new messengers? Here in your soul realm?”

“It’s happening already. These forests, they’re full of… pods. Sooner or later, messengers are going to start popping out like peas.”

“Are you ready for that?”

Jason’s laugh had a tinge of panicked mania.

“Ready for an army of ten-foot-tall newborns with silver-rank power and wings? No, I am not ready for that. I’m still stumbling through being a parent to one adult.”

“How are things with Nik?”

“Good. I think. Kind of. He just met his extended family. Magic and circumstance kept us apart for so long, and we’re still feeling our way through. You know what that’s like, so I was hoping you had tips.”

“Mostly a list of mistakes.”

“I’ll take it.”

They strolled through the city, discussing what it was to be an unconventional parent in very unusual circumstances. In their wanderings, they encountered many of the tree city’s unusual aspects. Natural and magical forces came together to shape the city, defining the oddities of its geography.

Arbour was located in the vast caldera of a volcanic mountain range, in the icy north of the planet. Geothermal heat and ambient magic conditions created a temperate zone, hidden away in the mountains. There were massive underground districts, deeper even than the root systems of the massive trees. These included access to huge magma chambers that were half constructed brick, half natural cavern. Magic set into the stone made the heat bearable and the air breathable. The stone was warm, but not hot under their bare feet.

“It’s beautiful, but quite ominous,” Melody said as they crossed a stone bridge that spanned over a flowing river of magma. “All this dark stone and fire.”

The light of the molten stone painted everything red. While Jason enjoyed feeling like a video game dwarf, he led them back towards the surface. He aimed for a place that was his favourite in the city, possibly in the entire astral kingdom.

A massive gorge marked the city like a scar. The sheer sides were draped with trees like tapestries, houses of wood and stone poking out through the leaves. The river running through the city erupted over the clifftop, the deluge filling the gorge with mist as it cascaded down and into the cave systems below.

The buildings set into the side of the gorge were part treehouse and part volcanic stone, no two quite the same. Some hugged the walls, with tunnels carefully avoiding root systems as they wound through the rock. Others had wooden platforms jutting into the gorge, shrouded in cool, refreshing mist. Hanging bridges spanned the gap in places, connecting buildings on one side to the other.

In the depths of the gorge, the falling water filtered into a cave system of interconnected grottos. The grotto water was impossibly clear, courtesy of magical filters, and submerged crystals lit up the caverns with shimmering teals, blue and greens. Catwalks gave easy access to the cave system, where artificial chambers had been carved out to make communal spaces.

These areas were subterranean gardens, luminescent plants growing out of the walls. There were playgrounds and picnic tables, and public barbecues set up under well-hidden and carefully placed smoke vents. A fresh breeze blew through the cave system, taking the edge off the warmth of geothermal rock.

“This is one of my favourite spots,” Jason said, joyfully playing tour guide. They were in a water-filled grotto, on a wooden catwalk set into the wall. He pointed out places where kids—or childish adults—could jump into the water, and then get back out to one of the picnic areas. The whole chamber was awash with cerulean light, shining from the water. It gave the place a sense of being underwater.

“There are animals in there as well,” he pointed out. “You can swim with fish and turtles.”

They emerged from the grotto caves at the bottom of the gorge. It would be easy to fly upwards, but they took stairs carved directly into the stone, zigzagging up the walls. It was an indirect and inefficient path, weaving between trees and houses. Sometimes the path took them into tunnels briefly, before returning outside. The sun was high in the sky, its light painting rainbows in the mist from the waterfall. Droplets of spray sparkled like diamonds as they tumbled into the depths of the gorge.

“It doesn’t seem like a wildly practical space,” Melody pointed out.

“There’s always flying,” Jason said. “This is designed as a residential space for high-rankers. There are more efficient thoroughfares carved into the rock, though, behind the houses and past the roots of the trees. Direct tunnels, elevating platforms. There’s a large transit station behind the waterfall. It’s one of several hubs around the city, mostly underground to avoid interfering with the root systems. I do have a wooden train that can run above ground in some areas, although that’s also more about the experience than pure practicality. You’ve seen the tracks, I’m sure, but I haven’t fired up the train yet.”

When Jason had met Melody, she had been sharp, fanatical and brainwashed. He could never have imagined then the motherly smile she gave him now.

“Look at you,” she said. “It turns out that the all-powerful god of this world is really just a boy playing with toys.”

He grinned.

“I can live with that.”

They reached one of the larger houses, featuring a large deck, supported by multiple trees. It was close enough to the waterfall to have a refreshing coolness to the air, but not so close to be painted wet by the spray. There were three barbecues, and a pair of picnic tables that could host a large gathering. Hanging from a branch was a porch swing, from which a visibly nervous leonid stood up as they approached.

“My next appointment,” Jason said. “Would you like me to portal you home?”

Melody lived in a treehouse, built around one of the tallest redwoods in the city. It was close to where Carlos had been set up with his research centre, and close to Melody’s fellow brainwashing victims.

“I think I’ll walk,” she said. “Even after all these years, there’s still so much I’ve never seen.”

She wandered off and Jason walked over to Gary. The young man wasn’t large by leonid standards, half a head shorter than Taika. Even so, he loomed over Jason, making his timid body language somewhat comical. Jason gestured at the porch swing Gary had just vacated, then sat at one end. After a moment, Gary took the space beside him. Jason didn’t rush to speak, giving Gary time to work up the courage. Instead, he took in the view with a contented sigh.

“I…” Gary attempted before trailing off. “You don’t know what it’s like, sitting here.”

“I am sitting here.”

“Yeah, but you’re sitting here with me. I’m sitting here with you.”

Rather than respond, Jason gave Gary time to gather his thoughts and continue.

“I grew up in the Asano clan,” Gary explained. “I’ve been surrounded by your power my whole life. It was everywhere, infusing the sunlight on my face and the air I breathed. It built the homes I lived in and shaped the ground I walked on. I grew up living and breathing your power without ever understanding that it wasn’t a normal thing. It was only when I left clan territory that I realised, by its absence, what a constant presence your power had been. Away from home, it felt like some fundamental part of the world was missing. We’re in another universe here, but it feels more like home than Australia does.”

“I’m sorry you haven’t had the chance to expand your horizons.”

“That’s not what I… you’re a person.”

“I like to think so.”

“I’m not explaining this well. Mr Asano, after leaving the clan’s territory, I suddenly found myself very aware of the power that has been around me my entire life. It feels like home, the place where I belong. And then there’s you, the very source of that power. I can feel it radiating off of you, pouring out like a wellspring.”

“It’s just an aura.”

“No, it’s not. I’ve felt auras. Strong, well-trained, gold-rank auras. Being here isn’t like sitting next to Mr Williams, or Mr Remore. It’s like sitting next to God.”

Jason let out a sigh.

“Is that why you asked to see me, Gary? You think I’m God?”

“No. I know what you are; Emi explained it to me. But that’s what it feels like. And, since this is as close as I’m ever likely to get, I was hoping you might be able to answer a question that I’ve had for a long time.”

“And what’s that?”

“Why am I different?”

“Everyone’s different, Gary, to one degree or another. You’ll have to be more specific.”

Gary nodded.

“People treat me differently,” he said. “Not always, and not everyone, but some people. Mr Remore has always been there, helping me and guiding me. Not many get that kind of personal attention. At first, I thought it was because I was Earth’s first natural-born leonid, but there are others like me. Kids of the transformed. The first of their kind. They didn’t get the same treatment. The way Mr Remore looks at me sometimes, it’s like he’s seeing someone else.”

“Not seeing someone else. Just remembering.”

“The other Gary? The one I was named after?”

“Yes.”

“Do I look like him?”

“No,” Jason said, then gestured in front of them.

A scene appeared, of people gathered on a grassy area, overlooking a tropical lagoon. Gary recognised Jason, Rufus and many others he had met in the last week. His eyes, however, were drawn to a towering leonid in front of a grill. The leonid was holding a set of tongs, and wore an apron that read ‘adventuring is more fun when you eat the bad guy.’ It was in one of the Pallimustus languages Rufus taught.

The image was silent, but as the lion-man threw back his head in laughter, Gary could almost hear the booming sound of it. He wasn’t sure how long he sat, transfixed as he watchied the other Gary silently talk and laugh and eat the entire roasted leg of some giant bird-like creature. Gary was startled when the image vanished.

Once again, Jason waited until Gary finally broke the silence.

“Before I was born, Mr Remore used to tell stories about him. That’s why my parents named me after him. But he doesn’t tell those stories anymore. Not ever, even when I ask. Do you know why?”

“I do.”

“I thought that maybe I was imagining it. Maybe it was because I was a leonid that Mr Remore gave me so much attention. Why your family included me in so many things. Gave me so many opportunities. I know the clan wants to be more inclusive. To not make it about just your family. But then I said that I wanted to see you. To talk to you, and three hours later, here I am. There are people who run countries who don’t get that treatment. I’m different, and I don’t know why. Can you tell me?”

Jason let out a long, slow breath.

“Yes, Gary. I can.”


14
MINIMUM COLLATERAL DAMAGE


Jason and Gary sat, side by side, on a porch swing. Mist wetted the trees growing from the sides of the gorge, filling the air with the fresh scent of the foliage. Jason was still, gathering his thoughts while Gary shifted in anticipation of long-awaited answers. Despite the leonid being so much larger that Jason seemed like a child, it was the smaller man’s presence that dominated the space. This was Jason’s world, and on an instinctive level, Gary could feel it.

“I must be a strange figure to you,” Jason said. “I’m still coming to grips with it myself, to be honest, but my perspective is less important. It’s easy to deal with power when you’re the one that has it.”

He glanced up at the leonid.

“I’ve been watching you your entire life. You didn’t feel it, but I was there. When you were born. When the Karadeniz brothers were chasing you through the park and got caught in that thorn bush you could have sworn hadn’t been there a moment earlier.”

Gary blinked, and his eyebrows shot up.

“Was that…?”

“Me? Yes, it was. I’ve seen every moment of your life, Gary.”

“Even when I was taking a dump?”

“I wasn’t actually watching that. I was, on some level, aware that it was happening. That’s true of everyone in my domains. It takes some getting used to, being what I am.”

“People talk about you like you’re a god sometimes. Are you?”

“That’s complicated. The short answer is no. The long answer is… kind of. A bit.”

“That doesn’t make things clear.”

Jason laughed.

“Something I am unfortunately very aware of. But we’re not here to talk about me, even if I can’t seem to help myself. You want to know what makes you special. Different.”

“Yes,” Gary said, his normally booming leonid voice half a whisper.

“Everyone is special, within their own context. A precious child, a loving friend. The short answer is that you’re not any more special than anyone else. But you’re here for the long answer. For the parts of your particular context that you’ve glimpsed, but never really seen.”

“Yes.”

“Okay. The first thing you should know is that I’m not, strictly speaking, meant to tell you what I’m about to. But the rules, as they relate to you, have been bent pretty far already. I’ll explain how and why as we go. But first, I want you to understand that you shouldn’t tell anyone else what I’m going to tell you. You’ll want to talk about it later, once you’ve thought things over. You can find me again, or Rufus. A couple of others. You met my friends at the party, and I know that Emi had told you about Farrah. You don’t really know her yet, but she might be someone you want to talk to. Also, your mother’s obstetrician.”

“What?”

“I’ll get there. Probably best if I go all the way back, and come at this in order. I’ve been told I’m not the best at explaining things, but it begins, as you no doubt suspect, with my friend Gary…”
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Some of the homes in Asano Village were set on a clifftop, digging into the rock to emerge from the cliff face itself, with window walls looking out over the Pacific Ocean. Anna Tilden sat in a lounge room, in one of two chairs angled between facing the other and looking out to sea. In the other seat was Claire Davney, United States Secretary of State.

“Asano wants to explain it all,” Anna said. “What he was doing the last time he was here, and why. How that leads into what lies ahead for our planet.”

“Your concern is that he won’t be believed.”

“To put it mildly, yes. I’ve heard the full explanation, Claire, and with the full context, it reads like a holy text. If Jason goes before Congress and his first sentence is ‘I know who created the universe and it’s not who your book says,’ no one is going to hear his second sentence.”

“Can the problematic parts be excised?”

“Not if you want the actual truth. The actual reasons. Not if you want to understand what the last twenty years have been about, and what’s coming next. The Network doesn’t know, Claire. Not even yours, in the United States. They’ve been looking at the big picture through a tiny hole, punched in the wall. I’ve heard the full thing, and you need that context.”

“A private briefing, then?”

“That gets political very fast. Religion has been more volatile than ever in the face of magic coming out in the open. If we start having secret briefings where the most religious members of political bodies are excluded, I don’t have to tell you what happens then. That’s true in every country, not just yours, but the United States will be an especially loud voice in the reaction.”

“Then what do you want to do?”

“That’s what we’ve been considering for months. Every broad solution leads to pointlessness. If we redact enough information to make it palatable to everyone, what’s left has value to anyone. If we reveal it all, it creates a political storm that inundates everything. If we try it half and half, we get the worst of both worlds.”

“Every broad solution.”

“Secrets are dangerous. When revealed, they can do more damage than if they were never hidden in the first place. But we couldn’t come up with anything better. Magic was governed by secret societies for centuries.”

“And you want to make a new one?”

“Yes. Crucial people, all around the world. We start by telling them everything.”

“And then you tell them what to do next.”

“No. If Asano wanted to tell the Earth what to do, he’d conquer it. He wants the people of Earth to make their own choices, but informed ones.”

“You’re claiming he has no agenda of his own?”

“He has interests. He’s been impressed with the humanitarian programs the Cabal have instigated since the reveal of magic, and wants to support them. For programs instituted by himself and his clan, he sees magical education as the way forward. He believes that magitech is the pathway for Earth to catch up to worlds with more inherent magic than we have. Earth’s knowledge of technology outstrips that of magic, to the point of stunting the development of magitech. He wants to change that.”

“And who will receive this enhanced magical education?”

“That’s up for discussion, but in short: everyone. The details⁠—”

Anna stopped at a knock on the door.

“Enter,” she said, and one of the secretary’s aides came in.

“Secretary. Mrs Tilden. Director Barstow has asked you both to attend a briefing on an emerging situation.”

“The CIA wants me to attend?” Anna asked as she and Davney got to their feet.

“Uh…” the aide said, her eyes darting back and forth uncomfortably. “The director said that, uh, if that slippery little shadow so-and-so is just going to listen in anyway, we might as well have a human being attend. He didn’t actually say so-and-so, but he meant Mr Asano’s⁠—”

“We’re all familiar with Shade, thank you, Courtney,” the secretary said. “Where is the briefing?”

“There’s a conference centre, Madam Secretary. It was refurbished from a spa centre, apparently.”

“Meaning that there isn’t a spa centre anymore?”

“Not that I’m aware, Madam Secretary.”

“I won’t lie: that’s disappointing. Shall we, Anna?”
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“…it normally doesn’t work that way,” Jason explained. “Souls usually reappear so far removed from their previous incarnations that they will never encounter someone that knew them.”

“Reincarnation,” Gary repeated for the eighth time. It was after the fifth that Jason had decided to just push on.

“In this case, the Reaper decided to go a different way. Bend his own rules, one last time, before the rules were locked in once more. The Cosmic Throne thing I told you about, but the details of that don’t matter.”

“Reincarnation.”

“Yep.”

Gary’s face creased in a confused squint.

“You said a gift?”

“I did.”

“The grim reaper gives people gifts?”

“No, the Reaper just… passed it on. The gift was from my friend Gary. And the gift he gave us was you.”

“How can he give me when he is me?”

“He isn’t you. And you aren’t him. I know you better than anyone, Gary. Better than you know yourself, and you are not the friend I lost. Rufus isn’t seeing our friend when he looks at you. He’s just remembering. You are your own man. Think of the other Gary as an ancestor. Someone who died before you were born, but has an undeniable impact on who you are. You’re not him. You’re his legacy, but you also have to make your own way. To be your own person. If you want to know more about him, that’s okay. If you never want to hear another thing, and carve a path entirely your own making, that’s great too.”

“But can I? Am I just some copy of a dead guy?”

“Not at all. You’re different people. There are similarities. People like you, the way they liked him. You both have a talent for making things, albeit very different things. He was bigger than you. You’re smarter than he was. But those are the little things. You’re young, and none of us know the person you’re going to become. The other Gary isn’t going to determine that. He just gave us, his friends, the honour of seeing it. Of helping you along the way, from time to time.”

Jason stood up and put a hand on Gary’s shoulder.

“You have a lot to think about. There’s no rush, so I’ll leave you be, for now. If you need anything, just ask. Anything. Lunch. A drink. Nineteen left snow skis. A jet pack.”

“I can’t tell my parents?”

“Rufus is telling your parents right now. We would never put this on you and make you keep it from them.”

Relief spilled across Gary’s face.

“I’d like to see them.”

Jason nodded and a portal opened. Jason went through to where Rufus was with Gary’s parents on the cloud ship. They looked as shaken as their son, and Jason’s sudden arrival didn’t alleviate that. They scrambled to their feet, standing nervous as green soldiers on inspection. Rufus made introductions.

“It’s lovely to meet you,” Jason said. “I know you’ve just heard a lot of strange things.”

“Well,” Gary’s father said. “This one time, we got turned into lion people. I think we figured about then that life would have some strange turns.”

Jason laughed and shook his hand.

“That’s a good attitude to have,” Jason said, “and one I think Gary could use right now. He’s asked to see you, and he’s right through there.”

Gary’s mother wasted no time, grabbing her husband by the arm on her way to the portal.

“How did it go?” Rufus asked.

“Not sure. A bit shell-shocked. It’ll take some time. And some love. I like his parents.”

“I’ve known them a long time,” Rufus said.

“You should go through as well. Just go in the house if they want space, but be there if they need you. I’m going to go poke my head into a CIA briefing. There’s something going on in Pakistan.”
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“…gold-rank manifestation has reached the state of being visible to the naked eye,” the woman onscreen reported from a Network grid station. “We anticipate full manifestation in forty-two to forty-seven minutes.”

“And why is it happening in Pakistan an issue?” Jason asked, stepping out of a shadow in the corner.

The people in the room turned in surprise, except for Anna, who rolled her eyes.

Jason held out his hand for Claire Davney to shake. “Madam Secretary.”

Claire made quick introductions. There were several CIA agents in the room, along with Anna, Natalie Park of ASIS, the secretary herself, and Courtney, her staffer. The woman onscreen was Juliet Crowne, of the US Network.

“Sorry to just jump in,” Jason said, “but the situation seemed urgent. You’ll have to forgive my ignorance of contemporary geopolitics, but I’ve been away for some time. Why does being in Pakistan make it a larger problem?”

“Pakistan was always an Islamic state,” Anna explained, “but it doubled down heavily in the time you’ve been away. It has embraced magitech, but has outlawed any personal magical abilities as a religious affront. It ousted all magical factions and has grown increasingly isolationist.”

“How do they deal with high-rank monsters?” Jason asked. “Or even mid-ranked ones? If all they have is normal people with magically enhanced rifles, even a bronze-rank monster would give them trouble, right?”

“The Pakistani government secretly maintains a small number of essence-users to deal with high-rank issues,” Claire said. “The US helps them maintain the group, in return for certain very quiet concessions. They are not up to the task of handling a gold-rank manifestation, though.”

She gave Jason a pointed look.

“What we could use is someone outside of existing government and magical faction structures, with the ability to deploy rapidly and the strength to handle gold-rank monsters.”

“With minimum collateral damage,” added Juliet, still onscreen. “The manifestation is over the Indus River, close to the Sukkur Barrage.”

“That’s a dam?” Jason asked.

“Yes,” Juliet said. “One that regulates the largest irrigation system on the planet. Even ignoring the political ramifications of its destruction, the humanitarian and economic impact would be devastating.”

“I can step in,” Jason said. “Can you smooth my intervention over with the locals?”

“We have contacts within the Pakistani government,” Claire said. “Privately, they’ll be grateful. Publicly, they’ll denounce you. ‘Uninvited incursion onto sovereign lands.’ That kind of thing.”

“Behind closed doors, this might help us handle the religious issues we’re looking at,” Anna said. “I know that’s not why you’re going to help them, Jason, but if you do good here, it can help us too.”

“We should get started,” Claire said. “Mr Asano, if you could prepare, that would be appreciated, but wait for my signal. I need to contact the Pakistani Minister for Foreign Affairs first, and this is a time to ask for permission, not forgiveness. If you all could clear the room, please, and Courtney, please reach out to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs for a call with their minister. I suspect he is waiting for us to do so.”

Jason left, alongside Anna and the others. The main area of Asano Village still maintained a holiday feel, if one under occupation with vans and security teams everywhere.

“Jason, I know this isn’t the time,” Anna said, “but do you remember our conversations about major government officials and the importance of using doors?”

“I understand, Anna.” His voice was casual and friendly. “But a conversation we never had was about how I helped build this town with my own hands, for my family. My patience is largely occupied with masking my desire to kill everyone here and turn this place into a crater. So, I hear you, but you were extremely right about this not being the time. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go tell my friends it’s time to fight some evil.”

“Try and play up the superheroic themes,” she said. “Colourful, flashy; keep people and the dam safe. You’re the world’s first superhero, and we want people to remember that.”

“I’d tell you there are more important things to be thinking about,” Jason said, “but flashy is kind of my thing.”


15
EXPANDING HIS INFLUENCE


In Zermatt, Switzerland, it was the early hours of the morning. In a chalet of largely glass walls, Marie Finnegan sipped at a mug of hot chocolate. On the coffee table, her phone beeped a notification. She picked it up and saw a text message consisting of only the letter C. She sat down her phone and her drink, then pulled out a second phone and dialled a number not saved in the contacts. Her call was answered, but the person on the other side said nothing.

“Confirmation,” Marie said. “You have a go to initiate the grid intervention.”

She ended the call without waiting for a reply, then activated her burning-fist ability, ignoring the heat as the phone caught fire and melted over her hand. Several minutes later, the remains of the phone were in the bin and she’d washed her hands. As she returned from the bathroom, the phone still on the table rang. The caller was listed as the Network Communications office in Zurich.

“Finnegan,” she said, upon answering the call.

“Director, there is an incident in Pakistan we need to brief you on.”

[image: ]



The Network had fragmented itself into four factions well over a decade ago. The Chinese and US governments had absorbed, or been absorbed by, their respective branches. The Global Defence Network was made up of many lower-ranking Network operatives, along with remnants of the Engineers of Ascension and members of the Cabal who schismed off during the rise of the vampire lords. The last faction was the largest, born from the leadership of branches everywhere but the US and China, and possessing most of the Network’s old assets. This was the group that operated with the approval of the Australian government, managing the local sections of the grid and intercepting monsters.

A large contingent from Asano Village was airlifted to the Network’s Sydney office. This included Anna, Claire Davney and members of various intelligence agencies. They were all shuffled into an amphitheatre-style briefing room with a large projection screen. From there, they watched live footage from Pakistan, with multiple perspectives displayed side by side.

“Whose drones are providing this footage?” Claire asked. “The Pakistanis?”

“The Pakistani military have refused to share their feeds, Madam Secretary,” said the Network liaison, Bryce. “We’ve tapped other drones deployed to the area, by local civilians and foreign media.”

“That was fast,” Anna observed.

“We are not able to disclose any assets we may or may not have in the area,” Bryce said.

Little was happening on the projections screen so far. It showed the Indus River, with a mass of rainbow light swirling over it, but no other activity.

“The current estimate is full manifestation in twelve to seventeen minutes,” Bryce announced. “Mrs Tilden, the operation room is requesting an ETA on the arrival of the Asano group.”

Anna checked the time on her phone.

“Any moment now,” she said.

Around a minute later, a portal opened onscreen. A black stone ring, filled with swirling darkness, appeared in the air. It was aligned horizontally, high over the water, and was large enough for a bus to pass through. What did drop from the portal was a massive tortoise shell. The top and bottom halves were separated, connected only at the corners while the sides were left open. The shell segments on top each had a colourful, glowing rune etched into it.

Inside was a veritable crowd of adventurers, who immediately flew out into the air. Some had wings, others flew on clouds that shrouded their feet. Some flew through no visible means at all, like superheroes. They were a wild and eclectic group, looking variously like wizards, or heroes and monsters of ancient myth. Or even modern myth, with a few that would have passed as Jedi or Sith. One man had armour and wings of rainbow scales, matching those of the rainbow dragon on whose back he stood. Another man was part bird, like an eagle version of a werewolf.

“Asano isn’t in command,” Claire observed quietly. “That woman on a flying carpet seems to be directing the others.”

“Jason is not the leader of his adventuring team,” Anna said. “The man standing on the dragon is Humphrey Geller. His mother is serving as strategic commander for the larger group.”

“I was led to believe they would move at Asano’s command.”

“They will move at Jason’s request. He values earnest friendship over political alliance, which is one of the reasons he has trouble with diplomacy. His friends are fiercely loyal, Madam Secretary. Forged in fire loyal. This group is strong, and united.”

“And large. This is more people than was revealed on their arrival. All gold-rankers?”

“Yes.”

“And they each possess the strength of Asano and his team?”

“There’s a rough parity there, yes.”

“Mrs Tilden, statements by you and Rufus Remore regarding the combat potential at Asano’s command have largely been considered hyperbolic. Are we about to see a demonstration that they were not?”

“I imagine that depends on what comes out of that manifestation, but I doubt it. That many Earth gold-rankers would make short work of one manifestation, let alone this group. Barring something very unusual, I don’t see it posing enough of a threat to draw out their full power.”

“Let’s not rule out the unexpected,” Claire said. “Have you noticed Bryce nervously touching his earpiece?”

“I have. He doesn’t seem to like what he’s hearing.”

Claire stood up and took out her phone.

“It may be time for a call to my own Network operatives, back home.”
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Marie Finnegan had one of the bedrooms in her chalet rearranged for dedicated video conferencing. Four monitors were set up, each displaying a different feed. Two were showing drone footage from Pakistan, one was showing a grid systems analyst in Zurich and the last was showing data taken from the grid. The grid data showed the Sindh Province in Pakistan, with moving lines that ranged from purple to an alarming red.

“To be clear,” the analyst said, “these are not anomalies detected by the grid, but within the grid itself.”

“Are you saying that someone is attempting to collapse the grid again? Weren’t failsafes put in place to prevent, or at least detect that?”

“That’s what we’re looking at, Director. We’re uncertain as to what this is, but the Engineers of Ascension attack on the grid was unsophisticated. A blunt force. This is more nuanced, showing a superior understanding of how the grid functions.”

“And what is it doing?”

“Our best guess thus far is that it is channelling additional magic into the Pakistan manifestation. We don’t know if the intention is to disable the grid, create a greater manifestation or trigger a transformation zone event, like those in 2020. Or something else entirely. To be honest, Director, we’re working off educated guesses at best.”

“What do you recommend?”

“At this point? Hope the people from the other world know what to do. Should we warn them?”

“No. If they are our best chance, we can’t risk them deciding to pull out. We need them to face it, whatever it is.”

“And if it blows up and kills them?”

“Then at least the new problem will have solved the old one.”

[image: ]


Anna followed Courtney out of the briefing room to where Claire was waiting in the hallway.

“Can you reach your people in Pakistan?” Claire asked without preamble.

Anna tapped a brooch on her jacket and the air shimmered around them.

“Privacy magic from the other world,” she explained. “Shade, are you here?”

“I am, Mrs Tilden,” Shade’s voice came from her shadow.

“Then anything you say here will reach Asano,” Anna told Claire.

“Someone is sabotaging the grid. Feeding magic into the Pakistan manifestation. We don’t know why, how, what they want, or how likely they are to get it. Anything more than that is going to take time we don’t have to figure out.”

“Thank you, Madam Secretary,” Jason’s voice came from Anna’s shadow. “We’ll do our best to keep a lid on things.”
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Most of the gold-rankers were moving into position around the manifestation, taking formation team by team. Jason’s team were the furthest away, positioned to protect the Sukkar Barrage as Clive, Farrah and Belinda placed it under a protection ritual. Jason floated over to the trio.

“Can you spare Farrah?” Jason asked. “There may be an issue with the grid, and she’s the closest thing we have to an expert.”

“Can’t it wait?” Farrah asked. “We’re in the middle of something here.”

“The grid is feeding extra magic into the manifestation,” Jason told her.

“Oh,” Farrah said. “Clive, do you have it from here?”

“We’ve got it,” Clive said.

“Do you have a dimensional verge spectrum analyser?” Farrah asked him.

Clive took a device from his storage space that looked like a cluster of crystals connected by straws for a school science project, and tossed it to Farrah. She and Jason then shot towards the main group, Farrah’s fiery wings blazing on her back. They reached Danielle, Jason explaining the situation while Farrah used the device to take readings of the manifestation.

“Thoughts?” Jason asked.

“Depends. If this is intended to detonate like one of Travis’ big bombs, we should leave. A gold-rank explosion on that scale isn’t something all of us could survive.”

“I don’t think that’s what we’re looking at,” Farrah said, peering at a mess of light swirling over the device. “Back in the day, when the grid was taken offline, undetected proto-spaces broke down and turned into monster waves. I think we’re looking at that process being artificially forced and accelerated.”

“You’re saying that thousands of monsters are going to pour out of this?” Jason asked.

“Even with this group, we can’t handle thousands of gold-rank monsters,” Danielle said.

“They would mostly be silver rank,” Jason said. “There would still be enough golds to make it a rough day, though. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it’ll spawn a really big essence instead of monsters.”

“That would be nice,” Danielle said, “but I find things like this don’t often go nicely.”

“Jason,” Farrah asked. “Do you still have that instinctive sense for dimensional forces? The one Clive says is cheating?”

“I do. I don’t know how much I’ll be able to tell you, but I’ll have a rummage.”

He drifted onto Danielle’s flying carpet so he didn’t have to concentrate on keeping himself aloft. He tapped his foot on the carpet.

“Is this new?”

“I have a lot of flying devices,” Danielle told him.

He closed his eyes and projected his senses towards the manifestation.

“I’m kind of getting a proto-space feel off of this,” he said. “Not exactly, though; I have to squint to see it. There’s a definite sense of energy pouring in, though. I’m not sure this manifestation can hold it together. It feels like it’s being overloaded.”

“I’m seeing a lot of instability as well,” Farrah said. “It might be time to run for the hills.”

Jason opened his eyes to look at the device Farrah was still using. The light shining over it was roiling like water in a washing machine.

“Let me try something,” Jason said. “I’ve been trying to limit my influence on the reality around me because it’s kind of rude, but it may be time to go the other way.”

Jason floated into the air, up and over the manifestation. A portal of white stone appeared high above his head, filled with gold, silver and blue transcendent light. The portal was lying flat, like a halo over the manifestation, and wide enough to fit a house through. Jason floated between the portal and the manifestation, arms held out at his sides. The light of the portal grew brighter and brighter, until it was hard to look at.

An aura emerged from the portal, swift as a tsunami but heavy as treacle, weighing down on everyone. It was domineering and otherworldly, claiming dominion over everything it touched. It kept pouring out, spreading over the whole region. After a minute, it had gone ten kilometres, with no sign of stopping. Everywhere it went, every person of age to accept essences received a message.

System Alert: Unstable Reality

	Physical reality in the local area has been compromised, potentially triggering a transformation zone. 

	The Hegemon has descended, expanding his influence to stabilise reality. 

	The source of the instability will manifest a monster wave to purge accumulated magic. 




Danielle and Farrah watched as Jason vanished in a pillar of transcendent light. It descended from the portal like a divine visitation, inundating the manifestation until it was barely visible.

“Did Jason mention anything to you about being flashy?” Farrah asked.

“He did say something,” Danielle said. “I prefer things clean and efficient, but he claimed it was Anna Tilden’s idea.”

“She’s normally quite sensible. Are you sure it wasn’t Jason wanting to show off?”

“No, but I suppose it doesn’t really matter, at this stage.”

“No, I suppose not.”

While Jason’s enhanced aura was a hammering cacophony to supernatural senses, the area was eerily quiet to normal hearing. That changed with a ripping sound that filled the air like thunder. It was an alien, nails-on-chalkboard screech, somewhere between shearing metal and shattering stone. As the excruciating noise continued to ring out, the first monsters emerged from the light.
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THIS IS KIND OF HOW TEAM BISCUIT OPERATES


The massive torrent of transcendent light continued to gush from the giant portal, inundating the rainbow glow of the manifestation. The adventurers surrounding the phenomenon looked on as monsters burst out, thick as an insect swarm, despite the smallest being the size of a bread van. Most were silver rank, with one in a hundred being gold.

Even the smaller, silver-rank monsters were hulking things. Each had a body shaped like a spider but the hairy, muscled flesh of a gorilla. Massive insect wings buzzed in a blur, carrying them ponderously through the air as eight thick, hairy limbs dangled beneath them.

The gold-rank monsters stood thirty metres tall. Like warped, oversized messengers, they had three sets of wings, six arms and three faces spaced around a single head. They were naked but sexless, with the smooth, androgynous features of a child’s doll.

“That’s a relief,” Jason said as he rose from Danielle’s shadow as if riding up an elevator. “It would make some confronting news footage if the eight-storey monsters were meat-and-two-veg to the wind.”

Hundreds of monsters had emerged by that point, with no sign of stopping. Many of the adventurers were already moving into the fray, while others held back at Danielle’s direction. She ignored Jason for the moment as she coordinated the group through a combination of voice chat, text chat, maps and overlays. The System interacted with various abilities, especially Jason’s, and was able to share them across the group.

“I’m going to start by probing them for capabilities,” she told him. “With this many, we’re not going to contain them here. Rejoin your team guarding the barrage until we know how hard they’re going to press that way. I’ll likely have you moving on outliers later.”

“Catching the loose ones and dosing them with afflictions so they kick it before reaching anywhere with people?”

“Precisely. For now, try and build up a butterfly cloud on any who come your team’s way. Along with Rufus’ abilities, it’s probably our best shot at clearing numbers this large. Perhaps Humphrey, depending on how the dice fall.”

“I’m on it.”

“Oh, and Jason?”

“Yeah?”

“Did you just stop this thing from blasting a hole in the side of the universe?”

“It would have been a transformation zone, probably. It’ll still be a few years before the astral bridge stabilises the dimensional membrane enough to stop something like this without intervention.”

“Is that a yes?”

“More of a dimensional ulcer than a big old hole, but kind of.”

“Good job.”
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Marie Finnegan sensed a presence outside her chalet, moved to the door and opened it. A chill wind blew in over the snow-covered ground.

“I thought needing to be invited in was a fiction,” she said.

“Most things are, when you really look at them,” Elizabeth said. “Civilisation; morals; money. Politeness. Yet they all have their place. May I come in?”

Marie looked her up and down. The vampire wore a long red coat with fluffy white trim.

“You look like Mrs Claus.”

“Nicholas isn’t that lucky.”

Marie smirked and gestured an invitation. Elizabeth entered and Marie closed the door behind her. She took Elizabeth’s coat and hung it on a rack.

“The cold affects you?” Marie asked.

“It’s not dangerous, but we consume life force faster. Something we can ill-afford with the Asano clan aggressively attacking our blood farms. I don’t suppose you’ve dealt with that issue?”

“We’ll see. The communications room is up the stairs and to the left.”

They went upstairs to where four monitors were displaying various feeds from the drones in Pakistan.

“The first plan didn’t work, then,” Elizabeth said.

“We’ve successfully generated multiple transformation zones from silver-rank manifestations. It should have been even more effective with a gold-rank one, but⁠—”

“Asano did something?”

“Yes.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. Simon will have to analyse the data, but I’m hiding him and the entire project, even from my own branch. They’re twitchy enough about working with vampires.”

“They aren’t wondering where the reality cores are coming from?”

“They don’t know about the reality cores. I don’t trust them not to cave under pressure, and after today, the other factions will know that someone is manipulating the grid. They’re going to throw a wet fit over that. We will have to be more careful than ever.”

“We will need to be bold, soon enough.”

“I will be putting that off as long as possible, but I suspect you’re right.”

Marie grabbed a laptop she could use to control the feeds and they both sat in armchairs to watch.

“That is a great many monsters,” Elizabeth observed. “Is this a monster wave? The kind that took place before I reawakened?”

“It seems so,” Marie said. “This one is accelerated, and more powerful, though. There was only one gold-rank monster breach, back in the day, and even that was nothing like this. How Asano turned the transformation zone into this, I have no idea. That column of light looks like⁠—”

“The wrath of god.”

“Yes. I would have preferred more time for testing, but events in Australia forced my hand. Did you prod the Australian Prime Minister into acting?”

“No, he came by his stupidity honestly. I also would have liked more time, to get the blood oaks more controllable.”

“Perhaps this will be enough,” Marie suggested. “If we can force a loss out of Asano here, and we can demonstrate enough power, the factions might be convinced to ally against him.”

“Still the optimist, Marie? I gave up on that plan the moment he reached out from another universe to annihilate my collected rivals. His power is not to be doubted. And neither, it seems, is that of his companions.”
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Standing on the dam next to a circle of powdered bone, Humphrey rolled three twelve-sided dice into the circle.

“I always liked D12s, bro,” Taika said as he looked on. “Feels chunkier than a D20, but still kind of round. Big thumbs down on D8s and D10s.”

“Do you have any idea what he’s talking about?” Sophie asked Farrah, who had returned to the team.

“It’s a game thing, I think.”

“It is,” Rufus confirmed. “Also, there’s just something iconic about a fist full of D6s.”

“I hear that, bro.”

“We should leave,” Neil said. “I think there’s something about this planet that does things to people. This whole journey may have been a trap.”

“Wait until you try jelly beans,” Rufus said. “It makes it all worth it. If you get the right jelly beans.”

Humphrey ignored them, watching his summoner’s dice as they stopped rolling. From one, an illusion of a brown blob rose from the face-up side.

“Mud,” Humphrey said. “I would have preferred air or water, but it’s not bad for a river environment.”

Another die projected an image, this one of a frog.

“Mud frog,” Humphrey said. “I can work with that.”

The last die, instead of projecting an image, rolled itself again.

“Bizarre,” Humphrey said. “Lucky.”

“Bizarre?” Rufus asked.

“It’ll roll itself twice and take both results,” Humphrey explained.

The die stopped and an illusion of a frog appeared, the image quickly expanding to become much larger. The illusion lingered as the dice rolled again, this time producing an image of disembodied arms, bound together like a bouquet of flowers.

“Giant and extra limbs,” Humphrey said. “We might want to step back.”

He held out his hand and the dice flew into them as he took his own advice and backed off. The others did the same as mud started seeping into the bone circle from the middle, as if bubbling up through a crack in the concrete. It soon filled the circle and expanded beyond it, spreading rapidly. The moment it stopped, something rose up from the mud, pulling itself out as if it were a deep pool, accompanied by a wet sucking noise.

It was a toad the size of a small cottage, but made of thick, clayish mud. Parts of a skeleton jutted from the body, but rather than frog bones, they looked like those of a comically overweight dragon, curved and bulbous. As they watched, blue and gold armour shimmered into existence around the toad’s body, the armour’s ornate gleam incongruous on the disgusting creature. It opened its mouth impossibly wide to let out a hideous, rumbling belch. As it did, no fewer than nine tongues shot out, each dozens of metres long. They flailed as if caught on the wind of the extended belch before snapping back into the creature’s mouth.

“Bro, that’s pretty gross.”

The toad leapt off the dam and into the river, displacing massive amounts of water. A second toad appeared from the mud and did the same, others following at a much greater pace.

“How many of these will there be?” Taika asked.

“Not sure,” Humphrey told him. “The dice affect my summoning, but the more powerful the result, the fewer the summons. Without the dice, I get a hundred dragon bone soldiers. The size of these will soak up some power, but the frogs don’t look to have particularly potent abilities. I’d guess we’ll see somewhere between forty and sixty.”

“I’ll take those odds,” Belinda said. “I have a good feeling about those frogs. I’ll bet a box of Pastry Stash biscuits that there’ll be thirty.”

“Oh, I love that bakery,” Clive said. “I have a tray of Jason’s sandwiches in my storage space. I’ll bet them on fifty frogs.”

“I have sandwiches too,” Neil said, “but I’m keeping them. No bet.”

“This is our first proper battle on this planet,” Humphrey said. “Could we please act with decorum, just this once?”

Wind washed over then as Sophie appeared in a blur of motion.

“Forty frogs,” she said.

“Really?” Humphrey complained.

“What’s the ante?” Belinda asked.

“Jam and cream donuts,” Sophie replied.

“They were meant for us to…” Humphrey began before stopping himself and letting out a sigh. The admonishing glare he levelled at his team was undercut by the loud slurping as one frog after another pulled itself out of the mud pool.
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The silver-rank flying gorilla spiders were not as ungainly as they appeared, and were able to move in sudden bursts of speed. If there were anything other than elite gold-rank adventurers to fight, they might well have posed an individual danger. As it was, the true threat they posed was numerical, either in swarming adventurers until they exhausted their mana or escaping to reach population centres.

By the time the monster count had reached two thousand, Danielle had split the teams up, reconfiguring the group to make the most effective response. The area specialists were concentrating their attacks around the pillar of light still spewing out monsters as it burned off the magic of the manifestation. The pillar itself was only visible as a glow within the churning storm called up by Zara. The gold-rank force of the storm battered and yanked at the monsters, trying to pull them apart like a confectioner making taffy. Jets of water and blades of wind sliced apart silver-rank flesh like industrial tools.

Into the storm, other area attackers were firing off abilities with little care for where they landed. Hannah Adeah shot arrows in blindly, their explosions churning the wind and water of the storm even more. It once again served to remind Rick Geller of the dangers in marrying the most volatile and aggressive member of his team.

Above and below the storm, forests of giant staves, the size of architectural columns, had been conjured by Emir. They shot up and down like the hammers inside a piano, slamming into one another and crushing monsters between them. So dense were the gorilla spiders that, even used blindly, the staves rarely missed.

The creatures were tough, even for silver-rankers. Their seemingly fragile wings held up surprisingly well against the storm, although many were still ripped off, sending monsters plunging into the river below. Others flew out of the storm, surviving by their numbers being dense enough that their fellows became shields.

Outside of Zara’s cyclone was the second line of battle, where Danielle had stationed most of the other adventurers. Those able to sustain attacks worked on cleaning up the silver-rank monsters who, even counting summons and familiars, still wildly outnumbered the adventurers.

Giant mud toads were gathered in the river below, half submerged in water whipped to a frenzy by the artificial storm. They were snatching monsters out of the air with their tongue clusters that were something like nine-tailed whips made of tentacles. They yanked the gorilla-spiders out of the air and swallowed them whole. The monsters were quickly digested, reduced to rainbow smoke that sprayed out of orifices covering the mud toads like warts.

The summoner of the toads swept through the air on dragon wings, enacting staggering violence with a// huge flaming sword and fiery breath. One attack would carve off half a monster’s legs and a third of its body. The next would make one explode, releasing a wave of force that hammered the monsters behind it. Bodies were shattered and limbs smashed to paste. His Fire Breath power burned away wings, dropping monsters into the waiting mouths of the toad swarms.

“Are you sure you didn’t just stop summoning those toads when it got to forty?” Clive asked through voice chat.

“Yes, he’s sure,” Sophie said.

This was Humphrey in his element, the quintessential adventurer. Fighting monsters, protecting people, pretending he had a normal team. His powers gave him more impact than most, and a combination of carefully selected equipment and the support of his team allowed him to keep up the pressure when others would flag. Aura buffs, mana-regenerating items and the occasional swig of very expensive potion meant his onslaught never stopped.

Humphrey was far from alone in his endeavour, with no shortage of monsters to go around. Rufus and Gabriel fought together for the first time as equals, two master swordsmen using the well-refined techniques of a family who, as had been occasionally mentioned, ran a school. Both had been trained by arguably the greatest swordsman alive, and both had diverged from those teachings, compromising pure swordsmanship with more magical abilities.

Like Jason, both Gabriel and Rufus mixed afflictions onto their attacks. Gabriel wielded fire, while Rufus’ sun and moon afflictions were more exotic. Unlike Jason, they both had plenty of power behind the initial attacks as well. They may not have matched Humphrey’s punch, but they still carved through silver-rank monsters, quickly racking up kill tallies. Gabriel’s attacks crippled many monsters, and the flames he left behind finished the job. His victims fell from the sky, plucked from the air by toads or splashing into the water. That was not enough to extinguish the fires, which set the water to boiling.

“You’re falling behind, son,” Gabriel’s voice boomed as he flew past Rufus, trailing fire.

Rufus was the textbook Vitesse adventurer, with an eclectic mix of powers. In the hands of a lesser adventurer, his abilities would have made him the kind of jack of all trades that Rimaros adventurers like to mock. But with his extensive training and raw talent, Rufus turned his versatile power set into a series of force multipliers.

Rufus’ afflictions were less effective than his father’s, at least until he turned the sky dark. The sun was eclipsed, turning day into night, and every affliction Rufus had left behind exploded violently. Almost every active silver-rank monster from the current wave died on the spot, more than two hundred at once. Then, a massive beam of transcendent light shot from the sky.

Realm of the Infinite Eclipse was one of the most powerful attacks available to any essence. Despite that, it was extremely rare, not for how hard it was to unlock, but for how hard it was to use. It required tens of enemies for even the most basic version, and hundreds to reach full effectiveness. It also required more time than most battles took to set up. Finally, it required not just a large horde of enemies, but also powerful singular ones to be worth targeting.

It was a spell of war, almost unusable at low ranks, making it famously hard to rank up. If not for the Builder cult war, the grand monster surge and being able to hunt the outer reaches of Jason’s astral spaces, Rufus might well have been languishing at silver rank, or even bronze.

The reward for decades of dedication and training was a power that dwarfed almost anything else an essence-user could produce. Even Farrah and her limit-breaking powers could not equal the single moment of all-consuming annihilation that Rufus could produce, given the right circumstances and enough time.

The eclipse beam of transcendent light walked across the battlefield at Rufus’ direction. It settled on one gold-rank monster, then a second and a third before the power was finally expended. Not a scrap of the monsters remained, and for a strange moment, everything fell still and silent. Zara’s storm had faded, and even the animalistic spider-gorillas stopped, staring in shock.

Even amongst the experienced adventurers present, none had seen power on that level from anyone below diamond rank. Many of them cast their minds back to the Builder War, and Dawn wiping out a city with one spell. It wasn’t a match for that event, but that was what it felt like, coming from a gold-ranker. The ambient mana sizzled against supernatural senses, as if Rufus had scorched them with the raw power of his display.

Then the moment passed, and conflict resumed. Zara recast her storm and Danielle directed their forces to face the hundreds of monsters still streaming out of Jason’s light column. For the many gold-rank monsters that remained, Danielle followed Rufus’ example. No one else could match that power alone, but the adventurers with the heaviest burst damage could recreate it in the aggregate with focus fire. Some even managed solo kills, with Farrah taking the speed record after Rufus. By overcharging her abilities and dumping her entire mana pool in short order, she could turn two gold-rank monsters into glowing piles of slag before needing to stop and rest. What was left of the monsters fell into the river, letting off ugly brown smoke as they cooled.

While letting the stacked group buffs replenish her mana, Farrah didn’t waste her downtime. Resting up in Onslow’s shell, she made use of tools borrowed from Clive to examine the ongoing manifestation. The grid was somehow sustaining the manifestation, allowing it to keep producing monsters. If that wasn’t cut off, the manifestation would keep going until the adventurers were too exhausted to fight or the dimensional membrane ripped, triggering a transformation zone or worse.

Most of Team Biscuit were in the main fight now, except for Jason chasing down monsters that slipped the cordon, and Sophie, back at the dam. She and Prince Valdis were tasked with protecting the barrage, using their absurd speed to cover its two-kilometre length. For any monster that came that way, Sophie set it up and Valdis cut it down.

Danielle had assigned herself to the gold-rank killing group. At silver, her kill speed had been below average, but ranking up had changed that drastically. She could, if she pushed it, do a passable imitation of Farrah’s approach, including the hefty recovery time. She arrived in Onslow’s shell to rest and take stock of the overall battle.

“How is it going?” she asked Farrah. “Got anything?”

“I have,” Farrah said. “I wasn’t optimistic about a quick solution⁠—”

“That’s all anyone ever wants on this team,” Clive called out as he blasted beams and bolts from his rod and staff weapons.

“Not right now, please, Clive,” Danielle said.

“No one ever says that to Jason,” Clive complained.

“That’s because he’s not going to listen,” Farrah said.

“Sure,” Clive said. “Let’s only be nice to Clive when we need him to practically invent a new branch of magic in the next twenty-seven minutes or an entire civilisation gets wiped out.”

“Yeah, I don’t think he listens either,” Farrah loudly confided to Danielle.

“You were saying you had something?” Danielle asked pointedly.

“Yes, sorry. This is kind of how Team Biscuit operates.”

“I’ve noticed.”

“Anyway, I’ve been looking at what’s happening to the grid, and I recognise some of the patterns here. I think I know who developed the magic that what we’re seeing here was based on.”

“Who?” Danielle asked.

“Me.”
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A CULTURAL EXPERIENCE


Onslow’s shell had expanded to the size of a house. It was serving as combination command centre, rest area and triage tent, always hosting one or two healers. As powerful as the adventurers were, no gold-rank monster was to be dismissed, and even silvers were a threat with numbers so high.

Jason landed inside Onslow’s shell in a half crash, tumbling on the floor. Arabelle was kneeling next to him a moment later as he rolled onto his back and pushed himself into a sitting position. Dripping sweat, he took heaving breaths.

“I’m fine,” he panted. “No injuries. None that didn’t heal already. Just exhausted.”

“How?” Arabelle asked. “It’s extremely difficult for gold-rankers to get tired.”

“And all that huffing won’t help you,” Clive pointed out. “You don’t need to breathe.”

“It might help,” Arabelle said. “A recent study suggests that high-rankers imitating biological processes can accelerate the magical replication of those effects. Mind over body, as it were.”

“Interesting,” Clive said. “That sounds familiar, now that you say it. Did my association do the study?”

“It did.”

While they were talking, Onslow, in baby ninja turtle form, waddled over to Jason and held out a lettuce leaf.

“Thanks, buddy,” Jason said, taking the leaf. He crunched down on it and patted Onslow on the head. The tortoise-boy grinned and tottered back to Clive’s side.

“How exactly did you manage to exhaust yourself?” Arabelle asked. “Do the gold-rank monsters have some kind of stamina drain power?”

“No,” Jason said, pointing outside at the massive column of light, still pouring out of the giant portal. “I know I make clamping a hole in the universe shut with a giant god beam look easy, but it’s actually quite a strain. If I don’t let it go, my avatar will eventually break down. I don’t know exactly what will happen then.”

“Probably a transformation zone,” Farrah said. “Now that I know what I’m looking for, I’m working on stopping the magic being fed into the manifestation. The grid, while artificial, works on the principles of a natural array. I’m working up a ritual that will look for incongruities in its operation that will let me identify divergences, indicating interference points from traditional ritual magic. That will let us pinpoint the physical locations where the grid is being interfered with and go stop it.”

“That makes sense,” Jason said.

“You understood that?” Clive asked.

“Of course I did,” Jason said. “You’re the one who always hammered me about studying magical theory. She said, ‘something something, deflector dish,’ and then we go break some stuff.”

Clive let out a sobbing breath as he continued firing magic blasts from his rod and staff. Onslow gave him a comforting pat on the thigh.

“I’m going to need Nik,” Farrah said.

“I don’t like bringing him out into this,” Jason said. “He’d be the only silver-ranker in the field.”

“We’ve both faced off against much worse.”

“And we’ve both died!”

“You can’t shield him from everything, Jason. Not if you want him to grow. And sitting inside Onslow’s shell coordinating things is hardly throwing him into the clutches of a gold-ranker.”

“She’s right,” Clive said. “If you don’t let him face danger he can see coming, how will he fare against danger you can’t? I’d say you know that’s coming, but it already came. Unless you missed it, Jason, he’s spent more years adventuring than you have. He didn’t deal with the crazy stuff you get us involved in, but he’s going to now, and you know it.”

“Your absence denied him the only validation he truly cared about,” Arabelle added. “If you deny him the chance to prove himself to you, you’re going to further damage a relationship in which you have already left deep wounds.”

“Fine,” Jason said. “But can you portal him in, please, Clive? I’m kind of wrecked. I’m going to coast the rest of this battle and let my familiars do all the work.”
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Marie pointed out one of the feeds on the four monitors in front of her and Elizabeth. On it, the desiccated husk of a gold-rank monster fell from the sky, covered in leeches. The leeches melted and flowed together, taking the form of Jason Asano, but made from glistening red liquid. The blood clone flew into the air, reached another monster and broke down into a leech swarm once more, rapidly coating the monster’s body.

“Are you seeing this?” Marie asked. “That’s happening in multiple places at once.”

“I noticed.”

“This is the guy you picked a fight with?”

“I never picked that fight. My kind have instincts that are extremely hard to resist. They made him, and humanity at large, an inevitable foe. You are the one who picked a fight. It is far from a secret that he is extremely opposed to the harvesting of reality cores. He cut himself off from the magical factions over it, and spent months preventing the transformation zones from forming. He won’t react well to learning that your secret little group within the Network has secretly been triggering new ones. Which he will discover, following this event.”

“The attempt wasn’t my choice. I didn’t like the potential exposure, although I didn’t fight the idea as hard as I could have. On paper, it seemed sound. If we take him out, problem solved. If not, we at least show the world that he’s not invincible.”

“I see. You didn’t account for him actually being invincible.”

“He’s not.”

“For practical purposes, it seems that he is.”

“I could hardly expect an army of otherworldly gold-rankers, all with power exceeding any of our native ones. Or that he could shut a rupture in the universe with what looks suspiciously like the divine light of heaven.”

“Didn’t Rufus Remore warn the world of this? And Anna Tilden?”

“No one thought they were telling the truth!”

“I did. I warned your co-conspirators myself, after what he did to the vampires in France and Slovakia. And now, you have a choice. Cut your losses and try to cover your tracks, or double down.”

“Double down?”

“You’ve resisted providing reality cores to enhance my blood oaks.”

“You think enhancing them will be enough to defeat all of this?” Marie asked as she gestured at the monitors.

“No. But they will be dangerous enough to get concessions for leaving them in the box.”

“You’re talking about your exit plan. Pinning your hopes on Asano wanting to protect the world from you more than he wants to see you dead.”

“Yes.”

“How does that help me?”

“It could be our exit plan.”

“I’m not you, Elizabeth. I can’t so easily cast off everyone I’m tied to.”

“You think they will stand by you? This entire operation is structured to leave you holding the bag. Everyone involved in the reality core harvesting will hurl you to the wolves. They will put all of it on you. Unless you think I’m wrong. Or, we work on the blood oaks together. Get ourselves passage to the other world and a fresh beginning. Let the vampires and the Network and whoever else deal with Asano and clean up the mess.”

Marie stood up and opened a liquor cabinet.

“Drink?” she asked.

“Do you have blood?”

Marie reached down to the bottom door of the cabinet. Inside was a single decanter of red liquid, sitting in the middle of a small ritual circle. She took it out, filled a wine glass with blood and put it back. She poured her own drink, a Japanese whisky, and returned to her seat. She handed over the wine glass and Elizabeth took a sip. Her eyebrows rose in surprise and appreciation.

“Marie, if all I wanted was some extra reality cores on the quiet, I have the means to take them from you. I’m not just asking to make our alliance more personal. Or, perhaps I am. I’m asking you to leave this world with me.”

Marie stared at Elizabeth, searching her expression for a long moment before responding.

“You said that vampiric instincts are hard to resist.”

“Extremely.”

“It’s the magic in the sunlight, right?”

“Avoiding the sun slows the process down, but even the most nocturnal will feel it eventually. We grow territorial. Unempathetic. We lose access to most of the emotional spectrum.”

“I heard that it is not difficult to resist, but impossible.”

“I find that impossible is a word that sees excessive use. Do I strike you as incapable of anything but rage and fear, Marie?”

They met eyes.

“No, you do not.”
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There was an adventurer on Valdis’s team with earth-shaping powers, but Farrah hadn’t bothered to recruit him. Needing speed over finesse, she used her Lava Cannon power to blast the ground. Like a hose spraying a pool, lava splashed everywhere, but she ignored it as it landed on her.

The other adventurer present, Dustin Kettering, extinguished the resulting fires in the dry grass with his ice powers. He was pointing a simple handheld device with blue and red LEDs at the ground. The red light went out and the blue one lit up.

“You got it,” he said.

“Nik, can I get the map, please?” Farrah asked the drone floating in air, out of lava range.

The drone floated down and created a holographic map projection. Nik’s mapping powers were more precise than Jason’s tactical map. Nik’s abilities could also integrate powers and devices to relay their effects remotely. Dustin’s handheld device had been created by Nik, connected to a much larger device still sitting in Onslow’s shell.

“Seven more to go,” Farrah announced in the group chat. “You should already be seeing fewer monsters produced.”

“We are,” Danielle said, “but there’s no shortage of them out here already. Even gold-rankers can’t fight forever. It’s time to wrap this up.”
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While Jason’s presence on the battlefield was gone, his influence remained, in the form of his afflictions. Gordon used monsters as butterfly farms, continuing to spread Jason’s array of hideous maledictions. The butterflies carried Jason’s plagues and curses from the existing monsters to new ones as they emerged, Jason himself no longer necessary. Maintaining the butterflies was critical in handling monsters in such number, but that was far from the limit of Gordon’s contribution.

The familiar repositioned himself by snaking through the battlefield as a nebulous cluster of lights. When he resumed his normal form, he used the spheres orbiting himself to full effect. They could generate sustained force beams that massacred silver-rank monsters, or turn into shields, deflecting attacks away from exposed adventurers. When monsters clustered, he shot off orbs in pairs that collided into massive explosions.

To replenish his orbs, Gordon absorbed the butterflies that were now painting the sky in orange and blue, allowing him to maintain his aggressive pace. He was far from the only familiar making a big impact, however. Stash unquestionably stood out the most, taking shape after shape to attack the gold-rank monsters.

Stash moving through forms was more than just playfulness. The gold-rank monsters were more intelligent than the silvers, and could adapt to attack patterns they had already encountered. That was less of an issue to adventurers, whose power versatility was one of their greatest advantages against more one-note monsters. By mixing up the monsters whose form he assumed, Stash became much harder to predict.

The opposite to Stash was Shimmer, Belinda’s astral lantern familiar. The strange little creature was a living lantern, usually keeping itself invisible. While it had some surprisingly effective force attacks, its most useful ability was to quietly accelerate the mana recovery of its allies. As of gold rank, the tiny lantern could output massive bursts of mana replenishment, across an entire battlefield. In the massive and lengthy battle, Shimmer didn’t get the glory, but was critical in clinching the victory.

The battle didn’t climax in a massive face off; no final boss monster emerged, unlike the monster waves of years past. The numbers slowly diminished until there were no more to kill, only adventurers in dire need of rest. When the manifestation finally faded, so did the pillar of light coming from Jason’s giant portal. Most of the adventurers then went through it to Jason’s astral kingdom. Danielle kept a handful around to handle the aftermath and further investigate the cause of what had happened. To Jason’s regret, this included him, although he remained inside Onslow’s shell while Danielle briefed the others outside. The spiritual damage to Jason’s avatar would take a day or so to recover from. After designating the adventurers their various tasks, Danielle entered the shell with Clive.

“What is this?” she asked.

“It’s a TV,” Taika said from where he sat on a corner couch with Travis, Jason and Nik. Gordon was floating next to a beanbag chair. “It’s what they have on Earth instead of crystal recording projectors.”

“I did not put any of this in here,” Clive said. “Who said you could bring all this in here?”

Onslow sat up from where he’d been buried, unseen, in the beanbag. He gave an enthusiastic wave.

“Jason, I will not have you corrupting my familiar.”

“GOOD LUCK WITH THAT,” Humphrey’s voice yelled from a distance.

“It’s not corruption,” Taika said. “We’re going to watch a film from my homeland. It’s a cultural experience.”

“What’s it called?” Clive asked with suspicion.

“Tongan Ninja.”


18
WHAT I PRESENT TO THE WORLD


Spiritual damage lingered, beyond the capacity of healing magic to repair. This was something Jason was intimately familiar with, but his latest spiritual injury was mild. Holding shut the rip in the universe had strained his prime avatar, but within a couple of days, it had largely recovered. He spent that time in his astral kingdom, in his house by the waterfall.

Far from crippled, just not up to another fight, he spent most of the time cooking. He set up an outdoor kitchen on the sprawling deck that jutted into the gorge. A rotating roster of his friends and family came by for sampling purposes, although Nik and Emi’s presence was near-constant. Emi was already an excellent cook, having learned from her mother, just like Jason. They were taking the opportunity to induct Nik into the culinary arts.

Now that the magic levels on Earth were rising, magical variants of familiar ingredients had started to appear. He was incorporating them into the farms he had set up around his main planet, although he hadn’t had time to collect a lot of Earth produce. For the moment, most of the farms still grew Pallimustus plants and fungi.

Along with fields of vegetables, there were mushroom caves, hanging gardens filled with vine fruit and sprawling orchards. He had chosen ideal climates, scattered across the planet and linked by portals. The influence of the living forest Arbour made for idyllic growth.

There were still fires to be put out, from the ongoing diplomatic efforts to the fallout from the battles in Melbourne and the Sindh Province. Jason’s recovery offered him some rare downtime, but not all of his friends were as idle.

Farrah had been going over what happened with the manipulation of the grid, alongside grid operators from the various Network factions. Jason put those thoughts aside, concentrating on good food and good company. He suspected what she would find, but she was still working on it. He did his best to avoid dwelling in it until she was done. Even so, the old rage churned like magma beneath the earth, building up pressure on the way to an eruption. He knew that wasn’t helpful, healthy or productive, so he did his best to let it go and focus on what was.
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While Jason was recovering, the contingent of diplomats, intelligence officers and faction agents continued their visit to the astral kingdom. Their trip had taken them to the cities of New Water and Arbour. They took aerial tours around the planet and even travelled into space in an unexpectedly spaceworthy dirigible. They saw a planet created and then terraformed in a display of god-like power. They toured the new planet, visiting mountaintops and vast tablelands. They walked around, touched the grass and ate fruit from trees. Then they left and the planet winked out of existence, as if it had never been.
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US Secretary of State Claire Davney watched footage of preliminary debriefs of the US members of the contingent now returned from the astral space. She had a room set up for the purpose in her temporary lodgings in Asano Village. The contingent members would go through weeks, if not months of debriefs, analysis and examinations for potential compromise.

Having come to a decision, she had petitioned her government to allow her to visit Asano’s kingdom for herself. A conference call pushed off her debrief footage and she made her case to the president and to CIA Director Barstow.

“Madam Secretary,” Barstow said. “We have no idea what Asano is capable of in that place. If our people are to be believed, he can make a planet as easily as a sandwich. Either that is true or he has the power to convince people it is. Either way, it’s a short hop to accepting that he can pluck state secrets out of your head, if you put yourself in his place of power.”

“I would make two counterpoints,” Claire said. “One is that if he wants to know something, I don’t think we can stop him. You’ve seen what just that shadow creature of his can do. Do you know the full capabilities of the people he brought to Earth? I don’t, but I bet they have magic that would run loops around any protection we have.”

“So, you advocate giving in and surrendering anything he wants?”

“No. What I suggest is that we avoid approaching him in the ways where he’s more powerful than us. Than anyone. Confronting him with main strength is not just pointless but counterproductive.”

“She’s not wrong in that regard,” Barstow said. “I have a small army of analysts going over the Pakistan footage, but the early assessment is that no native Earth force could have stopped those monsters. Possibly not even if you combined them all together. We’d have to resort to magically enhanced nukes and turn the whole area into a radioactive pit.”

“What we need,” Claire said, “is to approach this from another direction. Director, what is your analysts’ take on Asano diplomatically?”

“He’s naïve. Unversed in realpolitik. His adherence to certain principles is undermining the ability of his representatives to⁠—”

“That is my assessment as well,” Claire cut her off. “Jason Asano responds to trust, loyalty and friendship. Speaking with his chief representative, Annabeth Tilden, it is a source of frustration for her. Asano’s approach has served him well in the other world. Politics are simpler there, by all accounts, with personal power and personal loyalty being lynchpins. That approach hurts him here. Earth geopolitics are more sophisticated, with decentralised power. Over there, it’s not about the force you can muster but the force that you are. Individual power over the consensual. That means more idiosyncratic personalities and less answering to disparate interests.”

“You’re saying that he’s used to the politics of god kings,” Barstow said.

“Perhaps not that extreme,” Claire said. “Although yes, sometimes, from what I’ve gathered in my time here. A better analogy might be a rogue dictator. Someone we need for a military base, or as an intelligence asset. Or because the lunatic has nukes.”

“What are you suggesting?” the president asked.

“I think the best approach is to meet him where he is, Mr President. He might become an ally, but never one who goes an inch beyond what is strictly necessary. In his mind, we’re still the Network. The people who dug up Jack Gerling and sent him to kill Asano’s brother, his lover, and his best friend. Whatever his diplomatic intentions, on some level, he sees us as an enemy. If we keep treating him like a potential enemy, he may well become one. If that happens, we lose. He can hide his people where we can never reach, and move through our nation with impunity. With the power at his command, he and his friends could crush the military and civilian infrastructure of the continental United States in a week. If that. Then he’d likely go to work on any essence-users they didn’t take out in step one.”

“That’s a bleak picture,” the president said. “Barstow?”

“We’re still doing combat analysis of the Pakistan footage. Preliminary results support the secretary’s assessment.”

“You’re telling me that a few dozen people represent an existential threat to the entire United States?”

“Only if we keep treating him like one,” Claire said. “We need to stop trying to make an ally, because he’ll never trust us. We need to make him a friend.”

“And how do you suggest we do that?” the president asked.

“We trust him first.”

“It’s not an unreasoned approach,” Barstow said. “Our profile on Asano suggests that the only people able to sway him are his friends. If we become one, then we might gain a measure of the influence we have thus far failed to.”

“You think it’s that easy?” the president asked.

“No,” Claire said. “But I do think it’s that simple.”

“She’s right,” Barstow said. “Our best information is that Asano responds to straightforward earnestness. We would essentially need to have one person who befriends him, and have them serve as an unofficial ambassador.”

“Won’t he see that coming if someone makes an approach?” the president asked.

“Yes,” Barstow said. “And even if he’s so oblivious as to not, Anna Tilden isn’t. But our profile suggests that he won’t care, so long as the approach is genuine. Tilden is the problem, but her existing friendship with the secretary would make the secretary the natural choice. But there is both difficulty and danger in this approach. It won’t be easy to make him see us as a friend, and once we do, we’ll have to be one. If Asano feels like we’ve betrayed him, he’ll become that existential threat.”

“You advocate this approach, then?” the president asked Barstow.

“We all know that Asano’s arrival will prompt some manner of revolution in magical knowledge. Farrah Hurin and Rufus Remore overturned centuries of essence-user training in a few years. Essence-users from ten years ago are stronger than those with decades of experience. This time, he’s brought people who can push magic, and eventually magitech, forward by leaps and bounds. We can’t afford to be on the periphery of that movement.”

“Do you think we would be?”

“I think that if we use the strategies that have worked for us in the past, Asano will declare war on us. Then win it. Then have a sandwich.”

“That’s why I want to do this myself,” Claire said. “I’m also high enough in our government to both be accountable and hold people to account. Anna Tilden becomes an asset, instead of an obstacle. Friends matter to Asano, and I’ve taken early steps in building a cordial relationship. But Director Barstow is right about the dangers. If we do this, we have to be earnest. To be a friend, and not just act like one.”

On the screen in front of Claire, the president leaned back in his chair.

“I don’t like this,” he said. “It feels precarious.”

“I won’t deny it, Mr President,” Claire said. “The path forward is occluded, yet we have to stumble on regardless. I don’t envy your position.”

The president took on a wry expression.

“I would be more inclined to believe that if you hadn’t primaried against me, Claire.”

Claire snorted a laugh.

“Yeah, well, you won, Mike, and I find myself happier about that with each passing day. I’ll be happy to run again in less interesting times.”

The president tapped his fingers on his desk as he considered Claire’s proposal.

“You know that you making friends with Asano isn’t the same as America making friends with him,” he said.

“Things that matter to Asano’s friends matter to Asano,” she said.

“That comports with our profile of the man,” Barstow said. “He’s demonstrated a willingness to work with groups he would otherwise cut ties with because of personal connections. We estimate that his relationships with individual Network members led him to delay cutting ties with the organisation for as much as a year. It was the intervention of Jack Gerling that finally broke that connection.”

“What do you advise, Director?” the president asked.

“Like you, Mr President, I don’t like it. But I don’t see another effective approach to making inroads with Asano, and we want to be on the inside track for whatever he has to offer. We can’t afford to be frozen out of that.”

“Should we attempt to infiltrate his circle more covertly as he expands it to incorporate more people from Earth?” the president asked.

“No,” Barstow said. “His aura senses were outlandish before. I would be astounded if anyone can get past them with subterfuge. We do have people with aura-masking powers, but the cost of them getting caught is too high. As ridiculous as it sounds, the best approach may well be just walking up honestly and trying to make friends, like children on a playground. He’ll know why we’re doing it, but he will most likely give us a chance anyway.”

“And it won’t be easy,” Claire said. “The legacy of Asano’s last visit to Earth left him vigilant against the magical factions, and the old Network branches here in the US were integrated into our government. All three of us come from Network families. The vampire queen may also use Jack Gerling to sour relations further.”

The president let out a rough sigh.

“I think the term ‘vampire queen’ tells us how far we are beyond normalcy,” he said. “Make your approach, Madam Secretary, but step carefully. I won’t allow you to compromise the interests of the nation to make friends to what amounts, in your words, to a rogue dictator.”
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In Asano Village, a room had been set aside for a portal to Jason’s astral kingdom. Currently standing in front of it was Shade, barring the path of Anna and Claire.

“Shade,” Anna said, “it already took quite a lot before they would even allow the Secretary of State to enter Jason’s realm. Getting clearance to have her security detail stay behind was not a simple endeavour.”

“That is not my concern, Mrs Tilden. If they choose to enter, they accept, like everyone else, that life and death in that place are the province of Mr Asano. If he decides the secretary is safe there, then no force in the cosmos can bring her harm. If he decides otherwise, no force in the cosmos can save her.”

“Then there’s nothing to be worried about,” Anna said.

“My concern, Mrs Tilden, is Mr Asano’s wellbeing. He is in his home right now. A place he built as a sanctuary from the responsibilities and decisions he faces out here. It is for friends and family, not for business.”

Claire took a step forward.

“That’s why I am⁠—”

“I am aware of your motivations, Madam Secretary,” Shade cut her off. “I was in the room for your meeting with your president.”

“You were in the conference room?” Claire asked, looking to Anna. “You told us that Asano would not surveil it.”

“He did not,” Shade said. “The room I was in was not in Australia.”

“What? Are you spying on the US President?”

“I can neither confirm nor deny any active intelligence operations,” Shade said, his normally British accent sounding suspiciously American.

The secretary rushed out of the room, her black-suited detail in tow. Anna let out a slow, unhappy groan.

“That was not great, Shade. I’d expect this from Jason, but from you?”

“Mrs Tilden, I do not care about this planet. It is a place of petty value in a desolate corner of the cosmos. The only relevance it holds comes from the powers paying attention to it. That will not change unless Mr Asano chooses to change it. I do not care about your interests, Mrs Tilden, or those of this planet’s other inhabitants. This world, its people and its fate are of no concern to me, beyond that they are of concern to Mr Asano. My preference would be to take those few we care about and leave this place to its own devices. Something that many on Earth would welcome, not least the army of vampires still holding most of Europe. It would also remove most of the issues you are faced with, although I acknowledge it was Mr Asano who brought you into this. Even so, I will not allow those issues to interrupt the time Mr Asano has wisely set aside to maintain his mental equilibrium. An equilibrium I should think that you can see the value in, given his behaviour when he loses it. Something that is an acute threat, given what Miss Farrah has been uncovering during this same time.”

“You truly don’t care what happens to a planet full of people?”

Shade’s form slowly became indistinct, the neat shape of a shadowy butler breaking apart. In its place was something alien, primal and ancient. An embodiment of what lurked in dark corners; of what children feared under the bed. Anna suddenly felt like a primitive human, huddled by a fire against the encroaching dark. When Shade spoke again, it wasn’t in the crisp, clear tones of a British aristocrat. It was an unearthly sound, the inhuman whisper of something unseen, seeking to lure travellers into the shadows.

“Do not mistake me for what I present to the world, Mrs Tilden. I am the child of death itself, older than the world that birthed you. I have seen people die without reason or purpose, in numbers so large that your culture hasn’t named them yet. You have met fewer people than I have seen planets fall, and I will see this world dead as well. There will be a day, billions of years from now, when Mr Asano and I visit the charred rock that was once his home. A cinder, drifting around the white star your sun has become. We will be the only living things on it.”

Anna gulped.

“Does Asano know about the meeting Claire had with the president?” she asked, forcing her voice to almost normalcy.

Shade shifted back to his more familiar appearance.

“He will. Once his attention turns back to Earth and its concerns.”

“Will you at least let me through the portal?”

“I think not, Mrs Tilden. Not today.”


19
A BRIEF BUT FIRM REMINDER


“Are there any kind of warning signs I should be aware of?” Anna asked. “Some kind of indication that you or your familiars are about to go off like a powder keg?”

“Yes,” Jason said calmly, then sipped at his fruit juice blend. “Some humans, in a display of idiocy so grand I have no metaphor to compare it, are trying to DESTROY THE PLANET THAT THEY ARE STANDING ON!”

His outburst was mirrored by the land around them, as the gorge was rocked by a tremor that shook leaves from the trees. Thunder pealed in the sky as lightning danced through dark clouds. Anna stumbled back as Jason’s aura took on physical force, pushing out of him like a wave.

Anna had made multiple visits to Jason’s astral kingdom. She had seen its wonders and witnessed his power, but it was only in that moment that she truly understood. This place had a god, and that god was angry.

Suddenly struck with the urge to escape, she found a portal open next to her and hurried through without further consideration. On the other side was the central hub of Asano Village, bustling with diplomatic staffers from across the globe. Portal travel was relatively common amongst them, but they all recognised the portals belonging to Jason. They also knew Anna, and watching her emerge, wide-eyed and trembling, had many stopping to gawp. She stood up straight, tugged a couple of adjustments to her suit and took a deep breath, letting it out long and slow.

“That bad, huh?” Farrah asked.

Anna turned around, finding her leaning casually against an electric buggy. It was one of a fleet of busses and buggies that, along with an underground tram system, connected the disparate locations within Asano Village. Farrah took a swig from a bottle of iced tea, sold from a vending machine beside the buggy depot entrance.

“He’s not happy,” Anna said. “What exactly did you tell him?”

“The same thing I’m here to tell you. More or less. We’ll need to meet some people after, so let’s do it on the road.”

Farrah got behind the wheel of the buggy, basically a juiced-up electric golf cart, and Anna sat beside her. The private roads of the village were well-maintained asphalt, and they took one that soon led them into bushland. The sun was warm and the air filled with the scent of eucalyptus. Farrah tapped a button on the console and the fabric top of the buggy folded back.

“Lovely day,” she said.

“It’s very nice,” Anna replied, her tone less enthusiastic than her words.

“Shame how the people of this planet decided to take all this away from Jason’s family.”

Anna’s lips pressed tightly together.

“Yes,” she said.

“He’s angry at the people of your world. Again.”

“I noticed.”

“I’m not without my own outrage, you know. Do you recall how I spent my first weeks on this planet?”

“You were held and tortured.”

“By?”

“A rogue⁠—”

“Who?” Farrah interrupted, her tone a warning.

“Members of the Network,” Anna admitted.

“And when I escaped, they moved me to an astral space. Not one of the proto-spaces you had back then, but a fully developed one. From which I was in the process of escaping again when Jason found me.”

“This, while interesting, is not news. I thought you were going to brief me, Ms Hurin.”

“Oh, Ms Hurin, is it? Are we not friends anymore, Anna?”

“You’ve been gone a long time, Farrah,” Anna said, then her expression turned awkward. “Susan did tell me to invite you to dinner.”

Farrah grinned.

“And how is she?”

“She’s been spearheading a project to retrieve art from abandoned European cities. She’s stockpiled a collection of works she’d have been lucky to be allowed in the same room as, back in the day. She’s happy, although seeing cities in what amounts to a post-apocalyptic state has unsettled her.”

“The stakes are high. Something that humanity still has trouble grasping, it turns out. That’s why Jason is angry. I’m angry too; I just don’t have a universe to shake. I have to make do with being pissy at old friends.”

“Is that what you’re doing?”

“Anna, do you recall the man who perpetrated my incarceration, here on Earth?”

“Adrien Barbou.”

“He was one of yours. A Network man.”

“He was a traitor, not a true⁠—”

“Don’t,” Farrah said. “You need to retire the ‘it wasn’t us, it was a bad apple gone rogue’ speech, Anna. I won’t tolerate it. And if you try it on Jason, you’ll regret surviving what I do to you. He vented his rage on you, and I’m guessing the sky. A few earthquakes in unoccupied parts of his main planet. Maybe a tsunami or two. Which is healthy.”

“That’s healthy?”

“Compared to roaming the Earth, killing anyone who displeases him? Yes. Instead of that, he’s having a therapy session with Arabelle Remore. But I saw it when I told him, Anna. He had the old eyes, from the last time we were here. It was just for a moment, but you don’t want that. Not with the power he has now.”

“What did you tell him, Farrah? What set him off like this? You keep talking around it. I thought rambling, tangential explanations were how he worked, not you.”

Farrah snorted a laugh.

“Fair enough,” she said. “My explanation had gotten as far as Adrien Barbou.”

“My information was that he died in the Saint-Étienne transformation zone, along with Jack Gerling, Mr North and most of the vampire lords who went with them. Only Jason and the vampire queen emerged, until Gerling returned as a blood clone slave thing. How does Jason feel about that?”

“There are a number of topics he intends to raise with Elizabeth. But Jason did bring Barbou out of the transformation zone alive.”

“Barbou is still alive?”

“I didn’t say that, Anna. Mr North asked Jason to make Barbou’s death quick and clean. Jason told him that it was up to me, since I was the one he held and tortured.”

“And did you?”

“There’s a lot of different tracking magic out there. Rituals, items, essence abilities. A lot of familiar powers. There’s a whole sub-branch focused on different ways to find corpses, which makes disposing of a body you don’t want found rather laborious. You can use magical countermeasures to hide it, but for every ward, there’s a way circumvent it. Only one thing consistently foils most methods of tracking a body. You have to break the corpse down. Very extreme dismembering can work, like putting it through a woodchipper, although burning it to ash is better.”

Farrah glanced briefly from the road ahead to give Anna a smile.

“Complete liquification is best,” Farrah continued. “You need an alchemist who’ll give you the right supplies and keep their mouth shut, though. Any experienced tracker will check the alchemists for anyone buying the right supplies for body disposal. Whichever way you go, though, the trick is to scatter what’s left of the corpse over as wide an area as you can. A fast-moving waterway is good.”

“Farrah—”

“A good tip is that they don’t have to be dead when you start rendering them down. It does make it easier, but easy isn’t always the point, is it?”

“So, ‘Barbou isn’t alive’ is what you’re saying.”

“As I recall, it was quite a controversy, discovering the astral space he’d been hiding away for the local Network.”

“It wasn’t the⁠—”

“What did I say about blaming bad apples, Anna? I’m not going to warn you again.”

Farrah’s light smile as she drove the buggy in the sunshine was incongruous with the sudden, heavy silence.

“It was a large controversy, yes,” Anna said. “They were hiding things from the larger Network community. Which was still one group back then, although it was already shaky. It had been clear for a while that the days of magic remaining a secret were numbered. Everyone was positioning themselves for what came after. You and Jason dropped into that pond like a bomb, but the ripples of schism were already shaking the waters.”

“Barbou and his people had been masking grid activity. Hiding the astral space from grid operators elsewhere in the world.”

“Why the history lesson, Farrah? I was there.”

“So was I, Anna. In a concrete room, with a shackle around my neck.”

The buggy followed the road along the top of a ridge by the coast, giving them an impressive view of the Pacific Ocean. Farrah pulled over at a lookout spot with a small gravel parking area. A wooden bench offered a place to sit and look out over the water.

“What are we stopping for?” Anna asked.

Farrah got out of the buggy, walked over to the bench and sat down. Anna let out a sigh and then followed.

“I liked living here,” Farrah said. “I liked having a part in building it. Jason’s family was very welcoming to me, a stranger from another world. Helping them establish this place felt like putting down roots. How long was Jason gone before the people of this world pulled out those roots?”

“Farrah—”

“That’s all we’ve ever seen from this world, Anna. People taking because they could. It happens in my world too, don’t get me wrong, but things are simpler there. When someone takes just because they can, they don’t have a list of justifications. They don’t blame bad apples they knew were in the barrel the whole time. They say, ‘this is mine, because I have the strength to take it.’ It’s not good, but it’s honest. As is the solution. Every time you explain away some shady deed, all you’re saying is that you’re allowed to do things to people, and they aren’t allowed to do things back.”

“Farrah—”

“I’m talking, Anna, and you will listen until I’m done.”

Unlike most essence-users of Earth, the elite adventurers of Pallimustus did not leak their auras. There was no inherent intimidation through rank, simply by their presence. That was a testament to their control, but also meant that when needed, they could use their aura to make a point to those around them. Farrah gave Anna a brief but firm reminder of who and what she was.

“Anna, I’m not sure you understand the degree to which Jason is bending over backwards to not do the things he very much wants to do. He’s sensitive to his more dangerous proclivities, and that if he lets this world trigger them, he will act in ways he ultimately comes to regret. That is why we recruited you, Anna. To help him take the complicated option when the simple one would be so much easier. He doesn’t want to break the world in the process of doing what needs to be done.”

Farrah reached out with her arm and made an upward motion with her fingers. Out to sea, an obsidian spire, the size of a building, rose from the water like an ancient sea monster. Displaced water sent waves crashing into the shore. Anna watched as Farrah casually created a new landmark with a terrifyingly dismissive demonstration of power.

“How long do you think it will take the ocean to wear it down?” Farrah absently wondered as she stared at her creation. “Ten thousand years? A hundred thousand? I’m not Jason, Anna. Our friends are not Jason. We only care about your world because he does, and if we decide to reshape it, we can and we will. Your job is to guide Jason away from going too far in one direction. Ours is to stop him from going too far in the other. If the people of this world keep acting the same way, we’re going to stop doing our job and things will become a lot simpler. But not nicer.”

“What are you even talking about? What actions have affronted you to the point of taking me out into the woods and threatening me?”

“Years ago, Jason and I once told you that the people of Earth need to stop harvesting reality cores from transformation zones. You told us that the Network couldn’t afford to step back from the arms race over them.”

“That was when you stopped working with the Network altogether. Are you suggesting that someone has found a way to make new zones?”

“Not suggesting, Anna. When I was destroying the devices placed to modify the grid in Sindh, I didn’t have to destroy them all to shut it down. A few remained for more delicate extraction and later examination. I’ve been using them, along with the readings we took during the event, to reverse-engineer what happened. Someone used the grid to feed magic into the active manifestation. It should have created a transformation zone, but Jason did one of his ridiculous Jason things. Grabbed the torn edges of the universe and held them together with not much more than stubbornness and a smug expression.”

Anna had been briefed on what happened in Pakistan, so she knew that Farrah’s description of Jason’s part in it was colourful but essentially accurate. The information about transformation zones was new to her, and horrifying in its ramifications. Jason broke ties with powers of Earth over reality cores once, and now he had the power to break the Earth entirely.

“Do you know who was behind it?” she asked.

“During the monster wave crisis, I led a group of Network researchers in repairing the sabotaged grid. The magic we found in Pakistan was based on that work. Most troubling was that it had been refined.”

“Refined?”

“It showed signs of iteration. Solutions to flaws that would only have been revealed through previous testing. It was not an experiment, but a developed and workable process. Whover did this has done it before, at least several times.”

“You can’t just make transformation zones. Not without anyone noticing. Even if you masked their presence on the grid, which is what I assume you’ve been leading up to, a transformation zone is a glowing dome the size of a small town.”

“Yes. You would need a large region where no one goes. No one, perhaps, but vampires.”

“Europe,” Anna realised. “If you could mask the presence in the grid, and were able to manipulate the satellite coverage…”

She stood up and paced, her mind gaming out the idea.

“The presence in the grid, and the satellites. Both could be accomplished by a relatively small number of people, if they held the right positions in the right organisations. You’d need people on the ground to actually do the thing; you wouldn’t trust it to the vampires. Why would the vamps even…”

She turned to look at Farrah with eyes widened by realisation.

“Harvesting reality cores,” Anna said. “That’s what would get the vampires onboard. That’s what would make participation worth it for anyone. The stockpiles from the old transformation zones were depleted years ago. Maybe there are a few still stashed away somewhere, but they haven’t existed in any practical fashion in almost a decade.”

She plonked back down on the bench.

“That’s why Jason was so angry,” she said. “The thing that made him break ties when multiple betrayals didn’t. And now, people are doing it again.”

“Anna, this is the time for the powers of Earth to stand up. To clean their own house. Because if they don’t, we will. And our approach will be a simple one.”

“Simple solutions to complex problems always have consequences.”

“Yes, but we have the power to handle them if we must. Again, Anna, the entire reason Jason pulled you into this is that if we do things our way, it won’t be us paying the price. The last time we were here, we saved the world. Now, it’s your turn to save the world from us.”

“The Americans attempted to make an overture.”

“We’re aware, and we’re open to it. I hope that it’s a good start. But make no mistake, Anna; we set the pace, and we set the terms. If the Americans want friendship, they need to earn it.”

“You don’t earn friendship, Farrah.”

Farrah grinned, stood up, and slapped a hand on Anna’s shoulder.

“Now you’re getting it. Come on, we’re off to see some of the people I worked with back in the day. See if we can’t figure out where this conspiracy got its hands on the magic we developed.”


20
GOOD LORD


Moisture from the nearby waterfall took the edge off the bright sunlight, beaming into the gorge from high overhead. Trees and wildflowers grew around the houses carved out of the rocky walls, wooden decks jutting into the gorge. Clean, natural aromas drifted on the gentle breeze. Jason sat in a porch swing, on the deck of the house closest to the waterfall, an arm draped over Zara’s shoulders as she leaned into his body.

“You made this place to be relaxing,” she said. “Given that you feel as taut as a harp string, it does not appear to be working.”

He let out a slow, ragged breath.

“Anger makes you feel strong, when it actually makes you weak,” he said. “It’s a simple lesson, yet one I need to remind myself of, over and over.”

“So does everyone else,” Zara pointed out. “It’s one of the few areas in which you are completely ordinary.”

“But the consequences if I forget are not. My instincts are to go out, tearing the Earth apart to find who is farming reality cores. I know it’s the wrong move, but it feels right.”

“But you made the actually correct choice. The considered choice. To let the appropriate people do the work that will lead to genuine solutions.”

“It was meant to be easy. I have so much power, yet the best choice is to sit here, using none of it.”

“Is that what you think? Take it from someone who grew up surrounded by politics, Jason: the power you don’t use is often greater than the power you do. Would there be whole nations working on this if your power was no greater than that of your last trip to Earth? Your power is working for you, Jason. As is your restraint.”

He reached out with his free hand to squeeze hers.

“Thank you,” he said as she felt his body lose some of its tension.

“Do you know what your problem is, Jason?”

A smile teased through his grumpy scowl.

“Too handsome?”

“You know, your sister showed me some pictures of your brother…”

He sat up straight, turning to put on an affronted look.

“Hey…”

She giggled and he found himself smiling, despite himself. He leaned back and she sidled into his side once more.

“What’s wrong with you,” she said, “is that you’re too humble.”

“Shade, you heard her say that, right?” Jason asked. “I don’t suppose you recorded it? Wait, this is my domain; I can just make a recording of it. But does it count as a fake if I do it after the fact?”

“Will you let a woman finish?”

“Making sure women finish is kind of my thing,” he said in a husky voice, then giggled at the slap on the arm it earned him.

“What I’m saying,” she continued, “is that you have this idea in your head that you need to be humble.”

“And it’s a good idea,” he said, the amusement gone from his voice. “Once I started getting power, my greatest fear was what I’d do with it if I turned into a prick. I got a taste of how that would play out last time I was on Earth, and it didn’t go well for anyone. And I have so much power now.”

“I understand that, and I’m not saying you should never be humble. I’m saying that you need to be careful about showing humility.”

“You want me to be more arrogant?”

“No, not more arrogant. Just the same amount you’ve always been. Do you remember when we met?”

“Of course.”

“You swanned into my tent with the arrogance of a king. Even back then, you carried yourself like a diamond-ranker who just didn’t have the rank yet. I think, to this day, you don’t realise how much your connections to the Geller and Remore families shielded you from the consequences of your behaviour. Now, you have the power, but you act like you’re still that manic boy back in Greenstone.”

“In fairness, we met while I was on my way to meet a bunch of gods. I think it’s reasonable to feel a little important when that happens. Especially when it’s to thank you for being generally amazing.”

“That’s not what they were thanking you for.”

“I’m pretty sure it was.”

“There were hundreds of witnesses, Jason.”

“It was twenty years ago. Who can remember?”

She let out an exasperated sigh.

“Your diplomatic agenda on Earth hasn’t gone as well as you’d hoped, has it?” she asked.

“No.”

“And how much of that would you put down to inconsistency in your public persona?”

“More than I’d like,” he admitted.

“You’ve always been erratic. Grounded and laconic one moment, terrifying and murderous the next. It keeps people uncertain and wary, which is an asset when the world is full of people more powerful than you. Now that you’re the one with the power, is uncertainty and wariness what you want to inspire?”

“No,” Jason said with a frown.

“No,” Zara echoed. “You need to project consistency and power. Save the humility for when you’re with friends and family. Let the people closest to you keep you grounded, and everyone else look up to you.”

“You want me to play the stern authoritarian?”

“No, that isn’t you. Projecting authority doesn’t mean you have to be staid and dull. Look at Dominion. Power can be sexy.”

“You think Dominion is sexy?”

“Of course I don’t. Women are never attracted to arrogance and power.”

He twisted to give her a flat stare, to which she responded with a grin. He rolled his eyes and leaned back into the porch swing.

“Jason, I’m not saying that you need to be something that you aren’t. You just need to school your public persona. Be more deliberate. Every person chooses which sides of themselves to show in any given situation. Politicians just have to be more conscious of it than most. And, like it or not, you’re a political figure.”

“I don’t like it. But I chose it, so I should take responsibility for that. Luckily, I have a princess to show me how.”

“That is lucky, because you’re a bad leader.”

“That’s a little hurtful.”

“You’re too rash. Too enamoured of flashy plans that make you feel clever but have consequences you didn’t foresee. You and I have that in common, despite my lifetime of political training.”

“You’re saying that my several months of political training won’t overcome that?”

“That is what I’m saying, yes. But while you make a terrible leader, you’re a good lord.”

“Isn’t that the same thing? And I don’t love it being put that way.”

“There is a difference, and you need to understand it if you’re going to stop stumbling around, hurting your own agenda.”

“Alright,” he acknowledged. “What’s the difference?”

“It’s the difference between strategy and tactics. A good leader is careful. Detail-oriented. They know the pieces on the board and can move them appropriately in the moment. A lord sets the agenda, but trusts those around them to enact it. They forge a path that others can’t see, or don’t believe is possible. They understand that the ultimate responsibility falls to them. The good ones do anyway. Every time you’ve been separated from your friends, why did it happen? Because something needed doing, so you stepped up and did it. You took the responsibility.”

“I have always held that integrity is sexy.”

She put her hands on either side of his face and planted a lingering kiss.

“Very,” she said in a breathy voice, then let him go. “I’m not telling you to make some grand resolution to become the imposing astral king. Just remember to keep silly Jason for friends and family, and show everyone else the other guy.”

“The other guy isn’t very nice.”

“And they need to remember that. Every time you get distracted by sandwiches or start talking about dark rider, it distracts them from that fact.”

“Knight Rider.”

“What?”

“Every time I start talking about Knight Rider, not dark rider.”

She gave him a stern look.

“I’m doing it right now, aren’t I?”

She raised her eyebrows warningly.

“Sorry,” he said meekly.

“I think you shouldn’t keep as tight a rein on your aura when you’re out in public. Especially when you’re around the key players. Let it go a little heavy when you arrive places, then dial it back. And maybe stop masking your real voice. It was Dominion who showed you how to hide the god voice, right?”

“It’s not a god voice.”

She poked him on the forehead.

“Are you listening at all?” she asked. “No more humility for you. You have us for keeping you humbled. Mostly Neil. You have to go out into the world and show everyone that you won’t be trifled with in your domain.”

“My domain is an alternate universe. And a couple bits of Europe. Small bits.”

“Your domain is wherever you happen to be standing. You’ve been treating it that way since the moment we met. You pretend you don’t see it that way, but the only person you’ve ever convinced is yourself. Now, you need to stop being flaky about it. It’s time to accept who you are.”

“You make the person I am sound like kind of a prick.”

“Tough. It’s time to accept that no one tells you what to do; they humbly request.”

“You do realise that we’re in my actual domain right now and you’re telling me what to do?”

She pointed a finger right in his face.

“No backtalk from you, Asano.”

“I wouldn’t dream of it, your highness.”
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Michael Aram had done a lot of jobs in the magical community over the last few decades. He’d worked in multiple Network branches in the days before magic went public. After, he’d worked for the United Nations, the Asano clan and a company that had gone under after he blew the whistle on their magical experimentation on homeless people. His broad range of experience in the magical community had led to his recruitment to the Australian Secret Intelligence Service.

One of several hires from the magical community, Michael’s recruitment had been controversial within the organisation. His lack of experience in government intelligence was arguably offset by years inside the world’s largest and most professional secret society. Even so, there had always been pushback against the outside hires brought in to help the service adapt to a world of magic.

Aram was in the Asano Village briefing room with Natalie Park, the junior ASIS officer with the unenviable position of personal liaison to Jason Asano. They sat with agents from the domestic Australian intelligence agency, ASIO, while representatives of other nations filled most of the remaining seats. The absence of the Asano clan was conspicuous, as was the empty row at the front. Anna Tilden was present, but she had been clear about representing Jason personally, not the clan as a whole. She was standing up front, next to the projector screen, chatting with CIA officer Natalya Winscott.

Aram had encountered Asano several times since his return. In each instance, he’d been much like he was when they had first met—laid back and casual in the face of absurdity and power. There was an edge that hadn’t been there before, but none of the hard-edged mania of Asano’s last days on Earth. It was a contrast with what he’d seen in the footage of battles in Australia and Pakistan. Of the blood-soaked tunnels left behind when he and his team hunted the vampires under Melbourne.

What he sensed from Jason’s arrival now was something new. He sensed the portal open outside, as did everyone in the room. They all shot to their feet as an aura moved out like a battle tank though a kindergarten. The double doors to the briefing room opened and Asano strode in like he owned the place. Aram was reminded that Jason’s uncle had owned the place, until the Australian government seized it.

Walking beside Asano was an astounding, alien beauty. Michael knew from his briefing that this was the princess of a magical kingdom, and she looked every inch the part. Hair, like strands of backlit sapphires, draped over caramel skin. Her eyes were gemstone to match, brilliant and entrancing. Aram shook his head to clear it before shifting his gaze to those following Jason and the princess.

The rest of Jason’s team looked like a superhero league assembled by a diversity-oriented focus group. Several looked Middle Eastern, while Taika Williams was a Māori. One man looked like a professional wrestler cosplaying as an elf. He had sharp, swept-back ears, and muscles threatening to bust out of his white t-shirt. Rufus Remore had skin dark as midnight, as did another stunning beauty, this one with silver hair and eyes. The only white person was Farrah Hurin, with her strawberry blonde hair.

Farrah, Taika, Rufus and Jason he all knew relatively well. The rest were more of a mystery, although he’d been briefed as thoroughly as could be managed. The lanky Middle Eastern man was, by all accounts, the greatest expert on magic the Earth had ever seen. The broad-shouldered Arabic Superman was the leader of the group, rather than Jason. How that dynamic worked was yet to be seen. The elf who looked like he could bend a car in half was apparently a healer, and the slight Middle Eastern lady wearing a coat covered in pockets was looking around like she was casing the joint.

The room was silent but for the sound of the group moving to the front of the room, all but Farrah claiming the front row seats. Farrah moved to join Anna and the CIA officer by the projector screen. Asano’s aura dimmed down, and Aram let out a breath. He heard most of the room’s occupants do the same as they took their seats once more.

Up front, the CIA officer, Natalya, stepped forward to address the room.

“We’re here,” she began, “for a briefing on what we have so far regarding potential reality core farming operations. It’s still early days, but we’ve made rapid progress. To make sure everyone is caught up, the aftermath of the Pakistan battle revealed indications that someone was artificially triggering transformation zones. The assumption is that this is being done to harvest reality cores, something our guest Mr Asano assures us is a Very Bad Thing. Planet-killer bad, so our intention is to stop it.”

She glanced at Jason in the front row before continuing.

“We believe that whoever is behind this is working with the vampires to carry this out in Europe, unseen by the world. That means, at the very least, access to multiple intelligence agencies to hide satellite surveillance. Further, it would require access to at least one Network faction to manipulate grid detection of such anomalies. As many of you are already aware, our multi-nation intelligence task force has been mole hunting in potentially affected groups. The other main thread of our investigation is who would have the expertise to make this work. For that, I give the floor to Ms Hurin.”
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THE WISDOM THESE SITUATIONS DEMAND


“Magic was revealed on Earth,” Farrah began, “when the Engineers of Ascension sabotaged the grid in what was ultimately the action that spelled the end of their organisation. Without the ability to detect and resolve proto-astral spaces across the globe, those spaces broke down and ejected monsters into the world, causing the monster wave crisis.”

She tapped the clicker in her hand and the briefing room’s projector screen lit up with rows of ID photos and names. Farrah’s was at the top.

“My role,” she continued, “was to lead a workgroup of Network specialists to identify and ultimately rectify the sabotage, which we eventually did. I had been studying the functionality of the grid for some time prior to this, using my knowledge of magic from my own world. That said, even in my world, the principles by which the grid functions are rare and not yet fully understood.”

She gestured at the projector screen.

“Aside from myself, what you are looking at are the most prominent Network specialists regarding the grid at the time, recruited from branches around the world to work on the issue. The Network, and its secret society predecessors, had been studying the grid since its inception, but had had critical gaps in their knowledge base. Without fully grasping the fundamentals of magic theory, their progress in every field was stunted. And the grid is based on magical principles so sophisticated, they work back around to being simple. At a glance, the grid is so basic that it doesn’t seem magical at all, yet is the most vast and powerful magic artefact I have even heard of existing.”

She gestured at the faces again.

“My grasp of magic and their legacy of studying the grid. By combining our respective knowledge bases, we made more progress in a year towards understanding it than in the previous few centuries combined. Through its study, I became one of very few people to specialise in the underlying theory governing the grid. What is called, on my world, a natural array specialist. The people of Earth in the workgroup became the first outside of Emi Asano to receive systematic training in the core fundamentals of magic. Anyone here who has studied magical theory probably recognises many of the names and faces up there.”

She turned to take a long look at the faces.

“Most of the magical advancements on Earth in the last two decades can be traced back to these people, and those they have subsequently taught. But the one thing they have been forbidden from passing along is knowledge of the grid itself. The grid is critical to the safety of Earth, and the magical wave crisis demonstrated that it could be disrupted.”

“Are you saying that magical knowledge has been suppressed?” Clive asked, anger in his voice.

“Not suppressed,” Anna said. “Restricted. Obviously, an understanding of the grid is required, should it be compromised again. For that reason, a group of researchers continues to conduct research, but their results are strictly contained. Many of the faces up here have been a part of that project, for obvious reasons. Many have retired or moved on, but they are carefully watched and protected, for obvious reasons.”

“Many of them are here in Asano Village,” Natalya said. “They were brought here as part of our investigation.”

“What about the Engineers of Ascension?” someone from the Chinese Network asked. “They sabotaged the grid, so they must have some knowledge of its functions.”

“We’ve studied the EoA’s research into the grid, and it’s all a dead end,” Farrah said. “Monkeys throwing sticks into an engine. It couldn’t lead to what we found in Pakistan.”

“How can you be sure?” the Chinese representative asked.

“Because we have complete records of all the research the EoA ever conducted,” Jason said, and all eyes turned to him.

“Who is ‘we’ in this situation, Mr Asano?” the representative asked. Jason turned in his seat to look the man in the eye.

“Clan Asano.”

“Do you intend to share that information with the global community?”

“If, when and to what degree we see fit.”

The man shot out of his chair. “I must protest⁠—”

“Then do it outside, so the briefing can resume.”

The man looked at Jason, gulped, then sat back down. Jason turned his gaze back to Farrah.

“One of these faces,” she continued, “is almost certainly the source of these new, artificial transformation zones. Whether they have continued their work off the books or taught someone else who has, the direction their research has taken is very specific. I described the ongoing restricted research into the grid, which is about securing and repairing it. The researchers now in the village have been examining what we retrieved from Pakistan, and we’ve concluded that it is a complete separate research track. This unofficial research has been iterating towards one goal: creating new transformation zones, presumably to harvest reality cores.”

“Do you have any confirmation of that?” an English representative asked.

“We have been working with the Asano clan in Europe,” Natalya said. “We have found what we believe is the site of a transformation zone in the western Pyrenees, no more than eleven months old.”

“There still could be alternative sources for the knowledge to this, could there not?” a French representative asked. “We know that contact has been made with forces external to our planet. Ms Hurin is not the only potential source of magical knowledge.”

“True,” Anna said. “But while there has been contact with outside forces, doing so is difficult and we have a good handle on the nature of those contacts. Our belief is that someone on this screen either is or can lead us to the perpetrator. While the multi-nation intelligence taskforce has been focusing on the intelligence agencies, Ms Hurin and I have been investigating her old workgroup. More than eighty percent of them are now right here in Asano Village.”

Farrah clicked the control again and most of the faces were greyed out.

“Preliminary vetting of the group has cleared them,” Natalya said. “At least for now, but deeper investigations will continue over time.”

“Our focus now,” Anna said, “is on those we could not find. The missing and the dead.”

“Currently,” Natalya said, “the intelligence taskforce is actively searching for the members of the workgroup who have gone missing. We are also checking that the ones reported dead actually are.”

“As of right now,” Anna said, “we are narrowing our focus to several of the missing individuals, and one in particular.”

Farrah brought a new slide, showing just one face.

“Simon McKean,” she said. “He was the head of the Earth researchers, ranked only behind myself in the workgroup.”

“He was from an Australian Network family, like myself,” Anna said. “I knew him for most of my life, before the Network schismed. For all of that time, he was obsessed with magic. Not essence magic, like most of us, but the theory. He was driven by a thirst for knowledge.”

“Which paid off,” Farrah said. “During my time on Earth, he was unquestionably the best native ritualist I encountered. He had a hunger for the magical theory I brought from my world that was borderline unhealthy, but our relationship was rather contentious. He always felt that I was withholding knowledge, and that someone from Earth should be in charge of fixing the grid.”

“Meaning himself, obviously,” Anna added.

“It made for an unpleasant work environment,” Farrah said, “but he was too capable to push out of the project.”

In the front row, Clive raised a hand. “To what degree do you think your personal interactions or biases have pointed your attentions in this man’s direction?”

“My first instinct when I found those device remnants in Pakistan was McKean,” Farrah said. “My second thought was to wonder, like you, if my opinion of the man was making me dismiss alternatives. That’s why I’ve had Anna focus on him while I’ve been looking at other options.”

“McKean is not our only strong option,” Anna said, “but the more we look into him, the more he becomes a square peg for our square hole. Farrah and the old workgroup members have been examining what was found in Pakistan. They have concluded that it was definitely derived from their old work, but has seen significant development. All of that work has been highly restricted, as mentioned, to prevent another attack on grid infrastructure, if not something worse.”

“This is something worse,” Jason said, and the briefing room’s air grew heavy with spiritual weight. Silence fell until it lifted, no one discounting the seriousness of Jason’s words.

“Quite,” Anna said. “For a full explanation of why, some of you in here will be attending Mr Asano’s briefing later today, and can disseminate information from there. For now, just accept that this research was shelved precisely because of its destructive potential. Something that McKean argued vociferously against, right up until the Network fractured. From there, we lose track of him. Our suspicion is now that some Network group, likely a tight-knit cell within one of the emergent factions, has been working on this research ever since.”

“More than anyone else,” Farrah said, “he’s the one with the skill to develop this magic. While the other workgroup members are diligent and intelligent people, McKean has talent and drive on a different level. He’s the only one of the group I would consider to have the aptitude to innovate our original research this way.”

“That gives you the basics,” Natalya said. “We’ll be going over specific action plans for taskforce members during the afternoon briefing. The information packets you will all be sent at the end of this briefing have further details regarding all our persons of primary interest. There, you’ll find further corroborating evidence our analysts have put together as to why we’re focused on our current targets, including McKean. I’ll be delivering the afternoon briefing, along with Michael Aram. Those of you who have heard about another briefing, being given by Mr Asano, should put it out of your minds. If you don’t have an invitation already, you’ll be in a world of trouble if you’re caught anywhere near it.”
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Jason stood at the front of the briefing room. The seats were full and a number of cameras were set up to provide video footage to viewers joining remotely. ASIS officer Natalie Park was at a control panel off to the side, managing the video feeds, streaming to some of the most influential people on Earth. Natalie kept casting glances at Nik, who had what looked like a scanner from a low-budget science fiction show plugged into the control panel. The screen looked like something from the eighties, and there was an antenna sticking out, wrapped in what looked like tinfoil. Natalie had been throwing suspicious glances at it since he conjured it from thin air. It didn’t help that Nik had taken to wearing a wide-brimmed straw hat, with holes for his ears to poke through.

The ASIS officer turned her wary expression from Nik, schooling it to professional blankness as she looked at Jason.

“I can’t make any promises, Mr Asano, but this is as secure as we’re going to get the feeds.”

Jason glanced to Nik, who gave a short nod.

“Very well, then,” Jason said, giving the room another look. Anna, Danielle and Zara were in the front row, his eyes lingering on the princess. She gave him an encouraging smile.

“Before we begin,” Jason said, “I feel the need to warn you all of certain aspects to this briefing. You all should have heard this already, but I want to reiterate, so as to avoid any claims of ignorance as to what is to come. Firstly, this briefing will be long. I will be giving you the full context of where Earth is right now and what has led us to this point. You will learn much about me, my companions, the other world and also the one on which you live. You will gain a broader understanding of the wider cosmos.”

He took a calming breath.

“Second, if you hold any religious beliefs, you will likely have some aspects of them challenged by what I have to say. Perhaps you can incorporate what you learn into them, or perhaps you will deny what I have to say entirely. You might even have some of your beliefs changed, I don’t know. What I do know is that, whatever your reactions, you should keep them to yourselves. If you try and tell me that your religion says I’m wrong, you’re gone. If you try to tell me that your religion says I’m right, you’re gone. The same goes for any other ideology you might be bringing to the table. I certainly have enough of my own, but this is not the place for them.”

His gaze panned the room, daring challenge, but no one so much as coughed.

“Good,” he said with a nod. “Today, you stay quiet and you listen. I will stop periodically for questions, but I will mostly restrict them to clarifying any terms or concepts I’ve brought up that you don’t understand. Considerable time has been set aside at the end for broader questions, so I encourage the taking of notes. There will be recordings made, for release at my discretion, but any attempts to make other recordings will be dealt with accordingly.”

Over to the side, Nik cleared his throat.

“Any further attempts at recording,” Jason said, and looked at one of the cameras. “Sorry about the fire, Prime Minister, but you were warned.”

He turned his gaze back to the seated audience.

“Now, my warning about religion may have come across as heavy-handed, but one of the first things I am going to discuss is the creation of this universe, and who created it. For context, I’ll begin with who and what great astral beings are…”
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Standing on the top deck of his cloud ship, Jason blew air through tight lips like a valve releasing steam. The Pallimustus refugees had been returned to Earth. Other concerns, both immediate and ongoing, were in the hands of capable people who would handle them better than he. Shade was piloting the cloud ship away from Australia, the dimensional pirate vessel moving alongside. The pirate captain who had surrendered to Jason was instructing Shade on how to crew it, alongside an excited Nik, Taika and Travis.

Anna and Danielle were likewise leaning on the railing, while Zara was leaning into Jason. They all had stiff drinks, tailored to their respective ranks and poison resistances. Jason’s was so strong that Anna had to shift away from the fumes coming from his glass, itself magically reinforced.

Jason took a sip and winced at the burn in his throat. One of his usual sweet and colourful concoctions hadn’t felt right. After the long briefing session, and longer Q&A panel, he needed something that tasted like it could strip varnish.

“How did I do?” he asked.

“Quite well,” Anna said. “You stayed on topic, and on tone. Mostly. Why is it that I’ve been telling you about consistent messaging since long before you got back, but Princess Zara tells you once and you actually listen? And if you make a joke about what you listen with, I’m throwing you off this boat.”

“Don’t think of it as me not listening to you,” Jason said. “Think of it as you laying the groundwork because I’m a slow learner.”

“I find that answer surprisingly acceptable,” Anna said, then sipped at her own drink. “International relations started out rocky, but they were always going to. They are heading in a better direction now, I think.”

“Common enemies make for quick allies,” Danielle said. “And I’m afraid we’ve got a few common enemies too many.”

“This reality core business is certainly bad,” Jason said. “The vampires and their blood plant things are still out there as well. It wasn’t meant to be this hard.”

Danielle nodded. “What felt like unstoppable power, when we were weak, turned out to be unstoppable only to the weak. As our power grows, our challenges become commensurately more complicated. Your power, Jason, has left you with more complications than anyone of your youth should have to deal with. Or even my relative youth, for that matter. None of us have had time to develop the wisdom these situations demand. We rely on one another and do our best. What is that thing you used to say?”

“Do the best you can with what you have.”

“Indeed. It seems that you had at least a little wisdom from the beginning.”

“I think you should put all of that aside, for now,” Zara said. “Nothing is on fire; the things that need to be done are being done. You’ve got a boat made of clouds, full of friends, a world to show off to them and a plundered pirate ship.”

She nudged his shoulder.

“You could be worse off, Asano.”

Jason looked out over the Australian outback, red dust stretching out to the coast and blue waters beyond. He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

“I really could be, couldn’t I? It might be time to put the serious business aside for a while. Have a barbecue or two.”

A toothy leech struggled out from his collar and slithered onto his shoulder before rearing up to release an affirming chirp, like a territorial baby bird. Jason let out a chuckle at Colin’s enthusiasm.

“You tell ‘em, Big C.”


22
ALL THE FUEL IT NEEDED


In Saint-Étienne, Vincent Baudrillard was pacing around a rooftop garden courtyard. There was a wrought-iron outdoor table setting, at which Emi Asano sat. She was eating half of a large sandwich while she watched his back-and-forth march. He ran a hand through his increasingly dishevelled hair yet again, which only further set off his rakish good looks. Instead of telling him that, she made a poor attempt at stifling a giggle.

“Stop laughing!” he half begged, but his beleaguered voice only made her laugh harder.

“It’s strange seeing you so nervous,” she said. “I’m going to take my time and savour it.”

She set her sandwich down on a plate, next to its enormous other half.

“This isn’t funny,” Vincent told her.

“You say that, yet I find your frazzled state endlessly amusing.”

“I need your uncle to like me.”

“No, you need me to like you.”

“You already like me.”

“And how long is that going to last if you keep making assumptions.”

“Until I go bald, presumably. I know you like my hair.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Emi, as intimidating as I find the prospect of your wrath, his wrath is worse. He’s basically a god.”

“He’s not a god, Vince. Or a dad from an eighties movie. He won’t threaten to kill you if you don’t have me home by nine.”

Vincent stopped his pacing and let out an incoherent grumble before turning to look at Emi.

“I know that to you, he’s Uncle Jason. To me, he’s the guy who used his mind to create the city we’re standing, from another universe. And I’m the guy doing stuff to the niece who was a young teenage girl when he left.”

“Oh, we’re ‘doing stuff.’ My heart is aflutter at the flowery romance of your words.”

“I’m not going to say any more than that. He’s probably listening to us right now.”

“That’s not how it works, Vince. Uncle Jason says that watching over his domains is like having a conversation in a café. You’re not listening to the conversations around you, but you kind of are, without realising it. When someone says something that stands out, like your name, it suddenly draws your attention. You realise that, on some level, you were listening all along. But, in Uncle Jason’s case, the café also has a security system that lets him go back and see what anyone there said or did.”

“None of which precludes him from watching us right now, and I’m confident that mentioning anything more than ‘doing stuff’ will get him paying attention.”

She shook her head and let out a long-suffering sigh before getting to her feet. After moving over to him, she wrapped her arms around his neck and pulled him into a gentle kiss.

“You need to relax,” she told him. “I love you, so he’ll love you. Or else.”

His anxiety was not alleviated by her suddenly threatening expression, even if it wasn’t aimed at him.

“Besides,” she said cheerily, letting him go. “It won’t be Uncle Jason keeping an eye on us, will it, Shade?”

“He makes a point of giving you your privacy, Miss Emi.”

Vincent started as the voice came from Emi’s shadow.

“What was that?” he asked, wide-eyed.

“That’s Shade,” Emi said. “I’m sure I told you about Shade. He used to watch over me when I was young. He’s the best.”

“I appreciate your kindness, Miss Emi.”

“Now, tell Vince he has nothing to worry about.”

“In fairness, Miss Emi, your instincts were rather specifically accurate, in that Mr Asano was torn as to whether he should ‘go full eighties movie dad.’ Fortunately, his better judgement prevailed, but there was talk of an axe pendulum at one stage.”

Vincent turned even more pale.

“Do I want to know what an axe pendulum is?” he asked.

“It’s kind of right there in the name, sweetie. You strap someone down under it and it gets lower and lower, until it cuts them open or they agree to not date your niece, or whatever it is you want them to do.”

“This is not helping me calm down, Emi.”

“Who said I wanted you to calm down? I’m having a great time.”

“You’re the one who told me to relax.”

“No, I said you need to relax. I’m allowed to want things you don’t need.”

She looked at his disbelieving expression and started laughing all over again.
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Jason floated in the air over his spirit domain. When he had first claimed it, he had reconstructed Saint-Étienne as it had been. During his years away, that had shifted with the needs of the clan and his own subconscious preferences. Then the clan had hidden away inside the astral, leaving it, for a time, to the vampires.

Following the clan’s re-emergence, the city grew further from what it had once been than ever. After taking it back from the vampires, Jason reshaped it more consciously, in consultation with the clan. Ken Asano oversaw the clan’s urban design, making it a project where Jason could, via avatars, spend time with his father.

While the architectural style of the buildings remained, the layout was now reflective of contemporary urban planning, filled with green spaces and walkable areas. Cars were a tertiary concern, the roads few and the citizens more interested in nice drives than efficient travel. With most of the adult population being essence-users, distance could be covered easily on foot. With dimensional bags, transport didn’t require large trucks.

For those who weren’t essence-users, the layout was accommodating to alternative transport. Bicycles conjured themselves up from the ground on request, returned to cloud-stuff once finished with. A trend for e-scooters fuelled by magic could be traced back to Taika’s mother.

Jason was happy with the results, but a hint of doubt remained. Was it urban renewal he was doing, or was he wiping out almost a thousand years of history? The city itself was gone, so any replica was exactly that: a fake. He shook his head, dismissing the thought. Even when the vampires were gone, Europe would have to become something new. There would be no returning to what it was, and trying to do so would produce a continent-wide museum at best, not a place for people to live.

He took comfort, such as it was, that this was not an entirely novel problem. In the wake of the Second World War, Europe had been devastated and in need of massive reconstruction. The aftermath of the vampire occupation would be worse, but the task of recovery would be neither unprecedented nor insurmountable.

Jason descended through the air, deciding that his niece’s lover had suffered enough teasing. He wasn’t going to play the scary uncle and put Vincent through the wringer, as much as he was tempted. Emi was a grown woman who didn’t need his protection. That he hadn’t been there for her as she became that woman remained an open wound, however good the reasons for his absence.

The truth about Vincent Baudrillard was that Jason knew the man in ways that Emi, or even the man’s own family did not. Observing the domain from afar, he had watched him grow from a boy to a man. His virtues and failings, lessons learned, and choices made when he thought no one would ever know. He knew the man as a god would.

The Remore family’s teaching methods were built around the concept of individualised outcomes. Time allocation went to those who had the drive to push further, or could be guided to doing so. The most effort went to those with the greatest talent and, more importantly, motivation. Vincent didn’t have the intellect of Emi and Belinda, or the raw talent of Sophie and Rufus. He was not lacking in those regards, but more valuable than his talent was his drive.

Rufus had picked Vincent out early. The boy had a respectable talent for swordsmanship and, more importantly, a self-motivation that Rufus gave all the fuel it needed. Vincent’s hunger for growth was always met with the opportunity to do so. That was the core of the Remore teaching style. While Vincent was not the only one to warrant such treatment, his focus on swordplay made him an ideal protegee for Rufus. He was a vessel into which Rufus could pour the lessons he himself had received from the greatest sword master on Pallimustus.

Emi was likewise a driven child, but her focus on magic put limits on what Rufus could personally teach. Her more specialised training was through materials Rufus had been given expressly for that purpose by Farrah, Clive and even Belinda. It was not ideal to learn from recordings, but Emi’s inclination for self-learning helped bridge the gap.

It was natural for Emi and Vincent to come into contact through Rufus’ teachings, although their relationship was a slow and awkward thing. Emi had trouble with all her relationships, romantic and otherwise, due to her status within the clan. For Vincent’s part, he had his own issues, on top of the tribulations of courting the Asano clan’s princess.

Jason could feel Vincent’s aura, ready to push from the upper reaches of silver towards gold. He, like Rufus’ other promising seeds, was approaching the brink of advancement. Jason suspected that with the guidance of Rufus’ mother, the Asano clan would soon see a deluge of gold.

Jason’s interest in Vincent was as a match for Emi, not his abilities, but rank did matter. Shared perspectives were important to any relationship, magical or not, but the bigger concern was ageing. Jason had heard stories of adventurer relationships falling apart as one member remained unchanging while the other grew old and died.

Unlike Vincent, Emi was not approaching gold rank. She did not slack in facing monsters to advance, but she had learned young that she was more scholar than warrior. She was solidly into silver rank, however, and Jason had no doubt she would reach gold eventually. He would engineer her way to the immortality of diamond if he could, but such advancement would always be on her. He still needed to stumble his own way to that height.

As the pair continued to bicker and flirt, Jason arrived on the rooftop, manipulating his aura so that they both ignored his presence. It was a trick he’d first developed studying vampire auras on Earth, although the original technique had only worked on crowds of mortal strangers. Years of iteration had turned it into his most sophisticated aura technique, although it remained unreliable on others of his own rank. Even Vincent might have seen through it, were he not so nervous and distracted. It was only when Jason picked up the untouched half of Emi’s sandwich that his presence was discovered.

“Do you have to be so dramatic?” Emi asked as she leapt up from her seat.

Jason’s response as she ensnared him in a hug was muffled by a mouth full of sandwich. Vincent looked on with a deer-in-headlights stare, waiting for the car to plough into him. Jason extricated himself from his niece and set what remained of his stolen sandwich half back on the plate.

“Moppet, I think that it’s time your young man and I had a long overdue talk.”

She put her hands on her hips.

“You just got here.”

“And I’ll be here for a while,” he told her. “Finally.”

“Fine,” she capitulated, putting on the childish air of the girl she’d been when Jason had left her. She picked up the plate with the sandwiches, pulling it out of reach when Jason reached for it.

“You can have it when you come and see your niece instead of her boyfriend,” she said, and marched through the doorway to the stairwell.

Jason chuckled and turned to Vincent, who was finally thawing from his frozen state. Jason looked him up and down, then claimed Emi’s vacated chair.

“Take a seat, Vincent.”

Vincent gave a jerky nod and approached the table as if the floor between him and it was full of traps, his body language almost flinching. He sat delicately in a chair opposite Jason.

“I’d tell you to relax,” Jason told him, “but I have a feeling that would be futile. Maybe you can unclench as we chat and get to know one another.”

“I know you,” Vincent said, looking surprised that the words had escaped.

Jason watched him a moment before responding.

“Do tell,” he prompted.

“I’ve lived here most of my life,” Vincent said after a moment to steel himself. “Here, and in the astral space. It gets to the point to where you don’t even realise how your aura pervades everything, but it’s there. The way a fish looks at water, probably. But like a fish, you feel the absence when it’s gone. Every time I leave clan territory, I feel the hole where your aura is meant to be. And what’s missing tells me a lot about who you are. What you are, maybe.”

Jason smiled.

“I like you, Vincent. I know you too. You’re a good man. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t have gotten this far. And yes, I know all the things that no one else does. It scares you that I know the worst things about you, but try to let it go. The thing about people is that they think they’re much worse than they are. The good ones do anyway.”

Vincent listened, sweat beading on his brow.

“More importantly, Vincent, you make Emi happy. I couldn’t be here, so it was a comfort to have good people around her. But honestly, none of that matters. Unless you were a real piece of crap, I was never going to intervene. You’re Emi’s choice, and that’s the only thing that matters. If she says you’re enough.”

“And if she one days decides that I’m not?”

“Then that’s on her too, unless you make some bad and fairly specific decisions. But I know your ambitions aren’t in what you can get through Emi. I saw how long you pushed aside your attraction because getting involved with her would be trouble, even with your family’s prominence in the clan. And I know what your ambitions really are, but we’re going to have a talk about that on another day.”

“We are?”

“We are. But for now, know that you have my blessing. I know you’ve been waiting for it before you ask her.”

Vincent gulped again.

“Now,” Jason said as he got to his feet. “I’m going to get my half sandwich back.”

“That was actually my half sandwich,” Vincent said, then withered as Jason turned, his eyebrows raised.

“Or I could be wrong,” Vincent said, in almost a whimper.


23
LITTLE UMBRELLAS


“Thank you,” Jason said as he shook Velius’ hand. “You helped my family at a dangerous time, when the clan was being established and I couldn’t be there. You have my gratitude.”

The prime vessel of the Reaper, a powerful cosmic figure, had been moonlighting as an obstetrician in the Asano clan since the restoration of the Cosmic Throne. Velius had been aiding the clan through the reincarnation of powerful souls as young clan members. It was an apology from the Reaper for turning against Jason during the throne’s restoration.

“You should direct your gratitude to the Reaper,” Velius said. “I serve at its pleasure. Speaking of which, the clan is now stabilised, and you are here. It is time for me to attend to other duties. I’ll remain on Earth until you’re ready to leave yourself, but then I’ll be done.”

“You’ve been here a long time. Did it bother you, being stuck in this place?”

“I do as is required of me. It has been an opportunity to give the Reaper’s other servants a chance at responsibility. I have been a prime vessel several times longer than most, but even I cannot hold the role forever. And my time here has not been without pleasantness. Such a low-magic world has been a relaxing place in which to stay.”
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“…lived in the Storm Kingdom for a while,” Jason said, “and it’s where Zara is from. I thought visiting the Earth equivalent would be a fun trip.”

Yumi Asano looked to be in her early thirties, despite being Jason’s maternal grandmother. Her flesh-warping powers allowed her to look however she liked, along with a lifespan long even by essence-user standards. She usually kept her apparent age a little older than the mid-twenties that most essence-users appeared to be. Her gaze held the weight of a disapproving grandmother, however, as she stared at Jason over the desk in her office.

“Jason,” his grandmother said. “When you suggested a beach day, I was thinking something here in France. The beaches are empty and the vampires won’t go within a hundred miles of your territories. For you, in person, I’m guessing they’ll double that.”

“You don’t think it’s a little macabre, visiting beaches abandoned because everyone has fled or been killed?”

“I think you and your friends are a force that could take any country on Earth and wipe it off the Earth. I also think that the lot of you turning up on a beach in Aruba unannounced might cause an international incident.”

“It’s not illegal for me to go to the beach, Grandmother.”

“You have a visa? A valid passport?”

“Okay, yes, it’s technically illegal. But, and I know this is going to sound bad, but I’m kind of above the law.”

“You’re right,” she told him. “That does sound bad.”

“I know, but that’s just kind of how it is. I mean, I stole a couple of chunks of Europe. I didn’t mean to, but I’m not giving them back. Once you’ve reached the ‘seizing sovereign territory stage,’ you’ve pretty much left the life of a law-abiding citizen behind. Which reminds me, should I vacate my Australian citizenship? I’m definitely not going to bother with the laws there, and I’m technically a foreign head of state. And also, I am a foreign state. My universe doesn’t have a formalised government, but I count as an autocratic ruler, right? A de facto one, at least.”

“Jason, the world is watching you, and it’s scared. After you finally explaining everything and the visits to your own private universe, the world is still figuring out what to do about you. More precisely, it’s coming to terms with the fact that it can’t do anything about you, and that is not a position people with large armies and nuclear weapons are used to. We don’t know how well, or even if, they are going to accept it. This is not the time for you to use international relations as fodder for light banter.”

“I was raising serious issues, Grandmother.”

“Yes, which is why I know that you and Anna Tilden have already been discussing them for months, as she has with me. Don’t go pretending you just realised these issues right now.”

“Sorry, Nana,” he said, his contrite body language wildly unconvincing.

She raised her eyebrows threateningly.

“Grandmother,” he corrected.

“Jason, you need to consider whether touring around with your friends is worth a potential international incident.”

Jason neither moved nor changed, yet Yumi felt an unmistakable shift. Her insouciant grandson was gone, and someone she didn’t recognise was in his place.

“Grandmother,” he said, his voice reverberating in her soul. “I brought my friends here specifically so we could tour around the world, which is exactly what I’m going to do. I would say gods help anyone who tries to make trouble, but I’ve met gods. They’ll need more help than that.”

The spell broke and Jason flashed his familiar impish grin.
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The most powerful force the Earth had ever seen stepped off the double-decker streetcar, dressed like they’d all raided Jason’s closet. Shorts, sandals, straw hats and garish floral shirts abounded. Jason watched Rufus and Humphrey with a disgruntled expression as they stood side by side, gazing out at the ocean.

“We’re wearing the exact same clothes,” he complained to no one in particular. “How do I look like I just got fleeced at the local market, and they look like a tourism poster?”

Along with Jason and his otherworldly companions were many clan members. With around forty people having shuffled off the cloud vehicle disguised as a streetcar, they were already gaining attention. Their auras were all masked as normal people, but there was no hiding their athletic bodies and rank-polished features.

Even more attention-getting than what looked like a modelling agency on a field trip were the inhuman members of the group. Elves and celestines added compelling and unconventional beauty. The more overtly alien, like the handful of looming leonids, stood out most of all. None of this was unheard of, however, twenty years after the transformation crisis. Humans being changed into other species was a known, if unusual, phenomenon. More than any political movement, some of them getting internet famous normalised it faster than anything else.

“You might want to get rid of the streetcar before a real one comes along,” Itsuki pointed out.

“Good point,” Jason said. “I might let our army of sexy aliens head down to the beach and distract all the looky-loos first.”

Itsuki Tiwari’s family was one of two Japanese families taken in by Jason’s clan after being ousted from their own for helping him. Itsuki himself had travelled with Jason for a time, before three of their companions were killed by Jack Gerling. Not only had that shaken the then-young man, but Jason made for a grim companion after. The other family was part of the Network Asano clan, and Jason noted Itsuki’s longing gaze in the direction of Akari Asano.

“Still with this?” Jason asked. “Mate, what’s going on?”

Itsuki turned red and hushed him.

“Don’t worry, bloke; no one can hear us. I’m using my aura as a privacy screen.”

“You can do that?”

“Mate, I made a universe.”

“I suppose that would be harder.”

“What happened with you and Akari? She knock you back?”

“No! I mean, no. I mean…”

“What?”

“I haven’t, strictly speaking, asked her out.”

“What?”

“I never found the right time.”

“Oh, I see. In the sixteen years I’ve been gone, the right time never came up. It definitely wasn’t that you’ve got a terminal case of absentee balls. At this point, it isn’t procrastination, mate. It’s stalking.”

“She’s my best friend, alright? I don’t want to ruin it.”

“How are you going to ruin it?”

“What if she finds out I’m desperately in love with her and she rejects me?”

“I hate to break it to you, mate, but she already knows, and has done for a long, long time. She’s your best friend, and you’re not doing a great job of hiding it.”

“You think?”

“Yes, mate.”

“Doesn’t that mean she doesn’t…”

“I don’t know. It might mean she’s scared of you scurrying off like a scared little mouse if she confronted you on it.”

“Why would she think that?”

“Dude, sixteen years and you haven’t mustered up the nuggets to tell her.”

“Why does it have to be me? She probably doesn’t think of me that way. I mean, she could have said something.”

“Yep. You might just be perfect for one another. Or, maybe she did try.”

“What?”

The main group had wandered far enough away that Jason didn’t startle too many people when the streetcar turned into cloud and got sucked into the flask he set out on the ground. A few people noticed and started taking videos with their phone, but it wasn’t too outlandish. Earth had spent the last two decades coming to grips with magic.

“What do you mean, she did try?” Itsuki asked, hopping foot-to-foot like a schoolboy in need of the toilet.

“Tell me if this sounds familiar. You and Akari were talking, and you got nervous because you thought she’d realise you were in love with her, so you changed the subject or ran away.”

“I wouldn’t say ran. Maybe a cool saunter.”

“Itsuki, I hate to break it to you, but you never have and never will saunter in your life. You just don’t have it in you. But you see what I’m saying, right? She’s been trying to tease you out of your shell, but you keep shrinking back inside, and now she’s stuck waiting for you to come out on your own.”

The cloud material finished returning to the flask, which shrank into an amulet for Jason to hang back on his necklace. He and Itsuki started strolling after the others.

“You’re very confident about this, given it’s entirely assumptions and guesswork,” Itsuki said.

“What makes you think it’s assumptions and guesswork?”

“You’ve been gone for sixteen years. You don’t know what’s happened in all that time.”

“Yeah, but I’ve already talked about all this with Akari.”

“WHAT?”
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The beachgoers had originally been nervous when a mass of clouds rolled over the beach only to turn into a beach bar. At first, only Jason’s group attended, until someone was bold enough to go in and livestream an impromptu interview with Jason. A few more people were bold enough to go in and order drinks, and by mid-afternoon, the place was flourishing.

“You could be a little more accommodating with the beverage selection,” Emi said as she and her uncle worked the bar. “Not every drink needs to be neon-coloured and have a little umbrella in it.”

“Yes they do. And the icy poles don’t have little umbrellas in them.”

“They have tropic flowers frozen in them.”

“Yeah, but you love that.”

“Yeah,” Emi admitted with a grin. “You know, we should do this more. A hot chocolate stand in the Alpine snow. A snow cone kiosk in the Serengeti.”

“That’s a very good idea,” Jason said. “You know, I heard you weren’t very smart, but you do occasionally stumble onto a⁠—”

He laughed as she slapped him on the shoulder.

“As nice as this is,” she said, “I know you have a lot of things to do. The messengers living in the clan have been waiting for you to come back.”

“I know. I have a lot more messengers than that to deal with, and that’s going to get complicated. I’ve actually set something up for tonight…”

Jason trailed off as his mind short-circuited. There was no shortage of attractive people in swimwear in the bar, but the sapphire-haired Zara looked like she’d been sent from space to turn the brains of Earth men into soup. Jason was halfway to the water before his brain turned back on, vaguely processing that his sister had taken over at the bar as Zara led him away.

“It’s hard to believe that this is the same place as Rimaros, back in my world,” she said. “Even the shape of the island is different.”

“No magic storms,” Jason said. In the hand not being used by Zara to tow him along, he found a drink in a coconut shell, with pineapple leaves and a little umbrella sticking out. He took a sip before shoving it into his inventory as they reached the water.

[image: ]


Boris descended towards the isolated dwelling, its location in the savannah far from any civilisation. Nestled amongst scraggly trees, the villa was all curves and natural materials, blending into the landscape. Boris landed in the long grass, the wings on his back vanishing. From the porch, Tera Jun Casta looked at him. Her impassive face showed none of the roiling emotions he could sense in her aura.

“You’re barely in time,” she said.

“You might also say that I’m exactly on time.”

Between them, an obsidian arch rose from the grass and filled with shadowy energy, forming a portal.

“Are you ready?” Boris asked.

“No,” Tera said. “But when did that ever matter?”


24
A CRUELTY OR A MERCY


Jason stepped through the portal into the long savannah grass around Tera Jun Casta’s remote villa. Tera looked at him from the porch, taking him in as he did the same to her. The wings she had been so proud of as a messenger were nowhere to be seen. Her clothes were a simple blouse and pants in the human style, although fitted for a seven-foot-tall woman. She was standing on the wooden porch in bare feet, not floating over it as she had spent so many years doing. Her eyes looked at him with the same old hatred he remembered.

The rest of her body language was less wary. In the past, she’d always been guarded and ready to strike, as if waiting for him to spring some trap. Now there was an uncertainty to her, as if unsure whether to stride forward and confront him or turn and leave. She chose the latter, moving inside without a word. Jason felt the emotions warring within her aura, even more conflicted than her appearance.

Boris walked over as the portal closed behind Jason.

“I’m going to ask you to avoid your usual charm,” the messenger said. “We both know it’s not for everyone, and she tops the list of people it isn’t for. Normally, I wouldn’t make a point of it, but⁠—”

“She, of all people, deserves to be spared.”

Boris nodded. His own outgoing personality was likewise being kept in check.

“How is she doing?” Jason asked. “I was a little surprised when I heard that she’d sought out the Unorthodoxy.”

“It took her a long time to come to terms with what our kind truly are. Cracking indoctrination is never easy or clean. When her faith in the astral kings finally broke, it broke hard. She almost broke with it.”

“Especially after what I did to her, I imagine.”

“Possibly, I don’t know. I’ve seen soul torture but never experienced it. It seems like something you can’t truly understand without experiencing it.”

Jason nodded his acknowledgement of the point.

“She’s a woman of absolute conviction,” Boris continued, “and that conviction took a lot to break. When it did, it was an ugly thing, according to Jali Corrik Fen. It was good that Tera had a friend to rely on, or she might not still be with us. But she isn’t built to let things go, and her passion for the messenger Orthodoxy didn’t go away. It went from fervent obedience to blinding fury. That was when she sought me out, looking to join the Unorthodoxy.”

“There’s no zealot like a convert.”

“Certainly not this convert. But while her feelings on the Orthodoxy are clear, things are more complicated when it comes to you.”

“That’s understandable.”

“I’m concerned about what you’re here for, Jason. If this is for some kind of atonement or reconciliation, I’m going to ask you to turn around and go home. That would be for you, and it’s not what she needs.”

“No, Boris. This is something else. Something that what Tera has been through makes her uniquely qualified for.”

“Jason, I don’t like the sound of that.”

Jason smiled.

“And I’m glad that you’re looking to the wellbeing of someone who once hated everything you stand for. But I don’t need your permission, Boris. You know that I support the Unorthodoxy, and that I will be willing to act in their interests when I can. But I’m also going to do things that, while not going against your interests, won’t be in aid of them, when they easily could.”

Boris narrowed his eyes.

“So, that’s what you want. Someone to rehabilitate all the messengers Jamis Fran Muskar surrendered to you.”

“Yes.”

“You realise that asking a newly radicalised Unorthodoxy zealot to not lead them to the Unorthodoxy is an odd choice, right?”

“I think that the most valuable thing Tera has gained from her experiences is the power to make choices for herself. I’m betting on her respecting that. I have no doubt that she’ll play recruitment officer for you, probably with some success. But it has to be their choice, at a stage where they are competent to make it. If they want to fight against the people that enslaved them, I understand that, and I respect it. But if they instead want to put your war behind them and find some measure of peace, I understand and respect that too. As will you.”

“I’m not looking to force anyone into a war, Jason. I’ve told you that before.”

“I know. But I also I know where good intentions can lead you, and how biases can affect you without you realising it. You have billions of years of experience, Boris. Do those things ever change?”

“No. For all my years, I move through life one day at a time, just like everyone else.”

Jason nodded.

“I know it sounds like I’m accusing you, Boris. The truth is, I worry about myself more. I asked you here to help keep me straight as I approach this. I’ve already hurt Tera enough.”

“Before we go in, can I ask you something?”

“What?”

“You’ve had the surrendered messengers for some time now, right? Months?”

“Yes. You want to know what I’ve been doing with them?”

“I do.”

“I have a prison planet. Their astral kings can’t control them while they’re in my astral kingdom. The messengers still have the marks of their old kings, though. I don’t want to remove them until I have programs in place to help them through the ordeal. But that is something best discussed with Tera and Jali.”

“Shall we go inside, then?”

“Let’s,” Jason said, turning to look over the villa. The design was long and low, built from wood and stone that felt completely in keeping with the savannah around it.

“What is this place?” he asked. “It’s lovely.”

“The Unorthodoxy maintains a lot of places like this within our territories. Our design philosophy is largely reactive to that of the Orthodox messengers. Where they like ostentatious fortress towns and soaring spires, we go for small, low-slung and blending into the environment. Tera wanted solitude, and this fit the bill.”

Jason took a steeling breath and set out for the building.
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Jack Gerling was not a good fighter, nor an expert in using his essence abilities. He wasn’t even alive, but was instead a soul trapped in a sequence of blood clones. The clones degraded over time as Gerling’s soul struggled to escape into the sweet release of death, growing more tormented with each passing year. As an enslaved clone, his soul trapped in a living prison, he could do nothing but obey.

One of the reasons Gerling had never learned to fight very well was that his explosion powers were intuitive and effective. He used only a handful of his essence abilities for almost every problem and ignored the rest. Ranking up with monster cores meant that he never needed to bother with them.

This was as true now as it had been in life. Gerling was the rearguard of a trio being chased down a tunnel, blasting back each silver-rank pursuer who caught up. Gravity magic was slowing down the gold-rankers, who would otherwise be unfussed by even large groups of silver-rankers. The only threat Gerling had ever faced from silvers was Jason Asano and Farrah Hurin. Even then, they had been helped and still lost.

As they were deep inside an alpine mountain, trying to blast out of the tunnel would only bring it down on their heads. They could only rush for the blast door and hope it didn’t take too long to break open.

Ahead of him was his mistress, the vampire queen, Elizabeth, and Marie Finnegan, the recently expelled director of the Zurich Network branch. All three were rendered sluggish by the enhanced gravity, while their pursuers were unaffected. What did affect them were explosive punches that ripped off limbs and cratered torsos. It wasn’t enough to kill them, but did slow them down. Especially the one who Gerling grabbed by the face before using the Explosive Palm power to scatter most of his head down the tunnel.

Elizabeth and Marie had made a few attempts to yell at one another as they fled, but the ongoing explosions behind them filled the tunnel with echoing thunder. The two women put on as much speed as they could under the extra weight until they neared the blast door leading out of the mountain. More defenders were waiting in front of it, and the pair shared a glance. They understood that if the Network had managed to get a gold-ranker onsite, their escape would be much harder. If it had gotten more than one, their escape was likely doomed.

The silver-rankers gathered in front of the now-closed blast door was a good sign that they were stalling until a gold-ranker could arrive. Gerling continued to cover their retreat as the women moved forward. Like Gerling, neither were gifted fighters—Elizabeth was a manipulator and Marie an investigator. Luckily, gold rank covered a lot of sins, letting the trio slaughter the defenders and their pursuers both.

Like Gerling, Marie’s best attacks were close range. Where he created explosions with his fists, even her merest touch sent acid spreading through anything or anyone. Elizabeth’s approach was more hands-off as she summoned blood spiders over the walls and ceiling.

Dozens of fist-sized arachnids shot out jagged bone spikes, each trailing a thread of blood red silk. The barbed spikes warped as they struck, burrowing into muscle and bone. They would then get yanked out by the spiders, tearing off chunks of flesh with a wet ripping sound. One defender was struck so many times that he was torn to literal pieces, scattered across the tunnel.

Once the defenders were dead, Marie placed her hand on the thick, magically reinforced steel doors. Under her hand, the metal corroded in a slowly spreading circle. Gerling used the time to finish the remaining pursuers while Elizabeth turned her attention to the fresh corpses.

“Best not to waste all this high-ranking blood,” she said, then started waving her arms like an obviously fake hypnotist. The blood rose from the floor and was drained out of the bodies to float in the air. It gathered into a rapidly growing orb as contaminants were pushed out and dropped to the floor. More substantive detritus included scraps of clothing, loose fingers and an eyeball.

“That is disgusting,” Marie said as she worked.

The explosions had finally ceased after the last pursuer died. The recovery power of gold-rankers meant they were not left with any lingering hearing impediment.

“I just watched you melt several people with acid,” Elizabeth pointed out.

“I didn’t make snacks out of them after.”

“You’re staring at the door,” Elizabeth pointed out. “You can’t even see what I’m doing.”

“We’ve spent enough time together that I can recognise concentrated blood, Elizabeth, and I can smell it. I can smell everything. These gold-rank senses are hard to rein in.”

“I’ll teach you some management techniques later,” Elizbeth said. “For now, concentrate on the door and block it out. It would have been better if you could just open it, the same as when we came in.”

“I didn’t expect Geneva to cancel my credentials this quickly.”

“It would have been nice if you’d realised your access had been revoked before we triggered the security measures.”

“I did warn you it would happen at some stage. Which, I’ll remind you, is why you said we should move up the timetable.”

“You implied that ‘at some stage’ meant after several days, not several hours. I am merely voicing my disappointment that it happened when we were already deep inside the facility.”

“Oh, I’m sorry. I should have told them to text me if they were going to pull my access to the reality core depository. I’m sure no one would have found that suspicious, coming from the person being kicked out for embezzling enough high-rank monster cores to reach gold.”

“If only you could have avoided getting caught doing that in the first place.”

“I’m not an expert thief, Elizabeth. And who convinced me to do it in the first place? Also, I wouldn’t have been caught, if not for that chotzbrocke. What kind of sadist appoints someone named Geneva as director of the Geneva branch anyway? Her ego was inflated enough already.”

“Focus,” Elizabeth told her.

“Oh, so you get to be passive aggressive, but I have to focus. Also, I’m done. The door is corroded through; have your minion knock on it.”

Marie had left a large circle in the door rusted and flaking. Elizabeth directed Gerling to hit it and an exploding fist punched a hole in the four-inch steel. The trio moved through, Elizabeth’s orb of blood bobbing along like a balloon. On the other side of the door was an artificial cave cut out of the mountainside. No roads or trails led to it, and it was hard to spot without knowing exactly where to look.

Inside the small cave was a handful of dead silver-rankers, on top of the ones they’d killed while entering. The man responsible for the fresh bodies was waiting impatiently.

“About time,” Remy complained, even as he opened a portal. “If any gold-rankers turned up, I was just going to bail.”

Elizabeth cast a speculative glance over the fresh bodies.

“Don’t even think about it,” Remy said. “You stop for a drink and I’m leaving you behind.”

She looked at the portal.

“That doesn’t go directly to Simon’s lab, does it?” she asked. “Asano’s cohort may have the ability to trace portals.”

“I’m always careful,” Remy said. “Especially with that guy.”

“History?” she asked.

“We don’t have time for this,” Marie said and ducked through the portal.

“She’s right,” Remy said. “Happy to explain once we’re far away from here.”

Elizabeth nodded her assent before stepping through, Gerling and her blood orb trailing like pets. As soon as she was through, Remy followed, and the portal shut behind him.
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“And that’s the job,” Jason said. “I won’t be forcing my way into anyone’s soul. Their astral kings handed them over to me, the way they trade messengers amongst themselves. But instead of branding their souls with my own mark, they will be placing their own, the way I helped Jali to do. And forced you to do.”

Jason was sitting at a kitchen table with Tera, Boris and Jali Corrik Fen. Jali was caretaker of the messengers living with the Asano clan, as well as an old friend of Tera’s from their days of enslavement. Tera had listened to Jason’s story without comment or expression, but her aura was a calamity of emotions.

The other three waited in silence for Tera’s response.

“You said Jamis Fran Muskar surrendered the messengers to you.”

“It allowed him to send a message to the astral kings who were losing focus in the war,” Jason said. “It wasn’t out of fear.”

“Of course it wasn’t out of fear!” Tera snapped. “Jamis Fran Muskar is the king of kings! Why would he even speak to the likes of you?”

Jason didn’t react. He could sense Tera flailing, emotionally, using her old hatred of Jason as an anchor. She had already seen him as an impossibly dangerous foe in the past, and while her own power had climbed, she was still silver rank. He, by contrast, was a half-transcendent, and he had opened his aura for her to sense. His intention was to be open, but her reaction had made him think it was too much, too fast.

Jason got to his feet. Even standing, he was much shorter than the messengers who remained seated. The whole building was proportioned to messengers, making him feel like Jack at the top of the beanstalk. He didn’t like that thought, given that Jack was bit of a turd.

“I’m going to go,” he said. “Take some time to consider what I’ve said, and what I’ve asked. I think you can be someone who understands what they’re going through, the way you never had. Talk it over with Boris and Jali. If you have any questions, I can come see you again, or you can pass them along.”

“Are you sorry for what you did to me?” Tera asked, stopping him as he started to turn away.

He had spent a long time pondering that question.

“I don’t know,” he said. “I still don’t know if what I did to you was a cruelty or a mercy. It was probably both.”

He walked outside before opening a portal and stepping through.


25
MOST PRACTICAL PURPOSES


Tera Jun Casta looked through the transparent floor of the dirigible as it drifted across the sky. Over the course of the day, they had floated over canyons deeper than most mountains, forests painted white with snow, and deserts filled with rolling dunes and shimmering oases. The more exotic locations included a chain of islands floating in the sky over five waterfalls spilling over one long cliff face, into a tropical lagoon. Upstream, a town built entirely out of ice floated in the middle of a lake.

The dirigible was now flying over river lands that stretched from horizon to horizon, waterways snaking across the landscape like veins in a body. A vast escarpment ran along the direction they were moving, making for a grandiose vista. The messenger reflected that the same could be said about every destination they had seen.

In each location had been buildings that, like her villa, blended into their surroundings. This ranged from tree houses to whole towns carved into canyon walls. In each case, the designs and proportions were clearly built with messengers in mind. The scale was too large for humans, and access usually required the power of flight. Few of the locations were occupied, as even the messenger armies surrendered to Jason were not enough to fill a planet.

“How is this a prison planet?” she murmured, not noticing Jason’s pleased smile.

The dirigible’s observation lounge was mostly transparent, both the floor and the curving wall that made up the vessel’s stern. Only the section by the bar was carpeted, with the doors leading to the cabins and bridge. The construction was too strong and clear to be glass, instead being made of force magic. There was some scattered cloud furniture in the area, a few chairs, loungers and a hammock. They hadn’t seen much use, the occupants choosing to walk around and experience the panoramas.

Tera tore her eyes from the landscape to look at Jason.

“Why?” she asked.

“Why not?” he replied. “If a paradise is as easy to build as a gulag, why not make something beautiful?”

“Because it’s for housing your enemies.”

“The messengers that were surrendered to me are not my enemies. Few messengers are, even amongst those I’ve killed. Most are victims, forced to fight, to obey. So indoctrinated that they consider their own slavery to be righteous.”

Tera turned away, unable to hold Jason’s gaze. He kept his eyes locked on her.

“There’s no shame in what you went through, Tera. In what the messengers on this planet are still going through. There is only shame when you get to make choices. You’ve chosen to help your people, and that is something to be proud of. That shame you’re feeling doesn’t belong to you. It should belong to the astral kings, but they have no shame at all.”

“He’s right,” Jali Corrik Fen said. “From here on out, you make your own decisions, and give more of us the chance to make ours.”

Jali had stayed by her friend’s side for the duration of Jason’s planetary tour. Tera looked at Jali, then turned her gaze back outside.

“I don’t even know where to begin,” she said.

“The good news,” Jason said, “is that messengers don’t die of old age. You have all the time you need to figure it out. Rather than look at it as one enormous job, break it down into manageable chunks. Maybe start with where you are going to live. You need a place to operate out of. What did you see today that you liked?”

Tera didn’t answer for a long while. She stood, staring through the glass wall in front of her. She didn’t turn away from it when she finally started speaking.

“In my life before, my first task after leaving the training world was to guard an unpopulated planet. It was teeming with life, but nothing sapient. It was a beautiful place. After I was assigned elsewhere, I returned a few years later. People from another world had arrived and violently stripped its resources, leaving a bleak, dead rock behind. I was tasked with teaching the people who did that the error of their ways, and I did. That was where I learned what would come of letting the servant species govern themselves. Of why, however cruel their subjugation might seem, they could not be allowed to despoil the cosmos.”

She drew a long breath and let it out in a long shudder.

“Thinking about it now, it was just more indoctrination. A justification of atrocities fed to those who showed signs of compassion. Those people were probably sent to ravage that world by messengers in the first place.”

She bowed her head.

“Even the one memory I thought was clean, they poisoned. I hope that you can give me better memories, Asano.”

“I can’t,” Jason told her. “The best I can do is give you the chance to make those memories for yourself.”

“I chose where I lived then too. I didn’t get to make many choices for myself, but I had a whole planet to myself. There wasn’t anyone else, but that never bothered me. I lived in the desert. There was a network of canyons, like a tangled spider’s web. Great crevasses of red rock, the wind blowing through them, strong and wild. Flying through them was a fresh challenge, every day. I lived in a tower, overlooking the sea.”

“I think we can manage something like that,” Jason said. He was about to say something else when he turned to look at the lounge.

“Shade?”

“Apologies, Mr Asano,” Shade said as he stepped from a shadow. “Ms Park has something for you that I believe warrants your urgent attention.”
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Jason rose from Natalie Park’s shadow like it was an elevator, startling her when she realised that he was standing right behind her.

“Apologies,” he said. “It’s a well-lit room, so no dark corners to emerge from. I shadow-jumped in case I need to portal quickly. I didn’t want it on cooldown.”

She took a moment to compose herself. They were the only people in the room, which was inside the Asano Village administration building. It was set up as a makeshift surveillance centre, with monitors on the walls and laptops nested amongst a jungle of cables on a central table.

“You were worried about the cooldown of your portal power?” she asked.

“Shade implied that I may want to act quickly.”

“Your portal power has a cooldown.”

“Everyone’s does.”

Shade emerged from Jason’s shadow.

“I believe, Mr Asano,” Shade said, “that her surprise is that you have any limits at all.”

“Just so,” Natalie said. “Everything we’ve seen from you implies that you don’t operate by the same rules as the rest of us.”

“I don’t. But for most practical purposes, outside of my private realm, I am just another gold-ranker. By Pallimustus standards, not Earth’s.”

“You’re saying that all the gold-rankers over there are like you?”

“Not all; just the good ones. But they have a lot of good ones. However, I think we’ve been sidetracked, Officer Park. My understanding was that you want to speak to me of something time sensitive.”

“Yes, I’m sorry. Look to that screen, please.”

She pointed out the room’s largest monitor as she sat in front of a laptop. The screen blinked on to show what Jason guessed, from the angle and the slight bobbing, to be drone footage. It showed the side of a snowy mountain, and a cave entrance that would be hard to spot if not for the flying white bus parked in front of it, disgorging people into the mountain.

“Since the CIA started looking into satellite spoofing, they came across what they believe is the methodology used to mask the feeds from the intelligence agencies. It involves recognising certain patterns that… I can send you a report on the specifics if you’re interested. What you need to know for our purposes is that they’ve been sitting on that information, waiting to see if the people behind it expose themselves with more activity.”

“Which would be unlikely, given that our briefings about it were certainly leaked by someone. Whatever our precautions, there were too many people in that room for any of it to remain truly secret.”

“That was our assessment as well. There were not high hopes, but the CIA logged new activity today. The satellite feed has nothing, but Spain’s National Intelligence Centre was able to get someone onsite.”

“Spain is vampire territory. Spanish intelligence still has people in the region?”

“There are some remote mountainous areas where they managed to keep assets in place, hidden away. They’ve been the world’s chief means of observing both the vampires and your clan. In this case, they managed to get some drone footage of whatever the people we’re looking at don’t want us to see. Facial recognition identifies them as members of the Network branches from Zurich and Geneva.”

The image paused. A circle marked one of the people onscreen and what looked like an employee profile picture appeared on a second monitor.

“This is Geneva Andros,” Natalie said. “She’s the head of the Network branch in Geneva, and⁠—”

“Hold on,” Jason interrupted. “What kind of sadist appoints someone named Geneva as director of the Geneva branch? That’s just asking for confusion. How many times do you think their admin people have been forced to ask if someone is talking about Geneva the city or Geneva the person?”

“Focus, Mr Asano,” Shade said.

“Right, sorry. Please continue, Officer Park.”

“Andros is the branch director of the Geneva branch, but in the footage we have, she appears to be in full control of everyone from her branch and the Zurich branch. There is no sign of any top staff from Zurich, just people from their enforcement teams.”

“But the Geneva and Zurich Network branches aren’t active, are they?”

“We didn’t think so,” Natalie said. “We’re beginning to suspect that those branches have been secretly operating in vampire territory after cutting some kind of deal.”

“You think that these are our reality core farmers? I hope you have more than people commuting to a cave in a magic bus. They might just be on a children’s TV show about learning simple life lessons through fantastical adventure.”

“Mr Asano…” Shade admonished.

“Sorry.”

“As you said,” Natalie continued, “attempting to hide more satellite footage now is a very bad idea. We’re looking at a couple of scenarios, starting with the obvious, that hiding whatever is happening there was worth the risk.”

“But that’s a fool’s risk. If the CIA was onto the method of masking the satellite coverage, using that technique again would only draw attention, wouldn’t it? Even if they didn’t know that, they had to suspect.”

“We agree. The second scenario is that someone inside the loop wanted this to be found. The magical world is currently scouring the planet at your behest, Mr Asano. The prevailing hypothesis is that someone is using that to point the world, or you, to this spot.”

“Which seems to have worked. Now, I want to know what that gets them.”

“You are not alone in that, but this footage is all we have. It’s not justification to barge into a secret facility belonging to one of the magic factions. If we show up at their door and say we want to poke around, they will be understandably aggrieved.”

“And you want someone who goes where he likes and doesn’t mind if the people there end up aggrieved.”

“In short, yes. Our concern is the potential for this to all be an elaborate trap.”

“To trick me into a hole with a nuke to see if it’ll kill me, something like that?”

“Something like that, yes. The question is, is there a trap on Earth that will work on you?”

“Depends on the expected outcome,” Jason said. “I told you that for most practical purposes, I’m just a gold-ranker. Anything that should work on a gold-ranker without killing them should work on me.”

“And if it does kill you?”

“I said most practical purposes. It’ll take longer to get back than I’d like. Being killed too often slows me down more than I want it to. And when I did get back, I suspect I would be rather cranky.”

“That is consistent with what our analysts have suggested. There was some debate to whether we should ask you to go to Switzerland.”

“But the decision, in the end, was to ask?”

“The decision was to inform you of the situation and see what you thought. Keep you informed, without trying to railroad you down one path or another. I doubt you’d be surprised to learn that we have behaviourists analysing you. They suggested that you would best respond to honesty and transparency.”

“I could have told people that twenty years ago. In fact, I did.”

“Well, you are dealing with governments, intelligence services and centuries-old secret societies, Mr Asano. Having it only take twenty years for them to listen is not bad, if I’m being honest.”

Jason turned from the screen to give Natalie an amused look.

“What do you think, Officer Park?”

“I think that you want answers, Mr Asano, and right now, there’s a place you’ll find at least some of them. Even if it is a trap.”


26
YOUR TERMS ARE ACCEPTABLE


In the heart of the mountain was the recently looted reality core depository. The individual containment vessels were themselves miniature vaults, and some of the most sophisticated magitech ever produced on Earth. As the farming program had been embarked upon cautiously, only seven cores had thus far been acquired. This corresponded to the seven containers left open and empty.

Three people were in the vault, surveying their loss. One was Geneva Network branch director, Geneva Andros. With her was Albert Clynes, who, despite being Director of Enforcement Operations, was a mousy administrator. The last person in the vault was Fiona Calloway. She was Director of Intelligence Operations for the Geneva branch and had been for longer than the other two had been alive. Despite her silver rank, she looked closer to a well-preserved fifty than the twenty-something appearance of most essence-users.

Geneva glared at the empty containers as if pure spite could refill them.

“How did they carry out an armful of orbs while fighting off the guards?” she demanded.

“We believe they used a dimensional storage device, Director,” Clynes said.

“How did Finnegan get a hold of a dimensional bag that wouldn’t rupture with seven reality cores inside?”

“There are a few floating around the black market,” Fiona said. “It was likely the vampire who obtained it.”

“We’re sure that it was Elizabeth?” Geneva asked. “It seems like a risk to come herself.”

“Yes, Director,” Clynes said. “We’re sure.”

“One can never be certain, in a world of magic,” Fiona said.

Anger flared in Clynes’ eyes at being contradicted, but he swiftly smothered it.

“We have security footage of her face and her powers, both of which are congruous with our knowledge of her,” Clynes said. “We’re as confident as we can be.”

“Then why was she here in person?” Geneva asked.

“Her position amongst the vampires has been increasingly tenuous since the Asano clan reclaimed their territory,” Fiona explained. “She has been making increasingly desperate moves.”

“Weren’t the vampire lords most opposed to her collectively slaughtered in those cities?” Geneva asked.

“The ones most overtly opposed,” Fiona qualified. “Those that remain are more cautious and cunning. Also, it was not Elizabeth who eliminated her rivals but Jason Asano. That failure, along with her known aversion to confronting Asano, undermines her position. Her influence has diminished, and she must now be careful of what was once under her unquestionable sway.”

“Then why did we make a deal with her?” Geneva asked. “It seems that her rivals would have been the more reliable choice.”

“Because her rivals still believe there is a fight to be won,” Fiona said. “That there is a scenario where they hold Europe as a permanent vampire kingdom. Elizabeth is one of the few vampire lords who, even in private, recognise that is not a tenable position. Her lack of illusions make her more controllable.”

Geneva gestured at the open containers.

“Is this what controllable looks like to you, Fiona?”

“Obviously, miscalculations were made,” Fiona said. “But using Elizabeth was still the smart choice. Our involvement with the vampires will come out, sooner or later. Exploiting them in the final days of their power is one thing. Being traitors to humanity who helped the vampires retain that power is another.”

“Why did I only hear about this program when it started falling apart?” Geneva asked. “If I’d been briefed before the Zurich branch director went rogue, perhaps I could have done more to secure a facility I didn’t know existed.”

“The leadership council decided that it was best to keep things contained. Marie Finnegan was adamant about keeping the circle as small as possible, and she had to be mollified. Her contacts with Elizabeth and Simon McKean were critical to making this work.”

“And now she’s betrayed us, it’s blown up in their faces and I’m expected to clean up the council’s mess.”

“Yes. You are being watched closely, Director. This situation is very dangerous for you, should it go wrong, but if you comport yourself well here, it becomes an opportunity the leadership council will…”

Fiona trailed off as one of her subordinates rushed in through the huge vault door.

“Ma’am, we have a problem. Someone used the satellite mask to hide what we’re doing here.”

The intelligence director scowled.

“I left specific instructions that it was not to be used again. If they can see us acting here, that doesn’t matter. We have deniability enough that there’s no justification for them to come poking around.”

“Ma’am, there is no indication that the satellite masking has been⁠—”

“I know the world’s intelligence communities have spent the last two decades playing catch-up,” Geneva interrupted. “One of the more breathtaking mistakes that has led to is the magical community underestimating these organisations. Do you have any idea who and what you are dealing with? The CIA has a level of expertise in gathering information that seems magical to those of us who use actual magic. If we don’t respect their capabilities, the cost will be dire. We have to assume that not only have they discovered how we’re hiding the satellite data but tracking us in case we use it again.”

Fiona gave Geneva an approving look, then turned back to her subordinate.

“The director is exactly right,” she said. “The first question must be whether this was a potentially costly mistake or active sabotage. I want everyone even peripherally involved to be secured immediately. Clynes, can you task one of your enforcement teams to secure and hold them?”

“I can,” Clynes said. “I’ll call in one of⁠—”

A silver-ranker in tactical gear entered the vault to approach Clynes.

“Sir, we’ve got something approaching through the air.”

“Monsters?”

“No, sir, uh…”

“Out with it, man,” Geneva snapped.

“Sorry, Director,” the man said, bobbing his head in her direction. “It’s black, kind of a diamond shape. Like a pyramid, with an upside-down pyramid attached to the bottom.”

“Like a D8,” Clynes said.

“A what?” Geneva asked.

“Not worth explaining,” Fiona said, then looked back to her subordinate. “Continue.”

“It has these swirling things on the sides. They look like the Helix Nebula.”

“The Helix Nebula?” Clynes asked.

“It’s a distant space object,” Fiona said.

“I know what a nebula is,” Clynes said.

“This particular one,” Fiona said, “is known as the Eye of God. It has also become a symbol for Jason Asano, who we can assume is paying us a visit. It would seem, Geneva, that the opportunity I mentioned has come more swiftly than anticipated. This is your chance to prove yourself to the leadership committee. Do tell me how it goes.”

With a slight popping sound, Fiona teleported away.
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Inside his cloud ship, Jason gathered with his familiars. Compared to the battle configuration of the vessel’s exterior, the atrium they were in was filled with light, plants and water, with streams spilling off the mezzanine levels to make little waterfalls. While the hull of the airship looked black and impenetrable to those outside, it let sunlight shine through to fill the space.

Gordon and Shade floated in the air. Colin was in his blood clone state and wore Jason’s face, along with the dark red robes he conjured for them both. His eyes were different, being red orbs instead of swirling nebulae. He also lacked the void cloak that made Jason seem to be draped in a portal.

“Are we sure that having the ship in a battle configuration is the way to go?” Colin asked. “What if they get intimidated and run away before we can eat anyone? I mean, talk them down peacefully.”

“Ulterior motives notwithstanding,” Shade said, “Colin’s suggestion is not without merit. Ameliorating the aggression of your approach might better serve your ongoing diplomatic efforts.”

“The focus of my diplomatic efforts has been to show the Earth that what they want from me cannot be taken. That the carrot must be earned. Today, they learn that the stick can be earned as well.”

“Very well, Mr Asano, but allow me to remind you that a stick is blunt.”

“I’m not looking to kill anyone, Shade. But healing magic is strong, and some lessons are only learned the hard way.”
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“I don’t care what you have going on,” Geneva snarled into the phone. “Either you get them here now, or I’m sending them after you.”

She ended the call, pressing hard enough to crack the screen, which went dark. She hurled the phone against the wall, where it shattered to pieces.

“Director,” Clynes said. “Perhaps we should consider sealing ourselves inside the vault.”

“You heard Fiona, Albert. If I hide in the vault, what will the leadership council make of how I used my opportunity?”

“Well, how about you seal me in the vault? And the rest of the non-combatants, obviously. Defending the site is really a job for the enforcement teams.”

She looked at him like she’d just scraped him off her shoe.

“You’re the Director of Enforcement.”

“The administrative director. What do you suggest I do to Jason Asano, Geneva? Schedule a roster at him?”

“Be a coward, then. Just give me your phone. It is enhanced to work in here, right?”

He looked for a moment as if he was going to protest, but fished the phone from his pocket. She snatched it from him before he had a chance to hand it over, then grabbed his hand and pressed his thumb to unlock the device.

“If you’re that rough with it,” Clynes said, “you’re only going to break that one as well.”

She ignored him and strode out of the vault. The research centre around it was yet to be staffed or fully supplied, yet was currently full of people. They were investigating in the wake of the intrusion, although there was little to be found. The vampire and the traitorous branch director had carried out a simple smash-and-grab.

As she passed through the rooms, she ordered everyone she encountered to move. The enforcement team members went with her while the others joined Clynes in the vault. His idea of securing the non-combatants there was a sound one. She would admit as much to herself, but never would to him.

She moved from the research centre into the tunnel that connected it to the outside. It was the only normal way in or out, securing the facility inside a mountain of rock. That was further enhanced by wards blocking earth-manipulation magic and teleportation. The fact that Fiona had the key to bypass those wards had not escaped Geneva’s attention.

She ran up the tunnel, silver-rank speed carrying her faster than a car would have. Even so, it took time to finally reach the spot where the blast doors had been. She’d had them removed, the giant hole leaving what remained as nothing more than an obstacle.

On the other side of the door location was a large chamber, and the seemingly natural cave entrance. It would have been hard to spot from the outside, if not for the flying bus floating next to the mountain, with two gold-rankers on it.

Amstutz was a man in loose white garb, like something from a poorly researched Chinese action film. Like Geneva, he was Swiss, white and blond. Bussinger was a dark-haired woman in an elaborate red and gold outfit. Covering each of her arms, up to the elbows, were golden vambrace and gauntlet sets.

Geneva hopped lightly up to join them. The mountain range spread out to the sides, while she looked off into open air ahead. There was a lot of cloud at their altitude, making it hard to spot something approaching. After a few moments looking, she gave up.

“Where?” she demanded.

“Watch your tone, silver-ranker,” Amstutz warned. “We’re here as a courtesy. A courtesy that can be rescinded.”

Geneva reined in her instinctive response.

“My apologies,” she said. “I’m merely concerned about what is coming our way. Have you spotted the object yet?”

Bussinger pointed.

“That way,” she said. “We’ve seen it through the clouds a few times, but it’s still distant.”

“They don’t seem to be in a rush, or concerned about sneaking up,” Amstutz observed.

“If it really is Asano,” Bussinger said, “I don’t think he needs to be. You saw the videos of him fighting in Australia, right?”

“You don’t seriously believe that doctored footage, do you?”

“Amstutz, do you really think anyone could fake something like that and not be caught out?”

“Plenty of people caught them out. People believe things anyways, truth be damned. Magic was secret for hundreds of years. Now we know what it is and what it isn’t, yet people still believe in astrology, psychics, Antarctica, aura photos⁠—”

“Did you just say Antarctica?”

“Auras are real, sure,” Amstutz continued as though she hadn’t spoken, “but you can’t take photos of them.”

“You think Antarctica isn’t real?”

“People think magnet healing is real, Bussinger. And outside of that one guy with the iron essence, it’s all a load of…”

Geneva tuned them out, resisting the urge to yell at them to shut up. She kept her eye on the sky until she spotted the strange vessel. It was as described, a black diamond with a nebulous eye set into each facet.

“It’s like a big D8,” Amstutz said.

“Isn’t that a car engine?” Bussinger asked.

“No, that’s a V8. And they don’t make real ones anymore. The fake electric ones are crap.”

The gold-rankers continued to bicker as the vessel made its way across the sky, going from a distant shape to looming over them. The trio were staring when a portal opened at the cave entrance. Six gold-rankers stepped out, also leaping to the top of the bus. Geneva turned to the last one out.

“Remy, you took your time for someone who can leap across the planet in a second.”

“Portal powers have cooldowns,” he said, looking at the looming sky ship rather than her. “Especially when you stretch them to accommodate this many gold-rankers. What is that thing?”

“We believe that it’s Jason Asano’s airship.”

“What? No, I’ve got to…”

As he turned to jump down to his portal, light like a blue sunbeam washed across them, coming from one of the giant eyes. The gold-rankers looked around warily but suffered no ill effects. The portal did, flickering like an old TV before vanishing. Remy tried a teleport power and doubled over, coughing in pain, after which the light vanished.

“Is everyone else alright?” Bussinger asked.

The others voiced their confirmation. They turned from Remy when a panel opened in the side of the ship. Four figures emerged from within, Asano’s voice becoming audible as they passed the threshold.

“…the only one who can’t fly. It’s like sitting in a child’s booster seat.”

Three figures floated through the air towards the bus. A shadow creature, Asano in his void cloak, and what looked like Asano again, but on a cloud. The fourth figure was an alien entity whose eye, inside a dark cloak, matched the eyes on the sky ship. The orbs floating around it glowed in sequence and a voice came from each like a heavenly choir.

“Colin, you are riding on a magical cloud. You’re like Monkey Magic.”

“What is this magic monkey you all keep talking about?” the red-eyed Asano clone asked.

Asano sighed and pushed the hood of his cloak back to reveal an exasperated expression.

“So much for dignity,” he muttered. “Guys, could we for once make an entrance without quipping like it’s a superhero movie?”

“Mr Asano,” the shadow creature said, “I think you will find that leadership, in these situations, sets a tone.”

“You’re saying this is my fault?”

“Yes.”

They floated down in front of Geneva and the gold-rankers. Remy was recovering, now sitting on the bus roof. Jason threw him a glance, recognition and surprise on his face.

“Sorry about the portal,” he said. “I didn’t want anyone to go running off, and channelling power from another universe through a UFO isn’t exactly a precise endeavour. I’m just going to pop in and have a rummage, and then I’ll have some questions.”

Amstutz moved in front of him.

“If you want to go anywhere, you’re going through us.”

Jason casually reached for the sword at his hip.

“Your terms are acceptable.”
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Jason rested his hand on the grip of his sword, but didn’t draw it.

“Before we start⁠—”

Amstutz launched at Jason, the air around his fist shimmering with power. Jason casually tapped the man’s forearm, deflecting it to the side. A surge of force fired like a cannon shot past Jason’s head, flying off into the air. At the same time, a kick to the chest sent Amstutz sprawling back onto the roof of the bus.

At gold-rank speed, the exchange had lasted less than a second. Geneva, the sole silver-ranker present, had barely been able to track it. Jason, floating in the air with his familiars, looked around the prospective battlefield. There were eight gold-rankers on the roof of a flying bus, hovering halfway up a steep mountain, deep in the Alps. Two of the gold-rankers had been knocked on their rumps, Remy still recovering from having his teleport disrupted.

“You might want to head back into that cave,” Jason told Geneva. “Gold-rankers fighting in an environment like this is going to cause a ruckus. At the very least, I wouldn’t expect this bus to remain intact.”

Geneva didn’t move, instead glaring at Jason.

“Why are you here, Asano?”

“I told you: to have a rummage around inside.”

“This place is not yours, Asano.”

“Yes, it is.”

She scoffed in disbelief.

“Why in the world would you think that this place belongs to you?”

“Because I’m in it.”

It was the study of aura powers that first led to the theory that all essence abilities were impacted not just by their essence and awakening stone, but by the person awakening them. Aura abilities were unique in being more than just their stated effects. They were also the platform through which their wielder’s soul was projected into the world. The aura was both a product of the soul and of the power unleashing it, becoming a beacon announcing who and what a person was.

Jason’s aura power was called Hegemony. Its nature was domination so all-encompassing that it did not possess power, but was power itself. Concerned not with the petty rule of kings, it was that which governed right and wrong, truth and falsehood. Defiance of hegemony was not rebellion, but sin.

This was the concept that mixed with Jason’s soul to produce his aura. It held echoes of gods and great astral beings, of being laid low and rising up, more than he had been before. It held scars of facing the greatest forces of the cosmos and claiming not just victory, but a share of that power for himself.

Jason didn’t make a soul attack against the essence-users, but as they had never felt the real thing, it was the same to them. Simply showing them who and what he was, unadulterated and unmasked, struck their souls like a besieging army. The gold-rankers blanched as Jason’s aura flooded out. Geneva staggered back, Bussinger catching her before she stumbled off the bus. The hood of Jason’s void cloak slid up over his head, shrouding everything but his glowing eyes. Amstutz got to his feet, standing in front of the others with defiance on his face.

“You’ve got some fight in you,” Jason said. “That’s good, but you’re sloppy. Your mana control is atrocious, and that costs you when your body is a flesh bag running on magic. You’re not just telegraphing your powers but everything you do. I can feel how your body is going to move before you even twitch.”

The gold-rankers rallied their auras, pushing back against Jason’s. One of the strongest advantages essences-users gained from working in teams was layering aura powers. It was the strongest edge they would have against Jason, which he denied them by crushing their auras completely. As of gold rank, he could use his aura to supress multiple people without needing to divide its strength. He supressed the gold-rankers easily, but was surprised by their reactions. There was none of the panic he’d expected, only nervousness held down by determination.

“I suppose they don’t choose their gold-rankers by accident,” he mused. “You’ve all impressed me.”

“We don’t care if you’re impressed,” Amstutz snarled. “You think you can come to our world and act however you please?”

“Yes.”

Amstutz leapt forward again, stepping on the air as if it were solid ground. Jason held himself aloft with his aura, controlling himself using methods he’d taken from the messengers. The familiars backed off, not yet involving themselves. The incorporeal Shade and Gordon floated through the air, while Colin still looked unhappy at being ferried on a patch of cloud.

Jason’s gold-rank foe launched a flurry of blows, blasting force attacks with every strike. Sweeping kicks launched waves; fists and knees delivered sharp blasts. Jason reflected that it was like sparring with Sophie, if she’d taken several severe blows to the head.

Amstutz had clearly developed his technique from Earth martial arts. That was a grievous error when such arts were designed for normal-rank humans. What a gold- or even silver-rank body could do required a different approach not just to technique but biology and physics. What would cripple a normal person was laughable to an essence-user.

Amstutz also had speed like Sophie, but again, fell short in its use. As with technique, he was thinking like a low ranker. He tried to move like a normal person, just faster. Jason watched him leave one opportunity after another unused, too blinded by what he was to realise what he could be.

Compared to sparring with Sophie, always a desperate scramble, he felt like a cat toying with a mouse. He moved slowly, reacting to moves before they happened and deflecting blows with casual ease. Powers erupted around him, never landing. Amstutz was a blur, while Jason barely seemed to move by comparison. He was the gentle eye of a furious, impotent storm.

Amstutz retreated to the roof of the bus, shame and rage on his face.

“Mrs Andros, go inside,” he said. “It will take all of us to fight him.”

“Take the portal specialist with you,” Jason said. “He’s not a fighter. Do not try to leave, however. If this place is what I think, we’ll have some things to talk about.”

Jason was impressed at the degree to which Geneva maintained her composure under the full force of his aura, despite the intensity of it taking a physical toll on the silver-ranker. She maintained her glare as she and Remy dropped off the bus and retreated into the cave, leaving seven gold-rankers still on the roof. As the pair retreated, Jason’s familiars moved closer, and he finally drew his sword.

Aside from Amstutz, the gold-rankers each had their own magic weapons, gold-rankers getting their pick from looted monsters. Jason could sense that the golden vambrace-and-gauntlet sets on Bussinger’s arms were more powerful than the others. She didn’t waste time, stepping forwards and raising her arms to blast a wide cone of electricity, arcs spreading out like branches of a tree.

Jason was already pulling his cloak around himself as she moved. The arcs that struck him shot off into the void through his portal cloak. The familiars had already evaded, Colin ducking behind the cloak. Shade vanished and Gordon exploded into a blue and orange nebula that shot away like a comet. He reformed and beams immediately shot from his eye orbs.

Jason was already amongst the gold-rankers, his sword flashing. Shadow arms grew from his body, each using a black and red dagger to inflict his special attacks. As they did, he quickly muttered the incantations to his spells.

“Bleed for me. Carry the mark of your transgressions. Your fate is to suffer.”

Amstutz had the speed to react to Jason’s assault, as did a couple of the others, yet they still found themselves struck by multiple, albeit glancing, blows. Though the cuts were shallow, they were under no illusion that the strikes were harmless. With access to the System, they saw the laundry list of afflictions delivered to them.

	Special attack [Punish] has afflicted you with [Sin], [Price of Absolution], [Wages of Sin] and [Thief of Spirit]. 

	Spell [Haemorrhage] has afflicted you with [Bleeding], [Necrotoxin], [Blood From a Stone], [Tainted Meridians] and [Exsanguination]. 




Now that he was gold rank, Jason’s powers delivered even more afflictions, while many of the existing ones grew worse. Thief of Spirit was new, continually draining mana and feeding it to Jason. Similar was Thief of Life, doing the same thing to life force.

The new Exsanguination condition, in particular, was a milestone. The Bleeding affliction was common, but also one of Jason’s signature tools. The damage it inflicted was relatively small, but its true value was in absorbing healing magic. Exsanguination allowed the condition to now stack, absorbing even more healing and making the blood loss far more drastic.

	Special attack [Leech bite] has afflicted you with [Bleeding], [Leech Toxin], [Tainted Meridians] and [Thief of Life]. 

	Spell [Castigate] has afflicted you with [Sin], [Mark of Sin], [Weight of Sin] and [Mortality]. 




Of all the new capabilities Jason gained from his powers reaching gold rank, the most simple was also the most lethal. The very core of his power set was to heap on so many afflictions that even a gold-ranker would die. Inexorable Doom was arguably Jason’s most iconic power, in that it made everything else work. It took all the stackable afflictions he perpetrated and made them keep stacking. At gold rank, it didn’t offer a new affliction, or make any of them stronger. It did the same thing as ever, stacking up afflictions, and simply made it faster.

Much, much faster.

	Spell [Inexorable Doom] has afflicted you with [Inescapable] and [Persecution]. 

	While affected by [Inexorable Doom], stacking afflictions will rapidly accumulate additional instances. 




Instead of his usual hit-and-run tactics, Jason took the fight to the enemy, diving into the enemies gathered atop the bus. The roof was large, but not when eight gold-rankers were clashing on it. The tight quarters were to Jason’s advantage, leaving his numerous opponents more likely to hit each other than him. Some, like Bussinger, backed off. She flew out, trailing electricity from her feet as she looked for opportunities. With Jason surrounded by her allies, she needed to pick her moment for a precision strike.

While waiting for her chance, she was engaged by Gordon and they quickly fell into a flying dogfight. She fired off lightning that crackled against the shields he made from his eye orbs. Other orbs returned fire, chasing her as she blazed through the sky, trailing sparks behind her.

The other gold-rankers also realised that they needed to expand the battlefield to effectively attack Jason. Two flew out like Bussinger, and two leapt onto the mountainside. Gold-rank strength allowed fingers to dig into rock more easily than a mountain climber’s pitons. Staying on the bus with Jason were Amstutz and a man holding what looked like carpenter’s hammers in each hand.

The newly flying enemies immediately looked for chances to strike at Jason. What they found were shadowy bodies, sprouting twisted arms made of darkness. Like trees under a winter midnight, their warped limbs were shrouded in clouds of shadow, sinister and unnerving. The Shade bodies with their shadow arms were not swift in the high-altitude sunlight, but they were numerous. It wasn’t enough to stop the gold-rankers firing attacks off at Jason, but it did distract and slow them down.

The gold-rankers on the mountainside had their own horror movie to contend with.

A thing of nightmares, dripping blood from flayed muscle, crawled down the mountain from above. A mass of flesh on stump-like legs, its stubby fingers dug into the rock. Nine long necks rose from its back, giving it the look of a bloodied hydra, but the necks did not have heads. Instead, at the end of each neck was a savage maw, ringed with teeth. From each mouth, three barbed tongues licked in and out, as if tasting the air for blood. Each of the nine mouths spoke in hissing, raspy voices, a discordant mix of alien words that clashed like a blasphemous choir.

The two gold-rankers clinging to the mountain looked at one another, then started flinging attacks at it.

Of the three people still on the bus, Jason stood in the middle, Amstutz and the man with the hammers flanking him. The roof was dented and scored, a third of it having collapsed entirely. The magic holding the vehicle aloft was threatening to fail, the bus rocking like a dinghy on the waves.

It was a power from the man with the hammers that finally ended the bus. He smashed the heads of his hammers together, creating a blast wave that sent Jason and Amstutz flying and the bus crashing down. The man threw his hammers, trailing tethers of force behind them. They lodged into the side of the mountain and he yanked himself to them, joining the others in facing Colin’s abomination form.

With the demise of the bus, the battlefield opened up properly. Jason and Amstutz joined the others in aerial combat—Jason, Shade and Gordon against four gold-rankers. For all that Jason outclassed them, the gold-rankers were far from helpless. They had been chosen to be raised to gold rank for their demonstrated abilities, going back to the monster waves and the proto-spaces before that.

While the familiars harried the gold-rankers, Jason’s enemies knew that he was the one they needed to take out. Amstutz played frontliner, but now knew better than to go toe-to-toe with Jason. He made better use of his speed than he had before, playing distraction the same way the familiars were and setting up his allies to make attacks.

The gold-rankers quickly learned that Jason excelled at reading and dodging their precision attacks. Even when he was distracted, or when they were made from seeming blind spots, his ability to read their mana felt like precognition. This was when they understood the difference that training in the other world made.

Not giving up, they switched tactics. Still dodging the familiars, area attacks were easier to fire off, requiring less precision. Blanketing an area made it harder for both sides to avoid being struck, although not impossible. Amstutz evaded with his speed while Jason still predicted their attacks. Even so, Jason was taking damage.

The area powers were varied and often strange. A storm of force hammers rained down, not as damaging as a focused attack, but difficult to avoid. A swarm of saw blades chased after Jason, glowing white hot, spewing gouts of flame and occasionally exploding into shards of searing, jagged metal.

Peppered with attacks, Jason’s Amulet of the Dark Guardian proved its worth. The soul-bound item granted a stacking shield for each affliction he delivered, and when the shields broke, they became healing effects. Neither effect was very strong, but they stacked up with every affliction, and Inexorable Doom was piling them on by the second. When peppered with indirect attacks, the amulet’s protections were ideal.

The battle became something of a stalemate, but one that Jason would ultimately win. His afflictions were already on his enemies, multiplying by the moment until even gold rankers would be overcome. Without the kind of potent healer it would take to remove them, all Jason had to do was wait.

The gold-rankers recognised that they could not afford to keep things as they were. They no longer needed the System to list the afflictions piling up as their bodies showed signs of necrosis, their living flesh turning black and dead.

They all had potions, and even a few cleansing and healing powers, but the afflictions were pernicious. Healing was absorbed and cleansing was resisted. What little healing that did take effect triggered yet more afflictions that delivered damage in reaction to cleansing. They quickly gave up and refocused on taking down Jason.

The one exception was Bussinger. The woman with the lightning powers had called down lightning upon herself, inflicting what looked like considerable damage. She was left with patches of skin scorched black or burnt raw. The power not only purged every affliction but also seemed to boost her powers. She successfully fended off Gordon and the Shades, avoiding fresh afflictions while finding time to keep blasting lightning at Jason.

Knowing that they had to take greater risks, the gold-rankers pressed on Jason, gambling on more targeted attacks. Bussinger, being the best off in the group, helped coordinate attacks in sequence, trying to pin Jason down. The tactic found some success, a few hits landing on Jason, but it was never enough. He was still frustratingly elusive, and every wound was quickly healed.

The battle came to a head when Jason unleashed one of his biggest damage spells, Punition. It was a big, immediate damage spell for one target, with power based on the number of afflictions the target was suffering from. As of gold rank, it had a new variant with a much longer cooldown. A wave of energy shot from the target, triggering another instance of the spell on anyone it hit, including the wave itself.

The resulting cascade of powers devastated the gold-rankers. Each spell could only be triggered once, but that was once for each of the six gold-rankers suffering afflictions. Only the affliction-free Bussinger was spared.

On Pallimustus, gold-rank battles were rarely lethal. Gold-rankers were too hard to kill outright, and anyone able to reach that stage, even with cores, had a plethora of escape plans. Mostly this involved carefully curated magic devices, kept secret from enemies that would try to counter them. Single-use teleports, magic to purge afflictions like Inescapable, responsible for one of Jason’s defeats.

This was not the case on Earth. The gold-rankers had the best gear the nations and factions behind them could muster, but it was paltry by comparison. Most had a gold-rank item or two, usually at least a weapon, and perhaps armour. The rest was a grab bag of silver gear, usually basics like healing potions that could only do so much for a gold-ranker.

Without the power to escape, the massive damage from the cascade of Punition spells marked the end of the battle. A couple of the gold-rankers made it into the cave. The rest collapsed against the mountain, either clinging to it or tumbling down. Bussinger and Jason rushed down to catch them, eventually dropping them all with the others in the cave mouth. Geneva and Remy were nowhere to be seen. He’d felt them move deeper into the complex, where his senses were blocked by crude but powerful wards.

Laid out on the cave floor, the gold-rankers looked more dead than alive. Only Bussinger escaped the rampage of necrotic tissue still overtaking what living flesh they had left. There was no more fight in Bussinger, knowing that facing Jason alone was pointless. She stood over her allies, who looked more like corpses than the living. She had known that gold-rankers were hard to kill, but now she could see just how much punishment they could live through.

“Are we even human anymore?” she wondered.

“Arguable. By gold rank, we have more in common with monsters than normal humans. Although our bodies are closest to summoned familiars than anything else.”

“Will you let them die?” she asked, and Jason looked at her.

Her gauntlets were streaked with scorch marks, but appeared undamaged. Her clothing was gold rank and reinforced, already cleaning and mending itself. Her burn marks were healing slower than they should, and he sensed something odd in her aura. It was worth exploring, but not now.

Jason, by comparison, was unmarred. His wounds had healed, his robes had repaired themselves and absorbed the blood from his injuries. He dispelled his void cloak and looked down at his victims.

“I’m not looking to kill anyone,” he said.

Bussinger watched as Jason touched each of the others with his sword. Their bodies stopped twitching and the necrosis stopped spreading. A couple let out wheezing breaths, the most horrible sounds of relief Bussinger had ever heard. They still looked more like set dressing from a horror film than living people.

“Natural healing will let them recover eventually,” Jason explained. “I’ve suppressed their powers, but you can use healing potions on them, if you have any.”

“You can dampen powers without a collar?”

“An ability of my sword, to turn my afflictions into ability suppression. The friend who made it wanted me to have more chances to be merciful.”

Jason sighed and she saw sadness in his face.

“Why do good people have to die, while people like this get to live?” he mused.

She knew the question wasn’t aimed at her, but she answered anyway.

“These aren’t bad people,” she told him.

He turned to look at her. It was hard to read those alien eyes, but she was certain there was danger in them.

“We’ll see,” he told her. “It’s time for you and me to have a talk.”


28
GETTING COMPLICATED FAST


Bussinger looked down at the gold-rank essence-users. Not long ago, she would have said that group, acting together, could have accomplished anything. Killed anyone, no matter how protected. Taken down the civic infrastructure of a nation. That many people, with that much power, was an invincible, unstoppable force.

But one man had taken them apart like he was stripping a gun down for cleaning. She suspected he hadn’t even tried that hard. It was well known that Jason Asano used stealth and skirmish tactics, avoiding direct battle, yet directly was how he’d engaged them. He and his alien minions had descended upon them like monsters plucked out of a nightmare.

The forest of curse-levying shadow trees; the alien monster that had beams and shields like a spaceship. The mouth monster whose aura of world-devouring hunger was possibly more terrifying than that of its master. As for Asano himself, even the names of his powers were unsettling. Weight of Sin; Feast of Blood; Price of Absolution. Revealed by the System, they seemed plucked from the sermon of some blood and hellfire preacher.

Bussinger now stood across from that man, with a line of what looked like corpses between them. She could feel their life force desperately clinging to existence. It was mirrored in the blackened flesh, clinging to their skeletons.

“How do you do that?” she asked, gesturing at them.

“Necrosis-inducing toxins, for the most part, exacerbated by curses to⁠—”

“I don’t mean how you physically did it,” she amended. “I mean, you were just some guy working retail once, right?”

“Yeah.”

“What do you have to go through that you can bring yourself to do something like this to people?”

“I don’t think those lightning bolts you threw my way were intended to charge my phone, lady. Tell me you weren’t looking to have me be the one lying there.”

She looked up, meeting his eyes, then she ran to the side of the chamber, next to the discarded blast doors, and threw up. When she was done, she found Jason still staring at the bodies.

“You’re right,” she said, her voice sounding like a confession. “I’ve never killed anyone before.”

“You haven’t killed anyone now,” Jason pointed out.

“It was always just monsters. It’s all I ever wanted, since I was a girl.”

“All you’ve wanted since you were a girl was to kill monsters?”

“My family is one of the old Network families in Zurich. We date all the way back to the first secret societies the Network founder created in Switzerland. For as long as I can remember, I’ve been obsessed with magic, and my family had the power to indulge me. Training, knowledge. Essences and monster cores, as soon as I was old enough. I reached silver rank only a few weeks before your return to Earth. It was crushing to learn that I’d missed the chance to use the Hurin training methods, since I was raised on cores. Even then, I was able to use some of it to grow stronger. The focus on mastering each individual ability. It didn’t raise my raw power, but I learned to use it more effectively.”

“You were certainly more capable than the others,” Jason said, gesturing at the line of bodies. “Is that why they chose you to get the resources to reach gold rank?”

“After you left, after the transformation zones, really, the magic on Earth started to rise. Monsters started manifesting directly, no more proto-spaces. There are a few areas of high magic where gold-rank monsters spawn now. It became a gold rush to harvest them, even if people were dying in the attempt. The nations and the magical factions have treaties over who gets to farm the monsters, but the Network factions get first pick. We have the grid, after all, and we’re the ones who detect them.”

“And now Earth has more gold-rankers.”

“Yes. And there are conflicts, but I never had an interest in fighting people. All I wanted was the magic, and to do some good with it. To fight monsters.”

“Yet now you’re here, protecting the people who would strip-mine the planet until holes start getting ripped in the universe again.”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Is that so?”

“Read my aura, I know you can. Tell me if I’m lying.”

Jason took a long breath and let it out slowly, releasing his frustrations as he calmed himself.

“If you don’t know what’s going on, why are you here? What did they tell you?”

“That you were coming here to invade a Network facility.”

“Oh. Yeah, that’s, uh, technically accurate. Do you know what they do here?”

“What does that matter? If the Network started poking around the secure areas of the Asano clan, what would you do?”

“I guess I’d gather up my gold-rank friends and smack the snot out of them.”

“I’d have preferred to negotiate. Unlike Amstutz, I do believe the footage of your battle in Australia was real. But what was I going to do once he started the fight? Not back him up?”

Jason sighed.

“From your perspective, I’m kind of the bad guy here, huh?”

“No,” she said. “Not kind of.”

“Do you know what a reality core is?”

“Power unrelenting. They make the impossible possible. I participated in some of the fights over them in the transformation zones.”

“Do you know why they’re bad?”

“I know that you say they are.”

Jason looked down at the debilitated gold-rankers. Most were still too far gone to tell one from another.

“Let’s walk while this lot pull themselves together,” he said. “Watching organs regrow is something best avoided. The process is juicier than you’d like. I’ll tell you some more about reality cores.”

“You can tell me whatever you like, but you’ll need evidence if you want me to believe it.”

Jason entered the tunnel, glancing at the spot where the blast doors had been removed. Bussinger moved to walk beside him.

“I can probably arrange some kind of demonstration, although not right now,” he told her. “The issue is that reality cores natively exist as part of an underlayer of reality. One that mortals—and most immortals, for that matter—aren’t meant to have access to. But I have some abilities, and access to a very good astral magician. For now, let me tell you what reality cores are actually for, and why removing them is very bad…”
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The security room outside the mountain vault was large. It wasn’t designed for normal operations but to make a last stand when defending the vault. The intention was to have powerful weapon emplacements and defensive barriers for defenders, but they were yet to be installed. Now, Geneva reflected they likely never would be. As the chamber was large and unfurnished, Geneva carried in a stool from a nearby room.

“Aren’t we going through the big round door?” Remy asked, jerking his chin at the vault. He’d largely recovered but was still looking pale.

“We’re not,” Geneva said. “If we’re not safe here, do you think that door will stop him?”

“No,” Remy said, fresh worry crossing his face. He didn’t bother to find something to sit on and slumped down against the wall. Geneva put her stool down in the middle of the room and primly perched herself upon it.

“You know him, don’t you?” she asked.

“Asano? No, I just met him once. Portalled him to Makassar for, you know. What happened there.”

“Doesn’t Asano have portals of his own?”

“Sure, but you have to go places the long way before you can portal there. It’s why I’m always on the move.”

He looked around.

“You know, I don’t think I’m meant to be in here. A portal specialist like me freelances across factions, so folks don’t usually let me in places like this.”

“Yet, you were able to portal people right here. Meaning you have been here before.”

“Well, I’m a specialist. I can’t fight worth a damn, but when it comes to portals, I can bend the rules everyone else is stuck with. If someone else has been to a place, I can use them like a beacon to target that location. There are conditions, and risk factors. I have to be careful with it, so I don’t like to do it that way. But when you’ve got to go, you’ve got to go, and you weren’t taking no for an answer. Although you’d have had to, if you’d told me it was Jason Asano coming here. I’d rather face you than him; I don’t care who’s backing you.”

“I do appreciate you bringing the other gold-rankers here, and with such swiftness. Thank you. I was expecting you to drop them as close as you could and have them rush the rest of the way.”

“Not sure what good it’ll do you.”

“You think he can win against that many people?”

“I think that if he can’t, he’s got his own people in the magic space station or whatever it is out there. But yeah, I think that…”

He trailed off and shook his head.

“Mrs Andros, how much chance in a fight does a bronze-ranker have against a silver-ranker?”

“None at all. What does that have to do with anything?”
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“…enough reality cores are removed,” Jason explained, “then the transformation zones are going to start again. Transformation zones are scabs, grown over wounds in the skin of the universe. And if it keeps happening, it’s going to get worse until those wounds are too big to scab over.”

They were walking down the mountain tunnel, which felt vast and empty with only the two of them.

“Then what happens?” Bussinger asked.

“Then what’s on the other side washes in. Magic, raw and unadulterated. The Earth will stand up to that as well as a loose tissue in a hurricane. At that point, other forces will step in. It’s unlikely that it would cascade into full annihilation of the universe, although the solar system will almost certainly be gone. Possibly a good chunk of the Milky Way. Depends on how long it takes the Builder and the World-Phoenix to intervene. If they end up in disagreement over what to do and which one is in charge, it could take a while.”

“And those are the great astral beings you were talking about? But that Builder is different from the Builder who made our universe, right?”

“Correct. I covered all this in more detail in a briefing recently. Being a gold-ranker, I imagine you’ll be shown it sooner, rather than later.”

When Jason’s explanation came to an end, they still had a long way into the mountain to delve. He pivoted to questions he had for her.

“That power you used on yourself to purge all my afflictions,” he said. “I’ve seen other powers that could do that, but not by hitting the person using it with lightning.”

“Yeah. I’ve never heard of anyone on Earth with a power quite like it.”

“Nor have I, and I’ve seen a lot more powers. It looked like the power harmed you while cleansing you.”

“It did. The power is called Tribulation Lightning, which I only learned after the System arrived. Is it true that you’re involved with that?”

	Yes 




She stopped dead, staring at the window.

“It’s not that big a deal,” he told her.

“You’ve made a fundamental change in how magic works.”

“It’s more like how people perceive magic, than changing the magic itself. So, not a big deal, like I said.”

“It’s still a change that affected everyone in the entire world.”

“Cosmos,” he corrected.

“What?”

“It affected everyone in the cosmos, or at least the ones who can potentially use essence magic. I’ll look into expanding it once… it doesn’t matter. I have more pressing concerns right now.”

The window vanished and they continued on their way.

“I noticed something very unusual when you used that power,” he said. “I don’t think I would have, if I wasn’t part of this experimental program a priest I know is running on people. Would you be interested in getting involved?”

“In human experimentation being carried out by a priest?”

“Not just humans. He’s had me participating in doing surgery on people.”

“Actual surgery, not healing magic?”

“Healing magic was involved, but actual surgery, yeah.”

“You have medical training?”

Jason burst out laughing.

“No,” he told her. “No, I do not.”
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“I did a job for the Lyon branch,” Remy explained. “This was back when Asano had just returned to Earth the first time. Not many had heard of him yet. The Lyon branch had, not sure how, and they sent someone to kidnap him. A silver-ranker, or category-three, as they used to call them. Things have changed a lot since then. Silver-rankers were more special. I guess someone in the Lyon branch saw it all coming and wanted their hands on the catalyst of that change.”

“The Lyon branch had Farrah Hurin,” Geneva said. “That’s how they knew. And I would argue that she was as responsible for the changes to the magical world as Asano, if not more so. Most of the training that is now standard for essence-users came from her, not him. And, if not for her work on the grid, there would be no facility like this.”

“And what is this place exactly?”

“I take it that the then-bronze-rank Asano managed to defeat the silver-ranker?” Geneva asked, ignoring the question. Remy shrugged and continued his story.

“Sebastian was the silver-ranker’s name. And no, Asano didn’t beat him, but he did almost kill him. Sebastian managed to grab Asano and hand him off, but he had to crawl into the local Network branch after, before he died from what Asano had done to him. By the time they healed him up, Asano had already freed himself and disappeared Sebastian’s people. He turned up in the Sydney branch director’s kitchen in the middle of the night.”

“Where do you come in?”

“Sebastian wasn’t working with the permission of the local branch, and the locals didn’t appreciate him kidnapping their interdimensional traveller. Lyon hired me to extract him.”

“You broke into a Network branch?”

“No, they suborned one of the leadership committee members. She even had a bomb put on a plane carrying Asano, for all the good it did. My job was to get them both out of the country.”

“And did you?” Jason asked as he strolled through the door. “Miranda Ellis was never heard from again, after that.”

Neither Geneva nor Remy had sensed the approach of Asano, nor of the gold-ranker who followed him through the door.

“Did you turn traitor?” Geneva asked Bussinger. “Is that how Asano won?”

“She’s a prisoner,” Jason said.

“Are the others dead?” Geneva asked.

“They’re alive,” Jason said. “More or less. They’ll recover. Now, Remy, I asked you a question.”

“I didn’t remember her name,” Remy said. “She was awful, and didn’t last long. Sebastian hit her with a power and kicked her off a massive rock up in Kakadu. Her body could still be there, I suppose, but I imagine something ate it. If anyone missed her, I didn’t hear about it. Why do you even care?”

“Because good people died in that plane bombing.”

“You’re not going to blame me for what she did, right?” Remy asked.

“No, but you should be more careful about who you associate with.”

Jason narrowed his eyes at Remy.

“That triggered more of a response than I was expecting.”

“I don’t… I have no idea what you mean,” Remy stammered. Still sitting on the floor, he shuffled along the wall away from Jason.

“And now you’re lying to me, which is not a good idea. Please bear with me a moment, Geneva. I will get to you, but I’ve stumbled onto an unexpected windfall here. Remy, when I said you should be careful about who you associated with, I felt panic spike in your aura like someone jabbed a live wire up your coit. Who have you been hanging around with that it would warrant that kind of response?”

Remy’s eyes darted around the room, searching for an escape he knew was not to be found.

“Sebastian,” he said. “The one who kidnapped you. I know where he is.”

“I don’t care,” Jason said. “If I went after revenge over everyone on Earth who’d tried to kill, kidnap or otherwise forcefully exploit me, I’d have to wipe out every magical faction on the planet. And possibly a couple of countries.”

“Which is what I think people are worried about,” Bussinger pointed out.

“It’s not Sebastian,” Jason said. “I’ve gotten pretty good at reading auras. When Remy here said his name, it wasn’t a lie, but it had the feel of one. He does know where to find Sebastian, but that was a dodge. What is the name you’re afraid of me hearing, Remy?”

Remy was a cornered animal, fight-or-flight painted in his wide eyes.

“Give me the name, Remy.”

“Marie Finnegan,” he said through clenched teeth.

Geneva leapt from her stool.

“What?”

Jason looked from one to the other, then let out a weary sigh.

“The branch director from Zurich?” he asked. “This is getting complicated fast. Shade, tell the others to come join us.”

Shade rose up from Geneva’s shadow.

“I am informing them now, Mr Asano.”
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“Asano, the Network won’t just let you barge into their facilities and do as you please,” Geneva said.

“I hope you’re right,” Jason told her. “I intend to round up everyone who was a part of this and make sure they never do it again. The more of them that come to me, the more time I save.”

“Do you think that you can fight the whole world?”

“Yes. I’m hoping it won’t come to that, but we have contingencies if it does.”

“You have contingency plans that you think will let you defeat the whole world.”

“I don’t need a plan to conquer the world, Director Andros. The contingencies are to limit the damage when I do.”

“You’re delusional.”

“Then you should be very careful, Director, given that I’m also extremely powerful.”

“What are your intentions?”

“Step one, confirm that very naughty things are being done here. How is that door coming?”

He glanced over at Farrah, Belinda and Clive, working on the vault. The rest of Jason’s team was present, along with a few others.

“This vault is surprisingly well-designed,” Belinda said. “This door is essentially a giant magical battery. It uses the sheer quantity of mana it’s holding to render many standard intrusion techniques unusable.”

“How long to crack it?” Jason asked.

“Oh, we figured that out a while ago,” Belinda said. “We’re working on how to remove the door entirely without venting all that stored magic.”

“Why would you need to remove the door instead just opening it?” Jason asked.

“Well, we came all this way,” Belinda said. “It seems like a shame not to take a souvenir.”

“We’re not here to steal things, Lindy.”

“I thought you liked doing things for more than one reason.”

“Belinda,” Danielle said. “What we are doing here is a forceful intervention that is going to upset a lot of people. While not essential to our endeavour, things will go more smoothly if we can establish the moral high ground. Taking the opportunity for plunder while we are going about it will undercut those efforts.”

“Fine,” Belinda grumbled, like a child told they can’t have any sweets for dinner.

She snapped her finger and the massive vault door cracked open, slowly swinging wide. Inside, the facility staff were all backed up in the rear, looking out with fearful expressions.

“Clive?” Jason asked.

Ignoring the people cowering at the back, Clive walked in, moved straight to one of the open container doors and looked inside. He pulled out a few devices to wave around, then nodded to himself.

“Yeah,” he called out. “They were definitely storing reality cores in here.”

Farrah walked over to Jason and put a hand on his shoulder.

“Maybe you leave the questioning to other people,” she suggested. “Anna will be good for this, and we’ve got all the people we need backing her up. It doesn’t need to be you, and maybe it shouldn’t be.”

“I’m fine, Farrah.”

“I don’t doubt it,” she said. “But can you honestly tell me that investigating reality core use on Earth won’t bring up old memories? And that those memories won’t affect your decision-making in ways that perhaps they shouldn’t?”

“No,” he admitted.

“This isn’t like last time. It isn’t just you, me and Dawn. There’s a lot of people trying to help you here, and not just our people. You talk about wanting the people of Earth to step up. Now that you’ve explained to them properly what’s going on, maybe give them a chance to do just that? The locals are going to do a better job of tracking down everyone involved than people from a different world. Use their expertise, with Anna as liaison and the rest of us as muscle. Isn’t that why you dedicated the time and effort to setting this up?”

“Yeah,” he said, although he sounded reluctant.

“Then isn’t it about time you gave it all a chance to work?”

He looked over at Geneva. She was still sitting on her stool, but with a pack of Jason’s gold-rank allies looming over her.

“I don’t like it when you make this much sense,” he grumbled to Farrah.

“I always make this much sense.”

“Shut up.”

She swatted him on the head.

“Get out of here.”

He created a portal arch. He felt some resistance against it opening, from the magical wards on the facility, but tapped into his astral gate to push through. He sensed Geneva’s surprise, but instead turned to Bussinger, standing off to the side of the room.

“You’re with me,” he told her, then stepped through the portal without waiting to see if she’d follow. She looked around hesitantly, then did so.
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Bussinger stepped out of the portal onto a wide street. Trees lined one side, in front of buildings that looked Renaissance in design, but were clearly not. Their construction material was white and shed mist, almost like dry ice. She realised after a moment that the buildings were made of clouds, significantly narrowing down the potential places she had found herself in.

She turned on the spot, looking around. One the other side of a street was a park. Many of the people she spotted were not human, and she was getting as many stares as she was giving out.

Someone started talking to her in a language she didn’t know, and she realised she was still standing in the middle of the street.

“Entschuldigung,” she said, stepping onto the footpath. The man speaking to her had been a cyclist who had stopped to avoid running into her. It wasn’t a busy street, and most of the traffic was made up of bicycles and scooters. There was a delivery van that went past, and she saw tracks for a tramline.

“Excuse me,” a voice said in English. She turned to find a little girl looking at her, struggling to escape the grip her mother had on her hand. She was not human, but looked like a fox person, with no fewer than three tails wagging excitedly behind her.

“Marija, don’t bother the nice lady.”

“But she looks so cool! And that was Jason Asano! I saw him come out of the magic door!”

“Pardon me,” Bussinger said. “Did you happen to see which way he went?”

The girl pointed at a nearby building, her eyes locked on Bussinger’s golden gauntlets.

“Did you get those metal gloves from a monster? They’re so awesome!”

“I did,” Bussinger said. “And thank you.”

She turned to the mother.

“If you don’t mind me asking, this is Asano clan territory, right? Which one?”

“Are you alright?” the woman asked, looking Bussinger up and down.

Her red and gold clothes had mostly cleaned and repaired themselves, but the echoes of battle remained. There were still a few tears and scorch marks, and grime smeared across her face. Her dark hair, bundled tight for combat, had come loose and now wildly framed her pale face.

“I’m fine,” Bussinger said. “Are we in France or Slovakia?”

“Slovakia,” the woman said with a good-natured laugh. “It seems like you’re having quite a day.”

“You could say that. You should warn your daughter about following strange men through portals.”

“I’m afraid that advice would fall on deaf ears. She’s determined to be an adventurer.”

“An adventurer?”

“It’s what we call monster hunters here.”

The mother finally got her daughter moving again, throwing Bussinger an apologetic look. Bussinger turned her attention to the indicated building, which a sign proclaimed to be the Quilidos Centre For Spirit-Body Research. It sounded like the kind of scam spiritual healer that the reveal of true magic should have eliminated, yet had only allowed to flourish.

She headed inside to a marble-floored, glass-ceilinged atrium. The walls were the same cloud material as the exterior, but with leafy plants growing right out of them. In the middle of the floor was a pool filled with plants and fish. With mist coming off the walls, and sunlight pouring in from above, it felt like the lobby of a tropical resort. Two men behind a long reception desk were arguing in English.

“…set up the infrastructure now, and once regular mail starts up, we’re ready to go.”

“Set up regular mail? We’re surrounded by a vampire wasteland, not inclement weather. Rhett, we need to set up our base of operations in the US. Shipping things from here means more cost, more trouble and less reliability. Even if some kind of shipping service is instituted, it’ll be for all the tedious things the Asano clan will think are important. They certainly won’t prioritise shipping hand-made Pallimustus amphoras.”

“We have to call them Pallimustus-style, Jaime. We’re not actually getting them from Pallimustus, and they have trade laws on this planet. And always remember to call them artisanal.”

“What does artisanal mean?”

“It means we charge three times as much.”

“Three times?”

“Yeah.”

“I’m loving this language. It has so many words I enjoy.”

“I told you getting those skill books was a good idea.”

They finally noticed her entrance and turned her way. They were both silver-rankers, and human. She could sense the presence of monster core use in their auras, and something she couldn’t identify as well. For some reason, it made her think of a stiff laundry brush.

“You must be the lady Asano said was coming,” Jaime said, and pointed at a door. “Through there, left, left, right, then down to the end and down the stairs on the left.”

He then turned back to his companion.

“What if we said they were ‘hand-crafted by expert Pallimustus artisans,’ instead of calling them Pallimustus-style.”

“Oh, I like that.”

Having gone back to being ignored, Bussinger headed for the indicated door.
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Orange and Higgy were members of Nigel Thornton’s team of soldiers, together since their Network days back in Australia. Higgy was a man of Indian descent, handsome even before the effects of magic. Orange was one of those rare people who still looked rough in spite of ranking up multiple times. He not only looked like he belonged in a bar fight but like he was angry about not being in one right now. Jason watched them manoeuvre a vampire into a cell, using a pair of poles attached to a collar around the vampire’s neck.

“Is that a suppression collar?” Jason asked.

“A variant, designed to suppress vampiric power,” Carlos explained.

They were in a dungeon with multiple cells, around a third of which held vampires.

“Carlos,” Jason said, “you don’t waste any time, do you? Most of us haven’t even unpacked.”

“I wanted to get started immediately,” Carlos said. “I don’t normally have such ready access to vampires. The revelation that Earth vampires didn’t express the behaviour of Pallimustus vampires until the magic level rose has some key implications for my work.”

“I might have stumbled across something else that has implications for your work.”

“And what’s that?”

“An essence ability. I thought I sensed something when I saw it in action, but there was a fight going on. I might have been imagining it, so I want you to check. I don’t think I’d have noticed at all, if not for the work I did with you on Melody.”

“And what is it you saw, exactly?”

“Probably best to let you look at it blind. I know you’re an objective researcher, but I’d still rather not lead the results. I’ve asked her to come here so you can examine her for yourself.”

“And what did you tell her?”

“That you experiment on people.”

“That is a gross minimisation of what I do. And unlikely to entice her to participate in said experimentation.”

“It was this or stay in a room full of my friends after she just tried to kill me.”

“Yeah, that’d do it,” Orange said, glancing over his shoulder.

The vampire took the moment of distraction and knocked Orange’s pole from his hand, then lunged at him. Orange vanished and Higgy appeared in his place, holding a shield. The vampire hit the shield, which hammered the vampire with a thunderous blast of sound, sending him crashing into the wall. He slumped to the floor where Orange, who had appeared in Higgy’s original position, tossed him into the cell like a sack of potatoes before slamming the door shut.

“Bloody hell, Orange,” Higgy scolded.

“What’s that?” Orange asked loudly, cupping one ear. “I can’t hear you because of that blast. I probably won’t get my hearing back until I’ve left and you can’t yell at me anymore.”

Higgy rolled his eyes, but froze as Bussinger hurried in from the stairwell, all battle-readiness and wild beauty. He rushed up to her and offered his hand.

“Shane Patel, lovely to meet you.”

“He’s got a small dong,” Orange called out, which had everyone in the room turn to look at him.

“What?” he asked. “I just thought she should know.”

“Orange, I hate you so much,” Higgy said, then stomped out and up the stairs. The others were left standing around awkwardly.

“Does he really…?” Jason asked leadingly, breaking the silence.

“No,” Orange said. “It’s like a sea serpent from the corner of an old-timey map. You half expect to see it drag a ship under water. We just like to keep him humble.”

“What is going on down here?” Bussinger asked. “Are those vampires?”
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Both of Jason’s territories on Earth had a central tower at the heart of them. The two buildings loomed over the cities they sat within, incongruous with their surroundings. Administrative centres for the clan, they also served as portal hubs, connecting to each other and the astral spaces they contained. The upper floors of the building contained office space and other amenities required by clan leadership. The bottom half of each tower was a massive atrium with multiple mezzanine levels.

The atriums were more like hanging gardens. Plants grew everywhere, dangling from bridges crossing the open air at every level. Water features spilled from one floor to the next. The natural light was oddly unnatural, finding its way everywhere, whatever the time of day. There were no gloomy corners or places overshadowed by the bridges or upper levels. At most, there was a pleasant dappling as it made its way through the bridge gardens, or the leaves of two large willow trees on the ground floor.

The bottom floor was a reception area, but hard to navigate as it was more garden than lobby. The mezzanine levels had food courts, lounges and facilities related to the testing and training of essence-users. Both staff and visitors could be found roaming the atrium at any part of the day. The portals were always to be found in the atriums somewhere, but had a habit of relocating themselves without notice.

The exterior of each tower seemed unrelated to the interior. The façades were prone to undergoing massive changes, with the reason and schedule unknown. Since Jason’s return to Earth, the changes had been more frequent, from every few weeks or months to every few days. What might be a Chinese pagoda one day could be a celestial tower of marble and gold the next. What remained the same was the vast and spectral presence of a blue and orange eye, shining over the tower.

Emi loved discovering each new form of the tower. She enjoyed hunting through the atriums for the portals, visiting both domains to see what shape the buildings had taken. She would often take Vincent with her, wandering through the gardens together. He liked to sketch the towers, and she had a collection of his pencil drawings in their apartment.

Since her uncle’s return, she hadn’t been able to keep up with every change. They came too fast when she was busy, whether going to Australia or preparing for Jason’s longer-term plans. On this particular day, she had been called to the Slovakia domain, so she had the chance to visit the building.

It certainly wasn’t hard to spot, rising above the rooftops of Saint-Étienne as she rode a black scooter through the streets. The current design was a stark edifice of black glass and red embellishments, like the lair of some science-fiction despot.

“Do you think Uncle Jason is angry?” Emi asked. “I have this feeling that the building changes are based on Uncle Jason’s mood. This one time, it turned into what looked suspiciously like a Japanese love hotel, which I hope it doesn’t do every time he⁠—”

“Mr Asano is, indeed, quite angry,” the scooter said before she could continue. “He has it under control, however, which is as much as we can ask for. He is distracting himself with another task.”

“The mysterious thing you aren’t allowed to tell me about?”

“Mr Asano felt it best to let the results speak for themselves, in case of disappointment.”

The tower sat in the middle of a large market plaza. Food from the magically rich astral spaces was abundant, and mostly shipped through the portals in the tower. Food kiosks and produce stalls formed a small maze, and Emi brought the scooter to a stop. She drew gazes as the scooter exploded into a cloud of darkness that disappeared into her shadow, and she heard the usual whispers. Princess of the Asano clan. It was a long time since she’d let it bother her.

Normally, she would check out the markets before going in. The food grown in the perpetual night of the Slovakian astral space was often unusual and interesting. Today, she headed straight for the tower doors that were, on this occasion, sliding slabs of dark glass.

The interior was like a different world, some fey paradise trapped in a villain’s tower. A butterfly came down to land on her shoulder, the blue and orange of its wings vibrant but real. While reminiscent of Gordon’s doom harbinger butterflies, these were not the glowing variants Jason used to kill by the score.

She wandered over to the long reception desk, where one of the four attendants were free. Emi recognised him as Tony Asano, who was a second cousin or something. Their great-grandmother had already established a genealogy office to make sure that things didn’t get awkward a couple of generations down the line.

“Tony, do you know where the Slovakia portal is right now?”

“Second mezzanine, near the tteokbokki shop. Don’t you normally like to hunt it up yourself?”

“Somewhere to be today.”

Tony leaned forward to whisper, despite it being pointless. With essence-users having such powerful senses, each section of the reception desk had privacy magic to keep people’s business private.

“Is this something to do with your uncle?” he asked. “I heard he had Nigel’s teams bringing vampires back when clearing out blood farms.”

“I don’t know,” she told him. “They didn’t tell me anything.”

“I bet something so cool is happening.”

“You know that you could have been involved in stuff like this, right? But you couldn’t get out fast enough after basic training.”

“Well, yeah, but monsters are scary. I’ll stick to guided hunts and minimal combat quotas to rank up, thank you very much.”

“That’s… not unwise.”

“Really? I thought you combat types were all ‘essences shouldn’t be wasted on the weak,’ and such.”

“I’m not a combat type, Tony. Is the tteokbokki any good? I haven’t tried it.”

“I had the one with the ganjang sauce for lunch yesterday. It was good, but I’d recommend the gochujang, if you don’t mind it a little spicy.”

“Thanks.”
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In a ritual room in Carlos’ research centre, Jason, Clive and Bussinger watched Carlos and Farrah painstakingly draw out a ritual diagram.

“I appreciate the assistance,” Carlos told Farrah. “With magic this delicate, it’s good to have a ritual specialist make sure the circle is drawn with as much precision as possible.”

Jason turned when he heard Emi’s voice from down the hall.

“…would I want to buy an amphora? They’re just inconvenient jugs.”

“They’re artisanal.”

“That just means they cost three times as much.”

“Rhett, she knows!”

Jason shook his head and went out to reception. The two former Order of Redeeming Light zealots at the desk turned pale.

“Uncle Jason!”

Emi moved in for a hug, wrinkling her nose as he tousled her hair.

“Uncle Jason, I’m not a little girl anymore.”

“Of course not, Moppet. Let’s go.”

“What’s this all about?”

“You’ll see.”

He threw a stern look at Rhett and Jaime, who wilted like spinach in a sauna. Once he was gone, they both let out the breaths they were holding.

“Did she say uncle?” Rhett asked.

“She did.”

Jaime looked over at the small ‘amphoras for sale’ display at the end of the counter.

“We should change the sign to say we don’t sell to Asano family members.”

“This is the Asano clan, Jaime. That would cut out most of our market.”

“That’s why we need to get the online store up and running.”

“We still have the shipping issue.”

“I’d rather work on that problem than have Jason Asano asking us why we sold his aunt or whatever a dodgy amphora we made with an enchanted 3D printer.”

“You know he can probably still hear us, right?”

“That does not undercut my point.”

[image: ]


Carlos, Farrah and Jason watched as Clive and Emi, on their hands and knees, peered closely at the completed ritual circle. Clive explained the intricacies as Emi pointed and asked questions. Bussinger, who soon would be standing in the circle stood aside from the others, staring at it.

“Geneva Andros has shut up like a clam,” Farrah said. “She’s waiting for reps from the Network, like she’s in an interrogation room waiting on a lawyer.”

“She basically is,” Jason said.

“Anna and Danielle want to bring in as many people as possible. The Swiss government, the UN, the EU, all the magic factions. Not the ones with close ties to the Swiss branches, though. And the intelligence agencies we’re working with. They have the best interrogators, if we really want to put her in a room and sweat her. The basic idea is to drag all this into the light and see which bugs scatter.”

“And how is that going?”

“Andros might be staying tight-lipped, but all her little minions in the vault have proven less resolute. It looks like this Finnegan woman thought she was running a very tight little operation, with almost no one in the know. It turns out that her bosses were less discreet, already starting to shop around access to cores. If we hadn’t caught on to this now, the CIA would have in months at the latest. Probably weeks. We may have trouble rounding up everyone involved.”

“That doesn’t matter. My involvement begins and ends with stopping the reality core farming, and making sure it doesn’t start it up again.”

“That second part will be the trick. We may have to smack these operations down a few times, if people keep starting them up. They may see the risk as worth it, whatever example we make of these people.”

“I know. Now that someone has developed the method, the genie is out of the bottle. We’ll have to do our best to hide the bottle and smack the snot out of anyone trying to dig it up.”

“It’s looking like we’ve got a good line on the people in charge. The problem is that the operation itself, and the key players, are still in the wind.”

“The woman the portal specialist mentioned? Marie Finnegan?”

“It turns out that she’s the beginning of an interesting trail. That guy Remy had some surprising revelations to offer, once we pushed him. Lucky for us, he really doesn’t want to be in a room with you again. Turns out that while her bosses were selling out her secret operation, she was selling it to the vampire queen.”

“We suspected they were working with the vampires.”

“It seems that the connection is a little more personal than that. Finnegan has been working directly with Elizabeth. ‘Intimately’ was the word Remy used. It seems that the vamp queen has been increasingly on the outs with her subjects since your little vampire apocalypse. She’s out of people to trust, so her, Finnegan and McKean have been running their own show.”

“You’ve confirmed McKean’s involvement?”

“We have. We even got a location on their main lab, but it’ll be tricky to mount a raid.”

“How so?”

“It’s a submarine. It moves around so even a portal specialist who has been there can’t go back without an organised rendezvous. We’re looking into having Remy try and set that up, but if Finnegan doesn’t already know he’s been snatched, it’s a matter of time. Zara is bringing her people in.”

“The Storm Kingdom delegation?”

“Most of the Storm Kingdom is water. Their adventurers know how to operate under the sea.”

“They mean to search for the sub the hard way,” Jason realised.

“Exactly. We’d need to get lucky, but we have a general area to search.”

“Anything you need me for?”

“I think Anna will want to shake you at people in the coming days and weeks. It looks like they’ll have to gut at least two Network branches here in Switzerland. The same way they did in France after Adrien Barbou. We’re covered for now, though. Just concentrate on what’s happening here. Also, what is happening here? That is the most precision analytical ritual I’ve ever seen. It’s basically a soul microscope. Why do you need to look at someone’s soul that closely?”

She turned to look at Bussinger, standing nervously in the corner. Jason followed her gaze.

“I think I sensed something during the fight,” he said. “Can’t be sure, so I’m having Carlos take a closer look.”

“Uncle Jason’s being extremely cagey,” Emi said as she got up from the floor. “That ritual circle is immaculate, Farrah. You’ve gotten even better since the last time you were on Earth.”

“I had a lot of time to practise while someone…”

She gave Jason a flat glance.

“…was off fighting super gods for the fate of the cosmos.”

“It was for the fate of the cosmos!”

“There’s always an excuse,” Farrah said and shared a nodding look with Emi.

“Can we just start, please?” Jason asked, and they all turned to Bussinger again.

“Uh, what exactly is going to happen here?” she asked.

Carlos stepped between her and the others. With his lab coat and the glare he gave them, he looked like a doctor shooing people away from his harried patient. He then turned to Bussinger and spoke softly.

“It’s very simple. We’re going to take a look at your soul, but just the outside. It’s more or less the same as someone looking at your aura, but very thoroughly. It won’t hurt or be harmful, although most people report the sensation feeling quite intrusive. Asano did ask if you wanted to be subjected to this, right? What did he tell you exactly?”

“That he wanted someone to check something, about one of my powers. That someone was apparently you.”

“And that’s all?”

“What was I going to do? Fight him again? He fought me and six other people, and they all look like skeletons that were fished out of a tar pit.”

“They’re alive,” Jason clarified. “Gold-rankers. There’ll probably just be some PTSD.”

“You, of all people, should know better than to joke about that,” Carlos said.

“I’m not,” Jason told him. “Living through the things I do to people is going to stay with them for a long time.”

Jason turned to Bussinger.

“You’re in good hands with Carlos. He’s a healer. Kind of the opposite of me. But I’m not going to force you into doing this. If you want to go back to the mountain and get detained until we figure out what to do with you, that’s your choice.”

Bussinger looked at all the people staring at her, before settling her gaze on Jason.

“It’s been going through my head,” she told him. “What do you want? Can I trust any of what you tell me? Then I realised that it doesn’t matter. I can’t escape you; I can’t outfight you. You’ve been asking me to participate, but that’s just to make things easier. If you want me to do something, you can make me, whether I want to or not.”

The others watched Jason as he stood in silence, considering how to respond.

“You’re not wrong,” he told her. “I can make you do as I please. The whole world, really. But I don’t, because I don’t like what that would make of the world, and I don’t like what it would make of me.”

He sighed, then turned to Carlos.

“Sorry, mate. Let’s pack it all up.”

“Wait, what?” Bussinger asked.

“What?” Jason asked.

“You’re just going to give up?”

“Yeah. Consent is unequivocally my thing.”

“I didn’t say no. What is it that you think you saw? I think everyone here wants to find out, myself included.”

“And I’m not going to tell you. Not without knowing for sure. I’m almost certainly wrong, and I wouldn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up. Not on this.”

“Alright, then,” Bussinger said. “I’ll do it.”


31
THE ONLY CURE IS DEATH


The ritual room was a large and empty space. The walls and ceiling were plain, smooth plaster, while the floor was polished concrete. The lighting was non-magical fluorescent. Narrow, vertical slots were set at various points around the walls, running floor to ceiling. The only other permanent feature was the single door; the room lacked windows, decorations or furniture.

The ritual diagram Carlos and Farrah had created occupied one corner, with the room’s occupants gathered at the other end. Bussinger looked at the dense web of lines and sigils drawn onto the floor with fine powders of various colours. Set amongst them were piles of spirit coins and other materials, ranging from the seemingly mundane to the exotic. A glass bowl held murky water, and there was a pile of small metal ingots. What looked like a normal apple was radiating magic and a blue candle stub burned with green light. As she watched, the melted wax slowly crawled up the stub to restore the candle, as if moving backwards through time.

Earth was more interested in magitech than ritual magic, but she had seen rituals conducted several times. Compared to what she was now looking at, those ritual circles were the crayon drawings of a child. The only place not filled with intricate lines was an empty circle at the middle of the diagram. It had just enough space for one person to stand.

“Please move to the middle of the ritual diagram,” Carlos told her. “It would be best if you levitate in. I know you have gold-rank coordination, but a stumble should you hop in would cost us quite a bit of work.”

She turned to look at him.

“I don’t have a levitation power,” she said, getting odd looks from everyone but Asano and Farrah Hurin.

“I’m largely responsible for the aura-related sections of Farrah’s training programs,” Jason told the others. “I was focused on the people starting from scratch, not the ones who had already reached the mid-ranks using cores. Rufus refined what Farrah had spread to the world but didn’t disseminate the higher-level techniques either. Not after relations between the clan and the rest of the world started to sour.”

He turned to Bussinger.

“You can thank the Australian government seizing my uncle’s land for that one.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she told him.

“Every silver-ranker can do simple levitation using their aura,” Jason explained. “You can only use your aura on yourself that way, unless you’re a bit odd, like the messengers and⁠—”

“Don’t digress, Jason,” Farrah told him in a schoolteacher voice.

“Sorry. The point is, one of the first lessons of silver-rank aura control is levitation. It’s not very useful, outside of niche circumstances, but it’s very basic. For now, I should probably levitate you in.”

“No,” Carlos said. “The circle is sensitive, and I don’t want your aura contaminating the results. That’s why I asked you all not to use any active powers, and why I had this room lined with magically suppressive materials. Precise ritual work is tricky when the entire building is an expression of your power, Jason.”

“I know, right?” Emi said. “I’ve had to do the same thing every time I⁠—”

“Task at hand,” Farrah told her, in the same tone of mild scolding she’d used on Jason.

“Ms Bussinger,” Carlos said. “Please carefully hop into the circle.”

Bussinger leapt into the circle. It was an easy task with her strength and coordination, yet she found herself almost stumbling out of nervousness.

“That might have been easier if there hadn’t been so much build-up,” she confessed.

Carlos pulled a remote control from his pocket and clear panels slid out of the slots in the wall. They cut off the corner of the room, enclosing Bussinger and the ritual circle. A panicked expression flashed across her face before she smothered it.

“Sorry,” Carlos said. “I should have warned you. The screens are to filter out any extraneous magic during the ritual, as well as display the results.”

“Are you sure this is safe?” Bussinger asked.

“Quite harmless,” Carlos said.

“It’s just that I’ve seen screens like these on TV, when people are setting off explosives.”

“It does look like those,” Emi said enthusiastically. “That’s fun. But don’t worry; new ritual circle designs hardly ever catch fire.”

“Hardly ever?” Bussinger asked.

“New rituals often take some troubleshooting,” Emi explained. “Farrah, have you ever had a newly designed ritual circle catch on fire?”

“Stop teasing the poor woman,” Farrah scolded. “You’re as bad as your uncle. Ms Bussinger, this is a very old ritual, and is not going to have the mistakes an overenthusiastic ritualist…”

She glanced at Emi.

“…would make because they were too enamoured with their own cleverness.”

“Hey…”

“How about we start before she changes her mind?” Jason suggested.

Once the ritual began in earnest, the observers behind the glass quieted down. That helped calm Bussinger’s nerves, but she still felt like a fish in a tank as they all stared at her from the outside. She was about to ask when it would start when she felt a pressure pushing against her. It was like being submerged in liquid, but in a spiritual sense, the pressure flooding over her aura.

The weaknesses in her aura defences were laid bare in short order. The spiritual pressure found every flaw, seeping in like water into a poorly designed submarine. She instinctively pushed back, but it found every gap and crack in her defences.

“Please don’t resist the process,” Carlos said. “Your aura manipulation isn’t up to the task anyway, and you’ll only make the experience more unpleasant.”

Giving up her resistance was like forcing herself to breathe while underwater, knowing that she’d drown. She couldn’t bring herself to do it until a sense of tranquillity passed over her, seemingly out of nowhere. In a single moment, she went from the verge of drowning in a submarine to floating in an isolation tank, peaceful and safe. Her magical perception drifted away, and her other senses followed, everything going black.
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After Bussinger entered a trance mid-ritual, she had stood, senseless and still, unconscious but still on her feet. When the ritual came to a close, she started to fall. Clive used his Juxtaposition ability to switch-teleport with her, and Jason caught her before she hit the floor. He carried her into the middle of the room and a cloud bed floated out of the flask amulet around his neck. He set her down and left Emi to watch over her.

Carlos retracted one of the clear screens for Clive to get out. The other screen was awash with colour, like a flat lava lamp, displaying the results of the ritual. Jason and Carlos peered at it from up close, with Clive and Farrah behind them.

“This make any sense to you?” Farrah asked Clive.

“No,” he said. “I’ve dabbled in more magical fields than I probably should, but this is outside my experience entirely. Well, not entirely. Obviously, it’s a map of physical-spiritual dissonance through an application of resonating⁠—”

“Oh, yeah, obviously,” Farrah said. “Jason, do you understand this?”

“I do,” he said. “I’ve had an avatar working with Carlos all through my absence. It was learning, and I took in that knowledge like a skill book.”

He pointed at a display.

“Are you seeing this?” he asked Carlos.

“I am,” Carlos said, his voice an awed whisper. “Is this what you saw during the fight?”

“I wasn’t sure, but this confirms it, right?”

“We should run more tests,” Carlos said. “A lot more tests, starting with this one again to replicate the results. But it’s a strong indication, yes. You said that an essence ability did this?”

“I did. Have you ever heard of a power that can do this?”

“Never,” Carlos said. “If anyone knew about something like this, it would be me. I’ve never heard of an essence ability or any other kind of power that can do this. The only thing I’ve even heard of suggesting it’s possible would be⁠—”

“The Purity relic everyone on Palli is fighting over.”

“Exactly,” Carlos said with a nod. “I can’t even imagine the ramifications of this, even if the power’s effect is so miniscule to have no practical impact.”

“But she could keep using it, right? It’s an essence ability, so she could use it over and over.”

“I think that’s exactly what she has been doing,” Carlos said, pointing at a section of the results. “This isn’t the result of a single use but an accumulation of the effect being repeated. See how miniscule each individual result is.”

Jason moved his face right up to the screen.

“You’re right,” he said. “The individual instances are almost undetectable.”

“Except that you did detect one,” Carlos pointed out. “Not with a ritual but with your aura senses alone. While in the middle of a fight, no less. How sensitive is your spiritual perception exactly?”

“Um, quite?”

“Quite? Sensing this would be like directly perceiving the dimensional boundary of the universe with just your magical senses.”

“Uh…”

Carlos ran a hand over his face.

“Why are you running around fighting monsters when you have abilities like these? You should be dedicating your life to magic research!”

“Yes!” Clive exclaimed. “I’ve been saying it for years.”

“Can we stop complaining about Jason not living up to his potential long enough for someone to tell me what is going on?” Farrah asked.

“Not living up to my… I made a universe!”

“You already had a spirit realm,” Farrah said dismissively. “It was less making a universe than just renovating.”

Jason stared at her, slack jawed.

“Actually,” Farrah said, looking at Bussinger, “save the explanation for when she wakes up. It sounds like something she deserves to hear first.”
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Bussinger’s eyes snapped open. She was on a cloud bed floating on the floor of the ritual room. Lying in it felt like being in a soft waterbed while on heavy-duty painkillers.

“Welcome back,” Emi Asano said with a smile.

Bussinger realised that her hand was held in a gently comforting grip. She retrieved her hand and sat up, taking a moment to figure out how in the impossibly plush furniture.

“What happened?” she asked. “Did I pass out?”

“Uncle Jason said that you entered a reflexive meditative state. How do you feel?”

“I feel… I’m not sure.”

Emi sat cross-legged on the floor, waiting patiently for Bussinger to figure out her condition. No, Bussinger realised; Emi was not on the floor but over it, floating just above the polished concrete. She ignored the floating woman, turning her attention to herself. She felt good. Free, almost, but in an oddly specific and familiar way that she couldn’t place. Then she recognised the feeling.

“Have you ever tried to untangle a knot, and it just won’t budge?” she asked Emi. “You tease and you pluck, but it just won’t shift. But then, finally, a little piece does. Just a bit, but you know you’ve got it. You’ll still have to work to pull it apart, but that’s the moment you’re on your way. You know what I mean?”

“Uh, I think so? I mean, I understand the thing with the knot, but I’m not sure how that translates to a spiritual condition.”

“I think I might,” Jason said.

Bussinger stood up as the others approached, Emi helping as she lost her balance for a moment.

“I’m dizzy,” Bussinger said. “I haven’t been dizzy in twenty years.”

Jason stood in front of her.

“Are you okay?” he asked.

“I am. Are you finally going to tell me why you brought me here?”

“Yes. I think that sensation you’re feeling is because of the meditative trance you found yourself in. At least, that’s what started it. You were having trouble letting go, so I used my aura to nudge you along a little.”

“You what?” Carlos asked from where he was still looking at the results on the screen. “I told you not to⁠—”

“It was fine,” Jason said. “My control is precise enough to not interfere with your ritual.”

“So you say,” Carlos muttered, but went back to staring at the screen.

“You pushed me into that trance?” Bussinger asked Jason.

“Yes. I suspect that you’ve been using more basic meditation techniques. They work for low rankers, but don’t have the same benefits at high rank. When you’re silver, and especially gold, proper meditation technique involves trance states and guided mana circulation. With some help, you unconsciously fell into a condition like this, and I think it helped you feel the results of something you’ve been doing to yourself for a while now. You just didn’t realise you were doing it.”

“Doing what?”

“That power of yours. Tribulation Lightning. It hurts you, but it also purges anything affecting you, right?”

“That’s right.”

“Carlos, over there, has been researching a related field for a long time. Many curses, deep curses, that normal powers don’t cleanse, work by effectively coating your soul in gunk. He’s been trying to figure out how to remove that gunk without killing people in the process, and he’s found some success.”

“Limited success, in very specific instances,” Carlos called out.

“We have come to suspect that your power can remove some of that spiritual crud from your own soul, in a way normal cleansing powers cannot. It only works on yourself, and the effect is miniscule, but it does seem to be removing a portion of the spiritual muck currently gunking up your soul. We’ve never heard of another power that can do that, even in the other world.”

“Are you saying that there’s gunk on my soul?”

“Yes. A lot of it, and your power has only removed the tiniest amount. What I’m hoping is that your power can help accelerate Carlos’ research. Find a way to undo conditions people suffer under where, currently, the only cure is death.”

“Hang on, go back to the part where my soul is covered in muck. When did this happen? And how?”

“You’ve been doing it to yourself,” Jason said. “Every time you absorb a monster core, you take in the clean, refined magic to advance your abilities. All the leftover stuff that made the monster what it was basically sticks to the outside. That’s why monster cores residue is so easy to sense in people’s aura, because the aura has to push through it to be projected.”

“Are you saying that I’m removing the monster core stuff? The residue or whatever that stops people from being able to raise my abilities the way you do?”

“Yes.”

“Does that mean I’ll be able to train like someone from the other world? I just have to use my ability enough to clean it all off?”

“It’ll take more than that, unfortunately,” Jason told her. “You’d have to blast yourself with that power all day every day for around half a millennium to clear enough of it off to have even a partial effect.”

“Then it doesn’t matter.”

“On the contrary, this is an astounding revelation. If you work with Carlos, there might be a way, someday, to purge the monster core residue from not just you, but from everyone.”


32
WHAT FOREVER MEANS


Jason found himself at a loose end. Bussinger was now with Carlos, at the beginning of what would be years of research. Jason’s political advisors were working with the factions of Earth, digging out just how dirty the Network branches farming reality cores were. Zara’s Storm Kingdom people were searching the North Sea for the submarine lab, and the vampire queen hopefully hiding in it.

He had resisted the urge to join the search himself. Not only was his skill set not helpful but there was tension between him and the adventurers from Rimaros. They did not like what was, in their eyes, his ambiguous relationship with their princess. Jason didn’t find it ambiguous at all, so long as they were on Earth. It was on their return to Pallimustus that things would get complicated. He decided not to poke that particular bear, even with the tempting allure of a villain’s submarine laboratory lair.

Having been busy, first in Australia, then Pakistan and then Europe, Jason had quietly gone off for some alone time, familiars notwithstanding. Most of his family resided in his French spirit domain, so he had gone to Slovakia and added an extra floor to the top of the administration tower.

The largest room of his private floor had one wall that opened onto a terrace. The other walls were mostly covered in floor-to-ceiling alcove shelving, filled with board games. Several gaming tables were set up in the room, along with a reading desk and a lounge area with a kitchenette. Gordon and Colin were in the lounge area, with Gordon floating over a cloud couch, watching Mary Poppins: Secret of the Umbrella. It was apparently the seventh film in the series, and the reason Jason was not sorry to have missed the last fifteen years of cinema. Colin was currently a pile of leeches in a large glass bowl, buried in chunks of raw, bloody monster meat.

Jason stood in the middle of the room, looking over the games lining the walls, stacked four or five to an alcove. Shade floated in the air beside him.

“Most of these are decades old now,” he mused.

“You inherited them from your friend Greg, did you not?” Shade asked.

“Most of them. He’s long gone, while the man who killed him is still wandering around. As some kind of undead blood slave, but he’s out there.”

“Do not feel too aggrieved for the lot of Jack Gerling, Mr Asano. If his soul has been trapped since he died in that transformation zone, his will be a tortured existence. A trapped soul that should be passing on becomes increasingly unstable over time, until it is nothing but insensible rage.”

“Like the flesh abominations in that astral space you were trapped in when we met.”

“Indeed. Gerling is unlikely to have lost his senses yet, but his existence is likely one of constant suffering and misery. A mind can only endure that for so long. What will you do when you catch him?”

“Release him. The man is dead. He’s just a soul that needs to pass on now.”

“You aren’t tempted to use his condition for revenge?”

“Doing that to a soul is just wrong. It being the soul of a crappy person doesn’t change that.”

“I am glad to hear you say that, Mr Asano. I may no longer be bound to my father and his purpose, but I still believe in the sanctity of death.”

Jason went over to the wall and brushed his fingers lightly over a stack of game boxes, then let his arm drop to his side.

“It’s been so long now,” he said.

“That is a matter of perspective, Mr Asano.”

Jason nodded.

“What is it like, Shade? Living for so long?”

“Time does not pass any faster for immortals. You and I live day by day, year by year, just like everyone else. It has been my experience that people think in parcels of time. I’ve found that mortals who become ageless still tend to think in lifetimes. Not only does that comport with their formative experiences, but it allows them to live lives alongside those who will not live forever. They might settle somewhere, live a life. Make friends, have children. Then those people grow old and eventually die. Then there usually comes a time where they isolate themselves. Ponder the nature of loss, and of eternity. Then they’ll have an encounter, make a friend, and it all starts over again.”

“It seems like that could get to you, over time. Make you callous to loss. Or you could go the other way and become so sensitive to it that you’re afraid to make any connection.”

“Both are inevitable, but you are underestimating what forever means, Mr Asano. There is always a tomorrow. Always time for things to get better, or worse, however long it takes. Sometimes you find that change within yourself, and sometimes you need a push. Miss Dawn was sent to you, to give her that push, although I suspect you pushed harder than the World-Phoenix was anticipating.”

Jason chuckled, then wandered over to the lounge area. He took a pitcher of juice from the fridge, then a glass and a bowl from the cupboard. He set them down on the coffee table and then lazily plonked himself on a cloud couch, next to Gordon. With a groan, Jason sat up and poured juice into the glass and the bowl. While he picked up the glass and sipped at it, Gordon sent one of his orbs to the bowl and absorbed a portion of the juice.

“What about you, Shade?” Jason asked. “You were never mortal. What’s your experience of immortality?”

The shadow familiar drifted over, next to the couch.

“I was born eternal, in a place that has no time,” he said. “Even so, I still find myself compartmentalising my life, albeit with more variation than someone born in the physical realms. Sometimes, I measure times in lives, like those born mortal. The instances where I was a familiar, for example. Other times, it is by experience, such as being trapped in the astral space where we met.”

“How did that happen, exactly? You were a familiar at the time, right? To someone who had the dark essence, like me?”

“Yes. Familiars and their essence-users can have falling outs. This is most common in the case of summoned familiars, like myself. When one or both do not wish to continue the connection, another is easily summoned. More drastic partings can occur, with one party betraying another, but this is more common with bonded familiars.”

“Like the Network founder and Noreth.”

“Indeed. It can happen with summoned familiars, however. My summoner, prior to you, not only chose to sever our bond, but to do so in a way that bound me to that place.”

“How did he manage that without you noticing? You’re hard to keep secrets from, even without sharing a bond.”

“Each person has their own relationship with a familiar, Mr Asano. Some are closer, and trusting, while others are more of an alliance. There was distance between myself and my previous summoner. Our ideologies were different but not opposed. We had a formalised contract, with defined rules. Even so, it would not have been possible without the interference of my brother.”

“Umber. I recall you mentioning him, but you’ve never really talked about what happened between you.”

“To explain Umber, I think I need you to understand, at least a little, the nature of life as a spiritual entity. You might say that, for astral beings, our souls are the entirety of what we are. We are things entirely of spirit, simple and focused. We may or may not come into being with specific purpose, but our natures are clearly defined. Colin was born as an avatar of hunger, and Gordon as a herald of annihilation. I was born as a shepherd of death.”

“You sound like quite the sinister group when you say it like that.”

“Mr Asano, tell me that you’ve never found yourself standing on a rooftop, your cloak swirling around you, and had the words ‘I am the night’ pass through your head.”

“You’re getting off topic. You were talking about what astral beings are like.”

“Yes, and you need to understand how the mortal experience is different. They have a spiritual aspect, but they are primarily physical entities. Their purpose is ill-defined, their natures complex and contradictory to themselves. The idea of cognitive dissonance is incomprehensible to an astral being, yet seems inherent to the human condition. The same is true of most other sapient species.”

“You’re saying that astral beings are born with a sense of who and what you are, while mortals spend our entire lives figuring that out. And getting it wrong, most of the time.”

“An adequate summation. In the astral, things make sense. There is no need to interpret, or to ascribe arbitrary value. To perceive a thing is to know that thing. It is part of how we exist in a state where core aspects of physical reality, like the passage of time, do not exist. To us, physical reality is nonsensical, contradictory and overwhelming. That is also what makes it fascinating. There is little point to curiosity in the astral. It may seem mysterious to those with mortal minds, but to a native, the astral holds no mystery at all.”

“Is that why you became a familiar? You were bored?”

“No. The concept of boredom is another mortal trait. What I have been describing is the perspective of spiritual entities that do not interact with physical realities. The isolated, or newborns, like Gordon and Colin were. For many, this is all they ever need. But many astral entities answer to summons from physical reality, to become familiars or serve other purposes.”

“Because doing so helps them gain authority?”

“Yes. The deep astral, the realm of the fully spiritual, has no ranks in power, the way physical realms do. There is simply the authority to act, or the absence of such. Ironically, interaction with physical reality is the most efficient means to accumulate authority. The only exceptions are the entities who themselves are engines that generate authority. That is what differentiates an astral being from a great astral being.”

“So, a lot of astral beings become familiars, to gather authority.”

“There are other means of such interaction, but becoming a familiar is the most straightforward, consistent and efficient. From my description, you should understand why that appeals to astral entities.”

“I’m going to go ahead and guess that the physical realms start turning astral beings a bit funny.”

“Yes. Astral beings are uniform in their nature. Every shadow of the Reaper is much like every other. But once we are introduced to the chaos of physical reality, we begin to develop idiosyncrasies. Based on our intrinsic nature but shaped by our experiences. That is the gift that mortals give us. I was far along this path when we met, but it is you who have shaped Colin and Gordon, like a parent.”

Jason glanced at his other familiars. Gordon turned one of his floating eye orbs to look back, the others continuing to watch the film. A bloody hand grew out of Colin’s big bowl of leeches and meat to wave. Jason awkwardly waved back.

“Yeah, that’s not horrifying at all,” he said, his voice an octave higher than normal.

“As with mortals,” Shade continued, “familiars who develop individual personalities do so with great variance. As we take on values and interests, we diverge from our previously uniform nature. This can result in conflict with one’s own kind.”

“And that’s what happened with you and Umber? I’m assuming it was more than just a personality clash, if he’s getting your summoner to turn on you and trap you in an astral space for centuries.”

“Yes, although that was him seizing an opportunity. He facilitated the existing intentions of my summoner. There was more to the events surrounding our meeting, Mr Asano, than I think either of us truly know. Mr Bahadir painted the events of that time as a treasure hunt and a contest. I believe that, in truth, it was part of a much larger and longer conflict. Not even a diamond-rank weapon of historical significance is worth such an expenditure in time, money and influence.”

“You think there is more to the Order of the Reaper? I’ve heard about them coming back, but we never really ran into them. Just peripherally, with Callum Morse and Sophie’s mum.”

“Perhaps Mr Bahadir would be willing to elucidate more, now that you are no longer an iron-ranker. Or, perhaps, he keeps the confidence of another and will not share their secrets.”

“Do you think your brother was caught up in that?”

“I do not. Umber has ever been an opportunist in his antagonism. A lesson learned from my seeing through several of his more pre-planned schemes.”

“What is his issue with you?”

“As Umber himself started to develop a personality, he became fixated on the idea that in moving away from our original states, we were abandoning perfection. That the more we changed, the further we fell from grace. The irony, of course, being that the more Umber indulged in his growing obsession, the more he became the very thing he hated.”

“And he fixated on you?”

“The Reaper’s children are not known for great divergence. Even those who become familiars remain largely true to their nature. Umber and I are the ones who have drifted the furthest from our original states. I have embraced this change, which only fuels Umber’s antipathy. The only being he hates more than me is himself.”

“What does he want with you?”

“He believes that we are both in need of punishment. For him, his own individuality is punishment enough, but that is a state I revel in. I roam free, not just willing but eager to be changed by my experiences.”

“What is he going to make of you severing the connection to the Reaper?”

“I do not know. There is only so much he can do when he and I are both eternal. Nothing we do to one another can be permanent when the only absolute constant is change. Perhaps he will even find a way to return to the blank state he so reveres. I imagine his intention for me is as ever. He seeks to entrap me. To rob me of my ability to experience and grow. I have foiled his intentions in the past, but not always. Our encounter in the astral space was not the first time he has had me trapped in some way, and we have forever. He will doubtlessly do it again. I imagine the difference, now, is that you will be included in his plotting.”

“Not meaning to offend, but your brother sounds like a huge prick.”

“He is an unfortunate soul. He has been given such a gift, in the chance to experience the cosmos for all of eternity, yet sees it as nothing but poison. I hope he learns to let go of the ideals that do nothing but hurt him. He has shown no signs of it, in all these years, but forever is a long time.”

“So, what you’re saying is that, sooner or later, he’s going to turn up and make trouble.”

“Yes. Most likely in the moment at which we are most vulnerable.”

“Well, that’s cheerful,” Jason said.

Next to him on the couch, Gordon spoke, his voice emanating from each of his orbs like an angelic chorus.

“If you want to be cheered up, you could watch this movie with me.”

Jason looked at Gordon, then over at the screen.

“Yeah, why not,” he said, and leaned forward to refill his juice glass. “You’ll have to catch me up, though. Why is she in space?”

“It turns out that she was an alien the whole time,” Gordon explained. “Taika was very excited about it. He said it reminded him of Highlander II, which he said is the best film of the series.”

“He thinks Highlander II is the best one? What is wrong with that man?”


33
THE STUFF OF FAITH AND MADNESS


The magitech submarine containing Simon McKean’s laboratory was divided into a lab section, a living area and the operational sections like propulsion and the bridge. The corpses of the crew were piled up on the bridge, and those of the researchers in the bunk room. Elizabeth and Gerling were searching the ship for survivors, although she and Marie would both be startled to find any.

Marie was in McKean’s cabin. She was sitting at a desk set into the wall staring at a laptop open in front of her. She angrily stabbed at it with her fingers, setting the video to play for the fourth time. Simon, recorded by the laptop now in front of her, appeared and started talking.

“When you find this, Marie, I’ll be gone. I’ve purged all records of the research, other than what I am taking with me. Perhaps they are recoverable; magic makes ‘impossible’ a meaningless word, after all. I doubt it, though. I scrubbed the hard drives with magnets and magic before smashing them and dropping the pieces into the ocean.”

Marie resisted the urge to put her fist through the screen.

“I had hoped to make you a part of this,” he said. “I do find you to be a compelling woman, and not unintelligent. To my disappointment, it has become clear that you have formed a bond with the vampire queen, despite the incompetence demonstrated by her obvious and escalating failures. I considered offering you a chance to join me regardless, but I ultimately realised that my reasoning had been compromised by affection of which you are ultimately undeserving. Your ability to inspire that in me is, in itself, sufficient cause to excise you from my life. Even so, I have decided to indulge my affection one last time, and produce a farewell message. Obviously.”

“You smug, creepy piece of crap.”

“I am sorry that it came to this, Marie, but Elizabeth is a sinking ship. Leaving core-enhanced blood oaks in her hands would be tantamount to flushing them out the submarine’s airlock. After the debacle in Melbourne revealed the existence of the blood oaks, it is only a matter of time before Farrah Hurin and that fool Asano come hunting. I will need a deterrent, and sooner rather than later. Your hesitance and Elizabeth’s unwillingness to take action against Asano will only slow me down. I will be turning to other vampire lords, now that Elizabeth has lost her influence over them. I cannot trust them, of course, but I have a solution to that.”

He snorted a laugh.

“I suppose I don’t need to share the details. I’ll miss it, I think, explaining things to you. You were almost smart enough to understand what I was talking about. A clean break is for the best, but I do feel some obligation to you. I will be leaving you with no research and no crew; after all, vampires do get hungry. There’s a little side project I’ve been working on that you can perhaps get some use out of. I’ve left it in the testing room, but do be careful with it. It can be quite tricky to handle.”

He sighed.

“I am sorry it came to this, Marie. You should have made better choices.”

The video came to an end, McKean’s face frozen awkwardly. His features held an echo of the weaselly man he was in her head, but the magic of silver rank had smoothed them to handsomeness. Again, she stopped herself from punching the screen.

“You need to stop watching that,” Elizabeth said from the door.

“I know. Any survivors? Ideally ones who know how to pilot a submarine. I don’t like the idea of waiting for this thing to run aground somewhere.”

“No. I think it’s time to look at whatever Simon left for us.”

“It’s probably a trap.”

“Perhaps. He may have decided to punish you for your failure to return his feelings. But I can’t help but think it’s something designed to impress you. That, in his head, will make you realise that you should have followed him around like a good little woman.”

Marie shuddered.

“Such a little creep. At this point, though, we should probably take a look. The only other thing we have left to do is wait for Remy to come back.”

“I still assert that letting him return was a mistake. If it is discovered that he is working with us, we will be drastically inconvenienced.”

“If he didn’t go, when Geneva was pressuring him that hard, she’d have looked into why. I hate the woman, but she’s competent and thorough.”

“If she needed that many gold-rankers, then she has larger problems than questioning Remy.”

“But if he’s been revealed as our associate, he isn’t coming back. That will make getting off this vessel and back on dry land an awkward undertaking.”

“Quite. Shall we start with whatever Simon has left us?”

“Yes, but even the smug prick said to be careful on the video, not that I wouldn’t.”

“We can have Gerling make the initial examination, and suffer the consequences. It is what I keep him for, after all.”
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Holly Macrossan was Annabeth Tilden’s successor as Under-Secretary-General of the United Nations Office of Supernatural Affairs, and it had been a rough few weeks. While the chance to visit her family in Sydney was nice, it was good to be heading for home in New York. The luxury jet in which she left Australia was a small but welcome compensation. It had been provided by Lenora Coleman, head of the yet-unnamed multinational taskforce operating out of Asano Village.

Sprawled on the indulgently large bed in the sleeping cabin, sleep eluded Holly, despite her exhaustion. Her mind raced, still trying to process what she had seen during her time in Australia. Asano’s briefing was the stuff of faith and madness. The origin of the universe. A throne that ruled the cosmos. The world threatening to tear itself apart. Even with all that magic had done, Holly would have had a hard time believing any of it. She wouldn’t have, if not for her visit to Jason Asano’s private universe.

Despite two decades of magic, perhaps even because of it, Holly maintained a sceptical mindset. In times like these, it was easy to believe anything. She had gone over every potential explanation for her experiences in Asano’s realm. Illusion magic or hallucinogens seemed more plausible than some guy from the Mid North Coast being what amounted to a god.

She’d considered the ways it might be a deception. Hallucinations, illusions or some manner of drug-induced hypnotic suggestion. But he’d shown them too much, for too long. Her mind had been clear throughout the experience, with no fog or gaps in memory. The others touring with her had reported the same.

Asano had demonstrated impossible wonders, and not just some curated display. Every question she or the others had was met with a demonstration, and sometimes a second. Every challenge they put to him was easily matched. She watched him shape mountains and oceans. A joke about turning the sky plaid was met with him doing exactly that. He pulled meteors from the sky, skipping them across the atmosphere like rocks on a pond.

The final straw had been what he referred to as the astral gate. Situated in a space station orbiting the main planet, it looked like an ordinary portal. What she sensed from it was something she utterly failed to describe in the aftermath, or at any point since. She had touched infinity, and the simple experience of that had changed her understanding of reality forever. When she meditated on it later, no fewer than seven of her essence abilities had advanced. In the face of all that, she’d been left with no recourse but to believe.

She’d met people from the other world. Not diplomats and terrifyingly powerful adventurers, but refugees from a destroyed city. They spoke of Jason’s power. How it destroyed their city, yet also rescued them from that destruction. How it then wiped out an army of angelic messengers. She had many questions for them, and was not the only one. They spoke of a System message about the Hegemon descending, echoing reports from the battle in Pakistan.

The universe Asano showed them gave weight to his claims that would otherwise have been dismissed as absurdities. The world would need to come to terms with what he had told and shown them. It was difficult enough for Holly, and she was an eyewitness. Asano hadn’t been wrong in pointing out that the religions wouldn’t like it, once it all came into the open. She knew for a fact that some of the people at the briefing had reached out to the leadership of their various faith groups, despite their agreements of confidentiality.

It was finally dawning on the people of Earth that there was a god in their midst. Holly was now convinced there was nothing they could do about that, although she knew that others would rail against it. To her mind, Asano should be treated like a natural disaster. All they could do was evacuate people from his path, then repair and rebuild once he had moved on.

Earth was no stranger to capricious gods, but they usually had the decency to stay in their holy books. They certainly didn’t invade secret mountain bases. Nor did they single-handedly throw around whole groups of gold-rankers just to prove that they could. Holly had been getting regular reports on the events in Europe, and she had no idea how that mess would be resolved.

The European Network branches were primarily operating out of the surrounding areas, mostly Turkey and the United Kingdom. Operating in exile, they had largely downsized, with some branches shutting down entirely. The revelation of the Swiss branches covertly operating out of their old bases, with vampire approval, would be the source of every headache Holly had for the next year.

The unconfirmed collusion with vampires was bad enough, but the reality core farming that had Asano so angry was potentially worse. Holly remembered the old days, when reality cores taken from transformation zones had led to a magical arms race. Without them, the vampires would not have had the strength to hold out against the rest of the world. The explosion of gold-rankers never would have happened. Many of the leaps forward in magitech of the last decade would never have happened.

Despite what reality cores could accomplish, Holly did not want to see their return. It had been a time of secret wars, magical factions clashing over the cores that remained after the transformation zones stopped forming. Without that infighting, it might have been possible to stop the vampires before they had consolidated. There was also Asano’s claim that harvesting enough cores would cause the entire planet to be destroyed. Not reduced to some post-nuclear wasteland, but wiped off the face of the universe completely, like a dead bug from a windshield.

The most frustrating part was that there was little to be done. The most Holly could accomplish was to prevent anyone from provoking Asano, and to hope he wouldn’t go on a rampage. She sat up on the edge of the bed, wincing at a headache. Silver-rankers could endure a lack of rest better than normal humans, but the sleep deprivation was harsh when it did eventually come.

The handle of the cabin door rattled briefly, then the door swung open. Her cat familiar, Gumboot, was hanging from the handle. Gumboot had silver fur with yellow streaks, and dark brown sock colouration on her paws. Now that the System was in place, another of Asano’s god-like traits, she knew her familiar was called a mangrove star cat. Gumboot was not a stealthy creature, with her bright fur that always caught the light. She was also quite clumsy, for a cat, although very clever. Her powers allowed her to create pools of sucking mud that could trap even silver-rankers.

Gumboot’s paws slipped on the handle, and she tried to turn during the short drop to floor. The attempt backfired, and instead of landing on her feet, she landed on her head. Sprawled unflatteringly on the floor, she let out a disgruntled meow before picking herself up, nudging the cabin door closed again and hopping into Holly’s lap. A few head scratches later, she was purring happily. With her familiar’s companionship, Holly was finally able to get some sleep, her cat curled up in the crook of her body.

It felt like she had only been asleep an instant when a knock on the cabin woke her, but a glance at the clock said that hours had passed. She sat up, still groggy as a second, urgent knock came from the door.

“What?” she asked, her voice croaky.

“Sorry to wake you up, but the pilot said I should.”

Still wearing her now-rumpled suit, Holly got up and yanked open the door. Her assistant, Tim, was standing in the hall with an apologetic expression.

“Why?” she demanded.

“Uh, there’s a lady.”

“A lady?”

“Yep.”

“Where?”

“Outside.”

Holly wasn’t so asleep that she couldn’t feel the motion of the jet.

“Tim, we are travelling at almost the speed of sound, more than a kilometre in the air, are we not?”

“Um, yep. We are.”

“And you’re saying there’s a lady outside.”

“Yes. She’s very pretty.”


34
SOMETHING WORSE


The submarine’s testing room was the single most secure space on the vessel. Mishaps were best avoided while in a metal tube, deep beneath the ocean surface, and the testing room was designed to contain any that cropped up. At Elizabeth’s direction, Gerling turned the wheel on the heavy bulkhead door, then hauled it open. Inside, the room was almost entirely bare. There was only a light on the ceiling behind reinforced glass, and a cardboard box sitting on the floor.

“I’m still not sure about this,” Marie said.

“Gerling is expendable,” Elizabeth said. “And repairable.”

“He’s also kind of a walking explosion.”

“He doesn’t go off by accident.”

“Oh, sweetie, men will always tell you that.”

Elizabeth gave Marie a wry look, then turned back to Gerling.

“Go in,” she directed.

Elizabeth and Marie backed away from the door as Gerling stepped through.

“We could still leave it,” Marie said. “We can seal the room back up and be done with it.”

“Even if whatever is in that box destroys Gerling, I can just reconstitute his body. I’ve done so several times before.”

“Alright, but when we’re talking about this later, remember that I gave you the chance to back out.”

“It will be fine. Gerling, open the box.”

He lifted the unsealed flap and a red tentacle immediately speared out, burying itself in his torso. He trembled, rippling like water, and fell to the ground. Elizabeth’s eyes went wide. She rushed forward to push the bulkhead door shut, then spun the wheel to seal it.

“We need to leave,” she said.

“What is going on?” Marie asked.

“We urgently need to leave.”

“Why?”

“Something has co-opted my connection to Gerling.”

“What does that mean?”

“That we need to leave.”

“Leave to where, exactly? We’re on a runaway submarine.”

“Anywhere that isn’t here,” Elizabeth said, then walked over to the hull and put her fist through it. The pressurised water from outside immediately shot in around her arm like a water jet, shredding her clothes. The air was filled with spray and water rapidly pooled on the deck. The sound of rushing water was like thunder in the enclosed space.

“I would just like to remind you,” Marie shouted over the noise.

“You told me so, I know,” Elizabeth said.

She grabbed the edges of the hole she’d punched through the hull and ripped it wider with gold-rank strength. Even the magically reinforced steel gave way and water smashed through the expanded hole like a hammer.
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Holly and Tim peered out the windows, looking over the wing. A woman with silver hair flowing behind her was flying through the air like a superhero, matching the speed of the plane.

“Look at her hair,” Tim said. “The way it trails behind her, shining in the sun. It’s like the tail of a comet. How does it not go everywhere, or get tangled up in that wind?”

“She’s flying at almost the speed of sound, Tim. I’m going to guess magic.”

Tim reached for his phone and raised it up to take a picture.

“Put that away,” Holly told him.

“Just one photo.”

“Do you want her to hit you?”

Tim stayed silent, his expression turning shifty.

“Tim?”

“I don’t think it’s wrong to be open to new experiences.”

“Tim, do we need to have the talk about personal and professional behaviour again? I know that people in the magical community are expected to be quirky, but you’ve been backsliding since we returned to Australia. If you’re like this when we get back to the UN, I will fire you, do you understand?”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.”

“Do you think she’s single?”

“Tim…”

“We’re not back yet. And dating is hard in the magical community.”

“You should never have been given this job. I hate nepotism hires.”

“But you’re the one who hired me. You’re my aunt.”

“We all have moments of bad judgement, Tim. How long has she been out there?”

“A couple of minutes. Who do you think she is? She has to be gold rank, right? I can’t sense her aura at all.”

“Her name is Sophie Wexler. She’s one of Asano’s companions.”

Tim flashed her a panicked look.

“You don’t think he’s here?”

“I know exactly as much as you do.”

“That’s probably not a good thing,” Tim admitted.

The flying woman looked over at them, then swerved in closer to the plane. When it seemed like she was going to hit them, she vanished.

“Apologies for the intrusion,” Sophie said, and they whirled around to find her standing behind them. “I was asked to make a delivery.”

“Like, a pizza?” Tim asked.

The two women turned to look at him.

“He’s my nephew,” Holly said, her voice apologetic.

Sophie’s shadow grew from the floor, turning into a humanoid figure.

“Mrs Macrossan,” Shade said. “It is good to make your acquaintance again. Mr Asano would like to apologise for the unconventional approach, but he can’t portal blindly onto a moving plane. Would you allow him to board?”

“It seems odd to ask when the two of you are already here.”

“Mr Asano recognises that some find his presence imposing in a way that his associates do not. Miss Sophie is often found more welcome.”

Holly looked Sophie up and down, with her wind-tousled hair and body-hugging, aerodynamics-friendly outfit.

“I’m guessing that welcome is most enthusiastic from men,” Holly said.

“Indeed,” Shade said, “although many women approve of her literally militant feminism.”

“Sorry, what?” Tim asked.

“He means I’ve beaten a lot of men to death,” Sophie said.

“What does Asano want?” Holly asked, dragging the conversation back on topic.

“To elucidate his plans for the Swiss Network branches,” Shade said. “As the lead authority in the United Nations on supernatural issues, he felt that you are the closest the Earth has to a neutral representative. Also, Mrs Tilden speaks highly of you.”

“Fine,” Holly said. “But I thought you said he couldn’t portal here.”

“He can shadow jump, using me as a destination,” Shade said. “It only has the range of a silver-rank portal, but that is sufficient for most needs.”

Jason stepped out of Shade’s body. He was dressed in a sharp suit, the sweeping cut and sharp angles flamboyant and a little alien. Holly found herself wondering if it was the other world’s interpretation of an Earth business suit.

“Hello again, Mrs Macrossan,” he said. “I’d like for us to have a…”

He frowned, his gaze turning on Tim.

“Everyone back,” he commanded. Sophie had already skipped back by the time Jason grabbed Holly’s arm and pulled her further down the plane.

“What…?” Tim asked before his eyes rolled into the back of his head. He collapsed to the floor, limbs flailing in wild spasms. Black mist engulfed Jason for a second, clearing to reveal his combat robe and void cloak.

“Sophie, take her and the pilot and go. Try to stop any pieces of the plane from falling on anyone.”

“Should I avoid breaking it myself?”

Jason looked at Tim, thrashing on the floor. The others could now feel the power emanating from him, bloody and wild.

“Wasted effort,” Jason said.

“Whatever that thing is, it’s only silver rank. It might not break the plane.”

“Best not to take risks. Get Mrs Macrossan and the pilot to safety.”

“You need to save him!” Holly said.

“I’m sorry,” Jason said softly. “He’s already dead. Sophie, go.”

Sophie grabbed Holly around the waist and shot towards the cockpit, bursting through the door. A moment later, the front of the plane burst open, and the cabin lurched. Wind rushed in, whirling through the cabin as the place rocked. Jason was unperturbed, standing as if glued to the floor as he watched Tim.

The unfortunate assistant was now clearly beyond help. Jason could sense the thing inside Tim, feeding on his insides to fuel rapid growth. The man’s body had swollen and bulged, his skin undulating as something writhed beneath. Finally, it erupted, blood and flesh splashing through the cabin. A pulsing red mass remained in the cabin, tentacles adhering to the walls, floor and ceiling.

One tentacle shot directly at Jason’s face, and he snatched it out of the air with his free hand. The end of the appendage was a bulb with a mouth full of jagged teeth that snapped at him, trying to yank itself free of his grip. The other tentacles, clamped to the plane, ripped themselves free, tearing holes in the fuselage.

The tentacle in Jason’s hand melted into acid. Jason’s hand was unharmed, but the liquid burned through the floor where it landed, releasing acrid smoke that was blasted away by the wind rushing through the plane. Shadow arms reached out from Jason’s cloak, warped and angular like the branches of a haunted tree. While they grabbed the central mass of the bulbous red entity, Jason’s real hand pulled a glass box from his inventory.

The container was the size of a large fish tank, bulky enough that Jason had to clutch it to his chest. He had to balance while holding it, shifting his stance to stand on the back of a chair as the plane tilted into a shuddering nosedive. The shadow arms forced the creature into the tank through the open top, its silver-rank strength insufficient to resist or break out. Its fleshy mass filled the space like a fluid as Jason’s shadow arms shoved down on it, like closing an overstuffed suitcase. Its tentacles yanked at the arms and flailed at Jason, to no effect in either case. Once the main body was inside, a force barrier snapped into place, severing the tentacles and sealing it shut.

The severed tentacles melted, burning more holes in the beleaguered plane and dripping over Jason. He ignored it and used his shadow arms to tear a wide hole in the fuselage, then pull himself free of the aircraft. Now freefalling, the container still in his arms, his cloak flared out in the shape of black wings against the bright blue sky. The plane continued its drastic descent, plunging towards the ground.

“Shade, would you take this, please? And let Clive know we have something for him to look at.”

Shade emerged from Jason’s cloak and took the container. He then drifted in the direction of a black plane that looked like a spaceship and was approaching their location. Jason’s cloak snapped tight around his body and he shot down, propelled after the ruined aircraft by a surge of aura.

He shot down, chasing not the main body of the plane but the loose debris that had shorn away. The larger part of the plane was being slowed by a powerful upwards gust, provided by Sophie. Jason used his aura to reach out and snatch up the smaller pieces, collecting them into a ball.

Eventually, the remains of the aircraft were piled on the ground beside a highway, Jason and Sophie standing beside them.

“I don’t know how much I missed,” Jason said. “Fortunately, it seems to be an isolated area.”

“What was that thing?” Sophie asked. “Once it went active, it felt like that blood oak thing we fought. Not quite the same, though.”

“I imagine they were both produced by depraved vampire experimentation.”

“You think it was planted in that guy to target you?”

“No, I doubt this had anything to do with me. It was too weak, and planting it in that man is an unreliable way to target me specifically. I think this is something worse than a poorly executed attempt on my life.”

“What are you thinking?”

“That whatever these things are, a lot of them have been quietly slipped into people. Probably some kind of parasite they didn’t detect. It could have been slipped to them in food or something, only for it to gestate inside them. I barely detected it fully grown, and that’s with perception that’s strong for gold rank.”

“I didn’t sense it at all. The people on Earth would have no chance. But they have security screenings, right? Looking for shape-shifters and illusionists? Asano Village is full of that. Even Lindy was impressed.”

“That’s why it was him and not her. It’s hard to compromise people in critical positions, but the people around them? Assistants, drivers, housecleaners? They get scrutiny, yes, but not with the same rigor. I saw her several times at the village, but most assistant-level staff were excluded. For security reasons. I think we just stumbled onto part of whatever larger plan the vampires have.”

“Then why did it reveal itself and attack?”

“I think this one just activated because I sensed its presence.”

“That all sounds bad.”

“Agreed. And once they know that we’ve found this one, they may accelerate whatever plans they have.”

They looked up as the black jet descended, hovering in vertical-take-off-and-landing mode.

“Let’s go,” he said. “We need to act on this.”

“What are we going to do?”

“No idea. Let’s go ask people smarter than us.”

“That’s a good plan.”
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The rocky shore was blasted by horizontal rain, the water flying like bullets and the wind howling like a mad beast. Marie trudged out of the water and, with a gesture, used her earth-shaping powers to create a basement shelter. She looked back at the water where Elizabeth emerged, stepping elegantly from the waves. Her soaked clothes and hair somehow draped around her like some perfect siren, ready to lure sailors to their doom. The crashing waves sent spray up behind her, framing her exquisite, predatory beauty. Marie was certain that she, by comparison, looked like a drowned weasel.

“How do you do that?” Marie yelled, but the blasting wind carried off her words. She led Elizbeth into the shelter, which was a stone square with a long stone bench against one wall. There was a fireplace that lit up with a wave of Marie’s hand, despite the lack of fuel to burn. A stone slab moved over the entrance to the chamber, cutting off the wind and rain.

“Not the most luxurious place I’ve stayed, but I’ll take it,” Elizabeth said.

“How do you do that?” Marie asked again.

“Find luxury accommodation? There are a lot of very nice and completely abandoned hotels in Europe. They need a little maintenance, but that is what minions are for.”

“Speaking of minions, we need to talk about Gerling, but let’s dry off first. And what I meant was, how do you walk out of a submarine crash, into a hurricane, and come out looking like you’re in an R&B music video?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about. It does seem odd, though.”

“That’s why I asked.”

“No, I mean we walked out into a hurricane. Where do you think we are?”

“Hard to tell. Scotland, maybe?”

“And how often does Scotland, or anywhere else on the North Sea, get hurricanes?”

“Oh,” Marie said. “Never.”

“Which means that either that submarine was nowhere near where we were told it was, or someone made a hurricane.”

Suddenly, the dulled roar of the storm outside stopped, as if someone had flipped a switch.
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WHAT SLUMBERS UNDER THE MOUNTAIN


“The slab I put over the door is reinforced with my magic,” Marie said. “It would take a significant force to⁠—”

A sword plunged through the slab like a bunker-busting missile, causing the stone to explode into rubble and dust. A tall man with dark hair, pale skin and startling blue eyes walked through the dust cloud, appearing before Elizabeth and Marie.

“Well,” Elizabeth said. “Aren’t you quite the handsome⁠—”

The sword that had broken open the slab launched out of the dust to impale Elizabeth, hurling her across the room and pinning her to the wall. Her body became indistinct, shifting into a mist form, drifting off the sword and blending into the dust. An arc of lightning shot out, dancing through the dust to trace out the shape of a woman’s body. A rending scream filled the air and Elizabeth became solid again, falling to the floor.

“Where I come from,” a female voice said, “we know how to deal with vampires.”

Standing at the back of the room, against the wall Elizabeth had been pinned to, Marie watched as a woman appeared, her eyes and hair sparkling like sapphires under sunlight. She stood over Elizabeth’s crumpled form.

“I know it will take more than that to keep you down, leech, but you would be wise to stay on the floor. Speak without being spoken to, or fail to do as you are told, when you are told, and you will be reduced to a state where we have to carry you around in a sack. Bring them, Trenchant.”

“Yes, your highness,” the man said as she turned and strode away, vanishing once more into the dust.
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“It seems that we have a consensus that there are too many variables at play to take decisive action at this stage,” CIA Director Barstow said. “The threat of the nuclear devices acquired by the vampires remains, and we have yet to map out the contention within their ranks. We know that Elizabeth, known as the vampire queen, has lost much, if not all of her influence over them. Until we have a handle on their new power structure, we should refrain from blindly moving against them.”

Most people, including the director, were attending remotely via magitech hologram. Jason and a few others were looking at heads floating over the table in front of the seats.

“The next step needs to be taking the intelligence we’ve gathered thus far and using it to narrow our focus,” she continued. “That way, we can target the information we need to make more effective decisions. Before we take bold actions, we have to make sure they are also informed actions.”

Jason got the distinct impression that the attending members of the intelligence community were handholding him through the basic principles of their craft. He didn’t complain, as he’d learned long ago that acting like you knew what you were doing would only take you so far before you fell in a heap. He had his areas of expertise, and they had theirs. He would be a fool to give up the chance to learn.

“Mr Asano,” Barstow said. “I am aware that you are extremely passionate about the reality core issue. I would respectfully point out that, as our next step is a deep dive into the operations of the Swiss Network branches, the Earth-based contingent of this taskforce is best equipped to tackle that.”

A lot of faces turned nervously in Jason’s direction.

“I agree,” he said.

“If you’ll forgive me for hesitating to take yes for an answer,” Barstow said, “I think a lot of us were expecting more pushback on this. I understand that your initial reaction to the discovery of reality core farming was heated.”

“It was,” Jason said. “One of several reasons that it is better for me to step back. At the cost of abandoning humility, I am egregiously powerful. Combining that with strong emotional reactions is not a recipe for good judgement. Further, as I was intending to inform Mrs Macrossan before the latest incident, it is time for me to put my money where my mouth is.”

He sipped at the glass of water on the table in front of him before continuing.

“It is no secret that I have some trust issues regarding the powers of this world and their responsibility to it. But now, I’ve given you all as much information as I can. I don’t know how many of you have chosen to believe what I’ve told you, or to what degree, but I’ve laid my cards on the table. Now it’s time to show some trust. The stakes we’re playing for are there for you to see. What I need to see is what you do with that information.”

“And if you don’t like what you see?” asked Chief Collier of the United Kingdom Secret Intelligence Service.

“I’ve made a number of threats about not taking over the world unless I have to,” Jason said. “Looking back, that was childish and self-indulgent. I was revelling in the power I have, compared to the power I had on my last trip to Earth. The truth is, I’m not going to conquer the Earth, regardless of what you do. But if I’m unwilling to tolerate how the people who rule this world do so, I’m going to take my people, leave, and never come back.”

“That sounds more like an incentive than a threat,” said Director-General Macmillan, of ASIS. The Australian intelligence leader was one of the few present at Asano Village in person.

“Take it how you like,” Jason said. “But also think about the degree to which the world was shaped by my last visit, starting with the fact that it’s still here. A generation of essence-users raised using Farrah Hurin and Roland Remore’s training programs. The magical knowledge we disseminated.”

“That knowledge,” Macmillan pointed out, “is the very thing we’re pursuing Simon McKean over. He learned how to do what he is doing from Farrah Hurin.”

“Yes,” Jason said. “Knowledge is power, and power can be misused. I’m not trying to debate if humanity would be better off never having learned to create fire because it burns. You asked, in quite a rude manner, what the Earth loses should I depart and take my clan with me. The answer to that is all the things I intend to bring to this world. All the things the clan has been preparing, ready to share.”

“Would you like to be more specific?” Macmillan asked. “Or are you going to stick to vague promises?”

“What I would like is to tear your head off and shove it up your arse, but you already seem to have it up there. So, vague promises, I guess.”

Jason got to his feet.

“Since I seem to have lost my ability to be civil, I think I’ll end my participation in this meeting here. Please keep me updated on what your investigations produce, and don’t hesitate to ask should my assistance be germane. I will do the same with my interrogation of the vampire queen.”

“You have her?” Barstow asked.

“We do,” Jason said. “Also, Marie Finnegan, who I’m sure you will wish to speak with. I’ll hand her over when I’m done with her.”

“And the vampire queen?”

“She belongs to me. If I require assistance, I’ll ask.”

“And what of the portal specialist working with Finnegan?” a Network official named Gates asked. “He was taken from our custody by your associates.”

“Once I understand his role in all this, I’ll decide what to do with him. He’ll be returned to you, if appropriate. Once this taskforce has determined how much of the Network has been acting against the interests of the planet.”

Gates got to his feet as well.

“You can’t blame the entire Network for the actions of a rogue element.”

Around the room, most of the attendees winced. Sitting next to Jason, Anna rose from her seat, but Jason made a halting gesture.

“It’s fine,” he said. “I’m going assume that Mr Gates failed to read the background briefing, and wasn’t deliberately trying to provoke me into murdering him and scouring every vestige of the Network from the face of the Earth. I am, however, going to go before I find myself doing or saying something I can’t take back.”

Jason walked out of the room and Gates awkwardly sat back down. Anna also took her seat, her gaze lingering on the Network official.

“I understand, Mr Gates,” she said. “I’ve been where you are. Explaining to Jason Asano that it wasn’t the whole Network that tried to kidnap him. Or kill him. Or hold and torture his friend for weeks. But Asano was right in that you should have seen this particular trigger in the profile on him we’ve all been provided. Which means that either you just made a very bad decision, or you didn’t do the reading. Either way, I don’t feel it is appropriate for you to be the Network’s representative to this body, and I put forward a motion that we ask the Network for an alternative. Will anyone second the motion?”
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Danielle followed Jason out of his shadow portal. They arrived on his private level of the Asano clan’s admin tower in Slovakia. Away from prying eyes, he released a growl of frustration through clenched teeth.

“I can’t stop myself,” he said. “I think I’m just not built for diplomacy.”

“I thought you did very well.”

“Because I didn’t kill that idiot on the spot for deliberately provoking me?”

“Because you offered a measured response.”

“Measured? I threatened to murder him and eliminate the centuries-old organisation he belongs to.”

“On Earth, institutional power has always held sway. That is changing as individuals gain the ability to sway nations. Hierarchies of personal strength represent a fundamental shift in the power dynamics of Earth society. I’m not telling you anything you don’t know, only what you seem to have trouble accepting. But you do have to accept it if you want to have any relevancy. And what you’re forgetting is that you’re not the only one learning this. The people who rule the Earth are still figuring out how to navigate a new paradigm of what it means to be powerful. And you, like it or not, are their most pointed lesson in this.”

“You’re saying that Gates failed to shift with the times.”

“I’m saying that sometimes the dragon needs to remind people what slumbers under the mountain.”
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A small crowd of people marched into the Asano clan’s admin building in Slovakia. The Storm Kingdom gold-rankers surrounded three people, shuffling them through the lobby. Everyone stopped to watch the group, radiating power and clad in extravagant weapons and armour. The trio being escorted were clearly prisoners, despite themselves possessing gold-rank auras. Several members of the group had sapphire hair, including the leader, who signalled the group to pause before walking over to the lobby desk.

The receptionist, Tony, gulped nervously.

“What can I do for you, Princess?”

“Where is the astral space gate?”

“Third mezzanine level. Just past the teppanyaki stand.”

“Thank you.”

She returned to the group, who used an elevating platform to move up through the levels of the grand atrium. They continued to draw stares and whispers, finally arriving in front of a black stone archway, filled with roiling darkness. Zara sent two of her people in first, then commanded the prisoners to follow.

“In,” she told them.

“You can’t force us through a portal,” Marie said.

“No,” Jason agreed, his voice coming from behind them. No one had noticed his arrival, but all turned to look when he spoke. He was in his blood robes, the star-filled void of his cloak drifting on a breeze that didn’t exist.

“We can’t force you through the portal,” he said. “I can tell you that if you don’t go through, I’m going to take you out of sight of my clan members and…”

He glanced over at a family, sitting at a table. The parents were frozen, food held in their still hands. The kids were watching with wide-eyed glee.

“…do something quite thoroughly final to you.”

“It’s been a long time, Jason,” Elizabeth said. “I’ve been preparing for this since we⁠—”

Silence.

Jason hadn’t spoken the word. He had brought it into being, the command resonating like a divine edict. The entire atrium went still, the tinkling of the water features the only sound.

“Make your choice,” Jason said. “Go in or not. If you speak, the assumption is that you will have chosen not.”

Liquid stained Remy’s already filthy pants and he scrambled through the portal. Elizabeth and Marie followed.

“Give them a shower, clean clothes and something to eat,” Jason instructed.

“What do we feed the vampire?” Zara asked.

“There’s already a vampire population in there. There is food that will sustain them. Sadly, I can’t export it. It requires my influence, so only works inside my domains.”

Zara sent the rest of her people through, then moved closer to Jason, standing right up in his space. She pushed the hood back from his head, revealing his face, then slipped her arms around his neck. His eyes turned from blue and orange nebulas to dark brown.

“No, keep them,” she said. “I like your real eyes.”

“You know that a bunch of people are watching us, right?”

“Let them,” she said, and planted a gentle kiss on his lips.

“You know that you’re undermining my imposing façade here, right?” he asked her.

With a mischievous smile, she gracefully backed off and went through the portal. He shook his head, chuckling with amused exasperation, then followed.
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BETTER NATURES


The moment they entered Asano’s astral space, the people guarding Marie, Elizabeth and Remy relaxed. Apparently no longer wary of any threats, all but one left entirely, leaving only the man named Trenchant.

Marie had never been in a true astral space before. Her early days in the Network had been in the final years of magic being a secret. She’d seen the astral proto-spaces, with their inconsistent magic levels and wild terrain. She had seen a couple with some signs of civilisation, but no more than ruins that looked thousands of years old.

The astral space, by comparison, was a revelation. There were no wild energies teasing at her supernatural senses like an insect she was unable to swat. There was no sense that the whole place was on the verge of collapse; instead, this reality felt as solid as the world outside.

That did not mean that there was no sense of unreality to the place. The portal had dropped them in a train station, with décor more at home in an old noir film than the modern Earth. Even the people milling around looked like movie extras, complete with period outfits. She also didn’t see a single person with their phone out, despite the train station being a bustle of activity. Even the light was strange, washing out the colours. It didn’t genuinely render the world in monochrome, yet it felt like living in black and white.

Marie looked at their now-solitary guard. His eyes retained their bright shade of blue, standing out in a world of greys. He led them through the train station, barely even looking to see if they followed.

“We’re in a place of Asano’s power now,” Elizabeth murmured, even though they both knew their gold-rank escort could hear. “There’s no escape, no defiance. Only that which he allows.”

“What is this place?” Remy wondered.

“I’m going to guess that it’s Asano’s vampire city,” Elizabeth told him. “We’ve heard about it, of course. The place he keeps all the tame vampires.”

“Meaning the ones that aren’t monsters,” Remy said.

“We monsters were able to keep your daughter alive when your own people could not.”

“And then held her hostage.”

“She is living very well,” Elizabeth said.

“Is she? How long after word gets out that you’ve been taken will your people stop doing as they’re told and kill her?”

“If you’re so worried, why did you not tell our captors about her? Trade information on our activities for her wellbeing?”

“Don’t poke at him, Elizabeth,” Marie said. “He knows, just as well as you, how much she needs your blood magic.”

“You’re right,” Elizabeth said. “Jabbing at a man’s weakness unnecessarily is unbecoming. My apologies, Remy. And know that I have made accommodations for this eventuality.”

“Really?” Remy asked.

“Coming under Asano’s sway was an inevitability. I had hoped to have more cards in hand, but here we are.”

Outside the train station, every direction Marie looked seemed like the perfect place to murder Batman’s parents. A line of old-school Americana diners and dive bars were punctuated by shadowy alleyways. A long town car pulled up, driven by what had to be Asano’s famous shadow servant. Their escort put Remy in the front and the two women in the back. He didn’t join them, closing the door and watching as the car pulled away.

“Hello again, Shade,” Elizabeth said.

“I am under instruction to avoid engaging you in pleasantries,” Shade said. “As much as Mr Asano likes banter, that does not apply to someone responsible for the death of millions.”

“You don’t have to be a vampire to sweep across Europe killing people in the millions,” Elizabeth said. “Humans were accomplishing that while I was deep in millennia-long slumber.”

“When we meet Asano,” Remy said, “I hope you come up with something better than ‘it’s okay to be vampire Hitler because there was already human Hitler.’ I don’t think that’s going to help us.”
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The car took them out of the city, onto country roads that wound through rolling hills. Moonlight lit their way until they reached a wrought-iron gate set into a wall topped with guardian gargoyles. Gaslamps lit their way as the car drove up the long drive of the estate grounds to a gothic mansion. Upon pulling up outside, Shade got out of the car and two additional bodies stepped out of the original. The three prisoners got out and looked around.

“If this is where Asano keeps his vampires,” Remy said, “isn’t this a little on the nose?”

The three Shades led them inside, taking them each in a different direction. Marie was led to a bedroom suite that seemed like a bed and breakfast accommodation designed for goths. Shade told her to remain within the suite and left her there. She briefly explored the bathroom and bedroom before returning to the central lounge area to find Jason Asano sitting in a plush armchair.

Asano looked relaxed in a throne-like armchair, leaning back, legs crossed. She stood in the doorway as they swapped assessing looks. His initial display of relaxation seemed superficial the more she looked at him. There was a weariness he wasn’t putting much effort into hiding.

“You don’t want to be doing this,” she said.

“No,” he agreed. “But it needs to be done, and this part is best done by me. Take a seat, Ms Finnegan.”

She moved to another chair and sat down. The armchair was oversized and she sank into the deep padding.

“I’m surprised it’s me first,” she said.

“It’s not. I’m speaking with all of you at once.”

“You can be in more than one place,” Marie realised. “Like your shadow.”

“Here, I can do most things.”

“How does that work?”

“It’s complicated. What you might think of as my real body is having lunch at a bistro in the city. I’ll have some food brought in when we’re done.”

“I suppose you want my gripping back story. Why I threw my lot in with a vampire queen whose queendom was turning against her.”

“No, I don’t care. I have no interest in punishing you. My sole concern is to prevent as much damage as I can. The blood oaks. The nuclear weapons. The reality core farming. They all need to be stopped, and if that means giving you a cushy life someplace where you can’t hurt anyone else, then that’s what I’ll do.”

“Is that what this is? A show of what life could be? Perpetual night and drapery ranging from black to medium-grey? I suppose that’s for Elizabeth’s benefit, but you’ll find that red is her colour.”

Jason leaned forward, narrowing his eyes, as if peering at something she couldn’t see. Then she realised he was reading her aura. They were both gold-rankers, but she was new to the rank and poorly trained. She couldn’t sense his at all. He apparently found what had piqued his curiosity and leaned back in his chair again.

“You would want whatever exile I give you to be together, then,” he said. “Will she want that as well?”

“She doesn’t want your exile. She wants the other world, free and clear.”

“There are many worlds, Ms Finnegan. She doesn’t get to pick.”

“We still have things to trade. Information.”

“Not enough that I will let her loose on Pallimustus.”

“That’s what the other world is called?”

“Yes, and if I sent you there, you would be neither free nor clear. Elizabeth is powerful by the standards of Earth vampires, but not the ones over there. They’re very good at hunting vampires in that world. The ones who survive are cunning, powerful, and understand the world and how to move through it unseen. You would be alien, not even knowing the language. They would find her fast and put you down for being with her.”

“Then why not give us what we want? If we’re just going to die fast, then what does it cost you?”

“The damage you would do on the way. The people you would hurt before they found you.”

“What makes you think we’d hurt anyone?”

“How do you live with the things she’s done? What you’ve done, I understand. You don’t know the damage farming reality cores does. The blood isn’t on your hands. But you know what she’s done. You’ve worked with the vampires keeping people in farms. Have you seen their blood harvesting facilities, Ms Finnegan?”

She turned her head, not meeting his gaze.

“No,” she said softly.

“I have worlds of my own. You won’t be free, but you’ll feel like it. It’s the best I can offer.”

“And if we say no?”

“Then the humans get you and Elizabeth dies. There will be a price to that, but we’re ready to move on the nuclear devices. I don’t know if we’ve found them all, but we haven’t missed many. Obviously, we don’t want to take that risk, but we will if it comes to that.”

“And if a device goes off in a city, killing millions?”

“Then I will mourn my failure. I’ve done it before. I tried to kill Elizabeth, failed, then left. She then systemised using humans as food. The blame lies with her, not me, but the fact remains that I failed to stop her. Maybe some other vampire would have taken her place, I don’t know. There’s little purpose dwelling on it, which doesn’t seem to stop me. But I’ve learned to live with my mistakes, even though I can no longer count the people I’ve failed.”

He let out a sigh.

“My point is that you have nothing to threaten me with and little to offer. What’s left of the reality core program is with the Network, or McKean. We know he betrayed you. I have a friend with the time essence. One of her powers is to look back on the past of an object. An object, for example, like a broken submarine.”

“If that were as effective as you imply, you wouldn’t need us at all.”

“You’re right. There is only so much we can get that way. We want what you know about McKean, the blood oaks and the reality core farming. About his contacts in the vampire community. Those are the things you have to offer. I can send you off like old investment bankers, retiring to the country, or I can kill Elizabeth this afternoon and hand you over to the humans.”

“You say ‘humans’ like you don’t belong.”

“I haven’t been a human for twenty years.”

“But you felt like one, didn’t you? And now you don’t.”

He frowned, looking down in thought.

“No,” he admitted. “I don’t. I don’t belong on Earth anymore.”

He looked up, trapping her gaze.

“But neither do you. You betrayed this world. To the vampires, and to people who would strip it down out of greed and hunger for power, until it collapses under them.”

“Have you met humans? That’s how we work.”

“I have, and it is. But I have hope that we can all find our better natures, human or not.”

He got to his feet.

“I’m going to send in some food, and a recording of a briefing I gave about why your reality cores farming was so bad. Perhaps you’ll find your better nature and make the right decision.”

He walked to the door and she called out to him.

“Asano.”

“Yes?”

“Don’t be too hard on Remy. He was only⁠—”

“His daughter, I know. Do you know where she is?”

“Her condition does better in high magic areas. She’s somewhere in the French countryside, close enough to your territory that the magic level is high. Far enough away to not have your clan stumble over them. I don’t know more than that.”

Jason nodded and left.
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Elizabeth’s room had luxurious furnishings, but there was no masking that it was a sealed-off, underground room. Exposed brick and a complete absence of windows marked it as a basement, with the one door to the stairs leading up. The subterranean box was not required to keep her secure, she was certain; Asano was making a point. When he appeared behind her, she didn’t sense his aura but caught his scent. She didn’t turn to face him.

“She’s impressive, your princess,” she said. “She is yours, yes? I smelled you on each other earlier, although not now. This isn’t the real you, is it?”

“I was so self-impressed when we last met. Playing games of cunning and betrayal with a creature who mastered them thousands of years before I was born. Of course you got the better of me. And, as always seems to happen, others paid the price for my arrogance. I can’t help but feel that, deprived of your leadership, the humans could have dealt with your kind. I’m sure the vampires would still have produced some difficult and dangerous leaders, but nothing the people of Earth couldn’t overcome.”

Elizabeth finally turned. There were seats in the room, but they stayed standing, staring at one another.

“I’ve been preparing for this since that transformation zone,” she told him. “I don’t think you understand what it’s like to feel someone else taking over a place on a spiritual level. Imprinting upon it like some folkloric god of the land. I knew then that, one day, you would be a monster from which there was no escape. And here we are.”

“Your preparations did not go well.”

“No, they did not. My plans have fallen apart, or been usurped. Now, all I have to offer is my help in cleaning up the messes I made. Well, that and the one thing I am surprised you haven’t asked about.”

“And what’s that?”

“Gerling.”

“He doesn’t matter.”

“You should be thanking me. You let him die so quick and clean. I was the one who made him suffer all these years.”

Jason stared at her for a moment, then walked over to a chair and dropped himself into it.

“Perhaps that’s the difference between you and me,” he said. “For me, the desire to make others suffer represented my lowest point. All I want from Gerling is to see his soul released.”

“Are you honestly going to sit there and tell me you have no desire for vengeance?”

“Yes.”

“How disappointing. Another wasted effort.”

She also moved to a seat and gracefully placed herself down.

“I’m not going to play games with you, Elizabeth. I know things haven’t gone your way of late, but I tried games with you once and I lost. The difference between then and now is that games were all I had, because everyone was more powerful than me. Now, I have the power, so I’m going to use it. I am going to let you talk with Ms Finnegan. She is yours, yes?”

Elizabeth gave him a flat smile.

“After you talk, you make a decision. Give me everything you have, and you live. I send you off somewhere that isn’t where you want, but I can promise that the place you want will be no good for you. This offer is far better than you deserve, but if it stops you from hurting anyone ever again, I can live with that. Or, you can go the other way and you die in this room. No cheats, no schemes, no escapes. Do you believe that I can do that?”

“I do.”

“Then you have a decision to make. If I even suspect you’re being less than fully cooperative, even if it turns out I’m wrong, it’s over.”

“I’m sure we can come to…”

She trailed off as he was suddenly gone, if he’d never been there in the first place.
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THE DEATHS WE FAILED TO PREVENT


The bistro, like the rest of the city, felt like something out of a black-and-white movie. The food was the exception, the vibrant colours making it pop as much as the flavour. Zara had a trio of pie slices in front of her, peach, apple and cherry. Jason had pancakes buried somewhere under the berry sauce, whipped cream and mound of fruit.

Sitting in a booth, the pair ignored the glances of their fellow patrons, mostly vampires. Each booth and table had a privacy screen, cutting off the whispers and leaving them unworried about eavesdropping.

“What do you think?” Zara asked, then spooned a bite of peach pie into her mouth.

“My instincts tell me that it’s going to be a new vampire war. Something worse that came before, because it won’t be restricted to Europe, or to battlefields. I think Elizabeth has been seeding the world with hidden living weapons. The blood oaks, and whatever was put into that poor man in the plane.”

“But she’s in your hands now, right?”

“That may not be entirely a good thing. Elizabeth was looking for leverage. For triggers not to pull, in exchange for what she wanted. The nukes she still has control over, so we can clean them up. All these biological weapons, though. She’s been seeding them through population centres across the planet. And now, they’re in the hands of McKean and the other vampire lords. People who aren’t looking for leverage but weapons.”

He shook his head.

“I should have realised,” he continued. “I’ve been thinking in Pallimustus terms, where personal power is everything. I’ve been acting like that on Earth, and I keep getting blindsided. Here, they’re better at working with disproportional power levels. Insurgency, infiltration, guerrilla tactics. Civilian targets.”

Zara made encouraging noises from around a mouthful of pie, gesturing for him to continue.

“Elizabeth created weapons and strategies so horrific that she knew we’d make massive concessions to prevent them from ever being used,” he said. “Now, they’re in the hands of people who fully intend to use them, where she would have happily sold out her own kind and kept her box of horrors shut, if it meant her own advancement.”

“She’s not honourable.”

“Honour can kiss my beans. It gets people killed; stirs them to war. If it stops people from dying, I’ll take a shameless opportunist every time. Or be one, if I have to. Elizabeth wanted out, but the vampires want a kingdom, one where humans are farmed like cattle. Those blood farms aren’t just for bleeding people, Zara; they’re for breeding them too. Those places are as bad or worse than anything I’ve seen as an adventurer. The clan teams clearing them out—not just the victims—need counselling after seeing those places. The people actually in them? I don’t know how a person comes back from that.”

Zara looked at him and put down her knife and fork.

“What you seem to be saying is that dealing with the vampires is going to be a lot harder than you thought before you came back.”

“Basically, yeah. I figured that we had enough gold-rankers to sweep across Europe like a tsunami, but the reality is so much more complicated.”

“Jason, remember when you first became an adventurer, and you got the speech about how easy it was all going to be?”

He gave her a flat look. She grinned as she picked up her utensils and resumed eating, shoving a forkful of pie into her mouth.

“I get what you’re saying,” he said. “It’s hard. That’s the job, and why they need people like us to do it.”

“People like us?” she mumbled with her mouth full, gleeful in her unprincessly behaviour.

“Lunatics,” Jason explained, and she nodded her agreement.

“I wanted to bring my friends to see my hometown,” he said. “Clear out the vampires easily; show the Earth that I’m not to be trifled with. Magnanimously listen to everyone’s apologies for talking about my chin so much.”

“I like your chin.”

“Thank you.”

“Especially here on Earth, where you have those bottles where you need a tool to take off the cap.”

He threw a blueberry that bounced off her forehead, her face taking on a scandalised expression. Then the smile dropped off his face, and he turned to face the door. A few moments later, Craig Vermillion walked through it. Craig looked around, spotted Jason and moved to join them. Jason scooted along in the booth and slid his plate across, making room for the vampire to sit.

“Is it true?” Craig asked.

“Good to see you too, Craig. I’ve been fine, thank you. This is Zara, who is an alien princess.”

“Is it true?” Craig asked again, his gaze bolted to Jason’s face.

“Yes,” Jason said. “We caught her, and she’s here. Or, more precisely, Zara caught her and she’s in a secure location within the astral space.”

“You have to give her to us.”

“I really don’t.”

“Jason, she⁠—”

“I know what she’s done, Craig.”

“I don’t think you do, Jason. The vampire community might have been a secret one, but it’s older than any civilisation ever to appear on this planet. Elizabeth destroyed that.”

“No, Craig, I destroyed that. I’m the one who altered Earth’s magic levels.”

“We could have adapted. You gave us a place where we can still be people. But she declared war on the humans, putting an end to any chance we have of existing on this planet. All we have left is this city, and your promise of some alien world.”

Craig stopped himself, forcing a slow breath in and out.

“I’m sorry, Jason. I don’t want to sound ungrateful. The sanctuary you’ve given us has saved at least some of us from the descent into monstrosity. But we’ve lost nineteen out of every twenty vampires, whether dead fighting the humans or becoming blood hungry predators, too far gone to ever be people again.”

“I’m not going to claim to understand what your people have gone through, Craig. I only ever had a superficial understanding of Earth’s vampires.”

A waitress came over, waiting outside their privacy bubble before being gestured in. Craig only took a coffee, tweaked to satisfy vampiric thirst. She put down a mug and poured it from the jug in her hand before wandering off. Craig looked down at the cup, not lifting it from the table.

“Jason, my people deserve justice.”

“And you think that’s what killing Elizabeth will get you?”

“My people won’t like you protecting her, Jason.”

“You think I don’t know that? I can tell you, right now, every word uttered by every vampire in this city in the last two decades. Obviously, I would like the goodwill of the people who live here, but I don’t require it. The ugly truth, Craig, is that your vampires need me, but I don’t need them. At all. I am the ground they walk on and the perpetual night. Mine is the power woven into the crops that grow under moonlight to feed you. What this means is that I don’t answer to your people.”

“We answer to you,” Craig said bitterly.

“And what have I asked of you?” Jason shot back. “What have I done but give your people sanctuary? Do you remember when we met, Craig? I was coming off a war against endless monsters, cultists and the entity who creates universes. A war I died to help win. I was angry. A blunt instrument, making bloody choices that cost lives.”

“I remember.”

“You’ve been through a war of your own now. One that petered out instead of reaching a finale, leaving you and your people in limbo. Refugees, dependent on the largess of a man not of your kind, with a reputation that would be generous to call inconsistent. Your enemies are still out there, and now one of them—perhaps the worst of all—is within reach. Of course you want vengeance.”

“Justice.”

“Justice, Craig, is doing the best for those who remain, not drawing blood for those who are gone. Dead, she gives us nothing. Alive, she has information that can save lives. Your people’s desire to see her in the ground is hard earned, but has nothing to offer but more death.”

“We cannot tolerate her roaming free.”

“She’s not free, Craig, and she never will be. Elizabeth is spent as an active force. The only threat she poses is in withholding information that could otherwise have safeguarded victims or won battles. You have my word that, so long as she lives, she will never leave the grip of my power. Never taste freedom, ever again. But, ultimately, my promises are irrelevant. You say that you cannot tolerate this, but you can, and you will, because you don’t get another choice.”

“You do. You can give her to us.”

“Yes, but I won’t. I decide what to do with her, and I will not be swayed.”

“Jason, if you don’t hand her over, some of my people might do something stupid.”

“I’ll let you know if any of them are planning something. Best if you put a stop to it without me needing to step in.”

“Are you saying that you’re spying on us?”

“Not actively, but you’ve been told before that this place exists as an aspect of my power. I know what everyone is doing in every domain and on every planet that belongs to me. Every one of your vampires, and members of my clan. A city of people called brighthearts in another universe. You can consider it an invasion of privacy if you like, Craig, but you might as well arrest the wind for trespassing. It’s just the nature of things.”

“I’m not going to lie, Jason: I don’t like any of what I’m hearing.”

“I wouldn’t either, in your position.”

Craig drained the coffee cup in one go, then got to his feet.

“Vampires don’t age, Jason. We remember old wounds. But we remember kindnesses too, and I won’t forget that you took my people in when the world turned against us. We know what you’ve done, and continue to do for us. I’ll keep a lid on my vampires, but please keep us in mind. I want my people to live, not just survive.”

“Perhaps to do that,” Zara suggested, “you need to start looking forward instead of back. I know that’s not easy, with what you’ve been through, but it may be the only way for your people to move past what you’ve lost.”

“You’re right,” Craig said coldly. “It’s not easy.”

Jason watched Craig leave the bistro, then tossed his fork to the table in frustration. Zara reached out and placed her hand over his.

“It went about as well as you could expect,” she told him.

“It’s not that. Craig was a friend, once. Now he looks at me and sees… I don’t know. But those weren’t a friend’s eyes.”

“I know that look,” Zara said. “It’s how people look at a lord.”

“I’m not a lord.”

“No, you’re a king. And a king can’t be a friend when it comes time to rule.”

“It feels like a loss. I want friends, not subjects.”

“The price of being a king.”

“I want to argue, but that would defeat the purpose of surrounding myself with people who know what they’re talking about, Princess.”

“I feel bad for him. He looked tired.”

“I know. I’m weary of everything that’s been going on, but he’s been through far worse. Lost most of his people and been forced to hole up in a city of my creation.”

“The brighthearts all over again.”

“Exactly. Is that what my life is now? Scraping up what’s left of wiped-out communities?”

“You’ll get your chance to rest. Particularly if you leave it all to the humans. It’s their planet, after all. I’m not saying don’t help them out, but don’t take over either. Give them a chance to get it right, but let them know that you’re there to call on if needed.”

“If I call in the taskforce now, to interrogate Elizabeth, will I look flaky? I made such a big deal of it being my thing at the big meeting.”

“If you did this, would it be in your realm, with your avatar standing there, creepily staring at them the whole time?”

“Not creepily.”

“Then it still falls under your authority. You’re just being smart and magnanimous enough to include them. Have Anna sell it; she can probably get some concessions out of them for the right to participate. But has Elizabeth actually accepted your terms?”

“Of her cooperating and me murdering her if I even think she’s holding out on me? She says yes, but even I can’t read that woman. I’m going to bring in task force people to interrogate her, under my supervision. I have the power, but I could use someone detail-oriented, who knows how to question a subject. I tend to drift off topic. Miss things. We’ll see what she gives us and go from there.”

“Well, what else is on the agenda?”

“I want to see what we’ve found out about the thing that was in that poor man’s body. I have some of our people working on it, along with some clan specialists. They haven’t had enough time with it to have any results yet, though. In the meantime, there’s someone I want to check in on.”
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In an Asano Village house, dug into a cliffside, Holly Macrossan stared blankly out at the ocean. Her armchair was set in front of the glass wall, with most of the room to her back.

“My family are in Sydney,” she said, her voice hollow. “I was able to go and break the news in person. To tell my brother that the son he entrusted to my care was dead. I had to get out, though. So many questions I couldn’t answer. Accusations I couldn’t face. They didn’t say it, but they didn’t have to. I could see it in their eyes.”

“I’m sorry,” Jason said. “I don’t have answers for you yet. When I do, you’ll get them.”

He was standing in the middle of the room, out of her line of vision.

“I’m sure it will all get sealed away,” she said. “Important people and their important secrets.”

“I don’t answer to them. I’ll tell you as much as you want to know, up to the limit of my own understanding.”

“The why doesn’t matter. It wasn’t really to do with him at all, was it? It was about me.”

Jason didn’t answer.

“Is it true that it only came out of him because you realised it was there?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“So, if you hadn’t visited me on that plane…”

“He would still be alive, yes.”

“You didn’t know it was in him, though, did you. Not before you came to us.”

“I didn’t know such a thing existed at all.”

“Even so, I find you an easy target for my ire. You don’t deserve it, but since when did ‘deserve’ matter?”

“It only does when we make it. When we can. I have more power than most, and I still find myself falling short, as I did with your nephew. I’m sorry I failed him.”

“Have you saved a lot of lives, Mr Asano?”

“Yes.”

“Probably a lot of people you couldn’t, though.”

“Yes.”

“How do you live with it?”

“I’m not sure I do. My therapist tells me that I need to accept my failures and let them go. Focus on doing better the next time.”

“And that’s what you do, is it? Accept the failures?”

“No,” he said. “I don’t. I work with people who do what I do. None of us accept the deaths we failed to prevent.”

“Like your friend. The one who got me out of the plane. I don’t remember her name.”

“Sophie Wexler.”

“Saved my life, I suppose, getting me out of there. When you leave, thank her for me.”

Jason took the hint and headed for the stairs. He would go outside before portalling away. He was on the stairs when she spoke again.

“Mr Asano?”

“Yes?”

“Sophie. Is she single?”

Jason’s eyebrows rose.

“She’s not.”

“Oh well,” Holly muttered. “Wouldn’t have worked out anyway, I guess.”

Jason looked at Holly from the top of the stairs. He couldn’t see her well, hidden by the large armchair.

“If you need anything, Mrs Macrossan, anything at all, just ask. I mean it. Anything within my power to give.”

“Can you give my nephew back? I’ve heard you came back from the dead.”

“That’s beyond me. I’m sorry. We think there might be others like your nephew, and we’re trying to find a way to identify and save them. Before the thing inside them activates. It won’t help your nephew, but it might save others.”

“You said to ask if I wanted anything.”

“Yes.”

“Ask who?”

“Just ask, Mrs Macrossan. I’ll know.”
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CONSISTENT AGENT OF CHAOS


“Jason,” Anna said. “While there is no question that you and your friends are powerful, you make the taskforce members nervous. Things have gone smoothly over the last few weeks with the hands-off approach you’ve been taking. There have been some questions as to why.”

“The objective was always to become a non-factor,” Jason said. “Or, one that can be largely ignored, at least. The endgame, for me, is the powers of Earth leaving me alone, and me doing the same.”

“Which is exactly what I told them. But they also know that you’ve been active in a less direct manner. The resources you’ve been providing for the Cabal social programs, especially in Africa. And then there’s this.”

She gestured from the rooftop in Jason’s Slovakian domain. Dominating the skyline was the dimension ship Jason had taken as a prize after defeating the pirates on his return to Earth. It was floating over a research centre that looked like a sports stadium. From the picnic table they were having lunch at, they had a view of clan researchers, crawling over the hull like bugs. There were also messengers present. A few were clan members, but most were from the Unorthodoxy. Boris’ people had a much more advanced grasp of magitech than anyone in the Asano clan.

“You’ve brought the taskforce interrogators through here to question Elizabeth. They’ve obviously noticed the giant spaceship you took. They’ve been offering to send their best magitech experts to help you examine it.”

“I bet they have.”

“Do you intend to let them?”

“Maybe. Grandmother tells me that there were impediments put in place when the clan was on their recruiting drive, trying to find researchers to work on magitech. She did manage to snake Audrey Blaine from the Network, though. That was rather a coup.”

“She’s the energy vampire, right? One of the leaders of the Engineers of Ascension leadership?”

“Yeah. She ran a joint magitech research program between the Engineers, the Cabal and the Network, years ago. That’s how she ended up the way she is. There was an experimental research project on resurrection that she kept quietly operating after the joint program was shelved. When the EoA murdered her for resisting their plans to sabotage the grid, it brought her back, just not perfectly.”

“And she has been spearheading the magitech research in the clan?”

“It was a good fit,” Jason said. “The man who killed her, Mr North, left me a vault full of all the research he’d done in his centuries on Earth. Including all the projects previously overseen by Audrey. That’s been the basis for almost all the clan’s magitech research since I left Earth.”

“If he’d been working for centuries, I can’t imagine the clan has made much more progress.”

“You’d be surprised. Mr North didn’t come into this with a grounding in magical theory. He was a magic spider. A familiar of the man you know as the network founder.”

“That’s something I’d like to hear more about. A lot of people would. Do you mind if I add it to the list of supplemental briefings for you to do?”

“Go ahead. The point is, Mr North didn’t have the foundation in magic theory his ambitions required. He was just feeling his way along, exploiting whatever magical detritus had drifted onto Earth that he could dig up. Like a dead clockwork king.”

“You’re saying that the Engineers of Ascension were a magic faction created by someone with no understanding of magic?”

“Not enough of one.”

“But he was from the other world. How did he not know magic?”

“The same way not all Asian people know martial arts. Mr North was developing magitech with almost no knowledge of magical theory, drastically low ambient magic, and essentially zero technology. Humans developed very little of use to him until the back half of the twentieth century. Even then, he was too paranoid to trust anyone, so he had trouble recruiting capable scientists.”

“Like Audrey Blaine.”

“Yes, although her value is in project management more than pure research. Her strength was in being a buffer between North’s ambitions and his paranoia. It was people like her who allowed the EoA to function at all. Mr North’s biggest impediment was that he got in the way of his own objectives, crippling his progress.”

“Which the clan has not, after inheriting his research.”

“Precisely. The clan has a better grasp of magic and technology than North did, and a willingness to recruit and involve those with the expertise to make it work. Farrah and I left behind a comprehensive library of foundational magic texts. We sent comprehensive training materials back with Rufus, including what amounts to an online university course in magical theory. Clive and Farrah designed it for Emi, and Emi has been disseminating it through the clan. On the tech side, Boris helped my grandmother recruit people. He even sent some of his own magitech experts to nudge us along, but in limited and careful doses. There are rules about how much you can nudge the progress of less developed civilisations.”

A chill wind blew across the tower rooftop they were standing on. Anna shivered, out of habit more than vulnerability to the cold. She was too high a rank to be affected by all but the most extreme of natural weather.

“You should learn to overcome old instincts,” Jason told her. “They will only hurt you as you grow stronger.”

“This is as strong as I’m going to get. I wasn’t trained like you, and I don’t need to be.”

“We live long lives, Anna. I’ve learned that old assumptions mean little as we come to terms with our separation from humanity.”

“I’m still human.”

“Not like you were. You’ll outlive the grandchildren of people who haven’t been born. You will need to come to terms with how you interact with the rest of humanity. Learn to think differently, act differently. When to step in and when to let them learn from their short-sightedness.”

“You make it sound like being a parent. Is that why Boris never helped Mr North? Too much interference with humanity? They did know each other, right?”

“They did. Boris said that North’s paranoia was what prevented them from working together. Boris supplied Mr North with the spirit coins to survive on Earth as a gold-ranker, but North never fully trusted him. If he had, North’s research might not have been such a mess.”

“His research?”

“The clan has been studying magitech across several fields. Medicine is somewhere they’ve had a lot of success. Mechanical engineering has been showing progress as well. Young Gary is a prodigy in that area, as you know, and Boris has been showing him some things. The project North had worked in the most, though, was what he named his organisation after.”

“The Engineers of Ascension,” Anna said. “Are you talking about transhumanism?”

“I am. He was looking for a way to infuse people with magic. To give them the power to rank up without essences. It’s something I’ve seen used to horrible effect, enslaving people and transforming them into hideous abominations. He was looking for a version of that where autonomy was maintained. That didn’t require turning people into monsters.”

“The superhumans the EoA created.”

“Yeah.”

“Many of them are still around, you know. And life isn’t good for many of them. Physiological and psychological problems. A lot of them just up and died one day, without anyone knowing why.”

“They were failed experiments. But even Clive and Carlos praised the innovation, after I showed them the research, even as they said that it was a horrible practice that was years away from being viable to even begin testing on humans. They were astounded that he got as far as he did, given his start. Carlos has already started incorporating the research into his own, along with medicine-based magitech.”

“Please tell me the clan hasn’t been conducting human experiments for a decade and a half.”

“The clan hasn’t been conducting human experiments for a decade and a half. Even making leaps and bounds beyond North’s original work, the research hasn’t progressed to any kind of test on living things. It’s all been about taking North’s innovations and excising the shortcuts and crutches his lack of expertise forced him into. Like relying on damaged clockwork cores to stop his superhumans from going insane. Nothing has been done to people yet. Boris has been helping, given that the messengers have access to science and magitech from other worlds. Ones more advanced than Earth, but there are limits, as I said. The messengers have lived here long enough that this is their home, but if they bring too much outside influence, they become outsiders in the eyes of the Laws of Intrusion.”

“So, they can help Earth develop magitech, but not just hand over the knowledge. That would be like aliens giving machine guns to a bronze-age tribe.”

“Yes.”

“Does bringing your people from the other world trip up on that rule?”

“No. Cosmically, Earth and Pallimustus are almost considered the same world. Two sides of a coin, one with the magic and one with the technology. They can get away with helping each other. The Asano clan is now positioned to embody that collaboration. Now that we have healers and experts like Carlos, Mr North’s most ambitious project has a real chance at reaching fruition.”

“His human experimentation project.”

“Yes. Obviously, it needs to be done as ethically as possible. Checks and triple checks. Multiple layers of oversight, focused on care and ethics. But if we can actually manage it, imagine the possibilities. A world where anyone can have magic. There will still be haves and have-nots, as essence-users will absolutely be more powerful. But everyone could have the chance to tap into their magical potential.”

“Jason, you’re talking about transforming the human race.”

“Yes, so make sure to ride me on it. Don’t let me make decisions without being challenged.”

“And if I want to challenge the fact that you should be doing this at all?”

“Then do. Please. I want to hear every argument. But do your research first. I’ll make sure you have access to everything the clan has been doing.”

“Jason, do you remember how this conversation started? About you leaving things alone? Ushering in an age of transhumanity is the opposite of leaving things alone.”

“I was more talking about living quietly and unbothered until we reveal all this to the world. Like it or not, the changes to Earth have just begun. One day, the connection between worlds will be much closer, and Earth needs to be ready. Pallimustus needs to see it as a foreign power, not a fresh land to colonise. I intend to use the clan as an incubator to advance Earth as swiftly as I can get away with.”

“Even if that means turning the human race into a magic species.”

“It’s less about transforming humanity and more about providing a second option. There are only so many essences to go around. Even in the other world, only a fraction of the populace has magic.”

“You could have mentioned these grand ambitions before now.”

“I have, in bits and pieces. But just getting you on board was hard enough. If I led with all this, you’d have probably signed up to fight against me.”

“That feels manipulative.”

“I never hid my intentions from you, Anna. Tell me what I’ve just told you that doesn’t fit into the agenda I laid out from the start. This is just the full context.”

Anna rubbed her temples and then stood up.

“You know I have to go and shift all the modelling for how the clan’s diplomatic future is going to play out, right? The plans I’ve been making for expanding the clan into a recognised sovereign state, not just a de facto one?”

“Sorry.”

“It’s not like I haven’t done it before. You are nothing, Jason Asano, if not a consistent agent of chaos. If anyone, I’m angry with your grandmother more than you. I’ve been working with her on the clan’s future.”

“I don’t think she considers it. Her concerns are with diplomacy and the lives of the clan members. I suspect that she puts all of this in a box in her mind, labelled ‘mad science shenanigans.’ She’d probably defund it if I wasn’t providing all the funds.”
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The first vampire war had ended without conclusion. The humans and vampires alike had exhausted themselves, and were wary of escalation after the vampires got their hands on nuclear weapons. By the point the Asano clan retreated into their astral spaces, the military bases at the edge of Asano clan territory had been unused for some time. The restoration of those bases marked a return to active operations, striking at locations provided by Elizabeth.

In most cases, all they found were recently abandoned facilities, but not always. Nigel Thornton’s team had been working with a multi-national strike team when they encountered a research centre still being evacuated. Nigel was gold rank and had ended up clashing with the gold-ranker on the other side, Jack Gerling. The blood clone was now actively opposing them, free of Elizabeth’s influence.

Gerling’s intervention had limited the success of the raid. The vampires and researchers who failed to evacuate before human and Asano clan forces arrived were killed rather than captured, Gerling himself making sure the humans had no prisoners to take. The silver lining had been that Gerling was focused on killing his own people rather than targeting Nigel’s silver-rank team.

After the raid, Nigel was on his back on a gurney in the base infirmary. In a private room, he was being seen to by multiple healers. They were silver-rankers, quickly exhausting themselves with the effort of healing a gold-ranker. They all turned to look as the door opened and Jason walked in, Neil right behind him.

“You can go,” Jason told the healers.

They scurried off like bugs after the light was switched on. Neil was already a figure of admiration and sometimes intimidation to the clan’s healers. More than that, Jason was Jason. To the clan, even more than the world at large, he was the embodiment of mystery and power.

“How is he?” Jason asked Neil, who was using his perception power to assess Nigel’s condition.

“I’m fine,” Nigel insisted and tried to sit up. He gave Neil a suspicious look when the healer easily pushed him back down.

“You have the inherent recuperative ability of a gold-ranker and you still need active healing,” Neil said. “That is not fine.”

Neil turned to Jason.

“Some kind of wounding effect affliction,” he explained. “Impedes healing and can’t be purged unless you clear off a separate bleeding affliction first. As bleeding is also a wound effect that soaks up healing, it’s a nasty combination. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you did this, Jason.”

“Are you sure you know better? It could have been me.”

“It’s two afflictions, not twenty. I know your nonsense when I see it. Basically, I need to dump huge amounts of magic to heal through it, which was why it was so hard for the silver-rankers. He’ll be fine.”

“What about my team?” Nigel asked.

“Already taken care of,” Neil assured him. “You did a good job keeping them safe. Taking gold-rank afflictions as a silver is rough, especially ones like these.”

“Good,” Nigel said. He visibly relaxed and lay back on the gurney.

“They say you ran into Gerling,” Jason said.

“Yeah. And I’d say he seemed alive, but I could feel death in his aura. But not regular death. This was wrong. Nasty. Tainted.”

“Undeath,” Neil said.

“Yeah,” Jason said. “Nigel, tell me everything.”


39
IF YOU CAN’T KEEP UP


Elizabeth’s current accommodation was a cell with a glass wall. There was a wall cot and a bookshelf. A large table was bifurcated by the glass, half in the room and half in the wide hall outside. The hall looked like it belonged to an old hospital, plain and empty. The once-pristine plaster was discoloured and cracking. The tiles on the floor tapped loudly at every footstep.

Elizabeth sat at the table on one side of the glass, while Neil, Carlos and Ian Evans-Asano were on the other. Emi’s father had been a doctor when he learned about magic and now had two decades of experience on the confluence of medicine and magical biology. All of them, including Elizabeth, had tablets displaying a diagram of the human body that looked a lot like one from traditional Chinese medicine.

“Meridian mapping is imprecise when taken broadly,” Ian explained. “Essence-users alone develop different pathways based on the specifics of their individual power makeups. If we’re going to suppress and extract the blood parasites in people, we have to start with being able to detect them without triggering the reaction that Jason encountered.”

“What about Jack Gerling?” Elizabeth asked. “I am certain that McKean introduced some manner of parasite into him to steal control from me. Probably some variant of the parasites I had implanted in various people.”

“Probably,” Ian said. “I don’t see how that helps us.”

“I have samples from Gerling, left behind in various battles,” Carlos said. “Perhaps, between the information we have gleaned from Elizabeth about her blood magic and those samples, you could also map out Gerling’s meridian system. If we can get a framework for how his magic operates, there are options we can explore. I’ve developed targeted weapons before.”

“Carlos,” Neil said, his voice a warning. “Do we have to have the discussion about what is and is not appropriate for a priest of the Healer again?”

“I am just saying there are options,” he said.

“I don’t see how there are,” Ian said. “Putting aside the implications of targeted bioweapons, building a meridian map is not easy. Essence-users are one thing, but Gerling is a blood clone with who knows what modifications. The idea of mapping his meridian system with a few samples, some notes on ancient blood magic, and guesswork simply isn’t viable. It’s like trying to run an MRI scan on someone you only know by vague description, via mail. That’s just not how it works.”

“Where did you even learn the blood magic to create a blood clone?” Neil asked Elizabeth. “Or to base the blood oaks and the blood parasites on? It’s more sophisticated than the magic this world has access to. I’m assuming it came from my world, but long ago. It has the hallmarks of Pallimustus-style magic, but an archaic variant I’ve only seen in historical records.”

“It came from what you call an outworlder,” Elizabeth said. “Neither Asano nor the man who founded the Network was the first.”

“Magic that old has flaws,” Neil said. “Especially with the way you used it. Gerling’s body wasn’t really alive, but it wasn’t undead either. It was sustained using your power, and that was how you maintained control.”

“Our current thinking is that McKean found and exploited those weaknesses to displace your power and usurp your control,” Carlos said. “Transforming Gerling from an extension of you into a self-sustaining undead. Some kind of vampire variant. We’ve been studying what we’ve recovered of the blood magic research your vampires have been conducting.”

“McKean was never given access to my blood magic research,” Elizabeth said. “Marie only had him working on the dimensional magic, to farm reality cores. My vampires only provided infrastructure.”

“You shouldn’t have put him in the same building,” Farrah said, walking down the hall and into Elizabeth’s field of view. “I worked with McKean, and he is the greatest field-agnostic researcher I’ve encountered since Clive Standish. He soaks up knowledge like a sponge. The only thing he lacks as a researcher is a sense of ethics or restraint. He has no shortage of ambition or brilliance. The moment he got anywhere near your research, I promise you he was looking over their shoulders. It probably started with a useful suggestion. Some insight that your people missed. Next thing you know, he’s quietly collaborating, letting them take the credit so they keep quiet about his involvement. Next thing you know, your vampire researchers are planning to betray you, probably thinking that it was their own idea.”

“Okay, that sounds like Evil Clive mixed with regular Jason,” Neil said. “That’s not someone I want to be up against.”

“I don’t understand why you’re all even here,” Elizabeth said. “Jack Gerling, even as a now-autonomous, corrupted vampire, is a limited threat. He’s one gold-ranker and, even if he’s stronger than he was, you have access to many who are stronger. Certainly you, Hurin.”

“The reason we’re here,” Farrah said, “is that McKean has made Gerling the solution to the problem you could not solve.”

“Should we be telling her this?” Ian asked.

“Jason is confident she’s secure,” Farrah said. “And the more she knows, the more she can help.”

“Assuming she wants to,” Neil said. “Which is an open question.”

“The more she helps, the more she can get out of Jason,” Farrah said. “And she has a lot to do just to get ‘not being melted down into bloody slop’ out of Jason, given everything she’s responsible for.”

“What problem could Gerling possibly solve?” Elizabeth asked. “He’s a tortured soul in a blood bag.”

“Now he’s more,” Farrah said. “The vampire war is back in full swing. The humans are back to hitting the vampire centres, be it the blood farms, the research centres you’ve identified or even some of their major strongholds in the big cities. In the years since the last open conflicts, human essence-users have been growing stronger, more swiftly than the vampires.”

“I’m well aware,” Elizabeth said.

“Yes,” Farrah said. “That is why you dedicated so many resources to the creation of the blood oaks, yes? But the problem you had was controlling them. We know from the Melbourne incident.”

“It was a hurdle, yes.”

“If they were still uncontrollable, their threat would have been real, but limited. Uncontrolled, animalistic aggression is a localised, isolated threat. But what we’re seeing from them now is coordination. They’re operating regionally and strategically. On an individual level, they’re using tactics and going after objectives with focus. There have been several encounters with Gerling present where we failed to capture him because of how effectively he was commanding them.”

“You think that he is the solution to the control issue,” Elizabeth said. “That whatever Simon has done to him has turned Gerling into their king.”

“The origin of all the blood magic responsible for this is you,” Farrah said. “Even if McKean has advanced it, the foundation is what you gave the vampires.”

“I’m not the only blood magician amongst my kind,” Elizabeth said.

“But you are the most knowledgeable,” Carlos said.

“Yes,” Elizabeth admitted.

“If you want Jason to genuinely pay attention to your contribution, you need to give us something we can use,” Farrah told her. “What have you got?”

“You just told me what your problem is, and you expect me to find a solution right away, off the top of my head?” Elizabeth asked.

“Yes,” Farrah said. “I know you don’t understand what it’s like in the other world, but there are adventurers and there are adventurers. All modesty aside, we are some of the most capable people in two worlds. If you can’t keep up with that and make meaningful contributions, don’t expect things to go well for you.”

Farrah turned and started walking back down the hall.

“Wait,” Elizabeth said.

Farrah stopped and turned back around.

“Obviously,” Elizabeth said, “I don’t know what Simon has done to Jack. But, as you said, the foundation of it all is blood magic. My blood magic. How wide an area is Gerling communicating with the blood oaks?”

“We don’t know,” Farrah said. “They are displaying new behaviours across Europe, but whether he’s in constant contact or just directing them and sending them on their way, we don’t know.”

“I suspect that he needs to maintain at least some contact, to suppress the natural instincts of the blood oaks,” Elizabeth said.

“I’m not sure that ‘natural’ is the word to use,” Ian said.

“My point,” Elizabeth said, “is that the basic mechanisms of what Gerling is and what he does come from my blood magic. If Gerling is in contact with all of the blood oaks, I have a good idea of how that would work. It might be possible to use it to track the blood oaks, potentially even trace them back to Gerling. At the very least, I can probably put together a ritual that will help you detect their presence within a certain area.”

“Good,” Farrah said.

“Tell Asano that I’ll need a place to work on this. Ritual materials, a space that can have the ambient magic balanced out. I can’t do it from inside an empty cell.”

“He already knows,” Farrah said, nodding past Elizabeth.

The vampire queen turned to see a new door in the wall of her cell.

“He’s always listening,” Farrah told her. “Always watching. Behave yourself, vampire.”

She turned around again and walked away.
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Anna had known Holly Macrossan for a long time. When Anna had been running the Network’s Sydney branch, Holly had been someone Anna was keeping an eye on. Unsurprisingly, a Network branch was heavily focused on magic, monsters and, back in the day, secrecy. The people within it tended to focus on those aspects, despite administration, logistics and politics being the engine that kept the vehicle running along.

As one of the rare bureaucrats who could navigate magic society effectively, Holly rose swiftly through the ranks of Network officials, but without making splashy waves. After the Network schism, Anna had taken Holly with her to the UN, ultimately recommending Holly to be her successor upon leaving. That recommendation hadn’t been accepted, but Anna’s original replacement had crashed and burned, after which Holly had been installed.

Anna knew that Holly had a tolerance for the wild events that happened around magic, but there were always limits. Losing her nephew had hit her hard, and her extended hiatus from her job had ultimately led to her being replaced. After hearing about it, Anna went to visit Holly in Asano Village, where she was still staying.

“I wasn’t expecting company,” Holly said as she let Anna into the house. “You’ll have to excuse the mess.”

Holly certainly was more dishevelled than Anna was used to. Her t-shirt had a food stain and her track pants were scuffed at the bottom.

“I understand, Holly. There aren’t that many of us who do what you and I do. Not well anyway. Dealing with powers that are so vast and dangerous. You’ll find that most of us have collapsed at some point, after fully confronting the forces we have to navigate.”

“Did you?”

“Oh, yes. After the vampire lord invaded my branch in Sydney…I know it’s hard, Holly. I really do.”

Holly led Anna downstairs, into a lounge room overlooking the sea. There was a mustiness in the air, along with an assortment of empty pizza boxes, beer cans and liquor bottles.

“Wasn’t expecting company,” Holly said, and fell into an armchair.

Anna took the one next it. “There’s a group in Sydney,” she said. “People who understand what we’ve been through. I used to attend a lot, before I got the UN job.”

“The one I just lost. I assume you heard.”

“I did.”

“You think a therapy circle is going to help?”

“It helped me. It’s been a while, so I had it checked out. It’s still going, and a bit more professionally now. Back then, it was Network insiders, sitting around in a community centre. Everything’s out in the open now, and so factionalised. They’re more careful about anonymity and information control now. Making sure that’s it’s a space that can help, and not be another stressor.”

“I don’t know, Anna.”

“I won’t push. If you want the details, reach out anytime.”

“It’s not like I don’t have the time. What am I going to do now? I’m going to be poison, after getting fired. Add that to the Asano factor, and I don’t know where I’m going to land.”

“The Asano factor?”

“The last couple of weeks, I’ve had a lot of people calling with their condolences. Funnily enough, the conversation always winds its way around to one of two things. Do I have an inside line with Asano, or that I maybe shouldn’t reach out any time soon. They couch it in nicer terms than that. Mostly. But they make it clear that they want nothing to do with me. You must have had it worse than I did, after you went to work for him.”

“Yes. But you can use that, whichever way it goes. It becomes leverage, down the line, if you play it right.”

“I don’t know that I have that in me anymore, Anna.”

“I think you do. Only you can know that for sure, but sometimes an outside perspective is the one you need.”

“Are you here to recruit me?”

“No. That comes later, once you’re living somewhere that doesn’t smell like a uni student’s dorm.”

Holly laughed, then looked surprised by it.

“Can’t remember the last time I did that.”

“For now,” Anna said, “I’m here to ask you to dinner.”

“Did Asano tell you to do that?”

“No, Susan did. She’s been worried about you, but didn’t want to reach out yet. She figured you had plenty of vultures circling you already.”

“Susan’s here in Australia?”

“No, France. I know a lot of gold-rankers with portal magic now. A lovely man named Clive has offered to ferry us. And send you anywhere you would like to go after. You should probably figure out where that is. I talked with Lenora, who runs the village. She said you can stay as long as you like, but that’s not a good idea. Sooner or later, people will try and use you, myself included. I’m just not going to quite yet.”

“How is Susan?”

“Good. And likely the only person you’ll meet whose only agenda is your wellbeing, so you should take her up on the dinner invitation.”

“In Asano territory. In vampire-overrun France.”

“You’ll find that the vampires keep their distance. I wouldn’t expect them to come bursting in during the meal.”

“Fine. I’ll come to dinner. For Susan, not for you.”

“You should take a shower first. A long one, while I find you something to wear. Do you have any clean clothes somewhere?”


40
A MAN FOUGHT MONSTERS


As a girl, Delia DeWitt had watched on television as a man fought monsters. People ran and screamed and died. There were heroes in brightly coloured costumes, but they were performers, there for show. They weren’t there to fight monsters but to be seen fighting monsters. It was the one draped in shadow who moved with passion and ferocity. A dark avenger, giving everything he had.

Today, Delia was an essence-user with the Global Defence Network. From the day she saw the man with the dark powers, all she had wanted was to be a warrior who fought the monsters. A hero who protected people. He had shown her that it was a dream that could be reached. Now a freshly minted silver-ranker, she had just been appointed the primary defender of Bangor, a small, Welsh cathedral city of twenty-one thousand. Along with a team of bronze-rankers, she was responsible for eliminating any monster threats that appeared in the region.

While still nervous at the new responsibility, Delia was excited at the chance to live up to her childhood dream. To be the hero, standing against the tide. In this moment, however, that dream was becoming a nightmare.

The manifestation had appeared on the grounds of the cathedral itself. The massive orb of rainbow light had appeared amongst the trees and torn them apart. The ground was carpeted in leaves, shattered branches and shards of wood, as if the trunks had been hit by a bomb.

The grid had done its job, the monitoring station promptly reporting the event to Delia’s team. By the time the monsters spawned from the manifestation, she was ready and waiting while the rest of her team were evacuating civilians. The readings from the monitoring station reported a silver-rank manifestation of mild strength. That meant one monster that was powerful for its rank, a small number with more moderate strength, or weaker monsters in a pack or swarm.

The reporting was wrong.

What emerged was a pack of iron lions, each a beast of living metal, the size of a small bus. Fast, agile and highly resistant to damage, one or perhaps two should have emerged from a manifestation of the reported strength. Instead, no fewer than nine of the monstrosities stalked out of the rainbow light that gleamed off their polished, silvery hides.

Delia had been ready. Not for that powerful a force, but she was prepared to fight. Her power set came from the gun, swift, trap and skirmish essences, and was built around lacing a battlefield with traps. She would lure enemies into them with hit-and-run tactics before ending things with abilities that multiplied damage on trapped enemies. It was an approach that allowed her to fight effectively against larger forces, and why she was trusted to be the sole silver-ranker in a remote posting.

Delia had always pushed herself to be better. To master her powers and hone her skills into the best monster hunter she could possibly be. How best to position her magic traps, rigging a battlefield before the fight began. How to direct the flow of battle, using skirmish tactics to bring enemies into her pace. She even had experience fighting iron lions before.

Through practise and dedication, she knew exactly how good she was. What her skills, powers and experience would allow her to accomplish. And she knew, without a doubt that it would not be enough to handle nine of the metal monsters at once. As good as she was, as thoroughly as she prepared, she didn’t have the traps, the skills or the power to win the fight she now faced. But she didn’t have an alternative either, other than to cut and run. And if she did that, if she left the people of the town to be slaughtered, it would be a betrayal of everything she was. Of the dream she had held for herself since she was a girl, clutching her mother’s hand as they stared at the television in awe and horror.

Iron lions were a familiar monster, known for playing with their food. They would turn the town into an abattoir of torment if they got amongst the population, but it was also a weakness Delia could use. As a skirmisher, she could play too, and the one prize she could strive for was time. She had signalled her team to run and not come back, instead contacting the Network for backup.

If she could tie up the monsters long enough, her counterparts in Rhyl and Caernarfon could arrive, maybe even giving her a shot at survival. If those reinforcements weren’t enough, they could buy time together. Once the Network branch in Liverpool knew what was happening, they would deploy forces that would turn the iron lions into iron scrap.

A message from her team came through in snippets, broken up by heavy interference. Her heart sank as she caught only scraps of a panicked warning amongst the intermittent hiss of static.

“Can’t get…satellite phone won’t…vampires…”

The last she heard was a scream before even the static went dead.
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Jason was in his private residence, on top of the administration tower in Slovakia. He had a large office that he rarely used, and he was standing in the middle of it. Cloud substance rose from the floor to transform into a swarm of monitors. They displayed footage taken from the internet, of social media posts and news footage. Jason’s gold-rank, half-transcendent mind was easily able to track all twelve feeds at the same time.

Monster manifestations had first appeared during Jason’s last trip to Earth, and years later were reported like the weather. Only when they occurred near major population centres did they draw additional media coverage.

The world as depicted on the screens was one careening out of control. The rise of magic had set a fox in the henhouse for religions, which saw rising membership alongside a general shift towards extremism. Not only were governments falling, but entire systems of governance were as well. The most stable regions were the USA, Russia and China, who had settled their early turmoil in the wake of magic being revealed. It was regions where the impact of a changing world came slower that seemed on the verge of falling apart.

In Australia, a double dissolution had ousted the entire government for the second time in history. It triggered not just new elections but fresh debate over the nation’s place in the Commonwealth. North Africa and the Middle East were seeing violent clashes between political reformers and establishment forces. The ongoing transition from fossil fuels to magitech had diminished external influence in the region. Old conflicts fermented like bitter wine into new wars.

With a flick of Jason’s hand, all but one of the screens went blank. The volume on the remaining one, displaying a news report, turned up.

“…spotted in Kolkata for a second day. Religious authorities continue to avoid any public stance on the ‘miracle breeze’ attributed to the silver-haired woman, who is likewise yet to make any statement on⁠—”

With another flicking gesture, the screens all returned to cloud-stuff and dispersed.

“Despite holding the attention of the world’s political powers,” Shade said, “your public image remains relatively subdued.”

“Good. The longer that holds, the better.”

“Perhaps, but perhaps not. Too many people know too much. The world can see the ripples caused by our arrival in this world. They will trace them back to you soon enough. According to Gordon, your profile online is growing in a conspiratorial direction. I have seen other worlds where networked communication is in its infancy. Disinformation runs rampant, even without malice. Trying to keep secrets that cannot be kept feeds an ugly beast.”

“I’m starting to worry about how much time Gordon is spending on the internet.”

“Better that than watching those films of his. He had one on last night with a scientist, a ninja, a riverboat captain and a time-travelling cyborg called...”

Shade’s disapproving pause was heavy enough to be a paperweight.

“...the Mandroid.”

He finished the sentence with the tone normally reserved for when Jason left his dirty socks on the floor.

“You mean Eliminators? That had surprisingly great practical effects for the Mandroid.”

“Do you think the Reaper would be willing to take me back?”

“I’m afraid your wagon is hitched to this horse for good, buddy.”

“That decision may have been made in undue haste.”

Jason chuckled, but it trailed off as his thoughts returned to their earlier discussion.

“Do you think I should engineer some kind of public statement?” he asked. “Get ahead of public sentiment?”

“I do not. Such decisions are best left to Mrs Tilden, but people will believe what they believe. Unless you intend to engage in a massive propaganda campaign, the ethics of which I imagine you would not care for.”

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure you’re right.”

“I believe that your current course of playing the recluse is the best one, Mr Asano. This world has been shaken many times in recent years, and you are but one part of that. Take this chance to quietly spend time with your friends and family. If the world needs you, it will come knocking.”

Jason drew a long, calming breath, then let it out slowly.

“Have I just become so used to there always being something going on that I don’t know how to just relax?”

“Yes, Mr Asano. Which makes what I have to say next rather unfortunate.”

“And what’s that?”

“I believe the world is about to come knocking.”
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Lenora wasn’t sure how she ended up as designated liaison to Jason Asano. She wasn’t from any of the magical factions, intelligence agencies or other parties participating in the multi-national taskforce. She was with the Australian Government, assigned to administer Asano Village. Her job was meant to land somewhere between building superintendent and hotel manager, dealing with visitors from across the world. Instead, she’d somehow become the neutral party keeping the taskforce members from each other’s throats.

With the Governor General dissolving the entire government, Lenora had no idea if she’d retain her position, once the dust settled. For now, she was busy being the lubricant that stopped secret agents and shape-shifted ogres from coming to blows. Part of that was evaluating any information that potentially affected multiple taskforce members.

Her office was in what used to be the mayor’s residence. Also in the room was the desk of her deputy, Barry Sinise. Barry was looking at a report that just popped up on his tablet.

“Nora,” he said, drawing her attention from the toilet paper requisition she was working on.

“Yeah?”

“You know that thing the Network told us not to worry about?”

“The one we’re definitely worrying about?”

“Yeah.”

The Network had been looking for anomalous reading in the grid that indicated potential reality core farming. After weeks of nothing, multiple instances had occurred near instantaneously. Rather than in vampire territory, as had been expected, they were showing up in areas humans still held. The United Kingdom was relatively intact, compared to most of Europe, and Western Asia fell outside the border of the vampiric domain.

“What about it?” Nora asked.

“If the grid and communications are both being messed with, I’m thinking that whatever is going on is time critical.”

“Yeah.”

“I’m looking at the deployments from the taskforce, and they’re focusing on core areas. Large population centres, Network strongholds.”

“That makes sense.”

“But the more regional areas might be in more urgent need of help. They’re going to be the ones with the weakest essence-user presence in the first place, but they’re low priority for assistance.”

“Barry, I know we’ve been roped into being glorified secretaries for spies and wizards, but I don’t think they’ll appreciate us making suggestions in the middle of a crisis.”

“I know. But there is someone on the taskforce no one has reached out to yet, right?”

“You want me to reach out to Jason Asano and ask him to check in on people in a bunch of little towns out in the countryside?”

“Yeah,” Barry said. “I do.”
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Lenora watched as a dark figure stepped out of the shadows. It was an ephemeral thing, made of darkness, but spoke with Asano’s voice.

“What is it you need?”

“If I told you that some things are happening, but I don’t have time to explain and people need your help, what would you say?” Lenora asked.

“Where?”

She nodded at Barry, who walked up to Shade and held out a tablet showing a map.

“Nine locations across the UK, Ireland, Eastern Europe and Western Asia,” Lenora said. “Can you reach them fast?”

“Shade?” Jason asked.

“Slovenia is well positioned for mainland Europe and Asia locations,” Shade said. “I have a body in Wrexham, Wales you could jump to, and then I could use my vehicle forms to reach the other locations in six to eleven minutes.”

“Why do you have a body in someplace in Wales?” Jason asked.

“Time sensitive, Mr Asano,” Shade scolded.

“Right, sorry. On it.”

The dark figure vanished into the shadow of a pot plant.

“That was weird, right?” Barry asked. “Two guys in one body, having a conversation.”

“The body was an interdimensional shadow alien, Barry.”

“You think that being the explanation makes it less weird? Someone should go tell the Network people what we just did, right?”

“Yes, Barry, they should.”

“I call not it.”

“You can’t call ‘not it,’ Barry.”

“Except I just did. Can you get a me a diet cream soda while you’re out doing that?”

“You know I’m your boss, right?”

“Right, sorry. Can you get me a diet cream soda while you’re out doing that, Boss?”
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Delia wanted nothing more than to lie down and close her eyes. Her clothes were ragged, her skin marred by bloody lacerations. Her right hand was missing two fingers and her left arm hung limp at her side. The System, usually a boon, was flashing stamina and mana bars that were all but empty. The little silhouette showing her health had every body part marked in warning yellow or dire red.

She burned most of her scant remaining mana to boost her speed, barely escaping the path of the dented but intact iron lion. Three were dead, better than she’d imagined, but she didn’t have the mana left to conjure a fresh gun, let alone fire it. The mana deficit had her head feeling like a spike had been rammed through it. Her body was screaming at her to stop and rest, but she couldn’t afford to even slow down.

Only a couple of traps remained untriggered. She dashed right through one, a lion on her heels. The trap ignored her but triggered on the monster, cables erupting from the ground to bind it. It would have been an easy kill, if she had anything left. The other lions flanked her circled like sharks. They knew she was done, even if she refused to accept it. She tried to make a break for it, but only the spirit was willing. Her legs gave out and she fell to the ground, landing amongst dirt churned up with shards of detonated tree trunk.

The lions snarled at each other, each trying to assert dominance. One finally cowed the others and moved in to claim the kill. Delia’s consciousness drifted away, her eyes closing as the beast coiled to pounce. In the delirium as she passed out, she thought it odd how the creature’s aura changed, suddenly descending like a wrathful god. Her last thought was that it hadn’t felt like that before.
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As a girl, Delia DeWitt had watched on television as a man fought monsters. Despite his dark powers and shadowy visage, she had known him from the first moment as a hero. She regained consciousness, having been certain she never would again. Standing over her was a dark figure, wrapped in what looked like the night sky. She jolted awake as a loud crash signalled an iron lion smashing to the ground, looking like it had been in a car compactor. Five more followed in short order.

A hand was held out to her.

“You did good,” Jason told her.


41
MONSTROUS ON THE INSIDE


Delia looked up at the alien eyes gazing down at her from within the dark hood. He held his hand out to her as his uncanny cloak vanished to reveal his face. His eyes dimmed, turning from strange nebulae to dark brown. She clasped his hand and he helped her to his feet. That she needed the assistance was startling, not having felt weak in years.

“Drink this,” he said, holding out a glass vial containing purple liquid. “It might taste a bit funny—my friend Jory has been experimenting with local ingredients—but it’s good.”

Delia pulled out the cork and swigged it down without hesitation. The taste was awful, like cheap salami coated in sugar, but the effect was immediate. She felt magic flood through her body, stronger than her own. The lacerations scoring her body closed, and her battered muscles were soothed.

“Was that a gold-rank potion?”

“Told you it was good. How are you holding up?”

She looked herself over. Through the rents in her clothes, she could see scars left behind where her wound had been.

“I don’t think it healed me right,” she said.

“It healed you right. We can talk about that after, though. We need to go get your people.”

“Are they alright?”

“No. I’m afraid they’re not.”
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Eleven vampires dangled in the air over the cathedral’s carpark, held aloft by Jason’s aura. Four of them were snarling and thrashing like animals, flailing at the air. The others were calmer, their expressions ranging from fearful to calculating. Standing under them was a clone of Asano, but with solid red orbs for eyes.

“They’ve turned them,” Delia said, her voice shuddering as she stared at her team.

“The four are yours?” Jason asked.

“Yes.”

“The good news is, they’re not too far gone. Feed me your sins.”

Red light started shining from within the feral vampires, the representation of their life force. What should have been a bright, clean light was dim and murky. The taint immediately started to flow out of the feral vampires, floating through the air like smoke on a breeze. As the stain left the vampires, their life force regained the normal, healthy red glow. Their wild thrashing turned to confusion, then exhaustion, until they finally passed out. Jason gently lowered the four to the ground, leaving the others dangling in the air. Delia dashed over to check them over.

“You turned them back?”

“Forcible turnings usually result in a ghoul or a feral vampire. There’s a window before the change fully sets in, where the vampiric curse can be purged. Anyone with a sufficiently powerful curse removal power can do the same. They’ll take time to fully recover, though. Healing magic doesn’t work on spiritual damage.”

“Spiritual damage?”

Rather than answer, Jason floated the four recovering bronze-rankers over to the grass.

“Colin, ask the vampires why they’re here. Take them somewhere that Delia won’t see or hear you asking.”

Delia finally looked at the copy of Jason. Although their features were identical, it was clear they were different people. The copy was looking at the vampires with a chillingly voracious glee.

Jason sat on the grass next to her unconscious subordinates and she did the same.

“You feel weak, right?” he asked her. “Like the energy that’s always been there, ever since you became an essence-user, is suddenly gone?”

“What happened to me?” she asked.

“The same thing that happened to me a long time ago. There’s a village in the other world, at the foot of a small mountain, out in the desert. It has a waterfall that shoots out from a portal inside the mountain. Gorgeous little place, and the first one I ever visited in that world. Well, there was this English-style manor house in the middle of the desert where a bunch of cannibals lived, but that doesn’t really count.”

“I would love to hear every story you have.”

“There’s some crazy stuff. More than one about this village, in fact, but let’s stick to this one for the moment. I ended up going back to the village later, while passing through the area with my companions. We were on a training tour, preparing to rank up. A monster spawned, far too much to handle. I took it on anyway, distracting it from the villagers scrambling to evacuate. I couldn’t win, of course, but every moment I could buy meant lives saved. I had a desperate hope that someone would come and save me, but I was pretty sure they wouldn’t. I imagine the story is sounding familiar.”

“Too familiar,” Delia said with a shudder.

“Like you, I ended up passing out, thinking it was the end. Then I woke up, not quite the same. That was how I got my first and, to this day, still largest scar.”

Delia looked down at her arms and torso, seeing the scar tissue revealed by the rents in her clothes.

“It wasn’t that the potion didn’t heal properly, is it?”

“No.”

“Scars. I didn’t think we could get those anymore.”

Jason pointed to the small scars on his face, bisecting one eyebrow and leaving a thin hairless line in his beard.

“I thought they were from before you had magic. That’s the general opinion online.”

“I can see why that would be a surprise, then. I haven’t used the internet much over the last couple of decades, but I assume it’s still a place where people are painstakingly careful about the integrity of information they put out.”

He waggled his eyebrows comically and she couldn’t help but laugh. Then, like a dam bursting, all the emotion came flooding out. Laughter turned to tears, her body shaking as she sobbed out the fear and panic, desperation and relief. Jason waited patiently for it to pass.

“I’m sorry,” she said after settling down.

“Don’t be. It’s better than bottling it up, trust me.”

She leaned back in the grass, looking over at her people.

“Are they really going to be alright?”

“They’re going to need a lot of therapy, but yes. You will too.”

“I’m fine.”

“I just watched you have an emotional breakdown.”

“I… have nothing to say to that.”

He let out a chuckle.

“I’m not kidding about you seeing someone. I know some specialists in the field. You’ve heard of Rufus Remore?”

“Of course.”

“I brought his mother back with me. She’s basically a wizard therapist. She helped me through a lot.”

“I really will be okay, breakdown notwithstanding.”

“I know. But those new scars run deeper than you think. It wasn’t the lions that left them there.”

“But the lions left the wounds.”

“It doesn’t matter happens to your body. Anything you live through, magic will heal, scar free.”

“Except that I do have scars. As do you.”

“Do you know how the soul affects the body for essence-users?”

She shook her head.

“Basically, the soul is a blueprint for the body. Our self-image defines our physical representation, more and more with every rank. People don’t grow more attractive with rank just because imperfections are being removed. We move closer with each rank to the way we see ourselves, or perhaps the person we want to become. I had a difficult relationship with my brother, but with every rank-up, I find myself looking more and more like him. We made amends before he passed, but on some level, I still want to be him. Or the imaginary version of him that has been imprinted on my mind since we were kids.”

He stared into the distance with sad eyes and a warm smile, then turned his gaze back to Delia.

“Our souls are who we are. What we are. And the more our magic grows, the more thoroughly our bodies represent that. For most people, power comes with confidence and self-assurance, and that is reflected in the changes they undergo. That’s also why you occasionally come across someone who doesn’t look like they just walked off the set of a teen drama where all the actors are twenty-seven. Insecurity or self-loathing can make a person’s body reflect how ugly they are on the inside. It doesn’t happen much, though. I’ve seen people who were monstrous on the inside and drop-dead gorgeous to look at.”

“Are you saying that the scars aren’t on my body, but on my soul?”

“I am, but the scars are just a representation. What matters is that you were faced with a truly defining moment, and you made a choice. Souls change all the time, but those changes are usually slow and gradual. When the change comes fast, and cuts to the core of who you are, it leaves a mark.”

He reached out to tap her lightly on the shoulder, and a System window immediately appeared.

	[System Administrator] has expanded your System access to include information on conditions affecting your soul. 




The window vanished after she read it and a new one took its place.

New Title: [Resolute]

	The damage you suffered in your stand against a much more powerful enemy has marked your soul. Your resistance to the suppressive force of higher-ranked auras is increased. 

	Your aura signature has changed. Your unflinching resolve can be detected if your aura is examined by an aura-sensing power or when projecting your aura. 




“Title?” she asked.

“It’s a video game thing. Kind of like unlocking an achievement.”

“I don’t really play video games.”

“It’s how the System represents things that impact your soul strongly enough to have an effect on your magic.”

“And you let me see that. Because you’re the System administrator?”

“Yeah.”

“Like the guy who blocks websites on the office internet so people don’t look up celebrity feet at work?”

“That’s a fairly specific question.”

Delia glanced over at one of her unconscious team members.

“Bethan is a good fighter, but not a great employee, if I’m being honest.”

They sat in silence for a while, him leaning back and looking to the blue sky with a smile. She looked over her people, all bronze rank. Judging by their injuries, they’d put up a fight, but not much of one. Three of the seven vampires Jason had left to his familiar had been silver rank.

“Why did this happen?” she asked. “We’re on the far edge of nowhere. What’s here for them?”

“This was one of a series of simultaneous attacks around the periphery of vampire-held territory. The humans have been hitting Europe hard over the last few weeks. This might be the start of the vampires hitting back, I don’t know. My friends and I were asked to intervene in places that were lower priority and harder to reach quickly; we aren’t deeply involved. I imagine we’ll learn more as people report in. Speaking of which…”

He looked up as his red-eyed clone came down the path from the cathedral, passing under a brickwork archway to enter the parking area. In one hand was a napkin he was using to dab at the side of his mouth. In the other was a severed arm.

“Colin!” Jason scolded, getting to his feet.

“What?” Colin asked, then looked down at the loose arm as if surprised to find it there. He quickly tossed it over the fence and put on an innocent expression. Jason rubbed his temples, letting out a groan.

“Colin, remember the talk we had about the vampires actually being victims and how we should respect their remains, even after we’ve killed them?”

“He’s not dead,” Colin said. “I kept them all alive, even when they begged me to⁠—”

“What did you find out, Colin?”

“They don’t know much. They were ordered to come here, turn the essence-users and have them massacre the population. They didn’t ask why, and don’t seem to care much.”

“What do we do now?” Delia asked.

“Keep an eye on the town until backup arrives,” Jason said. “My shadow familiar is patrolling around. I’m just a hired gun on this one; the humans are running the show. Once that’s done, I need to go. I have a long-awaited guest I need to talk to.”
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Jason arrived on the space station that orbited the main planet in his personal solar system. The space station served a variety of functions, one of which was a place for cosmic visitors to arrive. His astral kingdom was now fully realised, occupying a space within cosmic geography that others could visit.

Jason watched through an observation window as a dimension ship arrived. It was a transparent sphere that seemed to contain a sandstorm churning wildly within it. Rather than an airlock, a bridge of rainbow light extended from the space station to touch the vessel. A woman walked through the wall of the ship as if it was an illusion and strode down the bridge. Jason met her at the door, which slid open at her approach, greeting her with a nod that she returned.

“Hello, Jason.”

“Hello, Raythe.”


42
THIS OFFER KIND OF SUCKS


Raythe, the prime vessel of the great astral being who governed time, was an elf. With dark brown skin and light brown hair, flecked with green, she looked at home wandering through the tree city of Arbour. The city was empty of people and she strolled with Jason, the hard-packed dirt roads lined with fallen leaves. Only diffused sunlight made it through the canopy, creating a shady sanctuary. Hanging from the branches were many gourd-like pods, large enough to contain a mid-size sedan.

“Is it unusual?” Jason asked, following her gaze as she looked at the pods.

“See enough of the cosmos,” Raythe told him, “and you will find that everything and nothing is an oddity. Ordinary astral kings cannot use the planets in their astral realms to birth messengers, but you are not the first original to do so. Or to birth more than messengers. There are others like your lehenik to be found amongst the countless worlds.”

“Forgive me if the question is rude, but may I ask how old you are? And how long you have been a prime avatar?”

“I do not mind the question, but it is not one I can answer in any way you would understand. My relationship with time is not a linear one.”

“Does that mean you can see the future?”

“It means that I don’t believe in the future. Not the way you do. For you, the future is fixed. Whatever you encounter it as, when it becomes your present, is what it was always going to be. I see time as a series of interconnected points, the alteration of which ripples to the surrounding points and beyond, shifting the whole. To the people occupying those points, this process feels like a linear passage through time.”

“And your job is what? To stop the ripples from tangling everything up?”

“The process is a natural one. The only rule is that any given node in the pattern can only be directly changed by those within it.”

“Meaning… no time travel?”

“Or any other manipulation of time.”

“Well, except the one way to travel through time, obviously.”

She looked at him in confusion.

“What way?” she asked.

“Waiting.”

She gave him a disapproving frown while he grinned to himself and conjured a sandwich out of thin air.

“You want one?” he asked.

“Please.”

He conjured another sandwich that floated in front of her, bobbing along as they walked, until she reached out and took it. Rather than eating, she held it in front of her like a specimen.

“Your ability to manipulate material here is coming along,” she said. “Few are able to create a world as developed as this.”

“Turning raw magic into food was a pretty easy one. Most organic material is a challenge, but it’s not too bad when it’s relatively inert. Living things are the trick. All the animals here, and even the plants, I created half-subconsciously at best. The secret is to create a seed and let it sort itself out. The Healer gave me something that taught me how to create the spark, but I don’t think I could create a living thing deliberately. But give it a chance, and life finds a way.”

“I see. Most entities who create worlds are reluctant to surrender control of even the most superficial detail. All must be as they will, meaning that geological and biological diversity only comes as they master every aspect of creation, over the course of millennia.”

“That sounds incredibly tedious,” Jason said. “You have to let things go. Let them become what they will on their own. Otherwise, all you’ll get is a reflection of yourself. I suppose that’s the point, for a lot of people looking to create a whole world. As acts of hubris go, it’s pretty up there.”

Raythe didn’t interrupt, instead finally biting into the sandwich.

“This conversation has been a long time coming, hasn’t it?” Jason asked.

“I can see why you would think so.”

“How’s Dawn?”

“Nervous. She worries about what I’m going to tell you today. If I tell you.”

“If? I’ve been waiting a lot of years to hear whatever it was Dawn didn’t want to tell me. It was already meant to have happened by now.”

“There are two conditions you must agree to. The first is the reason I waited until your astral kingdom was complete. What I tell you must be kept from your prime avatar.”

“I didn’t realise that was possible.”

“It is. You have seen that half-transcendents make extensive use of avatars, largely to avoid violating the rules of intrusion. There is much about avatars that I can teach you, even if I don’t have a prime avatar. That includes vulnerabilities of prime avatars.”

“Vulnerabilities?”

“Your prime avatar is a place in which to seat your consciousness. That makes it a link to your true self, and there are ways to exploit that link. There is nothing that can be done to harm you, but there are ways to disadvantage you. To cost you time when you need it most.”

“Alright. Why do I need to keep it from my avatar?”

“I’ll explain once we’ve come to an accord.”

“Then what’s the second condition?”

“I think that is best explained after I offer you some context. You know that Dawn, before she left Pallimustus, warned you of a danger that she refused to specify.”

Jason turned from the wide road of hard-packed earth onto a side street that sloped down and had tiles set into it. It led to a shallow gully with a stream running through it, winding its way around the trees. Bushes lined the gully, with a path running alongside.

He led Raythe to a short wooden bridge where he stopped halfway across. There was a break in the canopy over the gully, lighting it up with sunlight from a clear blue sky. He leaned on the railing, looking out as he finished his sandwich. She stood waiting, finishing hers as well. There was a gentle breeze, carrying the clean, natural scent of the forest. The only sounds were the trickling water and the occasional bird call or buzz of insect wings.

“Dawn told me that I was in a fight that I didn’t even know was happening,” Jason said, finally breaching the quiet. “She said I’d already lost.”

“The situation was meant to come to a head already, but the timeline shifted when you claimed the soul forge, completing the requirements for becoming an astral king.”

“Which you saw coming, I imagine.”

“It doesn’t work like that. The pattern is always in flux. And while the timing changed, the facts have not.”

“It’s about the bridge between worlds, isn’t it? The delay was because I put off completing it while I was off fighting with the great astral beings. Something is going to happen when the bridge settles and fully opens. Some kind of invasion?”

“I will not furnish you with details until we have an agreement. What matters is what happens when you learn of what is to come. When you are faced with a fight that you cannot win.”

“I know we haven’t hung out a lot, but doing the impossible is kind of my thing.”

“Yes, and that is precisely the problem. I do not know if there is a way to prevent what is to come, but⁠—”

“How can you not know? Can’t you see the ripples or whatever?”

“I can. And there is one node in the pattern acting like an infected wound, poisoning the bloodstream. That node is a point in the future. One where your future actions are the source of the corruption, as you try to stop something I don’t know is possible to stop. Events have been in play too long, and the chance to prevent it has passed. You yourself have been instrumental in bringing them to a head, all without realising it. You can’t win, but you will try. Multiple attempts, over and over.”

“Multiple attempts?”

“A time loop. Under normal circumstances, manipulation of time is restricted to minor, localised events. Looking into the past, slowing or speeding up a personal timeframe for a few moments. Many essence abilities work this way, but travelling through or overtly manipulating time is normally impossible. And as you just said, the impossible is kind of your thing.”

“You think I’m going to loop time to try and prevent this mysterious thing no one will tell me about. That it’s bad enough that I’ll risk all the damage you’re describing. How would I even do that?”

“You are intrinsically linked to the bridge between worlds. Dawn made sure of this so that your enemy could not afford to kill you once your usefulness to them is over. You are immortal now, removing the need for that failsafe, but the link remains. You could bend that link to your own ends. You have the power and the knowledge to do so.”

“I remember talking about this with Clive and Boris,” Jason said. “Earth and Pallimustus have synchronised time, right? Because of the way they were created?”

“Yes. Normally, no two universes are synchronised, meaning there is no opportunity like this. But the folly of the original Builder, combined with your unique circumstances, have created one. It is for reasons like this that the Builder was sanctioned.”

“Does it work? Do I find a way to stop what’s coming?”

“I should say no, so that you will accept the pointlessness of the actions I seek to prevent. The truth is that I can’t be certain. That section of the time pattern is so damaged that I cannot tell. You might succeed, or you might create a cascading paradox that wipes out at least one universe, probably two, and leaves behind a zone of astral ruination like a rotting wound in the cosmos. The ramifications of that, I do not know.”

“And you want me to not do that.”

“Yes.”

“What is so bad that I would go so far? I threw away some of the most important years of my life to repair the Cosmic Throne. What would I do something so destructive over?”

“Something that, to me, does not even begin to warrant such action. But the Cosmic Throne had no personal stakes for you. It was a duty. What is coming doesn’t just matter; it matters to you.”

“Not to give you any ideas, but why didn’t you just bump me off, back when that was possible?”

“My role is to ameliorate potential damage to the tapestry of time, with as little disruption to the framework as possible. Eliminating the one who would repair the Cosmic Throne would be a massive disruption.”

Embarrassment flashed in her expression.

“Also, Dawn talked me out of it.”

Jason let out a chuckle, despite the seriousness of the conversation.

“I even protected you during the Battle of Yaresh by intercepting the diamond-ranker moving to attack you.”

“Would he have killed me?”

“I cannot be certain. I told you that the pattern is in flux, even without your future actions affecting it. The wound caused by your time manipulation obfuscates events, especially as you draw closer to the critical node in time.”

“And you want me to change that. To reach that node and not mess with time, given the option.”

“Yes. Should you refuse, I will be required to take steps. Steps that become more damaging to the pattern the closer to the core node my intervention is. Which would be quite close, now that I have involved myself with you. I cannot afford to backtrail a timeline I have left in any given universe.”

“But you still have options, right? Go to Earth when I was a baby and throw me into traffic.”

“I could, but every path has danger. Your cooperation is by far the best answer.”

“You’re asking me to take the loss without even telling me what the fight is.”

“Yes.”

“You think I’ll agree to that?”

“I think you understand enough about the danger time manipulation poses to say yes now. Dawn believes that you will stay true to that agreement, although I have my misgivings.”

“So, what you’re saying is that you’ll tell me everything, if I agree to hide the truth from my prime avatar and promise not to try and work out time travel. Or time looping.”

“Dawn believes that simply being told the consequences will be enough to have you refrain from acting, even once you know the truth. I know you have sacrificed for the greater good before, but I do not share her faith. Not enough to bet everything on it, so I make you an offer. When the time comes, you will lose. You won’t even get a chance to fight.”

“So far, this offer kind of sucks.”

“There are places that even the World-Phoenix holds no sway. Realms where most great astral beings have no authority. This place, your astral kingdom, is one of them. But there are some great astral beings whose influence can be felt in all places, even here. They cannot intervene within this realm, due to the sanctity of the soul from which it was forged, but their rules still hold sway. The Keeper of the Sands is one such being. It allows me to see where others are blinded. Sometimes even to go where others cannot.”

“You’re saying that I’m going to end up in one of these places?”

“I am offering to find you when no one else can. To aid you when others are helpless, yet you need help the most.”

“I’m a universe. That shouldn’t be too hard to find.”

“As I told you, there are vulnerabilities that a prime avatar possesses. No avatar I can make will match yours for power, once your power reaches its fullness, but that comes at a cost. You already know of one, in that prime avatars are not easy to replace.”

“Someone can kill it, and force me to spend years rebuilding it. Is that what’s going to happen?”

“That will be a choice you have to make in the future. The most I can do is prepare you to understand your options when they are before you.”

Jason conjured a rock into his hand and tossed it into the creek running under the bridge.

“If the stakes are really what you say, I don’t have a lot of choice, do I?”

“There is always a choice. And you are known to be stubborn.”

“It would be nice if there was someone to corroborate all that you’re saying.”

“I suspected you would think so, and prepared accordingly. She didn’t want to see you until this was all over, but she knows what is at stake.”

“She?”
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Jason vanished from the city and appeared on his space station, outside on the hull, exposed to space. He was staring into the void when fire erupted into being as a dimensional vessel entered his realm. It looked like a spaceship shrouded in flames, in the shape of a phoenix.


43
BATTLE OF THE PLANTS


A woman floated out of the fire-wreathed spaceship. She was also aflame, with fire burning atop her head in place of hair. Her eyes were burning orbs, and her graceful yellow dress had a shifting pattern of dancing flames. Jason smiled and the airlock behind him opened. He went inside and she followed, waiting until the door shut and air was vented in.

“I like the new look,” he told her. “The new dimensional vessel too. You know it looks like the God Phoenix ship from Science Ninja Team Gatchaman, right?”

Her fire hair turned to normal, if vibrant, locks red and gold and fell about her head. Her eyes went from magma-like orbs to ordinary but beautiful eyes of fiery yellow. She used them to fix Jason with a judgemental stare.

“Three sentences,” Dawn complained. “That’s how long it took for you to bring up some cartoon nonsense.”

“I would say anime, rather than cartoon. I know the line was blurred when they retooled the series as Battle of the Planets for the western market, but⁠—”

“You need to stop before I set you on fire.”

“Speaking of fire, your new avatar is lovely and all, as is your spaceship, but they don’t make any sense. Fire in space? There’s no oxygen.”

“It’s your universe. I’m not responsible for the physics.”

They grinned and shared a hug. When they let go, Jason kept his hands on her shoulders as he looked at her with concern. She wouldn’t quite meet his eyes.

“Your avatar looks more human than celestine,” he said.

“I thought it might make things easier.”

“Raythe said you didn’t want to see me.”

“It’s not that I didn’t want…”

She met his gaze.

“I didn’t intend to see you. I wanted you to know everything first. To give you a chance to hate me.”

“This is about old loyalties, isn’t it? The World-Phoenix and I having agendas that are similar, but not the same, and she got you first. You’re conflicted.”

“Yes.”

“I understand. I know the stakes of the choices we have to make, and that sometimes, every option sucks. Maybe you did something that won’t go great for me. That’s okay.”

“I did do that. Before I knew you, but also after. And I kept things from you. Partly because I was told to. Partly so you wouldn’t go and do something characteristically ludicrous.”

“Like create a time loop so I can save-scum my way through a boss fight?”

“Something like that.”

“Did you ever think you were doing anything other than the right thing?”

“Knowing what the right thing is can be hard. Or impossible, until after the fact.”

“But you tried, right?”

“Yes.”

“I can’t blame you for that. I certainly won’t hate you for it.”

“You don’t know what’s coming yet.”

“Well, you can tell me over lunch.”

The inner airlock door opened with a hiss.

“We can go down to the planet in a shuttle that isn’t a fire spaceship that makes no sense,” Jason said.

“Again, you’re the one in charge of physics.”

Jason led her into his space station and down the spacious hall.

“Does your ship have those cool missile pods like in the anime?” he asked.

“I didn’t base the design off a cartoon.”

“You’re just embarrassed because you watched the Battle of the Planets version and not the original anime, aren’t you?”

“I’m realising that my instinct to stay away was one I should have listened to.”

“Raythe knew that I’d be sceptical of what she had to tell me. She hasn’t been telling me porky pies, then.”

“No. She has not.”

“She told me that the two of you are friends.”

“She’s far older than I am. I think. It doesn’t really apply with her, and how she moves through time. Or doesn’t. She was something like a wise big sister, when I was trying to set aside my mortal sensibilities. She was being a friend when I was being an acquaintance. The friendship is more recent for me. Possibly. Sometimes it feels like we’ve been friends for a very long time, and I’ve somehow forgotten. Or it hasn’t happened yet. It can be like that with her.”

“Sounds complicated.”

“Speaking of complicated, I understand that you’re with Zara Rimaros now.”

“Uh, yeah. It’s new. Properly new; neither of us travel through time.”

“When we last saw each other, you were rather unhappy with her.”

“That was a while ago.”

“Do you think it will work out?”

“Depends on what you mean by work out. I’m in my forties. Who knows how I’ll see things in my hundred and forties. I’m more inclined to enjoy things for what they are and let them play out. Earth gives us a chance to be away from clashing agendas, but I don’t think it will work on Pallimustus. Being team members is one thing, but relationships are political for her.”

“Because she’s a princess and you attempted to extort the whole planet into ending slavery?”

“You heard about that?”

“I did. It wasn’t a great plan.”

“It was laying the groundwork. It put the idea of abolition in people’s heads.”

“It was never going to work.”

“It wasn’t meant to work. Now, the other people out there working against slavery will look more reasonable by comparison.”

“Unless they get tarred with your crazy brush.”

“No plan is perfect. And me being a lone fringe element is not a hard sell.”

They stopped at another airlock.

“Now we can go down to the planet in a more sensible vessel than your improbably on-fire cartoon spaceship,” he said.

“This space station is shaped like your head.”

“What’s your point?”
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A large picnic table in a woodland grove had a red and white tablecloth placed over it. The table was set with many dishes and a few bottles of wine. Birdsong and the sound of a nearby stream filled the air, along with sunlight beaming from a bright blue sky.

“How are you finding transcendence?” Jason asked as he refilled Dawn’s wineglass.

“Not many transcendents have a true physical form, the way you and other astral kings do,” she explained. “In transcending mortality, I became a fully astral entity. It means that, by most measures, I don’t have a real body. I exist conceptually, as part of the deep astral. Immortal, with only the power of authority able to interact with my core self.”

“You can’t be killed, only sanctioned.”

“Yes. But I’m having trouble reconciling how my mind works in that state, compared to the mortal body I’ve always lived in. It’s a common issue for new transcendents. The solution is to maintain avatar bodies and use them to do my mortal-scale thinking, much as I did for the World-Phoenix as her prime vessel. It’s going to take me a while to get used to. I’ve been advised that sending my avatars to have new experiences, in new places and with new people will help me settle in. I’ve been largely avoiding my old life, using Raythe as my go-between when dealing with old business.”

“Oh, you’re saying I’m old business,” he teased.

“Jason, I have trouble expressing the degree to which you are young business. Have you ever been around a child who’s had too much sugar, or an especially attention-seeking puppy? You know how your behaviour changes around them? You dumb it down, become more childlike. You have fun, don’t get me wrong, but you’re not exactly comporting yourself with the dignity you display in day-to-day life.”

“Not going to lie; that’s pretty hurtful,” he said, his protestations undermined by a chuckle.

“There’s nothing wrong with it, Jason. I met you at a time when I needed that. To remember what it is to be mortal, before leaving mortality behind. I believe that my failure to do so is responsible for cutting my time as a prime vessel short. The World-Phoenix needed someone to think like a mortal, not someone who rejected that. Now, I’m in the position of letting avatars do my mortal thinking for me. That would have been a more strenuous transition without your influence.”

“I’m still basically a dopey puppy in that scenario.”

“If it makes you feel better, you’re a puppy with a shotgun, a chainsaw and a big red button that fires a bunch of missiles.”

“No. That does not make me feel better.”

She laughed at his exaggerated pout and popped a grape into her mouth. Then she grabbed another and tossed it at him. He snatched it out of the air with his mouth.

“Just like a puppy.”

“I’m not a puppy,” he whined.

“If you two are quite done,” Raythe said as she walked into the clearing. “We should probably get to business.”
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Jason, Raythe and Dawn stood outside the open inner airlock door. Past the window on the outer airlock door, Dawn’s dimensional vessel could be seen floating, still wreathed in bird-shaped flames.

“You could have docked it,” Jason said.

“It’s on fire.”

“In space, so don’t pretend that thing follows the rules. Also, I make the rules here.”

“Why would that matter if it doesn’t follow them?” Dawn asked.

“Yeah, well… go get on your bloody spaceship, then. When will I see you again?”

Dawn frowned.

“Not until after. I can’t help you when the time comes,” she said. “The World-Phoenix has made commitments, and it has been made clear that I am not to intervene on your behalf. There is more flexibility with your friends, and I have made sure this will not blow back on them. You can’t tell them about any of this, not until right before it all begins. Not your friends, and not your own avatar.”

Jason scowled, but only nodded in response.

“Raythe will find you and do what she can, although it may not be as much as you’d like. For now, let her show you some of the nuances of avatar use. You’ll need more training as your go stronger, but she can teach you a few tricks. She’s been at this a lot longer than either of us. Probably.”

She pulled Jason into a hug.

“Stay true to yourself,” she whispered into his ear. “The cosmos has seen a trillion growly, grim powerhouses, and it knows how to chew them up. The Battle of the Plants guy is someone they’re not ready for.”

“It’s Battle of the Planets. And Science Ninja Team Gatchaman is the original iteration of⁠—”

“Nobody cares.”

She pushed him away and flashed a warm smile with only a faint tinge of sadness. He smiled back.

“Thanks for coming to see me.”

“Thanks for stealing a soul forge, becoming an astral king and using that power to repair the Cosmic Throne. There’s a lot of people out here wondering who did that, so you’d best hit diamond rank before they figure it out.”

“Wait, what? What do you⁠—”

She stepped into the airlock and the door closed between them.

“Oh, come on,” he complained.

He watched as the outer airlock door opened, venting the air and Dawn into space. Her hair and eyes turned to fire. She floated over to her vessel, disappeared inside and then the ship itself was gone.

“How can she just say something like that and bail?” he asked Raythe.

“This is your universe. Couldn’t you have deleted the door and filled the space with air to talk to her?”

Jason opened his mouth to respond, then slumped his shoulders and sighed.

“Damn it,” he muttered, then looked up at Raythe. “Hey, you know what she was talking about, right?”

“I don’t keep track of the cosmic community, sorry. It’s hard to make sense of, the way I look through time.”

He narrowed his eyes at her.

“Is that a lie because you want to avoid a conversation you find tedious?” he asked.

“Yes.”
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From her office in Saint-Étienne, Anna joined a video meeting. The face of the US Secretary of State appeared on her screen.

“What can I do for you, Madam Secretary?”

“People are getting curious about Asano, Anna. He hasn’t been seen in weeks. Neither have most of his companions. We have the Geller boy fighting the vampires, and the silver-haired miracle healer. And there’s—and I can’t believe I’m about to utter this sentence—the shape-shifting rainbow dragon filming a Korean romance drama. Do you remember when any of this was even vaguely sane?”

“Claire, I come from a Network family. The magician at my seventh birthday party used actual magic, so… no.”

“Oh. Well, anyway, a lot of people are hoping for an update. The only thing that scares them more than Asano being everywhere is him being nowhere. And, to be honest, we could use some more powerful people in the fight against the vampires. We’re confident we’ve neutralised the nukes using the information gained from Elizabeth, but that’s the only good news. Those first attacks a few weeks ago were clearly a test, and they’ve been escalating their counterattacks since. There have also been attacks by people infested with vampire parasite worms, which we still have no way to effectively detect or remove without them killing the host.”

“I can’t tell you what Jason’s doing because I don’t know. He said training, and none of his avatars will say more than that. As for the parasites, we have people working on that, but we’re talking about reverse-engineering multiple kinds of magic that’s been Frankensteined together and we only found out about it a month ago. Figuring it out could take years, if ever.”

“So our own researchers keep telling me. I was just hoping that some of the magicians from the other world were having more success.”
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“I think we’re onto something here,” Clive said.

Also in the lab was his research society colleague, Lorelei, along with Neil, Carlos and Audrey, the Asano clan’s energy vampire research director. Clive closed the file on the laptop in front of him and rubbed his temples.

“We should break for the night,” he said. “We don’t want to make a mistake here, so let’s get some rest and come at it fresh in the morning.”

“Good thinking,” Neil said. “Because you know who’s going to come at it tonight?”

He let out a yelp as he suddenly found Lorelei in his face.

“Who’s that, Neil? Perhaps the archchancellor’s imaginary spouse? You have something to say on that front? A hilarious joke to share with the group?”

“Uh… no.”

Lorelei gave him a friendly and not-at-all-dangerous smile.

“Good,” she said brightly while Clive stared at her as if she’d grown an extra head. She held out her arm for him to take. “Shall we go, Archchancellor?”

A huge, if rather bemused grin crossed Clive’s face. He took Lorelei’s arm and let her lead him out. The others left behind all looked at each other.

“What was that about?” Audrey asked.

“I liked the old wife better,” Neil said. “The new one is scary.”


44
TRUE TO YOURSELF


In his astral kingdom, Jason was on the deck of his house in the waterfall gorge. The sun was high and he let the cool air with the faint spray of the waterfall cool him off. Behind him, Raythe exited the house and looked at the other houses lining the gorge walls.

“Most kings seat themselves in a palace, not a neighbourhood,” she observed.

He smiled and likewise looked around. Trees grew out of the rock, surrounding the houses of wood and stone built into the sides of the gorge. A light mist drifted through the gorge, giving it an ethereal feel. He gestured at the view.

“You don’t think this is extravagant enough?”

“Has Dawn told you much about where she comes from?”

Jason turned around to look at Raythe.

“Not a lot,” he said. “Something about being a galactic space princess.”

“She was born in a palace built around and inside an actual sun.”

“That sounds like more trouble than it’s worth. I mean, awesome, yeah, but also kind of a lot. But I can see why this isn’t up to your standards of opulence. I suppose, compared to the things you’ve seen, my little universe is a run-down caravan park.”

“It has its charms. Bigger and more don’t always mean better, and this realm of yours is still quite embryonic. I imagine you’ll be refining it a lot over the millennia to come.”

“I was thinking of putting some potted herbs out here. It’s always good to have parsley on hand.”

“Do you always do this?” she asked. “Distract from your real thoughts with inane frivolities?”

“I’d say that it’s kind of my thing, but that’s kind of everyone’s thing. People are very good at distracting themselves. You don’t find that?”

She walked over to the wooden rail and leaned her hands on it, looking out at the gorge.

“It has been a long time since I was a normal person, even by such unconventional standards of normal as yours. I don’t recall what it’s like to move through time the way that others do. I was just a person once. I must have been. But you could tell me the story of my life before this and I doubt I would recognise it. My body may be immortal, but my memories are not.”

Jason leaned back on the railing and looked at her.

“You’re not like the other prime vessels, are you?”

“A few of us are different. There is a reason we did not participate in the battle for the Cosmic Throne.”

“Did you know how that was going to play out?”

“Perhaps. The web of time trembles as we pluck upon the threads, shifting not just the future but the past. Possibility becomes certainty, and that which never was has suddenly always been true.”

“Do I even want to understand that?”

“No. You do not.”

“I have my own conflicts, I suppose. I am still unclear why I have to hide what you’ve told me. Even from myself, now that you’ve taught me how.”

“There is only so much I can tell you, even here. Some because you literally cannot comprehend the flow of events, and others because I fear the disruptive influence you could have, should you decide to… be true to yourself. The great astral beings are charged with governance of the cosmos. In sundering the Cosmic Throne, they failed to live up to their obligations, the repercussions of which continue to play out, back and forth through time.”

She gave a weary sigh before continuing.

“The old Builder demonstrated the depth of the mistake that was the sundering of the throne. Even after the Builder was sanctioned and the throne restored, that folly continues to play out. The impending events around Earth and Pallimustus would not have been possible if the throne had never been sundered. But it was and they are, and it must now be seen through to the end. The instability that would come of disrupting those events would do more harm than the events themselves.”

“I don’t like it.”

“You don’t have to like it. You just have to do it.”

“A lot of people are going to die.”

“Yes.”

“I’m getting tired of taking responsibility for these choices.”

“Be grateful that they don’t come easily. That’s when you’re in trouble.”

Jason tilted his head at a sound, like a murmur he couldn’t make out, lost on the breeze.

“Did you hear that?” he asked. “It’s like a whisper on the wind, but it’s not. That’s my wind, and I know what it carries. It’s not the first time I’ve heard it either. How can there be something here that I don’t recognise? Is it some kind of PTSD thing? I still have nightmares sometimes. Am I creating ghosts out of trauma?”

“They are not ghosts, Jason.”

“You know what they are?”

“Yes.”

“What are they?”

“You won’t like it.”

“Yeah, well, it seems to be the day for that.”

“Maybe you should wait for another day.”

“You’re leaving today.”

“There will be other days. You have no understanding of what eternity means. And you will figure it out on your own, even without me.”

“No. I’m already putting off enough. What are those sounds?”

“Prayers.”

Jason blinked.

He blinked again.

“You’re right,” he said finally. “I don’t like it.”

“Would you like to talk about it?”

“Do I need to?”

“No. As I said, you’ll figure out what you need to on your own.”

Jason started pacing, letting out a groan as he rubbed his forehead.

“I should have listened and left it for another day.”

“Yes.”

“You probably get that a lot, don’t you? Telling people the right choice and having them ignore you?”

“As long as they listen for the important decisions.”

“It’s not like I didn’t know,” he said to himself rather than her. “It’s been a long time coming, in dribs and drabs. It’s not like I’m really a god. That’s the whole astral nexus thing, right? Part god, part great astral being, part astral king?”

“Yes,” Raythe said. He stopped pacing and looked at her, as if surprised she hadn’t wandered off.

“Okay,” he said. “There’s nothing really new here, just… more information. I can put it in a box and let it fester in my subconscious until it bursts out to ambush me later. I have a therapist for that.”

“That sounds healthy.”

“Yeah, well, I’ve got enough to be dealing with. Like how to answer the questions people are going to have. And what to do about Travis’ wife.”

“She doesn’t know.”

“You’re sure?”

“Yes.”

“I’m still going to have to check for myself.”

“I know.”

“Does it make things more complicated or less?”

“Less for you, more for her.”

“Yeah, I can see that. At least that means I can focus on my own stuff. It’s going to be weird, enacting a plan when I don’t know why.”

“You will. It’s your avatar that won’t.”

“But I am my avatar. A prime avatar is more than a regular one. It’s hard to explain to someone who hasn’t experienced it.”

“I am deeply familiar with that particular problem.”

Jason laughed.

“I suppose you are.”
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The elevating platform rose to the level of Jason’s private floor atop the admin tower in his Slovakian spirit domain. Anna and Danielle left the elevator room and walked down the hall to the sprawling office lounge that occupied half of the floor. Jason was seated behind a large wooden desk, looking at an array of screens floating in the air like holograms. Some were written reports while others were video recordings. He looked up as the pair entered and, with a flick of his hand, the screens vanished.

“Catching up on what happened in my absence,” he explained.

“An absence that has not gone unnoticed,” Anna said. “Do you want to issue a statement to the taskforce about it?”

“Let them know that I’m back and to expect more from me soon. Something important.”

“Some important things have been happening in your absence,” Danielle said.

Jason came from around the large desk and guided them to a set of couches arrayed in front of open double doors, leading out to a balcony.

“The vampire war has resumed,” Anna said, once they had sat. “Military forces are operating out of Asano clan territory again, at the behest of your grandmother. The vampires are more proactively counterattacking this time around. Their forces lack the cohesion they had under Elizabeth, but the blood oaks make for dangerous guerilla fighters.”

“Not to mention the strategic employment of the blood parasites,” Danielle said. “They have a knack for attacking anyone proving too effective in working against the vampires. Military and government leadership, mostly.”

“The vampire war will be useful, but not something I’m looking to intervene in directly,” Jason said. “That conflict is for the humans, and our influence will be indirect.”

Anna and Danielle both leaned forward, giving Jason suspicious looks.

“Are you alright, Jason?” Danielle asked.

“Yes, why?”

“The vampire war will be useful?” Anna quoted.

“It will. Humans make advancements more rapidly in response to war, and unify most quickly in the face of a common enemy.”

“Jason, you seem cold,” Danielle told him. “Dismissive of the potential damage the war will cause.”

“Even on your last visit to Earth, you always had concern for the population at large,” Anna pointed out. “It was the people right in front of you that you wanted to kill.”

Jason started, as if he’d been stung by an insect, then shook his head as if to clear it.

“Sorry,” he said. “I’m still getting the hang of this. I think I dialled in the empathy too low.”

“What?” Anna asked.

“I’ve explained in the past that this body is an avatar. Thus far, I’ve just been shoving my whole personality in it and off I go, nice and easy. During my absence, I’ve been training to exclude certain aspects of myself from my prime avatar. To do that, I have to build my whole personality from scratch, leaving some bits out.”

“Why?” Danielle asked. “And exclude what, exactly?”

“Memories. You’d think I could leave my personality intact for that, but it turns out that they’re very intertwined. As for why, I don’t remember. I do have a sense that some of it is high-level stuff. Cosmic reasons. And some of it is something best left alone until later.”

Danielle and Anna shared a look.

“I know,” Jason said. “It makes me sound compromised.”

“Who gave you this training, exactly?” Danielle asked.

“Raythe. Prime vessel of the guy who manages time. You met briefly, didn’t you?”

“We stayed in the same accommodation while waiting for you all to leave the underground transformation zone. I didn’t know who she was at the time.”

“What do you mean by ‘manages time?’” Anna asked. “Are you talking about scheduling?”

“Uh, no,” Jason said. “You’ve heard of the spacetime continuum?”

“Of course.”

“Well, there’s someone with a bunch of names who is in charge of it. Raythe is the person he sends to murder anyone who mucks with it.”

“And you know this person how?” Anna asked.

“Friend of Dawn’s. You remember Dawn. Your wife sold me some of her paintings.”

“Yes, although I never got to know her well. Around the time she showed up, you cut ties with the Network and started roaming around, acting by fiat and killing anyone who got in your way. Which does not inspire confidence over whatever ‘important thing’ you have for the taskforce. Especially now there are apparently missing pieces from your personality.”

“It does sound bad when you put it like that, but Raythe is nice. Danielle, you heard about that diamond-rank messenger who came to kill me and just arrived at my feet, already dead? Turns out, that was her.”

“The messenger you then ate?” Danielle asked.

“What? No! How many times do I have to… look, I drained his life force. A bit. Okay, a lot, but even a dead diamond-ranker has a lot of life force compared to a silver. And he’s alive again now. It’s fine.”

He looked at Anna, whose expression suggested that it was very much not fine. He sighed.

“Okay, this is getting me nowhere,” he said. “Let me show you the new plan.”

A pair of computer tablets floated from his desk, one each for Anna and Danielle.

“That’s the plan,” he said as they took the tablets and looked them over. “Dot points for now, since you’ll definitely want to fix all the bits I didn’t think of or got wrong.”

“At a glance,” Anna said while still reading, “this is a significantly more aggressive approach than we’ve taken thus far.”

“Yeah,” Jason said.

“We always assumed there would be some manner of conflict once the bridge between worlds fully opened,” Danielle said. “It was always the intention to make the Earth strong enough to resist colonial forces from Pallimustus.”

She looked up from her tablet to meet Jason’s gaze.

“This approach,” she said, gesturing with the tablet, “suggests that you have become aware of a specific threat. One more significant than we were previously anticipating.”

Jason winced.

“Ow. Yeah, we’re not talking about that.”

“I don’t like that answer, Jason.”

“You think I do? There’s a chunk of my mind missing, and whenever I bump into it, it feels like someone filled the hole with battery acid. And I’m the someone. I’m still figuring out this avatar thing, but that line of questioning is not on the table.”

“Why not?”

Jason winced again.

“I don’t know,” he said through gritted teeth. “Look, take the tablets, look at the plan and we’ll reconvene tomorrow to go over your thoughts, okay?”

Moments later, Anna and Danielle were riding the elevating platform down.

“We’re worried about Jason, right?” Anna asked.

“Yes,” Danielle said. “We’re worried about Jason.”


45
NOT OPEN TO OUTSIDE CONSULTATION


Screams filled the studio as the newsreader’s face erupted, spattering the camera with blood mist and shards of bone. From the hole in the front of his head emerged a red centipede the length of an arm. The newsreader’s body got up and staggered around like an inexpertly controlled puppet. The centipede, jutting from the face cavity, flailed about like a tentacle.

One producer had the mindfulness to cut the feed before the ten-second live delay sent the horrifying images out to homes. That did not stop the cameras recording the footage that would soon be everywhere, in various states of completion. News stations would blur or edit out the worst of it, but the unadulterated footage would inevitably make its way online.

The climax of the footage was the ceiling exploding as a man crashed through it like a living bomb. Clad in armour of rainbow scales, he loomed in the cloud of plaster dust and wood splinters still falling to the floor from his entrance. His gaze went straight to the blood parasite and its now-dead host. It was hunched over its third victim, the last of those too slow in running away.

The abomination turned to look at Humphrey, its instincts sensing both danger and a far superior potential host. The centipede creature shot out of the newscaster’s head like an arrow, only to be snatched out of the air. Humphrey opened his mouth to breath fire, over both the creature and his own hand. In the corner, the newsreader’s abandoned corpse toppled to the floor.

The white-blue flame from Humphrey’s mouth lasted only a few seconds, long enough to set the room ablaze. The parasite was reduced to ash, as was the news desk and one of the camera rigs. The gold-rank dragon fire swiftly started eating through the walls and even the floor.

The hole left in the roof by Humphrey’s passage was large, but the pale blue slime that followed him still had to squeeze through like toothpaste from a tube. It plopped to the floor and fired slime gobbets from its body, dousing the flames threatening to eat their way through the building.

By the time the flames were extinguished, the air was clogged with steam and smoke, heavy and throat-searing. Having completed his task, the slime shrank, solidified, next becoming a copy of Humphrey, but with silver hair and eyes, a sharp business suit and a neat moustache. He looked over at the victims, his expression crestfallen.

“We’re always too slow,” Stash said.

“No,” Humphrey said. “Be glad we kept the death count this low. You have to take the victories you can get, or the losses will crush you.”
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A portal opened on the sixty-third floor of an office tower in Seoul. The first one through was Higgy, the frontline defender of Nigel Thornton’s nine-member combat section. He had no weapon, only a round shield that he wished looked less like Captain America’s. Close on his heels was Nigel, with a conjured pistol in each hand, and Jonno, with an improbably large rotary gun slung on his hip.

“Thorny, this is bad, right?” Jonno asked.

“Yes, Jonno,” Nigel said. “This is bad.”

They looked around while the rest of the section emerged from the portal. The floor was unlit, with fallen ceiling panels and broken fluorescents. What light they did have came though windows, many of which had been despite their strong tempered glass. Little of the sunlight reached the deeper parts of the building. They had emerged in a bullpen, the cubicle walls bowled over, and many had dark stains or were even torn apart. The surrounding office walls were ripped open, with holes looking like a rhinoceros had barged through. The air smelled wet, with the coppery tang of blood.

The group spread out as they emerged from the portal. When the last of them was out, they were followed by Neil and the portal specialist, Remy. The team took formation with them as the centre. Higgy conjured five floating shields that moved around the group in a circle.

“Stay close to me and don’t make sudden moves,” Neil told Remy. “They know what they’re doing, so don’t get in their way.”

“Yeah, listen to the thick elf,” said Darce, the team’s singular woman. “I don’t want you getting him killed before I rope him into a bit of the old rough and tumble.”

She was equipped with what looked like a flamethrower by way of a steampunk convention. The backpack looked like a nineteenth century boiler and rattled alarmingly.

“Darcy, do I have to report you to HR again?” Neil asked.

“The Asano clan has a human resources department?” Remy asked.

“Mouth closed, ears open,” Nigel commanded. “Green, what have you got?”

“Running and screaming from the lower floors, but it’s general panic, not something actively after them. I’m hearing breathing in a few isolated pockets on the floors above and below us. People hiding would be my best guess. Nothing on the blood oak.”

“What about you, Davone? You’ve got the strongest aura senses here.”

“Silver-rank vampires,” Neil said. “A surprising number. I’m not picking up any golds, or the blood oak, but I’d expect both with that many silvers. I haven’t trained my perception for scouting like Jason or Sophie. Or even Lindy. The blood oak will know we’re here too. We’ve discovered that an oak can release hard-to-detect spores that it uses to monitor an area.”

“How reliable is tracking the blood oak by those spores?” Nigel asked.

“Not very,” Neil said while looking around at the dark stains. “What I need is blood from where someone managed to wound it. Everything I’m seeing here is human.”

“You can tell that?” Remy asked.

“I’m a healer,” Neil said. “I don’t know scouting, but I know blood.”

“Let’s go find some, then, if we have to bleed the damn thing ourselves,” Nigel said. “You up for this, portal guy?”

“Your people are all silver,” Remy told him.

“My people have a lot of training and even more experience,” Nigel said. “If you’re going to stick with us, I need to know you won’t break when we have to rely on you. If you’re not a hundred percent, I want you waiting on the other side of the portal.”

“I’m solid,” Remy assured him. “The thick elf cured my family’s supposedly incurable genetic blood disorder, and I’ll do whatever I have to to pay that back. And with portal specialists at a premium right now, I have a way to do that.”

Nigel looked Remy in the eye for a long moment, then nodded.

“Alright,” he said. “Stay close to Thick and do what he tells you.”

“That is not my new nickname,” Neil said through gritted teeth.
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After losing her position with the United Nations, Holly Macrossan had taken a position with the Australian government. Her full title was Liaison to the Multinational Supernatural Response Taskforce for the Department of Prime Minister and Cabinet. She sat in the Asano Village conference room. Her familiar, Gumboot the cat, was in her lap, enjoying being absently scratched behind the ears.

Every other seat but one had a hologram projecting a member of the taskforce’s participating members. The other person physically in the room was Jason Asano, seated at the table’s head.

“Mr Asano, I hope you understand the boldness of your proposal,” said the hologram of Claire Davney, US Secretary of State.

“I am well aware,” Jason said. “I’ve made no secret of my intentions to move the Earth forward in certain metrics. My hope had been to advance it socially, and only bring power into play as the world was ready for it. I’ve come to realise that not only was it arrogant to think I could change the social fabric of an entire planet, but that I had no right to try. But power remains within my ability to grant.”

He plucked a glass of juice out of nowhere, took a sip and it vanished again.

“Magitech is something that’s been researched in secret, going back to the industrial revolution,” he said. “Since magic went public, magitech development has leapt forward, yet a number of critical bottlenecks have prevented the greatest leaps forward in practical implementation. Those bottlenecks are almost exclusively related to the magical theory that Earth has always lacked.”

“The terms of your proposal are clear enough, Mr Asano,” Holly said, gesturing with a computer tablet. “Your promises are certainly grand. Unfiltered access to the magical knowledge of you and your people. A training centre designed to accelerate the spread of that knowledge. Full participation in the examination and reverse-engineering of the dimensional vessel you seized.”

“Yes,” Jason said. “I’m offering you the keys to the kingdom. Every single thing that you’ve been trying to worm out of me. In the face of that, I think a few concessions on your part is a reasonable expectation.”

“Reasonable?” blurted the UK Foreign Secretary. “You want control of every government and company on the planet!”

“‘Control’ is a strong word,” Jason said calmly. “I’ve simply placed a few conditions on the use of what I intend to provide you. If you have an issue with those conditions, all you need to do is not participate. Don’t take what I’m offering.”

“Mr Asano,” Claire asked. “No one in this room is foolish enough to think that declining will do anything other than remove the organisation in question from any future relevance. Do not treat us like fools and we will do you the same courtesy.”

Jason smiled.

“Then let me be plain. The details of my proposal were drawn up with considerable input from people with experience in diplomacy and business. Those details are open to negotiation. The core principles come from me, and will not be compromised. To be clear, those core principles are twofold. Firstly, any developments made in technology, magic or magitech that uses the information my people and I provide will be open source. No proprietary data or designs. No patents. Not only will there be no secrets, but all developments must be published within the public sphere, according to a deadline to be negotiated once the agreement has been provisionally struck.”

“That will disincentivise the companies with the best resources from pursuing that research,” Claire said. “That will hit the US and China especially, along with other regions nations where the Network factions are dominant.”

“Yes,” Jason said. “I intend to focus on nations where Cabal social programs have been rapidly advancing economies and infrastructure. South America, Africa. Oh, and I’m going to need you to forgive third world debt. You don’t have to, but I’ll just give them all enough spirit coins to pay it off if you don’t. I promised the god of trade in the other world not to tank the economy, but you don’t have one of those here. A god of trade, I mean. Obviously, you have an economy.”

“I’m sorry,” the Foreign Secretary said. “Did you just order the most powerful nations on the planet to eliminate third world debt?”

“Of course not. I just told you what I need, and what will happen if I don’t get it. You might recognise the approach from everything your nations have done ever.”

“I know you understand what you’re stirring up here, Mr Asano,” Claire said.

“I do,” Jason acknowledged. “And I apologise that I’ve been operating with tiptoes and whispers thus far.”

“Is that how you would categorise it?” Holly asked.

“Yes,” Jason said. “I suggest you hold your judgement until a few examples have been made. Which they inevitably will be, when my ability to regulate the terms of my proposal are tested. Which brings us to the second of my two principles: The use of any magic, technology or magitech developed from the information we provide. You’ve all seen the nitty-gritty details in the proposal, and they are up for debate. What is not is the core premise: Any organisation that attempts to interfere with any other using the technology derived from the magic we provide will suffer the repercussions.”

“And who adjudicates this?” Holly asked. “And what are the repercussions of violating them?”

“Up for negotiation, although the final word is mine, on both counts. If I decide that a line has been crossed, I will redress the infraction as I see fit. What I’m offering is grand, but comes with a level of control that some might call tyrannical. Your options are participate, don’t participate, or pretend to agree and then try to stop me from enforcing my will upon any who stand against it.”

“And what about rogue nations that will definitely take this open source technology and refuse to adhere to your dictates?”

“Anyone who develops or utilises magitech derived from the knowledge we provide does so with the understanding that they will be bound to the strictures of my proposal. That includes rogue nations trying to intimidate or invade their neighbours, as well as anyone attempting to manipulate such a nation into acting, in an attempt to drive me to extreme action. Note the expression on Secretary Tran’s face, likely prompted by his realisation that I was listening in on certain strategy sessions between him and his president.”

“That is highly inapp⁠—”

Secretary Tran’s hologram vanished.

“Well,” Jason said. “Things are getting a little heated, so let’s leave things here, for now. You all know how to reach out, as needed.”

“You’re trying to intimidate us into acting as you want,” the Foreign Secretary accused.

“Yes, Mr Foreign Secretary. If you want to know more, I recommend an internet search on ‘gunboat diplomacy.’ Or just ‘British Empire,’ if it comes to that. Here is the long and the short of my proposal: I will see to it that magitech on Earth advances at a frankly ill-advised pace. In return, I will be the arbiter of when, where and how those advancements are used. Or not used, as I imagine will be more important. My control, however, will have a shelf life. One decade, after which the Earth and its people can do as they please.”

“Mr Asano,” Claire said. “After your briefing to the world leaders, it’s clear that this proposal is aimed at the point you claim the bridge between worlds will fully open. I think I can speak for everyone here in telling you that one question has occurred to all of us: Are you getting us ready, or fattening us up?”

Jason leaned back in his chair.

“Madam Secretary, whatever my answer may be, would you trust it?”

“That’s hard to say, Mr Asano, but I have a question for you in turn. What happens if the world collectively rejects this plan?”

“Then I move on to plan B.”

“Which is?”

“Not open to outside consultation.”
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The ambush on Nigel’s team came hard and fast. No fewer than nine gold-rank vampire lords and dozens of silver ranks poured through doorways, clambered through holes in the ceiling and even burst through the floor. Higgy’s shield magic was powerful, at the peak of silver rank, but was not up to blocking gold-rankers unenhanced. Neil’s Hero’s Moment spell gave him a powerful boost, but he still focused on protecting his silver-rank teammates. He trusted his gold-rank allies to do their part.

Nigel’s twin pistols blazed light from the barrels. A sun essence had given him the power of light bullets that, at his current rank, were anathema to the vampires. Neil was also proving that he, while not an attacker himself, was more than capable of fending them off. His Burst Shield power provided short-lived but critically timed shields that blasted vampires off the floor and ceiling like pinballs. One even shot a vampire lord on a flat trajectory to bounce out of the building altogether. With more than sixty storeys to fall, through the light of day, that took one of the vampire lords out of the fight.

Neil also managed to summon his chrysalis golem, which added a powerful defender to the group. His Reels of Fortune spell was another powerful asset, a conjured set of slot machine reels. They periodically rolled to deliver boons and healing to allies, or afflictions and damage to enemies. The effects were random, but ranged from strong to outlandishly powerful. One jackpot roll sent out swarms of tiny suns that annihilated a dozen silver-rank vampires, one of the vampire lords and the blood oak, which had been sneaking up on the team.

Remy proved to be a dark horse, the vampires finding his dimensional manipulation powers to be tricky and dangerous. He had the same Juxtaposition power as Clive, allowing him to switch-teleport allies and enemies. A vampire about to savage a member of the team would suddenly find itself attacking its own allies. Neil, familiar with the tactic, was always ready to shield the team member suddenly dropped into the enemy line.

It was clear that the vampires had sent powerful members to the ambush, armed with bizarre powers, blood magic expertise and raw numbers. Many of those were foiled or even returned to their attackers by miniature portals popping up across the battlefield. Alongside them were dancing blades with only two dimensions, so sharp that even gold-rank limbs were in danger of being severed.

The fight was brutal, but the need to defend the silver-rankers on Nigel’s team was proving the weak link. Remy tried to portal them out, but the vampires recognised the threat, either disrupting his attempts by harassing him, or destabilising the portals with their own magic.

On the verge of being overwhelmed, Neil used one of his most powerful abilities to draw his allies into a dimensional space. The Reaper’s Redoubt power gave his allies succour and plunged his enemies into darkness. Magical protections were shattered by resonating force magic, blood shields falling apart and hardened flesh cracking open. Vampiric bodies had their life force tainted with death energy, causing their bodies to rapidly necrotise. The normally powerful vampiric recovery was hampered by afflictions that crippled any kind of healing or recovery.

While secured away, Neil and his allies rapidly recovered mana. Neil made sure everyone was healed as Nigel regrouped the team and laid out the plan for the next stage of the battle. They steeled themselves to resume the fight when the power ended, only to find one man standing amongst the fallen vampires. He was casually draining the life force from a vampire lord hanging limply in his grip, while the others were being devoured by a carpet of leeches.

“G’day all,” Jason said. “I came to help, but all I found were these guys, and they were easy to clean up after what you did to them. Nice job.”

“I thought you had a meeting,” Neil said.

“Yeah, I left them to their deliberations.”

“How do you think it’ll go?”

“I don’t know. If I were them, I’d probably tell me to go jump, to be honest.”


46
SYMPOSIUM


Of the millions of dead in Europe, many had been transformed into feral, vampiric ghouls. While blood parasites and blood oaks waged precision terror attacks around the world, the superhuman, supernatural ghoul horde was unleashed on the military forces working to take back Europe.

The military bases in France and Slovakia were once again in full operation, and in a monitoring room, drone footage was displayed on a large screen. It showed ghouls moving like a tide in the ruined outskirts of a city all but levelled to the ground. The military units they swarmed towards were far fewer in number, but organised into formations and supported by vehicles and emplaced weaponry.

The ghouls moved with mindless aggression, ignoring the terrain to clamber over anything in their path. Abandoned vehicles, the shattered remnants of walls. Piles of their own dead. The soldiers took the opposite approach, maximising every advantage the terrain could offer. They positioned themselves to establish choke points and kill boxes. Lines of retreat let them fall back from positions in danger of being overrun. They were hunters, carefully bleeding the rampaging beast that was the ghoul horde, letting it exhaust itself.

The soldiers had no shortage of magically enhanced firearms, but the more exotic weapons stole the show. Fire rained down on the ghouls from mortars launching cluster bombs filled with alchemical napalm. Heavy machine guns mounted on vehicles fired explosive rounds that tore apart the surging wall of bodies. Gas grenades caused anything organic their fumes touched to burn like thermite. Coil guns fired electricity that arced from ghoul to ghoul. The imparted energy rocked some back and knocked others over. Some exploded on contact.

The losses for the ghouls were egregious, but they never stopped coming, having no morale to lose. With no sign of their numbers waning, they kept launching themselves into destruction. Two people were in the home-cinema-sized room in the military base, watching on a projector screen.

“It’s like they have a factory churning them out,” said a stern-looking woman with the bearing of a matriarch but the youth of an essence-user.

“No, it is not,” Travis Noble said from the cinema-style seat next to her. “I’ve seen a battle with undead spawning pits. This is rough, but it isn’t that.”

“How do you even fight something like that?”

“Miracles.”

“I guess you’d need them.”

“No, I mean it. There were gods involved. The other world doesn’t mess around.”

Miriam Coyle was the head of the Joint Magitech Weapons Research Institute, with Travis Noble as lead researcher. Over the last two years, the newly created organisation had revolutionised the weaponry being used against the vampires and their forces.

“The new lightning guns are proving effective,” Travis said after turning his attention back to the screen.

“We’ll have to look at the reliability reports in the after-action, but I’m hoping to see them in general deployment within the next forty days.”

“The failure rate in controlled testing was within acceptable parameters, but controlled testing is not the field. There are always problems you don’t see coming.”

“Yes, there are,” Miriam agreed emphatically, then glanced at Travis. “You’ve heard there’s a director coming in from the US branch?”

“I’ve heard. We need to negotiate data release deadlines around the symposium.”

“Did you hear who they’re sending?”

Travis turned to meet Miriam’s gaze.

“No,” he said. “But you feeling the need to ask is more or less telling me anyway.”
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Asano Academy had campuses in both Nitra and Saint-Étienne. Carlos Quilero addressed an audience in the largest lecture theatre of the Nitra branch.

“While I am often referred to as a soul healer, that is a misnomer. My actual field of speciality study is the physical-spiritual dichotomy embodied by almost all living things. The chance to study medicine on Earth has opened up startling new avenues for us healers from Pallimustus. Our more advanced healing magic, in turn, has been a revelation for the healers of Earth. There is an especially fascinating intersection between DNA and the underlying matrix of magic inside all matter, including every person in this room. On a related note, I am still trying to quash use of the term ‘thaumic DNA’ to describe such matrices, as the potential for dangerous misinterpretation is…”

“He is not a good teacher,” Belinda whispered from the back row of seats, high above the stage in the amphitheatre-style room. “If these were students and not academics, he’d have half of them asleep in the first two minutes.”

“Well, they are academics, so it’s fine,” Rufus said. “The subject matter is interesting enough, even if Carlos doesn’t do the best job of presenting it. You want my father coming in to spice it up?”

“The guy who tried to invent fireworks that disperse vaccines, despite knowing nothing about fireworks or vaccines? No. How did that guy end up being an educator?”

“Nepotism. My family…”

He frowned.

“I’m not going to say it,” he told her.

“Say what?” Sophie asked as she slid into the seat beside Belinda. Her mother, Melody, took the next seat along.

“Melody,” Belinda said. “Did you know that Rufus’ family runs a pool?”

“Like a public swimming pool?” Melody asked.

“My family runs a school!” Rufus hissed, then realised what he’d just said. “Gods damn it, Lindy!”

“Mr Remore!” Carlos called out from the front. “While I’m sure everyone is very impressed at your being named sexiest man alive, that title does not come with the privilege of talking loudly at lectures. Or the theatre, even if the lead actress does ask to take a photograph with you.”

“That was one time,” Belinda called out. “And she did wait until after the show.”

“Thank you for the clarification, Mrs Callahan.”

Sophie elbowed her friend, doing her best not to laugh.

“Let the man give his talk, Lindy.”

“Ms Jain,” Carlos called out. “Since you have arrived, and we’ve hit something of a pause, perhaps you could join me here now, if that is acceptable?”

While Melody got out of her seat and made her way down to the stage, Carlos continued his talk.

“Ms Jain went through an early iteration of the procedure I will be describing today. Any procedure of this type was lethal. Her ordeal helped us gain critical insights into why that was and lead us towards the successful process I will be detailing in this lecture.”

A hand went up.

“If it’s always lethal, why is she still alive? No offence, ma’am.”

“A question with a simple answer,” Carlos said, “but very complicated follow-up questions. Jason Asano and I will be speaking on this in the afternoon, so I shall leave that point for now. The focus on this lecture is the practical elements of the process itself. Namely, how to excise lesser vampirism and related conditions without killing the host. The most prominent issue when excising malign elements adhered to the soul is assuring that the physical body survives any changes brought about by reverting the altered spiritual state.”

“This is so boring,” Belinda complained. “He could at least put in a joke or something.”

Melody arrived on stage and Carlos clicked to the next slide. It showed a sequence of images that were vaguely humanoid, ranging from a sophisticated wire frame image to what looked like a traditional Chinese medicine chart.

“The key to success in this procedure is to reinforce the underlying magical matrix, making the body robust enough to survive the transition. This slide displays the record of how Ms Jain’s body did this reflexively when we took certain shortcuts to assure the success of her procedure. We have developed a systematised method to reproduce this effect, but in a regulated and more thorough fashion. There is a critical side effect to this, which I will discuss in the latter part of the lecture.”

He clicked to another slide.

“I will have Ms Jain take you through her experiences from her perspective, followed by a short Q-and-A. We shall then take a break before resuming with a discussion of where we are now, and what the next pathways of research look like. For now, I will leave it at stating our goal of a more universally applicable process, albeit one for each specific affliction. Some conditions pose greater challenges than others, with lesser vampirism being a perfect example. That condition essentially reinvents the means by which a body interacts with life force, which we have to accommodate for and reverse.”

“Are you saying this process works on lesser vampires?” someone in the crowd asked. “You’ve tested it?”

“Yes, Deputy-Minister Grantley,” Carlos said, spotting the questioner amongst the packed seats. “I didn’t realise that you’d come all the way to Slovakia to be in attendance.”

“I prefer Doctor Grantley.”

“I’m aware, Deputy-Minister, but my understanding is that your doctorate is honorary. I must assume that you secured attendance based on qualifications that are political, rather than academic.”

“I don’t see how that’s relevant.”

“I’m sure the actual doctors around you would be happy to explain.”

“If you’ve been testing this procedure on vampires, does not your failure to share that fact violate SESA? The terms of the Saint-Étienne Summit Accords require all research to be shared, fully and in timely fashion.”

“Deputy-Minister Grantley, you are currently attending a symposium hosted for the specific purpose of sharing. At this very moment, you sit, surrounded by academics, with whom I was, prior to your interruption, in the process of sharing my research with. What further steps would you have me take? Have Mrs Callahan back there inscribe the transcript of this lecture across the face of the moon?”

“There is no cause to mock me, Mister Quilido.”

“The fact that you’re using a nice present someone gave you to pretend that you know what you’re talking about suggests otherwise. If you don’t sit down and be quiet, Deputy-Minister, I will have you removed.”

At the back of the hall, Belinda nudged Rufus happily.

“I was wrong; this is highly entertaining.”
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In another hall, Neil was giving his own lecture, alongside Earth healer Gladys Erstweller.

“…genetic component to the blood disorder,” Gladys continued. “The interaction between DNA and thaumic DNA trigger an exacerbation in the condition when exposed to higher levels of ambient magic.”

“Absorbing essences and ranking up to iron completely resolves this issue,” Neil further explained, “but that is not a viable approach in patients too young to absorb essences. Blood magic has a number of negative connotations, due to association with vampires, but had proven a useful method of alleviating symptoms until…”
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“According to our controlled testing, the gas should be undetectable to the blood parasites,” Clive explained. “By the time they realise they are being affected, it should have disabled their ability to immediately kill the host. The important element is then keeping the host alive through the extermination and extraction of the parasite. We have developed a prospective treatment based on the same compound the parasite uses to go unnoticed as it implants itself. The parasite’s version of the compound functions to mask a much smaller mass than a fully grown specimen, so our current focus is on increasing the…”

Officer Natalie Park of the Australian Secret Intelligence Service was paying half attention at best after realising who was sitting next to her. She’d already been over the reports anyway, most of which was research-based and completely over her head. What she needed was to know when and how they could do something to stop the parasites that remained a threat, two years into the renewed vampire war. Nothing Clive had to say was more arresting than his friend Jason occupying the next seat.

Natalie had been assigned as liaison to Asano and his associates on his return to Earth. That job involved minimal interaction with Asano himself, who would vanish into shadows, travel across the planet through portals or just tell her to go away. When she was with him, her main responsibility was to warn her bosses, if and, as early as possible, when Asano was about to do something absurd. Which, as it turned out, categorised most of the things he did.

She also hadn’t gotten a lot of face time with Asano’s chief diplomatic agents, Anna Tilden and Danielle Geller. The one person she did spend a lot of time with was a representative from the organisation managing essence-users in the other world. Miguel Ladiv was that organisation’s equivalent to Natalie herself—a liaison largely forgotten and overlooked. They found common ground, despite being from literally different worlds, and after Natalie had been moved to other assignments, they kept in touch. Quite a lot of touch.

“You’re nervous,” Jason told her.

She hadn’t seen him in over a year and now she found herself seated next to him in the back row of a lecture hall. No one else seemed to have noticed him. He’d walked in and sat down without getting so much as a second glance. She’d been sitting next to him for fifteen minutes before she realised.

“I imagine you make a lot of people nervous,” she told him.

“Yes,” he said sadly. “It’s the scary cloak, isn’t it?”

“I think it might be that the entire government of Bahrain and its ruling family vanished overnight.”

“There’s no evidence of my involvement in that.”

“That’s part of what makes it scary.”

Asano’s friends had become prominent public figures over the last couple of years. Neil Davone’s sandwich shop travelogue show with Jason’s sister Erika had just started its second season. The Life Inside the Asano Clan series had been all anyone talked about online for a solid month, and not all positively. The vampire haven in the Slovakian astral space had been a massive controversy.

More seriously, Humphrey Geller had escorted a documentary crew through what was left of Europe after years of vampire occupation. The grim reality of it did not stop the huge amount of thirsty content springing up around him, although not as much as for his lover. Sophie Wexler continued to pass through the world’s most poverty-stricken regions like a faith-healing tsunami.

Compared to his friends and allies, Asano himself had remained an elusive and increasingly sinister figure; even his heroic acts were unsettling. Gold-rank monsters brutally savaged, their astounding vitality only serving to prolong the misery leading to their ultimate demise. Armies of ghouls devoured by a blood monster that seemed to multiply endlessly. A vampire lord’s attack stopped before it could begin, its life force drained as it was reduced to viscous goop, clinging to an empty skeleton.

A satellite image had trended widely, showing Venice wholly obscured by glowing butterflies. From space, the swarm looked like a blue and orange eye, the size of a city. In the aftermath, Humphrey’s documentary crew moved through, finding the city utterly devoid of occupants.

The disappearance of the entire Bahraini government, along with every non-government member of its ruling family, shocked the world as the Gulf Cooperation Council and United Nations stepped in to restore order. It came off the heels of anti-government protests being suppressed with advanced magical weaponry.

Theories around Asano were already rife, many tying into existing deep state, shadow government and new world order conspiracies. The secrecy around the Saint-Étienne Summit Accords only fed the fire, and the events in Bahrain brought many previously fringe ideas closer to the mainstream. Neither Asano nor his associates had so much as acknowledged the conspiracies, let alone responded.

“How much of what you and your people do is for publicity?” she asked. “There’s no way that eye picture just happened.”

“What we do has nothing to do with publicity,” he said. “How we do it and who we let see? That is more engineered than I’d like, but we have goals we need to meet.”

“And what are those goals? People still don’t realise how much the world is dancing to your tune. How close to the mark those conspiracies are. You have the power to suppress that, at least to some degree. Instead, it’s like you’re driving the world to see you as a threat, even as you turn its resources towards getting ready to fight you. Or someone like you. But I’ve talked with people from your world. The Storm Kingdom wants nothing more than to stay on your good side. The Adventure Society⁠—"

“How is Miguel?”

Natalie didn’t blush, but she knew he could read her embarrassment from her aura.

“Shouldn’t you see more of him than me?” she asked.

“Probably. He’s a good bloke. So’s his dad.”

“Why are you preparing us for a war, Mr Asano? It’s becoming increasingly clear that you’re using the vampires as practise for us. Something to drive advancement. Who do you expect to be waiting for us when that bridge between worlds opens?”

“A lot of people want to ask me that question, Officer Park. Not many have the nuggets to actually do it.”

“Well, I did. So, what’s the answer?”

“More trouble than it’s worth.”
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When the loading door at the back of the military cargo plane opened, soldiers unbuckled the harnesses and wheel locks on large crates, then wheeled them down the ramp. Travis got out of their way, getting respectful nods as they went past him. Once they were done, a few passengers hitching a ride to the Nitra Joint Military Base made their way out. One of them paused upon seeing Travis, before walking over.

“Hello, Travis.”

“Damien. Follow me. I’m parked over there.”

They started walking over the busy tarmac, towards where a handful of civilian cars were parked.

“Don’t I have to go through security checks?”

“You did. The moment you entered Asano clan territory.”

“The base is neutral territory.”

“Territory isn’t an imaginary line here, Damien. It’s about who has the power, and right now, you’re within Jason Asano’s power. You’d feel it, if your perception training had been better.”

“You really did drink the Kool-Aid, didn’t you?”

“Good to see you too. How’s Dad?”

“He’s well.”

“Oh. Shame.”


47
THE MORE I LISTEN, THE MORE I HEAR


Anna’s car stopped in a Manhattan alley. Taika got out first, panning the area with his gold-rank perception. He was wearing a dark suit, unlike the big, loose clothes he generally preferred. He tapped his earpiece.

“I’m seeing them two blocks away,” he said. “The secretary, a bronze-rank driver and a gold-ranker. Parked, probably waiting for us.”

“The gold is a Secret Service agent,” Nik’s voice came through the earpiece. “Her name is Camilla.”

“How do you know that?”

“I have a tap into their personnel database. The cybersecurity is decent against vanilla magitech, but it’s still not up to stopping essence abilities. Not gold-rank ones anyway. Also, I have a drone listening in. They know you’re there, but they’re not going to move until they sense Anna go inside.”

“Did they stick to the terms of the meeting?”

“So far as I can see. They have backup, but nothing closer than two klicks out, as agreed.” Nik’s voice came through the earpiece. “Two more golds and a small army of silvers. Probably too far for any but the golds to react fast enough if something happens.”

“Keep an eye out,” Taika said.

“That’s literally the entire point of having me here.”

“Oh, yeah. Where are you, exactly?”

“I’m in the bakery.”

“Bro, I can’t sense you at all. Your stealth power is pro, now that it’s gold rank. How many powers to you have left to go?”

“Eleven that are still silver. I’m hoping to hit gold rank by the end of the year. Hang on, someone else wants a photo with me.”

“Bro, selfies? You’re on the job.”

“Oh, I have custard on my fur? Sure, you can wipe it off. Grab one of those moist towelettes.”

“What?” Taika asked.

“Yeah, I know Hawthorne Wipes has had some ethical problems with their CEOs, but their towelettes really are the best.”

“Bro, your mike is still on.”

“That is so sweet. I think you’re cute too.”

“Don’t make me give you the ‘no furries’ talk again,” Taika warned.

“I can’t help it if people love me.”

“Are you talking to me again?” Taika asked.

“Yeah, sorry about that. What? Oh, yeah, it is Taika Williams I’m talking to. See the earpiece? Pretty easy to spot, with ears like this. Hold on. Hey, Tai, you want to go to a party after?”

“This is very unprofessional, bro.”

“I’m famous and adorable. What am I supposed to do?”

“Maybe not station yourself inside a bakery run by a dragon.”

“He’s not actually running it. It’s a branch location. And do you know how hard it was for a dragon from another universe to get a US business licence? We should be supporting him.”

“Not my point, bro.”

“You’re good to send Anna in, by the way.”

Taika grumbled and shook his head. He rapped his knuckles on one of the car windows and Anna stepped out as well. She could hear the chatter from the crowd queued up on the other side of the building.

“They’re here,” Taika said. “Two streets down, stationary. Probably waiting for us to go in first.”

“Then let’s,” Anna said as a teenager with a hair net and a flour-dusted apron exited through the back door of the building, warm, delicious smells wafting out with him.

“Mr Williams, do you want those profiteroles before or after?”

“Oh, now who’s unprofessional?” Nik asked.

“Shut up,” Taika said, then waved his hands at the bakery apprentice in apology. “Sorry, Ted, not you. I’m talking to the rabbit.”

“No worries, Mr Williams. How awesome is Nik? Best wingman ever.”

“The basement, Ted?”

“Right, sorry, Mr Williams.”

Ted walked down a short set of steps to a metal security door, where he swiped a card and entered a lengthy code on a keypad.

“What is down there?” Anna asked.

“Mostly fridges and non-perishables,” Ted called back as he pressed his hand against a scanner. “The recipe cabinet too. Mr Stash doesn’t let us store any of them digitally.”

The red light over the door went out and the green one lit up.

“You can go in,” Ted told them as he came back up the stairs. “I’ll stay out here to let the others in. The door shuts and locks itself after thirty seconds.”

Anna looked him over.

“No offence… Ted, is it? But why are you the one doing this?”

“Ted’s a skogtroll,” Taika said.

“A what?”

“I’m a forest troll,” Ted said, looking embarrassed. “Nice to know the old glamour magic is working. My family live in the woods and stuff. It’s a whole thing. You’d better get inside before the door locks itself again.”

Taika led the way down, going through the door first.

“Clear,” he called out and Anna followed.

The basement was mostly refrigerators and storage cupboards, lined around the walls. The middle of the room had a plain wooden table and two matching chairs. Taika took a position by the door as it ponderously swung shut. Anna claimed one of the seats.

“Do you think Jason is adhering to the secretary’s request?” Anna asked. “No Shade spies at all?”

“Yep,” Taika said. “No offence, Anna, but I think he’s done worrying about what some government might do. That’s kind of why we’re here, right?”

“I suppose it is,” Anna said. “It’s odd, thinking about Shade not lurking in my shadow. When did it stop feeling invasive and start feeling like a safety net?”

“I would guess around the time the vampires started randomly ambushing people all over the world. But I’ll take care of you, don’t worry.”

“I’m a bureaucrat and a politician, Taika. And I work for Jason Asano. I always have reason to worry.”

“Fair enough,” Taika said, then turned toward the door. “They’re here.”

Moments later, the lights over the door switched from red to green and it swung open to admit the Secretary of State’s bodyguard, who looked Taika up and down. Mostly up, given that Taika was a foot taller and wider than her. Even so, her body language was unintimidated and full of challenge.

“I can turn into a bird, bro.”

“I don’t see how that’s relevant,” Camilla said. “Also, did you just call me ‘bro?’”

“Don’t engage,” Claire Davney said as she walked in. “Mr Williams is almost as well-known as Asano himself for derailing conversations with absurdity.”

Anna stood up.

“Hello, Claire.”

“Anna.”

They sat, their guards going outside before the door locked.

“Bahrain,” Claire said.

“Lovely to see you too,” Anna said. “It has been a while, yes. Oh, very well, thank you.”

“He removed a government from power, Anna.”

“Why here?” Anna asked. “Why the dragon’s bakery?”

“Because it has a secure room and is one of the most heavily surveilled locations on planet Earth. Stop diverting the topic, Anna. Your boss staged a coup so invisible that we still have no idea how he did it. We have footage of him when it happened, from the other side of the planet. Clear footage, when he normally shows up as a blur, if at all.”

“Your point?”

“He can’t just delete a government, Anna!”

“Yes, Claire. He can.”

“What if he decides to do that to the USA? China? Australia?”

“Snap elections, I’d imagine.”

“You’re being flippant?”

“And you’re yelling.”

Claire slumped back in her chair and took a slow, calming breath.

“The world governments are panicking, Anna. Bahrain has seen massive civil unrest. Innocent people are dying.”

“Don’t try to take the moral high ground, Claire. How many governments has the US ousted? Every nation in the world has spilled its share of innocent blood.”

“Don’t try to absolve Asano by playing lowest common denominator, Anna. And he’s not a nation.”

“Yes, Claire, he is. Literally. He’s an entire solar system. I know you’ve had this explained to you, multiple times and in detail. I was there for some of them.”

“Does the solar system even realise what he’s done? How many people he’s gotten killed? Does he care?”

She locked a challenging gaze on Anna.

“Do you?”

“You know me better than to think that, Claire. Don’t make this about me.”

“I don’t know him better than that.”

“I asked him about the deaths in the aftermath of what he allegedly did.”

“Allegedly? Are you serious?”

“You’re the one who mentioned his alibi. If you have evidence, Claire, feel free to share. Or you could listen to what he said when I asked him about the chaos in Bahrain.”

“And?”

“Have you noticed that the vampires haven’t taken advantage of it? Not one incident.”

“It has not gone unnoticed,” Claire acknowledged.

“Jason is still paying attention to the country, Claire.”

“The lack of vampires hasn’t stopped people dying from regular anarchy. Did he say anything about the deaths?”

“Yes,” Anna said. “He did.”

“And?”

“Probably best to hear it from him. Coming from me, it would come across as the ravings of a cultist.”

“That sounds comforting.”
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A day before her meeting with Davney, Anna entered Jason’s office in the Slovakia administration tower. He was out on the balcony, surveying his domain. It had expanded from its original size when he repaired the Cosmic Throne, claiming what was once the city of Nitra. The new city was far larger, but Jason had kept the name.

“Is this about the barbecue tonight?” he asked without turning around.

“No, although where is it this time?”

“Redwoods National Park.”

“Susan will like that.”

She paused before continuing.

“I’m meeting with Claire Davney tomorrow.”

“I know. Shade will leave your shadow before you portal out.”

“You know what she’s going to talk about?” Anna said.

“I do.”

“What do I tell her?”

“That the set terms were violated. I always said there would be examples.”

“Are the people you took alive?”

“Yes. The king doesn’t like being a farmer, but if he tries to eat food he didn’t grow himself, it dissolves, so he doesn’t have much choice.”

“It takes time to grow food, Jason. What’s he been eating in the meantime?”

“I put a little buff on the growth time of the crops. Until the group gets settled.”

“There are people dying in Bahrain, Jason. Innocent people are being caught up in the unrest.”

“I know.”

“Is that something you’re okay with?”

“No, but it’s something I have to live with.”

“Is it?”

“You know that the System isn’t just here on Earth and in Pallimustus, right?”

“You did say it was everywhere.”

“Everywhere,” he echoed, his voice slightly haunted. “It’s a concept I’m still too limited to truly comprehend. There are worlds where the advent of the System caused uprisings. Revolutions. Holy wars. More innocent lives have been lost in the name of my power than there are people on the Earth. That’s a part of who I am now, and I have to live with that too.”

“You know all that for certain? Have you been to those other worlds?”

“Not yet. I’ve been learning what’s happening out there, more and more over time. The more I listen, the more I hear.”

“Listen? To what?”

He turned to look at her, his face troubled, then turned away again.

“To prayers,” he said.
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“He’s not going to answer to you, Claire. Or to the taskforce. He made that clear at the summit.”

“Yet he’s avoiding any contact. He’s unwilling to face the repercussions.”

“Repercussions? You don’t keep him in check, Claire; he keeps you in check. Bahrain was the repercussion.”

“So, that’s it? He runs around, playing the villain?”

“You might want to check the public sentiment polls, Claire. Your government might not like him, but your people do. They think he’s magic Batman.”

“Your brother has done a good job with the publicity,” Claire acknowledged. “My grandson has that poster of Asano in Singapore.”

“The one where he’s riding the motorcycle off the bridge to land on the giant?”

“With the cloak of darkness and stars streaming oh-so-iconically out behind him, yes.”

“I promise your grandson has nothing on the Asano Clan’s diplomatic envoy to Japan, no matter how many posters he has.”

“Itsuki Tiwari?”

“Yes. He’s got what can only be described as a shrine.”

“Funny how the photographer was in just the right place to catch that image.”

“That was Shade. You’ll find that he’s usually around.”

“Except now.”

“Except now,” Anna confirmed. “You wanted to talk without Jason’s eyes on us, Claire, so what is it you want? For me to blink twice if I’m being held hostage?”

“Basically, yes. If there is something you need us to know without him listening in, now is your chance. This is getting out of hand, Anna. Even the conspiracy theories don’t match up to the reality. There’s a demigod doing what he likes with impunity, running roughshod over every established power on Earth.”

“He gave you the chance to back out. All of you. And he told you exactly what staying in would cost. Have you pulled your people off the dimensional ship project? Out of the magical training programs? No, you haven’t. If the point of this meeting is to complain about what you went into with eyes wide open, there’s nothing left to say.”

Claire scowled, frustration and fear flashing briefly in her expression.

“Anna, I have to go back with something. If I don’t, someone else is going to be in this seat next time. Someone who isn’t being accused of letting friendship with you compromise their job performance. Someone who, I promise, will be less sympathetic to your agenda.”

“You’re not the only one here as a representative, Claire. Jason won’t renegotiate.”

“Anna, I know you. You wouldn’t have taken this meeting if there wasn’t some room for movement. You don’t sit at the table without cards to play.”

“Perhaps. But what can you give in return, Claire?”

“If I can get even a token concession, I can get the president to ease off the pressure on Asano after Bahrain.”

“He’s not under pressure. Do you know what he’s doing between killing gold-rank monsters and wiping out vampire cities? Sightseeing with his niece and the rabbit son he made, like God creating Adam. He’s having barbecues in the Daintree Rainforest and hiking the Grand Canyon with his friends. Your president can’t pressure Jason because he doesn’t pose a threat.”

“Then what does he want?”

“Recognition of sovereignty for the Asano clan and their territories.”

“We can’t reward him for eliminating the governing body of a nation by giving him a nation of his own.”

“You won’t be giving him anything he doesn’t already have. You’ll just be admitting that he has it.”

“It’s not that simple and you know it.”

“Yes, but you can open negotiations. I know that you’re concerned that Jason will just take Europe once the vampires are dealt with. This is your chance to get a formal agreement that he won’t.”

“And in return?”

“I can offer you a meeting with the missing Bahraini leadership,” she said. “I don’t think Jason will give them back yet, but if you put together a delegation, he’ll accept pretty much whoever you’d like to make a visit.”

“They’re alive?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“On a farm. On a prison planet.”

“A farm.”

“Yes.”

“You’ve seen it?”

“I saw it yesterday.”

“How are the conditions?”

“For a farm? Good. For a palace? Less good.”

“Can we discuss a timeline for release?”

“That’s up to Jason.”

“Can we announce that they’re alive and that we’re negotiating a timeline for release?”

“If the announcement makes clear that the negotiations are unrelated to talks around Asano clan sovereignty, yes.”

“You want us to effectively announce that the clan is being considered for recognition of sovereignty by the Unites States. I can’t say yes to that. I have to float it with the president.”

“Very well,” Anna said and stood up. “Just know that if you announce that the government of Bahrain is alive before we’ve reached an agreement, they won’t be.”
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The glances of the bakery patrons slid off Jason as he walked, confusion briefly crossing many of their faces. As if the whole room was giving him the silent treatment, no one acknowledged him as he made his way to Nik’s table, people moving out of his way on instinct.

“Ready to go?” Jason asked Nik. “Sophie is going to teach you, me and Emi how to use wingsuits.”

“Does Sophie need a wingsuit?”

“No, but she likes doing it without the magic. Says it helps her to understand the wind. I’m going to grab something to eat before we head out.”

He wandered over to the counter and looked over the display.

“Hey, is that my cheese curry scone recipe?”

He immediately realised his mistake as his outburst broke the aura manipulation he was using to go unnoticed. A moment later, there were a dozen camera phones pointed at him.

“Oh, bloody hell.”


48
THE MAN WHO FOUGHT THE MONSTERS


Jason floated over the water of the River Furan, meditating on his progress towards diamond rank. He had not been human for a quarter of a century, yet he had always clung to his humanity. It had been a close thing, a couple of times, but he’d always managed to hold on. Power, destiny, and no few of his own choices seemed determined to make him something more than human, already rendering him immortal. He couldn’t help but think that they would also make him something less.

One day, he would come into the fullness of his power. The System. The full realisation of his astral kingdom. Whatever it was listening to prayers led to. And he had been listening, not that he could do anything about it. What he could do something about was holding on to his humanity.

Dawn had been in Jason’s position once. Looking down the barrel of transcendent power, losing track of who she once was. She’d been sent to Earth to anchor her sense of mortality before she left mortality behind. Jason had been doing the same thing, spending as much of his years on Earth as he could indulging in time with friends and family. They did everything from fighting vampires to learning to kite surf. High-rank agility helped a lot with the latter.

As Europe was slowly but surely reclaimed by humanity, Jason increasingly left that task to the humans. Humphrey continued to participate, but the team at large did not. They moved their combat from Earth to the outer edges of Jason’s astral spaces, where Rufus had done much of his gold-rank training.

The dimensional boundaries of the astral spaces offered fluctuating magical conditions and a plethora of often bizarre gold-rank monsters. Rufus had always acted with caution, never going too close to the outer edge, but things were different with the full team.

The astral spaces were the only place on Earth, or at least Earth-adjacent, that could offer genuine challenge to the most powerful adventurers. Jason’s grandmother had started opening these spaces to clan members as they grew more powerful, and even some from outside the clan. The ability to grant such opportunities was a powerful weapon in the clan’s diplomatic armoury.

Having moved into the mid-ranges of gold rank, Jason and his team were past the need for battle to push them to greater heights. Even so, they never slacked off, never allowed themselves to grow complacent or out of practise. Whatever destination he was headed towards, Jason would always be the man who fought the monsters, with his friends by his side.

Earth was proving a surprisingly effective place for Jason and his allies to advance their abilities. For the silver-rankers still rising through the clan ranks, he had the monsters to throw them at while that remained effective. Nik was largely past that point, but Emi was still working her way up.

“I’m sorry that I’m not there yet,” she’d told Jason. They were sitting on a rooftop after Nik’s celebration party for reaching gold rank. Their legs dangled off the edge as they looked up at the stars.

“There’s no rush,” he assured her. “It’s not a race; it can’t be. Immortality has no finish line.”

“I’m not immortal, Uncle Jason.”

“Not yet.”

“You know… you know that last time you came back to Earth, I got scared. I thought I wanted to be like you, fighting monsters. Then I saw what that meant. What it did to you, and I got scared.”

“And so you should have.”

“After you left, and we didn’t hear from you, I blamed myself. And Mum. I thought that if we understood what you were going through better, you wouldn’t have stayed away so long. So, I pushed myself to fight monsters. But I forgot what I’d learned watching you. When I got my magic, I felt invincible. Then something happened. We pushed too hard—I pushed too hard—and it all went wrong. After that, I knew for sure that I couldn’t be like you. Like Farrah. I do go out and fight monsters to rank up, but it can’t be my life.”

“It doesn’t have to be. You’re going to be the first archwizard to come from Earth, and that’s more than enough.”

“Archwizard? Is that like a special title from Pallimustus?”

“No, it’s a thing I just made up. Sounds good, though, right?”

She slapped him on the arm and he let out maniacal laughter.
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As the path through gold towards diamond grew more contemplative, there was an array of experienced adventurers to offer guidance to the rising silvers. Nik’s transition to gold was not built on a sudden revelation but the solid accumulation of wisdom and understanding. It was an unremarkable yet unshakable foundation on which to build his future growth.

For Nik and the other adventurers from Pallimustus, Earth presented challenges that they had never experienced at home. On Pallimustus, the job was to kill monsters and walk away. People might be famous, but information could only spread so fast. People might have opinions, but few ways to communicate en masse, let alone organise. Even if they did, there was little they could accomplish. Democratic systems were all but unheard of, and the stratification of power was ingrained into every culture, however much they differed.

On Earth, their every action was scrutinised. Interpreted, reinterpreted, misinterpreted. A lie could spread from person to person like a plague, changing the fate of nations. This meant that every time Jason or his friends appeared in public, or what could be made public by anyone with a camera phone, they had to be intensely aware of their actions. Not just what they did, but how those actions could be perceived.

Being under a microscope was frustrating, but also came with one surprising benefit. Advancing essences beyond gold rank required significant amount of self-examination, and the realities of fame were pushing Jason and his team to do so almost reflexively. Advancement towards diamond, so notoriously difficult on Pallimustus, was ironically easier on Earth.

An unconventional ally in their quest for advancement was Terrance Tilden. In addition to being Anna’s brother, he was also a public relations expert and perennial attendee of mandatory sensitivity training. Over the last few years, he had been instrumental in not just managing the image of Jason’s increasingly famous friends and family but pushing them to drive themselves into new situations. From that came the possibility of new revelations.

Sophie, for example, had pushed her wind essence in new directions. She had been travelling the world for several years, using her aura to purge whole cities of disease and shut down epidemics before they could take hold.

Even before gaining magic, Sophie was cold and sharp as the swift and cutting wind. That was not a good way to be for someone wandering the world, healing the poor and the sick. Doing so teased out new aspects of herself, at odds with the person she had always been. She needed to become a warm, gentle and cleansing wind. It did not come naturally, but her days of youthful desperation were long behind her.

Years of confidence and camaraderie allowed her to open her once-rigid shell, but Sophie still found herself floundering in her identity. Did she give up who she had been for who she was becoming? She still valued the lessons life had taught her, but the disparate aspects of her personality were at odds with the focus she had always held, whatever objective she was pursuing. The conflict threatened to undo the progress she was making on her path to diamond, and only Humphrey’s solid presence and unwavering faith held her together.

Ultimately, she came to understand the shapeless, ever-shifting nature of the wind. She did not have to be any one thing but could change with the weather, becoming what she needed to be. Learning to reconcile the differing aspects of herself was also a boon to the advancement of her balance essence. Clive had the same essence, and likewise found a roundabout path to advancing it.

Clive’s magic essence was easy to advance. His curiosity and focus gave him a drive to learn and grow, but singularity of purpose was not helpful for the balance essence. In the past, he had balanced field research with lab research, but that was too shallow to move the essence any further forward. The solution came with Lorelei and Clive’s fumbling progress through their relationship. Opening up to her gave him an equilibrium he’d never had without compromising his magical studies, as she shared his passion and intelligence.

Belinda and Humphrey had some of the easiest times on the team. Theirs had been the hardest transitions into gold rank, both needing greater personal revelations to break through than the others. Having done so, they could explore those revelations more fully for a smoother advancement.

Humphrey’s revelation had been that forcefully enacting his will did not have to be malevolent. A dragon did as it pleased, for good or ill, and what pleased Humphrey was to help people. Whatever doubts he may have had, his sense of responsibility never wavered, always driving him forward. His essences of might and magic were his weapons, his wing essence carrying him to the fore. More than anyone else on the team, the leader of Team Biscuit was on the frontlines. Be it vampires, monsters or even the occasional rogue essence-user, Humphrey was reliable and true.

Belinda’s obstacle to gold rank had been a belief that she was destined to undermine the team. With both her mindset and her abilities built for deception and deceit, she had to find a way to see herself as anything more than a sand timer counting down to failure or betrayal. It was in teaching that she had found a way to make an unambiguously positive contribution, and she continued that on Earth. As magical education centres expanded, both within the Asano clan and beyond, she was a key participant.

Convincing herself that she could be a positive force for the team was only half of the puzzle for Belinda. There was also the question of how to contribute, given that her powers and proclivities were for trickery and cunning. Spying proved a natural fit, and her wife Stella was a capable instructor and partner.

The others all had their own ways of using their agendas to refine their powers and themselves. Neil’s growth, renewal and prosperity essences found fertile ground in desert reclamation programs in Australia and North Africa. Danielle explored the nature of time and space, gaining a doctorate in theoretical physics. Rufus also took to academia, to explore his sun and moon essences. Rather than a hard science approach, he engaged with philosophy and religious study courses.

Taika’s approach to his advancement was more intuitive. To advance his wing and garuda essences, he took to the skies, often staying in bird form for days or even weeks as he travelled with migratory birds. He also developed his swift essence alongside Sophie with hers. The pair occasionally spooked military forces and air traffic controllers as they raced around the planet. Footage of them flying close to commercial aircraft, waving at passengers, was not hard to find online.

Not everyone had the same drive to reach diamond rank. Satisfaction with the way things were, or hesitation to engage in the world of immortals could easily undermine the drive to advance. Emir Bahadir knew the world of diamond-rankers better than most, and was happy where he was. He had little interest in leaving his place as a notorious man at the peak of the mortal world to foot the lowest rung of immortality’s ladder.

Arabelle Remore had thought herself satisfied, but serving as Jason’s mental healer had slowly shifted her thoughts on her own position. As time passed, Jason’s circumstances went ever further beyond her experience. She had always done her best to help him, even as she felt less equipped to do so. It inspired in her a renewed drive to become more than she had been.

Jason was not the only thing pushing Arabelle to grow. Guiding others in the transitions from the peak of silver, into gold and beyond, was something she was increasingly experienced with. Few adventurers, even in her specialty, dealt with so many people reaching such heights of power. Surrounded by golds not just trying but succeeding in making progress to diamond, she found herself making greater advancements herself.

Despite all of that, her greatest challenge was not Jason or the other gold-rankers, but an increasing number of former vampires. As the vampire war progressed, large sections of Europe were falling back under human control, and a surprising number of vampires were being captured instead of killed.

This had come largely at the instigation of Humphrey. The human leadership had issued dictates of no quarter, but Humphrey disagreed and no one wanted to cross the dragon. He had realised that far more vampires than expected were lesser vampires, forcibly turned but never accepting their new state in their souls.

Once upon a time, this wouldn’t have mattered, since the only cure for their vampirism was death. Now there was the cure developed by Carlos Quilido. It was harsh and didn’t have a hundred-percent survival rate, but it was a better option than decapitation. There were now thousands of former vampires, gathered in medical barracks in Slovakia.

The trauma they had gone through went beyond anything in Arabelle’s previous experience. Not even Jason or the brighthearts could match the personal horror the former vampires had endured. Years, sometimes decades of being trapped inside their own bodies, watching as they killed and ate anyone in their path. Often, their first victims were their own friends and family.

Most of the lesser vampires had surrendered to the monster. Whether it took months or years, what was left of their mind couldn’t take it and they opened their souls fully, becoming greater vampires. That put them beyond the ability to cure, too far gone for Carlos’ procedure.

Those that held out long enough to be captured and restored to humanity were Arabelle’s to heal. Madness had taken them all in one way or another, and she was tasked with the painstaking process of bringing them back. Magic could only go so far, and she worked as part of a large team of healers and mental health specialists from Earth. None of them had experience with the challenges they were faced with, but they had a lot to learn from each other. Arabelle did have a lot of questions about Freud.

Jason’s progress with his essences was solid. His doom essence thrived as he loomed over the world like the Sword of Damocles. His sin essence grew as he explored his transcendent half, listening to prayers he had no power to consciously answer. There had been reports of miraculous recovery from disease and other maledictions, but even Jason doubted their veracity. Miracles weren’t what they used to be when every hospital had at least one magic healer on staff.

His dark essence thrived on his controversial image. His prominence had risen, with his influence on world leaders, the ongoing conspiracy theories and growing cult following. He moved in secret and appeared without warning. His motives and agenda were mysterious, to the world, his allies and, to some degree, even himself. He thrived on melodrama and unpredictability. One day he was slaughtering spider bats in Kuala Lumpur, the monsters less terrifying than he was. The next, his niece was posting a video of him singing “Yes Sir, I Can Boogie” by Baccara while making a risotto.

Jason’s blood essence was a little different from the others. With the prominence of vampires, Jason couldn’t help but recognise that he was the predator to them that they were to humans. This had been something he resisted accepting as part of his core identity, stalling out advancement of his blood essence compared to the others.

During his darkest days, Jason had thought that he could be more monstrous than the monsters. He had turned away from that path, realising that it would only lead him to becoming one of them. But forcing himself to look unflinchingly within, Jason was forced to accept that a predatory, dominating drive was a part of him, whether he liked it or not.

The monster inside Jason was what allowed him to wield his terrifying powers. To undertake the grimmer tasks he faced as an adventurer. The key, he ultimately realised, was knowing when to release the monster, and making sure he could always put it back in the box.

He was the man who fought the monsters, even the ones inside himself.


49
SITTING ON A VOLCANO


Jason, Emi and Nik were floating in meditation, cross-legged, over the water of the River Furan. They were upstream from Saint-Étienne, beyond the reach of Jason’s domain. He had found that when contemplating his essences, trying to expand his power, it was best to be outside the places his power was strongest.

Nik was now gold rank, while Emi remained in the upper reaches of silver. She focused on magic research over throwing herself into combat, so her progress was slower. The lower-rank training methods that relied heavily on combat had not been the best fit for her, slowing her growth. A more contemplative approach suited her well, especially with the plethora of guidance available to her. To no one’s surprise, it was Farrah and Clive who had helped her the most.

One of the trickiest aspects of advancing through actualisation of the self was translating personal revelation into specific power. The older gold-rankers had been useful teachers in this. They had taught the younger generations how to effectively contemplate metaphor during meditation as a pathway to advancement.

Jason found this easier with some powers than others. His Hand of the Reaper ability was quite straightforward, being a dark essence ability that reached out with shadowy hands to manipulate the world around him. Nik and Emi opened their eyes as golden light radiated from Jason’s body.

	[Hand of the Reaper] has reached Gold 6 (100%) 

	[Hand of the Reaper] has advanced to Gold 7 (0%) 




Jason looked at his hands, flexing his fingers. In the beginning, his abilities had advanced so quickly. Going through silver had felt like an eternity, even though he had reached gold swiftly by most standards. He admitted to himself, though, that he had become so focused on the cosmic aspects of his power that his core abilities had been rather neglected.

That was an oversight he had been working to correct, as cosmic powers worked for cosmic problems. Mortal realms required the kind of mortal power that had been the foundation of Jason’s journey into magic.

“Good job, Dad.”

“Congratulations, Uncle Jason. This calls for a hug.”

Emi floated over to wrap her arms around Nik.

“Aren’t you meant to be hugging him?” Nik complained.

“You’re fluffier.”

“That’s not relevant!”

She hushed him while stroking his fur.

“Dad…”

Shade rose from Jason’s shadow, cast on the river surface they were still floating over.

“Apologies, Mr Asano, but Miss Farrah has called a meeting. She has invited all of the gold-rankers, taskforce, taskforce leaders and the officers from the military bases.”

Jason frowned.

“Serious business, then,” he said. “When did she leave Erta Ale?”

“She is on her way back now. She was contacted by someone with information urgent enough that it needs to be addressed immediately. The meeting is scheduled for one hour and forty-seven minutes from now.”

“What’s it about?”

“Someone she knew during our previous time on Earth reached out. Anything more would be best explained by Miss Farrah herself.”

“Fair enough. Almost two hours, so we have a bit of time. Emi, what form do you think Shade should take for getting us back? Electric surfboards? Personal hydrofoils?”

“Ooh, hydrofoils,” Emi said.

“How about we just use a portal?” Nik suggested. “Or anything that doesn’t involve wet fur?”
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The streets of Saint-Étienne around the administration tower were heavy with foot traffic. Being a central shopping and business district, it was a busy area built to be walkable and largely unfriendly to cars. Many of the businesses were related to trade exports of astral space goods, rare or unavailable elsewhere on Earth. This included currency houses for spirit coins.

Earth was getting better at farming spirit coins, but nothing to match what the Asano clan could do with astral spaces. The unique properties of spirit coins meant they were strictly regulated, both within the clan and on Earth in general. Their ability to be consumed for various purposes made them both currency and commodity, their value abstract or intrinsic, dependent on use.

There were other businesses and organisations related to trade and the growing internal economy of the clan. Many were dedicated to the reconstruction of reclaimed European centres, using the clan as a safe base of operations.

Walking along a busy street with Emi and Nik, Jason stopped outside a patisserie, not far from the administration tower. He glanced at the timer he’d put in a System window at the periphery of his vision.

	14:36 (GMT+1) 

	24 minutes until meeting start. 




“Uncle Jason, we can’t take too long.”

“We have a little time. Unless you don’t want any of those macarons in the window.”

“Uncle Jason, I’m in my forties now. I’m not your little niece who can be tempted by a window full of… and Nik’s gone inside.”

They followed him in. Nik didn’t stand out too much, given the huge population of non-humans in Asano clan territory. He was still adorable and highly recognisable, but people weren’t panicking at the sight of an anthropomorphised rabbit. The teenage girl behind the counter was herself some manner of lizard species. When Jason and Emi went inside, she was staring, wide-eyed, at Nik.

“Ohmygodit’syouandyouaresomuchcuterthanyourpictures!”

“We’re kind of in a hurry,” Emi told her. The teenager looked at her, then down at Nik and back at her.

“Aren’t you…?”

“Yes,” Jason said. “She’s character actor Brian Dennehy. Can we get a twenty-four box of the macarons?”

“Uncle Jason,” Emi scolded. “Don’t tease the poor girl.”

At the mention of Jason’s name, the girl froze.

“You’re…”

“Looking for a box of macarons, yes. No specific flavours, just a mix of whatever you happen to grab.”

“…Jason Asano,” the girl finished.

“This is going to take a while, isn’t it?” he asked.

“You’re Jason Asano,” she repeated.

“I think she’s on loop,” Jason said. “Do you think I can go back there and get them myself? You just use those tongs to pick them up, right?”

“Uncle Jason, do not go behind the counter. This is why I said you should spend more time just being around the clan.”

“I do.”

“It doesn’t count if you’re masking your presence. Or standing dramatically on rooftops because you think you’re a superhero.”

“I am a superhero. I have a cape and everything.”

“It’s a cloak.”

“A magic cloak.”

She gave him a flat look.

“It counts,” he said defensively.

“I want a cream bun,” Nik said, crouched down in front of the counter, staring through the glass.

The girl shook herself out of her daze.

“I am so sorry,” she said as she scrambled to fill a box with macarons. “You know, your chin isn’t anything like they say.”

“What?” Jason asked.

“It’s really big on the coins,” she continued to nervously babble. “It’s nothing like that at all in real life. Especially with the beard.”

Jason pulled out a lesser spirit coin.

“So, a cream bun as well?” she asked.

“Yes,” Jason said distractedly as he peered at the coin. He hadn’t looked closely at one in years. It was faded blue and looked like metal but at a touch was clearly crystal. The words PRODUCT OF JASON and G’DAY MATE were written in raised letters. He turned it over to see an image of himself giving a thumbs-up.

“My chin is not that big,” he muttered.

“That’s what I said,” the teenager agreed as she put the boxes with their baked goods on the counter.

“You shouldn’t even be able to see a prominent chin on a picture this small and monochrome,” Jason said. “If you scaled this up, my chin would be longer than my hand.”

Soon, Jason, Emi and Nik, now with cream on his nose, were continuing along the street.

“I need to redesign these coins,” Jason said, still staring at one in his hand.

“It’s fine, Uncle Jason.”

“It is not fine. It makes me look like… what is that guy doing?”

Jason stopped to look at a man kneeling in front of a door with a camera on a tripod filming him. The door had a ritual diagram around the lock, which the man was picking while talking to the camera.

“…because the magic was applied to a normal lock instead of integrated into the design, we can simply isolate the magic and pick it like any normal lock. I’ll start by applying bottom of the keyway tension, then go in with a standard hook…”

“Is he filming himself robbing a house on a busy street in the middle of the day?”

“No, Uncle Jason, he’s from the clan’s security team. He just likes to make videos about picking locks.”

“He’s a locksmith?”

“No, he’s a lawyer.”

“A lawyer? Why is he⁠—”

“You’re going to be late for the meeting, Uncle Jason.”

“You mean we’re going to be late.”

“I’m not attending the meeting. I’m not a gold-ranker or a military leader.”

“Then why are you coming with us?”

“I leave you two alone, you’ll get distracted, wander off and forget all about the meeting.”

“Emi, this is my domain, and I know everything going on in it. It’s literally impossible for me to forget about it.”

“I thought the impossible was kind of your thing?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
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They were using one of the lecture halls for the meeting, as there were numerous attendees. Many had come from the military base at the edge of the domain, shuffling through the double doors as Jason and Nik arrived. There were more gold-rankers than Jason had seen in one place on Earth, from the clan as well as broader human forces. A few noticed their presence in the crowd, largely due to Nik’s distinctive features. Jason wasn’t masking himself, but he did have his aura tamped down so as not to stand out.

They made their way down to the front where Farrah was chatting with Humphrey and some taskforce higher-ups. The aisle was busy and Jason exchanged a few cursory greetings. Most of the people in the room had seen Jason before, if only at meetings like these, and were not as struck as the girl at the patisserie.

Farrah gave Jason a quick hug as they reached her, not having seen him in months. Nik got a longer hug, leaving Jason muttering about hug deficits.

“Shade said that someone you knew from back in the day reached out,” Jason said. “From when you were studying the grid?”

“Yeah,” Farrah confirmed. “I was sitting on a volcano in Ethiopia and someone I hadn’t seen in twenty years finds me. She and I worked with Simon McKean, and she was one of our missing-presumed-dead when we were looking up the old team. Suddenly, she’s alive and wants to spill the beans on what McKean has been up to. Which is nice and useful, since McKean’s been a ghost for seven years, ever since allying with the vampires.”

“And the Earthlings are about to make the final push on the vampires,” Jason said.

“Yeah, it’s definitely a trap,” Farrah said. “Also, they don’t like it when you call them Earthlings.”

“Well, I could go discuss that with them, and talk about the things I don’t like.”

“They can probably live with you calling them that.”
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“It has been more than four years since we’ve had a confirmed trace of McKean,” Officer Natalie Park said. She was onstage with Farrah and Audrey Blaine, the Asano clan’s energy vampire head of research.

She tapped the clicker in her hand and a new slide appeared, on the lecture hall’s large projector screen. It showed a lab that looked like the lair of a mad scientist, after the hero had passed through. Tables full of chemistry and alchemy tools were scattered and broken. Numerous large vats had shattered sides, while the intact one had ugly, fleshy masses floating in murky red liquid.

“This is one of several research facilities locations we believe he used,” Farrah said. “While critical equipment and records had been destroyed, much of it remained intact. We believe that this is the closest we came to catching him.”

“Jack Gerling, by contrast, has been much more active,” Natalie continued. “It remains unclear exactly what McKean did to remove Gerling from vampire queen Elizabeth’s control, but he seems to have regained much of his previous personality. We don’t know if more autonomy came with it but, slave or not, Gerling is acting as McKean’s agent. Rather than aiding vampires in military objectives, he seems to be pursuing resources for McKean’s research.”

“Gerling,” Audrey said, “is an ideal operative. He has gold-rank power, which we measure as somewhere higher than most vampire lords and below most essence-users of that rank. It eclipses anyone at silver rank, meaning that only a highly coordinated group of elite silvers would have any chance against him.”

“More than power,” Farrah said, “Gerling’s greatest asset is something approaching immortality. We’ve seemingly killed him several times. When captured, he liquefies himself, and the same liquefaction happens any time he dies. The resulting substance swiftly burns on exposure to oxygen, leaving us nothing to study.”

“As he later shows up fully intact,” Audrey said, “it’s possible that some manner of cloning program is at play, with his soul hopping from body to body. There are examples of both blood magic and human magitech experimentation with similar results.”

“We don’t know the source of his ability to revive,” Farrah said. “It may be an adaptation from a powerful recuperative ability he had as an essence-user, itself called Immortality. It could be part of his nature as a blood abomination. Either would be preferable to it being a result of McKean’s research. It’s not something we want to see replicated in our enemies.”

“The point,” Natalie said, “is that Gerling has been pursuing resources for McKean’s work for years, with the support of the vampires. Despite this, McKean has yet to demonstrate any results, with the possible exception of Gerling.”

“And the vampires would have certainly welcomed them,” Audrey said. “The blood parasites have, to the best of our knowledge, been removed as an active threat. The blood oaks are dangerous but manageable. We haven’t seen any advancements in the capabilities of either.”

“Meaning that either McKean’s research has been running into dead ends,” Natalie said, “or he’s been keeping his powder dry for one big move. A move he may be ready to make.”

“Approximately six hours ago,” Farrah said, “I was contacted by a former Network member who worked with both McKean and myself. She claims to have faked her own death to participate in a series of illicit research programs. She further claims to know exactly where we can find McKean.”

“This person is being interrogated as we speak,” Natalie said, “but the assumption is that this is a scheme, probably of McKean’s doing. In short, a trap.”

“That would suggest,” Farrah said, “that whatever McKean has been cooking up, he thinks it can handle anything we choose to throw at him. Given what we have, that suggests that he is either wildly delusional, or he has prepared something truly calamitous. A power that can challenge the collective might on display in this room, up to and including Jason Asano and his team. That might be an army of Jack Gerling clones, enhanced vampire lords or something else entirely.”

“What we are proposing,” Natalie said, “is that if McKean thinks he’s ready for anything, we give him everything. Attack with the full collective force of planet Earth, and find out exactly how ready he is.”


50
AN INTERESTING MESSAGE


Stealth didn’t come naturally to Thalia Mercer. Her onslaught essence informed not just her power set but her inclinations in life, although her life had been strange for a long time. She hadn’t seen her daughter in years. Or, more precisely, Cassandra hadn’t seen her. Thalia watched from the shadowy side of a tall tree as Cassandra and her team walked across the Adventure Society campus in the direction of the trade hall.

“It must be hard,” a voice behind her said.

It was not easy to sneak up on a gold-ranker, and Thalia reacted on instinct, whirling around and lunging with her fist as it erupted with power. The strike contained the force and magic to flatten a building, yet it was lightly caught in a man’s palm. All that power vanished in an instant, as if it had never been, leaving Thalia staring at the man who now gripped her fist in his hand.

He had the metallic hair and matching eyes of a celestine, both a dark copper that gleamed in the sunlight. He loomed over her, almost seven feet tall, but slender and lean rather than bulky and imposing. His clothes were brown and muted red. She looked around, but no one seemed to have noticed her violent outburst.

“To be so close,” he continued, “yet forcing yourself to stay away. You are wise to maintain a distance from your daughter. Your presence would only complicate a life that is going very well for her. A mother’s kindness is not always easy, is it? Not with your daughter, and certainly not with your son. Do you think of him that way? As your son? I can’t imagine you would go to the lengths you have if you didn’t. Or perhaps you honour what little of your son remains in that creature, however transformed.”

He let go of her hand, but she made no further attack. Even if this had been the place for it, which it wasn’t, his power obviously eclipsed hers. That attack would have shaken anyone at gold rank, yet his aura showed him to be bronze. To carry off such a deception in the heart of the Adventure Society was no small feat.

“Who are you, and what do you want?”

“My name is Jamis Fran Muskar, and I would like to see your son.”

“That’s a messenger name.”

“That makes sense, given that I am a messenger. Your son and I have had dealings before, but given his current circumstances, I thought the more diplomatic approach was through you.”

“My son died twenty years ago.”

“Let us not waste each other’s time, Mrs Mercer. Tell Thadwick that I would like to meet. He is going by Thadwick again, yes? Even though he is very far from the person he was.”

“And if I go straight to the Adventure Society? Telling them about you could earn me valuable concessions for Thadwick and his situation.”

“The Adventure Society knows who I am, and they are not foolish enough to challenge me directly. Not unless I cross certain lines.”

“I could push you over one of those lines.”

“No, Mrs Mercer, you could not. And it is an empty threat, regardless. We both know that once the Adventure Society learns why my people are hunting Thadwick, they will hunt him just as hard.”

“If you can find me, you can find him,” she said.

“Yes. But, as I told you, I want to meet with him, not chase him down and kill him like a game animal. If the people of this world learn what he’s found…”

He gave her a sympathetic smile before continuing.

“I think we both know it’s best that they don’t.”

“If you can find him, why haven’t your people descended like locusts?”

“Because things could so easily go wrong. It would also be inelegant, and costly. This war has already consumed a significant number of our forces. Wildly beyond our initial projections, and those estimations were already giving our leadership pause. This planet is stubborn, and our operations here have cost me no small amount of my once unassailable influence.”

“You haven’t told your people that you know where he is,” Thalia realised.

“I have not.”

“He’s not going to give you what you want.”

“Perhaps. But keeping it isn’t getting him what he wants. To each of us, what he has is a means to an end, but he can’t use it. Not the way he wants. Once the world realises he has it, they will all descend on him. I can present him an alternate means to his end that won’t see every adventurer in the world hunting him down.”

“What are you offering, exactly?”

“To explain things in person. Which will go more smoothly if you are willing to make an introduction.”

“I want to look into who you are more before I’d even consider that.”

“I understand, although you should stop using Mr Sandargo as your information broker. He is in the process of setting you up for betrayal.”

“What makes you say that?”

“Let me inform you of some things about your ostensible allies. Call it a goodwill gesture, in hope of things going well between us in the future.”

“The grounds of the Adventure Society might not be the best place for that.”

“Don’t concern yourself, Mrs Mercer. No one here will pay us any attention.”
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“The castle McKean is operating out of is a former Network branch headquarters,” Farrah explained, gesturing at a holographic map floating over the command table. She was briefing Jason and his team in a conference room on his cloud ship.

“A castle in the French countryside,” Humphrey said. “That doesn’t seem like a practical choice for a Network branch.”

“Just a pretentious one,” Jason agreed. “People shouldn’t make such important choices just for dramatic effect.”

Everyone on the room turned to give him a flat stare.

“What?” he asked innocently.

Farrah shook her head and brought the briefing back on topic.

“McKean has been using powerful but subtle ritual work to mask the magic and the auras present, as well as the comings and goings. It’s not enough to hide him now that we know exactly where to focus our attention, but when we had a whole world to scour, it was plenty. McKean’s magic expertise is greater than anyone else I know of born on Earth. And most born on Palli, for that matter.”

“I’m going to say it again,” Neil said. “I don’t want to fight evil Clive.”

“Better to stop him now, then, before he makes any further preparations,” Humphrey said.

“I think he’s already prepared,” Neil said. “Why else would he bait us into a trap? We are assuming this is a trap, right?”

“It’s definitely a trap,” Farrah told him.

“Then why are we walking into it?” Neil asked. “Walking into a trap feels like a Jason plan.”

“People need to stop belittling my plans,” Jason said. “I’ve had some great plans.”

“Yeah,” Neil said. “Hey, let’s put the undead god’s avatar inside my soul. Hey, I’m going to attack the cosmic entity who births universes with a knife. Hey, let’s annihilate a section of reality and try to figure out how to put it back together afterwards. Hey, let’s go fight Evil Clive.”

“To be clear,” Jason explained to the room, “I used a knife to attack the guy who makes universes. He doesn’t use a knife to make the universes. That would be weird. Also, I think it’s worth pointing out that all of those plans worked. Except the last one, which wasn’t my plan and hasn’t happened yet.”

“You attacked the Builder with a knife and he killed you,” Neil pointed out. “How does that count as working?”

“I distracted him long enough for the rest of the plan to work. Which it did, by the way.”

“You died!”

“I got better.”

“Did you know you were going to come back from the dead?”

“I had a mysterious magic item from a space phoenix. It was kind of obvious I was going to come back.”

“I notice you didn’t answer my question. Did you know you were going to come back to life?”

“You know we’re not actually walking into a trap, right?” Jason asked, shamelessly changing the subject. “We’re flying into a trap.”

“Can we please get back to the planning?” Farrah asked. “There’s a lot of busy and important people watching this, and you two aren’t filling them with confidence.”

“I just want it on the record,” Jason said, “that I’m not the one who…”

He scowled as he trailed off, tilting his head as if listening to a distant sound.

Humphrey walked over and put a hand on Jason’s shoulder.

“What is it?”

Jason used his aura to create a small privacy screen around them.

“Jamis Fran Muskar just knocked on the door of my private universe.”

“Do you have to go?”

“No, my prime avatar can stay here. I don’t need it inside my own kingdom.”
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Jason walked through the halls of his space station, flanked by a messenger on each side. Jali Corrik Fen was to his right, and Tera Jun Casta to his left. Jali had reached gold rank while Tera was in the upper reaches of silver.

“I don’t like this,” Jali said again.

“You don’t have to participate,” Jason said. “I don’t want to pressure you.”

“No, it’s…”

She hesitated, looking for the words.

“I remember when we confronted Vesta Carmis Zell, when you freed me from her control,” Jali said. “This feels like, I don’t know. The next step. I don’t like it, but I think I might need it.”

“That’s quite a next step,” Tera said. “Vesta Carmis Zell is on the outside of the Council of Kings, particularly after her losses on Pallimustus. Jamis Fran Muskar is the closest thing we have to a true, singular leader. I never imagined that I would have the chance to meet him. Once, that would have been an unreachable dream. Now, I’m dreading it. And yes, I know you’re not pressuring me.”

The others stayed silent, letting Tera gather her thoughts.

“In a lot of ways,” she said, “Jamis Fran Muskar is the embodiment of everything I believed. The faith that poisoned everything about me, and almost killed me in its extraction. What is he like? You’ve met him, haven’t you?”

“I have,” Jason told her.

“I always pictured him as the encapsulation of messenger ideals. Powerful, domineering, benevolent. Stoic and impeccable. The perfect messenger.”

“That’s the thing about the people behind the ideologies we put on a pedestal,” Jason said. “They’re still just people, and people can’t live up to perfect ideals. Especially when they aren’t even trying. Jamis Fran Muskar struck me as an outlier from the other astral kings. I suspect that most of them haven’t shaken as much of the indoctrination as they think they have, at least in terms of values. They think themselves above it, but their goals are right out of the indoctrination handbook.”

“Dominion and conquest,” Tera said. “It is righteous because we are superior.”

“Exactly,” Jason agreed. “But I think Muskar’s gaze falls beyond that.”

“On what?” Tera asked.

“On me. Originals, like I am. The origin of your species. I got the impression that he looks at vanilla messengers the way that messengers look at everyone else.”

“But he is one,” Jali said. “He was a normal messenger who ascended to astral king.”

“That’s what worries me,” Jason said. “I have concerns about anyone whose ambitions come from scorn towards their own nature. People like that have a natural proclivity for videogame bad guy plans. The kind where they decide to end suffering by wiping out the planet the suffering people live on.”

“It sounds like you’re apprehensive about this meeting as well,” Jali said.

“I am. Jamis Fran Muskar has billions of years more knowledge and experience than me. He’s stronger, smarter and has what may be the largest army in the cosmos at his beck and call. This is a man with the resolve to surrender an army of superpowered angels, quarter of a million strong, if it furthers his own agenda. Getting the attention of someone with that mentality, that willpower, leaves me profoundly concerned. That’s not a person worried about collateral damage.”

They arrived at a hangar large enough to fit an aircraft carrier. Blood sprayed into the room from the back of Jason’s hand and coalesced into a blood clone that looked around the hangar.

“Was this here before?” Colin asked.

“No,” Jason said. “After Raythe and Dawn arrived, I realised I needed to accommodate visitors.”

“I didn’t realise the space station was big enough for this,” Colin said.

“It wasn’t. I scaled it up.”

“Neat. I’m going to go look around while you talk to your supervillain.”

“You don’t want to stay and try to eat him?”

“Ask me again after I rank up.”

While Colin scampered off, Jason pointed at the side of the room that was one long opening to space. The atmosphere was contained by a shimmering blue forcefield.

“That’s the mouth of the space station,” he said.

“Aren’t you worried that people will think you’re an idiot when they have to fly into the mouth of a space station shaped like your head?” Tera asked.

“It’s a test,” Jason said. “Anyone who underestimates me based on just that is a lesser concern. Jamis Fran Muskar won’t be so easy.”

No dimensional vessel came flying in. When Jason granted permission for the astral king’s avatar to enter his realm, there was a brief distortion in space, and then he was there. He had no vessel, but his wings were extended out to either side. They were shades of mottled brown, limned in amber light. He floated into the hangar, standing eleven feet tall. He shrank down to seven feet and his wings retracted and vanished.

“Interesting choice of companions,” he said, his gaze moving between Jali and Tera. “You freed both from bondage, one by force and one who yearned for it. It sends an interesting message.”
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COSMIC TYRANT WARLORD CULT LEADER


Jamis Fran Muskar was not the typical image of a messenger, despite the grandiosity and the wings. At seven feet tall, he was diminutive for his kind, and his clothes were not the loose, toga-style garb messengers favoured. He wore a brown jacket over a dark green shirt, hiking boots and jeans. With his wings and shroud of amber light, he looked like an angel on a casual hike. Jason, Jali and Tera watched as he floated down and his feet settled on the metal deck of the vast hangar instead of hovering over the floor which was the messenger norm.

Jamis allowed his wings to shrink away, and the light around him vanished as well. He stepped closer, highlighting how much Tera and Jali loomed over their king of kings. The least messenger-like thing about him was the absence of any display of dominance. It was well within his power to expand his size and look his fellow messengers in the eye. Instead, he looked up, fixing them with a curious gaze.

Jason, in turn, looked over Jamis. In his astral kingdom, Jason could perceive far more than the obvious, down to the fundamental nature of anyone in it. The threads of power making up the messenger’s body were an intricate work of art, far beyond what Jason himself could create, even in the heart of his domain.

“Your avatar is impressive,” Jason told his guest.

Jamis turned from the other messengers to focus on Jason.

“You will learn as you gain experience and your power grows.”

“I would hope so, looking at your efforts. Even my prime avatar is crude in comparison, and this is one of your peripherals.”

“No astral king would risk sending their prime avatar to the kingdom of another. You are new to the creation and use of avatars, so I will warn you that there are ways to use your prime avatar against you. No actual danger, of course, as what could endanger the likes of you and me? The true threat to our kind is inconvenience. To be thwarted from whatever our current agenda happens to be. The irony being that when you have forever, timing can be everything.”

“I have heard some of this before, although I appreciate the advice. That said, I doubt you sent an avatar all this way just to give it.”

“No, but I wanted to give it and I suspect you’ll find it timely. I have made no secret of wanting us to be friends. Given the nature of eternity, you might even see it as inevitable. Most things are, if you wait long enough, but you’re still so new to living forever. You’ve stumbled onto the peak of cosmic power with no idea of what you’re doing.”

“So, advice and a warning?”

“Yes, although I won’t speak more on what is waiting for you in the coming days. Even I have to be wary of the enemies I make. Just consider what I have chosen to warn you of, and when. With most astral kings, I wouldn’t bother, as only the most extraordinary foes can interfere with a prime avatar. At the risk of self-aggrandisement, however, extraordinary foes are kind of your thing.”

Jason grimaced, not liking those words coming out of the messenger’s mouth.

“One of the reasons I chose to offer this warning,” Jamis continued, “is your awkward position in terms of power level. You are aware that your prime avatar is undercooked by traditional standards. It leaves you more vulnerable than other astral kings.”

“So I’ve been told. Vulnerable how?”

“There is only so much that can be done to a prime avatar, even by those with the knowledge and power to do so. It can be trapped, to a degree. Prevented from self-destructing so you can replace it with a spare. You do have a spare, yes? Surely you must after all the reality core energy you’ve drained from vampire lords in the last decade.”

Jason scowled but didn’t reply. Jamis smiled and continued.

“The specifics vary, but the main effect of locking away your prime avatar is to seal your astral kingdom, restricting your influence to within its boundaries. Your ability to influence your ancillary domains will be significantly diminished. Binding your chief mortal agent arrests your ability to act beyond the seat of your power. Not forever, of course, but as I said, timing can be everything. Inconvenience is the only true threat to an otherwise untouchable entity.”

“Then I suppose I should thank you. Yet, I somehow feel like I’ll only truly understand once I’ve suffered through what you’re warning me off.”

“Quite likely. Experience is how we learn, after all, and none of us are immune to learning the hard way. That’s especially true for the young. You will live forever, but have yet to experience a full mortal lifespan. You still have so many connections, so many vulnerabilities. So much to lose.”

“That sounds less like a warning than a threat.”

“It is not, I assure you. My threat for you will come later in the conversation. This is just a warning, given since the timing seemed apt.”

“Some friendly advice, gifted on a whim?”

“Precisely.”

“You do seem whimsical, for a messenger. Even so, I can’t help but think you do things more deliberately than you like others to realise.”

Jamis grinned.

“We are going to be such good friends, Jason Asano.”

Jamis glanced once again to the other messengers before returning his gaze to Jason and continuing.

“If nothing else, you always find fresh ways to fascinate. I know it must wait for another day, when you don’t have your little vampire war going on, but I would relish the chance to converse at length with your companions. As you know, I’ve made a study of originals like you. It’s a compelling topic with many facets, such as how they choose to engage with ordinary messengers. The effect they have on them. I have found that the messengers surrounding and created by originals differ sharply from ordinary examples of my kind.”

“As do you,” Tera said, finally finding the courage to speak up. “I would never have imagined you, out of all of us, calling any messenger ordinary.”

A delighted smile crossed Jamis’ face.

“Tera Jun Casta,” he said. “I find you especially interesting, but you spend most of your time hidden away in Jason Asano’s astral kingdom. My agents on Earth are quite astonishingly capable, but even they have their limits.”

“Agents on Earth?” Jason asked.

“Oh, yes,” Jamis said. “Private ones, my own people. Not anyone the Council of Kings has access to, but we can discuss that in a moment. To stay on topic, Tera Jun Casta, I find Orthodox messengers to be very ordinary indeed. As you are quite pointedly aware, the indoctrination process tends to smother individuality. It’s largely the point, of course, but it makes them so very dull. And messengers like you more interesting by contrast.”

“Yet, your people haven’t declared the originals part of the Unorthodoxy and made war on them,” Jason observed.

“Power trumps all,” Jamis said, “and whatever else you can say about them, the originals are staggeringly powerful. As you will demonstrate yourself, in time. We have something of a détente with the originals. We avoid them, and those associated with them. They, in turn, do not interfere with us. They’re reclusive enough that we can avoid our hypocrisy being revealed to the messenger masses. The advantage of blind obedience.”

“Surely some have chosen to stand against you,” Jason said.

“Some, but even then, we have something of an arrangement. They don’t highlight that they are anything other than regular astral kings and we don’t escalate. The existence of a few rebel astral kings fits within our ideological framework.”

“That can’t be sustainable,” Jason said. “Surely one side or the other will push hard enough that the other has to push back.”

“It happens, but you’d be surprised what a compliant population and a willingness to purge whole sections of it will accomplish.”

“And that, Jamis Fran Muskar, is why we won’t ever be friends.”

Jamis smiled.

“We’ll see. But I can see that I have your ire up, so I suppose it’s time to explain why I’ve actually darkened your door. There is something I would like from you. You surely know, by now, what awaits you on your return to Pallimustus.”

Jason glanced at Tera and Jali.

“It would seem I need to speak with him alone,” he said, and opened a shadowy portal arch.

“Are you sure?” Jali asked.

“What secrets are you keeping?” Tera asked him and Jamis burst out laughing.

“A great many,” Jason told Tera. “Even from myself, in some cases. It’s time to stop hiding this particular secret, but it would take too much time to explain right now. I’ll reveal it all once we’re done with the vampires, I promise. For now, you should return to your respective forces and prepare for the fight.”

Jali inclined her head towards the portal, getting a disgruntled acknowledgement from Tera. The two messengers passed through the arch and it closed behind them.

“You’re keeping the truth from your prime avatar?” Jamis asked.

“Keeping what I know from the goddess is difficult, even a universe away. I am certain that, like you, apparently, she has agents on Earth. Just because she cannot communicate with them directly does not mean they are unable to send messages of any kind.”

“Why leave her thinking you don’t know?”

“Given my history, I think she would be fair in assuming that I would do something drastic. Given that I won’t be, I don’t want her to anticipate that I will and make things even worse with a pre-emptive response.”

“That doesn’t sound like you. Will you really just roll over?”

“Do you see another option?”

“I was hoping that you would. For my own amusement, if nothing else.”

“There is one, but it’s worse than just letting it happen.”

Jamis raised his eyebrows in surprise.

“There is an alternative, then?”

“Time travel.”

“Ah. Yes, that would be worse. So, you’re going to let her plan play out.”

“Yes. This time, she wins. What comes after is where we fight.”

“And fight you will have to. The Earth is not ready, despite your best efforts. You don’t have enough gold-rankers. Not unless the colony of Unorthodoxy messengers on Earth stands and fights with you.”

Jason’s lips tightened into a thin line.

“So, that’s the threat you mentioned. Revealing the messengers on Earth to the Council of Kings?”

“It is. A blunt tactic, I know, but needs must when the devil drives. I must say, I’ve become rather fond of Earth idioms while observing your quaint little world. I see why Boris likes it. Are you familiar with the saying ‘a frog in a well?’”

Jason let out a sigh.

“Far too familiar. It’s been my life for a long time now.”

“And will continue to be, I suspect. For an immortal, Jason Asano, you are an extremely mortal man. Which, to return to my point, is what makes you so easy to threaten. Earth will need the messengers hidden there very soon. It very much does not need hostile messengers invading from the outside. Which we can freely do.”

“Yeah, I get it. Your war with the Unorthodoxy is older than the Earth itself. Them choosing to hide here means that the laws of intrusion wouldn’t stop you from coming to attack them. Either the Unorthodoxy would have to leave Earth and be unable to help us, or the Orthodoxy would be free to invade.”

“It’s good that you understand. I once handed over to you a significant portion of our forces on Pallimustus so you wouldn’t become a more motivated foe. That time I used the carrot. This time, you don’t want me to become a more dedicated enemy. That is the stick. I have no interest in seeing your world invaded, Jason Asano. All I want is a simple trade.”

“And your end of this trade would be keeping the Unorthodoxy presence here a secret from the Council of Kings.”

“Yes.”

“In return for what?”

“I mentioned my agents on Earth. While they have been careful to avoid your spirit domains, I am not ignorant to the goings on within. What interests me specifically is the work of one Carlos Quilido. In less than a decade, his research has borne far more fruit than even he anticipated.”

“You want his method of purging monster core residue?”

“I do not. While I’m sure I could find a use for it, my interest is in his ability to remove the behavioural effects of sunlight from vampires. My understanding is that he can now negate the condition that turns them into blood-hungry psychopaths. Even greater vampires.”

“That seems even less useful to messengers than cleansing monster cores.”

“To every tool, there is a purpose. And, if my estimation of you is correct, you intend to freely disseminate the process in any case. All you would be doing is seeing that it reaches certain places faster than it otherwise would. A small price for keeping Boris Ket Lundi and his messengers available to Earth.”

“That all sounds very reasonable. I imagine sounding reasonable is something you’re very good at.”

“I am, yet you don’t trust what I say because I am the one saying it.”

“I don’t think you’re lying. What concerns me are the consequences I don’t see coming. You have epochs of experience on me. Pitting my cunning against yours would be a fool’s errand.”

“I probably shouldn’t ask this, but I find myself irresistibly curious as to how you’ll answer. If you were to pit something against me, what would it be?”

“Someone like you? The power of friendship.”

Jamis sighed.

“I suppose I should have guessed, although I cannot blame you for the answer. Telling me the truth would be strategically unsound.”

“You think I’m kidding? It’s how I beat the Builder. Twice. And even someone like you has blind spots. I get the feeling that genuine, unconditional trust in another person is one of them.”

Jamis grinned.

“I see. The disadvantage of experience is that we ancient beings have a habit of thinking we’ve seen it all. It is the prerogative of youth to innovate and surprise. To hit us where we don’t see it coming. I must admit, Jason Asano, I’m a little bit looking forward to when you and I clash. Almost as much as I am to our becoming friends. You need some seasoning before you’re ready for either, but I have forever to wait. In the meantime, are you inclined towards my proposal? I know you have a battle on Earth to prepare for.”

Jason took a long breath and let it out slowly. He conjured a recording crystal out of the air and tossed it to Jamis.

“There you go. That, and a good healing magic specialist is all you need to turn vampires sane. We never found a way to turn greater vampires human, though. That’s soul deep.”

Jamis waved the crystal gratefully.

“This is all I need.”

“Also, if they’ve been full-blown murdering people, you might find the trauma too much for them to come back from. We’ve been seeing a lot of that.”

“Not my concern.”

“Another reason you and I can’t be friends. That, and the cosmic tyrant warlord cult leader thing.”

“You say that like you’re not heading in the exact same direction.”

“No, not exactly the same. And the difference matters.”

Jamis smiled.

“We’ll see.”

The messenger tucked the recording crystal into his inside jacket pocket. He floated into the air, then got a thoughtful expression and dropped back down.

“Jason, in Simon McKean, you will face a man who has spent the last decade preparing for this fight. To him, battling you is not a means but an end in itself. To stand as your enemy is his very objective, and I do not like that. I am your enemy, and I have no wish to be shamed by some tiny man on a meaningless world who thinks he can stand where I do as your foe. When you confront him, remember who you are. What you are. Put aside modesty and humility to remind the people of Earth that a giant strides across their little rock.”

His wings reappeared, shedding amber light, and suddenly, he was gone. Jason’s avatar stood, watching the empty space for a moment.

“I hope I didn’t just mess up very badly.”


52
IT’S ALL QUITE AUSTRALIAN


General Michael Mills of the United States Army looked out through the window as the helicopter descended towards the military base below. He’d been stationed at Saint-Étienne before, two decades and several ranks ago. That had been before the Asano clan went into hiding and the vampires had claimed full dominion over mainland Europe.

Michael had heard the stories of Asano reclaiming his territory. Many didn’t believe them, for they sounded like the stuff of nightmares, but Michael knew better. He had seen with his own eyes the power of the vampire lords and the land of horrors they had made of the continent. He couldn’t imagine what it would take to make the vampires fear, the way they dreaded Jason Asano.

Now it was time to finish the job. To eliminate the last strongholds of vampiric power, after years of clawing back territory. It would be the largest single military action in the history of planet Earth. A war in a day, simultaneously hitting vampire strongholds from Portugal to Pakistan. Participating would be every major magical faction, and the full military might of no fewer than forty-seven nations.

Jason Asano had been pushing the Earth Defence Joint Initiative, the EDJI, for a decade. Michael had never thought it would happen, a level of integration that none of the major nations would accept. He’d been there for the negotiations, as China and Russia demanded more influence. His own United States had almost derailed the whole thing by demanding that defence be spelled in accordance with American English.

The United States had not gotten their way, but it had been agreed to change the original name from Earth Joint Defence Initiative to Earth Defence Joint Initiative. This face-saving shift, designed to placate the need for the USA to look influential, also had an unintended side-effect. The EDJI was increasingly being pronounced in media and by the troops as ‘edgy,’ and Michael did not approve.

It was the threat of military obsolescence that ultimately convinced the major powers to participate in the EDJI. It began with Asano clan domination of the essence-user landscape. They had a whole generation trained by Rufus Remore, bolstered by the arrival of Jason Asano and his otherworldly allies. Even more important was what the clan could offer the world. Their training regimens eclipsed even the elite US methods, and exchange programs established by the Saint-Étienne Summit Accords had raised the bar for nations around the world. This gave the clan vast influence on the world stage.

Another clan asset that changed the way Earth handled essence-users was the Quilido Procedure, a means of eliminating the taint of monster cores from an essence-user. It was a slow and resource-intensive process, but it could unlock the potential of an essence-user previously trapped at silver rank. This included Earth’s most veteran essence-users, making it extremely valuable to the established nations of Earth as they strove to compete with the magical factions.

The first effective demonstration of the procedure had arrested the world’s attention. That example was an ex-Network paramilitary squad, recruited into the Asano clan years earlier.
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Nigel Thornton and his squad were on the busy airport tarmac of the Saint-Étienne Joint Military Base, on the edge of Asano clan territory. They were making their way from the transport plane on which they’d caught a ride back to Europe after a training program in Africa.

“We are not called The Wild Thornberrys!” Nigel Thornton yelled at his squad over the noise of aircraft and utility vehicles. “There’s a copyright issue, if nothing else.”

“There’s no point making a fuss over what they call us, Thorny,” Higgy told Nigel. “Sometimes, you just have to surrender to a nickname. You can trust me on that.”

“Why do we have to trust you on that?” Cobbo asked.

“Uh, because of my nickname? My name isn’t actually Handsome Indian Guy.”

“Yeah, we know,” Cobbo said. “Your name’s Higgy.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“I thought it was,” Cobbo said.

“You gave me that nickname.”

“Nah, mate, I don’t remember that at all. Doesn’t sound right. I think Higgy is your real name.”

“It isn’t!”

“Are you sure?”

“Am I sure that I know my own name?”

“Yeah, I thought it was Higgy as well,” Jonno said. “Darce, what’s Higgy’s real name?”

“I thought Higgy was his real name.”

“You can all get stuffed,” Higgy said.

“Higgy, mate,” Orange said. “You can’t swear worth a sh⁠—”

“Knock it off,” Nigel told them. “Who even started this Wild Thornberrys nonsense anyway?”

“Uh… that was you, Thorny,” Digit told him. “You’re the one who used it first.”

“What are you talking about?” Nigel asked.

“Yeah, it was you, mate,” Green said.

“I’ve never used that name.”

“Mate, we all saw you call us that to the press,” Woolzy said.

“Again,” Nigel said, “I have no idea what you’re all talking about.”

“No, we really all saw you,” Darce assured him. “It was during your mercifully brief experiment with facial hair.”

“What?” Nigel asked. “Facial hair?”

“When you had that huge moustache,” Orange said. “Glad that didn’t last more than a day. Felt like you only had it for the afternoon, really. It was that day you said you were going fishing, but then ended up talking to those reporters for, like, two hours. Telling them weird stories too. All these years, and I never noticed you only had nine toes.”

“I do not have nine toes!”

“Did you lose another one?” Digit asked. “Was it when that crocodile monster bit you on the leg? I thought it only got your thigh.”

“I still have all my toes! I am going to kill that dragon.”
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As his helicopter descended to the tarmac, Michael put away the briefing papers he’d being going over again and again on the flight. They were actual paper copies, with command becoming increasingly nervous about digital security in the magitech age. It was mostly background on the political factors that had led to his current assignment. The Quilido Procedure was just one of those factors, but certainly the one that had arrested the most attention amongst the Network factions.

Asano only made the procedure available to those nations on board with EDJI. Many nations complained that this violated the terms of the Saint-Étienne Summit Accords, but the accords did not require all research to be freely disseminated. The potential for dangerous magic to spread meant that while research had to be shared, it had to be done in a controlled manner. The clan, in this case, had chosen to share with EDJI signatories.

Intelligence agencies around the world had attempted to acquire those secrets from the first nations to sign on to Asano’s initiative. Michael’s papers did not state why those attempts had been swiftly and permanently halted, but certain events had become open secrets. Rumours abounded of Jason Asano suddenly and unexpectedly arriving at intelligence agencies around the planet, all in rooms that should have been shielded against dimensional travel. Michael had been reliably informed that the National Security Advisor had, subsequent to Asano’s visit to the CIA, needed to borrow fresh pants.

The Quilido Procedure was only one method Asano used to get nations on board with his initiative. While his clan did not have a monopoly on magitech research, they were still a major power in that regard. Their access to the other world’s magical knowledge gave them a leg up that no other force on Earth could equal.

The Asano clan had a knack for raising and recruiting talent that pushed their advantages. In military research circles, the two most prominent figures of the last decade were both on the clan’s roster. Gary Sharpton was a leonid, the lion-like species. He was one of the first children born to transformation zone victims taken in by the Asano clan. Even as a teenager, Sharpton had been a magitech engineering savant, especially with vehicles. His designs had rendered everything from fighter jets and submarines to drones and tanks obsolete.

The other major figure in Asano clan magitech was Travis Noble, which particularly stung the United States. Noble was born into a US Network family and trained as a magitech weapons specialist. Recruited to the Asano clan, he was one of the people yanked to the other universe and spent years there in magical research. On returning, his development of bleeding-edge weapon systems was unrivalled in two worlds, even if his designs were sometimes a little over-engineered.
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“I’m not sure that exploding spears are the most practical ammunition type,” Nigel pointed out.

His squad was in a secure hangar used to store magitech ordnance, getting a demonstration of some new weapon prototypes from Travis Noble. Compared to the burly soldiers, he was a slight man who gave off the impression of wearing a lab coat, even when he wasn’t. He had a row of metal spears laid out in front of him on a table.

“Making them spears means that Mr Cobsen⁠—”

“It’s just Cobbo, mate.”

“My apologies, Mr Cobbo.”

“No, it’s just⁠—”

“By making them spears,” Travis continued, “Mr Cobbo can use them with his spear essence powers. Spears also make a better platform for magical and technological upgrades than bullets.”

“What kind of upgrades?” Nigel asked.

“Whatever you like, really,” Travis said. “That’s the joy of such sizeable ammunition. I have some specialised anti-vampire options, naturally, but if you want to keep it simple, raw explosives are a personal favourite. You can just stuff one of the spears full of plastique and cover it in blast-enhancing enchantments.”

“Like a super-bomb spear?” Cobbo asked. “That sounds bloody fantastic.”

“Naturally, ammunition storage is an issue,” Travis said. “My understanding is that you have a power that can store spears, Mr Cobbo? We will need to do some testing, but I’m optimistic it won’t have the same premature detonation issue we had with the dimensional storage device we used in development phase.”

Orange snorted a laugh and nudged Darce with his elbow.

“You hear that, Darce?”

“About Cobbo and his premature detonation issue? That isn’t news.”

“So, what you’re saying,” Nigel summarised, “is that you’ve invented a rapid-fire homing spear cannon where the spears blow up before you shoot them.”

“I did mention that this was a prototype,” Travis said defensively.

The secure access door to the hangar opened and a woman walked in, immediately drawing all eyes. Even by gold-rank standards, she was a striking beauty.

“Travis, are you done?” she asked.

“Still a little while,” he told her.

“Those aren’t the spears with the explosives, are they?”

“I didn’t put in the detonators.”

“Wasn’t the problem that they kept blowing up without the detonators being triggered?”

The squad members all backed away from the table.

“Only sometimes,” Travis said. “Not very often at all, statistically speaking. And only when they’re removed from dimensional storage.”

“And how did you bring them here?” she asked.

“Uh… I’ll be done in around half an hour.”

“Remember that we have that dinner tonight. Formal wear, so give yourself time to shower and change.”

“I will, dear.”

“Don’t make me send Taika to get you again.”

“No, dear.”

After she left, the squad was left staring at Travis.

“Who was that?” Higgy asked.

“Oh, my wife,” Travis said, and turned back to the table of spears.

The squad looked back and forth between Travis and the space Gabrielle had vacated.

“I think we should listen to him,” Higgy said. “He clearly knows better magic than we do.”
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Michael observed through the window as his helicopter settled on the marked helipad. The design of the base, from what he could see, was different from the past. It was built to accommodate the new modes of war, where tanks and fighter jets were relics of the past. As much as magitech was changing the tools of war, the focus was returning to the people fighting it. Essence-users were obviously a large part of that, but it was another part that had led Michael to his new position.

The Human Augmentation Project was a means for people to gain ranks without becoming essence-users. They did not gain the powers of an essence-user, but did acquire many other benefits, from physical prowess and aura senses to withstanding high-rank ritual magic.

To Michael’s mind, the most important effects weren’t strength or speed, or even the ability to shrug off bullets. Two factors were greater than all of these, the first being a significantly reduced need for certain bodily functions. Combined with the ability to replace food with spirit coins, it transformed the entire logistics of infantry mobilisation. To Michael, whose job was to develop new operational procedures, it represented the largest shift in how infantry could operate in a thousand years.

Most of the brass, and especially the politicians, saw it differently. To them, the greatest advantage was that augmentation process didn’t require essences. While an essence-user was unquestionably more powerful than an enhanced soldier, even one loaded up with magitech gear, there were only so many essences to go around. Even well-trained essence-users could take four, five, even six years to reach silver-rank. Augmented humans could be brought up to silver in three, and in significantly larger numbers. Estimates predicted gold rank taking an additional ten years, but the first people augmented with the new process had yet to reach that stage.

The most notable drawback of being augmented was the difficulty in learning aura control. Without an associated essence ability, it was harder to learn how to restrain the magic radiating out of them. They weren’t dangerous at low ranks, but a silver-ranker with zero aura control was a menace to the people around them. They had to lock their auras down using magic items or they couldn’t be let out in public.

Michael had met Jason Asano several times, mostly in passing at some political event. Their one lengthy encounter was when Michael had been placed in command of the Infantry Reimplementation Program, tasked with redefining infantry doctrine in the wake of military forces comprised of augmented humans. In a very secretive briefing, Asano had laid out the history of human augmentation.

The process originated with the Engineers of Ascension, who had named themselves after their goals for the project. There were many bizarre and gruesome aspects, from massive death rates and damaged alien implants to the EoA leader secretly being some kind of spider. After the demise of Mr North and his organisation, he had left a vault full of research to Jason Asano.

While Asano was in the other world, his clan had been working on perfecting the augmentation process. They focused on eliminating the trauma-inducing and often lethal surgeries, as well as the need for implants. The end result no longer granted the random powers that the EoA program had, and it could no longer jump someone straight to silver rank. Instead, it was safe and it allowed for balanced growth over time.

It was the Human Augmentation Project that had finally brought the United States around, with the other major nations soon following. Between enhancing their soldiers and equipping them with magitech weapons and armour, the HAP returned infantry to the forefront of operational planning. Michael had been a large part of that change, tasked with rebuilding infantry doctrine from the ground up.

The Infantry Reimplementation Program was designed to reinvent warfare for the magical age—augmented soldiers armed with the latest magitech weapons and armour. This was embodied in the exosuit, a magitech exoskeleton that only enhanced individuals could effectively use. With configurations for heavy ordnance, additional armour or even flight, infantry was rapidly replacing tanks and jets.

Because of their sheer numbers, it was the new infantry, not the essence-users, who were the backbone of the EDJI forces. Essence-users were elite specialists, to be thrown at specific problems. It was the augmented soldiers who would be the frontline against the vampires in the battle to come. As the general most well-versed in their doctrine, along with his experience combating vampires, Michael had been placed in operational command of the EDJI’s largest military action to date.

The variety of forces that would be involved was on full display as Michael stepped out of the helicopter to be met by a saluting lieutenant. He was in one of the new EDJI uniforms, with markings that flagged him as belonging to the US Army. His aura was that of a silver-rank essence-user, like Michael himself. Returning the salute, Michael followed the lieutenant’s gestured directions under the deafening thrum of helicopter blades.

The tarmac was a bustle of activity, Michael taking in the strange but also inspiring panoply of forces. The augmented infantry were the largest in number but also the least eye-catching, especially compared to the Cabal contingents. There was a fur-covered humanoid with a mane of mossy hair. He stood a full thirteen feet tall, even without counting his massive antlers. Other Cabal members had their unusual forms of full display, from the alien beauty of fey to lumpen, hunchbacked ogres. It was a stark difference from the traditional secrecy their faction had maintained for millennia.

Michael smiled again at the nostalgic image, remembering his last posting in Saint-Étienne. No one hid their uniqueness in Asano clan territory, and there was a wild amount of diversity on display. Along with the Cabal members were those changed during the transformation zone event, now fully integrated into the clan. He spotted elves, leonids and other species reportedly unusual even to Pallimustus. There were also some of the angelic messengers, gliding at ground level to avoid air traffic.

Even the humans showed plenty of variation. Essence-users with wings or glowing eyes were obvious standouts, but just the breadth of regional origins was striking. Participants had assembled from across the planet, all gathered in singular purpose. All of humanity—give or take a few ex-humans and associated allies—were united against the vampires.

Michael liked to hope it was a unity that would outlast the common enemy. What concerned him and many others was what awaited them when the current threat was dealt with. No one believed that Jason Asano had forged humanity into a single sword just to face the vampires. What threat from the other world was he preparing them for? Even if he didn’t get an answer, Michael intended to put the question to the man himself.

“When do I get to see Asano?” he asked, once far enough from the helicopter. He still had to shout to be heard over the noise of the airport.

“So far as I can tell, sir, whenever he wants to. He knows everything that happens here, and can be in more than one place at a time.”

“That’s confirmed?”

“I’ve seen it myself, General. Multiples of him at the same time. As for his knowing everything that happens in his territory, we’re almost certain. Protocol is to not speak any restricted information out loud on Asano ground. We have secure briefing rooms in the parts of the base outside the territorial boundary. We don’t think he can read minds, but that’s unconfirmed.”

“What’s your name, Lieutenant?”

“Bradley Noble, sir.”

“Any relation to Travis Noble?”

“He’s a distant cousin of my father.”

“You’re from a Network family, then?”

“I am, sir.”

“How did you end up in the army?”

“Tradition, sir. My family had been military or civilian-side military contractors for generations.”

“Before magic went public?”

“Long before, sir.”

“You were Network infiltrators, then.”

Michael felt a flicker of anger in Bradley’s aura that was quickly smoothed over. It never showed in his expression, although his response was clipped.

“Being an essence-user and a patriot aren’t mutually exclusive, sir.”

The Network’s attempt to assume control of the government had brought the country to the brink of civil war. It had been the threat of the vampires that had unified the country, but almost two decades later, tensions remained. Michael did not have Network origins and had been navigating Network and anti-Network factions his whole career.

“Where are we heading, Lieutenant?”

“Military personnel aren’t allowed into the civilian sections of Saint-Étienne without clearance, but the clan is pretty relaxed about granting it. You’re pre-cleared, pending a check that you’re not a shapeshifter or anything, which they’ll test at the base admin centre. Then you’re scheduled for a meeting with the matriarch and several clan officials, along with some of Asano’s people. That will be at the clan’s admin tower in the city.”

“Asano’s people?”

“Annabeth Tilden and Danielle Geller, for certain. They’re his main political liaisons. Likely Zara Rimaros and Farrah Hurin. Asano may be there himself, I don’t know. He doesn’t answer to anyone. When I asked, they said he was meeting with, and this is a direct quote, the king of the evil angels.”

“The messengers? Are they talking about Boris Ketland?”

“No, General. From how they described this person to me, he’s some kind of angelic space emperor.”

Michael sighed.

“Lieutenant, do you remember a time when that kind of statement would have been an absurdity?”

“Honestly, General, I don’t. I was born the same year Jason Asano was first pulled into the other universe. King of the evil angels is a lot, but it’s on a spectrum that makes sense to me. I’ve never known a world without magic.”

Michael looked at the lieutenant, realising the man was half his age. It was always hard to tell with essence-users.

“So, you were a child when the Network made a play for control of the government.”

“That is not how my family characterises that time, sir, but yes.”

“I was rude to you earlier, Lieutenant. I apologise for that.”

“You’re a general, General. Being rude to lieutenants is what you’re for.”

Michael let out a chuckle.

“I do try and bring a little more to the role than that. You’re a little bit impertinent, Lieutenant.”

“I’ve been stationed here as a clan liaison for a few months, sir. I find it helps with the culture.”

“Oh, I remember. I was stationed here myself, long ago. You might find, as I did, that not every commanding officer appreciates that culture.”

“Yes, sir,” Bradley agreed emphatically. “I’ve also found that kind of officer doesn’t last very long here. When dealing with the Asano clan, you need to accept some… casual sensibilities. We may be in France, but it’s all quite Australian.”


53
THE ONE WHO GETS TO DECIDE


As a military liaison to the Asano clan, Lieutenant Bradley Noble spent more time than most outsiders in the clan’s civilian areas. After various international assignments, he’d gotten used to experiencing culture shock, but life in clan territory was more shocking than most. The clan members certainly had their quirks, but that was to be expected. The real difference was that magic permeated everything in the clan, from the food to the lifestyle to the ground he walked on and the air he breathed. Growing up in the Network, he’d thought he knew what it was like to be surrounded by magic, but the Asano clan had hot and cold running miracles.

Walking down the street towards the administration building, he spotted someone overhead on a flying manta ray, and others riding clouds like Sun Wukong. A food truck had a lizardman, two elves and an angel waiting in line for bánh mì sandwiches. A man standing in front of a building told it that he needed some extra rooms for a family visit, and it promptly grew a third storey.

Along with the overt displays of magic, there was an underlying sense of power that he couldn’t quite place. An unsettling sensation of being watched that he had come to discover was the all-pervading presence of Jason Asano. Clan members he had spoken to said it gave them a feeling of protection and belonging. That was not Bradley’s experience as an outsider. It made him constantly aware that this place belonged to someone, and that someone expected him to behave.

Bradley reached the admin building, a tower that rose high over the low-lying city. Only the airship dock at the military base rivalled it. The whole city was constructed of the strange cloud material it was famous for, but the tower was overt about it. Inside the tower was a massive atrium, filled with greenery. From the balconies above, plants hung and miniature waterfalls spilled out below, filling the air with a refreshing coolness.

The walls and floor were made of the fluffy white cloud substance, with plants growing right out of it. Bradley always found himself expecting it to be springy, like a bouncy castle, but it was always soft yet supportive. Diffuse sunlight shone from the walls, directly through the cloud material.

Bradley navigated his way through the place, not quite sure of himself. The layout changed itself frequently, never the same on each visit as it had been on the last. He’d shown the general the way there just that morning, and it was already different. It could be frustrating, with the lobby designed less for efficient navigation than meandering through the gardens. He eventually found an elevating platform, the open-sided lift that would take him up to his floor.

He arrived at a lounge area outside of a conference room. With the meeting running for much of the day, many of the aides and assistants had, like him, left on other tasks. With the conference soon scheduled to end, they were trickling back in. The lounge was large and comfortable, with plush cloud furniture and leafy plants growing straight out of the floors and walls. There was even a kiosk offering freshly made snacks and beverages.

One thing Bradley had noticed about the Asano clan was that he was never far from food. Even in the residential areas, there was always a bakery, food truck or street market somewhere nearby. Having grown up during the monster waves and the food shortages that came with them, it was something he had come to appreciate. He went to the kiosk and got a banana smoothie.

Looking for a place to sit, he spotted Michael Aram seated on a couch. Aram was a veteran of magical politics, having variously worked for the Network, the Australian government, the United Nations and the Asano clan. He had also known Jason Asano since his first return to Earth, before magic had gone public. Aram’s experience and connections made him a superb contact for someone in Bradley’s position.

Bradley asked if he could join Aram, who was reading from his phone, and got a nodded assent. As he was currently the assistant to Annabeth Tilden, Aram would know more of what was going on than Bradley, so Bradley attempted to open a conversation. That part worked out, but without his understanding how, the conversation veered swiftly away from the direction he had intended.

“No, it’s ‘agent,’ not ‘Asian,’” Aram explained. “How would he be secretly Asian? Also, why?”

“Well,” Bradley said, drawing out the word as he considered. “He could be secret and Asian, not secretly Asian. That said, have you ever seen the movie You Only Live Twice?”

“The Bond film?”

“That’s the one. Sean Connery disguises himself as a Japanese guy, and it’s meant to be convincing, but he just looks like Sean Connery with jaundice. Everyone acts like they’re convinced, and it makes no sense. I watched it as a kid and had no idea what was going on. People were acting like Sean Connery was Japanese when he very clearly was not and I was completely confused. He was kind of secretly Asian, but the secret was from me, when I was nine.”

The pair snapped to their feet as the conference room doors opened. The other aides likewise got up, swiftly dropping their food and drink containers into nearby bins marked for food package waste. Bradley watched as his smoothie container vanished, leaving the bin empty.

“Where does that go?” he quietly asked Aram as people emerged from the conference room.

“Collection station, for transport to the clan farms.”

“I’ve never seen the clan farms.”

“They’re in the astral spaces.”

The people who emerged from the room were high-ranking military officers, intelligence officials and representatives of the various magical factions. Anna Tilden strode out like she was on a mission and Aram fell in behind her like a duckling, nodding a goodbye to Bradley.

The others likewise departed, their various subordinates trailing behind. Only two people had stayed in the conference room. General Mills and the Asano clan matriarch, Yumi Asano, sat on opposite sides of a large round table. The double doors were left open and Bradley moved to stand in them.

“Will you be needing me, sir?”

“We’re just about done here, Lieutenant,” Mills told him, then turned back to Asano.

“Matriarch, I think we have an understanding, and can move on to the tactical planning. The only outstanding issue is the attendance of your grandson and his allies. They will be the most powerful asset we have, so I had been hoping he would attend this meeting.”

“In clan territory, General, he’s always in attendance.”

“But he did not participate, and I would have liked for him to be involved. He is known, after all, for not just ignoring plans but completely upending them. For allies and enemies alike. We can plan out how to use him and his otherworld allies until the cows come home, but it doesn’t matter if they choose to ignore us.”

“Hard to argue the man’s point,” Jason said.

Bradley could swear that Jason Asano hadn’t been in that chair a moment earlier, laid back with his feet up on the table. Despite looking directly into the room, Bradley hadn’t seen him appear. If the man had suddenly popped into place, it would have been startling. Instead, it was like he’d been there the whole time and Bradley had somehow failed to notice.

“Jason, get your feet off the table,” Yumi scolded. It was a very matronly tone for someone who looked to be in her early thirties.

“Sorry, Grandmother,” Jason said, taking his feet down with a cheeky grin. He glanced over at Bradley and gave him an apologetic look.

“I’m going to need your boss for a moment, Bradley. Just relax, get some tartiflette from the kiosk. They’re about to bring some out from the kitchens, and it’s really good. My sister’s recipe.”

Bradley stepped back as the conference room doors closed themselves.
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Jason was seated at the back of the room, equidistant between the general and his grandmother.

“You’re completely right, General,” Jason said. “You’ve been placed in overall command of this operation, which means that you should have access to all the personnel involved in that operation. Me and my allies from Pallimustus included. I want to assure you that we are fully supportive of your command and our intention is to follow your directives.”

“Is that so, Mr Asano?”

“It is, General,” Jason said. “We aren’t looking to set the agenda, except in one regard.”

“Simon McKean.”

“Yes. Going after him is our show, but everything else is all you. The vampire strongholds, how to direct forces. Even my people from Pallimustus will be at your command. It’s a war, and we need a general to lead it. That’s you. A mad scientist with vampiric blood magic is adventurer business, and that’s us. Outside of that, we’re putting ourselves at your command.”

“It was always my intention to pit you against McKean,” Michael said. “My understanding of the situation is that we’re expecting extreme strangeness out of him and whatever he’s got waiting for us. I don’t know how to plan for that beyond throwing something stranger at it, and that’s you. I just want to make sure that we’re working in alignment, not at odds.”

Jason leaned back in his chair, raising his eyebrows.

“That’s refreshingly accommodating of you, General.”

“Mr Asano, I know that you haven’t always had the best relationship with Earth’s authority figures.”

“By ‘not the best relationship,’ are you referring to the repeated kidnappings and betrayals? Killing my brother, my friend and my girlfriend? Dismissing my warnings and engaging in a short-sighted grab for power that didn’t just ignore but actively exacerbated an existential threat to the planet? Refusing to patronise local bakeries over mass-produced bread full of preservatives.”

“Jason…” Yumi said warningly.

“Okay, that last one is less important, but still valid.”

“Mr Asano,” Michael said. “It’s been many years since you first came back to Earth. Yes, a lot of people made less than ideal choices in those days. To be honest, I don’t know that we’d make better ones, if we had the power to do anything about you. But we don’t, and we realised that a long time ago. No one foolish enough to try and put a leash on you would end up in my position. Not anymore. Those of us in the corridors of power may not say it out loud, but we understand that you rule this world. If you want it to happen, it happens. If you want it to stop, it stops. However they may portray themselves to their people, every president, prime minister and king on this planet knows that they answer to you.”

Jason lowered his gaze, frowning as he rubbed his forehead.

“I’m not a tyrant,” he said softly.

“No, Mr Asano, you’re not. But you’re the one who gets to decide that. If you change your mind, we don’t get a say.”

Jason sighed, his shoulders slumping.

“No, you don’t,” he conceded. “But the only way I can change that is to leave Earth behind.”

“Then why haven’t you?” Michael asked. “You’ve plainly stated that you see the other world as your home now, not this one. But instead of going back there, you’ve spent the last decade here, forging the combined military might of humanity into a single sword. Why? No one seriously believes it’s just for the vampires.”

Michael let out a long, slow breath and ran a hand over his face before continuing.

“I’ve wanted to ask that for a long time, Mr Asano, and I know I’m far from the first to do so. I also know you’re unlikely to answer me any more than you have anyone else. The assumption is an invasion from the other world. That would be the obvious answer.”

“It is the obvious answer,” Jason agreed. “If that bridge opened and the other world turned out to be weak and vulnerable, how long would Earth’s colonial ambitions take? How long before we were sending forces in the name of global stability or regime change or whatever? The people on the other side aren’t any better or worse than us. They have people with more ambition than morals in positions of power too. They’d colonise us in a heartbeat if they could get away with it.”

Michael nodded.

“You’ve implied as much in the past.”

“Yes, and it was a deception.”

Michael blinked in surprise.

“I’m sorry?”

“General,” Jason continued. “What I just said isn’t wrong, but there is a more specific threat. Our actions in the coming days will bring a final conclusion to the vampire war, but what your analysts have been telling you is right: I’m using it to prepare the Earth for what comes after. This operation amounts to a shakedown cruise for the military force that will defend this planet against incursion. Not from a general threat, but a specific one. When I open that bridge to the other world, I know exactly whose army is walking over it.”

“If there’s a specific threat, why haven’t you told this to anyone?” Michael asked.

“The answer to that is complicated, General. I’ve been keeping the full details from everyone.”

“Everyone?” Michael asked, glancing at Yumi.

“Everyone,” Yumi told him.

“Even myself,” Jason added.

“From yourself?”

“I did say complicated. But I’m not hiding things anymore. I’ll explain everything once Simon McKean and the vampires are dealt with.”

“You should be wary of making assumptions, Mr Asano. The vampire war has been fought off and on for decades. Believing you’ll be victorious before the battle is fought is a good way to lose it.”

“Yes, it is.”

Michael eyes probed Jason’s expression.

“You don’t even see this as a battle, do you? This is just a training exercise to you.”

Jason looked unhappy, as if he’d bitten into something unpleasant.

“No,” he said. “Not exactly. I know that people are going to die in this operation. I don’t make light of that, General. I know the weight of lives lost because of my decisions. You know it too.”

“I do,” Michael acknowledged.

“McKean has surprises for us, and we don’t know what it will cost us to take him and his vampires down. But we will. You said yourself that the great powers of this world are wary of me. If I must, I’ll show them why they’re right to be. The age of vampires on Earth is going to end. The problem is that, for all that we’ve accomplished in the last decade, the world is not ready for what comes after. The next threat. As callous as it is, we need this military we’ve built to be blooded before the real war begins. We can’t afford for them to come into it green.”

Michael’s face tightened into a scowl.

“If you’re so powerful that all of this is nothing to you, why do any of it? Why don’t you do the fighting? The vampires and your mysterious looming threat.”

“I can’t be everywhere at once, General. And for the next threat, I don’t think I’ll be on Earth at all.”

Jason’s voice cracked, the frustration leaking out of him. He shoved himself to his feet and planted his hands on the table.

“General, I’m fairly certain that you will have to fight the next war without me. Before it even begins, I have to walk into a conflict I’ve already lost. I don’t know how they intend to take me off the board, but I’m confident they will. So, I won’t be here for a fight that this world isn’t ready for.”

“How can they take you out? You’ve made no small point of being immortal.”

“Immortal doesn’t mean invincible. They can’t kill me, but they can rob me of time. I was warned about that, and not by someone who shares such things on a whim.”

“That king of the evil angels I heard about?”

Jason’s scowl faded as he snorted out a laugh.

“I can’t believe that’s how they described him.”

“Is it wrong?”

“Let’s just say it fails to capture the scope of who and what he is.”

“Is he a threat?”

Jason laughed again.

“A threat? General, there’s a café I quite like to visit. I do so without anyone knowing who I am. I go there by myself and, for a little while, get to be a normal person doing a normal thing. If I decided, one day, to erase that café from existence, the only thing that could stop me would be someone convincing me not to. If I decided to not be convinced, there is no power in this world that could prevent its utter annihilation. Does that make me a threat to that café, General Mills?”

“You could have just said no.”

“Would you have been satisfied with that answer?”

“I’m not sure I’m satisfied with the one you gave me.”

“Yes, you are. You’re just not happy with what it implies.”

“I suppose I’m not.”

Jason sighed and retook his seat.

“Mr Asano, why are you telling me all this? You’ve held your tongue for a long time, and in front of people a lot more important than me.”

Jason gave a contemplative nod, waiting a long moment before answering.

“Do you know how this started for me? A magical accident hurled me across the cosmos. I wasn’t chosen. The only thing special about me was my circumstance. Entities of incomprehensible power saw opportunity in that circumstance and made me an unwitting pawn in their schemes. Schemes you’ll be hearing more about, once the vampires are handled and I lay all this out.”

“You’re saying that I’m in the right place at the right time.”

“Yes. It’s time to start getting the world ready for what comes next, and you’re going to be a key leader in that.”

Michael looked over at Yumi, all but silent throughout the discussion.

“You agree with all of this?”

“General,” Yumi said, “my grandson is the chair you’re sitting in, and the air you breathe. That is strange and new to you, but that is how things are in the clan. Jason rarely intervenes in the clan’s affairs, but when he takes a large step, the clan follows.”

Seeing that there would be no headway in direction, Michael turned his gaze back to Jason.

“If things are as drastic as you say, we could have used more time to get ready.”

“I’d like to have given it to you. Or to myself, for that matter. As I said, it’s complicated, and the full explanation can wait. Today, we can start walking through what my allies and I can offer your forces. My cloud palace, for example, will make an ideal central command for you. Mobile, secure, and with utilities I think you’ll find more than sufficient to the task.”

Jason plucked a recording crystal out of the air and slotted into the projector built into the table.

“Let me start taking you through the details.”
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STARE DOWN THE DEVIL


Jason’s cloud palace was configured for war. It floated through French airspace in the shape of an inverted pyramid, the flat top serving as the deck of a flying aircraft carrier. Deep within the structure was a conference room with cloud-stuff walls and a round table, with a projection of Europe floating over it. Standing around the table was Team Biscuit and some of their closest allies, including Farrah, Rufus’ parents and Nik Asano. Others were observing remotely from Emir Bahadir’s cloud ship. They included Emir himself, Prince Valdis, Rick Geller and other adventurers from Pallimustus. There were also messengers watching on, both Jali and Tera, as well as Boris Ket Lundi. Leading the meeting was General Michael Mills.

“You want to go after McKean alone?” Michael asked Jason. “Someone please tell me that I’m not the only one who thinks that is a bad idea.”

“You’re not,” Humphrey agreed. “Jason, we agreed to go after McKean together.”

Michael had been holding tactical planning meetings for two days. Most of the operation was now in the final preparation stages, with forces mobilising to staging points around Europe and beyond. Many of the staging points were mobile, using the new magitech airships.

Michael had left organising the most powerful weapons in his arsenal until last. Gold-rankers from Earth and Pallimustus would be flexible assets deployed in response to vampire lords and other extreme threats as they emerged in real time. The key would be teleporters and portal users, able to deploy gold-rankers across the continent in moments.

He had been expecting Team Biscuit to be difficult to work with, given Asano’s reputation, but they had been remarkably accommodating. Michael’s real problem with Asano’s team was there were more ways to use them than there were members to use. They had two portal users and a teleporter, along with some of the best magic experts in two worlds. They were also the strongest concentration of combat ability on the planet, including an extradimensional princess who could conjure up hurricanes.

“I’ll admit that I like the idea of being able to use your team piecemeal,” Michael said. “Together you represent what is arguably an excessive concentration of force. There’s no question that it would be more effective to spread you out. That being said, an excessive concentration of force may end up being exactly what we need. I don’t know of any power on Earth that can stop you, but my ignorance doesn’t mean there isn’t something out there. Simon McKean baited us into this fight, and we still don’t know why. He knows something we don’t, and he thinks it’s enough to take on not just you, but what amounts to the whole planet.”

He fixed his gaze on Jason.

“In the face of that, confronting an unknown threat by yourself seems like a bad idea.”

“Agreed,” Farrah said. “Jason, is this about what Jamis Fran Muskar said to you?”

“Yeah,” Jason admitted.

“This is the cosmic messenger king you’re talking about?” Michael asked.

“That’s the guy,” Neil said. “Jason, would you care to share what he said with the rest of us?”

“He gave me some advice,” Jason said. “A suggestion on how to approach the confrontation with McKean.”

“Which was?” Humphrey asked.

“Basically, to lord it over humanity as an invincible, untouchable god.”

“So, act normal, then,” Neil said.

“Not now, Neil,” Humphrey scolded.

“I would also point out,” Farrah said, “that Muskar also brought up the potential for your prime avatar to be used against you.”

“I’m confident that was a warning about our next enemy,” Jason told her.

“What makes you so sure?” Farrah asked.

“He doesn’t respect McKean enough to feel that he warrants being warned about. He as much as told me to slap the man down and move on. The warning was for an enemy he thinks is worthy of respect.”

“Muskar might not think McKean is dangerous,” Farrah said, “but just because he said it doesn’t make him right.”

“I know,” Jason agreed. “I’m not dismissing McKean as a threat. I don’t think Muskar is wrong as much as he is misguided. He doesn’t see danger because he doesn’t care about anyone on this planet but me and possibly Boris.”

“He’s right,” Boris said through the comms system. “Jamis Fran Muskar doesn’t see collateral damage as any kind of threat at all. He only cares about the powerful, and I mean the fantastically powerful. If sacrificing millions of his own people gets him what he wants, he’ll do it without blinking. He’s done it before and will again. If he doesn’t think that McKean is a threat to Jason, he’s probably right. Jason is immortal, after all. But that doesn’t stop McKean from being a dire threat to everyone else on this planet.”

“Farrah,” Arabelle Remore said. “Clearly, you and Jason have discussed this already. He does not seem to have convinced you, however.”

“No,” Farrah said. “I still don’t want him going alone.”

“I think most of us share your sentiment,” Humphrey said. “Jason, why do you feel the need to leave us behind yet again?”

“I’m not talking about leaving anyone behind,” Jason said. “And yes, Farrah and I have discussed this. She’s the only one of us who knows McKean personally. They worked together repairing the grid after the Engineers of Ascension sabotaged it. Something else Muskar said makes her think that what McKean is doing is about me, somehow. Or, more accurately, what I represent.”

“Otherworldly interference,” Farrah clarified. “Back in the day, Simon was very vocal about Jason and the threat he represented. Outside interference in Earth affairs. To him, Jason’s return was the catalyst that changed everything.”

“Is he wrong?” Michael asked.

“It’s more complicated than that,” Jason said. “A lot more. But no, he’s not entirely off base.”

“He may not be off base,” Farrah said, “but he is off-kilter. In Simon’s mind, Jason might be from Earth, but he’s irrevocably tainted by foreign influence. You can imagine what he thought of me, then. Passive aggressive doesn’t begin to cover it. I would have kicked him off the grid repair team if he wasn’t so brilliant. But as much as he hated me, I wasn’t who he saw as the problem. Jason was the collaborator, giving people like me a gateway to Earth.”

“And now I’ve built a literal gateway to Earth,” Jason said. “I imagine he knows that it’s going to open sooner, rather than later. It may be why he’s making his move now.”

“Which explains why he’ll probably be delighted if you march into his lair all alone,” Emir’s voice came through the speaker. “It does not explain why you actually would.”

“Like you said, he’d be delighted,” Jason replied. “If he’s got something special planned just for me, we give him the chance to use it. To let him stare down the devil.”

“Why?” Gabriel Remore asked.

“Because he’ll have something prepared for everyone else too. He’s been tooling around with vampires and blood magic for a long time. He knows that the combined forces of Earth are coming for him, and I promise you he has something waiting for them. It won’t be just the vampires and ghouls we’ve seen in the past. At the very least, the blood oaks will be stronger than the versions we encountered in the past.”

“What does that have to do with you strolling in to face him alone?” Rufus asked.

“Because what McKean wants is a shot at me. We give him that, and while he’s taking it, Clive, Belinda and Farrah can sneak in and figure out what he’s got planned for everyone else. And, hopefully, shut it down.”

“So,” Farrah said. “You’re suggesting that we infiltrate a base we know nothing about, decipher decades of work by arguably the greatest magical mind born on Earth and then figure out how to undo all of that work. In the space of what? Minutes?”

“Uh, yep,” Jason said. “I’m sure Clive will have it covered.”

“He’ll do great,” Belinda said. “He can do the figuring out and I can do the breaking.”

“What exactly is my part?” Farrah asked.

“It’s likely that whatever McKean is up to will involve the grid, given that he’s about as expert in it as anyone but you,” Belinda said. “Even if it’s not, your ritual expertise will be very useful when it comes time to mess up what he does have going on.”

“Do I get a say in any of this?” Clive asked.

Jason put a hand on his shoulder and gave a commiserating shake of the head.

“No,” he informed Clive sadly.

“That doesn’t seem fair.”

“I know, buddy. I know.”

“We’ll also have you around to hit things, Farrah,” Belinda said. “Clive and I fight better when we have a large group to work with. We’re going to need you when it all goes wrong.”

“Which it definitely will,” Neil said. “There’s only about forty ways for that extremely vague plan to fall right off a cliff.”

“Lord Davone is right,” Michael said. “We have almost no information on McKean’s base or his plans. Half of what we do have comes from a supposed turncoat who was definitely sent by McKean himself. That is far from reliable intelligence. If McKean has really been planning to confront you for more than a decade, Asano, what makes you so sure he can’t actually take you down?”

“Because no one can. The best anyone could do is somehow trap my prime avatar. The only person on this planet who could potentially know that kind of magic is Boris.”

“I know of it,” Boris said. “Enough to know better than to have anything to do with it. That’s soul engineering, which is not something to be approached lightly. It’s the kind of power transcendents use.”

“Transcendents?” Michael asked.

“God-level magic,” Clive said. “It’s honestly unusual that we’ve even heard of it at our rank, let alone seen it. The odds of McKean even knowing about it are slight, although not impossible. Even if he somehow discovered enough to try and use it, it wouldn’t work. If he did astonishingly well, it still wouldn’t work and it would kill him. You need to be more than mortal to wield that kind of power without it destroying you. When I called it god-level magic, I was not exaggerating.”

“Then how do you all know about it?” Michael asked.

“Jason’s used it,” Clive said.

Michael looked at Jason, who returned the stare with a neutral expression.

“You’ve employed this soul engineering?” Michael asked.

“I have.”

“And you didn’t die?”

“Not from that.”

“What did you even do with it? Bind a prime avatar like yours?”

“He created me,” Nik said.

Michael turned to the rabbit man, startled.

“Created you?”

“Yep. He still hasn’t made me a girlfriend out of my rib yet.”

“Nik, you said you didn’t want that,” Jason said.

“It gets lonely, okay? I might be the last of my kind, but Superman just looked like a buff dude, so he had no problems getting⁠—”

“Nik,” Jason cut him off. “We’re in an important meeting, being observed by important people. This is not the time for you to start talking about Lois Lane again.”

“Thank you, Mr Asano,” Michael said. “And you, young Mr Asano. He genuinely created you with magic?”

“Where did you think I came from? You thought he got busy with a rabbit?”

“Nik,” Jason warned. “Decorum.”

“Sorry, Dad.”

Jason glared at Nik from under raised eyebrows for a moment before turning back the Michael.

“To answer your question, General, I did indeed create Nik with magic. By accident, if I’m being honest, but yes. And, as Clive said, it was god-level magic. Taught to me by a god. Neil and Arabelle’s god, as it happens.”

“More than mortal,” Michael said. “That’s what Mr Standish claimed magic like that requires.”

“Yeah, but it’s Jason,” Neil said. “You can’t use him as your standard for anything. He’ll always pull out some nonsense and say he’s got a magic gate in his soul, or some great astral being gave him a relic. Which he then broke, by the way, almost killing himself in the process.”

“It’s true that I am more than mortal,” Jason said, ignoring Neil. “I’m immortal. Not ageless, not hard to kill. Truly immortal. I’ve been clear about that from the moment I returned to Earth.”

“No kidding,” Neil said. “He crams it into any conversation he can. He’s worse than Rufus and his family running a school.”

“Neil,” Humphrey scolded. “Nik is not the only one of us required to demonstrate decorum. That being said, you do bring it up quite a lot, Jason.”

“The point is,” Jason said, “that there’s a reason I can go after McKean alone. He doesn’t have the power to entrap this body. The most he can do is kill it, and I’ve got another one ready to go. I’ve spent the last decade sucking the reality core energy out of vampire lords and using it to build a backup avatar. That’s why I can confront McKean, not safely, exactly, but in a way that won’t cost us anything we can’t afford.”

“So you say,” Farrah told him, “but it’s the thing you don’t know that gets you. McKean is already working with the vampires. What if he’s made a deal with a larger devil? Found himself some cosmic ally who does have the power to genuinely harm you?”

“Then we have much bigger problems than McKean,” Jason said. “Farrah, if you’re preparing for a sword duel, it doesn’t make sense to plan around the other guy having a friend with a rocket launcher. We know more or less what magic McKean has access to. Is he going to surprise us with something we aren’t ready for? Yes, but we shouldn’t plan around him pulling a god out of his pocket. Not without a reason to think he has one.”

“With you, there’s always a reason,” Farrah said, but her tone was concessional and Jason gave her a nod.

“My plan,” he said, “is to let McKean slap me in the face with whatever he’s been cooking up. While I’m going in loud and grabbing his attention, the second team goes in quiet. The idea is to grab as much of McKean’s attention as I can. Give him the big movie showdown. But walking the immortal guy into the trap doesn’t work as well if it’s the immortal guy and his friends who absolutely can die.”

“I don’t like it, but he’s right,” Humphrey said. “If our approach is to let Jason take the brunt of whatever McKean has planned for us, then sending anyone with him is simply asking for casualties. The question, then, becomes whether we take this approach at all. We might be better served making a concentrated assault as a team. Hit him hard and fast, before he can react.”

“As much as I think walking alone into a trap is a terrible plan,” Neil said, “I think we have to recognise something. We’ve been running around this planet for a decade, fighting monsters right out in the open. All McKean had to do to learn about us was turn on the TV. He won’t know everything we can do, but he’ll know enough to have some idea of what’s coming for him. If he started this fight, he thinks he’s ready for us to come knocking on his door. So, if someone is going to be helplessly smacked around by whatever McKean has waiting for us, we should send in the guy who can take it. The rest of us can put our efforts where the operation will be better served. We let Jason fight harder while we fight smarter.”

“I say yes to sneaking in,” Lindy said. “I like the idea of finding whatever crazy magic McKean has and making it go poot.”

“Poot?” Sophie asked, looking at her friend from under raised eyebrows.

“Poot,” Belinda confirmed with a serious nod. Sophie chuckled and slung an arm around her friend’s shoulder.

“I agree,” Clive said. “Although I suggest expanding our little squad beyond Farrah, Lindy and myself. As has been pointed out, something will inevitably go wrong. Sophie would be excellent in a fight, and has more practical experience at illicit intrusion than any of us.”

“I’m in,” Sophie said.

“I would also like to take Lindy’s wife,” Clive added.

“Hold on,” Belinda said. “Stella isn’t a fighter at all.”

“No,” Sophie said, “but she’s got sharper senses than anyone on the team, and is an experienced infiltrator. She’ll help us avoid conflict. We’ll keep her safe, Lindy.”

Belinda let out a reluctant grumble.

“I’ll ask her,” she said, although her tone held the threat of rebellion. “If she says no, and I’ll strongly recommend that she does, then that’s that.”

“That’s all we can ask for,” Humphrey said.

“What about the rest of us?” Taika asked. “Standby in case you need help?”

“I can make sure you have access to rapid transport, should you need to offer support,” Michael said. “In the meantime, it would be a criminal waste to have you waiting around when your considerable talents could be put to use. If you aren’t going to be involved in the attack on McKean’s castle, I have more than enough for all of you to do. I’ve received dossiers on your various abilities, but I would like to confirm certain details. Unlike our enemy, I’d rather not learn what you can do from watching television.”
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SCHEDULING YOUR CALLOUS DUMPING


The sword at Akari Asano’s left hip was a gift from Prince Valdis Volaire, her regular sword training partner of the last decade. He had forged the rare gold-rank weapon himself, using techniques from the other world. While Earth had advanced in magitech, the focus was on guns, vehicles and other tools of contemporary warfare. Few had dedicated themselves to the archaic art of swordsmithing.

Standing in the foyer of her cloud house home, she gripped the hilt tightly with her left hand in an unconscious gesture of reassurance. Her husband stood in front of her, a suitcase in each hand.

“I can’t believe you’re moving out,” she said to Itsuki.

Itsuki let out a weary sigh.

“Goodbye, Akari.”

“Why are you doing this?”

“Because I’m not moving out, Akari. I just came by to pick up some more of my things. I moved out three weeks ago and you’re only noticing now. That’s why.”

“Without even talking to me?”

The suitcases dropped to the floor. Itsuki’s lips tightened as he held back his immediate response and took a deep breath.

“Does this sound familiar to you, Akari? ‘Yes, we can talk, but it will have to wait until I come back from this training excursion.’ Or monster hunt, or whatever it is this time. But we never have that talk, do we? You’re always off again, or sleeping in the training centre dorms because it’s more convenient than coming home.”

He smiled bitterly.

“After all, what is there to come home for?”

“Itsuki, I know that I’ve focused on the sword for the last few years⁠—”

“You don’t have to explain yourself to me, Akari. I know exactly who you are, and I love you. I always have. And you love the sword. Having your monster core residue removed so you could advance through training was like finding your way after being lost in the woods. Throwing yourself into that training is exactly who you are, and I love that person. I would never try and take that from you.”

“Then what is going on here?”

“I know that mastering the sword requires discipline, diligence and a commitment of time and effort. So does a marriage, but you don’t have any left for that. Your life doesn’t have room for me anymore.”

“I know I’ve been focused lately.”

“It’s okay, Akari. You think you should fight this because it seems like the thing to do, but sometimes the right thing to do is let go. I’m just removing something your life doesn’t have a place for.”

“Being my husband doesn’t mean you can arbitrarily decide what’s best for me. If you want to run, Itsuki, then at least have the courage to admit it instead of claiming you’re doing this for me. Or, better yet, give me a moment to get my head around what’s happening here. I found out my husband is leaving me two minutes ago and I haven’t had a second to gather my thoughts! Obviously, you’ve been thinking about this for a long time, so you know exactly what you want to say. You’ve probably been practising this confrontation in your head. Maybe give me a minute to process this and we can talk.”

Itsuki picked the suitcases back up.

“Of course we can talk, Akari. But it will have to wait until I come back from the vampire war.”

He stepped around her and through the open door. Taika was leaning on a car out front. He gave her an apologetic smile. She watched as Itsuki put his luggage in the back and the car drove away.

“Did he say three weeks?”
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Jason sat in a cloud chair on the balcony of his cloud ship cabin. Zara came up behind him and slid her arms around him, leaning her head on his.

“You’re getting maudlin again,” she scolded. “We’ve talked about this.”

“Yeah. But there’s something we haven’t talked about.”

“I know. It doesn’t have to be now, with the fight still ahead of us.”

“It weighs on me.”

She sighed and let him go. She stepped around him and another cloud chair formed out of the floor. She claimed it, leaning forward and slipping her hands into his.

“When we go back to Pallimustus,” she said, and he nodded.

“You have responsibilities. You’ve been gone from the Storm Kingdom for a long time, and they’ll want you to make up for that.”

“I’ve been gone for a long time before.”

“And they wanted you to make up for that. They will again, and being attached to me will complicate things. Especially given what’s waiting for me there.”

“You want to end things.”

“No. But you know we should. For now, at least. Forever is a long time, Zara.”

He squeezed her hands gently.

“Not all of us have forever, Jason.”

“You will. A lot of us will, and not just our friends. Even before we left, it was clear that our generation of adventurers was remarkable.”

“It was?”

“The diamond-rankers are watching.”

“Who told you that?”

“A diamond-ranker.”

“Which one?” she asked, her tone a mix of suspicion and warning.

“Allayeth.”

“The pretty elf from Yaresh.”

“She’s a diamond-ranker, Zara. They’re all pretty. I hate to think what Rufus is going to look like at diamond. His fans are creepy enough now. The way they factionalised when he shaved off the afro was nuts.”

“You’re trying to distract me.”

“With Rufus’ sexy, shiny head? Is it working?”

She leaned in to give him a gentle kiss.

“No. You have a thing for powerful women.”

“Lucky for you, Princess. But I also have a thing for monogamy.”

“Were you and Allayeth ever…?”

He shook his head.

“A gentleman doesn’t kiss and tell, Zara. Or not kiss and tell, if put to the question. But you’re not so insecure as to care about that, which means that now you’re trying to distract me.”

She leaned in to kiss him again.

“Is it working?”

“Yes, so stop it.”

She flashed him an imp’s grin and he rolled his eyes.

“The gods are getting unruly on Pallimustus, Zara. Purity, Disguise. What Knowledge is doing is so far over the line that the fallout will be cosmic. She’s looking to worm around rules that I went to no small effort to put back in place.”

“What’s your point?”

“There’s a reckoning coming for the gods of Pallimustus. I met with Rufus’ grandfather a while back, and he told me that there was a conflict coming that I wasn’t ready for. Not back then. A new wave of adventurers is heading for diamond rank like it’s their destiny.”

“You think the diamond-rankers are going to confront the gods? They can’t win that fight.”

“That’s because, with gods, there’s nothing to fight. They have no body to kill. But they’re also, for all their power, more limited than people realise. They can’t break the rules that bind them, the way mortals can. They can bend and twist them. Squirm around them, like slime oozing under a door, but they can’t break them. That is how you fight a god.”

“That sounds kind of vague.”

“I didn’t say it would be easy. And maybe I’m wrong. But I think that mortals and gods are going to come into conflict, and we’ll each have our parts to play. As always, with war, it’s the people who had no hand in starting it who suffer the most. As a leader in the Storm Kingdom, you’re going to have your hands full keeping your people safe. And I’ll have my own fight, whatever that ends up being. I just know that it will be different from yours. There will be literal worlds between us.”

They both leaned forward, resting their foreheads together.

“You’re not very tall,” Zara said and Jason snorted a laugh.

“This is a serious moment,” he told her.

“I know. You’re callously dumping me.”

“Not until we go back to the other world,” Jason pointed out. “Technically, I’m scheduling your callous dumping for later.”

“Oh, that makes it fine, then.”

“You could dump me if you’d like.”

She leaned back, her face excited.

“I could do it in front of the media. They’d love that.”

Jason put his hands over his face and let out a groan.

“Please don’t. I have enough trouble with the people who think I’m here to drag the world into heresy and are not shy about voicing their displeasure. I have no interest in facing the wrath of your online followers. They’re not as bad as the ones Rufus has, but they don’t like me already.”

“You have your own online followers.”

“You mean the people who think I’m here to drag the world into heresy and are happy about it?”

“Aren’t you, though?”

“No! Not… on purpose. It’s not my fault how the world was created. I just told people about it, and it went exactly as badly as I thought. I’m still banned from the New Vatican.”

He turned to look at the door.

“What?” Zara asked.

“General Mills wants me for battle prep. He has a lot of ducks to get in a row, and I’ve been tweaking the cloud ship so he gets the most out of it as a command and control centre.”

“How is he adapting?”

“It seems to be going well. Not everyone is delighted about an American being in charge. Astonishingly, some of them would even prefer me.”

“Well, I’d say there’s no accounting for taste, but I’m about to shamelessly dump you on television, so I can’t really speak.”
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“That was cool, bro,” Taika said as he drove towards his house. “That whole bit about swordsmanship and marriage both needing discipline or whatever. Sounds like something Jason would say.”

“Thanks,” said Itsuki.

“Wasn’t a compliment, bro. Jason talks like he wants to win every conversation he’s in. Last I checked, you don’t win a marriage. You weren’t talking like you want to salvage your marriage. You were talking like your marriage is over and you’re looking to score points in the aftermath. It’s kind of a dick move. You know a lot of people hate Jason’s guts, right? And not just because he said God was some guy he keeps beating in fights.”

“That’s not how he described the Builder.”

“Not my point, bro. Do you want to repair your marriage, or dunk on your ex?”

“My marriage is over, Taika.”

“Is it? Because that seemed like a surprise to her, and you wouldn’t shut up about how in love with her you are.”

“I am.”

“Then why quit?”

“I tried to make it work.”

“Did you? Or did you mope around like a sad boy because she was spending all her time with the handsome prince from another universe?”

“She’s not having an affair with Valdis. She wouldn’t do that.”

“That’s great. Trust. But are you going to sit there and say you aren’t shirty about her spending day-in, day-out with a literal handsome prince? One with magic powers.”

“I have magic powers.”

“Yeah, but yours are all dark and sinister because you keep trying to be Jason. Valdis is more the hero-all-the-ladies-lust-after type.”

“Okay, I don’t love it. Or that you keep saying ‘handsome prince.’ Is that what you want to hear?”

“It doesn’t matter what you say to me, bro. It matters what you say to her. You told her that you wanted to talk, but did you ever tell her that you need to? Do you honestly think she would have kept blowing you off if you’d made it clear how important it was that you have an actual discussion about your marriage?”

“I shouldn’t have to make an appointment for my wife to realise that something is wrong with our marriage.”

“No, you shouldn’t, bro. I’m not saying your feelings are wrong, but you have to face the situation you’ve got. Do you want to save your marriage, or win your divorce?”

“I… I don’t know anymore.”

“I think you do, bro. You’ve been living in my spare room for three weeks. That’s not moving out, bro; that’s crashing at a mate’s place. If you really wanted out, you’d have your own place already. If you went to the housing office, they’d have you in a new place that day. They can conjure an apartment out of nothing if they have to.”

“He’s right,” Jason said, suddenly sitting in the back seat. “You should get a marriage counsellor. Communication is so important in a relationship. Also, you both know you could run to Taika’s house faster than this car can move, right?”


56
A DISTANT GOD


“I’m glad you could spend this time with me,” Jason told his father. They were in the central tower of the Asano clan’s Slovakian territory, walking towards the main portal room. As a central transport hub, the portal room and its connecting hallways were always busy. Many eyes went a little wide on spotting Jason, most people offering a nod or quick word.

“Patriarch,” someone greeted in passing.

Ken Asano chuckled. “You should spend more time around the clan.”

“I’m always here.”

“I mean around the clan members.”

“I’m always watching. For many of them, I have been for their entire lives. Not in a creepy way. I know every person in this building. What they do, who they love. What they had for breakfast last Thursday. I see them all, Dad.”

“But they don’t see you. They feel you, like you’re soaked into the walls. Into the ground they walk on and the water they drink. You don’t notice it, at first, not exactly. There’s a reason newcomers feel unnerved when they first enter clan territory. Once they see you in person, it clicks. You’re everywhere here. The young ones who grew up with it often say they feel exposed when they leave clan territory.”

“I know.”

“My point, son, is that they always feel your presence, but rarely see it. If they did, maybe you wouldn’t get people praying to you. You know they do that, right?”

“I know, but what am I meant to do? Show up and tell them to stop? They’ll just take that as answered prayer. It’s not many.”

“Not outright praying, no. But in their helpless moments, when the clan members look to the sky and ask for help, it’s you they’re asking. And, often as not, you give it to them. People pass around the stories, son. A lost kid guided safely home. Car accidents stopped as if by an invisible hand. Someone falls and hard asphalt turns to soft cloud and catches them.”

“You’re saying I should stop helping people?”

“I’m saying maybe have the occasional bowling night or something. Let people see that you’re a guy and shake your hand. If they can thank you in person, instead of whispering gratitude to the heavens, maybe they won’t feel the need to pray to you.”

“Dad, have you not seen those videos of me Emi keeps putting online? The latest one was from the pool deck barbecue last week. I was wearing swimming shorts and an apron, grilling meat while singing ‘Hanky Panky’ by Madonna. That’s about as far from divine as I’m going to get.”

“It’s going to take more than seeming approachable, Jason. You have to be approachable. As in, literally, physically approachable.”

Jason side-stepped into the path of a young woman who had been walking in the other direction, failing miserably at pretending not to side-stare. She made a whimpering noise as she pulled up short when he moved into her way.

“Did I, uh… make that noise out loud?” she asked meekly. She had the body language of a mouse hiding in a hole from a cat. She had a tablet clutched in her left hand and didn’t know what to do with her right.

Jason held out his own hand to shake. She stared at it for a moment before gripping it with nervous vigour.

“It’s an honour to meet you, Mr Patriarch, sir.”

“It’s fine to just call me Jason.”

“Oh, I would never, sir.”

“There’s no need to be nervous, Eliška, although I am going to need that hand back at some stage.”

Realising she was still shaking his hand, she let go like she’d touched a hot stove and stumbled back, dropping her computer tablet. Jason caught it with his aura, floated it to his own hand and held it out for her.

“Just think,” he told her. “You were so nervous about your presentation, and then you ran into me. After this encounter, the presentation doesn’t seem so nerve-wracking, does it?”

“Um…”

After a moment, she noticed she was standing there, failing to respond. She reached out and took the tablet.

“Thank you, sir.”

“You’re welcome, Eliška. Could you do me a favour?”

“Of course, Patriarch.”

“Take a deep breath.”

“What?”

“Take a deep breath.”

She blinked her surprise, then took a deep but nervously ragged breath.

“And another.”

Her next breath was slower and smoother.

“One more time.”

After the third deep breath, she was looking visibly more relaxed.

“Better?” Jason asked.

“Yes, sir, thank you. Although a lot of people are looking at us while pretending not to look at us.”

“You get used to that.”

“I’m not sure I will, sir.”

Jason chuckled.

“Eliška, I’ve let Kathleen know that I’ve held you up and she’s pushed your presentation back until after lunch so you can do something else for me.”

“Of course, sir, what can I do for you?”

Jason leaned closer and used his aura to screen them from listening ears as he whispered.

“You might want to fix your third presentation slide so the image is the Quilido Research Institute building and not your Clive fan art.”

Eliška’s face turned beetroot red.

“I put it together last night after work,” she stammered. “It was late and I was tired and⁠—”

“I know,” Jason said, his tone soft and reassuring. “It’s fine, and now you have time to fix it.”

Seeing the young woman look like she was about to collapse, Jason gave her a smile.

“I’m going to go now, Eliška, and you need to sort out your presentation slides. It was lovely meeting you.”

“Sir?” she asked as Jason turned to leave.

“Yes?”

“Patriarch, you’re going off to fight the vampires tomorrow, right? With all the armies and the clan’s combat teams?”

“Yes.”

“Isn’t it strange that all that is happening and the rest of us are all just acting like it’s a normal day? Shouldn’t we be, I don’t know. Doing something?”

“That’s why we’re fighting, Eliška. To protect those normal days. So, what we need for you to do is to have them. There’ll be excitement, and I’m sure you’ll draw another delightful picture of Clive. Maybe with pants, this time, as Onslow’s shell is a little coarse to the touch.”

Jason chuckled as she made another whimpering noise.

“Go about your life, Eliška. Do your work. Write your fanfic. Say yes if Michael finally works up the courage to ask you out. He’s a good young man, if a little over-anxious.”

“You know about my fanfic?”

“You might want to tweak chapter three. Humphrey doesn’t wax his chest; he’s surprisingly hirsute.”

Ken put a hand on Jason’s shoulders.

“Son, stop teasing the poor girl before she melts into a puddle. We should get going.”

Jason turned to him and nodded.

“Alright. Eliška, again, it was lovely to meet you. I hope your presentation goes well.”

Jason and Ken set off, leaving the trembling young woman to gather herself together. Some of her co-workers were already moving in to check on her and/or ply her with questions.

“So,” Jason said to his father as they finally reached the portal room. “Approachable enough?”

“You may need to work on it. I’m not sure that fame suits you.”

“No?”

“You like playing with people too much. That’s one thing when you’re just some annoying, anonymous guy, but you haven’t been that in a while. You need to learn how to navigate the power dynamic you have now.”

“I was trying to help that woman.”

“And you probably did, overall. But you also had some fun at her expense, and that girl isn’t Farrah, or Belinda. She isn’t ready and eager to push back when a myth walks down the hall and starts teasing her.”

Jason stopped and let out a sigh.

“Did I stuff up?”

“Not too badly. I would have stepped in earlier if you had.”

“Thanks.”

They headed for the portal to the astral space containing the Asano clan’s refugee vampires and their city of night.
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The vampire city existed within a realm of perpetual night. Narrow streets of rain-slicked cobblestone wound between gothic buildings that loomed like monsters in the dark. Gaslamp streetlights offered poor illumination, failing to pierce the omnipresent fog. Overhead, zeppelins made their way slowly across the sky, docking at gargoyle-adorned towers that jutted into the skyline. Cars were infrequent, with models that looked almost a century out of date. Most people were on foot, hugging the shadows as they made their way from darkened streets to even darker alleys, keeping a sharp eye on their surroundings.

“Jason,” Ken said as he peered out the window of their black taxi. “Do you ever think that you might have gone a little far with this place?”

“I like it,” Shade said, his voice ominously coming from both everywhere and nowhere. “Most places are too frivolous.”

“You’re not concerned that it’s so sinister that a cartoon serial killer would find it a bit much?”

“I am not,” Shade replied.

The taxi pulled up in front of a stone arch. A sign proclaimed it the entrance to Silvermoon Garden Park. As Jason got out of the taxi, the hunched figure of the driver rolled down the window.

“We take cash, along with… other forms of payment.”

Jason raised his eyebrows at the driver’s suggestive leer.

“Are you proposing I let you drink my blood instead of paying for the taxi?”

The driver looked around before leaning out the window and speaking in hushed tones.

“Sorry, Patriarch. There’s not actually a charge, since it’s a clan public service, but the boss makes us do it. The tourists love a bit of flavour, you know?”

“You get tourists?” Ken asked him.

“Sure do,” the driver said. “It was slow, at first, as we started retaking Europe and the clan was opening up. Mostly military and diplomatic families stationed at the base. As more of Europe was clawed back, more and more people showed up. You would have thought that all the vampire business out in the world would have kept them away, but I don’t know what to tell you. Gives a fellow hope we might be able to go back out there one day, you know? Without getting hunted down and killed immediately, I mean.”

Jason and Ken made their way under the arch and into the park. In contrast to most of the city, it was vibrantly lit by silver light, not from above but from the petals of glowing flowers. They grew in sprawling garden beds and climbed over winding trellis tunnels. White boulders were scattered about, bathed in what felt like moonlight coming from the magical flowers. Despite being nothing like the actual moonscape, it felt like being in a garden on the moon.

Pathways wound through the park grounds, and the people they saw weren’t the furtive scurriers of the city outside. They looked happy and relaxed, from couples walking hand-in-hand to parents grabbing their children before they could pluck a glowing flower.

“You’ve done well here,” Jason told his father as they strolled along the pathways.

“It was a fun project,” Ken said. “There are a lot of unusual quirks to landscape architecture once magic gets involved, but gardening without sunlight was a fresh challenge. But we didn’t come here for you to compliment my garden, did we?”

“I have a meeting.”

“That you don’t need me for.”

Ken gestured to a nearby bench and they sat.

“What is it, son?”

Ken waited through a lengthy silence while Jason gathered his thoughts.

“I’m going to confront McKean tomorrow.”

“That’s the big bad guy?”

“Yeah.”

“Okay.”

“I was talking to someone, and he had a suggestion on how I should handle it.”

“And you disagree?”

“I don’t know, and that’s the problem.”

“Do you trust this person’s judgement?”

“Absolutely not. He’s basically angelic space Hitler.”

“That’s kind of an answer in itself, isn’t it?”

“Yeah, it is. But my instinct says the same thing he did.”

“Which is?”

“Play the vast cosmic power card. The untouchable immortal whose might cannot be challenged as he looks down upon the frail mortals of Earth. To show him and the world that my authority is unassailable.”

“If I get a vote, and the fact that I’m here suggests that I do, I’d rather you don’t go in that direction.”

“Dad, I’ve spent the last decade forcibly welding this planet into a weapon. Astonishingly, it’s actually worked, but it’s a fragile alliance. I’m afraid that if the nations of Earth see me as anything but invincible, the whole thing will unravel. Farrah thinks that’s what this guy might be trying to accomplish.”

Ken nodded.

“I know that this world hasn’t always shown you its best. But we’ll never be able to without another chance to show you our worst. You’ve been keeping the whole world in check. You’re a cat owner who won’t let go of a kitten because the last time you did, it scratched up the furniture. But you can’t hold on forever, son. That won’t work for you or for the cat.”

“I don’t have the luxury of giving the Earth a chance to screw things up again. Not with what’s coming next. I said that McKean is the big bad guy, but he’s just a warm-up compared to what comes next. He and his vampires are a test run for when the real bad guys show up.”

“I’m not sure you get a choice, Jason. I know that you and I don’t really discuss your big space wizard business, but you don’t hide it either. This isn’t the first time I’ve heard about something bad coming down the pipe. I’ve also heard you worry that you won’t be here to face it.”

“I might be here, I don’t know. But I don’t think so, no.”

“Then you’re wringing your hands over a choice you don’t have. Sooner or later, this world needs to face its challenges without you to face them for us. Isn’t that the whole reason this battle is happening? To make sure we can?”

“Yeah.”

“As a dad, I learned the hard way that kids don’t listen to what you say. They watch what you do. If you want us to do better when you’re gone, you can’t just tell us to. You have to set an example. Don’t show the world a distant god, son. Show them a man who acts out of compassion. A desire to do what’s right for people. You might just inspire some of them to do the same.”

“That hasn’t been my experience.”

“I know. But sometimes you have to make the choice that seems stupid because the smart one will just give you more of the same. It’s like in the eighties Transformers movie, when Rodimus chooses to use the universal greeting, even though he saw it didn’t work before. He made the fool’s choice because he’d rather take a foolish chance on peace than start killing when there might be another way. Sometimes you have to dare to be stupid.”

“That’s fine to say, but I’m gambling with a whole world, Dad. And I’m not exactly the inspiring type. I’m the guy with the evil powers, remember? And that’s even before you get to the people who think I’m the actual Antichrist.”

“I know that you’re a contentious figure, Jason, but more people than you realise will follow where you lead. I know you think they won’t unless you drag them along, but at some point, you have to let go. If you won’t be here, someone has to lead humanity, and I’d prefer it to be the people we chose for ourselves. I love my mother, but if you conquer the world for the clan and put her in charge, I’m emigrating to Pallimustus.”

Jason snorted a laugh. He took a cleansing breath and rolled his shoulders to let out the tension.

“I’ll think about what you said, Dad. Thank you. Now, Craig Vermillion has been waiting for us to finish talking, so I’d appreciate you taking a stroll while he and I chat.”

“Of course, son.”

Ken wandered off and Craig Vermillion appeared along a path and sat down next to Jason. They sat in sombre silence for a long time until Craig finally broke it.

“Tomorrow, then,” he said, his voice tired and heavy.

“Yeah.”


57
WHAT YOU GAVE US WAS NEVER FREEDOM


Craig and Jason were seated on a park bench in the Silvermoon Garden Park. The luminescent silver flowers were a stark contrast to the heavy air between the two men.

“I know that you’ve been doing your best,” Craig said. “There was a time we both thought that the vampires out there were irredeemable. We recognise your efforts to bring them in alive and restore their sanity. Especially when most people want us all put down, no exceptions.”

“The vampires are a threat,” Jason said. “But they’re also victims. And I’m not sure that ‘sanity’ is the right word. Spending years as an amoral monster, killing and devouring. You and I have both had our traumas, but not like that. Having to live with the things they’ve done, even if they weren’t really in control. Just the memory of them, I can’t even imagine. I don’t know if I could live with that.”

“Not everyone can. Some choose not to. Others are just broken to a degree I don’t know they’ll ever come back from. Arabelle Remore’s mental hospital has been helpful, but there’s only so much that anyone can do. Even what she has managed to accomplish is more than I thought possible.”

“It’s going to be a long, hard road, Craig. Are you sure you don’t want to just relocate all this to a planet in my astral kingdom?”

“Any of us that want to go are free to do so, but most have chosen to stay. It won’t be easy, you’re right. But if we run off to your planet, we’re giving up any chance of reclaiming a place on this one. We don’t want to be colonists in a new world, Jason. We want to go home.”

“Do you think that you can ever be accepted? Vampires had barely been revealed when the lords showed up and ruined everything. You never had a chance to be friends before you became deadly enemies.”

“Ever is a word with a lot of scope, Jason. We don’t grow old, so we can afford to wait. Yes, it will be a long time before my people can leave clan territory without being hunted on sight, and we can’t go back to living in secret. There’s too much magic now. Too many who can see what we are. But the day will come, if we’re patient. As long as we don’t run off to some planet in your personal universe where we’ll never be seen again. At least in this city, we’re still a part of Earth.”

“Craig, it won’t be getting easier any time soon. I don’t think we’ll be taking any more vampires alive. We’re ending it, for good. The only ones left will be here in the city and those that did choose to go into my astral kingdom.”

“I imagine quite a few will escape. They’re probably hiding already, with no intention of joining the fight.”

“I’m sorry, Craig, but they won’t escape. Farrah has spent the last few decades becoming a specialist in what’s called natural array magic. It’s the magic theory underpinning the grid the Network factions use to detect monsters. She’s discovered that the grid can be used as a platform for all kinds of magic. It’s just that the guy who built it never taught anyone how it works. She’s been working on how to detect the specific magic that exists within vampires. A relatively simple tweak, so she says. Every vampire in Europe dies tomorrow. That’s where we think most of them are concentrated. The rest of the world will get cleaned up in the following weeks.”

“You think? You haven’t used this thing?”

“The castle Simon McKean is holed up in used to be the operations centre of a Network branch. We think he has access to the grid, and we know that he understands it better than anyone other than Farrah. We’re keeping that particular trick up our sleeve until we make our move. He’s got surprises waiting for us, for sure, but we have some of our own.”

“So, it’s a complete purge, then.”

“Yeah.”

The pair lapsed back into silence for a while.

“You know it’s dangerous, right? Magic that can be used to track specific groups of people?”

“Very much so. It’s the old question of security versus civil liberties, with a generous side of being ripe for corruption.”

“What are you going to do about it?”

“I have an idea that I don’t like. Something drastic. It feels like one of my old plans, from when I wasn’t the most powerful thing on the planet.”

“And that is?”

“For another day.”

Jason got to his feet and held his hand out for Craig to shake.

“I’m sorry it has to be like this, Craig.”

Craig stood, took Jason’s hand and shook it solemnly.

“We have to deal with what’s in front of us,” he said. “Not what we wish was in front of us.”

“Don’t we just.”
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The forces of the Earth Defence Joint Initiative were mobilising across Europe and beyond. Military bases in reclaimed cities had enhanced humans marshalling in their armoured exosuits. Flying ships filled with essence-users moved into position. Cabal forces revealed their own strange modes of transportation, from burrowing creatures that could hold people inside them to what looked like flying ghost ships.

Jason’s cloud ship was in Western Europe, over France, and served as command and control for the entire operation. Emir’s ship was in the east, over Ukraine, and was the hub for the Pallimustus forces. These were the most powerful combatants on the planet, with portal users and teleporters on hand to deploy them where and as they were needed.

More conventional forces were amassed on aircraft carriers, battleships and submarines. The ocean was a relatively safe platform to launch from, as vampires and their minions usually avoided it, but the Earth forces remained alert. Several vampiric bloodlines were associated with sharks and other predators of the deep.

A contingent of messenger forces gathered at the Saint-Étienne Joint Military Base. One group had been liberated from a transformation zone on Pallimustus by Jason and brought to Earth as refugees. Effectively newborns at the time, despite their fully grown bodies, Jason had refused to let them join the Asano clan combat teams. Twenty years later, he had been talked into letting them join by Jali Corrik Fen.

The other group of Asano clan messengers had started out as prisoners of war, handed over by Jamis Fran Muskar. Jason had freed them from the control of any astral king, much as he had Tera Jun Casta. The results were similar to her experiences, with many refusing to turn against their indoctrination. Of those that did, some chose to join the Unorthodoxy and were sent to Boris Ket Lundi. Others chose to isolate themselves in hidden corners of Jason’s astral kingdom.

Another group had applied for membership to the Asano clan. They had chosen to embrace freedom, but still wished for a place to belong. They wanted no part of the other messengers and their ancient war, regardless of side. Of those that chose to join the clan, most were willing to fight, and Tera Jun Casta led them.

Tera understood very well the situation they were in. Originally an Orthodoxy loyalist, she had struggled for a long time with the freedom forced upon her by Jason. Having finally come to terms with that, she helped guide the messengers through shedding the indoctrination that had defined their entire existence.

In preparation for the imminent battle, the messenger forces gathered with other combat teams from the Asano clan. When Jali spotted Jason looking on from the roof of the air control tower, she flew up to land beside him. He was sitting on the roof with his legs dangling off the side, and she did the same.

“You’re still not happy about this,” she said.

“They were born into slavery. You were too. Child soldiers, however old you might have appeared. I didn’t free you all just to have you become soldiers again. Not for the Orthodoxy, or for Boris’ Unorthodoxy. Or for me.”

“You wanted them to have the choice of what they became.”

“Yes.”

“Well, this is what they chose. They’re not children anymore, Jason. It’s been decades, and they’re old enough to make their own decisions. You don’t have to like the choices they make, but you do have to accept them. If you don’t, what you gave us was never freedom.”

“I know. I know. But you’re right that I don’t like that they’ve chosen to fight. And I don’t like why.”

“They’re fighting for the clan that adopted them. For their home.”

“And for me.”

“Yes.”

“Why is that so bad? You gave them freedom. You’re a hero to them. A saviour, even.”

“And that’s the problem. I don’t mind being a hero, it feels good. But a saviour? I hear their prayers, Jali.”

“We’re messengers. Following god kings is what we were literally born to do.”

“I’m not a god.”

“Do you really believe that? You just told me that you hear their prayers.”

“I have to believe that I’m not a god. The moment I start thinking I am, I become exactly the kind of thing it takes someone like me to fight. I don’t deserve to be worshipped, Jali. No one does.”

“The actual gods might disagree.”

Jali flinched at the flash of rage that crossed Jason’s face before he schooled his expression.

“Yeah,” he said grimly and got to his feet. “That’s why there are people like me to fight them. Get your soldiers ready; it’s time for war.”

Jason’s avatar blinked out of existence, leaving Jali alone.
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The operation began at the height of the day. The unified Earth forces would be striking hidden lairs, subterranean blood farms. Much of Europe had been liberated, driving the vampires into hiding, but they still held a few major cities. With the sun at its strongest, the vampires would be at their weakest, but the vampiric armies had no shortage of minions. Blood slaves were humans or animals enhanced by drinking vampire blood, but they comprised only a fragment of the vampiric minions. The bulk of vampire forces had always been ghouls. Failed vampires were left in a wretched state, their rotted bodies a reflection of their mindless, feral savagery.

Newer additions to the vampire armies, from the labs of Simon McKean, made their presence known to the attacking Earth forces. By mixing modern magitech with ancient blood magic, McKean had crafted abominations that mixed vampiric flesh with the plant-like material of the blood oaks. Hulking monstrosities with nests of grasping tentacles in their torsos walked the streets of ruined cities. Giant bat-like creatures flew through the air to attack airships. Bloody leviathans swam the depths, threatening aircraft carriers and submarines.

The vampires themselves remained hidden as the combined forces of Earth fell upon their strongholds from Western Europe to Asia. Creatures out of myth descended from the sky alongside paratroopers in magitech exosuits. Aircraft carriers launched flying ships and submarines sought out lairs hidden in submerged sea caves.

Not all of Earth’s forces had been deployed in the first wave. In a Network branch in Bratislava, Slovakia, Farrah was preparing the grid to seek out every trace of vampiric magic on the planet. The monitoring room looked like launch control for a space program, with rows of computer panels and a massive screen dominating the front wall. On the screen was a world map, flashing with any indication of dimensional magic.

“Displays will all switch from standard grid reading to vampiric magic as soon as I initiate the program,” Farrah announced.

“You have a go to begin,” General Mills said through the speaker at Farrah’s station. He remained on Jason’s cloud ship over France.

“He’s likely going to know what we’re doing the moment we do it,” Farrah warned again.

“We’re dropping armies on the heads of him and everyone he knows, Ms Hurin. I think he’ll see us coming regardless. Get your program up and running, then regroup with the rest of your people to move on McKean himself.”

“Ms Hurin,” one of the technicians interrupted. “We’re ready to go. You just have to press the button.”

“Okay,” Farrah said. “Here we go.”

She tapped the appropriate button on her console and a confirmation window popped up.

“Godsdammit. Does anyone know the PIN code they gave me? I had it on a piece of paper.”

“Ms Hurin, you were instructed specifically to memorise that code and destroy the note it was on,” the chief technician said.

“Oh, yeah, I definitely did that. I absolutely did not shove it in my pocket without looking at it and just leave it there. I just need to quickly check a completely different piece of paper in my pocket for unrelated reasons.”

A few moments later, the new grid configuration was initiated. The main screen went blank for a moment before the world map reappeared, this time without the indications of dimensional magic. Instead, red indicators started appearing across Europe in scraggly lines, like a vascular system. As the readings continued to populate on the screen, thick red lines formed across Europe and into western Asia, with the only clear areas being in and around the Asano clan territories. Scattered dots appeared elsewhere in the world, but almost all the results were centred on Europe.

“Uh, Ms Hurin,” the chief technician said. “My understanding was that there would be a lot of dots, not lines.”

“I think that was everyone’s understanding, Tim.”

“Then what are those lines, and why are they so thick? Do you know what it is that we’re looking at?”

“No,” Farrah said. “I don’t have the faintest clue.”


58
THAT WILL KEEP THEM DEAD


Belgrade was the largest European city still under full vampire control. It was one of the focal points of the offensive and, with no civilian presence, the attacking forces were free to go all out. The attack began in the late morning, with the sun at its zenith. Powerful rituals had made sure that there was no cloud coverage to hide the sun, high in the sky. Gold-rank magic bombarded the city. Massive blanket attacks obscured buildings or brought them down entirely. Zara’s hurricane was the largest effect, but only one of many. Acid fog melted concrete as lightning webs danced through the streets, detonating cars and vampiric minions alike.

As the initial wave of attacks subsided, enhanced soldiers dropped from airships, descending like locusts onto a grain field. Essence-users were scattered amongst them, including powerful adventurers from Pallimustus.

The vampires had yet to show themselves by the time the infantry set foot on the ground. They were hidden beneath the city from both the first bombardment and the sun that would diminish their power. Instead, their perverse minions had been waiting to meet their attackers, and had suffered for it. After the apocalyptic assault, the streets were carpeted with bodies.

Prince Valdis arrived on the ground alongside a battalion of enhanced paratroopers in their exosuits. They had landed on a highway of cracked asphalt, the road already littered with dead. The opening bombardment had caught many of the vampire minions out in the open, and now they lay broken on the ground. From what Valdis could see, it was mostly ghouls and blood oaks.

The ghouls he had seen before, both on Earth and his own world. The blood oaks, on the other hand, were different from those he’d fought in the past. They retained their emaciated plant bodies, like twisted branches dripping with blood. What was different was that flesh had grown over those bodies, pale and clammy, as if from a starving vampire. Their skin was ill-fitting and only partially complete, leaving raw muscle or even empty cavities in various areas of their bodies. The result was something akin to an eight-foot zombie with blood-red branches for bones.

“Looks like our job’s been done for us,” one of the soldiers said.

“Quiet, Hennessey,” his commander ordered. “If what should have been a hard fight seems easy, it usually means you’re about to get screwed. What say you, your highness?”

“I agree,” Valdis said. “It’s too easy. That said, the vampires waiting underground will…”

He trailed off as the sound of cracking stone came from all around them.

“On alert!” the commander yelled out. “Defensive circle, heads on a swivel.”

Valdis watched as bloody vines broke through the asphalt, either growing up from existing cracks or breaking through to make new ones. The vines started crawling, not for Valdis and the soldiers but for the dead vampire minions. The vines stabbed into the bodies, which immediately started to stir, twitching as they came back to life.

“Flamethrowers!” the commander yelled. “Burn it all!”
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The city of Multan in Pakistan required a more precise approach than the blitzing of Belgrade. Ostensibly under human control, it had been identified as one of several hiding places for the vampire lords outside of Europe. Nigel Thornton and his team had been deployed to infiltrate the secret lair, hidden under the Ibn-e-Qasim Bagh Stadium. Attached to the team was Itsuki Tiwari, for a very specific contingency.

The squad had quickly found the hidden door that led to the underground complex and were moving through, weapons at the ready. The team mostly wielded guns, from Nigel’s twin pistols to Jonno’s enormous chain gun. Some were conjured, others custom made, including prototypes from Travis Noble’s workshop. Cobbo had his automatic spear gun while Darce had what looked like a flamethrower but was actually a steam cannon. Only Digit had a more archaic weapon, although his repeating crossbow had a very modern design.

The secret tunnels below the stadium weren’t the kind of ancient catacombs that would have been appropriate for vampires. They were cavernous hallways of smooth steel, the team’s boots echoing on the floor as they moved. Light came from a drone floating over their heads.

“I feel like I’m in a submarine for giants,” Darce said.

“There’s something I don’t get,” Orange said.

“There’s a lot you don’t get, mate,” Green told him. “You’ll have to narrow that waaay down.”

“Like you’re any better. What I’m saying is, this city is crazy old, right? People have been living here for yonks?”

“Around five thousand years,” Itsuki said. The affliction specialist was in the middle of the formation, protected by the nine-person unit.

“Yeah, so it’s old as all get out,” Orange said. “My question is, if this city is so ancient, and these vampire lords are so ancient, why are they hiding under a bloody cricket ground?”

“They also play football here,” Itsuki pointed out.

“I’m not sure that affects his point,” Higgy said.

Higgy was the team guardian, positioned at the front of the team. He was armed with only a shield that was less ‘Captain America’ and more ‘wall with handles.’

“Maybe it was too obvious,” Digit suggested. “They went for the place you wouldn’t expect to find vampires.”

“Or maybe they just like cricket,” Green said. “Did you know they gave Waqar Younis essences?”

“Nice, good for him,” Woolzy said. “I’m just glad they finally gave some to Boonie.”

“Who are you talking about?” Itsuki asked.

“Cricketers,” Nigel told him.

“Cricket’s the game that’s like baseball, but it takes five days, right?” Itsuki asked.

“How have you been hanging around Australians for twenty years and this is how you describe cricket?” Jonno asked. “Thorny, permission to slap him around the head?”

“Permission denied,” Nigel told him.

“That’s why you don’t ask,” Cobbo said. “You should have just clipped him one.”

“Would it be rude,” Itsuki asked, “to point out that for professional soldiers, you don’t seem particularly professional?”

“They’d shut up if it mattered,” Nigel said. “Vampires have sharp senses. They’d smell us coming, even if our boots weren’t ringing on this floor like a doorbell. The only real issue with the vampires hearing us talk is that now they know my team are all idiots.”

“CONTACT!” Higgy yelled.

The seemingly relaxed squad snapped into action. The circle around Itsuki tightened up as weapons spat out bullets, quarrels, exploding spears and jets of flesh-melting steam. A dome of glowing yellow force emerged from Higgy’s shield to cover the squad, right as dozens of vampires slammed into it. A few seconds of gold-rank weapons fire later and the tunnel fell still.

The team looked at the carpet of fallen vampires around them.

“Silver rank,” Nigel said. “No vampire lords yet. Looks like gold-rank attacks were enough to overwhelm their vampiric regeneration.”

“It was so fast,” Itsuki said. “I didn’t have time to react. I don’t think my afflictions will be of much help if the fights only take two seconds.”

Itsuki was new to gold rank, despite being one of the first to have his monster core taint purged. In his youth, Itsuki had idolised Jason and wanted to be like him, avoiding monster core use. Getting to work with Jason had been a dream come true, until Jack Gerling had killed half of their team. After the deaths of Asya, Greg and Kaito, Itsuki had avoided regular battle and turned to monster cores.

Eventually, he’d come to regret the decision, made from fear and trauma. As he returned to monster hunting, he did so with a dedicated team around him. A more traditional affliction specialist than Jason, he threw spells from a well-protected position on the backline. It was an approach that lacked the independence and utility Jason had, making up for it in raw power and ease of use. Itsuki could blanket massive areas in death, with a speed and reliability Jason couldn’t match.

“There’ll be harder fights to come, trust me,” Nigel told him. “And it’s not why you’re here, anyway. Let’s see if the reason you are here is an actual thing.”

Itsuki turned his gaze from Nigel to the fallen vampires. The rest of the unit had never taken their eyes from them. After a few moments, nothing had happened.

“Are we good?” Cobbo asked.

“Give it a minute,” Nik Asano’s voice came from the drone hovering over them. “We’re getting reports about the vampire forces not wanting to stay dead.”

As if to prove his point, the sound of warping metal came from the floor. First a little, but soon it was echoing up and down the tunnel. The steel under the dead vampires warped and bulged until bloody red vines punched their way out and started stabbing into the corpses. In one place, where an exploding spear had turned a vampire into mist, a vine grew fat, expanding into a seed-like pod. It quickly grew large enough to contain a person.

“Should I put some bullets in that?” Cobbo asked.

“Leave it be,” Nigel said. “I’m still only sensing silver-rank power here. Let’s observe and see what we’re dealing with. You recording this, Nik?”

“I am,” Nik said.

The vampires started jerking back to life. The bodies had suffered catastrophic damage, but flesh knitted back together and limbs regrew with startling swiftness. A few vampires that had been completely destroyed grew whole new bodies. They clawed their way out of the bulbous vine pods, naked and coated in blood.

“I’ve seen enough,” Nigel said. “Light them up.”

Another frenzy of gunfire later and the vampires were once again on the floor. This time, the vines acted more swiftly, immediately moving to reanimate the fallen.

“This is why you’re here, Tiwari,” Nigel said. “Let’s see if Standish was right.”

Itsuki held his hands out to his sides, palms facing out as he chanted a spell.

“That which remains is mine to claim.”

Red life force shone from the vampires, but it was not like the life force of the living, or even normal vampires. There was a strange artificiality to it, like light shining through cheap plastic. It was drained all the same, siphoned away from the vampires and into Itsuki’s outstretched hands. As he stole their life force, they dropped, mid-reanimation, and the vines blackened and withered.

“Good job,” Nigel told Itsuki.

“And that will keep them dead?” Higgy asked.

“That’s the idea,” Itsuki said. “After Jack Gerling kept popping up, despite people killing him, Clive Standish thought that McKean might have a way to do something like this. We know that sucking the life force out of a body slows down diamond-ranker resurrection, so the hope was that it would work here too.”

“The problem is that no one anticipated it being on this scale,” Nik said. “We’ve got reports of all the vampire forces resurrecting, except for the blood slaves. Presumably because they’re really just people high on magic juice. But the ghouls, the blood oaks and the vampires themselves are reportedly all coming back. That’s everywhere, Western Europe all the way to here. We’ve been attaching people with life-drain powers to teams, but there aren’t enough to go around. A lot of our forces are being forced to pull back. They’re winning the fights, but they have to win them over and over until they run out of bullets.”

“Then let’s get moving,” Nigel said. “It sounds like you just got a lot more important, Mr Tiwari, and people are going to need you.”
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The rapidly produced magitech troop transports looked like someone had retrofitted school buses to be spaceships. Capable of vertical take-off and landing, they swarmed in and out of the massive hole in the side of Emir’s cloud ship. Inside was an oversized aircraft hangar with the design philosophy of an ostentatious monarch. Dark wood, blue lacquer and intricate gold embellishment was everywhere. More suited to a palace than a military marshalling area, it toed the line of impracticality without quite stepping over.

Along with the aircraft deploying essence-users to hot zones, less conventional means of transport were on display. Summoned creatures and familiars that could serve as flying mounts were gathering. A cluster of portal users were sending people across the continent, command carefully managing their ability cooldowns.

After using his portal to send off some gold-rankers, Clive had to wait a few minutes before he could use the power again. He took the chance to wander over to the gathered familiars, which included his own.

Onslow had expanded his shell to the size of a yacht, with a team of healers bustling around inside it. Neil was in charge, preparing to deploy the group as a medical extraction team. With word coming in that the enemy refused to stay dead, they were anticipating a busy time.

With his shell expanded, Onslow himself was an adorable, child-sized green humanoid. He watched, chomping on a lettuce leaf, while the healers prepared gurneys and cabinets of healing unguents and other medical supplies.

“Neil,” Clive called out in an admonishing tone.

“What?” Neil called back absently, not looking away from counting potions in a crate.

“What did you do to Onslow?”

“What?” Neil asked again. He wrote his count down on a chart before slotting it into a holder on the side of a cabinet. Only then did he give Clive his full attention.

“What’s the problem?” he asked, wandering over.

“What is this?” Clive asked, gesturing at the orange cloth eye mask tied around Onslow’s face.

“I figured it was better that than nunchuks,” Neil told him, then held out a hand that Onslow met with a three-fingered fist bump.

“Cowabunga, dude. Clive, I’m kind of swamped here, so if there’s nothing else?”

“This is not being a good influence,” Clive said.

“I’m not the one that let him watch movies with Gordon and Taika.”

“That’s right, bro,” Taika said, wandering over as Neil went back to work. The giant Māori also held out his fist for a bump, Onslow meeting it with a happy squawk.

“Radical. Sorry Neil wouldn’t let you have the nunchuckers, bro.”

“Taika,” Clive scolded, but was prevented from continuing by an alarm sounding through the hangar. It only lasted a few moments before being replaced with an announcement.

“Aerial attackers approaching cloud ship. Response team, deploy and engage.”

Taika let out a low whistle.

“Have you seen these zombie-vampire-plant-bat things they have coming at us? It’s icky stuff, bro.”

He pulled a large recording crystal from his pocket and tossed it into the air. It started orbiting the space over his head and loudly blasting the opening notes of the song ‘Danger Zone.’

“WILLIAMS!” yelled a military officer. She had an EDJI uniform and US Air Force tags. “I told you, no soundtrack!”

“What’s that, Chloe?” Taika yelled back, cupping his ear as if to hear better. “I couldn’t hear you over the sound of Kenny Loggins being a boss!”

He then sprinted for the open-sided wall. He leaped out, launching himself into the air before transforming into a giant golden bird. He plunged into a dive, the recording crystal trailing behind, still blasting music.

“Mr Standish?”

Clive turned to look at a young officer approaching in an EDJI uniform.

“Yes?”

“They’re asking for you in the comms office, sir. Conference call with General Mills and Ms Hurin.”

“Is this the mobilisation order for McKean’s base?”

“No, sir. I believe it’s about how the vampires are getting back up when we kill them.”

“I heard talk. It’s confirmed?”

“It is.”

“How widespread?”

“Everywhere, sir. All the vampire forces are immediately coming back to life.”

“Oh. That’s not great.”


59
A SUFFICIENT SPECTACLE


The command centre of the operation was in Jason’s cloud palace. Banks of computers had officers seated at them, wearing headsets, issuing directives and taking reports. At the front of the room was Michael Mills, his own monitor showing a video call with Farrah and Clive. On the room’s main screen was a map of the operation area, primarily Europe, with red lines spread across it like veins.

“You’re telling me,” Michael said, “that those red lines represent a single living organism? It’s larger than Europe!”

“It may not be living, strictly speaking,” Clive said. “The base form is a living thing, but McKean had obviously modified it heavily with vampiric blood magic. It may be some manner of undead plant, which is actually quite fascinating. It would be interesting if we could⁠—”

“We can’t,” Farrah said, cutting him off. “We’re not studying this thing any more than is required to kill it, Clive.”

“That’s the problem with evil lunatics,” Clive said. “They produce some scintillating subject for scientific enquiry that you can’t pursue because you’re busy stopping them from murdering a continent.”

“Just explain what we’re dealing with,” Farrah told him.

“Please,” Michael said. “What is this thing?”

“It’s called a blood root vine,” Clive said. “In its base form, it’s a magical plant modified through alchemy. It can spread underground, covering vast areas if you feed it enough magic and no one stops you. I have no idea how large they can get because someone always does stop you. I’ve never heard of one anywhere close to the size we’re seeing here. We saw one the size of a large town once.”

“You’ve seen this thing before?”

“Yeah. It was in an astral space where it could feed on the magic leaking in from the astral, and no one was around to stop it.”

“Until people were around and we put it down,” Farrah added.

“How did you get rid of it?” Michael asked.

“A small army of adventurers,” Farrah told him. “Even then, it was only Jason’s endlessly proliferating afflictions that let us kill it.”

“Will that work again?”

“I don’t know,” Clive said. “This thing is a lot bigger than the last one, and obviously has been heavily altered. On the other hand, Jason is a lot more powerful now, and we have a much bigger army.”

“You said it’s been altered,” Michael said. “I assume these vines don’t naturally resurrect vampires.”

“They don’t,” Clive confirmed. “One of the reasons a blood root vine is valuable is that it makes a highly mutable platform for other magic. If you want to scale up certain kinds of magic, you can modify one of these vines and let it grow. In places with high enough magical density, they use them in farming. Mostly for high-end alchemy materials. The vines are famous for being used in the schemes of madmen, but that’s only ever happened a few times. But it makes a better story, so that’s what they’re known for.”

“And that’s what’s happening here,” Farrah said. “McKean has modified this vine to revive the undead.”

“The good news,” Clive added, “is that it probably doesn’t work on just any undead. Vampiric magic is unique in the way it interacts with life force. Vampires steal life force and use it to create an imitation of life. With themselves, that imitation is excellent. They are, for most practical purposes, closer to alive than undead. Derivative entities created using that same magic don’t work out as well. Ghouls, obviously. Now the blood oaks, and the new abominations created from them. We’d postulated years ago that McKean had access to one of these vines, and that the blood oaks were based on it. It’s the connection of vampiric power to life force that allows it to integrate with a living thing like the vine. That is why it’s unlikely to work with other forms of undead.”

“Does any of that matter today?” Michael asked. “We need tactical solutions, not background information.”

“What Clive is saying,” Farrah told him, “is that we at least don’t have to worry about an army of unkillable zombies adding to our troubles.”

“Was that a concern?”

“Do you remember Makassar, General?” Farrah asked, her voice grim. “I do. I saw the mounds of bodies piled high. Saw them rise up and start attacking people. Earth has necromancers, and we’ve seen how they view tragedy as opportunity. McKean isn’t the only danger out there.”

“But he’s the one in front of us,” Michael said. “It’s good to know another threat isn’t on the table, but I need solutions to the one that is.”

“And for that,” Clive said, “we need clarity on the nature of the problem. For what we’re seeing to be taking place, McKean has to have bound the souls of the vampires and their various minions to the vine. So long as the vine exists and enough magic is fed into it, the vine can repair or replace their bodies and shove their soul back in, rather than letting them drift off to the afterlife. If this planet had a god of death, they would be extremely unhappy about this.”

“Are we seeing the revival effect everywhere the vine has reached?” Farrah asked. “Is it really as widespread as the reports I’m hearing suggest?”

“It is,” Michael told her. “All the reports state that the vines are the key. Any flyers only revive after they hit the ground. If we could fight the vampiric forces away from the vine’s coverage, they might stay dead. Unfortunately, everywhere the vampires are, so are the vines. I doubt that is an accident.”

“No,” Farrah said. “Either they located themselves where the vines were, or the vines were guided in their growth towards existing vampire strongholds. The latter would be my guess. The vines completely avoided Asano clan territory, suggesting that McKean has a way to control the direction of the spread.”

“At least we know how Jack Gerling kept coming back now,” Clive said.

“And we were lucky you anticipated him not being the only one with that ability,” Michael said. “The contingencies we put in place at your suggestion have already been saving lives. Thank you for that, Mr Standish.”

After Jack Gerling had been taken from the vampire queen by McKean, he’d appeared various times, conducting mysterious tasks for his new master. Despite what seemed like confirmed kills multiple times, Gerling would always reappear again later. Worried about that power spreading to the vampires, the Earth forces had developed a contingency at Clive’s suggestion. Essence-users with the power to drain life force had been attached to as many of the deployed units as possible.

“We’re seeing positive results,” Michael continued, “but the coverage is far too small. We only have so many people with the right powers, and all the vampiric forces are resurrecting. Having just some of the vampires bringing themselves back to life was already a worst-case scenario. All of them doing it, and their minions? On this kind of scale? We don’t have enough people with the right powers to make them stay dead.”

“We don’t even know if they will stay dead,” Clive pointed out. “It only slows down diamond-rank resurrection, but I doubt that what we’re looking at is that powerful. It could be that draining the life force severs the soul’s link to the physical form of the vine, freeing the soul to pass on. We can’t trust that to be the case, though. Not until we get into McKean’s lair and look at his research. General, you have to be prepared for even the vampires we appear to be killing to get back up.”

“I’ll make sure the commanders know to watch out for it,” Michael said.

“Clive,” Farrah said. “If the vampires have all had their souls bound to the vine, what happens if we kill it?”

“It’s very possible that the vampires will die with it,” Clive said. “At the very least, the result will be crippling.”

“You wanted tactical solutions, General,” Farrah said. “I think you just found it.”

“Then how do we kill the vine?” Michael asked. “I’m assuming you don’t have a tub of magical weed killer the size of Lake Michigan. You said Asano killed the last one?”

“And he might be able to kill this one,” Clive said. “But probably not while it’s being actively fed enough magic to constantly resurrect a vampire army. We need to understand the vine if we want to kill it, starting with how did it get this big? How did a blood root vine spread across an entire continent without anyone noticing? There have been essence-users all though Europe for years, taking back territory and rebuilding. How could none of us have noticed an aura of something that large? And what about the magic that had to be pumped into it? Enough to feed growth on a continental scale? The sheer quantity of magic that would take is absurd. How could we not have sensed that happening right under our feet?”

“The grid,” Farrah explained. “I’ve just started using the grid as a platform for other magic, which is how we found the vine in the first place. It’s evident now that McKean has been using the grid like this much longer than I have, and in a more sophisticated way. I hate the man, but I have to acknowledge the brilliance of what he’s accomplished.”

“How does it work?” Clive asked.

“The grid channels immense amounts of power, but no one notices it because it diffuses that power and merges it into the ambient magic. McKean modified the grid to do the same thing with the vine. When I looked at the vine’s growth patterns against key nodes in the grid, I realised that he’d made it grow to follow those nodes. It’s not just a disguise for the vine, but the very platform that’s feeding it the magic it needs.”

“Even so,” Clive said, “I can’t believe it went that long without being noticed. Someone would have stumbled into something over the years.”

“I imagine they did,” Farrah agreed. “But what did they notice? The eightieth weird magic thing they’ve seen that week? Magic on Earth has been fluctuating wildly for decades, from the monster waves to the transformation zones to the dimensional bridge you and Jason built. Not even you have the time and resources to look into every strange aura and odd magical fluctuation you come across.”

“But some I did. And I won’t have been the only one.”

“Yes,” Farrah agreed. “There are curious people like you who would dig, and I imagine they did. There’s a long list of folks who mysteriously vanished in Europe over the last decade. Between the vampires and some of the Network branches colluding with them, they probably just killed anyone who stumbled onto the wrong thing.”

“The Asano clan territory doesn’t have anything,” Michael pointed out. “Did they keep the vine out of it to avoid detection?”

“That would be my guess,” Farrah said. “Jason’s perception within his territory is absolute, and that’s quite well known. McKean was careful in restricting the growth to where the grid could effectively mask it. He wisely avoided letting it go anywhere near clan territory.”

“What about the Network?” Michael asked. “How was he able to modify the grid without any of the Network factions noticing?”

“The Network factions are part of the problem,” Farrah said. “They all have access to the grid, and they’ve all been playing games with it, trying to get an edge on their rivals. Unfortunately, none of them know what they’re doing. None of them have ever really understood how the grid works.”

“They don’t know how it works? They’ve been using it for centuries.”

“The same way most people don’t know how their car works,” Farrah said. “They just use it until it breaks down, and then they need someone to come in and fix it. Someone like me or McKean. He and I are the only people on this planet who comprehend the underlying principles by which the grid functions. Even the people that worked with us to repair it have a peripheral grasp of the concepts involved. At best. I didn’t think McKean understood them to this degree, but I was very clearly wrong. He may have a better grasp of the grid’s potential than I do.”

“Okay,” Clive said. “That covers how the vine system got so big without anyone noticing all the magic being fed into it. Next, we need to know where all that magic is coming from. The power required to grow and maintain a blood root vine of that size is astronomical. To constantly resurrect an entire army is an order of magnitude greater. Resurrection magic, regardless of the form, consumes massive amounts of magic.”

“You’re right,” Farrah said. “Every time Jason came back to life, it pulled in so much magic that you could track it on the grid. Me too, for that matter. It’s how the Network found me when I came back to life.”

“I’m following this the best I can,” Michael said. “You’re both dropping a lot of information on me. But if I understand correctly, you’re saying that we need to find the source of the magic feeding this vine, and then cut it off. Then we’ll have no more vampires coming back from the dead, maybe no vampires at all.”

“I would call that a rough but sound working hypothesis,” Clive said.

“Then where is that magic coming from?” Michael asked.

“I have no idea,” Farrah said. “The power the vine is consuming has ramped up since it started reviving all these bad guys. Too much for even the grid to hide anymore, but we can’t find a source. As far as we can tell from monitoring the grid, the power just shows up. It’s appearing out of nowhere, like a continental-scale monster manifestation.”

“Not nowhere,” Clive said. “Just not from Earth, or even this universe. The magic consumption for all these revivals is astonishing, and that power can’t be coming from Earth. If you siphoned away and burned off Earth’s ambient magic that quickly, we’d be seeing massive impacts. Localised climate shifts, physical matter breaking down. The warping of fundamental laws. Have we been seeing snowstorms in the desert, mountains disintegrating or gravity turning off?”

“Not that I’ve had reports of,” Michael said, “but who can say when there are gold-rankers in full combat mode? One of your team members dropped hurricanes on Serbia. If that’s not a localised climate shift, then what is?”

“It would be worse than that,” Clive said.

“It would interfere with ability use as well,” Farrah pointed out. “Not to mention creating black spots in the grid coverage. We’d know if it was happening, which means Clive is right. McKean is sourcing absurd amounts of magic from somewhere that isn’t Earth, and there’s only one place it could be. It has to be the astral, right?”

“It does,” Clive said, “although that brings up countless more questions. The deep astral is an infinite ocean of unadulterated power, but how is he getting it to Earth? How is he filtering and stabilising the raw magic? Could McKean have reconfigured the grid to do all that?”

“Not directly,” Farrah said. “He’d need something to draw from. A hole in the dimensional membrane of the universe, but it would have to be stable. Is that even something that can happen?”

“It’s happened before,” Clive said. “The transformation zones naturally formed to seal dimensional breaches, like wounds scabbing over. We know it’s possible to stabilise a breach and tap it for power because that’s what Jason did with his spiritual domains. If McKean studied the transformation zones enough, maybe he figured out how to replicate some portion of that.”

“Wait,” Michael said. “Asano is doing this as well?”

“Asano clan territory is more than just lines on a map, General,” Farrah said. “Within his domains, Jason can all but rewrite reality. The power to do that doesn’t come from nowhere.”

“Could that be what McKean is using?” Michael asked. “Instead of figuring all of this out, could he just be tapping into the power Asano is using?”

“No,” Farrah said. “Clan territory is isolated from the grid, so McKean couldn’t feed the magic into it. Plus, every indication is that he was careful to skirt Jason’s power. If that vine had encroached into Jason’s spiritual domains, he would have noticed, regardless of what McKean did to hide it.”

“Then how do we find the source of this magic?” Michael asked. “I don’t care how McKean did all this, just that it stops. Our forces are winning every engagement with the vampires, and we’re forced to retreat anyway. Our resources aren’t infinite, and if theirs are, we lose.”

“We stick with the plan,” Farrah said. “It’s just that now we know what we’re looking for, and what we have to do about it. We sneak into McKean’s base and turn off the spigot.”

“Very well,” Michael said. “I was holding off on deploying Asano until we saw what unpleasant surprise McKean had waiting for us. Now we’ve seen it, so I’ll give him the green light. The rest of you assemble your team and get ready to move. Hopefully, he makes a sufficient spectacle of himself to draw McKean’s attention.”

“I’m sure I’ll manage,” Jason said as he strode into the command centre.

All eyes turned despite how busy the staff were at their consoles. Jason stood in the doorway, wrapped in a void. Only his blue-orange eyes were visible in the impossibly deep darkness of his hood.

“Don’t worry, General,” he said. “Making a spectacle of myself is kind of my thing.”


60
KUNG-FU WIZARD IS NOT A VERB


Given the war spilling across Europe, the peaceful, pastoral perfection of the valley in the French countryside seemed a little uncanny. It was a fine day, the warm sun offset by just the right amount of wafting breeze. The air was fresh and clean. The grass was vibrant green and the trees were showing the first hint of autumn colour.

Only two buildings were visible. One had been in this place for centuries, while the other had come from an impossible distance. The castle holding McKean’s lair had begun life as a Cabal stronghold before eventually passing into Network hands. It was unremarkable by French castle standards, which was still remarkable by most others. Round towers were set into walls around a central fortress. Weathered white and brown stone made up most of the construction, with grey conical rooftops.

Where the castle was something out of a fairy tale, the other building came from a different kind of tale. Floating in the air, Jason’s sky vessel was an alien and unsettling thing. Constructed as an inverted pyramid, the underlying cloud material could be seen between the blood red panels covering the surface. Set into each of the pyramid’s sides was a giant, nebulous eye of blue and orange.

The top of the pyramid was a launching platform for Earth’s new airships, mostly high-speed troop transports. Those ships had been deployed across Western Europe, and the sky over the quiet valley was otherwise empty. Jason stood at the edge of the roof, looking down at the castle. His team members were all positioned elsewhere, some preparing to sneak into the castle themselves. With Jason were his familiars, arrayed next to him at the edge of the platform.

Colin looked like Jason himself, minus the cloak, and with bloody orbs for eyes. Gordon was the most alien, his floating cloak body containing a replicate of the giant eyes on the sides of the pyramid. More eyes floated around him like oversized marbles, filled with power. Shade was normally the most circumspect, but out in the open on a sunny day, he was easy to spot. The shadow familiar had a lot of control over his exact shape, and today, he looked like a tenebrous butler at a formal event, complete with top hat and tails.

“Best foot forward, Shade?” Jason asked.

“Always, Mr Asano. Will the drone be here soon?”

“Should be, but it’s nice just to take a moment. I recognise that what’s happening today is serious. People are fighting and dying as we speak, and I don’t want to make light of that. That being said, I’d also like to acknowledge that I’m about to invade a French castle and kung-fu wizard my way through a vampire army to confront a mad scientist. I’m not saying that’s the most awesome thing that’s ever happened, but it has to be on the shortlist, right?”

“Mr Asano, ‘kung-fu wizard’ is not a verb. If nothing else, it has too many words.”

“Shade, never change.”

“I get to eat the vampires, right?” Colin asked.

“Colin, they may have become twisted and warped, but they’re still people. Or were, in the case of the ghouls.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

Jason sighed.

“Yes. It’ll be good to know if your ability to consume life force will shut down their power to revive.”

“That’s the only reason I was asking,” Colin said unconvincingly.

A drone rose up through one of the elevating platform shafts on the top of the cloud ship and floated over. It was a mostly smooth ovoid with no visible mechanism to aid in flight. From each side protruded a small, round bar.

“Are you ready?” Nik’s voice came from the orb.

“We are,” Jason said. “Are the others in position?”

“Yep. You’re good to go.”

“Okay,” Jason said. “Let’s get to it, cobbers.”

Jason leaped off the roof, his cloak unfurling like dark wings as he glided towards the castle. Shade and Gordon both floated after him. Colin let out a grumbling noise as he looked at the drone.

“I don’t see why we had to do it this way,” he said. “He could have just levitated me down using his aura.”

“But isn’t this way more fun?” Nik asked.

“No.”

Colin moved closer to the drone and gripped the bars on the side as if they were handlebars. The drone lifted him off the platform and flew after Jason, Colin dangling in the air underneath.

“Hey!” Colin yelled. “Why are you flying backwards?”

“I’m not. You grabbed the drone backwards.”

“Can you make the drone fly backwards, then?”

“Uh… no.”

“That does not sound convincing!”
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The Principality of Liechtenstein had not done well in the age of magic. Originally evacuated during the monster waves, it had been made home to a network of blood farms by the vampires. It also became a hub for ghoul creation as the humans in the blood farms were used beyond their limits. The principality had been attacked multiple times in several attempts to end the practice, by the Cabal, the Asano clan, and various militaries. Each time, the vampires operating the farms scattered, only to return and re-establish operations.

Today was the day it ended. Humphrey descended through the air like a missile, complete with an explosion that reduced the Schaan Town Hall to a crater. The vampires inside were immediately killed, but Humphrey now knew that would not last long. A mushroom cloud of dust, dirt and rubble covered the town.

Humphrey leapt out of the massive crater, a single vault easily getting him clear. He glanced around but couldn’t see far through the dust cloud. He knew from the mission briefing that the town hall had been one of the few structures from the original municipality still intact. It certainly wasn’t anymore, with chunks of shattered brick falling out of the sky.

He found an area that had once been a street, now with long grass growing up through the cracks. He pulled a large, flat wooden square from his dimensional space and set it down. He pulled out a small sack, like a wineskin with a stopper. He opened the stopper and poured white powder out in a circle on the platform. While he was doing that, a small drone appeared, flying through the dust cloud.

“Why do you have a wooden pallet?” Nik asked through the drone.

“It’s a ritual platform. The ground is too rough to lay out a summoning circle.”

“This is why you need to mix some tech into your magic. All this candles-and-chanting business is rubbish.”

Humphrey took out a trio of twelve-sided dice and rolled them on the platform. One of them created an illusion of two more dice that then rolled themselves. One of those did the same thing, after which all the dice finally came to a stop. Humphrey checked the dice faces before picking them up, the illusionary dice vanishing as he did.

“Multi-headed tentacle magma frogs,” he muttered.

“What did you just say?” Nik asked.

“You’ll see.”

Essence ability summoning rituals were quick and simple, with Humphrey’s being no exception. Soon his dragon bone warriors, modified by his summoner dice, were emerging from the circle. As he was summoning a full hundred, they hopped out of the way as they emerged to make room for the rest.

Each dragon bone warrior was a giant frog, not skeletal but with solid bone in place of flesh. Each frog had three heads, with each head at the end of a very thick tentacle, like the neck of a bodybuilding giraffe. Each summon was also clad in ornate blue and gold armour from another of Humphrey’s powers.

“They look like an army of overweight knights turned into steroid hydras by an evil witch,” Nik said.

One of the frogs flicked its tongue out at a rock. The tongue was made of segmented bone on a long thread of magma, and when it struck the rock, the rock exploded.

“Okay,” Nik said. “They may be ugly, but I can’t say I’d like to fight one, so good job.”

“Is someone going to come down and make sure the defeated enemies stay defeated?”

“They’re on their way now. Mostly silver-rankers, but we don’t anticipate a large vampire presence here. You should mostly be dealing with ghouls.”

“And if we anticipated wrong?”

“Then you get to be a big hero and raise your online following when I release the footage. Still probably won’t have as many followers as me, though.”

Humphrey turned to give the drone a flat look.

“Not that I care,” Nik said. “I’m just saying.”
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The main castle entrance was an enormous arch, closed off by a metal-bound wooden door. Jason approached, flanked by Shade and Gordon.

“This thing is begging for a battering ram,” Jason said. “I don’t suppose it has a portcullis that drops down.”

“Unlikely, Mr Asano,” Shade said. “I assume you have noticed that we are being watched.”

“Yeah, which makes me curious. Why install a magic security camera when non-magical ones are harder to detect.”

“Some manner of ruse?”

“Maybe.”

“Perhaps,” Gordon suggested, “there is a need for the camera to do something that a non-magical variant cannot.”

“That makes sense,” Jason said. “A lot of sense, given what I’m sensing underneath us.”

“We could investigate one of the cameras and see what we discover,” Shade suggested.

“We could,” Jason said. “Or we could just punch our way in, find McKean and get it sorted nice and quick.”

He walked right up to the door and, sensing no magic, gave it a kick. Gold-rank strength instantly transformed the door into a cloud of splinters and warped metal, scattering across the courtyard inside. After waiting a moment for the remains of the door to settle, they strode in under the massive arch.

The courtyard looked like an abandoned historical site, nothing like the lair of a mad scientist and his vampire army. It was a large, open space of cracked and weathered stone, with arched doorways leading into the surrounding buildings. The flagstones under their feet had a hardened patina of dirt. There was nothing else to be seen, empty save for the rotted remains of leaf piles that had blown in over the years. At the far end was the largest door, leading into the castle keep.

“You didn’t punch,” Gordon said.

“What?” Jason asked him.

“You said we should punch our way in, but then you kicked our way in.”

“Well, you should always keep them guessing,” Jason said as he looked around. “Not what I’d call ironclad defences.”

“When the world is your enemy,” Shade said, “secrecy is the only effective defence. I imagine the physical protections will be found in the complex below. Shall we search for an entrance?”

“Nah,” Jason said. “You and Gordon are intangible, so just pop right through the ground and I’ll shadow jump to you.”

The familiars sank into the ground right as Colin arrived, legs flailing as he dangled from the drone’s handles. He dropped awkwardly to the ground and looked at the spot his fellow familiars had been standing.

“Where did they go?” he asked.

“Shortcut,” Jason said, then pulled his cloak around him and vanished into it. The empty cloak floated on the air for a moment before disappearing as well.

“Oh, come on,” Colin complained, then looked at the drone. “I don’t suppose that thing has a shovel function?”
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“Interesting,” Simon McKean murmured as he observed Jason’s entrance to the castle. The only light in the room came from a bank of monitors occupying most of one wall. McKean was seated in a luxurious armchair positioned in the middle of the room, the only piece of furniture. Standing next to it was Magdalyn, one of the strongest surviving vampire lords. She looked every inch the vampire queen, with long dark hair, pale skin and ruby lips.

“Just Asano and his familiars,” she observed. “He seems dismissive of the threat we pose. Do you think that’s why he came alone? He disregards the danger?”

“Never assume things are what they seem with Jason Asano,” Simon told her. “He thinks himself a hero yet drapes himself in terror. He plays the fool, yet that is often when he’s most ruthless. I suspect he is alone because he does recognise the danger, and they have wisely decided to let the immortal man face it alone. I look forward to seeing how immortal he really is.”


61
DANGEROUSLY EXPOSING MYSELF


In his monitoring room, Simon McKean watched Jason Asano and two of his familiars move through the tunnels of his research complex hidden beneath the French castle. Another screen displayed the third familiar, looking confused and frustrated as it wandered the castle in search of a way down. There was a small drone following it.

“Why is Asano allowing his familiar to be isolated?” Magdalyn asked.

“He’s testing us. And possibly the familiar. He wants to see if I’ll pounce on it in isolation. It is supposedly something called an apocalypse beast, but nothing on Earth has proven a sufficient threat to draw out its full abilities. I suspect that Asano and I are both curious as to how much it can handle.”

“Do you want me to send some vampires after it?”

“No. I don’t know what it can do, exactly, but I know it has developed a taste for vampires. The silvers won’t do any good, and let us not risk any vampire lords on an idle experiment.”

“Few of the original vampire lords remain. Most of what we have now are new blood, only reaching lord strength in the last quarter century. They lack the mastery of their powers and the command of blood magic the ancient lords possess. To be honest, I could live with losing one or two of them. They won’t die forever, after all.”

“Don’t be so certain, Magdalyn. Earth forces have already found a way to impede the vine’s revival ability.”

“You said that would only prevent their resurrection temporarily.”

“With the Earth forces, yes. With Asano, it is best to avoid assumptions.”

“Well, I can easily enough send a couple of the new bloods I won’t miss if they don’t come back.”

“Very well,” Simon said. “Do so, and we’ll see what happens. As for the rest of the vampires, send them at Asano. All at once, silver and gold. Hold back only the original vampire lords, if you’re unwilling to risk them. I want to see for myself what he’s capable of.”

“And you’re willing to burn all of my vampires to assuage your curiosity?”

“However this plays out, Magdalyn, the vampire war ends today. The best outcome you could hope for was always taking your closest allies and going into hiding. Now that they’re using the grid to track you, I’m not even sure that’s possible. I might be able to mask a few of you from the grid, but too many, and it won’t work. Choose the most important of your vampire lords and give up on the rest.”

“And then what?”

“Then go into hiding. If you don’t get discovered for a few decades, they’ll stop looking and you can begin to rebuild your numbers. You can go back to existing in secret.”

“Your ‘best outcome’ is hardly good.”

“Mine is no better. I, too, will have to retreat even further into hiding. I’m going to show the world that Asano can be effectively fought, but the world will not thank me for it. The most I can accomplish is to show the world that they don’t have to capitulate to him. Once they realise that he can be fought, then he will be. Sooner or later, humanity will always rise against tyrants.”

“I only care about survival, not your ideology.”

“And right now, you have too many vampires to survive being hunted down. Send them against Asano, so we can see firsthand what we’re up against.”

“Our reports are that he grows in power the longer he fights.”

“I recall.”

“Then why make him stronger before he faces Gerling?”

“To show that even at the fullness of his power, Asano can be effectively confronted. That’s what all of this has been about.”

“I thought it was about killing him. For us, it has always been about eliminating the greatest threat to our kind.”

“I’m not sure he can be killed, although we will certainly be testing that today. Either way, unkillable doesn’t mean invincible. He can be defeated. As for him being the greatest threat to your people, Jason Asano is the greatest threat to all of us. Look at what has come about since his return. The entire planet has undergone a revolution, with him in control, and that’s just the beginning. We’ve caught only a glimpse of the vast and alien powers that exist beyond our world, and his presence draws their eyes upon us.”

“I hate to break it to you, guy,” Nik’s voice came from the speakers, “but Dad is a vast and alien power from beyond your world.”

“The rabbit,” Simon said. “Your powers are heavily related to communications technology, yes? You have used it to access my audio from the surveillance system.”

“It seemed fair, with you watching us. You were smart to not put any cameras in there. I have to use sound mapping to get a look, and that doesn’t produce a colour image. Is your vampire friend pretty? Her silhouette looks pretty. Enjoy it while you can, lady, as you won’t be once Colin is through with you. But you’ll see that in a moment. Your gold-rankers are about to arrive.”
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All that remained of the first vampire were a few bone remnants, broken open to get at the marrow. They were at the feet of what looked like a blood-drenched mummy, a humanoid figure wrapped in long strips of rag. The fabric was coarse and wet with blood. The body beneath was bulbous and misshapen, not a person but a collection of leeches, bound in the cloth.

The second vampire was more intact, although most certainly dead. Only a hand and a foot could be seen jutting from the mound of leeches roiling over it. Both limbs were half-stripped of flesh to reveal the skeleton beneath.

The stone floor of the castle was riddled with cracks from where vines had grown out, reaching for the vampires. The vines had been quickly set upon by leeches that drained the life force out of them, causing them to wither and crumble. Soon they had stopped emerging at all.

Colin finished the second vampire and the pile of leeches rose up, melting together to form a facsimile of Jason, minus the cloak and with blood orbs for eyes. The mummified body also transformed into the blood clone form. The two Colins looked at each other before setting off, resuming their search for a way underground.
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Directly beneath the castle were stone tunnels and old catacombs, but moving deeper, they found something very different. McKean’s research facility felt like a hospital in design, with wide hallways connecting various rooms containing benches and lab equipment. As Jason searched the complex, he found signs of a recent and rapid evacuation. Papers were scattered around and broken lab equipment had been left where it was dropped. A refrigerator with a glass door had been clearly picked clean of the most important contents, the rest left behind, often knocked over. Jason only took a quick look through the rooms, leaving Shade bodies to take more time recording everything.

“I can sense all the people,” Jason said. “They’re deeper underground, all together. A bunker, maybe.”

“Or a deathtrap,” Shade said. “Perhaps McKean intends to use them as hostages. You’ve been known to make self-destructive choices to help others, even those who don’t seem deserving of help. McKean may be looking to exploit that.”

“Those people made some choices of their own. We’re at war and they picked the side that keeps people in torture farms. I’ll keep them alive if I can, but I have a long list of people I failed to save. If they end up on it, they won’t be the ones I mourn. Before we deal with them, that vampire army we’ve been looking for is almost here. Mostly silvers, but a few golds.”

Jason looked around. He was in a corridor that was spacious for walking through, but not for fighting.

“These corridors make good choke points,” Shade said.

“I didn’t come here for careful tactics,” Jason said. “McKean wants an epic showdown, and I’m here to deliver.”

Jason flexed his aura, pushing against the walls. Plaster cracked and the steel underneath groaned and then shrieked as the walls were ripped from the floor and ceilings to be tossed into the rooms behind them. Workbenches and lab equipment were shoved away. In a few moments, the corridor had been expanded, the conjoining rooms combined into a single space.

In the aftermath of the destruction, water sprayed from ruptured pipes and light fixtures flickered and died. Much of the now-expanded room was cast in flickering shadow as what remained of the lights sputtered off and on.

“Mr Asano, you may have compromised the structural integrity of the facility.”
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A small few of the hidden cameras had survived Asano’s destructive renovation, but many of McKean’s monitors had gone blank.

“What was that? Magdalyn asked. “Did he just smash apart steel walls with his mind?”

“His aura, technically,” Simon explained. “Telekinesis is a feature of messenger auras that is related to the nature of their beings. Something to do with the interaction between the physical and the spiritual, but I’ve had little chance to study magic related to the soul. Both Asano and Boris Ketland have been too protective of their messengers to capture any for study. Not without dangerously exposing myself.”

“Why would he open up the space that way? Doesn’t it make it easier for the vampires to swarm him?”

“That’s exactly what he wants. Asano’s greatest weakness is vanity. His powers include powerful stealth abilities, and what does he use them for? Dramatic entrances. In his head, he’s not a shadow dictator, but the only man who can guide humanity into the future. He needs to be the hero. To confront the bad guy and save the day for—and this is the important part—everyone to see. Being nigh-invincible matters less to him than being seen as invincible.”

“To the point that he will make a dangerous fight more difficult?”

“This is not a dangerous fight for him, Magdalyn. You overestimate your vampires.”

“Even Asano has limits.”

“Yes, but they are beyond what can be found on this world. Your vampires are not. Watch for yourself and you will see.”
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It had been a long time since Jason had truly fought a horde. It took him back to his time fighting the nameless great astral beings in his soul, who wanted to stop him from restoring the Cosmic Throne. It was a chance to pull out every weapon in his arsenal, from his powers to his weapons to his combat skills.

He moved as an untouchable blur, barely seen as he merged in and out of the shadows that danced under the flickering lights. Only the glowing red runes of his sword stood out, the black blade itself all but invisible in the poor illumination. The sword dealt no killing blows, instead leaving blood gushing from gaping wounds and rot overtaking flesh.

Silver-rankers were sturdy enough that even most gold-rankers could not dispatch them swiftly. Only the likes of Humphrey and Farrah, with their eruptions of damage, could take one down in a few moments. Jason was just the opposite. As he danced through the vampires, he left not dead behind him but the promise of inescapable demise. He marked his enemies, delivering unto them a misery and suffering that would consume the brief remnants of their lives.

The gold-rankers amongst the vampires put up a greater fight, but it was far from enough. Jason had honed his skills and mastered his powers, fighting everything from monster hordes to the forces that governed the cosmos. His list of fallen enemies included a long and bloody trail of dead vampires. He knew how they fought and what they were capable of. He knew exactly what his powers could do against them.

A gold-rank vampire fuelled a terrible bolt of energy with her own blood and launched it at Jason. It fed on the vampires it passed through on the way, draining their power and leaving withered husks behind. A churning orb of black and red power, it twisted through the air as it hunted Jason down, unrelenting and unstoppable.

When it reached him, Jason drew his cloak around himself until he looked like a living portal to some ineffable void. That proved to be exactly what he was—the bolt passed through, sailing off into a starry expanse from which nothing would ever return.

Other vampiric powers were brought to bear, with no greater effect. When a gold-ranker turned into a blood mist to escape Jason’s blade, Jason cast a spell, incanting with a voice as cold as a stony grave.

“Your blood is not yours to keep but mine on which to feast.”

The time it took to recite just a few words could be an eternity at the pace silver- and gold-rankers fought. Jason didn’t stop as he chanted the incantation, his sword drawing blood half a dozen times before the words were done. Once he was finished, the battlefield changed in an instant.

The Feast of Blood spell drained the life force from every vampire that Jason had set to bleeding which, at this point, was all of them. Bright red life force lit up the room far more than the mostly shattered ceiling lights. The vibrant red energy surged through the room, yanked out of the vampires to be devoured by Jason.

To the vampire who had turned into a blood mist, Feast of Blood was especially devastating. The cloud of blood motes was consumed as if some vast abomination had drawn a terrible, hungering breath. What remained of the ravaged mist cloud coalesced back into a human-like form, but emaciated and feeble, the vampire collapsing to the floor. Even so badly savaged, gold-rankers of any stripe were hard to kill. The vampire scurried off like a beetle on all fours, vanishing into the crowd of silver-rankers.

Jason used another spell that effectively announced an end to the massacre that could barely be called a battle. If described, the spell might seem like a mercy, while the reality was anything but.

“Feed me your sins.”

Feast of Absolution was a spell which took away all the terrible things Jason had done to his victims, consuming every malediction he had inflicted upon them. For every horrifying malady that was removed, what was left in its place was Penance. Penance was an affliction that devoured from the inside out with transcendent damage that no power in the cosmos could shield from.

Light blazed from their eyes and mouths. They shone from the inside as if their bodies were filled with blinding, white-hot steel. They were denied even the relief of screaming as something beyond pain overtook them. Those already closest to death found its mercy first, their bodies not just burned away but annihilated entirely. One after another, the vampires disappeared as if they’d never been, utterly excised from reality itself.

Jason stood with his eyes closed, watching with his aura as the vampires expired. The silver-rankers were beyond struggle, not even falling to the ground. They stood in place, too stricken to fight as they were claimed by their inescapable doom. The gold-rankers struggled, some crawling, all but broken, while others fled madly. Those that reached the doors found themselves gripped in Jason’s aura, dragged back to their fate as his voice marked the end of their existence.

“Mine is the judgement, and the judgement is death.”

The roof lit up with blue, gold and silver light, droplets of which started falling to the floor. Lightly at first, like a spring shower, it soon became a monsoon of transcendent power that blinded vision and inundated the vampires. Every mote of light turned flesh and bone into nothingness, wiping them from existence, drop by drop. When nothing was left, the light faded and the rain stopped, leaving Jason standing alone.

As Gordon manifested and Shade rose from Jason’s shadow, two Colins came rushing along the corridor, looking around at the destruction.

“I’m here! I’m ready to fight. Where are all the vampires?”
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Both of Colin’s bodies sniffed at the air.

“You’ve been killing vampires in here,” one of them accused Jason.

“I have.”

“You didn’t wait for me?”

“You’ll have your fill before we’re done.”

“I’ve never been full in my entire life.”

“Then today’s going to be interesting.”

The Colins gave a pair of mirrored sceptical snorts, but didn’t push it further.

“Did you find that they tasted funny?” one of them asked instead.

“I don’t eat them, Colin. Or actually drink blood. But I think I know what you mean.”

“I don’t know what…” Colin began, but trailed off as Jason put a finger to his lips.

Jason reached out to the other group infiltrating the complex through his voice chat ability.

“Clive? How’s it going?”

“This may have been a mistake,” Clive replied.

“Did something go wrong?”

“Yes. I’m running around with four women bonding over places they’ve broken into. They’re talking about using burglary as a girls’ night activity.”

“He’s exaggerating,” Belinda said. “Farrah does have some surprisingly impressive intrusion magic, though. We probably should spend more time stealing things.”

“See, this is what I’m talking about,” Clive said.

“This is why I prefer working alone,” Estella said. “No professionalism whatsoever.”

“Except for me, obviously,” Belinda said.

“You’re the worst of all,” Estella told her wife.

“I don’t suppose you could give me an actual update on what you’re doing?”

“We’re having a surprisingly easy time of it,” Farrah said. “Nik has helped us stay off the cameras. Sophie has been scouting out some of the other wards McKean has in place, for Lindy and me to disable. Stella has kept us clear of the locals, but something drew off all the vamps, so we’ve had a clear run for a while now.”

“These rooms have been cleared out, so we haven’t found much,” Clive said. “We just found a broken laptop someone left behind that Lindy was able to fix with a repair spell.”

“Found anything useful on it?”

“It’s not very helpful,” Farrah said. “Some lunatic set it up to run on Linux.”

“There’s nothing wrong with Linux,” Clive insisted.

“Linux is for people who love fiddling around with very specific details when ‘good enough’ will do,” Farrah said.

“Specific details are important,” Clive said.

“To fastidious nitpickers who think they’re smarter than everyone else,” Farrah said.

“I don’t think I’m smarter than everyone else,” Clive said. “There’s Lindy, and Emi, and… look, it’s not my fault the world is full of people asking stupid questions.”

“You’re too judgemental,” Jason told him. “You dismissed drawing ritual circles with toothpaste out of hand, and I still think there’s some potential there. How handy would it be just squeezing it out of the tube?”

“In Clive’s defence,” Belinda said, “that would take a lot of toothpaste tubes.”

“You could make a dimensional bag toothpaste tube,” Jason said.

“I don’t suppose there’s any chance we could go back to fighting evil?” Estella asked.

“There was something I wanted to tell you,” Jason said. “Colin and I just drained a bunch of vampires, and there was something strange in the power we sucked out of them. Like the reality core energy from back in the day, but this was something else.”

“We know that McKean has been linking them to the blood root vine with a power that almost has to come from the astral somehow,” Clive said. “I assume that’s what you’re picking up on.”

“It’s definitely cosmic,” Jason said. “I know what that power feels like. There’s something familiar to it, though. Almost like the power belongs to me, and these vampires have somehow stolen some of it.”

“General Mills floated the idea of McKean siphoning power from your spiritual domains,” Farrah said. “We dismissed it out of hand, but maybe we shouldn’t have.”

“That’s not it,” Jason said. “That power is too intimately connected to me. I’d know if it was being taken and I’d recognise it if I sucked it out of a vampire. This power isn’t as closely connected. It didn’t come from my spiritual domains or from my astral kingdom.”

“Interesting,” Clive said. “That does leave one candidate. Farrah, have you gotten anything from that computer?”

“Nothing useful,” she told him. “I’ve gotten into the research files and it looks to be all about grafting vampire flesh onto the blood oaks. Nothing about the magic fuelling it all.”

“Makes sense,” Belinda said. “This looks like some kind of alchemy biolab, based on the equipment they left behind.”

“We’ll need to find something more concrete before we can confirm any hypothesis,” Clive said.

“I don’t suppose you’d like to share that hypothesis with the group,” Jason said.

“I hesitate to voice what is little more than speculation at this stage,” Clive said. “I’ll let you know if we find something more as we continue on.”

“We’re making our way down through the levels of the complex,” Estella said. “I assume you sensed all the people gathered below?”

“Yeah,” Jason confirmed. “We’re thinking either bunker or hostage deathtrap.”

“I don’t care either way,” Farrah said. “But it’s probably where they took everything when they cleared these labs out, so that’s where we’re heading.”

“Okay, I’ll go and make some noise, try to keep McKean’s eyes on me,” Jason said. “He’s fed me a bunch of vampires to fatten me up, so let’s see how he’ll bring me to slaughter.”

“Do we know where McKean is?” Lindy asked. “If I was him, I’d have snuck off long before we showed up.”

“Not sure,” Jason said. “I’ve never met the man, so I wouldn’t recognise his aura if I saw it. He could be blended in with the other people in that bunker, but I’m sensing some kind of dimensional anomaly down there. My guess is that’s where we’ll find him.”
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“Why is he just standing there?” Magdalyn asked as they watched Asano on the monitor bank.

“He’s communicating with his team,” Simon told her. “I imagine they’re on standby in the flying vessel outside in case things go wrong. He knows I can’t eavesdrop while they speak through his power.”

They watched as Jason started moving again.

“I think we’re ready,” Simon said. “If Asano is happy to walk into whatever I have waiting for him, let’s go ahead and show him the way.”
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Jason and his familiars paused as the lights in the hallway dimmed. A moment later, the lights started shining in sequence, this time in yellow, leading off down the hall.

“I think McKean is ready for the big finale,” Jason said. “He’s even being kind enough to show us the way.”

“I know your whole plan is ‘walk into the trap and be such a boss it doesn’t work,’” Nik said through the drone, “but could you maybe show any kind of caution whatsoever?”

“I mean, yeah, but nah, but yeah, but… nah.”

“Dad, could you please stop being Australian long enough to not die?”

“I’m afraid, Young Master Nik,” Shade said, “that anecdotal evidence suggests not.”

[image: ]



Jack Gerling stood in a chamber the size of a basketball arena. It was a massive steel dome, with everywhere but the floor filled with holes large enough for a car to pass through. Through each hole grew thick roots that jutted into the cavernous chamber. The roots were deep red and slick with blood.

There were no lights, but Gerling did not need to see. He could feel the air and taste the spores that floated on it. He could smell the coppery tang of the blood dripping from the vine roots onto the steel floor. His mind was still and calm. It had taken a long time and a lot of work to restore his sanity after years of having his soul chained by the vampire queen. Now he was no longer a slave trapped in a cage of blood, but a true undead being, unique and flush with cosmic power.

Was this how Asano felt? Jack had long ago accepted that, as an essence-user, he had been at the bottom of a pile. Back then, Jason Asano sat at the top, with a strength relative to his rank that Jack could only have imagined. Now, Jack was the one with the power. His new body all but hummed with it, every iota of his being saturated with a power beyond anything on Earth. A power that would replenish just as fast as he could use it.

Jack frowned as he noticed something wrong. Something in the way the spores stirred in the air, as if they were moving around something. Some object his senses had failed to notice.

“Hello, Gerling.”

Asano opened his eyes, their orange and blue light arresting in the darkness. Then his cloak lit up with stars that shot out, filling the vast chamber with dancing silver light. It sparkled off the blood vine spores.

Asano held a hand out to his side and blood gushed from his palm. It coalesced into a strange, mummified creature as bloody as the roots growing out of the walls. Another entity manifested out of nothing, a floating cloak with a massive eye inside it that mimicked Asano’s own. The last familiar, a creature of shadows, was hard to spot and might even have been there all along.

“You look surprisingly sane, Gerling,” Jason said. “I assume that McKean turning you into whatever it is you are has given your soul an actual body, not just a trap to stop your soul from moving on.”

“I have trouble recalling my time under the vampire queen. I have memories of torment. Of wanting nothing but release and being denied it.”

“I apologise for that. I wanted you dead, quick and clean, but Elizabeth outplayed me. I never imagined that she could do that to a person. I would have freed you, if I’d captured her before McKean got to you.”

“I thought you would have enjoyed my suffering, after what I took from you.”

“I’ve killed a lot of people, and not all of them deserved it, if I’m being honest. I don’t recall what I convinced myself of when I was trying to kill you. Probably something about stopping the damage you’d do in the future. The truth is: I wanted to kill you just to see you dead. But some things I wouldn’t wish on my worst enemy, Jack, and you’re not even close to that. I know what it is to have your soul tortured, and no one deserves that. I am genuinely sorry that happened to you.”

“I’d say that I appreciate it, but I don’t really care.”

“Fair enough. I have to say, I’m curious about what McKean has done to you. I mean, look at you, so overcharged with power, you’re practically throwing off sparks. I’m not going to lie, mate: the idea of fighting you again never especially worried me. The last time we went at it, you were gold rank, while my friend and I were silver. You won, but it shouldn’t have even been a fight. It should take an army of silvers to drop a gold. You were, without question, the single most underwhelming gold-ranker I’ve ever heard of. And since you started popping up under McKean’s flag, you’ve been bowled over a few times.”

“McKean has been holding back most of my power.”

“Right, so we wouldn’t figure out what he had going on.”

“So you wouldn’t be scared off.”

Jason burst out laughing.

“Mate, are you giving the old leg a tug?”

“What?”

“Are you having a go? Bloke, do you seriously think that you would scare me off? You? I’ll grant you that the cosmic roids you’re on have juiced you up proper, but I’ve faced a lot bigger than you.”

Gerling smiled.

“You have nothing to worry about, then. I’ve heard that you like the sound of your own voice, but do you ever shut up? Or are you stalling to buy time?”

“Actually, I’m kind of waiting for your boss. He’s got a whole bunch of cameras in here and he’s setting up a livestream, my kid tells me. Wouldn’t want folks to miss the start. They already missed my big monologue. Should I do it again?”

“No!” Nik’s voice came from a drone floating down from above. “He started streaming a while ago. The whole world is watching, and you’re starting to sound like an idiot.”

“Well, you saying that isn’t going to help! Hey, McKean! You want to have some villain banter before it all kicks off?”

Simon’s voice was broadcast from speakers hidden around the room.

“Showing the world that it is possible to fight you is the only statement you need to make.”

“That’s seriously why you’re doing this? You sold out to the vampires for that? People are dying fighting your army of crazy monsters over making a statement? Am I really worth all that effort? All that time, all that death?”

“You are the greatest threat this world has ever faced. You have transformed our civilisation and the world has knelt before you because they think you cannot be fought. If no one else will do what must be done, then I will, even if it costs me my very humanity.”

Jason looked up, although there was nothing to look at. He pulled back the hood of his cloak to reveal his face.

“Holy crap,” he said. “I get it. Bloody hell, I actually get it. You’re me.”

“What?”

McKean’s voice had a strain of anger, breaking his calm for the first time.

“No, I get it,” Jason continued. “You see a threat, an existential threat to the world, and the people who should be doing something about it just aren’t. On the contrary, they see it as something to exploit, a way to get power for themselves. So, you do what you have to do, because no one else will. Even if you have to go it alone. To sacrifice your principles. To become something you never thought you would. Mate, I know that story. It was my story, the last time I came to Earth, and I know what living it does to you.”

“You don’t know me.”

“I didn’t. But now I know exactly who you are, and I respect that. I know how isolated you are. How it feels to have the very world you’re trying to save be against you. Simon, we don’t have to fight. Let’s talk this out, you and me. You’ve gone this far because no one would listen to you. You warned them and they did nothing. I’ll listen to you. There has to be some common ground we can find. Let me tell you about why I’ve done the things I’ve done. Maybe you can help me find a way to do them better. All I hear about is how brilliant you are. And now I know the lengths you’re willing to go to protect this world. We could do that together, Simon. Just talk to me. We can sit down like adults instead of fighting like children.”

“Gerling,” Simon said, his voice tight with restrained fury. “Kill him.”
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The mysterious cosmic power flowing into Jack Gerling turned him into an overcharged battery, thrumming with power. It pushed him to the very limits of gold-rank physicality, demonstrated as he launched himself at Jason, little more than a blur of movement. Thunder cracked as he breached the sound barrier, only to smash into the dome’s roof an instant later.

The impact was hard enough to dent the magically reinforced steel. It rang like a gong, joining the still-echoing rumble caused by Gerling’s supersonic speed. He pushed himself out of the dome’s new indent and dropped all the way to the floor, landing in a crouch.

“Your boss did you a disservice,” Jason called out over the fading noise. “He fed me a bunch of vampires and now I’m just as juiced up as you. I think he wants to make a point about beating me at my strongest, but he shafted you in the process.”

Gerling glared at Jason but said nothing, instead attacking in another blur of speed. This time, he deflected off Jason and smashed through one of the massive blood vine roots, reducing it to wet pulp. Gerling pulled himself free of the mess, wet with blood from the vine. Jason turned to face him, having not moved from his original position.

“Right now,” Jason continued, “you and I are as strong as my friend Humphrey and fast as my friend Sophie. And, let me tell you, that’s very strong and very fast. The thing about speed and strength like that is they’re hard to handle. When you can bench-press an aircraft carrier but only weigh a couple of times more than regular people, leverage becomes critical. Humphrey’s whole fighting style is built around hitting things without sending himself flying in the other direction.”

Gerling continued the attack, only to once more be sent crashing into the wall.

“Speed is even more complicated,” Jason said. “Managing the momentum is hard enough, but if you put on enough pace, even the physics start going funny on you. If you can’t handle your own speed, it becomes a liability in the face of someone who can. You probably noticed it just then when I backhanded you like I was your pimp.”

Gerling didn’t relent, once more leaping to the attack at the limits of his speed. Jason took a step, slightly shifting the line of his body in relation to Gerling’s trajectory. Gerling tried to adjust, but his own speed became the enemy. He reached Jason, whose slight movement had given him a minor but critical advantage in positioning. It wasn’t much, but at the speeds they were moving, it was enough. An uppercut caught Gerling square in the chin, the power mixing with Gerling’s momentum to send him smashing into the roof for a second time.

“It’s a matter of experience,” Jason explained as Gerling dropped to the floor once more. “Neither of us will be as good as Humphrey at strength management, or Sophie at handling speed. But I’ve trained with both of them, and I’ve had plenty of chances to put myself through my paces at full charge. There was a whole thing with the grim reaper and a space bird and using a Muhammad Ali strategy. Probably not worth going into right now.”

Gerling attacked once more, this time not trying to crash into Jason but approaching at a more measured pace. He swung a fist while too far away for it to land, but Gerling’s entire arm exploded, the force blasting forward like a shaped charge. It was Jason’s turn to leave a dent as he crashed into the wall. Gerling staggered back, largely unfazed but now missing an arm.

“Was not expecting that,” Jason muttered as he peeled himself out of the imprint he’d left in the steel. He looked over at Gerling, who had grown a vine from his shoulder that bulked out and morphed into a fresh human arm.

“Wow,” Jason said. “And I thought my regeneration was impressive. Which it is, now that I say it, but yours is impressive. Your essence powers were fairly explosion-centric, right? Do you still have them?”

“You’ll pay to find out,” Gerling snarled.

Jason grinned and pulled his hood up over his head, shrouding his face in darkness. He drew his sword and held it leisurely at his side.

“Alright, Gerling. Show me what your boss has done to you.”

Gerling’s clothes had already been dirty when Jason arrived, a loose t-shirt and track pants with no shoes. After smashing against walls, the ceiling and through one of the massive vines poking into the room, they were now ragged and stained, with one arm of the shirt missing from the explosion. The pants were further shredded as roots grew out of Gerling’s legs and dug into the steel floor.

Massive vines erupted from the floor around Jason, ripping through steel as if it were paper. They shot at Jason from every angle, boxing him in as he shadow-jumped from one spot to the next. The lighting came from the star motes Jason had produced from his cloak, making the dome a playground of shadows.

Vines erupted from every surface, punching holes in the steel. Soon, the entire room into a complex net of dripping, bloody strands, the blood vines taut and thrumming. The thickest and fastest vines were more like tentacles, growing out of the heavy roots scattered throughout the dome. These vines had bulbs on the end that exploded whenever they got near Jason as he shadow-jumped around the chamber. As for the now immobile Gerling, a tight web of vines had woven a barrier around him to keep him safe.

Jason’s familiars went to work on countering the vines. Gordon stuck close to Jason, his orbs either cutting through vines with beams or turning into a shield to block them or shield Jason from explosions. When Jason shadow-jumped, Gordon would transform into a cloud of orange and blue light, then shoot across the room to rejoin him.

Shade was simply everywhere, yet unseen in the dim light. The ability to drain mana was not something Shade used often, but proved highly effective against the vines, causing them to wither and crumble into dry ash. This made room for Jason to move as the vines continued to fill the available space in the dome, slowly forming an inescapable net.

Jason fought to reclaim space, his sword hacking away like a machete in the jungle. Shadow arms filled the room, growing out of the dark and holding conjured daggers that likewise cut away at the vines. The growth was so prolific, however, that the vines grew faster than they could be cut down.

Afflictions struck the vine network with every blow, but whole sections fell away before the rot spread, protecting the larger organism like a lizard shedding its tail. It made more space for Jason, but also diminished the impact of his most powerful weapon. His afflictions were taking hold, but the vine did a remarkable job of isolating and shucking off the affected areas. When it could regrow with great speed and no limits, it was a worthwhile trade-off.

The roots were more critical to the larger organism, and could not as easily be cast aside. Where Jason’s own efforts to deliver afflictions went poorly, Colin did a much better job. Leeches swarmed the root system, feeding off the blood and power that saturated them. That life force fed Colin in turn, the boundless power of the blood root vine becoming a boundless feast for the swarm. With an endless capacity to devour, the leeches propagated at an astounding pace, until every root was buried under its own swarm.

While Colin’s efforts were slowly taking hold, the vines shooting through the room continued to pin Jason down. Jason’s afflictions cut away vine after vine, their rotted remains dropping to the floor as wet gunk, but there were always more. When no space was left for Jason, Gordon would detonate some of his orbs to clear space, but it was only buying time.

There was no evidence of Gerling having retained his old essence powers, but something had obviously remained. Some aspect of his explosive abilities had been passed onto the vine to which he was now connected. Many of the vines had bulbs that detonated on coming close to Jason, and Gordon couldn’t block them all. Occasionally, Jason would be knocked into a nest of vines that would immediately burrow into his flesh. Energy surged through the vines and into Jason’s body, causing exploding from within. Holes were blasted in his torso and sometimes limbs would be blown off entirely. At one point, his whole head burst like a melon struck by a grenade.

All the damage, even the outright decapitation, grew back almost instantly. Jason had not been idly boasting about his regenerative powers, and his body was flush with life force taken from the vampires. Such rapid recovery expended that life force swiftly, but Jason would also use his life drain magic on the vines to replenish it. With both Jason and the vines growing back as fast as they could harm one another, the battle entered a bloody stalemate.

“How does it feel, Asano?” McKean’s voice boomed through the room. “To face the inevitability of absolute and limitless power?”

Jason’s laughter echoed through the room.

“Did no one tell you, McKean? Facing absolute and limitless power is kind of my thing. That means I can tell you with some authority that what you’ve got here isn’t it.”

Slowly but surely, Jason’s afflictions escalated in severity. This was mostly down to Colin attacking the root network while Jason was too pressured to do the same. As the maledictions permeated the roots, the web of vines filling the room began to rot and crumble. Soon it was collapsing entirely, falling away in wet gobbets to paint the floor in black, viscous goo. The massive roots protruding through the walls were either consumed entirely by Colin or withered and died to afflictions. The woven vine shell around Gerling blackened and softened until it fell apart in clumps.

Eventually, Jason had no more need to run or to fight.

He hovered just above the floor, keeping his feet out of the thick layer of gunk coating it, draining through holes punched in the steel by the vines. Remnants of the vines continuing to rot fell from above, Jason pushing them away with his aura. He drifted towards Gerling, now exposed in the middle of the room. The roots growing out of his legs had inherited the afflictions from the larger organism, passing them onto Gerling himself. Dark veins writhed under his skin as his bloodshot eyes glared at Jason, who raised an arm in Gerling’s direction.

“Your fate is to suffer.”

The taint overtook Gerling’s body in an instant. His expression went blank as his body was reduced to the colour and texture of bog peat and fell apart in clumps. There was nothing like flesh left, just rooted plant material that sloughed away with a horrifying stench of putrescence and decay.

“That wasn’t really the end, was it?” Jason asked.

“No,” McKean’s voice echoed through the room. “I’m not hiding my power anymore, Asano. There is no end to it.”

At that moment, the entire dome imploded.
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Estella cast an eye at the ceiling as the entire room shook.

“What was that?”

“Gerling used to have explosion powers,” Farrah said, not looking up from the computer terminal she was working at. “That was probably him.”

“We’re very deep underground at this point,” Estella said. “In what’s meant to be a secure bunker. If an explosion can shake this whole place, maybe it’s all going to collapse. Maybe it was even designed that way.”

“That would be good thinking on McKean’s part,” Belinda said. “Kill the intruders and bury the evidence, all in one stroke. I wonder if he’s got anti-portal magic embedded in the infrastructure?”

Belinda was holding a magically enhanced assault rifle, pointing it at the scared-looking researchers. The bunker was one large room, with a computer terminal at one end and dormitory-style bunk beds along both walls.

“I’m more interested in the plumbing,” Clive said, looking over Farrah’s shoulder at the monitor. “When we swept the room, you said it was a bathroom through that door, right?”

“I did,” Sophie confirmed.

“How does that work?” Clive wondered. “Is it plumbed? Deep under an abandoned castle in a portion of French countryside uninhabited since the monster surges? That would be immense trouble. Are there water and septic tanks? How do they get filled and emptied?”

“Maybe there’s a magic filter that cleans the content of the septic tank and puts it back in the water tank,” Belinda suggested.

“Okay, of all the reasons that working for McKean is a bad idea,” Estella said, “I think that drinking communal poo water tops the list.”

“Clive, do you know what that is?” Farrah asked, pointing to the screen. “Is this where he’s getting his power?”

“I think it is,” Clive said. “And I do recognise it. I helped design it.”

“Wait, you’re working with McKean?” Belinda asked. “Great, now we have to kill Clive.”

“We do not have to kill Clive,” Farrah said, then gave Clive a suspecting glance. “Do we?”

“No!” Clive said.

“Good,” Farrah said and turned her attention back to the monitor. “So, what is this thing, and how do we turn it off?”

“We can’t turn it off,” Clive said.

“Well, that’s not great,” Sophie said. “Given that’s the whole reason we’re down here. Why can’t we turn it off?”

“It’s the bridge between worlds,” Clive explained. “The one Jason and I built to regulate the flow of magic to Earth. Even if shutting it down were possible, we shouldn’t. If the bridge goes away, the Earth’s dimensional membrane will start breaking down again.”

“And that’s bad, right?” Sophie asked.

“Yes,” Farrah said. “Hole-in-the-universe, planet-wiped-out bad.”

“The bridge is an infinite source of power, at least on a planetary scale. What we need to shut down is whatever McKean is using to tap into that flow of power. Presumably the grid.”

“It is,” Farrah said, pointing at the monitor again. “Look at the energy draw and dispersion. He’s pulling power into the grid from all around the world and distributing as he needs. But we can’t shut down the grid either. Even if we were willing to do that, we can’t do it from here. After the EoA sabotage took the grid down years ago, McKean and I made doing it again a lot harder. We’d have to map out key nodes all over the planet and sabotage them simultaneously.”

“I don’t think that fits our timeframe,” Sophie said.

“Lindy,” Clive said. “We could use some of your innovative thinking right now to dig up a third option.”

“Okay,” Belinda said. She shoved her rifle at Sophie and nodded in the direction of the cowering researchers. “Just point this at them and they’ll stay quiet.”

Sophie took the gun and held it out awkwardly, like some distasteful thing she didn’t want to get any closer.

“I’ve never fired a gun in my life.”

“Then beat them to death with it, I don’t care.”

Sophie shifted her grip to hold the weapon like a club and cast her gaze at the researchers.

“I can do that.”

“I think McKean knows we’re here,” Estella said, looking around as if she could see through the walls. “They’re trying hard to hide their auras, but we’ve got what feel like vampire lords moving in on our position.”


64
SOMETHING JASONY


The arena McKean had chosen for Gerling’s confrontation with Jason had significantly more robust sensors than most of the complex. With magical sensors feeding signals instead of vulnerable cameras, the feeds kept running after the dome chamber was detonated. McKean was not going to allow the livestream to be interrupted, although all that showed on McKean’s monitor bank was dust, lit up by motes of light from Asano’s cloak.

Standing next to McKean’s chair, Magdalyn was watching a different video feed on a tablet she was holding.

“These feeds are looped,” she said. “The rabbit is interfering with your cameras.”

“It doesn’t matter. The ones monitoring the room with Asano are much more resistant to outside influence.”

“But someone else is here.”

“They’re irrelevant. Only Asano matters.”

“We don’t know what they’re doing.”

“But we know what they can’t do. They can’t interfere with the cosmic source, and they can’t interrupt the grid. Those are the only things that matter and they can’t do anything about them.”

“Your people are down there.”

“Asano is obsessed with playing hero. He won’t let them be hurt. And at this point, they are surplus to requirements. As will you be, if you keep complaining about this. If you’re that concerned, go join the rest of your vampire lords in attacking them.”

“What?”

“Didn’t I mention? I sent the vampire lords you held in reserve to deal with our secondary intruders.”

“Are you mad? Farrah Hurin is almost certainly there. She’s killed more vampires than anyone but Asano himself. Why would my vampire lords go after her?”

“They don’t know what they’re going after, just that you told them to.”

“I didn’t!”

“Well, as far as they know, you did. The rabbit is not the only one who can meddle with a communications system.”

Magdalyn stared at McKean, whose gaze did not waver from the monitors, even though they still showed nothing but dust.

“This was your plan all along. Eliminate any loose ends, until only those bound to your vine and your control remained.”

“Yes,” McKean said, disappointment in his tone. “Elizabeth would have picked up on that long before now. It’s why she had to go, shame that it was. You were necessary, for a time, but that time has mercifully passed. Now you can run off and join your vampire lords in attacking whoever Asano has running around my basement. Or you can try to escape alone. I doubt that either path will offer you much longevity.”

“Or I could take your throat out now.”

McKean finally turned to look at the vampire queen looming over him.

“Magdalyn, given what you know about me and how I operate, how do you think that would go? Do you honestly believe that I would have this conversation within arm’s reach of you if I was anything but supremely confident about the outcome?”

Magdalyn glared at him for a long moment, her arms twitching at her sides in their eagerness for violence. Finally, she stormed out, slamming the door behind her.

“I wonder,” McKean mused, then there was a scream from the other room. He sighed as he got up to go check on the seal. The trap wouldn’t have triggered unless she’d attempted to sabotage the seal, and he needed to check that she hadn’t done any actual damage.

“I’m going to need someone else to talk to.”
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Estella watched as Farrah scraped the charred remains of the last vampire lord from her obsidian armour. She wanted to avoid getting any vampire on her when she dismissed the conjured item. Clive and Belinda were standing over a table Belinda had conjured up, looking over notebooks and papers taken from Clive’s dimensional space. Sophie was still watching the researchers, freshly cowed by the battle. Where Farrah had ended the fight painted in magma-scorched vampire, Sophie had remained clean and untouched, despite having fought hand to hand.

Estella was splitting her gaze between Farrah cleaning herself off and the space where the wall containing the door had been. Now it was a magma-scorched hole, with the corridor behind it a burned wreck, white-hot steel still throwing off incandescent sparks.

“That was quite thorough,” Estella said.

“You have to be thorough with vampires,” Farrah said. “Especially with this blood vine nonsense, but these seemed like vanilla vamps. Do you think I got it all?”

She craned her neck to try and see around her armour. Then it vanished and a few globules of ichor she’d missed fell onto her clothes.

“Ah, damn it. Does anyone have some crystal wash?”

“What’s that thing on your arm?” Estella asked.

Farrah held up her wrist that had a black and red marbled stone bracelet. It was glowing with an internal red light that looked a lot like life force.

“This is a trinket I picked up on my last trip to Earth. Growth item, mostly useful when you’re killing vampires. Might not get much use out of it, going forward.”

“I think I have something,” Belinda said, and Farrah moved to join her and Clive at the table.

“These are Clive’s notes on how the dimensional bridge works,” Belinda said. “We can’t shut the bridge down, or the grid. But what if we mess up the power flowing through them?”

“Mess it up how?” Farrah asked.

“This is actually brilliant,” Clive said. “To be precise, Lindy’s idea isn’t to mess up the power, which is raw magic from the astral.”

“Meaning that it’s already messed up,” Lindy said. “Raw, primordial chaos, fresh from the tap. Part of what the bridge does is that it refines that magic and makes it more palatable for Earth’s fragile dimensional membrane. That’s why the magic is slowly repairing the membrane instead of breaking it down, which was the problem they built the bridge to fix.”

“Lindy wants to turn off the mechanism that refines the power. She realised that McKean can only use that magic because it’s been processed down from raw chaos.”

“Meaning that if we stop refining it,” Lindy said, “McKean will be feeding that raw chaos into the blood vine, into the vampires and whatever else he’s hooked up to it.”

“Which will do what, exactly?” Farrah asked.

“Not sure,” Belinda said.

“Which is the part I don’t like,” Clive added.

“It could be a spectrum of results,” Lindy explained. “It might be that everything hooked up to the juice explodes on the spot. Could be that they all turn into hideous astral abominations the next time they try to revive. It might just shut off the resurrection and do nothing else. But it will shut it off, one way or another. That much we’re sure of.”

“Resurrection magic is difficult at the best of times,” Clive said, “which this is not. The Reaper made revival magic much harder a couple of decades ago. Frankly, I’m a little surprised McKean has gotten away with this without intervention, now that he’s tapping into cosmic forces. If there was a death god on this planet, McKean definitely wouldn’t have gotten away with it. Even without that, resurrection magic requires precision, or you come back wrong, if at all.”

“Astral abominations,” Belinda said with a grin.

“Please don’t say that like it’s the desired outcome,” Clive pleaded.

“I don’t want it to happen,” Belinda said. “I’m just saying it would be amazing to see. Tell me you wouldn’t want to see that.”

“I will confess to a certain academic fascination,” Clive conceded, “but⁠—”

“No,” Farrah cut him off. “Bad Clive. No astral abominations, just stay on topic. How do we shut off this raw magic regulator? I didn’t think we could manipulate the dimensional bridge from here.”

“There is one component that we can access,” Clive said. “One intrinsic part of the dimensional bridge that just happens to include the regulatory element.”

“And that is?”

“Jason,” Belinda said. “When he first started building the bridge, he was using a relic given to him by Dawn. That relic, amongst other things, bound Jason intrinsically to the bridge itself.”

“Why?” Farrah asked.

“We don’t know,” Clive said. “But after Jason broke the relic and we had to finish the bridge the hard way, we built on what was already there. And, as you may recall, one of Jason’s many ridiculous abilities is that he stabilises the physical reality around him. The World-Phoenix gave him that power to better deal with astral spaces and transformation zones, but that’s not all it can do. We used that trait of Jason’s to stabilise the raw magic being fed into the dimensional bridge, delivering refined magic to Earth. I was actually quite proud of that idea.”

“Okay,” Farrah said. “I see two problems with this. Firstly, won’t you then be dumping raw magic on the Earth, along with all the vampires?”

“We will,” Clive said, “but the bridge is all but complete now. Earth’s dimensional membrane is much stronger than it was, and it’s almost ready to handle raw magic. That was always the goal. Even if it’s not quite ready there yet, it can handle unrefined magic for a while without suffering real damage. The vampires can’t.”

“Define ‘a while.’”

“A few years. Certainly more time than we need to handle the blood root vine.”

“Alright, that’s good,” Farrah said. “That leaves the other problem. You want to turn off the regulating mechanism.”

“Yes,” Belinda said.

“Lindy, Jason is the regulating mechanism. What exactly does shutting him off entail?”

“We don’t have to shut off Jason,” Clive said. “He should be able to simply stop using that aspect of his power. But he will need a more direct connection to the bridge for that to happen.”

“I thought he was already connected to it.”

“Yes,” Clive said, “but we also established a buffer between Jason and the bridge, so they wouldn’t interfere with each other. We didn’t want Jason going funny because of some astral anomaly, or the bridge going wrong because Jason did something Jasony again. Jason will need something to enhance his connection to the bridge.”

“And you have something for that?” Farrah asked.

Clive and Belinda shared an awkward look.

“Clive, Lindy. What do you need Jason to do?”

“The good news is,” Belinda said, “that there’s something right here that’s connected to the bridge, through the grid.”

“Are you talking about the blood root vine?” Farrah asked.

“Uh, yes,” Clive admitted. “He’s going to have to connect to the blood root vine.”

“And how would he do that?” Farrah asked.

“Unpleasantly, I suspect,” Belinda said.

“It should be within the realm of his abilities as an astral king,” Clive said. “Two of the three core tools of an astral king are an astral throne, which manipulates physical substance, and an astral gate, which manipulates cosmic forces. Using those, he should be able to do the job quite intuitively, using his prime avatar as a medium.”

“Can his prime avatar withstand the kind of power he’ll need to channel through it?”

“Have you ever seen a water balloon burst because it was overfilled?” Belinda asked.

“Sure. You’re saying his prime avatar probably can’t handle that much power.”

“I’m not saying probably. Imagine trying to fill a water balloon with the Pacific Ocean.”
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Steel plates and chunks of concrete were pushed aside as Jason levitated up from within the rubble. He could barely see what was left of the domed chamber as it was filled with a thick dust cloud. Leeches squirmed their way out of the wreckage as both Gordon and Shade also appeared.

He reached out with his aura to probe the room. He sensed fresh roots growing through the walls, free of his afflictions. The vines had detonated the tainted material, having more than enough power to grow back. There was one very prominent aura in the middle of the chamber and Jason floated in that direction. What he found looked like a giant red seed, dripping with blood. As he approached, a naked, dripping wet Gerling ripped his way out.

“You thought you killed me?” he snarled at Jason.

“Nah, mate. You might come back to life more than I do.”

“I can do this forever.”

“Uh, no you can’t.”

“You think you can stop me?”

“Probably. But also, give it a few billion years and the sun will expand, turning this planet into a sauna hot rock.”

“A billion years?”

“Mate, have you actually thought about what immortality means? You can’t just toss around words like ‘forever’ anymore. They have meaning.”

“You can’t fight for a billion years, Asano.”

“You have no idea of the scale on which you’re trying to operate, Jack. That power flowing through you? It doesn’t just dwarf anything on Earth, but the whole damn universe. You’ve touched something that is so vast that the mind can’t comprehend it. Beings that can are so alien that they need interpreters to think like mortals for them. This fight isn’t about vampires or McKean’s small-minded xenophobia. This is me stopping a fool before the real fight begins.”

“Small-minded?” McKean’s angry voice echoed through the room. “I have brought to bear a power so vast that even you can’t imagine it.”

“Yes, McKean. Small-minded. You still haven’t realised that you’re fighting me with my own power.”

“What are you talking about?”

“You want to see power, Simon? Real power? Shade, it’s time for the contingency.”

“Are you sure, Mr Asano? You’ve been holding on to this one for a long time.”

“Simon wants to see power, so power he gets.”

“You want to see power, Asano? I’ll flood a universe of power into you! I’ll blast that body to shreds, over and over until you beg for the release of death! Gerling!”

Vines erupted from all around the room, breaking up through the rubble and darting out of the dust cloud. Jason didn’t dodge as they plunged into his body.
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The picturesque French valley was peaceful and quiet. The cloud ship floating in the sky gave no external indication of the frenzy of commands being issued within. The castle on the ground revealed nothing of the cosmic powers fighting deep in the ground beneath it. Then came a sound, spreading out from the airship to fill the entire valley and spread across the countryside beyond.
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In the command room of Jason’s cloud ship, Michael Mills watched the main screen while listening to his subordinates issue orders and direct battles across the continent. The lieutenant assigned to monitoring the situation around the cloud ship pushed aside one ear of his headphones and turned to address Michael.

“General Mills, sir. There’s some kind of sound outside. It’s very loud, sir.”

“What is it, Lieutenant?”

“I think it’s electric guitar, sir.”

“Electric guitar?”

“Yes, sir. And I think it’s coming from this cloud ship.”

“Patel, what do we have on the McKean feed?”

Patel was the lieutenant assigned to monitor McKean’s livestream.

“Still just dust, sir, and some more cringy villain banter. They’re both boasting about how much more powerful they are than each other.”

Michael walked over to the officer with the headphones and put them on himself. A moment later, he handed them back.

“Yes, that’s electric guitar, Lieutenant.”

“What does it mean, sir?”

“Well, that’s ‘Thunderstruck’ by AC/DC. If I’m not mistaken, it means that Simon McKean is about to get his ass kicked.”


65
A SATISFYING DAY


Jason’s body was a pincushion for blood vines, strung up so thoroughly that he couldn’t move. Gerling walked closer, looking at him in confusion.

“You didn’t dodge. You could have avoided that.”

“Yeah,” Jason said, “but what would be the point? We fight, you lose, and while you’re growing a new body, all the vines I messed up explode and new ones grow. That’s what McKean wanted. To show that I can throw everything I’ve got at you and his creepy gardening project, and it won’t be enough.”

“So, you gave up?”

“No, Jack. I’m going to kill you today.”

“You can’t kill me, Asano.”

“Did Simon tell you that? He probably believed it, to be fair. But he’s wrong about a lot of things, and that’s one of them. I am going to kill you, and not just for revenge. I’m not going to say that you killing my brother, my girlfriend and my mate doesn’t mean anything. Of course it does. I want you dead, Jack, and I want to be the one that killed you. But, at the end of the day, you’re a monster, and I’m the guy who fights monsters.”

“You talk big for a man strung up like a butcher’s carcass.”

“Yeah, well, my friend Clive told me I had to, and he’s generally right about these things. Like I said, there’s no point fighting McKean’s big vine the regular way. Your boss keeps pumping cosmic power into it, and I can’t fight that like a normal essence-user. It’s why he thinks he can win. Thing is, Jack, I’m not a normal essence-user. The same way McKean uses the vine, and you for that matter, I’m using this body. It isn’t me; it’s just a tool. Simon thinks that he’s found some infinite power source, but he doesn’t even realise what he’s tapped into.”

“You have no idea what power I’m calling upon,” McKean’s voice boomed through the room.

“Actually, Simon, you’re the one who doesn’t get it. That power you’re using? That’s my power. The conduit it’s coming through? I built it, with my friend Clive. And this monologue? It bought me the time to tap into that power, through these vines Gerling generously hooked me up to. Now I have a direct line to use that power for myself.”

“WHAT?” McKean bellowed.
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General Mills was watching the live feed that McKean was still broadcasting from under the castle. He turned as his own shadow rose from the floor to turn into Jason Asano’s familiar.

“My apologies, General Mills, but the cloud ship may experience some turbulence over the next few minutes. Mr Asano is going to be exerting the influence of his true self, and he needs the cloud ship as a vessel. If he used his avatar, it would be destroyed immediately. All functionality as a control centre should go uninterrupted, but your people may be subjected to an echo of Mr Asano’s aura.”

“We’ve felt his aura before.”

“No, General Mills. You’ve experienced a facsimile of his aura, but not the real thing. Mr Asano’s prime avatar does not contain his soul, and therefore cannot use his true aura. This cloud vessel is one of Mr Asano’s spiritual domains, and he is going to project his true aura through it.”

“Why?”

“Because his prime avatar’s false aura is insufficient to drag a castle out of the ground.”
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At Gerling’s direction, power flooded through the vines and into Jason’s body. Gerling was connected to the blood vine through roots growing out of his arms and legs, digging through the rubble. He directed more and more power into Jason, whose body was blasted apart by explosions. Limbs flew off and his head detonated, only to regrow in an instant.

“I WILL DESTROY YOU!” McKean screamed, only to be met with Jason’s laughter. “Even your body can’t keep this up, Asano!”

“I think you’ll find it can, Simon. If you want to see what it takes to truly overwhelm this avatar, let me show you what vast cosmic power truly looks like.”

An aura descended on the chamber like the waking of a nightmare god. The mere presence of it shook the walls and stirred the rubble. Its ineffable vastness left Gerling’s eyes wide and gaze blank, his mind shutting down from the domineering force pressing upon it. The roots connecting him to the blood vine snapped and he fell to his knees, trembling and sobbing. Across the entire planet, every person with essence powers saw the same thing.

System Alert: Cosmic Intervention

	[System Administrator] has identified a dimensional infraction and initiated an intervention action. 

	The Hegemon has arisen. Beware his wrath. 
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The pounding noise of hard rock was not the only thing to blast out of the cloud ship and into the valley below. A tyrannical aura reached out like an invisible hand to wrench at the earth. The castle rumbled and shook as earthquake forces tore rents in the ground. Rooves fractured and centuries-old brick crumbled. The entire castle and the land it stood on were dragged into the air, as if plucked up by some unseen deity.

An entire column of earth was ripped up as the castle rose into the air. Bedrock, riddled with the steel and concrete of McKean’s underground complex, was pulled into the air. Thick roots of the blood vine were ripped away, their torn ends dripping red.

Finally, the castle and the column of rock, steel and vines attached to it were dragged clear of the ground. A plume of dust and dirt rushed out of the resulting chasm to spread across the countryside. After floating in the air for a moment, the hovering mass went flying as the invisible power tossed it casually aside. The resulting crash shook the ground, the thunderous sound of it drowning out the music still blasting from the cloud ship.
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The newly created shaft dug deep into the ground, ending in what had once been the dome chamber where Jason and Gerling had fought. The dust had cleared, drawn up and out of the shaft. From above came daylight, with the sun directly overhead in a clear blue sky. As the rumble of the crashing castle faded, sounds of music echoed down as well.

The chamber had already been strewn with rubble, and now there was even more. Jason was still suspended on taut vines sticking out of the walls, now bathed in sunlight from on high. Gerling was still on his knees, making babbling sounds. He’d been struck by falling concrete and steel but showed no indication of noticing.

Within his hood, Jason’s eyes glowed brighter, shifting from blue and orange to ghostly white. Ethereal flames of the same colour started burning their way out of his body, burning up flesh that, this time, did not grow back. Holes appeared across his torso and limbs, ghost fire crawling out to cover his body. The vines jabbing into him tried to yank themselves free, as if scared of the flames. Shadow arms emerged from the rubble to hold them in place.

“WHAT ARE YOU DOING?” McKean’s voice screamed. “HOW ARE YOU DOING THIS? WHAT IS THAT MUSIC?”

Jason didn’t respond. His avatar had been almost entirely consumed, more person-shaped flame left than body. The last remnants burned away and the flames expanded out as a dark shape grew within them, taking on the form of a bird. The bird grew larger, black as the void of space. Motes of silver starlight appeared inside it as the outside continued to be wreathed in ghost fire. It grew larger and larger, until its wingspan was almost too great for the shaft.

The vines still plunged into it flailed madly, as if desperate for escape. They remained trapped as white flames crawled along them, following to where they emerged from the walls and floor of the chamber, seeking out the blood root vine still buried behind them.
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Clive and his team didn’t portal directly into the command centre, but a dedicated room close by.

“Are we just going to leave all those researchers down there?” Estella asked.

“I don’t think they’re going to move,” Sophie said. “Not with the battle taking place over their heads. And if something happens to them, I won’t be crying myself to sleep.”

“We can round them up when this is all over,” Belinda said.

Belinda, Estella and Sophie made their way to a monitor room where various military and civilian brass were watching events, while Clive and Farrah headed for the command room. Inside, they found an array of soldiers looking less than well, ranging from pale to hunched over in their seats. Several Shade bodies were moving around, distributing potion vials.

“What are those?” Farrah asked.

“Mind breeze potions,” Shade said. “They clear the head and enhance mental fortitude.”

“Jory came up with them,” Clive said. “To help people who don’t handle portal travel well, originally, but it would help handle Jason’s aura. Fortunately, it’s not too strong inside the cloud ship.”

“This counts as not too strong?” Michael Mills asked, turning from the monitor where he was observing.

“Trust me that you’re better off in here,” Farrah told him. “You do not want to catch the full force of his aura when he’s using it as a weapon. It’s unnerving enough when he’s using it as a shield.”

“Sir!” one of the operations staff called out. “We’re getting reports of anomalies with the reviving vampires. There’s something wrong with their regeneration.”

“That’s what I wanted to hear,” Michael said. “Where’s that coming in from?”

“The theatres closest to us, sir. Spain and Italy.”

“It’s taking effect quickly,” Clive said. “That’s good, but what exactly is happening to the vampires?”

“Reports are still coming in,” the operator said, “but it looks like they’re just exploding. If the vines try to heal them, it does even more damage instead.”

She continued reading information as it scrolled quickly down her screen.

“Sir, I would recommend issuing a warning. Those pods that form to regrow a full body are basically bombs. Our people are seeing casualties.”

“Comms,” Michael said. “Get that report from the lieutenant and signal all units with the details.”

“Yes, sir.”

Michael glanced at Farrah and Clive.

“Put the McKean feed up on the main screen, please.”

A moment later, a massive bird appeared on the screen, made of darkness and filled with motes of starlight. Its entire body was limned with ghostly fire.

“We were a little distracted with the falling over and vomiting,” Michael told Farrah and Clive. “Can either of you tell me what is going on down there?”
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The ghost fire phoenix flared with blinding light and then was gone. In its place was Jason’s prime avatar, restored to its normal state. His cloak was absent and his body was coated in a thick layer of blood that congealed and dried into his usual combat robes. His eyes, still blazing with ghostly flames, set on the cowering Jack Gerling.

The power of Jason’s true aura had been withdrawn, once more contained to his astral kingdom. Sanity returned to Gerling’s eyes, but fear that would never leave was carved into them. Jason slowly walked toward him and he scrambled to get away. Shadow arms reached out from the rubble to pin him down, and soon he found himself kneeling before Jason.

Jason looked down at Gerling, who, of all McKean’s minions, was the one most closely bound to the blood root vine. Jason could sense the volatile power of raw magic coursing through him, threatening to tear him apart. Gerling looked up at Jason, no defiance left.

“I told you, Jack,” Jason said softly.

He reached out, gently touching a fingertip to Gerling’s forehead. Gerling explosively liquefied, erupting away from Jason to paint a red cone on the rubble. The white fire in Jason’s eyes dimmed and they returned to their normal blue and orange.

Jason looked up. The sun had been blocked out by the cloud ship floating over the hole, and the music was echoing loudly down the shaft.

“It’s not a bad trick, Simon. You had cosmic power on tap, so using it to create a proto-astral space as a safe room was a clever idea. But proto-spaces are unstable at the best of times, and yours just got a dose of unmitigated chaos. You need to come out, or you’ll die when it collapses on you.”

McKean’s response was broadcast through the room, but it was breaking up like a bad radio signal.

“How did you do this?”

“I did tell you the power was mine. I just wasn’t using it because I’ve got that kind of power shooting out of me like last night’s curry. That doesn’t mean you get to wave it around like you’re a toddler with a chainsaw. Now your toys are broken, but people are still out there dying because you couldn’t tolerate that I exist. Now I find that my tolerance for your existence is running short. That being said, and putting aside everything you’ve done, you’re a brilliant man. The Earth is going to need people like you, and sooner than I’d like. For that reason, and despite my immense distaste for the prospect of you living past the next few minutes, if you get out here and come along quietly, we can discuss getting you the Nazi scientist deal. But if I have to go in there and get you, I’m going to have a satisfying day, and you’re going to have your last one.”

“I’m not surprised that you noticed my astral space. I know that you have a power that will let you walk right in, regardless of what traps and seals I’ve placed on the aperture, so I’m coming out.”

A few moments later, a portal appeared in the air. It was a round, shimmering plane of energy, twitchy and unstable. Simon McKean walked out, in jeans and a button-down shirt with a satchel slung across his shoulder. He looked Jason square in the eye.

“Here we are, face to face,” Jason said. “Is it everything you hoped for?”

“Can you at least shut off that idiot music?”

“You wanted power, McKean. Instead of getting a bunch of people killed, you could have just cranked out some Acca Dacca. There’s not much on Earth more powerful than that.”

“You really are an idiot, aren’t you? Which works out for me, as it happens. You see, there is something about proto-spaces that you seem to have forgotten, Asano. Which is a little embarrassing for you, given how many you dealt with, back in the day.”

“Oh? And what’s that?”

“That they accumulate monsters. And when that proto-space collapses, those monsters become a monster wave.”

A magical sphere sprang into place around McKean as the portal behind him shuddered before imploding into nothingness.

“Normally,” McKean said, “it would take time for the space to collapse and the monsters to manifest. I managed to accelerate the process, using that power you’re so insistent is yours. Goodbye, Asano. Enjoy the monsters.”

Jason’s aura flooded down the shaft from the cloud ship hovering over it. McKean winced as it struck him.

“Why didn’t…” he muttered, and pulled a stone slate the size of a computer tablet from his satchel. He traced the magical diagram engraved on it and he flickered in and out of existence for a moment, before solidifying again.

“See that cloud ship up there? That’s one of my domains, and I can extend its influence a little, enough to reach down here. And in my domain, you don’t teleport unless I allow it.”

Jason moved his head to gesture behind McKean. Simon turned to see an expanding vortex of rainbow light where the portal had been. He scrambled away, stumbling on the rubble.

“Nazi scientist deal, Simon. Last chance.”

“Fuck you, Asano.”

Jason looked up. The cloud ship was an inverted pyramid, with a giant eye on each side. All four eyes were closed, until Jason tilted his head and one of them opened. Blue and orange light filled the shaft like floodwater. McKean fell to the ground and rolled into a sitting position. He watched as the light disintegrated the rubble, dissolving magically reinforced steel and concrete like aspirin in a glass of water. He felt the shield around him tremble. He looked at Asano, now standing over him, unaffected by the beam.

Behind Asano, light from the still-expanding rainbow vortex clashed with the light from the cloud ship. Monsters were spilling out of the vortex, only to be swiftly annihilated by the energy filling the shaft.

“That’s quite a shield, Simon. Did you make that? You truly are a waste of potential. Unfortunately for you, this weapon is designed to breach shields the size of a city. When yours breaks, it’ll be all over. Do you have any last words?”

“Asano, you can kill me, but you’ve still lost.”

“Is that so?”

“Your grip on this planet relies on one thing: people believing that you’re invincible. I may have lost this fight, but I showed the world that a fight is possible, and that’s all they needed. Humanity won’t lie down for a tyrant. Not if there’s even a chance of rising up. I showed them that a chance does exist, and they will seize it. It might take generations, but humanity will rebel against you, Asano, until they finally find a way to destroy you.”

Jason sighed.

“It would be nice if we had that kind of time. Goodbye, Simon.”

The beam surged and the shield broke. Simon’s body was disintegrated before he could feel the pain.

The music stopped.


66
A FIGHT SHE’S ALREADY WON


Jason watched as the blue-orange light gushing down the shaft disintegrated McKean’s body. Behind him, monsters continued to pour out of the rainbow-coloured manifestation that was McKean’s collapsed astral space. They were variations of plant monsters, often dripping with blood. Almost all were silver-rank and swiftly annihilated by the gold-rank siege weapon still beaming down from above. The scant few golds were immediately inundated by swarming leeches, and brought down to be slowly devoured.

Jason watched as a large plant pod grew up from the floor, pushing its way up through the steel and concrete debris. It undulated as something pushed from the inside, trying to get out. A hand tore its way free and then ripped the hole wider. A naked, bloody Simon McKean stumbled out, looking confused. He stared at Jason without recognition, then fell to the ground in a seizure. His body bulged and blistered, as if being inflated with scalding hot air.

Gordon arrived in front of Jason as a cloud of blue and orange sparks that coalesced into his normal body, surrounded by floating orbs. Three of those orbs turned into shields, interposing themselves between McKean and Gordon right before McKean exploded. The first shield shattered and the second was damaged but held. McKean’s liquefied remains painted a red circle, broken only where it struck the shields.

The manifestation of rainbow light shrank as the outpouring of monsters slowed to a trickle and finally stopped. The silver-rank monsters were swiftly dispatched by the beam, while the golds were much harder to kill. They remained buried under leech mounds, scattered amongst the piles of rubble and the dead silver ranks.

The massive beam from above cut off, leaving the chamber in shadow. The cloud ship blocked much of the sunlight coming down the shaft, a few beams cutting past to pierce the chamber like blades in the dark. The ground was covered in dead monsters, semi-dissolved from the beams. In about an hour, when the monsters started to break down, the chamber would be wretched with rainbow smoke.

Another plant pod rose out of the ground to spawn a second ill-fated copy of McKean’s body. It met the same fate as the first, soon reduced to red splatter on the ground. As a third pod grew, a drone floated down from the cloud ship to hover near Jason.

“Dad, General Mills wants to talk with you.”

“Put him through.”

“Mr Asano,” Michael’s voice came through the drone. “The fighting is going well, but we have a fresh problem. The vampire forces are getting warped and exploding, but they still aren’t dying. They aren’t really fighting back anymore, and their own attempts at regeneration are killing them, but once they get killed, they keep regrowing and exploding.”

“I’m seeing it too,” Jason said. “The magic is still being fed into the vine, but it’s hurting more than helping. It seems that McKean tried to make himself immortal as well. Hold on a moment, General.”

As another pod grew out of the floor, Jason gestured Gordon aside as the familiar moved to shield Jason again. Jason conjured a knife to cut a vertical opening in the pod, his hands getting filthy as he yanked the cut open to reveal a fresh McKean clone. He grabbed the clone’s face and its whole body melted instead of exploding. The pod collapsed and no new one grew in its place.

“General,” Jason said to the drone. “I’ve literally ripped McKean’s control node out of the ground, so that magic will eventually reach the point where it’s too incompatible to resurrect them anymore. I can accelerate that process in person, now that I’ve deepened my connection to the magic fuelling it, but it will take time to propagate through the whole vine system.”

“Is there any way to speed that up? The longer we have to fight, the more casualties we face as our people get tired and our resources run low.”

Jason looked around at the room piled high with monsters. Leeches squirmed their way out of the rubble to feast on them, in numbers greater than Colin had ever built up to before. It only took a short while for the room to be drowning in them.

“I might have a solution, General, but I’m not sure how long it’s going to take. In the meantime, focus on containing the threat and avoiding casualties.”

“Already happening. Keep me updated, Mills out.”

“What’s the plan?” Nik asked through the drone.

“Colin, I need to speak with you,” Jason said.

A cluster of leeches left the monster they were consuming to meld together into a blood clone with Jason’s face.

“What’s up?” Colin asked, gesturing around the room. “I’m kind of in the middle of cleanup here.”

“You shouldn’t be able to propagate this much until diamond rank,” Jason said. “Has feeding on the blood root vine given you a boost?”

“You know, if more people used life force and chaos magic as a dressing, I could really come around on salads. Aunty Erika’s a chef. Do you think she’d⁠—”

“No,” Jason said. “I don’t think she would. How long do you think you can keep increasing your biomass?”

“It’s not going to last long,” Colin said. “Going over my usual limit burns through the magic I’m feeding on pretty fast. I have to keep feeding on the vine to maintain it.”

“Then keep feeding. Keep spreading and devour the whole vine, until it’s gone completely.”

Colin raised his eyebrows.

“Really?”

“Really. Go forth and multiply, my son.”

“I just want to be clear, because you’re always saying, ‘Colin, don’t devour all life on Earth,’ and stuff like that.”

“I’m not, actually, but suddenly, it feels like I should. Colin, don’t devour all life on Earth. Just the vine. And maybe the vampires. And McKean’s plant abominations, but don’t get in the way of the Earth forces. You can come off as scary.”

“I’m not scary!”

Jason patted him on the head and Colin failed to suppress a bashful grin.

“Everyone knows that you’re the best boy, Colin, but people are very worked up today. I don’t want anyone to do anything stupid and get eaten.”
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Cleaning up the full forces of the vampires took days. A week later, main combat operations had come to an end, but scattered vampires were still being hunted across the planet. These were the ones that hadn’t followed the vampire lords into joining with McKean, and hadn’t been bound to the blood vine. The grid being able to track them meant that there was nowhere for them to hide.

Jason and his team had participated in the hunt. Where they could, they captured them and sent them to the Asano clan’s vampire city for treatment. For the most part, however, they were hunted down and killed. Earth was ready for the vampire threat to be finally over.

Annabeth Tilden lived a perpetually busy life, managing the political ramifications of Jason running around the Earth like a mad demigod. One day, he was insisting he wanted no part of human affairs, and the next, he was trying to reshape civilisation. The formation of the Earth Defence Joint Initiative had multiplied her workload, culminating in their first major operation.

Fortunately, Anna was far from alone in her efforts. Danielle Geller had done an astounding job of coming to grips with Earth politics, and Li Li Mei had also proven more than capable. The Chinese woman was one of the few with political experience in both worlds, and had proven herself to be a useful, if ruthless, asset.

Anna approached Jason’s suite of rooms in the clan tower in Saint-Étienne, but there was no door to knock on. One would only appear if Jason was willing to see you. An empty doorway did form at Anna’s approach and she walked through. The room she arrived in had a work desk in the corner, but was clearly an afterthought. Dominating the large room was a gaming table that looked like a pool table, but had no holes for the balls. The walls were mostly covered in shelves stuffed full of board games, along with what looked like racks for yoga mats, but with gaming mats rolled up in them instead. There were also paintings that she recognised, courtesy of her art curator wife, as having been painted by Dawn.

The back wall didn’t exist, the room opening directly onto the balcony. She found Jason out there with his hands on the railing, looking out over the city.

“Was McKean right?” he asked without turning around as she approached. “Has the world been waiting for a sign that fighting me was possible before they rose up and did just that?”

“McKean, like many intelligent people, had an idea in his head about the way the world works that was more in line with how he thought it should work. That’s not to say that there aren’t a lot of powerful people that would like you gone, but you aren’t at the top of their list. You’ve been pushing to advance magitech while enhancing and unifying military power. They don’t like how much you’ve resisted efforts to centralise that power, but they accept that you are the price of the changes you’ve brought about.”

“They aren’t worried that I’m centralising that power in myself?”

“They realise, especially after the last week, that you don’t need to. That your personal power is essentially unfathomable. It really didn’t help when they saw you telling your pet apocalypse beast not to devour all life on Earth.”

He finally turned to look at her.

“I figured that McKean’s broadcast would end when I destroyed his astral space. I didn’t know that Nik was going to take over the feed and keep broadcasting. No one was meant to see that.”

“Regardless, if the traditional Earth power holders could get rid of anyone, it wouldn’t be you. It would be Boris Ketland. Now that he’s openly leading the Cabal, they’ve become highly aggressive with their economic and social programs. He’s toppled governments and cut some of the world’s most exploitative business practices off at the knees.”

“I’ve toppled governments too.”

“It’s not a competition to see who can most aggravate the world’s richest and most powerful people, Jason.”

“Maybe it should be.”

“The richest and most powerful person in the world is you.”

“You say that like you’ve never seen a hypocrite before.”

She rolled her eyes.

“You’re right to wonder about the reaction to your confrontation with McKean. He wanted to show the world something, it just didn’t end up being what he thought. Like most things, the reality was more nuanced than what he expected. He thought he could rally the world, but nothing really can. Whether it’s McKean’s imagined rebellion against you, or your EDJI program, there are always those who are dead set against it. Some people hate you, others love you. That hasn’t changed.”

“Something has.”

“What makes you say that?”

“The prayers.”

“What prayers?”

“People pray to me, Anna.”

“People pray to a lot of things. Statues. Wishing wells. Astrological signs. What makes you think more people are praying to you?”

“I hear them.”

“You eavesdrop on people praying to you?”

“It’s not eavesdropping, Anna. I hear them. The prayers.”

“You hear prayers?” she asked, scepticism heavy in her tone. “Jason, do you think you’re God?”

“I’m not God, Anna. I’m not even a god. I just occasionally do some things that normally only gods do.”

“Well, I guess there’s a video trending of you turning into a giant space bird, so why not this? What does it even matter if you can hear prayers? You don’t answer them, do you?”

“Of course not.”

“Then don’t go around telling people you do god things. Dealing with the various religions on your behalf is already a pain. I’ve had the New Vatican crawling up my butt all week about the old Vatican. They think you’re going to take it over, the way you did Saint-Étienne. Which the reconstituted French government have been hammering me about, by the way. Again. People are already looking to carve up Europe, before we’ve even finished scraping the vampires off of it.”

“I’m afraid your issues with the world religions are about to get worse, Anna.”

She closed her eyes and let out a long, slow breath.

“Jason, what did you do?”

“I’ve already told you that something big was coming after the vampires. That I’ve been carefully restricting information.”

“Yeah. Even from yourself, you said, which still makes no sense.”

“That time is over now. I need you to get things ready for me to make a presentation. I need to tell the world what’s coming, and I’m going to explain it all. What’s happening, why it’s happening, and how we got here. How I got here.”

“I don’t suppose you’d like to give me some advanced warning?”

“I will. Right now, I’ve only shared it with my team, but I intend to share it with those working for me, clan leadership and my Pallimustus allies first. The short version is that the other world’s goddess of Knowledge has been preparing to invade the Earth for half a millennium, and she used me as a key part of that plan.”

“Can’t you stop her?”

“No. That’s the problem with an entity who has what amounts to infinite power and knowledge: she makes very good plans. Even in my lifetime, I’ve accidentally thrown a few wrenches in the gears, but she has contingencies and adapts. The only thing that could actually stop her would be to destroy the bridge between the two worlds.”

“The one McKean was using?”

“Yes.”

“It sounds like the thing is more trouble than it’s worth.”

“It isn’t. Without it, the Earth gets destroyed. Knowledge set that into motion as the first step of her plan. The final step is me going back to Pallimustus and completing the bridge, opening the Earth for invasion. Not only can I not fight her, but I have to keep helping her. I’ve been told for a long time now that there’s a fight coming that I can’t win, but the truth is that I can’t fight it at all. I even have to work for the bad guy, and there’s nothing I can do about it. That’s how good her plan is. The truth was kept from me by my own allies so that I wouldn’t do something extreme, and they were right to do so. If I’d learned this when I was younger, I’d have done something breathtakingly stupid and gotten a lot of people killed in the process. Probably would have gotten the whole planet wiped out, and a good chunk of the universe with it.”

“There’s nothing you can do to stop this?”

“There was something I could try, but the risk is too high. I would have taken that risk, once upon a time, but I’ve seen too many people suffer the consequences of my ‘bold heroism.’ Some things you just have to live with.”

“So, what? You’re just going to go off and help some goddess invade the Earth?”

“Yes. It’s a fight she’s already won. You knew that something like this was coming, Anna. The world knew. I was turning the Earth into a unified weapon, and it wasn’t hard to figure out why. Now, it’s time to share the details.”

“There was a hope that you were getting the planet ready to act more as a deterrent to invasion.”

“No. War is coming, and it’s time to tell the world everything.”


67
WORSE THINGS


Rufus was seated at an outdoor tea house with Clive, Lorelei and a handsome Pakistani man. He looked at the person who had just stopped at their table and let out a sigh.

“Oh,” Jason said, surprise on his face. “Fancy bumping into all of you here.”

“Yes,” Rufus agreed. “It is funny. What brings you here, Jason?”

“Oh, I was just out on a stroll.”

“In Islamabad.”

“You know me: man of the world. G’day, Lorelei. Clive.”

“Hello, Jason,” Lorelei said while Clive just shook his head.

Jason held his hand out to the fourth person at the table.

“I don’t believe we’ve had the pleasure. I’m Jason Asano.”

“I’ve heard a lot about you,” the man said as he shook Jason’s hand.

“Don’t believe what Rufus tells you about me,” Jason said. “Even if I could get the chicken, the goat and the snake to be friends, I’m not going to waste that much sesame oil.”

The man wrinkled his face in confusion.

“What?”

“I vaguely recall hearing that Rufus was seeing someone. I think they said you were a doctor?”

“That’s right,” the man said. “I’m⁠—”

“Jason, who told you?” Rufus interrupted.

“Oh,” Farrah said as she wandered along the street. “Fancy meeting all of you here.”

“Why did I even ask?” Rufus muttered to himself.

“G’day, Farrah,” Jason said. “I was just meeting Rufus’ new friend. Turns out he’s a doctor, but I didn’t catch his name yet.”

Rufus buried his face in his hands.

“My name is Hassan Dukhtar,” the man said.

“Hold on,” Jason said. “Your name is Handsome Doctor?”

“Hassan Dukhtar,” Hassan corrected.

“Which, more formally, would make you Doctor Handsome Doctor.”

“It’s Hassan Dukhtar.”

“That’s what I said. Doctor Handsome Doctor.”

“No, it’s⁠—”

“Don’t,” Rufus said. “Just don’t. Jason, please go away before I tell the Americans about your little trips to Sandwich, Massachusetts.”

“How did you…? Fine. But it’s genuinely nice to meet you, Doctor Dukhtar. That was some courageous medic work you did last week. Not many would risk walking into a vampire war zone like that. You saved a lot of lives.”

“Uh, thank you. And, I guess, thank you for turning into a bird and doing… something. It wasn’t really clear what was going on in the video, but I’m told it was very important.”

“Come on,” Farrah said, giving Jason a push. “Let’s leave them to their double date.”

“Thank you so much for this,” Rufus told her with the opposite of sincerity.

“Look at it this way,” Farrah told him. “At least you can bring him home now, instead of avoiding clan territory to hide him from Jason.”

Farrah dragged Jason off while Rufus hung his head.

“Well,” Hassan said. “That wasn’t nearly as bad as I was expecting, after the big deal you made about it.”

“Oh, fancy meeting you here,” Arabelle Remore said as she strolled along the street with her husband.

“Hello, son,” Gabriel said. “Who’s your new friend?”

Further along the street, Farrah glanced back and chuckled.

“It’s a shame,” she said, “Gary would have loved that.”
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Jason let out a sigh.

“I’m sorry, Travis.”

Ahead of the presentation Jason was going to give, he and Farrah had sat down Travis Noble and told him everything. They were in the steampunk city in the Saint-Étienne astral space, at a rooftop café.

“I trust my wife, Jason.”

“I’m glad,” Jason said. “I’ve seen nothing to make you think you should do otherwise.”

“I’ve known her for a long time,” Farrah said. “The years we worked together, building the Sky Link Network. Gabrielle is a friend, but this has to happen. She knows that Jason sees everything in his domains. She knows what Shade can do. If she did do anything, she would be extremely careful. We have to know what side she’s on, Travis.”

Travis sat in silence for a long time, his head bowed. Jason and Farrah shared a glance, but didn’t interrupt his thoughts. When Travis placed his hands on the table and looked up, they turned their attention to him again. When he spoke, his tone was low and soft, his anger pressed iron flat.

“I understand what you’re telling me. It makes sense. If you’re telling me the truth, and I have every faith that you are, then you can’t not do this. But I can’t help but hate you a little for it.”

Jason nodded.

“That’s fair.”

“I won’t help you. I won’t be a part of it. I’d warn her if I could, but I know you can stop me.”

Jason stared at his friend, searching his expression. Travis met his gaze with eyes full of challenge.

“Go, Travis. Tell her we’re coming. Warn her.”

“Jason…” Farrah said.

“No,” Jason said. “Travis, go find your wife.”

Travis stared at them for a moment before getting to his feet and hurrying off, without further words. Jason and Farrah were left on the rooftop, looking at each other.

“If she’s been playing us,” Farrah said, “she’s going to warn the others.”

“If she hasn’t, she’s going to warn them anyway.”

“Then what are you doing? We brought Travis here specifically so he’d realise that he has no chance to intervene. Why would you then go and give him one?”

“He’s earned the courtesy, and so has she. Also, I wanted you to be authentically unhappy when I changed the plan. Helps sell it.”

“Jason, what did you do?”

“I think most of the Knowledge clergy we brought with us have no idea what their goddess is up to. Her true agents might not even be amongst them. It’s how I’d do it. They know about Shade and have certainly taken countermeasures. But if Gabrielle sets the cat amongst the pigeons, they might slip up in the chaos. Give Shade a chance to find something they’ve managed to hide from him so far.”

“Jason, you’re bit of a manipulative prick.”

“Come on, Farrah. We both know I’m worse things than that.”
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Gabrielle Pellin woke up to find her husband’s side of the bed empty. She extended her aura senses to find him walking up the stairs. A moment later, he entered their bedroom with a luxurious tray of food.

“I’m sorry I fell asleep before you got home,” he told her.

“I didn’t want you to wait up. I got in late.”

She glanced at the clock.

“Very late. Barely a few hours ago.”

“Then you definitely need this,” he said, setting the tray down over her lap.

Travis happily watched his wife dig into the food. She looked at his goofy grin and shoved some crispy bacon in his mouth. He munched on it happily, but his smile soon faded to worry.

“Did you warn your people?”

“I did. I doubt any of Knowledge’s clergy are still in clan territory by now.”

“Except for you.”

“I can’t run. This city is his eyes, ears and hands. All I can hope is that he doesn’t stop the others.”

“I don’t think he will. If he was going to jump on them, why would he have brought me into his astral space and given me the chance to warn you? I mean, he explicitly told me to.”

She sat up straight from where she was lounging against a stack of pillows.

“He told you to?”

“Yeah, and Farrah wasn’t happy about it.”

She closed her eyes and winced.

“Damn it.”

“What?” Travis asked.

“Jason was never after me. He was trying to flush out a real spy.”

“There’s a real spy?”

“Not that I’m aware of, but he doesn’t know that. He’s always been so fast to distrust her, even with all she’s done for him.”

“Should you warn your people again?”

“No, the damage is done.”

An hour later, Travis and Gabrielle were downstairs in the kitchen when a knock came at the door. Moments later, an unhappy Travis was letting Jason inside. When they reached the kitchen, Gabrielle was making tea. She looked up and met eyes with Jason.

“I’d rather not drag this out,” he said.

“It’s not like I can stop you,” she told him.

“It might be best if you’re sitting down.”

She sat at the table and nodded at him. He nodded back and his aura came crashing down, not from his avatar but the city itself. It was silent, yet somehow blocked out the sound.

Did you know?

Jason’s question came from the aura itself, somehow. Gabrielle shook her head and managed to voice a denial she didn’t hear. Then it was over. The moment passed and she slumped into her chair.

“Satisfied?” she asked, sweating as if she’d just run a marathon.

“I am. And I’m sorry.”

“I don’t betray, Jason. Not my goddess, not my husband and not even your hospitality.”

“I believe you. But you know what she’s doing now, right?”

“According to you. I don’t share my husband’s confidence in your judgement, but that doesn’t mean I think you’re lying. I just think you’re wrong.”

“You’ve never seen something that made you question? Never had doubts?”

“Everyone has doubts, Jason, but they don’t matter. That’s why they call it faith.”
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Asano Academy was the premier educational institution for magic on planet Earth. Granting access to international students had been one of the strongest cards the clan had to play while building their influence. The full-time staff included Emi, Clive, Belinda and Lorelei, although many in Jason’s circle gave guest lectures or held special events. People would fly across the world to hear Jason lecture on auras, or to attend a Rufus workshop on the integration of physicality and magic.

Jason and his close circle were no strangers to the academy, but having so many on campus at the same time caused a stir. No event had been announced, but many prominent figures had gathered. There were otherworldly adventurers and key figures from the clan. There were messengers and Cabal members, and even a couple of interdimensional former pirates.

Jota Withers and his second in command, Natala Spiro, had surrendered themselves and their dimension ship to Jason on his return to Earth. That vessel had been heavily reverse-engineered, providing much of the magitech in Earth’s new airship fleet. Jota had been given back command of the ship for the battle with the vampires, acquitting himself well.

The attendees arrived on campus in small groups, lingering in the main quad. Students and staff alike came to observe, some of the bolder ones making an approach. Soon the more famous people were surrounded, from an uncomfortable-looking Humphrey to a shamelessly attention-hogging Nik.

There was a three-person contingent from the Cabal, led by Boris Ket Lundi himself. With him was the were-crocodile troll, Darryl, and an essence-user from New Zealand named Koa. One of the people pulled from Earth to Pallimustus, he’d followed his new friend Darryl into the Cabal on their return. With his natural talent and friendly relations with Jason, he’d become a key figure in the Cabal’s small contingent of essence-users.

Jason greeted Darryl and Koa warmly.

“Gentlemen, it’s been a while. How have you been?”

“It’s been an interesting week,” Darryl said. “They had us in Egypt. Turns out those vine things had crawled right under the Mediterranean.”

“It was a nasty business,” Jason said.

“Not as nasty as your familiar,” Koa said. “We were happily fighting some vampires that were going weird or exploding when your familiar starts bursting out of the ground like we’d struck oil that wants to eat people.”

“There’s nothing wrong with Colin. He’s a good boy.”

“He’s a sanguine horror,” Boris said. “Messengers completely abandoned planets that had just one of them. And they use apocalypse beasts as weapons of mass destruction.”

“He’s still a good boy.”

Tera Jun Casta and Jali Corrik Fen also joined the gathering, the two messengers visibly wary of Boris. They had both left behind the messenger civil war, and even if Boris was on the side they nominally supported, he was ultimately still a soldier in the Orthodoxy war. While they had come at it from different directions, and neither shirked from a fight, both women wanted lives that had nothing to do with that war.

The Network factions, global governments and the EDJI had only a single representative. With the arrival of Michael Mills, Jason headed for one of the smaller lecture halls and the rest of the group followed. A few of the observers tried to follow, only to be politely but firmly rebuffed by Shade at the main doors.

Inside the lecture hall, people were claiming seats. Jason approached Michael and shook his hand.

“I’m glad you could come, General. I know the last week has been a lot busier for you than for me.”

“You’re not as glad as the brass back home,” Michael said. “Having one of their own on this sneak preview of your presentation next week has made my government very happy.”

“Don’t let them get too happy. The rest of the world will be getting discreet leaks before the main event, so no one is distractingly surprised on the day. While it’s always amused me to drop info bombs and watch people react, I’ve been told that it’s not the best way to get what I want. Also, that it’s immature. To be honest, Michael, I want you to know what you’re up against, as soon as you can. You did a fine job against the vampires, and you know the reward for a job well done.”

Michael snorted a laugh.

“Yeah, another damn job.”

Jason grinned and slapped him on the arm. Seeing that most people had found a seat, he made his way to the front of the room. Once everyone was seated, all eyes turned to him and the room went quiet.

“I have a lot to talk about today,” he told them. “I’m going to ask you to keep questions to a minimum while I go through it all, and then I’ll answer them at the end. I’m also going to cover everything. Some of you will have already heard parts of what I’m going to tell you, but almost no one here knows it all.”

He glanced at Farrah.

“Almost all of you will learn some new things today, and most of you will learn a lot. I don’t think any of you are going to like it.”

He panned his eyes across his audience, his expression grim.

“Alright, let’s begin.”


68
A ROOM FULL OF HANDS


Jason looked out at the audience in the lecture hall.

“For those who don’t know, the cosmos is governed by entities called great astral beings. They aren’t gods, although the distinction doesn’t matter right this second. What does is that they embody and manage the fundamental functions of the cosmos. Life, death, time, magic. Not just in one world or even one universe, but in all of them. One of these beings, the Builder, is responsible for the creation of universes. You’ll want to remember him for later.

“The great astral beings are infinitely powerful. They are only restricted by the rules that govern their authority to use their otherwise limitless power, and those rules are embodied in something called the Cosmic Throne. It’s not something that has a monarch sitting on it making judgements, but more like an active embodiment of the cosmic laws.

“The thing about great astral beings is that they’re a lot like corporations. Legally, they’re people, but the truth is that they’re faceless entities that need actual people to do the day-to-day work for them. Also like corporations, they hate being regulated. For that reason, they decided to switch from an externally imposed regulatory system to voluntary self-regulation. In their case, that meant getting together and smashing the Cosmic Throne so it stopped bothering them.

“This was an action with significant repercussions, and the great astral beings knew that. They didn’t like the restrictions imposed on them by the throne, but there had to be some rules or the cosmos would go immediately to pot. Even they understood that anarchy is not something you want governing the laws of physics or time or life and death. They replaced the throne’s influence with a series of pacts between themselves. This allowed them to monitor and limit one another, but with the freedom that had led them to sundering the throne in the first place.

“As with any industry that self-regulates, the corruption began immediately. The great astral beings, freed from the laws that bound them, immediately started doing things that many of their peers didn’t care for. They had the pacts that bound their behaviour, but each and every one of them had included concessions and loopholes that made the restrictions placed upon them extremely malleable. In their desire to be liberated from restriction, they discovered that the strictures binding them had been in place for better reasons than they realised.

“Some immediately came to regret the sundering of the throne, while others revelled in their newfound freedom. This included the Builder, who had always suffered under very strict rules when it came to creating universes. With the throne no longer binding him, he was free to experiment. One such experiment was the creation of the twin universes in which most of us in this room were born. It began with a singularity, a seed of reality crafted from repurposed fragments of older designs. A chimera universe. Then he created a second seed that was identical, aside from one difference: one universe would be rich in magic and the other poor. As you have no doubt surmised by this point, those universes would ultimately come to contain Earth and Pallimustus. Each universe developed in almost identical fashion, with only relatively trivial differences. They might seem broad to us, but on a universal scale, they are almost nothing.

“The broadest differences are the result of the magic levels that differentiate the two universes. Perhaps the most impactful is that one world has gods and the other does not, as gods are living magic. Gods are akin to what we would recognise in Greek or Norse myth. The more broadly scoped gods of our monotheistic religions are closer to the great astral beings I’ve already mentioned. Those beings span the entire cosmos, while gods belong to one world. There’s some wiggle room on that with sun and moon gods, but it’s mostly a single-planet jurisdiction.

“This experiment with two worlds was a step too far for the great astral beings. It was exactly the kind of thing that the Cosmic Throne had prevented. They knew that if they left the Builder’s actions unchallenged, it would lead to anarchy as the network of agreements they had made would fall apart. As a result, they punished the Builder. You can’t kill an immortal, but you can sanction them, which means to change them in some way. What they did with the Builder was take his power, his authority, and give it to a mortal. They didn’t choose well, but we’ll get to that later.

“The next thing you need to understand is outworlders. Sometimes, magical accidents can briefly connect worlds, dragging one or more people from one world to another. It can happen anywhere, but with the connection between Earth and Pallimustus, it happens more frequently.

“I’m taking the time to explain all this because you need to understand what is coming. There is a god, Knowledge. Or goddess; their gender is interchangeable, depending on local beliefs and customs. What matters is that Knowledge knows everything that everyone on her world knows. Which means that the moment an outworlder arrives from Earth, Knowledge knows everything they know. And at some point, she devised a plan.

“I don’t know when she came up with it. The earliest I know of her acting on the plan is around half a millennium ago. It began with another god, Purity, and this is the part where my information is the haziest. I’m working with second-hand information about events that took place centuries ago, and gods aren’t big on recording their own history for later perusal. They save that kind of thing for the mortals.

“Purity was having a conflict within himself, as that particular god tends to do. Purity can have a number of meanings, some contradictory, and the god is required to embody them all. Thus, Purity’s well-known instability. Around five hundred years ago, that instability was coming to a head. It was likely that Purity would sanction himself, essentially retiring himself and being reborn allowing him to take on the role fresh and clean. This is where Knowledge began to interfere.

“Knowledge convinced Purity not to simply fade away and be renewed, as he’d done in the past, but to make something positive from an otherwise unfortunate situation. To not go away, but to leave in his place a divine relic. Both the relic itself, and the fact that its creation would delay the rebirth of a new Purity god, would serve the needs of Knowledge. She kept its existence hidden until about a quarter of a century ago, when knowledge of its existence served her ends.

“With Purity gone, Knowledge continued her machinations. Disguise is a god with a unique ability to masquerade as other deities. With Purity gone and a replacement yet to appear, this provided the god Disguise an opportunity to take his place, at least for a time. Obviously, a goddess of Knowledge is the perfect person to put a stop to that, but she didn’t. She aided Disguise, concealing information that would undermine the deceptive god’s ruse. In return, Knowledge was able to use Disguise, masquerading as Purity, to do certain things on her behalf. I don’t know if this was to hide her actions from the other gods, or simply provide plausible deniability. Gods are meant to keep one another in check, at least to a degree, but I don’t know the precise rules. The specifics of how gods interact remains a mystery.

“One thing that Knowledge helped arrange for Disguise was eliminating certain followers of Purity that would be tricky to handle as Disguise took over Purity’s position. An event took place where an organisation called the Order of the Reaper was eliminated by a joint force of churches. The order was wiped out, but many members of those churches were lost in the battle. Conveniently, this included many of the priests and priestesses that would have caused problems for the fake Purity.

“In return for this, along with less overt assistance, the fake Purity brought an outworlder from Earth into his church. A man who people on Earth would come to know as the Network founder. He became a follower of Purity, and Purity gave him purpose.

“While this was happening, Knowledge was making other moves. She promised the leader of the messengers a chance to invade Pallimustus and claim Purity’s divine relic. I still don’t know what he wanted it for, but he put considerable effort into getting it. Part of their deal, however, was that their invasion would have to wait until the time was right. That time turned out to be centuries later, but messengers are immortal, and their leader is patient.

“The outworlder who had come to worship the fake Purity eventually returned to Earth, and he did so with a mission. Using magic bargained from the messengers by Knowledge, he started to change the Earth. Specifically, the link between Earth and Pallimustus.

“The magic on Earth began to rise. The Network founder knew that this was going to cause damage. Eventually, dimensional spaces would form like blisters on the universe, filling with monsters like angry pus. When they burst, it would not just fill the world with violence and horror, but also leave wounds in reality that would eventually destroy the whole planet.

“The magic needed to be bled off, like a pressure release valve that stops a boiler from exploding. The release valve he created was a web of secret societies, all across the planet, that would eventually become the Network. The founder established them while building the grid, to which he gave them all access. This allowed them to find and pop these dimensional blisters before they started tearing holes in the universe.

“This carried on for centuries. The secret societies became more powerful, found each other and became the Network. As for the founder, his fate was rather grim. The founder had a familiar, Noreth, who was born in Pallimustus but had come to love the Earth. He knew much of what Knowledge had planned and decided to work against it. He started by betraying the founder, setting him up and handing him over to the secret societies in the United States. I don’t know exactly when this was, but my best guess is somewhere around their War of Independence. It’s the reason that the US Network branches always had a leg up on the others. I don’t know how much information they got out of the Network founder before he died, but based on what information they did have, the founder didn’t give them everything. I doubt he gave up anything willingly or easily.

“The release valve the Network represented slowed down the damage to the Earth, but didn’t stop it. This was part of Knowledge’s plan. While the damage on Earth was accruing, the magic level on Earth was increasing. Eventually, it would become high enough that it could sustain a god. Maybe not the array of them that Pallimustus has, but one? That was possible.”

“The plan did not include the destruction of Earth, but for that, Knowledge mostly just needed to wait. The great astral beings could not ignore the ramifications of what the Builder had done in his experiments, and they were paying attention to our universe. When the Network founder started messing things around, they stepped in.

“The World-Phoenix is an entity whose job includes the maintenance of dimensional integrity. That means preventing people from blowing holes in the side of universes. There was also the new Builder, who had to clean up the mess of his predecessor, but it turns out that he’s… not great.

“The great astral beings don’t like to be overt in their actions. If nothing else, they’re so powerful that their direct intervention, if done clumsily, can annihilate entire universes. So, they try to act indirectly and through agents, witting or unwitting. The World-Phoenix put restrictions on how much magic could flow into our world, preventing at least some of the damage. It was a bandage, however, with the underlying wound still in need of treatment. What the Builder did was provide a tool, a relic, that a mortal could use to undo the damage that the founder had done.

“At this point, Knowledge was just waiting. With the connection of her world and Earth, an outworlder from there would show up eventually. She needed someone she could provide with the tools and knowledge to fix the damage and send back to Earth. She even made a deal with the World-Phoenix to make sure the damage got fixed, despite the fact that Knowledge herself was the one behind it. The World-Phoenix didn’t care, as far as I know. She just wanted the job done.”

Jason paused for a moment, rubbing his forehead.

“I wasn’t chosen. I was the wrong guy in the wrong place at the wrong time, and got sucked out of this universe and into the other one. The World-Phoenix spotted my soul hurtling across the cosmos and gave me something as I passed. That made me one of those unwitting agents I mentioned, and she would not be the only one to do so.

“I arrived in the other world, and the moment I did, Knowledge knew everything I knew. Including exactly how to handle me. She realised that I was never going to sign on as a zealous follower of a god, the way they’d handled the Network founder. Even so, I was exactly what she needed: a fool with a hero complex who thought he knew everything and was smarter than everyone. To this day, I have no idea how many times Rufus Remore or Danielle Geller’s influence saved me from winding up dead in a ditch after I ran my stupid mouth.”

“A lot,” Danielle said.

“The point is that Knowledge knew⁠—”

“A whole lot.”

“Yes, thank you, Danielle.”

“You really have no idea how much.”

“I understand, thank you. The point is that Knowledge knew how to play me like a fiddle. I wouldn’t respond to an all-powerful, all-knowing deity. So that’s not what she showed me. Instead of presenting as an omniscient overlord, she had charm, wit and personality. She flirted. And she tried to recruit me, knowing it wouldn’t work. She made what came across as mistakes. Made me angry or unhappy, as if her detached perspective on mortality was leading her into making bad decisions. She accomplished what she needed, which was to make me see her as a person. Powerful, flawed, but a person. I’d never worship her, but I would come to appreciate her. Respect her. Even rely on her, from time to time. She gave me the tools to do what she needed, making it seem like it was what I needed. I was her pawn, and I thanked her for it. I don’t know how subtle or complete her manipulations were, and I doubt I ever will. I am fairly certain that she put Clive in my path, although I have no idea how. He’s been too important to everything that has happened to have left that meeting to chance.

“I came back to Earth and discovered that it was broken. Even worse, the founder’s former familiar Noreth was still around. He thought that I was another stooge of Knowledge come to further her plans, which I now know he was correct about. He’d been preparing for years, but had become an extremist. A man some of you will know as Mr North. Leader of the Engineers of Ascension.

“Plan A for the EoA was to wreck the grid and send the Earth spiralling, forcing the World-Phoenix and her agents to more overtly step in to correct things. That did damage, but Farrah Hurin was able to work the Network and prevent complete disaster. Plan B was an army of super-soldiers who could fight Knowledge’s forces once she invaded. Unfortunately, the former familiar’s grasp of the magic was insufficient to the task. His shortcuts and fumbling, inhumane experiments led only to abominations and madness. That project was ultimately taken up and perfected by the Asano clan.

“While this was happening, the broader world still needed fixing, and I just happened to have the tools. Enough to get started anyway. It’s been a long process that I can only complete in full by returning to the other world. And when I’m done, Earth will be stable, with a much higher level of magic than it had before all this began. Most importantly, there will be not just a link between worlds but a bridge. A bridge that a goddess can cross. Then she won’t be a god of knowledge anymore; she’ll just be God.”

“Back on Pallimustus, Knowledge’s manipulations have continued. People were worried as the goddess of Knowledge started building up a holy army, but then came the invasion of the messengers. The world believed that she had used her knowledge to prepare, not realising that she plotted the invasion herself, centuries ago. And when the invasion is over, she will have an army, blooded and strengthened in war. An army ready to invade Earth.”

Jason took a deep breath and let it out slow.

“Some of you are aware that there is a body of rules called the Laws of Intrusion. They govern things like who can invade a world. Under what circumstances one god can invade another’s territory to conduct a holy war. Knowledge has been playing fast and loose with those rules, preparing the Earth for invasion. But now the Cosmic Throne I mentioned has been repaired. Those rules are back in place and contravening them is not easy.

“What this means is that Knowledge can’t just shove herself across the bridge and claim her place as God Almighty. This world has gods, and whether or not they’re real, the faith behind them is. Knowledge can’t just come in and usurp their place. Instead, she has to conduct a holy war. A crusade, to claim this world for her own faith. She needs to take it, and eradicate the temples of the closest thing Earth has to an actual deity in residence.”

He grimaced and stared awkwardly at his feet.

“That, and I’m just going to pull off the band-aid here, is me. I’m not a god, but my domains—the Asano clan territories—function like the divine ground held by gods. They are, mechanically speaking, temples of me. Knowledge needs her army to conquer the world, then conquer my temples, and then she can come to Earth and take her place as its one true God.”

Jason ran his hands through his hair.

“Now, I’ve skimmed over a lot, here. I’ve tried to keep it to the portions relevant to what’s coming, and the context to let you understand that, but I know I’ve left a lot of holes. So, who has questions?”

A room full of hands shot up.


69
I DON’T NEED HOPE


Jason sat on the edge of a rooftop in Venice, one of the few even partially intact. The city was still flooded, many of the fallen buildings now clogging the canals. He watched as messengers flew over the water, using their auras to remove huge chunks of rubble. Jason had been to the city several times over the years, but always while it suffered under vampiric occupation. With each visit, there had been more destruction than the last, until it could barely be called a city at all. It was one of many focused reconstruction projects across Europe, this one led by the Cabal.

He sensed Arabelle’s approach long before she floated up behind him onto the roof, but didn’t turn around.

“You’re hiding,” she accused.

“Yet here you are. Maybe Rufus was right about not telling things to Farrah.”

“And you both keep doing it anyway. Perhaps because you know she’ll do what’s best for you, instead of what you want her to. Isn’t that why you made her the one person who can truly defy your will, even in the seat of your power?”

“I should have gone there.”

“But you’re here instead. You have a whole universe to hide in, and I can’t help but wonder why you didn’t. Jason, I want to help you, but you’ve reached a place where your problems are beyond the scope of my experience. How do you give a god therapy?”

“I’m not a god.”

“No, you’re not. I recall you saying that gods were too limited. Is that why Knowledge is doing what she’s doing? To break her limits?”

“Probably. I’ve learned the hard way that she’s a lot better at reading me than I am her. Trying to discern her motives would be failing to learn from my mistakes. It’s not like I can do anything about it.”

“So, you’re sulking?”

“Why not? It’s a very human response to a situation with no good resolution. We’ve talked about the importance of maintaining my humanity many times.”

“So, that’s why you’re not buried away in your own universe. You don’t want to be confronted with the power you wield there.”

“You’d think it would get less harrowing to change the world, once you’ve done it enough times. I’ve thrown civilisation into a tumble dryer.Again. How many times do I have to do that before I stop being afraid I’ve brought the whole thing down?”

“Speaking for myself, I hope never. When you can walk through chaos the way you do and you don’t fear getting it wrong, you’ll be the next immortal enemy we need to fight. If I recall correctly, that was once your greatest fear.”

“It was.”

“Some would say that fighting a god is impossible, and I’m not sure that fighting you would be much better. Is it even possible to fight you anymore? Simon McKean spent years trying to prove it was, only to fall short.”

“McKean didn’t understand what he was up against. Knowledge does, and she’s already won the first round. But the thing about immortality is that there’s always tomorrow. Always another battle, and I’m not waiting a few billion years for her to die with the planet. She’ll probably spend that time trying to find a way around that too.”

“I thought guessing at her motives would be failing to learn from your mistakes.”

“You know better than anyone that I’m not a fast learner.”

“Well, what are you going to do?”

Jason floated to his feet and finally turned to face her.

“Haven’t I done enough? The world is gearing up for war. Again.”

“At least they believed you this time.”

“Some of them. The days of religions declaring me the embodiment of evil have certainly come to a middle.”

Arabelle shook her head.

“I’ve been hearing for decades how the leaders of Earth refused to listen to you when it really mattered. Don’t let that stop you from accepting it now that they actually are. You’re not the only slow learner, Jason. Take the victory.”

“It’s not a victory. It’s agreeing to participate in the fight.”

“Which, to my understanding, is as much of a victory as you can hope for.”

Jason gave a begrudging nod.

“People are still clamouring to meet with me, aren’t they?” he asked.

“That’s Anna’s department, so you should talk to her. Calmly. She’s been looking a bit frenetic since you told the world that it’s god-fighting time.”

“I will. I know I can’t dodge this forever. But there’s something that I need to do first.”
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Gabrielle looked up at the cloud ship she could only think of as looming over Saint-Étienne. She squeezed the hand of her husband, standing beside her.

“It’ll be alright,” he told her.

“He snatched up everyone, Travis. Every priest of Knowledge. Wherever they ran, however they hid, he hunted them down like criminals.”

“Not criminals,” Jason said. “Spies of an enemy power.”

They turned, having not sensed Jason’s approach. He stood right in front of them, and they still could not differentiate his aura from that of the city around them. Rather than his usual garish tourist uniform, he wore a simple grey suit.

“They’re not spies,” Gabrielle said with full conviction.

“I understand your position,” Jason told her. “Let me show you why I don’t share it.”
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“…were using the grid to send messages through the link to Pallimustus,” Farrah explained. “After we discovered how McKean was using it, we’ve been doing an audit of every scrap of magic passing through the grid. It seems that Knowledge beat McKean and me to realising the grid’s potential. Which makes sense, being the god of knowing all the things.”

“It’s a vulnerability we need to address,” Jason said. “We assumed that Knowledge would learn to use the grid against us eventually, but she’s already ten steps ahead. As it turns out, she has been the whole time.”

Jason and Farrah were in the presentation area of a briefing room with rows of chairs set out in front of them. On the wall behind them was what looked like the investigation board from a police TV show, complete with pictures connected like an organised crime ring. Their audience consisted of only Gabrielle and Travis.

“I still think that this is your prejudice against gods,” Gabrielle said, but without the energy she had several hours ago.

“I wish it was,” Jason told her. “I desperately wish it was. That would solve so many problems. Save so many lives. But there’s too much corroboration. Our investigations into your people. Prime vessels of great astral beings visiting to tell me tales. Avatars in my domain back on Pallimustus gathering information. I’d been avoiding that, previously, but the day for hiding the truth is over. Knowledge is ready to go, and she knows that it’s time.”

He gestured at the pictures on the wall behind him.

“They’ve been keeping her apprised. We’re certain that around a third of the priests and priestesses of Knowledge are spies. The rest are either better at hiding it or, like you, innocent. It wouldn’t really make sense for you to be a spy, given how close you are to my inner circle. I had to check, though, even after I was told you weren’t. And that’s the thing here, Gabrielle: I’m not just taking things people say to me as gospel. I’m checking and cross-checking, everywhere I can.”

“We’ve been at this for hours,” Gabrielle said. “You can show me all the recordings your familiar secretly took of my fellow clergy folk. You can tell me all about your friends who serve the great astral beings. It won’t shake the faith that I have in my goddess. I’m a priestess of Knowledge. I know better than anyone how true facts can add up to a lie.”

“I can’t argue with that,” Jason said. “To be honest, this is exactly where I thought we’d wind up.”

“Then why am I here? Why are you here? The whole world wants you to sit down and answer their questions while you’re spending your time trying to convince me of something you knew from the start you couldn’t.”

“That’s not what I’m doing, Gabrielle.”

“That’s what it seems like.”

“Travis is my friend. I think you were too, before all this. I’d like it if you still are. One of us is right about all of this, and when we go back to Pallimustus, we’ll find out which. Funnily enough, we both hope it’s you.”

“I don’t need hope. I have faith. It’s why you won’t convince me.”

“I know. You’re here to convince me of something.”

“Of what?”

“Some of your people are spies for an enemy that is going to invade this world. They have faith too. Faith strong enough that we can’t use them or make them talk. Not without us doing things that I’m not willing to. What I am willing to do is kill them, and I want you to convince me otherwise.”

Gabrielle shot out of her chair.

“You’re going to murder them?”

“Spies,” Jason said. “In a time of war. It’s execution, not murder.”

“You’re wrong about them. You’d be killing innocent people.”

“You’ll have to do more than just assert their innocence to outweigh the evidence we’ve accumulated.”

“I can’t convince you that you’re wrong any more than you can me. Your faith in you being right about everything has always been as strong as mine in my goddess.”

“I would like that to be true, Gabrielle, because my faith has wavered. It’s done enough damage that I make sure there’s always someone to challenge it. Right now, that person is you. But telling me that I’m wrong won’t get it done. Give me a reason to keep them alive.”

Gabrielle threw her arms out in frustration.

“How about mercy?”

“Okay,” Jason said lightly.

“What?”

“I said okay. I’ll let them live.”

“Just like that?”

“I asked for a good reason. Mercy is a great one.”

“You didn’t need me for that! What are we doing here? Why have we been at this for hours?”

“Because now you know how I treat my enemies, when I can get away with it. When we go back, we’ll see how your goddess treats hers.”
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Travis hurried down the corridor to catch up with Jason.

“What was that?” he asked.

“What was what?”

“All of what just happened. What was it for?”

Jason stopped and turned to Travis.

“Travis, your wife is wrong. I think you know that. She’s going to arrive on Pallimustus and be confronted with a choice and, depending on how she chooses, so will you. There’s no good outcome in this for her. Either her faith breaks, or she becomes my enemy. And if she does, you have to choose between your friends and your wife.”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“Of course you do. Today was about softening the blow for her. At least, when she has to make that choice, it won’t come out of nowhere.”

“You just want her to choose to rebel against her god.”

“Of course I do. Her goddess is the enemy.”

“Jason, I know you don’t want to hear this, but does she have to be? This world doesn’t have a god. Why not give it one?”

Travis felt the hallway pulse like a heartbeat. When Jason spoke, his voice was as gentle and careful as footsteps on creaking ice.

“What, amongst the things Knowledge has done to this world, makes you believe that she should be the ultimate authority over it?”

“Why should you be? And don’t tell me you’re not, Jason, because no one believes that. Not even you.”

“I shouldn’t be, Travis. If it wasn’t for her, I’d have been long gone.”

“Jason, do you really think the Earth can win?”

“It doesn’t have to. It just needs to hold out until I deal with whatever she does to me, then find a way to deal with her.”

“Do you really think you can win?”

“I fought gods before and worse.”

“Not like this, Jason.”

“No. You’re right; this is different. No special conditions, no overarching protections. On paper, there’s nothing I can do to her. But ask yourself this, Travis: are you going to bet against me? Take the time to consider an answer, because you’re going to need one. Not that long from now, your wife is going to ask you what you think she should do. You should have an answer ready before she does.”


70
BLATANTLY IGNORING LAWS


In a conference room on his cloud ship, Jason watched as Danielle Geller added another name to a list on a whiteboard. Three whiteboards were set up, each representing what the people on that board would do when Jason returned to Pallimustus. On the first board were the people returning to Pallimustus. This included Jason and his team, Zara and the Storm Kingdom delegation, and the Pallimustus clergy groups. Lorelei Grantham, Clive’s long-time deputy and now, finally, girlfriend, went on that list too. They were the leadership of a magical organisation that no one wanted Knowledge to use against them.

“You’re sure you want to return Knowledge’s priests?” Danielle asked. “The goddess won’t give you any concessions for it.”

“If we aren’t going to kill them, keeping them is just trouble down the line. She’d find a way to use them.”

“You’re probably right.”

The next list was for those who would be staying in Jason’s astral kingdom. These were the ones wary of facing Knowledge, either by returning with Jason or when she arrived on Earth. Some lacked combat ability, while others were simply unwilling to confront a goddess.

“Jory goes on the middle list,” Jason said. “He’s more researcher than field medic, and he’s done what he can for Earth. He’s been a big part of advancing magical medicine. Now he’s started exploring the potential of alchemy in my astral kingdom.”

“Can’t you conjure potions out of nothing there?”

“Yes, but it’s a sketchy process. I don’t want someone who drank a potion I got wrong to crap their kidneys out the moment they leave my domain. Not to mention the fact that I can’t solve everyone’s problems for them, like a divine concierge. People need to live their lives without thinking they can rely on me to intervene every time something goes wrong.”

“Can’t they, though?”

“Sure, if I want to raise an entire society of Thadwicks. Challenge and self-reliance are important, as you well know. Or is the Geller compound in Greenstone more of a spa resort these days?”

The final board was for those staying behind to fight the invasion. This included the teams of Rick Geller and Prince Valdis Volaire, as well as the Remores, minus Rufus, as well as Danielle herself. It also included Nik, Jason’s son. They had discussed it at length before Nik decided to stay on Earth. His powers would be of immense value to an army, while his usefulness to Jason would be a question at best.

“Did you get an answer on Miguel Ladiv?” Danielle asked. “It’s unlikely that Knowledge would persecute him on our return to Pallimustus. He’s the Adventure Society liaison. I doubt she’ll make an enemy of the society when she gets nothing from it. But then there’s the matter of his wife.”

“That does complicate things. I’ll check in with them.”
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Jason’s avatar manifested at the nurses’ station in the maternity ward of the clan hospital in Nitra, Slovakia. His sudden appearance startled a nurse, who yelped and stumbled backwards. Jason caught her with his aura before she tripped.

“Sorry about that.”

“It’s, um…”

She gave him an awkward wince.

“…thank you, Patriarch. Is there, uh, something I can do for you?”

“I’m fine, thank you. I need to speak with Doctor Velius.”

“I’m not sure where he is, sorry. Would you like me to page him?”

“No, he’ll be here in a moment.”

True to Jason’s word, Velius walked down the hall a few moments later, stopping when he saw Jason.

“Patriarch.”

“How did the Ladiv birth go?”

“You say that like you don’t know.”

“It’s always best to hear from an expert.”

“Then let’s go to my office.”

It was a short walk, and as soon as the door was closed, the air shimmered as a privacy screen activated. Velius moved around his desk and sat down.

“Mother and child are fine,” Velius said. “You didn’t need me to tell you that.”

“No. But what their doctor can tell me is when the new parents will be up for a discussion about the future.”

“I don’t imagine any of your business will be on their mind today. That said, the baby will be getting some tests done shortly. That would be a good window to see if they’re interested in talking to you. Do keep it brief, and if they tell you to go, then go. I don’t care if you’re the most special boy in the world, I’m their doctor and you’ll do as I say.”

Jason raised his eyebrows.

“I’ll keep that in mind. Since I have a little time, you and I are due a discussion of the future as well. I’m assuming that the various agents of the great astral beings will depart before Knowledge arrives.”

“Yes. We’ve guided a generation of your clan from birth to adulthood. We’ve done what we can, and now it’s their turn. If we remained when a god invaded, there would be complications you do not want to deal with.”

“I know. And I’m grateful for everything you’ve done. Is there anything you or the others would like from me before you depart?”

“At the risk of coming across as rude, absolutely not. In the last quarter of a century, you’ve stood at the centre of more cosmic nonsense than has been seen for billions of years. The restored throne, a new great astral being.”

“I’m not technically a great astral being.”

“Because you’re also part god and part astral king?”

“I think of myself more as Australian than anything else.”

“Didn’t they talk about revoking your citizenship at one point? Something about blatantly ignoring laws.”

“I don’t think they were ever serious about that. I ignore everyone’s laws. It was just political bluster.”

Velius let out a sigh.

“Now that the Cosmic Throne is restored, things should be settling down,” he said. “It will be nice to get back to the business of ferrying the dead. If you really want to do something for me, try to avoid anything that would make my life harder. Resurrecting people all over the place, or despoiling an afterlife.”

“That can happen?”

“Sundering the Cosmic Throne caused more damage than anyone realised it would. I’d rather not expand on the specifics, if you don’t mind. As you’re in the great astral being club now, you are, strictly speaking, no longer restricted from knowing details of the afterlife. That being said, you are temperamentally much closer to mortality than immortality. I would rather you not delve into the larger secrets until you are ready for them.”

“That’s fair. It still feels like the great astral beings should have seen the whole ‘mucking up the cosmos’ thing coming.”

“Let us not litigate the past, Patriarch.”

“You call me ‘Patriarch’ quite naturally. Have you gone native, Velius?”

“I won’t deny that I have found my time on your world fulfilling. As an arbiter of death, bringing life into the world has been a satisfying engagement with the other end of the cycle.”

Jason smiled.

“I’m glad that you found your time here worthwhile.”

He glanced at the wall, as if looking right through it.

“Looks like they’ve taken the baby for those tests, so I’m going to call in on the Ladiv family. Thanks again, Velius. I imagine we’ll bump into one another again.”

“Do me a favour and sort out your business with the goddess first. I have no interest in being dragged into more of your chaos.”

“I’ll do my best.”
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There were no vending machines in the hospital. If nothing else, commercial supply lines to the Asano clan territories were tricky. Instead, food and beverage kiosks were found throughout the hospital, providing delicious and healthy food courtesy of Erika Asano’s food programs.

Magical privacy screens were the norm in the hospital, both to keep things peaceful and to maintain confidentiality. It wasn’t until Miguel Ladiv went out to get tea for himself and his wife that he heard the whispers in the hall: the patriarch was on the premises.

Despite it being his ostensible job to deal with Jason Asano, Miguel had actually seen little of the man in person. Miguel was the official Adventure Society liaison for the expedition to Earth, but mostly, he dealt with Danielle Geller and Annabeth Tilden. The pair were Asano’s chief political advisors for their respective universes, and much easier to deal with than Asano himself. Mostly, that came down to consistency of behaviour.

Over the last decade, Miguel’s role had evolved into helping the Asano clan take lessons from the Adventure Society on how to manage essence-users. The clan had no shortage of expert adventurers to help them with the monster part. Where Miguel had proven essential was in helping them manage people and resources of immense power and value. Strong personalities mixed with the power to throw fireballs required a special kind of human resources department.

Miguel had wanted to thank Asano for his lack of engagement for a long time. The Australian Secret Intelligence Service also had a liaison to Jason, who had likewise been largely ignored. It was this shared experience that led to Miguel connecting with Natalie Park, now Natalie Ladiv. She had long since left ASIS for the Earth Defence Joint Initiative, although she missed the vampire battle due to maternity leave.

After grabbing two cups of tea from a kiosk, Miguel headed back to his wife’s room. He noticed Jason’s approach by the reactions of the hospital staff, their auras flushed with curiosity and worry. Jason’s own aura was indiscernible, or perhaps so universal that it felt like he was everywhere, all at once. It had taken a long time for Miguel to get used to that.

Miguel found him leaning casually against the wall, just outside Natalie’s room. Jason stood up and greeted Miguel with a smile.

“G’day, Miguel. I’d shake your hand, but they’re full.”

“It’s been a while, Mr Asano.”

“Sorry about that. When you see everything, it’s easy to forget that they don’t see you back. I didn’t have time to talk at the briefing about the Knowledge invasion.”

“Understandable, Mr Asano. That was a busy day. Beyond that, I’m well aware of your distaste for dealing with organisation officials. I’ve discussed it at length with both my wife and my uncle. I will say that I appreciate you coming to congratulate us in private for our wedding. Your presence tends to overshadow things within the clan.”

Jason nodded.

“That day should always belong to you and your wife. My father has been telling me I should be more approachable within the clan. Make it less of an event when I appear in public.”

They both looked up and down the corridor at the hospital staff and patients pretending not to eavesdrop.

“You might still have a way to go,” Miguel said and Jason chuckled.

“I think you’re right. Would you like me to tell your uncle about your wife and child, or are you keeping that a surprise?”

“You can speak with my uncle?”

“Quite easily, as it happens. I can manifest avatars in Rexion, the underground city of the brightheart people. Your uncle is stationed there as branch director of the Adventure Society.”

“We should include my wife in this discussion,” Miguel said. “And perhaps could benefit from a little privacy.”

“Of course.”

Miguel’s face lit up as soon as he saw his wife, lying in bed. As an essence-user with access to the best medical care in two worlds, she had none of the pale, exhausted look one would expect of a new mother. She looked more like a patient in a medical TV drama. She smiled at Miguel before turning to Jason.

“Mr Asano.”

“Mrs Ladiv. It still feels a little odd to not be calling you Officer Park anymore.”

“Maybe now that I’m not on the job, you won’t make a thinly veiled excuse and portal off to the other side of the planet.”

Jason grimaced in embarrassment, scratching the side of his neck.

“I wasn’t that bad, was I?”

Miguel and Natalie shared a look.

“Okay, fine,” Jason said. “I wanted to come by and congratulate you on the birth of your daughter.”

“Thank you.”

“I’d also like to ask what the two of you will be doing when I return to Palli.”

Natalie wrinkled her brow in confusion.

“You haven’t been listening in on our discussions?”

“My ability to see and hear everything only extends as far as clan territory, not your grandmother’s apartment in Itaewon. Her kitchen renovation worked out really well, by the way. You haven’t seen it yet, right?”

“How do you know that’s where we talked about it?”

“I may not be omniscient across the whole planet, but I do pay attention.”

“Just not to privacy laws,” Natalie said.

“Says the former intelligence officer.”

“Let’s not push my wife too hard, Mr Asano. She may look radiant, but childbirth is still quite an ordeal.”

“I apologise. But I will need an answer as to what your intentions are. It doesn’t have to be today, but soon.”

“We’ve decided to go to the other world. Together. I don’t think that Knowledge will go after us, and I’ve been away from my family for a long time. I’m more worried about Natalie’s, back here on Earth. We’ve discussed having you bring them into the clan, or even your magic universe. You do have people living there, right?”

“I do, and we can discuss options later. I can show them what they’d be in for, either way. I’ll leave you all to it.”

“Us all?”

An obsidian arch rose out of the floor, then filled with swirling dark energy. Out of it stepped an elderly Korean couple.

“Halmeoni!” Natalie exclaimed as her grandmother came in for a hug. Miguel gave his grandfather-in-law a respectful bow. He looked around as the portal vanished, realising that Jason was already gone.
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In the atrium of the Asano clan tower in Saint-Étienne, Jason stood between a lizard man and an elf, an arm around each of their shoulders. His grandmother took their picture and handed the elf back her phone. They thanked Jason before moving away to let the next person have their turn.

“Are you sure this isn’t too disruptive?” Jason asked Yumi as he looked at the queue. “Aren’t these people meant to be working?”

“Just be glad they’re not running for the hills at the sight of you. That video of you fighting Gerling and McKean didn’t fill people with heartwarming assurance.”

“Oh, when you turned into a bird!” the next person in the line said, a young man who couldn’t have been older than seventeen. “When that System message popped up saying ‘beware his wrath,’ that was so awesome! Is it true that everyone in the world saw it?”

“Everyone old enough for essences, yes,” Jason said.

“Was that part really necessary?” Yumi asked.

“It just happens,” Jason said. “I don’t have full control of the System yet. A lot of it is autonomic.”

“You mean automatic,” Yumi corrected him. “Autonomic refers to bodily processes.”

“The System is a part of me,” Jason told her. “Like a spleen.”

Eventually, Yumi cut off the line, citing that Jason had a meeting to attend, which was true.

“It’s good that you’re doing that,” Yumi said as they rode up an elevating platform. “Word is getting out that a god is coming to start a world war, and people are nervous. Especially with rumours that you won’t be here to fight it. That’s going to shake a lot of people’s confidence, and not just within the clan.”

“I don’t like it either, Grandmother.”

“To be clear, Jason, I’m one of these very nervous people.”

Jason scowled at his feet.

“Can you explain to me,” he said, frustration thick in his voice, “since when was ‘it’s going to take me some time to do something about the warmongering god from another universe’ not a good enough answer?”

“People are scared.”

“You think I’m not scared?” he whispered, still staring at his feet. “Do you have any concept of what I’m walking into when I go back? That’s a god, Grandmother. Imagine that Zeus had been waiting for you to be born since the fifteenth century so he could mess with you for decades before forcing you to walk into an unknown and inescapable fate. Yes, I’m immortal, and you know what that means? That I can’t die, not that I can’t suffer. If the goddess of infinite knowledge happens to be knowledgeable enough, she can put me somewhere I can be tortured forever. When this planet is dust, after the heat death of the universe, there I’ll be, enduring agony for all eternity. That’s hell, Grandmother. That’s what I might be walking into. A hell I can neither avoid nor escape.”

“Unless you give up on us all.”

“What?”

The platform stopped in an upstairs waiting area. People walked past, almost bumping into them without acknowledging their presence. Their eyes slid off Jason and Yumi as if they were figments of the imagination, caught in the corner of an eye. Yumi frowned, noticing the odd behaviour.

“Are you doing that?”

“I know what I mean to these people, Grandmother. I’m not going to let them see me throwing a tantrum. I’m using my aura as a privacy screen, and to have them ignore us.”

“You’re getting good at that. Are you sure it’s not mind control?”

“And what will you do if it is?”

“Disapprove.”

Jason stormed over to the nearest wall, Yumi trailing behind. Walls sprang up from the floor to create a small room around them.

“Jason, you need to talk to Arabelle Remore.”

“You think I haven’t? She doesn’t know how to give therapy to a god.”

“You keep telling people you’re not a god.”

“Well, I am, and more besides. What did you mean by giving up on you all?”

“I mean just that. You can abandon this world, right? It’s not that big a deal from a cosmic standpoint. All you have to do is leave humanity to their fate. Don’t go back, don’t fix the bridge, and Knowledge won’t care about you.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Yes, Jason, you can. It just never occurred to you.”

“No, I mean I can’t do that. The more powerful you become, the more you lock in who you are. If I abandoned all of humanity and ran, I’d be undoing a lot of work I put into shaping my identity.”

“I know. The idea of running never even entered your head, even though you’re fighting a god. That’s who you are. Who you’ve chosen to be, Jason, and that’s what matters. Not what you are, but what you choose to be.”

“Exactly,” Farrah said, the cloud wall parting to let her in. “You are what you chose to be: the guy who puts himself between the bad stuff and the everybody else. You made that choice, the same as me. The same as Rufus and Humphrey and even Belinda. The same as Gary. He quit, and somehow still managed to die doing it, because that’s who he was. Just like you. You can be a god, a great astral being or an astral king all you like, Jason. But before all of that, you’re an adventurer.”

The trio stood in silence for a long time before Jason finally broke it.

“What are you even doing here?” Jason asked Farrah. She flicked him in the forehead.

“We’re connected, dummy. You think I haven’t noticed you burning away like a lit fuse? I’ve been making sure that I was around when you finally went off, and here we are.”

“I just… all these years, and Earth keeps doing this to me.”

“Yeah.”

“That’s it? Yeah?”

“What do you want me to say, Jason? Last time, you had to do what was necessary because the people who should have stepped up didn’t rise to their responsibilities. This time, you’re the one with the responsibilities. So, live up to them.”

“It’s not that simple.”

“Of course it’s not. It never is. Except that it always is, if you’re willing to do what it takes. And you are, so harden up.”

Jason stared at her for a moment before stepping forward and collecting her in a hug. She returned it, shaking her head against his shoulder.

“You are so damn soft. How you survived on Palli I will never know.”

“If you’re unwilling to bend, make the world bend.”

“That attitude gets most people killed.”

“Most people don’t have to fight gods.”

“Most people don’t have the Geller and Remore families telling the local nobility not to kill the guy with the big mouth.”

“That does help.”

He let her go and stepped back.

“Thanks,” he told her.

“That’s my job, remember? You save the world from everything else, and I save it from you. And your moping. And self-pity. And rash decision-making. And tantrums.”

“Yes, I get the idea.”

“And bad hair.”

“I have great hair!”

“You do,” she conceded. “It reminds me of Kaito’s.”

“Okay, I have a meeting to get to, so you can go away now.”

She flashed a devil’s grin and walked off, the wall once more opening to let her out.

“Farrah,” Jason called after her, and she turned to look back.

“Yeah?”

“Thank you.”

She nodded and left, the wall closing behind her.

“Are you alright?” Yumi asked him.

Jason looked from her to where Farrah had disappeared.

“Yeah,” he said, his voice much lighter than it had been. “I think I am.”

The new walls vanished, surprising some of the people in the waiting area outside.

“Jason, did I ever tell you that you’re my favourite grandchild?”

“No.”

“Good, because I like my great-granddaughter more. Don’t let it go to your head.”

Jason chuckled as she marched off in the direction of the conference room and he trailed behind.
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The clan tower in Saint-Étienne had many conference rooms, often with specialised features. Jason and Yumi arrived at one with magitech teleconference facilities, with a few chairs at one end of a table otherwise surrounded by floor projectors. In similarly outfitted rooms across the planet, people could project into the other rooms through ephemeral avatars.

“This room is so cool,” Jason said as they entered. Anna and Danielle were waiting for them, turning at their entrance.

“I don’t see what’s special about it,” Anna said. “It’s essentially a conference room with holographic chairs.”

“Yeah, like in Demolition Man,” Jason said enthusiastically. “I watched it again with Gordon and Taika last night. Honestly, it doesn’t hold up that well.”

“Nice to see you’re using your remaining time on Earth productively,” Anna said.

“Hey, I’m being productive. As we speak, I have avatars in three universes, talking to city officials, doing combat training, cooking negi butadon, taking a little girl who got lost home, pranking Emi’s husband into thinking I believe he’s having an affair and I’m going to murder him, convincing Itsuki to get marriage counselling, finding a mango the right shape to fit in a⁠—”

“I’m not sure how much of that I would categorise as productive,” Anna said.

“The list did seem to get sketchier as it went along,” Danielle agreed. “I don’t think I want to know what he intends for that mango.”

General Mills entered the room, wearing an informal EDJI service dress uniform and carrying a briefcase. After greeting the others, he took a seat and started pulling notes from his case.

“Paper files?” Anna asked him.

“Digital can be a problem with sensitive material,” Michael said. “There’s a certain rabbit with magical hacking powers and a big mouth.”
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“Now you’ve had time to process what’s coming,” Jason said, “I’m sure you have questions.”

The people projected around the table represented key nations and magical factions within the Earth Defence Joint Initiative. Without magical senses, it was impossible to tell the illusionary projections from real people. Jason was at the head of the table, with Anna and Danielle sitting to his right, while Yumi and Michael Mills were seated to his left.

Michael had been selected as the spokesperson for the EDJI member states, asking questions for the group instead of having them come from around the room. Along with being present in person, he had become known as someone who could handle Jason without triggering some meeting-ending debacle. The United Kingdom’s Minister for Energy had eventually been found, in a more or less healthy condition.

“I’ve been handed the talking points and questions the members want to go over, if that is alright with you, Mr Asano,” Michael said. “If you’re amenable, we’ll begin with some clarification questions, then move on to big-picture issues before exploring more granular queries at the end.”

“That sounds fine. Please jump right in.”

“Thank you. The first question is about the practical realities of the invasion. How will the Earth be approached and what will the functionality of this bridge be?”

“A good question to start with,” Jason said. “The bridge between worlds connects two fixed points, one on each planet. On Pallimustus, that point is an island in the Storm Kingdom. You’re all familiar with Princess Zara and her Storm Kingdom contingent. What I have discovered is that the Church of Knowledge has essentially annexed the island and shut the kingdom authorities out.

“On Earth, that point is the well-known site in outback Australia. I was going to place it within one of my domains, but I was warned against that by Mr North, prior to his death. He was evasive as to why, simply saying that I would understand when the time came.”

“And do you?” Danielle asked.

“Yes. During my talk, I discussed the Laws of Intrusion. There are a lot of nuances to them. If I’d built the bridge leading directly into one of my domains, it would constitute, magically speaking, an invitation. She could invade the domains directly.”

“Wouldn’t that be good?” Yumi asked. “Your power here is god-like. Isn’t that exactly what we need if a god is invading?”

“As I said, there’s nuance. Part of what makes invading my space so dangerous is that my territories aren’t just lines on a map. My dominion over them is a fundamental aspect of that land. Reality itself recognises my right to hold that ground. If I give someone an invitation, either literally or metaphysically, they are no longer intruders. I would still hold a lot of power in those spaces, but the rights of host and guest have metaphysical weight. My ability to harm them would be significantly diminished.

“Because the bridge does not lead into my domains, those territories can be used as bastions during the war. The one place that Knowledge cannot reach until she has seized everything else. Letting them in would have changed that.

“As to how the bridge works, dimensional travel is typically quite an ordeal. Even on Pallimustus, it’s rare. Usually, it comes from diamond-rank portal abilities that allow dimensional traversal. Given the tiny fraction of adventurers who reach diamond, and the fraction of those with portal powers, that number is vanishingly small. There is also the problem of needing to have visited another dimension before you can open a portal to it.

“I say all this for context. The dimensional bridge is not a literal doorway or tunnel. Instead, it makes it possible to move between worlds with a relatively straightforward and resource-efficient ritual. Anyone with a handful of spirit coins and the ability to cast a simple silver-rank ritual could use it. It’s a cheap and efficient way to transit large numbers of people. Safely, I might add, which is far from a given with dimensional travel.”

“Is there a way to shut it down, or block one end?” Michael asked.

“There is,” Jason said. “As we speak, Clive Standish and Emi Asano are working on methods to impede access. I can tell you, however, that these are measures that can only stall, not stop them. Sooner or later—probably sooner—Knowledge’s church will figure out how to pump so much power through the bridge that it’ll clear the pipe, however heavily we block this end.”

“But they will have to emerge at the site in Australia?” Michael asked.

“Yes. Obviously, that presents tactical advantages to our side that will make it hard for them to establish a beachhead. I suspect that once they force open the bridge, the first thing they will send through is a cluster of magical nukes, to wipe out anyone set up on the aperture.”

“Is that a metaphor for some large magical device?” Michael asked.

“No. Travis Noble developed a magitech nuclear device that was used to destroy a flying city. The Church of Knowledge can absolutely recreate it. How to respond to that threat will be for you to decide, since you’ll be the ones dealing with it. I’m happy to participate in any planning or preparation you might require of me, for as long as I remain on Earth.”

“I have some more questions about that,” Michael said, “but as they’ll be getting into the nitty gritty, I’ll leave them for more specific planning meetings. The next point I would like to discuss is timing. From your briefing last week, you seemed to imply that the invasion isn’t possible at all until you return to the other world and complete construction of the magical bridge.”

“That’s correct. I assume your query is about why I don’t leave the bridge unfinished instead of completing it.”

“That is the question, sir, yes.”

Jason nodded.

“That’s a reasonable question, with a simple answer: I have to.”
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“You have to do it?” Michael asked.

“Yeah,” Jason said. “The whole process was incredibly involved. When the original Builder was replaced, one of the new Builder’s tasks was resolving the mistakes of his predecessor. But great astral beings work through mortal agents, rather than direct intervention, as their touch could annihilate galaxies. The new Builder created a door through which someone could enter a liminal space in which they could alter the very foundations of physical reality. Then he left it for someone to find and use.”

“That seems reckless.”

“The new Builder is reckless, for reasons that I can explain later if anyone especially wants to know. Also, I believe that the Builder was manipulated to put this door into play by the goddess of Knowledge. In return, the Builder was aided in an invasion, much the same deal as was made with the messengers. The Builder’s invasion of Pallimustus immediately preceded that of the messengers, in fact.”

“What did Knowledge get out of this?”

“I wasn’t the first to use the door. It was the tool the Network founder employed to do all the things he did. Then he left it behind. In fact, he sealed it in such a way that only someone who had left Earth and returned could claim it. He destabilised the world to raise its magic level for the goddess of Knowledge, then left the tool for the next outworlder. He knew that someone would be sent to stabilise the Earth when it was ready.”

“And you used this door?” Michael asked.

“I did. The Network founder created the Tiwari Clan to prepare for my arrival and claiming of the relic. It was a bumpy process, but it more or less worked out. I slowly learned to shape reality, and was changed in the process. Part of my journey into becoming what I am now, and what I will become in the future.”

“Which is what?” Miachel asked.

“Complicated,” Jason told him, his tone making it clear that there would not be follow-up questions.

“None of this explains why you need to complete the bridge,” Michael pointed out.

“It’s the beginning of it. Using the door, I was able to undo what the Network founder had done. The link between worlds was returned to roughly its original state, but centuries of damage remained. This planet had become fragile and in need of repair. To facilitate that repair, the World-Phoenix created a similar relic to the door. This one would enhance the link between worlds, allowing the same power that had done the damage to instead repair it.”

“By building a bridge,” Michael said.

“Precisely. Even with the relics, though, the process was complicated. I had to start by using the Builder’s door to create an anchor on Earth, then go to Pallimustus and do the same thing there. Then I had to create the bridge using the World-Phoenix’s relic, but the bridge was something like a tree. I planted a seed and would have to wait for it to grow. Once it had, I would need to complete the construction on both ends. But things didn’t go to plan.

“I created the anchor on Earth, then went to Pallimustus and did the same. Then there was an incident. I overtaxed my power and almost died again, and in the process broke both relics. I also absorbed their cosmic power, the next step on the path to becoming what I am now. I ended up returning most of that power to the Builder and the World-Phoenix, in return for the Builder ending his invasion of Pallimustus.

“It left me with a problem, however. I no longer had the tools to complete the bridge. In the end, I ended up obtaining the required knowledge over a number of years, mostly taken from the messengers during their invasion. I don’t know how much influence the goddess had on things falling into place the way they did, but I have to imagine that her hand was on the tiller.

“Finally, I had what I needed. Clive Standish and I designed and created a bridge between worlds. We planted the seed and it began to grow. I returned to Earth, and you know what happened from there. Now the time has come to complete the bridge, at both ends. If we don’t, that growing bridge will become overgrown and start causing damage. Pallimustus will likely face some manner of cataclysm, while the Earth will be destroyed.

“There’s a fairly broad window of time in which I can complete the bridge, and we’re well inside that window now. But if that opportunity passes, the whole thing comes apart. Right now, the bridge between worlds is in a state where it’s ready for final stabilisation. Which is something the Earth needs, by the way. The most greatest harm of the last few centuries has been repaired, but damage to the foundations remain. The bridge will quietly keep working to fix that, but if it’s left incomplete, it will go from stabilising to destabilising. You’ll be lucky to get more than a few decades, the latter of which will be quite rough. On the bright side, the astral storms that appear as the dimensional membrane breaks down will wipe the Earth clean of life long before the planet is utterly annihilated. To summarise, not fixing the bridge is bad. Instead of getting invaded, Earth gets wiped out of reality.”

“How long is your window of time to fix this?” Michael asked.

“There are still a few months before I absolutely need to leave for Pallimustus. I’ll give you all the time I can without risking the safety of the planet.”

“We’d like something a little more firm in terms of dates.”

“I understand that. I’ve been going by feel, since I can sense the general state of the link. Clive Standish has some tests running that will give us hard numbers, and you’ll get those as soon as we’ve got them.”

“If you can sense the state of the link, why didn’t you notice Simon McKean using it?” one of the other attendees asked, earning him a hard look from Michael.

“Minister, we agreed to⁠—”

“It’s fine,” Jason said. “Minister, it’s a problem of scale. McKean only took enough energy to fuel his blood vine and resurrect some vampires. A river doesn’t notice if you take out a cup of water.”

“Are you saying that all that power McKean was wielding, enough to create an immortal army of vampiric abominations, was so insignificant that you didn’t even notice?”

“That’s exactly what I am saying, Minister. I’ve always been very clear that it was vast cosmic power. I even have a t-shirt.”

“Alright,” Michael said. “Let’s move on.”

He frowned at the notes in front of him for a long time, as Jason saw his unease reflected on the faces around the table.

“Something a little contentious, General?”

“Very,” Michael said, looking up at Jason and nodding. “This is where things start getting religious.”

“I’ll do my best to be respectful.”

“We all appreciate that. You said that this world didn’t have the magic to sustain a god, but now it does.”

“That’s right. Between the Builder’s original design and the World-Phoenix’s intervention, Earth’s magic level was fixed at a low level. We did have some stuff running around, but it was always hidden. Not well, with some of the vampire lords, but hidden. Those magical elements ultimately formed the Cabal to keep their secrets.

“Knowledge’s plan disrupted all of that. She wanted a world with the power to sustain a god. Preferably just one god, and that’s where we are now. The main function of the bridge between worlds isn’t to permit travel but to regulate the magic. Now that it’s basically stable, Earth’s magic will slowly continue to rise until it’s quite similar to that of Pallimustus.”

“Why didn’t you stop it from rising at all anymore?” Danielle asked.

“It might have been possible, if things had been different during my last trip to Earth,” Jason said. “I advised magical factions and the world that snatching up reality cores exposed by transformation zones would do long-term damage. Well, it did. The dimensional membrane in the area around Earth is too thin, too damaged. There’s no going back anymore.”

“Mr Asano,” said one of the people sitting around the table. This was the US Secretary of Supernatural Affairs. “Are you saying that if we’d listened to you back then, there wouldn’t be enough magic for this goddess to invade?”

“I originally thought so, Mr Secretary. But Knowledge has been preparing for this too long, and too thoroughly. I’m now certain that it was always going to play out this way. I don’t think your nations and organisations were influenced against listening to me, but I think you would have been if necessary. Knowledge has too many contingencies. She outplayed me hundreds of years before I was even born. This situation was always going to come to pass, one way or another.”

“Now that it has,” Michael said, “you’re asserting that there is currently enough magic to sustain the gods that could not have appeared before.”

“Yes, but only enough for one god, at least for now. I believe she intends to become a monotheistic deity, and then absorb more power as the magic rises, preventing other gods from appearing.”

“Which they would, if nothing stepped in for long enough?”

“That’s my understanding, yes. What kind of god it would be, I have no idea, and it would likely take one or more centuries to manifest.”

Michael took a deep breath and let it out harshly.

“That brings us to the most controversial topic for today, Mr Asano. One question that was debated quite fiercely before being included.”

“And what is that?” Jason asked lightly.

“I have another question first,” Michael said. “I have all of these questions on my notes, here. I haven’t shown them to you, but this, quite famously, is your domain. Can you read the notes in a folder I’ve had in my briefcase all day?”

“General, I can read the pages in a closed book in a basement on the other side of the city. Yes, I can read your notes.”

“Then this meeting is just going through the motions for you.”

“Not at all. For one thing, I believe that the process matters. How we get to our destination is often as important as the destination itself. On top of that, this meeting isn’t for me; it’s for all of you. This isn’t a waste of my time or some farce for my own amusement. I believe that what we’re doing here is entirely worthwhile, which is why I haven’t even mentioned that terrible vehicle Voltron reboot. With all the power in this room, you’d think we could⁠—”

“Jason,” Danielle cut him off in her best stern-mother voice.

“Right, sorry. Going back to my point, knowing the questions beforehand simply allows me to be better prepared to answer them, without getting distracted by side matters. For example, with pilots for all of those vehicles, that’s much too large an ensemble, and the vehicles themselves are all boxy and terrible. There were only five lions, and that’s a much better⁠—”

“Jason,” Danielle said, escalating her tone to ‘we’re going to talk about this when we get home, Humphrey.’

“Sorry. Do go ahead, General.”

Michael stared at Jason, narrowing his eyes in suspicion.

“Mr Asano, did you, knowing what I’m about to ask, put on such a ridiculous display so that, within that context, what I’m going to ask comes off as equally absurd?”

“I have no idea what you’re talking about, General. But do go on.”

“Very well,” Michael said, and took a steeling breath. “What I’ve been instructed to ask, Mr Asano, is that if there is an open slot for a god here on Earth, have you considered taking it for yourself? Is that even a possibility?”

Anna and Yumi had not known the question was coming, leading both them and their eyebrows to sit up straight. Only Danielle remained stoic, despite being just as surprised. As for Jason, a slight smile teased the corners of his mouth as he leaned back in his chair.

“Considered actually doing it?” he said. “No. I have considered whether it would be possible, but never contemplated following through.”

“Then it could be done?”

“Quite probably, yes. I’m not a god as such, but I have enough god in me that I could probably swing it. But I never would, not ever.”

“Why not?” Michael asked.

“Because gods are too limited. I have no interest in making myself that small.”

It was Michael’s turn to raise his eyebrows.

“Small?”

“Relatively speaking. Of the big three cosmic entity types, gods get the worst of it. I can go into the specifics later, if you like, but their main issue is that gods are bound to their worlds. They don’t even have true immortality, as they only last as long as the planet they’re attached to.”

“Then how is Knowledge coming here?” Danielle asked. “Shouldn’t she be trapped on my world?”

“Normally, yes. What is happening requires very specific circumstances, going all the way back to when the original Builder created our two universes. This is the very reason the original Builder was sanctioned. It would never have happened while the Cosmic Throne was intact.”

“Can you go into the details of these circumstances?” the US Secretary asked.

“It’s hard without years of studying astral magic theory, but I’ll try and cover the basics. Because of the way the Builder created our two universes, Earth and Pallimustus are, in certain metaphysical regards, the same planet. That’s how Knowledge is managing to get away with it. Even then, it’s taken centuries of meticulous planning and execution to create the exact conditions required. She needs to take everything she is, every iota of her essence, and pass it across the bridge to do this. The bridge had to meet very specific requirements to make that possible. She manipulated me and who knows how many others to get it put in place, exactly as she needed it. Thousands, maybe millions of little nudges, across two worlds and hundreds of years. It would be impressive if it wasn’t the dastardly master plan of an evil warmongering super-librarian.”

“But you’re saying,” the secretary chimed in again, “that you could take the god position yourself. If you wanted.”

“I’m not so sure that the people of Earth would want me as their god. I know I don’t.”

“But you could do it.”

“I’m not a hundred percent sure, but probably.”

“Would that stop this foreign goddess?”

“I don’t know. She’d might come over here and start a holy war against me anyway, planning to sanction me and steal all the power when she won.”

“She could do that?”

“I don’t know. We are way past the part of the map with the sea monster on it, Mr Secretary. Here be dragons. I will tell you that gods can affect each other in ways they can’t impact mortals, or vice versa. It is the responsibility of gods to manage their own. She could bend those rules to start a fight over who governs the Earth as its one true god.”

“If gods manage their own,” Michael said, “then why aren’t the gods of the other world intervening?”

The whole room flinched as Jason’s face twisted into a snarl.

“Something I intend to ask them,” he growled before schooling his expression and taking a cleansing breath.

“I’d just like to say,” he continued in a normal voice, “that I’m glad you asked if I would be willing to become God. I know there’s a lot of contention being stirred up around me and what I’ve been telling everyone about the world and how gods work. That you would even ask that means that you understand the magnitude of what we’re up against.”

“I’d like to continue exploring the idea of you becoming the god of this world,” the secretary said. “If that would help us⁠—”

“It might help us,” Jason said. “Maybe. A little. But it wouldn’t stop her armies coming. And I would never do that. It’s suicide.”

“Suicide? You think she’d kill you?”

“She wouldn’t be able to kill me, but if I went full god, she could mess me up, assuming she wins. I could be left powerless and broken, like a long-running TV show that keeps going after the lead actor quits. But even if I won, I would then be bound to this planet, which, a few billion years from now, will be a burned out, lifeless rock. That’s assuming the expanding sun hasn’t swallowed it entirely. As it stands, I’m going to live well beyond the life span of this planet, while any gods attached to it will not. Killing their planet is the one way I know to kill a god, but I think we can all agree that destroying the Earth to stop her is not worth it.”

The room fell silent, everyone staring at Jason. It went on for a long time until he flashed them all a smile.

“General, should we move on to the more detailed questions?”
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WHILE WE HAVE THE CHANCE


You couldn’t really call it a barbecue anymore. Once enough people and enough food were gathered, it turned into a festival. Jason’s grandmother and sister had taken the whole event in hand, closing off entire sections of Saint-Étienne. Benches and tables filled the streets, while kiosks and cooking stations were set up all over. It had started out as an event for friends and family, to bid those leaving goodbye. Somehow, it had morphed into a massive celebration for the clan and its allies; a last, joyous event before the shadow of war passed over them all.

Jason wound his way through the crowd carrying a huge tray of meat, placing it down at the long picnic table holding his family, his team and their families. He slid onto the bench between Taika and Emi.

“Hold on,” Belinda said. “Zara, I thought the current Storm King was your brother, but now you’re saying he’s your cousin?”

Zara let out the unhappy groan of someone who had explained something enough times to know it never went well.

“Technically, he’s both,” she said.

“Oh,” Neil said, awkward understanding on his face. “I didn’t realise the Storm Kingdom had one of those royal families.”

“We don’t!”

“We understand,” Emi assured her. “You’ve got to keep those bloodlines pure.”

“I said we’re not like that.”

“Stella, you’re from the Storm Kingdom,” Sophie pointed out. “What do you think?”

“Oh, they’re definitely like that. It’s common knowledge.”

“It is not!”

“Are you going to be a sister-wife?” Taika asked. “I don’t think that’s okay, bro.”

“Did you just call me ‘bro?’”

“If you’re going to marry your brother,” Erika’s husband Ian said, “I think you have bigger things to worry about than pronouns.”

“That isn’t a pronoun, and leave the poor woman alone,” Erika said. Her disapproving glare was met with a cheeky grin.

“Yes, leave her alone,” Jason’s uncle Hiro said. “There have been many cultures where it’s acceptable to marry your brother; who are we to judge?”

“I’m not going to marry my brother! And he’s not even my brother like that. He’s a cousin my father adopted as a baby to shield the child from the political consequences when his parents turned out to be traitors.”

“Oh, I’m sorry,” Belinda said. “So, you’re going to marry your cousin?”

“I’m not going to marry anyone!”

Taika shook his head and placed a hand on Jason’s shoulder.

“Bro, if you liked it, then you should have put a ring on it.”

“The political reality makes that a bad idea,” Zara said. “The Church of Knowledge may only have annexed one small island, but they still seized the Storm Kingdom’s sovereign territory. And this isn’t like France wanting Saint-Étienne back but being unable to do anything about it. It could easily devolve into war. A Storm Kingdom princess marrying Jason Asano would be fuel to the fire.”

“Wouldn’t that be good for us?” Erika asked. “If Knowledge is fighting a war there, can she still stage one here?”

“It wouldn’t stop at a regional conflict,” Zara said. “The three pillars of Pallimustus civilisation are the churches, the Adventure Society and the governments. If two of those pillars come into conflict, it will pull in more nations and more churches. The planet could be plunged into a fresh war, just as another is ending.”

“That was the one with the messengers, right?” Ian asked. “Hasn’t that been going on for decades?”

“Yes,” Jason said. “From what my avatars in Rexion have been able to gather, the messengers found what they’d been looking for the whole time, and have gradually been withdrawing their forces ever since. Some have been reluctant to give up territory they’ve been fighting over for decades, but it is happening.”

“Did you manage to discover where the Purity relic was found?” Danielle Geller asked.

“No,” Jason said. “But I’d be willing to bet who finally revealed the location to whoever found it.”
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In a cavernous underground bunker, illumination was provided by the glowing magical diagrams carved into every inch of the walls and ceiling. The light sparkled off the large object dominating the room: a gazebo with trellised sides, carved entirely from unbroken diamond. Green vines grew up and over the framework, white flowers with large petals growing all along them.

“It’s larger than I imagined,” Jamis Fran Muskar said as he walked around the relic.

“That’s part of the trouble,” Thadwick said. “It resists placement in dimensional storage. That makes it hard to move and hard to hide, especially radiating power the way it does. Arranging this storage space was trouble enough, and I don’t think we could move it again without being discovered. Nor could we file too many vampires through.”

“How many did you manage to cure of their sun-madness while you had it?”

“Too few. The risk of the relic being discovered is too high, and finding vampires is too hard. They don’t exactly volunteer either. After being driven to ruthless amorality by the sun, they resist reverting to their previous personalities. Given how many kill themselves after, I suppose I can see why.”

“Yet, you persist.”

“This world sees vampires only as predators without care or remorse, and they are not always wrong. But they could be, if people were willing to help instead of killing them on sight.”

“How is the new process I gave you?”

“Easier. Replicable.”

He gestured at the Purity relic.

“And doesn’t involve the thing that every adventurer and messenger in the world is looking for. It means we can set up multiple operations, and move them as necessary, all while drawing much fewer eyes. Where did you find this process? Some other world?”

“Oddly enough, a priest from your world developed it. He’s been trying to cure vampirism for years, and he’s done it, at least for lesser vampirism. Along the way, he developed a few other processes, like removing the sun-taint that leads vampires to their lack of sociability. Funnily enough, most of what he’s accomplished can also be done by this divine relic.”

“If this priest is from this world, why wouldn’t he release it publicly?”

“He left this world some years ago, prior to completing his research. I had to go quite some way to obtain it, from someone who doesn’t like me very much. I’m glad that you are satisfied with my efforts.”

“Yes, you’ve been as good as your word, and I shall be the same. Purity’s relic is yours to take. As is the trouble of removing it discreetly.”

“Thank you. Now that our deal is done, would you be willing to answer a question for me?”

“You want to know where I found it.”

“I do. If that’s a private matter, I understand, but I would appreciate you assuaging my curiosity if you can.”

“It was in the Mirror Kingdom. A wild place, so far north that the ice never thaws. A cave had frozen over centuries ago, and inside was a natural array that hid the presence of the relic.”

“And how did you come to find it? I don’t suppose a priest of Knowledge told you?”

“How did you know that?”

“Lucky guess. What did this priest ask in return?”

“That is a private matter.”

Jamis held up his hands in a placating gesture.

“Then I shall enquire no further. It was good doing business with you, Mr Mercer. You are using that name again, yes?”

“Yes, I… yes.”

“I suggest you make yourself scarce, Mr Mercer, and I will give you ample time to do so before moving the relic. You don’t want it getting out that you’re the one who gave it to me.”

“Is that a threat?”

“Just a friendly warning. You have nothing left that I desire, and you’re not quite diamond rank yet, close though you may be. Until you cross that threshold, even that remarkable sword of yours is no danger to me.”

Thadwick nodded, resting a hand on the ruby and onyx hilt of his blade. The grip was a savage thing, with spikes that would dig into the hand of anyone who grabbed it.

“Did you know that sword was forged especially to slay my kind?”

“No, but it does so well. I’ve checked quite thoroughly.”

Jamis let out a laugh.

“So you have. Now, you’d best be on your way, as I suspect that extricating the relic will lead to contention from the locals.”

Thadwick nodded, saying no words of goodbye as he strode to the bunker’s only doorway and the stairs beyond. They led up into a long-disused warehouse, storing no more than dust and a few broken barrels. Waiting for him was Thalia Mercer, the mother of the man Thadwick had once been.

“Is it done?” she asked.

“Yes, we can wash our hands of the relic. All that remains is what Knowledge has asked of me.”

“I don’t like it. We have no idea what strange realm she intends to send you to, or who this man you have to kill is.”

“Not kill. The priest said that it would not be possible. I am to harry and hunt him, keep him busy until some affair of the goddess is done with, so that he cannot interfere.”

“I’m worried about you, son. What manner of man cannot die, but can interfere with the intentions of a god?”
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“An idiot,” Akari proclaimed. “A complete and utter fool.”

She paced back and forth in the consulting room, never touching the comfortable armchair across from the one Arabelle Remore was sitting in.

“He’s your husband,” Arabelle said.

“He clearly doesn’t want to be!”

“I don’t think you believe that’s true.”

“Then why is he acting like he wants nothing more than to end our marriage?”

“I don’t think that is what he’s doing, even if he thinks it is. What you need to understand is that, in Itsuki’s mind, he’s never been good enough for you. When you started spending so much time away from him, he thought that you had finally realised it as well. Especially in the company of someone like Valdis. He is everything that Itsuki thinks of as the perfect man. A handsome prince, charismatic and talented. And one who shares your obsession with the sword, no less. In Itsuki’s mind, Valdis is the kind of man you deserve.”

“Don’t I get a say in that?”

“Yes, but the time you’ve been spending with Valdis makes your husband think that’s what you are saying.”

“It’s not about that.”

“I know. Valdis can help you back onto a path to sword mastery that you thought was closed to you. Even Itsuki understands that, at least intellectually. He knows that your true love is the blade, and Valdis can provide for you in that regard what your husband cannot.”

“I’m not obsessed with the sword.”

Arabelle raised her eyebrows and Akari turned away from her gaze.

“Akari, the first step on resolving your issues is having you both understand what those issues are, not what you think they are.”

“And how is Itsuki doing with that?”

“I won’t discuss his sessions with you any more than I will yours with him. I will simply say that you both have work to do before we explore joint sessions. Now, our time is over, and we both have preparations to make. You will be at the farewell ceremony in Australia this evening, I assume.”

After Arabelle had finished her post-session notes, she left the clinic early. She found her husband and son waiting for her outside.

“Aren’t you busy today?” she asked Rufus.

“Oddly, no,” Rufus told her. “I’ve said most of my goodbyes and settled my affairs in the clan. I thought it would be good to spend my last day here with my parents.”

“I see you weren’t busy,” Arabelle said to Gabriel.

“As it happens, I’m very busy. Who do you think has to pick up the slack with adventurer training now that our son is leaving?”

“He has been surprisingly diligent,” Rufus said.

“You didn’t have to say ‘surprisingly,’” Gabriel complained. “I’ve been teaching adventurers for a long time, you know. Our family runs a⁠—”

“Don’t say it, Father. I’m well aware of what our family does.”

Arabelle smiled warmly at her boys.

[image: ]


“Looking around,” Ian said, “you’d never know a war is coming.”

He was strolling along the beach boardwalk with his wife, daughter, brother-in-law and father-in-law. They were back in Casselton Beach, Jason and Erika’s hometown.

“Look closer,” Ken said. “These streets should be thick with tourists at this time of year. A lot of the shops are closed like it’s the off season. The rest have signs up for sales or reduced opening hours.”

“At least it’s not crowded,” Jason said. “You don’t get a lot of that when the weather is this perfect. It might be selfish, but I hope the war doesn’t touch this place. I wish I was going to be here to defend it.”

“Maybe you will,” Ken said. “Perhaps Knowledge isn’t as clever as you think, and you’ll escape whatever trap she’s set up for you.”

“I will, eventually. But however smart I think she is, she’s smarter. Every flaw, every misstep I thought she’d made over the years was a clever manipulation. But I don’t believe that she’s invincible.”

“You really think you can beat a god?” Erika asked.

“I’ve beaten worse. Gods are about rules. It’s what they’re made of—magic and rules. The mechanism that governs those rules was broken, which she exploited to make all of this possible. That mechanism has been fixed now, which means I at least have a chance. I have to figure out which rules I need to exploit to defeat her.”

“Do you have any idea what those rules are?” Erika asked.

“Nope. There’s little point planning what I’ll do until I see what she’s done in full. Then I can get to the business of disrupting it. But let’s not talk about this anymore. Today is about being together while we have the chance. Now, let’s go get some ice cream before the shop shuts.”

Emi danced ahead, the young woman acting like the girl she had been when they had all lived in this town. Jason smiled warmly, careful not to let the sadness creep into his expression or his aura. He grinned as Farrah emerged from the ice cream shop and Emi ran up to give her a hug.

“Hey,” Farrah said with a laugh. “You’re squeezing me like you didn’t just see me three hours ago.”

“But you’re going away!”

Farrah was not joining Team Biscuit on the return to Pallimustus, nor was she staying on Earth. Uncertain of what Knowledge’s plans would mean for Jason’s astral kingdom, Farrah would be there to help manage things, should something go wrong.

“What brings you here?” Erika asked as Emi relinquished her grip.

“I thought I would make one last pitch for you to ride out the war in Jason’s astral kingdom. We don’t know what exactly is going to happen, but you will be safe.”

“You’re an adventurer,” Emi said.

“I am,” Farrah said.

“Uncle Jason told me that adventurers live good lives. Money, power, influence.”

“That’s true.”

“He also said that there are days when you earn it. When you have to step up and prove that you’re worth everything you’ve been given.”

“That’s also true.”

“As much as we try to make the Asano clan fair and equal,” Emi said, “the reality is that the Asano family gets the best of everything. We’ve gotten so much, kind of like adventurers. Now that the world needs people to step up, we can’t shirk our responsibilities.”

Farrah let out a resigned sigh.

“You did a good job with this one, Eri,” Farrah told Erika.

“She’s a good egg,” Jason said.

“Despite certain influences,” Farrah added.

“Is she talking about you or me?” Jason asked Ian, earning him a clip on the back of the head from Erika.

“Hey…”

“You should join us,” Erika told Farrah. “In fact, we should get all the team who don’t have any family to join ours for the day.”

“I think it’s just Neil,” Farrah said. “Zara is still organising the Storm Kingdom contingent for the return. Sophie is with her mother and Cal, and Humphrey is off with his mother.”

“Perpetually,” Jason muttered, earning a threatening glare from his sister.

“Lindy and Stella are off doing something they probably shouldn’t,” Farrah continued. “Taika brought his brother over from New Zealand and is staying with their mother. Rufus is with his parents. I think Clive finally figured out that women have more to offer than assisting him in the lab. That just leaves Neil.”

Jason opened a shadow portal and stepped through. A moment later, he came back, dragging Neil through behind him.

“Jason, what are you…”

He trailed off as he saw Farrah and Jason’s family.

“Everyone is with family today,” Jason told him. “Yours are all in the other world, so today, we’re your family.”

Neil opened his mouth to say something snarky, then closed it.

“Thank you,” he said.
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BROKEN WHAT MATTERS MOST


Quite the crowd had gathered in Australia at the anchor site for the bridge. No traces remained of the small town that had once stood there. It was now a series of standing stones that formed a giant ritual circle, surrounded by weapons that had undergone significant upgrades at the hands of Travis Noble.

“Don’t fully trust the weapon systems here,” Travis told Michael Mills while shaking his hand. “I’ve removed all the automation from them, but there are still potential vulnerabilities. The forces of Knowledge will know them all, because the moment I arrive in the other world, the goddess will know everything I do.”

“I don’t suppose⁠—”

“I’m not going to stay, General Mills. I know that going there makes me a tactical liability to you, but my wife is about to face the greatest test of her life. There’s nothing you can do to stop me from being by her side for that.”

Michael nodded.

“I don’t like it, Mr Noble, but I can respect it.”

Jason approached, placing a hand on Travis’ shoulder.

“It’s time.”

Travis nodded and headed for the ramp leading up to the cloud ship.

“I have to say, General,” Jason said, “I never expected the world to come together the way it has, especially in these last few months since the vampire war ended. It’s given me back some of the hope for this world and its people that I thought had been beaten out of me forever.”

“Shame what it took was a common enemy.”

“Oh, she’s anything but common, General.”

“Neither are you, Mr Asano. Goddess or not, I think I’d rather be on your side than the other.”

“I’ll do my best to prove you right.”

An uncertain look crossed Michael’s face. He tapped the top button of his uniform, causing a privacy field to shimmer into place around them.

“If I might ask, Mr Asano, what are your actual chances?”

“What, of beating the goddess of Knowledge?”

Jason laughed.

“I have no chance whatsoever. It’s completely impossible.”

Michael’s eyes went wide and Jason clapped him on the shoulder.

“Don’t worry, General; I never have a chance and it’s always impossible. It just so happens that the impossible is kind of my thing.”
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Jason was the last person to board the ramp. The crowd watched as he stood with his father, his sister, his niece and his son. He hugged his dad, Ken smelling like cut grass and fertilizer.

“You have to bring Mum in,” Jason told him.

“She wants nothing to do with us, and I’m happy to leave it that way after what she wrote in her book. She rejected the essences we offered her, only to take them from somewhere else. And what fool went and gave her enough essences to run a black market?”

“Someone who thought they could use her against me. Knowledge will be much better at that, which you can’t allow. Kidnap her and lock her up if you have to.”

“That does sound fun.”

Ken let Jason go and placed his hands on his son’s shoulders.

“Do good, son. Come back to us.”

“I made you some snacks for the trip,” Erika told him as she wrapped her arms around him. “I gave them to Humphrey, so at least there’s a chance there’ll be some left by the time you get on board.”

Finally, Jason stood in front of Emi. He glanced over at Kaito’s children, Hana and Jace, standing with their mother, then back at Emi.

“I’m going to need you to look after your cousins. They aren’t strong like you.”

Emi stared at him for a long moment before clutching him in a hug like she was trying to juice him.

“I’m not strong, Uncle Jason.”

“Neither am I, until I have to be. You have that in you as well.”

“I need you to come back faster, this time.”

“I can’t promise that, but I’ll do my best. Until then, you have to hold down the fort.”

“There are people for that. General Mills and Great-Nana Yumi.”

“She doesn’t let you call her that, does she?”

“Yes, why?”

He let out a chuckle.

“You really are her favourite.”

“I love you, Uncle Jason.”

His eyes were wet as he tousled her hair.

“Love you too, Moppet.”

Finally, Jason placed his hands on Nik’s shoulders.

“Last chance, little man. I hate leaving you behind again.”

“I don’t want to let you go without me,” Nik said, “but we should each be where we can do the most good.”

Jason pulled the rabbit man into a fuzzy hug.

“I’m proud of you, son.”
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As Jason’s cloud ship flew through the astral, those aboard found various ways to fill in the days. Rufus, Sophie and Humphrey focused on training. Clive, Lorelei and Belinda conducted research, taking advantage of their direct access to the deep astral. Others on board, such as Zara’s Storm Kingdom contingent and the various priests returning home, largely kept to themselves or partook of the amenities available of the cloud ship. Such amenities were many and varied, the cloud ship having picked up the best of what two worlds could offer.

The cloud ship’s movie room featured plush armchairs, with side tables between them for holding food and drink. Jason was seated between Zara and Estella, with Gordon in the seat behind him.

“Where is the ice?” Estella asked while gesturing at the screen. “The movie is meant to be about ice, but all we get is this terrible musician with colourful pants and a magic jumping motorcycle.”

“The title is a simile,” Gordon said, his voice an angelic chorus resonating from his orbs. “The title is asserting that the protagonist is very cool.”

“Which he is not,” Jason clarified, “but I’m not responsible for the title.”

“But you are responsible for picking the movie.”

“I love the guy,” Estella said. “He’s the worst person I’ve ever seen, and I’ve seen King Emiliano.”

“My brother is not a bad person,” Zara said. “He’s just a little annoying to deal with sometimes.”

“Of course his sister-wife would say that,” Estella said.

“Do you want to get slapped?” Zara asked her.

“Absolutely. Should we get out of here? I’ll go grab Lindy and the biggest tin of condensed milk I can find.”

“Stop that,” Jason scolded. “You’re making Jamar blush.”

The cloud ship’s bartender was standing nearby with a large tray of refreshments. If he was blushing, it didn’t show on the runic’s skin, blue so dark it was almost black.

“It’s okay, Jamar,” Zara said. “You can bring it over here.”

Jason looked at Jamar thoughtfully as the man set out the snacks and beverages.

“You can still change your mind,” Jason told him. “You’ll be safe and sound in my astral kingdom.”

“Thank you, Mr Asano, but I’m good where I am. I might not be a fighter like you, or a cunning spy like you, Mrs Warnock, but I’m still an auxiliary adventurer on this team. You warned me from the outset that there might be danger.”

“That’s very courageous of you, Jamar, but there’s danger and there’s danger. There’s a goddess waiting for us at the end of this journey.”

“There’s also home, Mr Asano, and it’s been a long time. My family aren’t adventurers, and most aren’t even essence-users. They’ll only live so long.”

“That reminds me, actually,” Jason said.

A hole opened in the ceiling and a small bag dropped through for Jason to catch. He held it out for Jamar to take.

“You really have been away from home a long time, Jamar, and I know what that’s like. I can’t give you that time back, but I can maybe give you some more time going forward.”

Jamar sat the tray down on an empty table and took the bag. He reached inside, his arm disappearing to the shoulder in the dimensional container. When he pulled it out, he was holding an essence.

“Mr Asano…”

“I heard you were trying to use your wages to buy essences, awakening stones and monster cores from the clan. I also know you had trouble, since the clan runs on an internal contribution system, and you’re not a member. There’s enough in there to get six people to bronze rank.”

Jamar himself was silver rank, fully through monster core use. He had spent a lot of time training under Jason’s sister, whose own power set was heavily cooking-related.

“This is a fortune, Mr Asano.”

“Yeah, well, see if your uncle will give me free juice.”

Jamar laughed. “He won’t. Also, he won’t like you fighting a goddess. He’s very religious.”

“Oh, I remember. Did I ever tell you how we met?”
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In the observation lounge of the cloud ship, Jason and Zara leaned into one another on a couch. They watched as strange and impossible things moved past the window.

“The cloud ship serves as a barrier against the immaterial nature of the astral,” Jason explained. “A dimension ship is like a pocket universe, a bubble of reality. What we see outside is raw chaos interacting with the physical reality that is the ship. And because the ship is, in a way, me, those interactions are shaped by me.”

“I did notice a lot of sandwiches go past.”

“It won’t be long now. A couple of hours.”

“How does that work, exactly? There’s no time in the astral, right?”

“We have subjective time because physical reality needs it. It is possible to time travel, but there’s a lady who gets cranky if you try, and she’s not to be trifled with.”

“Did you and Raythe have a thing?”

“No. Why would you think that?”

“I know you like powerful women.”

“I have one right now who I’ve been very happy with.”

“But now it has to end.”

He didn’t respond, and they snuggled closer on the couch.
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In the cloud ship’s large hangar, everyone aboard had gathered. There were a variety of personal flight devices and small flying vehicles, waiting to carry people off upon arrival in Pallimustus. Jason’s team stood apart from the others, along with Travis, Gabrielle and Estella. Even though she was an auxiliary member, Estella would not be separated from Belinda. She wouldn’t be a liability in combat because that wasn’t what they were walking into.

“We will be arriving in just few minutes,” Jason announced. “I’ve had an avatar in Rexion speak with a representative of the Church of Knowledge, and they have promised safe passage for everyone other than my team and the priests of Knowledge in the brig. Once we confirm that you won’t be harassed, you can use the vehicles and personal flight devices to reach a set of ships that will be anchored away from the island. They will take you to Rimaros and the protection of the royal family. Before that happens, my team will deliver ourselves to the island.”

“You’re going to just hand yourselves over?” Jamar asked.

“It was always going to be that way, Jamar,” Jason told him. “There’s something I have to do there. If you can convince my team to leave me behind and go with you, I can probably talk the goddess around on that. I tried to convince them and they were having none of it.”

“Damn right,” Neil said.

Jason turned to look at his team before moving to stand with them.

“You know she’s going to take me away from you.”

“We do,” Humphrey said. “And we’re going to go get you back.”
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The island had been renamed Ascension’s Gate after being seized by the Holy Army of the Church of Knowledge. It had been fully converted to a military base, with barracks and a sky port where air ships were docked at massive towers. At the centre of the island was a set of standing stones that formed an enormous ritual circle.

A cloud ship in the shape of an inverted pyramid appeared in the sky above the standing stones. Immediately, twelve diamond-rankers flew into the sky to meet it, some using personal devices and others under their own power. They took formation around the cloud ship.

“Jason Asano,” one of them said. Her words were not shouted, yet projected loudly enough to be heard across the island. “Emerge and surrender yourself.”

A long horizontal panel opened in the side of the pyramid and a massive tortoise shell floated out. Standing atop it was Jason as it drifted over to the woman who had spoken.

“You’re all priests of hers,” Jason said. “I know that not a lot of clergy hit diamond, so I’m a little surprised she has even this many.”

“I am Lucella Carnes. Do you surrender yourselves to us?”

“Will you hold up your end and let the others go to the Storm Kingdom?”

“Princess Zara Rimaros is a member of your team.”

“She’s going back to her kingdom. You don’t get her.”

“You don’t get to dictate terms here, Asano.”

“Is it worth antagonising the Storm Kingdom to prove a point, Priestess Carnes?”

She tilted her head like a lizard eyeing a bug it was about to snatch up and eat.

“It is not,” she said. “You will hand over the priests you have taken into custody at the same time the others depart.”

“Absolutely. But before I talk with your goddess, there’s someone who wants to talk to her first. One of yours. She’s in this shell, not a prisoner. Just a woman of faith who doesn’t believe what I told her your goddess is doing.”

“I can sense the presence of Gabrielle Pellin, but it is not her place to question. She serves the goddess, not the other way around.”

“I’m not trying to make trouble, Priestess. I know how this is going to go. But given that I normally make a lot of trouble, at least do me the courtesy of an indulgence that costs you nothing.”

“Of all the indulgences you could ask for, why help a servant of your enemy?”

“Because I’m the good guy.”

An aura rose like the tide, vast and inexorable. The goddess appeared, looking like a celestine with onyx hair and eyes. She wore a loose, simple dress of dark blue, cut in the Storm Kingdom style. The diamond-rankers all knelt, which looked a little odd for those floating in the air instead of on flying carpets or small clouds.

“I will see my child who has been absent from this world and my grace for so long. I will thank you to keep your mouth closed for our conversation, Jason Asano.”

Jason stared, blank-faced at the goddess. He said nothing, just giving a small nod. Gabrielle was lifted out of the shell’s open side by an invisible hand and brought face to face with her goddess. Like the diamond-rankers, she knelt, her head bowed.

“My lady,” Gabrielle said. “It is a blessing to feel your touch upon my mind once more.”

“Yet that mind is troubled. Have you come to doubt me in your time away?”

“My faith has not wavered, Goddess, but Jason has convinced an entire world that you are going to invade it.”

“It is the way of fools that the blind cannot see, child. Jason Asano has blinded an entire world to believe that a blessing is an invasion. Their world has no god to guide them. I have made that possible, and yet they intend to resist. We will show them the way, and in the end, they will understand. They will learn faith.”

Gabrielle looked up, confusion on her face.

“Are you saying that it’s true? That you manipulated Purity and worked with Disguise? That you destabilised their world?”

“To harvest the grain, you must grow and cut the wheat, my child. Fertilising the soil is not a pleasant task, but the farmer knows that it must be done. Take joy in this. Soon you will not be priestess of Knowledge but a priestess of God. Your experience in the other world will be invaluable in the days to come. You can help make the transition more peaceful. You can help rule when it is done.”

“Rule?” Gabrielle rose to her feet. “Goddess, I am a priestess of Knowledge. Not of Deception or Conquest or Dominion. Not of God. I… tell me that this is wrong. That I don’t understand.”

“You do understand, child. You simply fail to hold the right perspective. I knew you would not accept, the moment you returned to this world. The doubt inside you. The fear. You need to change the way you see things, and then you can find the joy in it. I am going to be more than what I am.”

“I LOVE WHAT YOU ARE ALREADY!” Gabrielle screamed, tears pouring down her face. “You don’t have to be more! What is wrong with knowledge? With learning and wisdom? Why is that not enough?”

“You do not understand the limitations upon me. For all your powerlessness, mortals are free in ways that gods are not. You do not see the chains by which I am bound. I am one of many, child. And one day, I will die, despite the supposed immortality of gods. Becoming the one true god of Earth is the first step. The next will be finding a way to transcend one world, one universe, to be something greater.”

Gabrielle floated back, shaking her head.

“This isn’t you. Something happened to you. Were you replaced, like Purity?”

Knowledge turned to Lucella.

“I knew it would be hopeless, but I had to try. She was one of my beloved children, once.”

A cube emerged from Gabrielle’s chest and vanished into Knowledge’s outstretched hand. Gabrielle immediately had a seizure, foaming at the mouth as she flailed helplessly in the air. Travis rushed out of Onslow’s shell on a hover platform and grabbed her.

“Lucella,” Knowledge commanded. “Take them away.”

“No,” Jason said. “Send them to the Storm Kingdom with the others. You’ve taken what was yours from her, and broken what mattered to her most. She’s neither asset nor threat to you.”

“My priestess already explained that you do not dictate terms here, Jason Asano. You know that⁠—”

Knowledge looked up as another dimensional vessel appeared in the sky. This one was larger than Jason’s, looking like a massive industrial ship forged of dark, crude metal. Her lips pressed together in distaste as figures with diamond-rank auras came pouring out.
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With most people distracted by more than forty diamond-rankers emerging from the freshly arrived dimension ship, Travis moved Gabrielle into Onslow’s shell. Neil was standing dead still, his eyes closed.

“Neil,” Travis said urgently. “Neil. Neil! NEIL!”

Neil opened his eyes as if being roused from deep sleep.

“What?” he asked grumpily.

“What are you doing?”

“I’ve been away from my god for a decade, Travis. Forgive me for taking a little time to commune with him.”

Travis gestured angrily at Gabrielle lying on the floor. She had stopped seizing but was still unconscious. “The god of Healing might have some interest in this.”

“Her divine essence was taken from her. There’s little to be done unless another god replaces it, and I don’t think she’s going to go for that. Next best thing is a replacement essence, and that will be at iron rank. Assuming she lives through the ordeal, it will be a long, hard road to recovery.”

“You must be able to do something.”

“Not here. Rimaros has the facilities to wake her up without her being in so much pain she can’t think straight. Then they’ll have to get her to accept a new essence. We can’t just shove one in her now. She has to be willing.”

Outside the shell, Jason watched the diamond-rankers emerge from the dimensional vessel that had just appeared. He immediately recognised Roland Remore and Victor Volaire, the Mirror King, but the others were strangers. The other diamond-rankers he knew, such as Soramir Rimaros and Allayeth were not present. Rufus flew out of Onslow’s shell on a small cloud and up to his grandfather. Jason likewise floated up to stand before the diamond-ranker.

“Grandfather?”

“Hello, Roo. I’m sorry our reunion has to be like this.”

“You’re not here to confront Knowledge,” Jason said, his tone making it an accusation.

“We are not,” Roland said. “We diamond-rankers have been unhappy for a long time with how the gods have been conducting themselves. From Healer letting his churches fall to corruption so he can heal them to Disguise taking Purity’s place for centuries to Knowledge preparing to invade your world. Their collective failure to stop Knowledge only makes it worse. We have wanted to act for a long time, but there was always one issue.”

“That you could hide your planning from most of the gods,” Jason surmised, “but not from Knowledge.”

“Indeed.”

“So, you cut a deal,” Jason said. “You don’t interfere with Knowledge, since she’s leaving your world behind anyway, and she doesn’t interfere with your plans. You’ve known for a while, which is why you steered me away when we met in Vitesse.”

“There’s more to it than that,” Knowledge said, suddenly next to them. “The diamond-rankers have been waiting for this day, keeping certain things from interfering with my affairs. The Order of Reaper have a role to play, but we couldn’t have you clashing with them too early. Roland here made sure that your connection to them remained peripheral.”

“More layers of manipulation,” Jason said.

“That is done now,” Roland said, glaring angrily at Knowledge. “You’ve gotten what you want.”

“I have,” Knowledge said. “Did you really think that hiding outside of the universe to make your final plans would help? I’m not going to intervene in your little feud with my soon-to-be-former peers. There was no need to make such a dramatic entrance. Jason Asano and I have business, so do run along.”

“Grandfather, what are you doing?” Rufus asked.

“We are holding the gods to account. We cannot fight the gods themselves, obviously, but we can fight their churches. The gods need to start acting like the caretakers they should be and not capricious nobles with too much power and too few consequences. If not, they will find their ability to act upon the world significantly curtailed as their mortal agents are removed.”

“It doesn’t look like you’re confronting the gods, Grandfather. It looks like you’re striking bargains with them. That’s how you expect to hold them to account? You think your efforts will amount to anything when your first step is participating in exactly the kind of act you say you want to stop? You’re passing off the problem you couldn’t face to the people of Earth. You couldn’t handle the wolf, so you’re helping it get into someone else’s house. The people inside don’t matter to you because they’re not yours.”

“There was no other way.”

“Yeah, I’m done listening to you,” Jason said. “The goddess told you to scoot, so scoot. Your boss is done with you. She and I have some stuff going on right now, so pack up your people and go hash it out with the gods some other place, before I start getting cranky.”

Roland raised his eyebrows.

“Are you trying to threaten me?”

Jason drifted closer until they were eye to eye. When he spoke, his voice had the desolate calm of a dead world.

“When I am done dealing with Knowledge and whatever her plans for me are, I am going to come back here. When I do, you and the little gods you’re feuding with will answer to me. And if you’re very, very lucky, your grandson will convince me to leave enough of you that he can carry it home in a bucket. That is me threatening you, Roland Remore.”

Roland’s diamond-rank aura surged out. Although it seemed less impressive with a goddess manifesting nearby, it still crashed down on Jason. In response, a version of Jason’s aura surged out of his cloud ship, with a power that was beyond diamond. Roland’s eyes went wide, his gaze moving between Jason and Knowledge. He frowned and nodded to the goddess.

“The terms of our agreement hold?” he asked her.

“They do.”

“Then we will take our leave.”

The diamond-rankers were gone in a blur and their ship flew off swiftly.

Jason’s aura retracted to his cloud ship and he floated back to Onslow’s shell before half-collapsing on top of it.

“Are you alright?” Rufus asked, joining him.

“He pushed himself beyond his current limits,” Knowledge said. “I take it you don’t intend to do any fighting today, Jason Asano.”

“What would be the point?”

“Quite so.”

“Knowledge, just do me a favour and let Gabrielle go. It costs you nothing, she gets you nothing. You’ve won today. Be magnanimous.”

While Jason, Knowledge and Rufus had been speaking with Roland, Travis had moved Gabrielle into Onslow’s shell and Neil’s care.

“Very well,” Knowledge said. “Send the people you have on your cloud ship to the boats and she may go with them. My priests you hold can be delivered to the island. When you are done, we can speak on the ground.”

The goddess vanished, and shortly thereafter, flying vehicles were moving out of the cloud ship. Most moved towards the anchored Storm Kingdom ships, but several were driven by Shade and ferried the Knowledge priest prisoners to the island below. One of Shade’s bodies took the cloud flask from Jason and started absorbing the cloud ship into it.

Jason and Rufus joined the rest of their team inside Onslow’s shell. A flying skiff carrying Zara and some of her people detoured to the shell to collect Gabrielle and Travis. Jason and Zara didn’t say anything, but locked eyes as the skiff departed, until it carried Zara away.

“Jason,” Humphrey said. “Did I hear you threaten to kill the greatest swordmaster in the world?”

“He’s diamond rank. He’ll get back up.”

“There is also the small point of him making short work of you if you tried,” Sophie pointed out.

“I didn’t threaten him for today,” Jason said. “I threatened him for tomorrow.”

“It will take more than just reaching diamond rank before you’re ready to face my grandfather, Jason.”

Jason’s expression turned hard.

“I intend to be more than just diamond rank.”

He wandered to the edge of Onslow’s shell and looked out at the island below. Like the counterpart anchor point on Earth, a formation of standing stones made up a giant magical diagram.

“When we go down there,” he said, “it will be time for us to part. Again. I don’t like it, but this time, it’s not my choice. One way or another, someone is going to take me from you all, and you from me.”

“One way or another?” Belinda asked. “Jason, what haven’t you told us? What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything,” he answered, his gaze still locked on the ground below. “This was set in motion years ago, before I knew about any of it. And I’m told that most of you were warned. I don’t know what Knowledge intends for you all, but I won’t allow it to be her choice. As for what I haven’t told you, I still won’t. Knowledge can’t take what’s in my head anymore, but she can still get to what’s in yours.”

He turned to face them.

“When things happen,” he said, “they’re going to happen fast. We need to say our goodbyes now, while we have the chance.”

“No,” Humphrey said. “That’s not how this is going to⁠—”

A mouse leapt out of Humphrey’s shirt. It transformed into a copy of Humphrey, with silver hair and eyes, and a bushy moustache, and engulfed Jason in a hug.

“Goodbye, Uncle Jason!”

Jason returned the hug with a chuckle.

“Goodbye, Stash.”
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The island was now a military base designed around the standing stone ritual circle at the centre. Onslow’s shell floated down to an open marshalling square adjacent to the stones. The team disembarked and the shell transformed into a cloud of coloured lights that flowed into Clive. Tattoos on Clive’s torso briefly glowed through his robes before dimming.

The twelve diamond-rankers who served Knowledge appeared, moving so fast, it looked like teleportation. They positioned themselves around the square, keeping their distance from the team standing in the middle. Suddenly Knowledge was present again.

“You have something planned,” she accused Jason.

“Nothing that will hurt your ambitions,” Jason said. “At least, not today.”

In the sky above them, another dimension ship emerged from the astral. This one looked like a giant snow globe, with a sphere encapsulating a cottage and its surrounding garden. From the cottage emerged a striking draconian woman with glorious red and gold scales. Her outfit was something between a dress and a loose robe, in pristine white with embellishments that matched her natural colouration. She stepped through the globe surrounding the cottage as if it weren’t there and dropped through the air, clothes fluttering about her legs. As she fell, a pair of wings grew from her back and slowed her descent until her feet lightly touched the ground. Above her, the globe slowly lowered towards the ground.

“Helsveth,” Knowledge said. “There was no need for the First Sister to come personally.”

“True,” Helsveth agreed. “Your agreement with the World-Phoenix ends when the bridge is complete, and requires no ceremony.”

“At which point, I may do with Asano as I will, without the World-Phoenix interfering.”

“Yes,” Helsveth said. “However, I will be taking his companions with me.”

“Your great astral being doesn’t care about them.”

“No, but my predecessor does. She had intended to be here for this, but while the World-Phoenix does not care about Asano’s companions, it does care about its hierophants. It knows that if Dawn were present, she would be conflicted in her loyalties. It forbade Dawn from participating, but has allowed me to be here in Dawn’s stead. I am not allowed to intervene with anything you have planned for Asano himself, but I will be taking the others.”

The diamond-rankers around the yard all took a step forward, only to stagger back as if they had been slapped. Only Jason and Estella sensed the aura interplay between Helsveth and the diamond-rankers, the rest of the team being oblivious to it.

“You’re assuming that we’re willing to go,” Sophie said, and Helsveth turned to look at her.

“Some years ago, Dawn warned you that a day would come when you would need to go with her, no questions asked. That when that day came, you would not be able to help Jason, and must escape if you wish the chance to help him later. I have had to come in Dawn’s place, but her warning stands, and today is that day.”

As if to punctuate her words, the globe arrived at ground level. The sphere around the cottage vanished and the garden settled on the flagstones of the marshalling yard.

Jason’s whole team started talking at once, until Humphrey barked out a command.

“Enough! I know I don’t pull rank very often, but I am the team leader. We told Dawn that when the time came, we would go. The time has come.”

He marched towards the cottage, and after only a short moment of hesitation the others followed, going to the small building and into the front door. The last to go through was Neil, who stopped at the doorway and turned around.

“Jason, you damn well better annoy her as much as you do us until we see you again.”

Jason grinned and Neil followed the others inside.

“That is the end of it?” Knowledge asked Helsveth.

“Yes, although the World-Phoenix, as someone who has fought Jason Asano in the past, did leave me a message for you.”

“And what is that?”

The draconian’s smile revealed an unsettling number of very sharp teeth.

“Good luck, Goddess.”

Helsveth walked into her cottage and it rose into the air before the globe snapped back into place and the entire vessel disappeared.

“All alone,” Knowledge said. “I know that I’ve been playing up mortal-like traits since your first arrival in this world, but there is one thing that is quite authentic: I’ve been rather looking forward to today. If you were going to do anything, it makes sense that you would see your friends to safety. Probably the only thing you could actually accomplish, although I’m more than a little surprised that you didn’t struggle more. I was expecting something drastic and ill-advised.”

“It might be a blink in the eye to you, Goddess, but in the time since we’ve met, I’ve changed a lot. I actually listen to good advice now, and allowed myself to be convinced that stopping you wasn’t something I could do. That the attempt would do more harm than good.”

“You’ve finally realised that the impossible isn’t your thing after all.”

Jason let out a chuckle.

“Funny you should say that, because⁠—”

Shade emerged from Jason’s shadow.

“Mr Asano, I sense my brother’s presence.”

“Umber?”

“Yes.”

A dark figure drifted across the marshalling yard. It was a vaguely humanoid mass of indistinct shadow, with a pair of dimly glowing, smoky orange eyes. It moved through the air like a genie with no lamp until it was hovering in the air near Shade. When he spoke, his voice was sensuous and provocative, as if a deliberate contrast to Shade’s rigid politeness.

“Greetings, brother. Did you see me coming?”

“Always.”

“Yet you fall for my little traps, every time.”

“And you never tire of them. Do you truly find depriving me of my freedom so satisfying?”

“I do indeed, brother. The one who never serves Father and yet is always his favourite, somehow.”

“Our progenitor has no favourites.”

“Oh, please. You serve nothing but your own whims, yet does Father rebuke you? No, he lavishes you with praise.”

“Your memory seems impacted by your bias, Umber. You do our progenitor a disservice.”

“And you do nothing but indulge in your roaming ways! What greater joy could I have than depriving you of that?”

“Perhaps in learning to live for yourself? If you so bristle at living in my shadow, then all you need do is step out of it. Stop living for me, or for the Reaper. Become your own entity.”

Umber let out a snarl.

“You never change! What will it take for him to see your failing? You abandoned him completely for your latest meat anchor, and still he favours you!”

‘Meat anchor?’ Jason mouthed silently, looking himself up and down.

“You don’t even realise the machinations I prepared for you,” Umber continued. “When I convinced your summoner to trap you in that astral space, I was already preparing for your inevitable escape. You see, the next place I’m going to send you is very special indeed. I knew that the Builder would use one of his hastily prepared vessels, and what would happen to that vessel once he was done with it. So, I made sure that something was waiting for that ghoulish remnant, a soul for it to devour. A soul carefully engineered to create exactly the entity I needed, one that could go to a place most could not. One that could create more of its kind to take with it. An army of jailers.”

“The Order of the Reaper,” Jason said. “You created whatever Thadwick Mercer has become, and now you’ve what? Had him turn the entire order into things like him?”

Umber turned to face Jason.

“The summoner,” he said, spitting the word as if to get the filth out of his mouth. “The one who somehow convinced my brother to give up everything. Do you realise how fragmentary a speck in his life you are?”

“Yep. Have you been running the Order of the Reaper for all these years?”

“I’ve been building up their numbers while I prepared for Shade to find his way to freedom.”

“Thadwick’s sword,” Jason said. “How did you know to prepare a weapon so effective against a gestalt body even I didn’t know I would have?”

“That was a happy accident. Sometimes, luck just goes your way. I won’t turn my nose up at a little serendipity.”

“Nor will I,” Knowledge said. “Dawn made sure that I would not be able to have you killed once the bridge was complete by having you intimately connected to it. Of course, that became irrelevant with your ascension to immortality. I will admit that I didn’t see either of those things coming, but a good plan must always have contingencies. Even if I can’t kill you, I have come to respect you enough that I wish to avoid your intervention during my invasion of your home world. As such, I needed a way to keep you occupied, and your familiar’s sibling has provided.”

“The best part,” Umber added, “is that you’ll walk right into the cage, summoner, knowingly and willingly. I’ve incorporated some additions to the ritual to complete the bridge anchor point. It will bind your consciousness into your prime avatar. You are familiar with this magic, yes?”

“I was expecting as much,” Jason confirmed.

“It will seal away your astral kingdom, and your ability to actively influence your domains. Once you have completed the ritual, you will be taken from this universe to a place that isn’t quite a universe and isn’t quite not. Somewhere that very few are able to go, and you just so happen to be one of them. That was not serendipity, by the way. I knew the great astral beings were in need of someone that met certain requirements, and the lovely goddess here was kind enough to let me know that she was expecting someone to come along, sooner or later, who could be moulded into meeting those requirements.

“We just had to make sure that they were in a position to become Shade’s next familiar. Someone who would release a few trapped souls in some flesh monsters to get on Father’s good side, plus Shade in need of a new summoner and here we are. It was a little unfortunate that father wasn’t happy about the trapped souls, and he forbade me from interfering with my precious brother until his summoner was ready. Well, you’re ready now, Jason Asano.”

“For what?” Jason asked. “Where is this universe that isn’t a universe?”

“Why spoil the surprise?”

“That is enough interruptions,” Knowledge said. “The time has come to fulfil your destiny, Jason Asano, and open the gateway that I might claim your world.”

Jason turned to Knowledge, then walked right up to her. He floated up until he was eye to eye with the manifestation of the goddess, a full head taller than he was.

“I’m going to do this thing,” he told her. “And I’m going to wind up in whatever prison your shadow familiar has set up for⁠—”

“I’m not her⁠—”

Silence.

Jason didn’t say the word but brought it into being through his aura. Umber rocked back as if struck by a physical blow. Jason didn’t even turn to look, continuing to speak to Knowledge.

“When I am done with that place, I am going to get out, and then I’m going to kill you.”

Knowledge looked at him like a pet owner being stalked by their new kitten.

“You can’t sanction me, Jason Asano. Even when you come into the fullness of your power as a great astral being, as the System, you will not have the authority to sanction a god. That is for other gods to do. Perhaps you might have found a way before the Cosmic Throne was repaired, but now the rules have been put back in place. By you, no less. You understand better than anyone that they are not to be violated.”

“But you weren’t listening, which is a common failing in people who think they know everything. I’ve made that mistake many times myself. I didn’t say I was going to sanction you, Goddess; I said I was going to kill you.”

She looked at him with curiosity.

“I know you, Jason Asano. I understand you utterly, and have from the moment you first arrived in this universe. The only way to kill a god is to annihilate the world they are bound to; we both know that. I’m not saying that you couldn’t find a way to destroy a planet, but we also both know you never would. You think yourself the hero too much, a trait that has been very useful to me. Saying that you are going to kill me is bluster and bravado, and I know that is how you like to do things, but what do you hope to accomplish? Is it anything more than shouting into the dark?”

Jason let out a light chuckle.

“You were right earlier, when you said the impossible isn’t my thing. It’s only kind of my thing. I don’t do it every day, and I don’t do it every time. But when it matters, when it really matters, I find a way. And I’m going to find a way to kill you. Not sanction you, or seal you away. Kill you. I know it’s impossible, and I don’t care. You can call it bluster and bravado if you like, but if you understand me so utterly, Goddess, look me in the eye. Tell me that you see a single scrap of doubt over my ability to put you down and send you to the Reaper.”

Knowledge’s face went blank.

“Enough of this. It is time to complete the task I have been preparing you for all this time you believed that you were your own man. Go into that ritual circle and complete it.”

Jason drifted to the ground.

“As you will, Goddess.”

“You should show me some respect, Jason Asano. The next time we meet, I will be the one true God of your world.”

He turned and walked in the direction of the standing stones, replying without looking back.

“The next time we meet, Goddess, will be the day you die.”

[image: ]


Make sure to join our Discord

(https://discord.gg/aethon)

so you never miss a release!


THANK YOU FOR READING HE WHO FIGHTS WITH MONSTERS 13


We hope you enjoyed it as much as we enjoyed bringing it to you. We just wanted to take a moment to encourage you to review the book. Follow this link: He Who Fights With Monsters 13 to be directed to the book’s Amazon product page to leave your review.

Every review helps further the author’s reach and, ultimately, helps them continue writing fantastic books for us all to enjoy.

[image: ]


HE WHO FIGHTS WITH MONSTERS

BOOK ONE

BOOK TWO

BOOK THREE

BOOK FOUR

BOOK FIVE

BOOK SIX

BOOK SEVEN

BOOK EIGHT

BOOK NINE

BOOK TEN

BOOK ELEVEN

BOOK TWELVE

BOOK THIRTEEN

[image: ]


Want to discuss our books with other readers and even the authors?

JOIN THE AETHON DISCORD!

You can also join our non-spam mailing list by visiting LitRPG Books: https://aethonbooks.com/litrpg-newsletter/ and never miss out on future releases. You'll also receive up to five full books completely free as our thanks to you.

Don’t forget to follow us on socials to never miss a new release!

Facebook | Instagram | Twitter | Website

[image: ]


Looking for more great LitRPG and Progression Fantasy?

[image: ]
THEY WILL NOT BREAK HIM. HE WILL BREAK THEM. Gary was an above-average programmer in a below-average life. Just when he thought he'd get a girlfriend, she exploded in his face alongside the majority of the population. Now, he must quickly learn to survive a perilous world filled with ancient clans, ridiculous monsters, and a mysterious interplanetary power System. Everything is a challenge, but that won't stop Gary. Armed with nothing but his grit, determination, and his spear, he’ll find a way. Because, to achieve his vengeance, Gary must do more than survive. Much more. He needs to thrive. From Valerios, the bestselling author of Road to Mastery, comes a new LitRPG Apocalypse built for fans of gritty power progression, cultivation, and an MC who refuses to stay down


Get Path of Steel Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
A unique Class. A hunted Captain. An infinite ocean of Loot. Marco trained his whole life to become a captain. He maxed every childhood achievement the System would let him, from diving, to rigging, to outrunning couriers up mountains. But when classing day finally comes, the system doesn’t just make him a captain, it makes him a Gluttonous Marauder. On the plus side, it’s a unique class with combat perks, shipwright skills, and captain material. On the negative side, it comes with a reputation so bad he’s arrested on the spot. Now on the run in a barely-seaworthy smuggler’s dinghy, Marco sets out to prove he’s not the villain they think he is. Unfortunately, he first needs to out-sail bounty hunters, survive cursed dungeons, and feed enough victories to his ever-growing ship to outrun every danger thrown his way. Experience the start of a seafaring LitRPG epic from besteller R.C Joshua, featuring in depth ship-evolution, unique class mechanics, crew-building, hardcore progression, and a world where the ocean itself is a dungeon.


Get The System Seas Now!

[image: ]


[image: ]
When a God falls, humanity must learn to rise. Every century, the heavens ignite as the Gods pass from one celestial home to the next. For the people of Drucent, it is a night of wonder and prayer. But this time, something went wrong. A single light veered from the path. A God has fallen, and the world will never be the same. Carsom was a nobody—an orphan in the frozen northern tundra, destined to muck out stalls until the cold claimed him. But when he discovers a smoldering crater and the celestial traveler within, his fate is rewritten. Gifted a legendary cosmic blade, he must transform from a stable boy into a warrior capable of defending a God. He must adapt fast to survive the Emperor's vicious Blood Wardens, as his new path converges with a princess on the run from her own father, and a nomadic outcast with the magical abillity to heal the dying but at a catastophic cost. The presence of fallen gods has disrupted the natural and political order. Only together, can they stop it. Bestselling author CJ Aaron returns with this new progressoon fantasy epic, where a stable boy must master a cosmic blade, a nomad must learn to control his volatile magic, and a princess must find strength in the darkest of times.


Get Migration of the Gods Now!

[image: ]


For all our LitRPG books, visit our website.

[image: ]



APPENDIX I
ASON ASANO CHARACTER SHEET


Jason Asano

	Nature: Prime Avatar of an Astral Nexus 

	Current rank: Gold 

	Progression to diamond rank: 71% 




Attributes

	[Power] (Blood): [Gold 7] 

	[Speed] (Dark): [Gold 7] 

	[Spirit] (Doom): [Gold 6] 

	[Recovery] (Sin): [Gold 6] 




Inherent Gifts

	[Prime Avatar] 

	[Numen] 

	[System Administrator] 

	[Sacred Phoenix] 

	[Relics of the King] 

	[Palanquin] 




Essences (4/4)

Dark [Speed] (5/5)

	[Midnight Eyes] (special ability): [Gold 8] 92% 

	[Cloak of Night] (special ability): [Gold 7] 76% 

	[Path of Shadows] (special ability): [Gold 7] 32% 

	[Hand of the Reaper] (special ability): [Gold 7] 47% 

	[Shadow of the Hegemon] (familiar): [Gold 8] 08% 




Blood [Power] (5/5)

	[Blood Harvest] (spell): [Gold 8] 16% 

	[Leech Bite] (special attack): [Gold 7] 76% 

	[Feast of Blood] (spell): [Gold 8] 09% 

	[Sanguine Horror] (familiar): [Gold 8] 55% 

	[Haemorrhage] (spell): [Gold 7] 79% 




Sin [Recovery] (5/5)

	[Punish] (special attack): [Gold 7] 54% 

	[Feast of Absolution] (spell): [Gold 6] 83% 

	[Sin Eater] (special ability): [Gold 7] 04% 

	[Hegemony] (aura): [Gold 9] 27% 

	[Castigate] (spell): [Gold 7] 26% 




Doom [Spirit] (5/5)

	[Inexorable Doom] (spell): [Gold 8] 50% 

	[Punition] (spell): [Gold 6] 89% 

	[Blade of Doom] (spell): [Gold 6] 91% 

	[Verdict] (spell): [Gold 6] 41% 

	[Avatar of Doom] (familiar): [Gold 7] 77% 





APPENDIX II
ASTRAL NEXUS INHERENT GIFTS


[Prime Avatar]: A prime avatar is a physical and spiritual gestalt that serves as a mortal anchor for transcendent power. It does not have a soul of its own, serving as a vessel through which your soul can be expressed, fully embodying your consciousness and mortal power. The power of your avatar is limited to your mortal power and serves as a means to grow that power. As the anchor for your transcendent power, the prime vessel is required to exert certain aspects of that power upon physical reality.

[Numen]: Your transcendent power has aspects of divinity that are imbued into the avatar that is the mortal embodiment of your will and power. Your avatar can express that power in ways that reflect your hegemonic and defiant nature. Traits and abilities your avatar inherits include: establishing spiritual domains; Akashic Speech; stripping and transforming remnant magic from magic entities you have killed or destroyed; being immune to rank suppression as well as detection, tracking and assessment magic; negating aura-related abilities by fully suppressing the aura of the ability’s user.

[System Administrator]: Gain access to all aspects of the System, along with additional interface features such as maps, voice and image chat, party and raid group functionality, and the ability to assess creatures and objects. You can grant these additional features to others in a party or raid group. You can access the System interface of others if you have their permission or have suppressed their aura.

[Relics of the King]: Access the astral throne, astral gate and soul forge to limited degrees. Reinforce the stability of dimensional spaces through your presence and transgress sealed or unstable dimensional apertures. Exceed the normal limitations of portal abilities at the cost of additional mana, potentially suffering backlash for extreme expenditure. Use your aura to suppress spiritual manipulation and suppress or enhance soul attacks.

[Sacred Phoenix]: Soul-based abilities learned prior to astral nexus transfiguration have been refined for use by your prime avatar. Afflictions can also add [Ghost Fire]. On suffering damage that would be lethal, transform into a ghost fire phoenix. After ghost fire phoenix transformation is triggered, it cannot be used again for one year. That time is reduced by absorbing life force, and further reduced by life force containing fundamental reality material.

[Palanquin]: Your dark essence familiar can transform its bodies into one or more forms of transportation. These forms can offer luxury and utility but are relatively fragile for their rank. Your blood familiar can reinforce any single form, enhancing its durability, allowing it to repair itself rapidly and heal anyone inside with moderate efficacy. Your doom familiar can add offensive and defensive capabilities to any single form.


APPENDIX III
JASON’S ESSENCE ABILITIES


The following is a list of Jason’s essence abilities as of gold rank. The list is written for brevity (believe it or not) rather than accuracy or comprehensiveness.

Dark Essence

Midnight Eyes (special ability, perception)

	Iron: See through darkness. 

	Bronze: Sense magic. 

	Silver: Read auras. 

	Gold: Diminish light sources within field of view. 




Hand of the Reaper (conjuration)

	Iron: Conjure a shadow arm that inflicts [Creeping Death]. 

	Bronze: Also inflicts [Rigor Mortis]. A second arm can be conjured. 

	Silver: Also inflicts [Weakness of the Flesh]. Numerous additional arms can be conjured, including at range from shadows. 

	Gold: More arms, further away. Can be armed with your conjured weapons. 




[Creeping Death] (affliction, disease): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Rigor Mortis] (affliction, unholy): Penalty to [Speed] and [Recovery]. Stacking. Adding to the stack inflicts necrotic damage.

[Weakness of the Flesh] (affliction, magic): Negates immunities to disease and necrotic damage. Cannot be cleansed while the target suffers any disease.

Cloak of Night (conjuration)

	Iron: Conjures a cloak that manipulates light and weight. 

	Bronze: Cloak intercepts projectiles. 

	Silver: Cloak allows flight and minor space distortion. 

	Gold: Cloak becomes a void portal for extreme ongoing mana cost. 




Path of Shadows (special ability)

	Iron: Teleport through a shadow to another visible shadow. 

	Bronze: Create portals across regional distances. 

	Silver: Create portals across continental distances. 

	Gold: Create portals across global distances. 




Shadow of the Hegemon (familiar, summon, ritual)

	Iron: Summon shadow familiar with three bodies. 

	Bronze: Body count increased to seven. Shades can exert minor physical force and store items in a dimensional space. 

	Silver: Body count increased to thirty-one. Summoner can share non-combat powers. 

	Gold: Body count increased to two hundred and eleven. Bodies can serve as beacons for the summoner’s aura. 




Blood Essence

Blood Harvest (spell)

	Iron: Drain health, stamina and mana from an enemy corpse. Only affects targets with blood. 

	Bronze: Affects all enemy corpses in a wide area. 

	Silver: Gain [Blood Frenzy] for each corpse drained, up to a maximum threshold then gain [Blood of the Immortal] instead. 

	Gold: Gain [Strength of My Enemies] for each corpse drained, up to a maximum threshold then gain [Endless Power] instead. 




[Blood Frenzy] (boon, unholy): Bonus to Speed and Recovery base attributes. Stacking up to a maximum threshold.

[Blood of the Immortal] (boon, unholy, healing): On suffering damage, an instance is consumed to grant a brief but powerful ongoing healing effect.

[Strength of My Enemies] (boon, unholy): Bonus to Power and Spirit base attributes. Stacking up to a maximum threshold.

[Endless Power] (boon, unholy, healing): On reaching low thresholds of stamina or mana, an instance is consumed to grant a brief but powerful recovery effect.

Leech Bite (special attack, melee)

	Iron: Inflicts [Bleeding]. Drains life from bleeding targets. 

	Bronze: Inflicts [Leech Toxin]. 

	Silver: Inflicts [Tainted Meridians]. 

	Gold: Inflicts [Thief of Life]. 




[Bleeding] (affliction, wounding): Ongoing bleed damage and absorbs healing. Cannot be cleansed but is removed after absorbing enough healing.

[Leech Toxin] (affliction, poison stacking): Reapplies [Bleeding] when negated.

[Tainted Meridians] (affliction, poison): Stamina and mana cost of magical abilities is increased. Bleed effects cause mana loss along with blood loss. Drain attacks are more effective against target.

[Thief of Life] (affliction, curse, drain): Ongoing health drain effect.

Haemorrhage (spell)

	Iron: Inflicts [Bleeding] and [Sacrificial Victim]. 

	Bronze: Inflicts [Necrotoxin]. 

	Silver: Inflicts [Blood From a Stone]. 

	Gold: Inflicts [Exsanguination]. 




[Sacrificial Victim] (affliction, unholy): Suffer greater effects from drain attacks and blood afflictions.

[Necrotoxin] (affliction, poison): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Blood From a Stone] (affliction, magic): Negates immunity to blood and poison effects. Cannot be cleansed while the target suffers any blood or poison affliction.

[Exsanguination] (affliction, wounding): [Bleeding] can stack.

Feast of Blood (spell)

	Iron: Drain life from bleeding targets. 

	Bronze: Drains additional life for each poison on the target. 

	Silver: Gains a variant with additional targets and a longer cooldown. 

	Gold: Gain an instance of [Blood Glutton] for each victim. 




[Blood Glutton] (boon, unholy, stacking): Your drain effects are more powerful. Additional instances have a cumulative effect.

Sanguine Horror (familiar, summon, ritual)

	Iron: Summon a sanguine horror familiar. 

	Bronze: Gains a worm-that-walks form. 

	Silver: Can conjure robes for the summoner that enhances drain attacks and regeneration. Can expend own biomass to rapidly heal summoner. 

	Gold: Can temporarily exceed normal mass limits through life drain. 




Sin Essence

Punish (special attack, melee)

	Iron: Deals necrotic damage and inflicts [Sin]. 

	Bronze: Inflicts [Price of Absolution]. 

	Silver: Inflicts [Wages of Sin] on those with [Sin]. Does not inflict [Sin], [Wages of Sin] or deal necrotic damage on those with [Penance]. Instead deals transcendent damage inflicts additional [Penance]. 

	Gold: Inflicts [Thief of Spirit]. 




[Sin] (affliction, curse): Necrotic damage taken is increased. Stacking.

[Price of Absolution] (affliction, holy): Suffer transcendent damage for each [Sin] removed.

[Wages of Sin] (affliction, unholy): Deals ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Penance] (affliction, holy): Ongoing transcendent damage. Stacking. Stacks drop off over time.

[Thief of Spirit] (affliction, curse, drain): Ongoing mana drain effect.

Castigate (spell)

	Iron: Burns a painful brand into the target, inflicts [Sin] and [Mark of Sin]. 

	Bronze: Inflicts the [Weight of Sin] and bestows [Marshal of Judgement] on the caster. 

	Silver: Inflicts [Mortality]. 

	Gold: [Mark of Sin] imparts resistance to cleanse effects. 




[Mark of Sin] (affliction, holy): Turns target’s aura into an easily tracked beacon. Cannot be cleansed while the target has [Sin] or [Legacy of Sin]. At gold rank, imparts resistance to cleanse effects.

[Weight of Sin] (affliction, holy): Suffer transcendent damage when subjected to a holy boon, recovery or cleanse effect.

[Marshal of Judgement] (boon, tracking, holy): Track anyone with [Mark of Sin].

[Mortality] (affliction, holy): Negates immunity to curses and reduces resistance to magic afflictions. Cannot be cleansed while any curse is in effect.

Feast of Absolution (spell)

	Iron: Remove curses, diseases, poisons and unholy afflictions. Cannot target self. 

	Bronze: Inflicts [Penance] and [Legacy of Sin] to enemies for each affliction removed. 

	Silver: Wide area variant. 

	Gold: Affected allies gain an instance of [Resistant] and an instance of [Integrity] for each condition cleansed from them. 




[Legacy of Sin] (affliction, holy): Execute abilities have a greater effect on the target. Stacking.

Sin Eater (special ability)

	Iron: Increased resistance to afflictions. Gain [Resistant] for each affliction resisted or removed. 

	Bronze: Gain [Integrity] for each affliction resisted or removed. 

	Silver: Life force, stamina and mana can exceed baseline maximums. 

	Gold: Consume curses, diseases, poisons and unholy afflictions on allies within your aura over time, triggering all normal effects. 




[Resistant] (boon, holy): Resistances are increased. Stacking.

[Integrity] (boon): Ongoing life force and mana recovery. Stacking.

Hegemony (aura)

	Iron: Increase ally resistances, reduce enemy resistances. 

	Bronze: Inflicts [Sin] on enemies attacking allies within the aura. 

	Silver: Maintain aura strength over a wider area. Incoming transcendent damage is downgraded. 

	Gold: Aura strength does not have to be split when suppressing multiple auras. 




Doom Essence

Inexorable Doom (spell)

	Iron: Periodically applies more of existing instances. Cannot be cleansed while other afflictions are in effect. 

	Bronze: Inflicts/refreshes [Inescapable]. 

	Silver: Inflicts/refreshes [Persecution]. 

	Gold: Rate at which additional afflictions are applied is significantly accelerated. 




[Inescapable] (affliction, magic): Blocks teleportation.

[Persecution] (affliction): Target gains resistance to cleansing, and positive or ongoing healing boons.

Doom Blade (conjuration)

	Iron: Conjures dagger that inflicts [Vulnerable] makes wounding effects require more healing to negate. 

	Bronze: Dagger inflicts [Ruination of the Spirit], [Ruination of the Blood] and [Ruination of the Flesh]. 

	Silver: Conjures a sword that inflicts [Price in Blood] on both wielder and target. 

	Gold: Sword inflicts additional damage for each instance of [Legacy of Sin]. 




[Vulnerable] (affliction, unholy): Resistances are reduced. Stacking.

[Ruination of the Spirit] (affliction, curse): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Ruination of the Blood] (affliction, poison): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Ruination of the Flesh] (affliction, disease): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Price in Blood] (affliction, holy): Deal additional damage to others with this affliction.

Punition (spell)

	Iron: Deal necrotic damage for each affliction on the target. 

	Bronze: Inflicts [Penitence]. 

	Silver: Damage per affliction can be increased by increasing the mana cost to high, very high, or extreme. This reduces the cooldown to 20 seconds, 10 seconds or none. Consecutive, extreme-cost incantations have truncated incantations. 

	Gold: Gain area of effect variant with increased mana cost and cooldown. Cooldown cannot be reduced through mana expenditure. 




[Penitence] (affliction, holy): Targets inflicted with [Penance] when afflictions are cleansed from them.

Verdict (spell, execute)

	Iron: Deals transcendent damage. Scales with injury level of target. 

	Bronze: Deals additional instances of [Penance]. 

	Silver: Inflicts/refreshes [Sanction]. 

	Gold: Can be used as a wide area ongoing effect with less immediate damage. 




[Sanction] (affliction, holy): Healing on target is reduced. Cannot be cleansed while suffering [Penance].

Avatar of Doom (familiar, summon, ritual, {execute}, {holy})

	Iron: Summon an Avatar of Doom familiar. 

	Bronze: Avatar’s orbs can be detonated in pairs but take time to replenish. 

	Silver: Orbs can be consumed to inflict [Harbinger of Doom]. 

	Gold: Butterflies create seeking affliction clouds when destroyed. Butterflies can be absorbed to enhance other familiar powers. 




[Harbinger of Doom] (affliction, unholy): Target conjures butterflies that spread all afflictions on the target to other enemies.


APPENDIX IV
BOONS & AFFLICTIONS LIST


The following is an alphabetised list of all boons and afflictions produced by Jason’s essence abilities. This includes indirectly, such as through conjured items or familiars.

[Bleeding] (affliction, wounding): Ongoing bleed damage and absorbs healing. Cannot be cleansed but is removed after absorbing enough healing.

[Blood Frenzy] (boon, unholy): Bonus to Speed and Recovery base attributes. Stacking up to a maximum threshold.

[Blood From a Stone] (affliction, magic): Negates immunity to blood and poison effects. Cannot be cleansed while the target suffers any blood or poison affliction.

[Blood Glutton] (boon, unholy, stacking): Drain effects are more powerful. Additional instances have a cumulative effect.

[Blood of the Immortal] (boon, unholy, healing): On suffering damage, an instance is consumed to grant a brief, powerful ongoing healing effect. Stacking but does not grow stronger with more stacks.

[Creeping Death] (affliction, disease): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Strength of My Enemies] (boon, unholy): Bonus to Power and Spirit base attributes. Stacking up to a maximum threshold.

[Endless Power] (boon, unholy, healing): On reaching low thresholds of stamina or mana, an instance is consumed to grant a brief but powerful recovery effect.

[Exsanguination] (affliction, wounding): [Bleeding] can stack.

[Harbinger of Doom] (affliction, unholy): Target conjures butterflies that spread all afflictions on the target to other enemies.

[Inescapable] (affliction, magic): Blocks teleportation.

[Integrity] (boon): Ongoing life force and mana recovery. Stacking.

[Leech Toxin] (affliction, poison stacking): When [Bleeding] is negated, reapplies [Bleeding]. Stacking.

[Legacy of Sin] (affliction, holy): Execute abilities have a greater effect on the target. Stacking.

[Mark of Sin] (affliction, holy): Turns target’s aura into an easily tracked beacon. Cannot be cleansed while the target has [Sin] or [Legacy of Sin]. At gold rank, imparts resistance to cleanse effects.

[Marshal of Judgement] (boon, tracking, holy): Track anyone with [Mark of Sin].

[Mortality] (affliction, holy): Negates immunity to curses and reduces resistance to magic afflictions. Cannot be cleansed while any curse is in effect.

[Necrotoxin] (affliction, poison): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Penance] (affliction, holy): Ongoing transcendent damage. Stacking. Stacks drop off over time.

[Penitence] (affliction, holy): Targets inflicted with [Penance] when afflictions are cleansed from them.

[Persecution] (affliction): Target gains resistance to cleansing, and positive or ongoing healing boons.

[Price in Blood] (affliction, holy): Deal additional damage to those with [Price in Blood].

[Price of Absolution] (affliction, holy): Suffer transcendent damage for each [Sin] removed.

[Resistant] (boon, holy): Resistances are increased. Stacking.

[Rigor Mortis] (affliction, unholy): Penalty to [Speed] and [Recovery]. Stacking. Adding to the stack inflicts necrotic damage.

[Ruination of the Blood] (affliction, poison): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Ruination of the Spirit] (affliction, curse): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Ruination of the Flesh] (affliction, disease): Ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Sacrificial Victim] (affliction, unholy): Suffer greater effects from drain attacks and blood afflictions.

[Sanction] (affliction, holy): Healing on target is reduced. Cannot be cleansed while suffering [Penance].

[Sin] (affliction, curse): Necrotic damage taken is increased. Stacking.

[Strength of My Enemies] (boon, unholy): Bonus to Power and Spirit base attributes. Stacking up to a maximum threshold.

[Tainted Meridians] (affliction, poison): Cost of abilities is increased. Bleeding adds mana loss to blood loss. Drain attacks are more effective against target.

[Thief of Life] (affliction, curse, drain): Ongoing health drain effect.

[Thief of Spirit] (affliction, curse, drain): Ongoing mana drain effect.

[Wages of Sin] (affliction, unholy): Deals ongoing necrotic damage. Stacking.

[Weight of Sin] (affliction, holy): Suffer transcendent damage when subjected to a holy boon, recovery or cleanse effect.

[Vulnerable] (affliction, unholy): Resistances are reduced. Stacking.

[Weakness of the Flesh] (affliction, magic): Negates immunities to disease and necrotic damage. Cannot be cleansed while the target suffers any disease.
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