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			Chapter 1

			Real Mages Don’t Wear Funny Hats

			Picture a wizard. Go ahead, close your eyes if you need to. There he is, see? Old, skinny guy with a long scraggly beard he probably trips over on the way to the bathroom in the middle of the night. No doubt he’s wearing some sort of iridescent silk robes that couldn’t protect his frail body from a light breeze. The hat’s a must, too, right? Big, floppy thing, covered in esoteric symbols that would reveal to every other mage which sources of magic this moron relies on for his powers? Wouldn’t want a simple steel helmet or something that might, you know, protect the part of him most needed for conjuring magical forces from being bashed in with a mace or pretty much any household object heavier than a soup ladle.

			Yep. Behold the mighty wizard: a stoop-­backed feeb who couldn’t run up a long flight of stairs without giving himself a heart attack.

			Now, open your eyes and let me show you what a real war mage looks like.

			‘Fall, you pasty-­faced little fuckers!’ Corrigan roared as our contingent of wonderists assaulted the high citadel walls our employer had sent us to bring down ahead of his main forces. ‘Fall so that I can rip your hearts out with my bare hands and feed you to my favourite devil as an appetiser before he feasts on your miserable souls!’

			Yeah, Corrigan was a real charmer all right.

			

			Big man, shoulders as broad as any soldier’s. I stood maybe half an inch taller, but in every other dimension he was my superior. The muscles on Corrigan’s forearms strained against the bejewelled gold and silver bands he always negotiated into his contracts. Tempestoral mages of his calibre have no particular use for precious metals or gemstones, but when it comes to selling his services, Corrigan likes to – in his words – ‘Remind those rich arseholes who needs who.’

			‘Watch this one, Cade!’ he shouted to me over the tumult of battle all around us. Our employer’s foot soldiers and mounted cavalry were fighting and dying to keep the enemy troops busy while we wonderists did the real damage. Corrigan’s eyes glowed the same unnerving indigo as the sparks that danced along the tightly braided curls of his hair and beard. Tendrils of black Tempestoral lightning erupted from his callused and charred palms to sizzle the air on their way to tear at stone and mortar like jagged snakes feeding on a colony of mice. He grinned at me, his white teeth in stark contrast to the ebony of his skin, then laughed as each of his fists closed around one of his lightning bolts. He began wielding them like whips, grabbing hold of the stalwart defenders atop the walls and sweeping them up into the sky before shaking them until their spines snapped. Several other poor bastards leaped to their deaths rather than waiting for Corrigan to take an interest in them.

			‘We don’t get paid extra for making them shit their pants, you know,’ I reminded him, my fingers tracing misfortune sigils in the air so that the volleys of arrows the enemy fired at us missed their targets. ‘Our job is to convince them to surrender, not commit suicide.’

			‘Our job?’ The indigo braids of Corrigan’s beard rustled with the same enthusiasm his lightning snakes showed as they destroyed in minutes the gleaming, high-­towered citadel that had taken hardworking masons decades to build. ‘Our job, Cade, is to make what we in the trade call an impression.’

			

			I suppose I couldn’t argue with that. Our employer was an Ascendant Prince – self-­declared, of course – who’d been having some difficulty convincing the local ruling archons of his divinely sanctioned rule. Sending a coven of mercenary wonderists to wage mayhem and murder (I never lied to myself by calling it ‘war’) wasn’t likely to convince anyone of Ascendant Lucien’s holiness, but as his Magnificence had explained it to me, ‘Kill enough of the brave ones and the rest will pray to anyone I tell them to.’

			He might be a complete fucking moron, but Lucien was right about that much, at least.

			The crossbowmen atop the walls stopped firing their bolts at us, no doubt tired of watching the wooden shafts splinter against the rocks as the ill-­luck spells I’d kept around our division meant each and every one of them missed their mark. Meanwhile, Corrigan and a couple of the others got on with blasting their brethren to pieces with impunity.

			Corrigan lightened up on his thunderous assault and motioned for a nearby echoist to spin a little sonoral magic to amplify his voice as he called out to the citadel’s terrified defenders, ‘There now, my little ducklings, no need to jump. Just open up the gates for Uncle Corrigan and we can all have a nice cup of tea before supper.’ He glanced back at me. ‘There. Happy?’

			‘You really are a prick, you know that?’ I took advantage of the momentary distraction among the archers to give my fingers a shake before renewing the shield over our squad of eleven wonderists.

			Corrigan shrugged. ‘What do you expect? I conjure rampant fucking devastation from the Tempestoral plane for a living so that one group of arseholes can conquer another group of arseholes – and then a couple of years later, that second group of arseholes hires me to kill off the first lot. That can’t be good for the soul.’

			Truer words had never been spoken.

			

			‘Enemy wonderists!’ one of our comrades shouted.

			Up on those high walls, the tell-­tale shimmer of Auroral magic (that being the ‘nice people’ kind) appeared: Archon Belleda had finally sent out her own contingent of wonderists to kick our arses. 

			When Corrigan got a look at the silk-­robed, grey-­bearded scarecrows standing up there, he was pissing himself laughing so hard his tendril spell almost collapsed.

			‘Look,’ he shouted to the rest of us, ‘real live Auroral mages have come to cast our souls to the pits! Kneel before these noble miracle-­workers and weep for mercy, for surely the judgement of the Lords Celestine is at hand!’

			The rest of us didn’t laugh. We focused on our jobs, which now included sending those dignified old men and women to their graves. It wasn’t Archon Belleda’s fault her defenders couldn’t beat us. They were locals, patriots fighting for a noble cause, while we were mercenaries, motivated by greed and lousy upbringings, loyal only to the fees our employer had promised us.

			The poor bastards never had a chance.

			One of the enemy wonderists, a silver-­haired woman already dripping with nervous sweat, took the lead. Blood seeped from her eyes as she cast a sorcerous incantation we in the business call a ‘heartchain’, because it pierces right through defensive spells to burst the enemy’s blood vessels. It’s not the sort of thing any of us would use because it’s a conjoined sympathy spell, which means a heartchain also kills the person casting it. I marvelled at the old codger’s redoubtable courage and sacrifice as the thread-­like silver tether stretched across the two hundred yards between them to bind her heart to Corrigan’s.

			The big brute’s eyes went wide as his thick fingers clawed at his own chest. He turned to me, but no sound came from his lips as he mouthed my name.

			Corrigan Blight was a monster, no doubt about it. He killed people for money, and he did it without ever questioning whether such acts could be justified. Any time I’d asked whether perhaps there was a better way to earn a living, he’d slap me across the head and proudly declare, ‘Didn’t make the rules, don’t plan to break them.’ If you stuck him next to the old lady on the wall and asked a hundred people which one of them deserved to live, not one of them would say Corrigan.

			

			Well, except me.

			Corrigan was my friend, which was a hard thing to admit to myself and an even harder thing to find in this profession. He’d saved my life more times than I’d saved his, and I know that doesn’t justify the choice I made in that moment, but maybe it explains why, without giving it a second’s thought, I conjured a poetic injustice.

			Beneath my leather cuirass, a set of three intertwining sigils etched into my torso began to smoulder, then the sigils appeared in the air before me as floating scrawls of ebony ink, curves and edges glimmering. I could feel the seconds counting down towards Corrigan’s heart bursting in his chest. 

			He clutched at my shoulder in panic, or maybe searching for a final moment of human connection. I shrugged him off; I needed to concentrate.

			I placed my right hand above the first sigil, which looked like a distorted stick figure crowned in seven rays; it represented the enemy spellcaster. When I moved my hand upwards, the sigil followed, and I placed it in a direct line between myself and the Auroral mage casting the heartchain. 

			The second sigil, a gleaming black circle with a second, smaller half-­circle overlapping the top of it, looked almost like a padlock. It moved of its own accord, floating silently up to Corrigan’s forehead, which would have unnerved him no end if he’d not been too busy dying to notice.

			The particular forms of magic I work manifest a kind of elementary consciousness within them, which meant that the spell knew Corrigan was the target of the Auroral mage’s heart-­rending invocation. I quickly placed three fingers atop the locking sigil, then moved it between me and the enemy wonderists atop the citadel walls, looking for my target.

			

			This is where casting a poetic injustice gets tricky. Altering the binding on someone else’s spell requires finding someone to whom they have an already strong emotional connection, which would usually require time and research, neither of which we had to spare. But these idiots had made it easy for me. Beside the Auroral mage stood a fierce-­eyed old gentleman holding her hand. I might not be the world’s most sentimental guy, but even I could sense the love between them. I quickly tethered the targeting sigil to him.

			Now for the third sigil. With the thumb and forefinger of each hand, I grasped the two-­headed coiled snake, ignoring the ink-­black tongues that flickered menacingly at me, pulled the spiral straight and attached a head to each of the other two sigils.

			The thin silver thread binding the Auroral mage to Corrigan snapped away from him, whipping through the air with blinding speed before attaching itself to the old man next to her. Even when he saw the heartchain coming for him, he didn’t make a move to abandon her. Maybe he was her husband and such a cowardly thought never occurred to him.

			Till death did they part, as no one with a conscience might say.

			Corrigan painfully sucked air into his lungs, giving me just the barest nod of acknowledgment, then, smiling with smug self-­satisfaction, renewed his attack on the walls with just as much vigour and twice as much pleasure as before. 

			I had to lean against him just to keep from collapsing to the ground. Poetic injustice spells are hard on the body. And the soul, I guess.

			In case I hadn’t made this clear already, we’re not exactly the good guys.

			

			But don’t worry – by the end of this story, me, Corrigan and the five other wonderists who would come to be known as the Malevolent Seven would definitely be getting what was coming to us.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			And the Walls Came Down

			Watching the walls of a once­ magnificent citadel being torn down isn’t pleasant. The rumbling, crumbling, thunderous collapse of stone, wood and mortar is soon followed by the screams of those unfortunate enough not to have died instantly in the fall. Thanks to a few time-­delayed eruption spells, ingeniously placed with the help of engineers who ought to be building things rather than figuring out how to blow them apart, a magnificent feat of architecture that once made people believe the world could be a safe, civilised place was now proof of the opposite.

			Cheers rose up from the foot soldiers on our side. Men and women who hours before had been glaring resentfully at us because we got better pay, better tents and better prostitutes than they did were now slapping us on the back and praising our achievements to the heavens. 

			I doubted anyone up there was pleased.

			My part in this accursed endeavour left me sick to my stomach. It wasn’t just the spells themselves, which were vile enough. It was the thrill all this devastation produced in everyone around me, a pleasure I couldn’t seem to keep from slithering inside me until I was cheering right alongside them. Maybe it just felt good to be part of a team again.

			‘Silord Cade! Silord Cade Ombra, I need to see you!’

			The voice calling out my name was young, enthusiastic and exasperating. When I’d first met the gangly, witless teenager, I’d assumed he was some camp follower looking to worm his way into my tent. Turned out he was an amateur luminist hoping to apprentice himself to a war mage. I should’ve sent him packing when he’d first suggested the idea; it would have saved me having to constantly resist the urge to slap him senseless. 

			

			‘What did I tell you last time?’

			‘Silord?’

			Okay, this time I did have to belt him – as much for his own safety as my satisfaction. Silord, a portmanteau of ‘sir’ and ‘lord’, is, technically, how one should address a war mage, since in terms of rank we sit somewhere between a cavalry officer and a minor noble.

			However . . .

			‘Our employer – your employer, in case you forgot – doesn’t approve of that particular honorific,’ I reminded the boy. Again.

			Corrigan whispered conspiratorially to him, ‘Ascendant Lucien feels such titles risk confusing the peasantry about who the gods love and who they just sort of put up with.’

			‘But Sil—’ He caught himself just in time to avoid a black eye. ‘Master Ombra—’

			‘Ascendant Lucien doesn’t like hearing people refer to his subordinates as “master”, either,’ I told him. ‘Nor, by the way, do I appreciate you using my fucking real name in front of other people when there could be spies about taking stock of who should be on the receiving end of a sharp blade should the opportunity present itself. For the duration of this engagement, you will refer to me as Brother Cerulean. You will refer to our big friend with the ridiculous violet-­blue hair’ – I gestured to Corrigan, who was practically glowing from the admiration of the crowd of soldiers and camp followers flooding around him – ‘as Brother Indigo.’

			‘And what should I call myself?’ asked the boy.

			‘You are Cousin Green.’

			

			And never was there a name more apt.

			Corrigan whistled through his teeth and shoved his would-­be admirers away. I knew without having to look around that this meant our employer was approaching.

			‘Ah, Silord Cade, Silord Corrigan,’ Ascendant Lucien said graciously.

			I shot Green a look so he’d know this wasn’t a contradiction of my earlier injunction. Lucien was just showing us how magnanimous he could be. By nightfall, you could be certain one of the soldiers would have mistakenly referred to us as ‘silords’ and Lucien would have them crucified for it to make sure everyone remembered the rules.

			‘Your stratagem worked just as you predicted, Ascendant Lucien,’ I said, swallowing the bile engendered by having to compliment this silver-­haired, alabaster-­faced moron who couldn’t plan his way out of a privy. On the other hand, a little arse-­kissing after a victory does help loosen the purse strings. 

			Lucien gave me that smile of his – the one that had already kept me up several nights during this campaign contemplating murdering him and switching sides. I might have, too, but there are rules to the game we play. Breaking a contract can damn your soul faster than razing a dozen villages.

			‘And you executed the plan flawlessly,’ Lucien enthused, always determined to best me, even in flattery. ‘Such skill and loyalty deserves recognition . . . and reward.’

			A dozen of his private guard – who were, so far as I could tell, just regular soldiers wearing shinier armour beneath their gaudy white-­and-­gold tabards – marched smartly up to us in two columns, escorting a group of what any decent person would have to call boys and girls. They were clean and well-­dressed in fresh silver-­white gowns, which made me feel sick, because it meant they were here for a purpose.

			‘For my wonderists!’ Lucien declared, drawing oohs and ahhs from hard-­bitten soldiers who were in no way impressed by this act of perversity.

			

			The boys and girls smiled at us with every part of their faces but their eyes, which betrayed them. I grinned as wide as I could without letting what was left of my integrity spew from my mouth. 

			Corrigan put a collegial hand on my shoulder and squeezed hard enough to make the bones creak. This was his way of keeping me from throttling our beloved employer then and there.

			The Lords Celestine, benevolent rulers of the Auroral realms, rely on their human worshippers to enact their policies upon the Mortal plane. Some of these agents act as judges to punish heretical crimes; others, like Lucien, ‘spread the Auroral song of devotion and self-­sacrifice’. Some are even raised in monastic institutions to believe that their own spiritual fulfilment can come about only by giving themselves utterly – in every sense of the word – to whomever they are gifted by their religious leaders. These lucky boys and girls are known as the sublime. It’s said there’s nothing you can do to a sublime – not even murder them – that won’t fill them with righteous bliss. It’s all consensual, of course, as long as you’re a piece of human garbage who thinks teenagers dream of becoming your playthings.

			‘The Ascendant’s cunning in battle is rivalled only by his generosity,’ I said, and though I doubted I managed to keep the disgust and nausea from my voice, Lucien nonetheless nodded graciously.

			‘One each,’ he said, wagging a finger at the others among our little cadre of mercenary wonderists, ‘but for my captains, my chancer Cade Ombra and my thunderer Corrigan Blight, I offer two!’

			While a centuries-­old citadel fell behind us, crushing men and women who, if not innocent, at least deserved something better out of life than being squashed to death beneath the rubble, those on our side clapped daintily as if we were at a tea party and His Most Gracious Ascendancy had just given a toast.

			My fellow wonderists made their picks of the most comely, except Corrigan, who, noting my glare, gave me a slight nod to acknowledge that whatever pleasure he might have taken wouldn’t be worth the consequences I would dish out later to any among our number who sampled too deeply of our employer’s ­magnanimous ‘gift’.

			

			Unable to risk giving offence by turning down the generous gesture, I chose the two most frightened of the group: a young boy of about eleven – who Lucien kept leering at – and the girl of seventeen hugging him protectively as if that would do either of them any good. 

			Ascendant Lucien shot me a curiously satisfied look, which I met with one of those smiles men like him recognise as the enjoyment of terror over beauty.

			‘Excellent choices,’ His Ascendancy said to me. Then he raised his arms wide to the others. ‘Revel tonight, my loyal followers, for tomorrow, we burn every last one of the false Archon Belleda’s followers on the stake!’

			‘But Your Ascendancy,’ I said, probably louder than I should have, ‘our contract was to induce Archon Belleda’s people to capitulate to your rule, not kill them – already they raise her flag upside down to signal their surrender.’

			Lucien’s shoulders rose and fell wearily, as if to say he was just as disappointed in this recent development as I was. ‘Alas,’ he said, turning to leave. ‘They waited too long.’

			This was my cue to shut up, but I made one last appeal. ‘They worship the Aurorals, as do you. Surely the Lords Celestine would nev—?’

			‘The Lords Celestine have sanctioned my ruling in this matter,’ Lucien informed me, adding a gravel to his voice which hadn’t been there a second ago. ‘Do you wish to question their judgement? Perhaps you have some special relationship with the Aurorals that gives you a deeper insight into their wishes?’

			‘Of course not, Ascendancy,’ Corrigan said, casually driving the second knuckle of his forefinger into my spine. ‘Cade here’s just addled from the battle. All that Fortunal magic, you know. Makes him forget himself – but only temporarily.’

			

			Lucien gave a gracious chuckle before leading the procession of happy soldiers, wonderists and soon-­to-­be miserable sublimes on their way, leaving me and Corrigan standing there listening to the cries of the dying behind us.

			‘Don’t fucking say it,’ I warned him.

			He kept his mouth shut, but his expression made it clear that this wasn’t our fight, and that if I couldn’t summon the self-­discipline to keep my mouth shut, he’d do it for me. We were mercenaries, not heroes. Wars almost always end with a good old-­fashioned massacre, whether by steel or by spell.

			I returned him a look that said I understood completely, would heed his warning to keep quiet, but also that Ascendant Lucien was going to meet with an unfortunate accident tonight, and so would anyone who tried to get in my way.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			Necessary Cruelties

			Those who wage war for a living see the world around them as territory. The most breath-­taking landscape, the most heart-­rending scene of devastation, both are merely lines on a map to be erased and re­drawn with pen and ink when diplomacy served, or with swords and blood when it did not. It should be no surprise, then, that Ascendant Lucien’s camp was a moveable nation, with tented cantons and districts arranged according to his own design. Just as in any city, location was a marker of status easily understood by those who lived nearby.

			‘Your tent is like a palace!’ the boy – Fidick, he’d said his name was – declared.

			‘Have you ever been inside a palace?’ I asked.

			He gave a light, nervous laugh. ‘No, Silord. Never.’

			‘Then what the hell do you know?’

			The girl, who’d told me her name was Galass, gave the boy a quieting glare and me something more akin to a snarl. She so obviously saw herself as his protector that I almost pitied her the heartbreak for which she was surely destined.

			Galass was on the cusp of womanhood, dark-­haired and pretty in that way that waxed and waned depending on her expression, but Fidick was something else entirely. He was possessed of a luminous beauty that would make great artists want to lock him away so that no one but they could capture his golden curls and cherubic features. Others would want to lock him away for far worse reasons.

			

			Someday soon Galass would be cradling Fidick’s trembling body, wiping away the blood and filth emanating from every orifice, whispering to him that it was all right now and he should just put the recent atrocities done to him out of his mind. And when Fidick finally slept, she would contemplate the ways in which she might, with sublime kindness, cause him such permanent disfigurement that he would for evermore be an object of pity and disgust rather than desire.

			The worst part of it all? That nonsense about spiritual bliss they’d been filled with at whichever monastery Lucien had acquired them from would be the only retreat from the misery of life available to them. Sometimes a lie really is more comforting than the truth. I should know.

			There was a small stool outside my monstrously spacious tent of dyed ­blue canvas featuring front flaps painted with golden esoteric sigils (which did nothing, but whoever Lucien had in charge of our accommodation had taken some artistic license with the design). I sat down and wiped the muck and grime from my trousers and boots with the towel left there for that purpose, then handed it to the boy. ‘Clean your feet, both of you. I don’t want you tracking mud into my “palace”.’

			They did as they were told while I undid the spell knots from the cords fastening the tent flaps, trying not to breathe in the stink of putrefied flesh emanating from the recently charred canvas. Some curious individual was now walking around camp with a couple of missing fingers.

			‘Where are the tents of the other wonderists?’ Fidick asked, glancing around. ‘Aren’t you friends with them?’

			‘Fidick!’ Galass hissed.

			‘It’s fine,’ I said, only because I didn’t want her thinking she could decide what was or wasn’t discussed under my roof. ‘His Ascendancy prefers that his wonderists be spread out in case one of us is urgently needed to fend off an unexpected magical attack.’

			

			A more truthful answer would have been that Lucien didn’t like the idea of a coven of wonderists nestled together in the bosom of his encampment where they might be tempted to talk late into the night, drinking, imbibing various pleasure drugs and wondering aloud why those whose magic was crucial to winning the war shouldn’t be the ones to rule over what was left when said war was over.

			Was that why he’d ordered us to slaughter Archon Belleda’s troops in the morning? Did Lucien want to make such monstrous villains of his wonderists that no one else would ever trust us? Why would the Lords Celestine, those beneficent guardians of morality, sanction such a massacre in the first place?

			‘Your domain is magnificent, Silord,’ Galass said as she stepped inside.

			The tent was indeed glorious, the rough canvas barely visible from inside, hidden as it was by long lengths of gleaming azure silk hanging from hooks attached to the very top and draping over the ten-­foot-­long mahogany poles holding the shape. The light of half a dozen bronze oil lanterns twinkled off the precious threads woven into the thick carpets covering the ground, each one depicting some of Lucien’s many victories – most of which hadn’t actually taken place yet, but it’s never too early to be thinking about commemorating one’s glorious legacy.

			Walk into the average soldier’s tent and you’ll be hit with the odours of musk, sweat and stale beer. Mine was scented with fresh flowers and baskets of pine needles, which Lucien’s overworked retainers would refresh each morning before battle. Every evening they would deliver a cask of wine from the Ascendant’s own vineyards three hundred miles away, as well as a variety of delicacies utterly unlike the swill afforded his hard-­fighting troops.

			War is hell, just not for everybody.

			

			The ostentatious accommodations were more for Lucien’s benefit than mine; he wanted those among his officers who might be contemplating their own advancement to be aware that he was the one who commanded the deadliest wonderists in the country. As petty acts of self-­aggrandisement went, this was one I didn’t actually mind.

			I removed the preposterous golden cape Lucien insisted we wear in battle and hung it inside the polished oak armoire next to my silk-­sheeted bed. Fidick and Galass were still standing at the entrance, waiting for my commands.

			‘Get in here. Make yourselves . . .’

			I was about to say at home, but that would have been dishonest. They wouldn’t be here more than a single night. My hesitation confused Galass and Fidick in the worst way possible: they began disrobing.

			‘Stop—’ I said, too loudly and forcefully for anyone’s good.

			The pair of them froze, hands on the hems of their silvery-­white gowns. Fidick’s glance flitted around the tent, clearly worried I’d changed my mind and was about to banish them from this temporary but welcome opulence.

			‘Have we displeased you, Silord?’ Galass inquired, using pretty much the same inflections I use when asking, ‘What the fuck is your problem, arsehole?’

			I began unclasping the bronze bindings of my leather cuirass. ‘Forgive my outburst,’ I said. ‘The two of you are welcome to stay here for the night – as long as we come to certain agreements about what you will and won’t see here. Either way, I give you my word I won’t lay hands on either of you.’

			Fidick’s breath came out in a whoosh and he looked so relieved I thought he might faint with joy. Then his eyes caught something to my right and his face lit up. I followed his gaze to a bowl of red and purple plums on the far side of the bed. You don’t generally find much in the way of fresh fruit in army camps.

			

			‘Help yourself,’ I said, then thought better of it. ‘You may have one now, and another in the morning.’ Those unaccustomed to such luxuries invariably overindulge, and I don’t know any spells for getting diarrhoea out of my carpet.

			The boy gingerly stepped past me to begin a careful tour of the fruit bowl, never touching anything, just sweeping his gaze over every inch of its contents in search of the perfect choice.

			Galass folded her arms across her chest. ‘Why?’ she asked.

			‘Because it’s too sweet if you’re not used to it,’ I replied. ‘I don’t want either of you—’

			‘No, I mean, why do you have no intention of making use of our bodies?’

			Making use of our bodies.

			I liked her bluntness, but the fact that this was the third time she’d been belligerent suggested that her perceptiveness could be dangerous to both of us. She read in my words and deeds a weakness that suggested I committed acts of violence for money but lacked the stomach to do so for pleasure – and she was right, after a fashion, which was a problem because it might require me to prove her wrong.

			‘I have no taste for the flesh of unripe fruit,’ I said.

			She snorted at my attempt to be clever. ‘You mean you won’t violate those who don’t desire you,’ she corrected.

			What the hell was wrong with this kid? Did she have a monumental death wish?

			I finally got the damned leather cuirass off and let it fall to the ground. My sweaty, grimy shirt followed. I don’t usually like anyone to see me unclothed, but neither of these two were likely to recognise the black and silver markings burned onto my chest, arms and back, and in any case, most people get nauseous if they stare at the sigils too long.

			I grabbed a jug of water and a clean towel and began wiping myself down. ‘All that bullshit your teachers told you about how spiritually rewarding it is to sublimate your will to that of another aside, I prefer the companionship of those who enjoy my attentions,’ I replied.

			

			My response appeared to annoy my unwelcome guest, which irritated me in return. It’s not like I was asking for gratitude – I wasn’t nearly so foolish as that. But did she have to keep needling me like this?

			‘You haven’t asked,’ she said.

			Fidick looked up from the plum he was half devouring and half dribbling down the front of his gown, his eyes going from the girl to me.

			I squeezed out the filthy towel and soaked it a second time. ‘Asked what?’

			‘You haven’t asked if Fidick or I desire you. So how do you know? Perhaps I want you right now, Silord.’ She began playing with the loose collar of her silvery gown. 

			I wasn’t fooled. She was goading me, though I had no idea to what end. ‘Maybe I just find you ugly,’ I said.

			‘Is that so?’

			She stripped me with her eyes. Unlike Fidick’s almost perversely innocent beauty, Galass knew exactly how to wield her looks for maximum effect, which made her infinitely more attractive – and dangerous.

			‘You’re lying again, Silord,’ she said, arching her back just so and causing the strap of her silvery gown to slip off one shoulder. ‘You don’t find me ugly at all. Here I am, gifted to you by the Ascendant himself, my duty as clear to me as it is to you, yet you pretend indifference.’ She took a step closer. ‘You can’t hide your desire for me, Silord.’

			I raised my outstretched hand. ‘Do you also see this? Because in about five seconds you’re going to see the back of it close up if you don’t stop taunting me.’

			

			She stepped back, but smiled as if she’d just won the game. ‘And still you haven’t asked.’

			‘Asked what?’

			‘Whether I desire you.’

			‘Why the fuck would you?’

			‘Because you’re right about what they beat into us at the monastery, Silord. The “ecstasy of spiritual submission” is – how did you put it? Bullshit? – but if the Ascendant discovers we’ve failed to please you, Fidick and I will suffer a fate far worse than anything you can imagine.’

			Which suggests Lucien specifically wanted these two for me. But why?

			‘He won’t find out from me, so if the two of you can keep your mouths shut—’

			She raised her chin. ‘You assume lying comes as easily to us as it does you. You denigrate any pride a sublime might take in the pleasure we give others as beneath you, but it is all the pride I have. For all your pretences at nobility, you don’t actually care whether I desire you. You simply believe such pathetic creatures as Fidick and I are incapable of our own desires.’

			It had been a long time since a sublime had schooled me in philosophical incongruity. I was looking forward to being rid of this one as soon as possible.

			I walked to the armoire, found a clean shirt, slid it over my head and said, ‘You want to talk about my “pretences at nobility”? Let me tell you, sister, only rich lordlings and sublime obliviates are stupid enough to believe a slave can desire her oppressors any more than a man dying of thirst desires a glass of water!’

			Her head rocked as if I’d struck her across the jaw. 

			Fidick, still sucking on his plum, ran to her side.

			For reasons I can only attribute to my imminent participation in the slaughter of the defenders of Archon Belleda’s citadel, I actually felt guilty. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said. ‘I didn’t mean to insult you.’

			

			Galass shook her head. ‘A necessary cruelty, Silord. I am grateful for it.’ The blue eyes went icy. ‘Allow me to repay your generosity in kind and suggest that the difference between you and me is not that I am a slave and you a mercenary. What separates us is that I know I am a slave, and you still harbour the illusion that you have free will, as if Ascendant Lucien asks you to do his bidding, or more laughably, negotiates for your services. The coin with which he pays you affords you the self-­deception denied to us.’ She held up her wrists. ‘See? No chains here either, but I feel their presence.’ She walked to the centre of the tent, grabbed my wrists, and held my hands up between us. ‘Can you see your chains, Silord Cade?’

			It was a mad thing to do. Wonderists aren’t known for their appreciation of those who lay hands on them without permission. But somewhat to my surprise, I found myself laughing.

			So this is why she keeps goading me. She thinks if she gets a rise out of me, whatever vile abuses I’m secretly intending for the two of them will be directed at her, not Fidick.

			I was about to call her on it when I heard a yipping sound, followed by a low growl. There was a dog in my tent – a jackal, actually, with tall ears, a long, sharp snout like that of a wolf, and a face I doubted even its mother could have loved.

			‘Mister Bones!’ Fidick said excitedly, looking around for the animal.

			My eyes narrowed as I spotted the beast near the entrance. I studied it, searching for any spell or charm that would explain how he’d got into my tent without permission. Galass must have mistaken my look of irritation for impending violence because, for the first time, she looked anxious.

			‘Please, Silord!’ she cried and rushed to take hold of the jackal. ‘He means no harm. He follows Fidick and me around everywhere. I’ll send him away – or if you must kill him, I beg you, do so quickly. Do not—’

			‘Why are you so convinced I want to kill this mutt?’ I asked, then remembered the rumour going around camp that one of my fellow mages sacrificed dogs as part of his ritual preparations for each day’s battle.

			

			I knelt down and held out my hand for the jackal to sniff.

			The ugly little beast padded closer, putting himself between me and Galass. His little dog-­like head hunched forward, nostrils flaring, before showing me his teeth. The grey-­brown fur bristled, the stripes at the tip of its tail somehow sharpening, as he looked poised to go for my throat at any moment – then he finally sniffed at my hand and let out a slightly more companionable snarl that nonetheless conveyed that there would be trouble if I crossed his favourite humans.

			Even the dogs were telling me my business lately.

			‘Let’s get something straight, Mister Bones,’ I said, deliberately sticking my finger between his teeth. ‘You can stay here tonight and protect your charges, but if you pee on anything in this tent, I will transform you into a three-­legged cat.’

			‘You can do that?’ Fidick asked.

			‘Better for all of us that you never find out.’

			‘Thank you,’ Galass said, grabbing the jackal and cuddling it. ‘You are . . . kinder than the others.’

			I could almost believe her this time, which only made me angrier. ‘I’m not kind, you idiot child! I’m not noble, honourable, decent or compassionate. I’m barely fucking human. I’m . . .’ Why was I trying to explain myself to this kid? ‘I’m a mercenary, that’s all, halfway to a monster as bad or worse than Lucien, if you want the truth. I’d rather not travel farther down that road, that’s all.’

			I rose up and strode to the small chest next to my bed, traced a pattern in the air with my ring finger while whispering the words that would restrain the curse as I opened the lid long enough to fish out two coins. I turned back to Galass and Fidick and held one out for each of them. ‘Do you have the means to keep these hidden? Have you some place where you can be sure no one will find them?’

			

			Galass nodded, while Fidick stared at the sheen of gold, fingers reaching out of their own accord. I held the coins up out of his reach.

			‘Here’s the deal,’ I said. ‘You’ll stay here tonight. I’ll see you fed and kept safe until morning. When you leave, you’ll have these. If you’re smart, you’ll wait until the battle begins tomorrow and run from the camp while the army is still revelling in the carnage. They’ll leave some of the defenders alive to play with, which will keep them sufficiently occupied that no one will be paying attention to you. Head back the way the army came. Find the least ruined town left standing and set yourself up with a place to live and an apprenticeship. I recommend a tannery. The pay’s good and the stink’s no worse than corpses on a battlefield – assuming you’re clever enough to keep someone from taking the money away from you.’

			‘And the price?’ Galass asked. She was watching me, not the coins.

			‘You let me cast a memory binding on you.’

			She shook her head and stepped away. The jackal growled. ‘No,’ she said. ‘No mage’s curse for me.’

			‘But Gal,’ Fidick cried, ‘this could be—’

			‘I told you before, wonderist,’ she said, holding up her arms, ‘I’m not blind to my shackles. I’ll not add your foul magic to harden them further.’

			‘It’s not that kind of binding,’ I insisted. ‘I just need . . . there are things I have to do now – things I don’t want any of my fellow mages to learn about. I can’t risk you telling them, or them drawing the memories from you by some other means, so I’ll need to . . . tamper with your recollections.’

			‘We’ll forget what you did to us?’ Fidick asked, sounding suspicious for the first time.

			I shook my head. ‘You’ll remember what you saw in this tent, but should anyone ever ask, or should you try to speak of it – or even if someone uses magic to pull the memories from your mind – you’ll suddenly remember it differently.’

			

			‘And what will we remember, should that occur?’ Galass asked.

			I wondered if she knew how prescient that question was. Implanting false memories is tricky. I’d have to imagine a series of events between us that people like Ascendent Lucien would find believable, and that was something I very much didn’t want to imagine. ‘You’ll remember me as a cruel – though not excessively so – user of your bodies and tormentor of your psyches. You’ll recall me being arrogant, mean-­spirited and, in the end, dismissive.’

			‘That’s no different than any other night,’ Fidick said, with a faint smile.

			How the kid could live the life he did and joke about it, I had no idea.

			‘We accept the bargain,’ Galass said. ‘But I must warn you, Silord, that not magical trickery will prevent me remembering every detail exactly as it occurred. I’m not so easily glamoured as some you may have met in the past.’

			Everyone says that. Even me.

			‘Nonetheless,’ she went on, ‘you have my oath that I will never repeat anything that takes place inside the walls of this tent.’

			‘Your oath?’ I asked.

			I guess my tone was off.

			‘Yes, my oath. Is the oath of a sublime a matter of amusement to you?’

			‘The only thing I find funny about you is that you seem to think I value one person’s oath over another’s.’ I handed each of them their coins. ‘I’m going to cast the spell now. Are you ready?’

			They looked at each other first, which I liked, then nodded.

			The spell itself wasn’t complicated – it’s not even especially powerful. The mind doesn’t have ‘memories’ in the way we think of them, just fragments from which it reconstructs events after the fact. I watched the looks of all-­too-­familiar discomfort on Galass and Fidick’s faces as I fiddled with glowing black sigils in the air between us and pushed my unpleasant imaginings into their minds. If pressed, they’d remember this night as no different from just about any other.

			

			The world is an awful place sometimes. Better people than me have failed to rise above its ways.

			‘What now?’ Galass asked, holding on to the bed post for balance. ‘What are we about to witness that so damns you it must never be revealed?’

			I went back to my chest, unspelled it again and took out a brazier and two small leather pouches, one dark blue, the other a faint pinkish hue. I returned to the centre of the tent, opened the darker pouch and poured the glinting azure sand into a three foot circle which I then surrounded by a larger, four foot circle. After making there were no gaps in either, I opened the second pouch and used the pale salmon-coloured sand within to create a thinner circle between the other two. ‘I’m going to summon a demon.’

			They both gasped, and I suddenly realised I hadn’t sealed the tent to keep them from running away – but whether from fear of my retribution or some perverse sense of honour, neither of them fled.

			‘A demon?’ Galass demanded. ‘The Ascendant called you a chance mage – isn’t that one whose spells are drawn from the Fortunal plane? Does this mean you’re really a servant of the Infernals who traffic in thrice-­damned conjurations condemned by the Celestines themselves?’

			I chuckled at that, which was cruel given how terrified the two of them looked. I wasn’t trying to be mean; I just find it funny the way regular people talk about the Infernals. ‘Don’t panic,’ I said as I prepared the summoning, ‘as demons go, he’s actually kind of a nice guy.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Everything Comes With a Price

			Magic, like booze, comes in all different flavours. Amateurs talk about colours – black magic, white magic, grey magic. I once met a guy who insisted he only invoked turquoise magic, whatever the hell that was supposed to be. Really, though, what defines magic is not colour, but where the power comes from – or more specifically, where the rules come from.

			All spells are, by definition, violations of the natural order: you want lightning to appear out of a clear sky? You’re messing with everything from temperature to humidity to the pressure of the air itself. Want a tree to grow faster? You have to start by screwing with the fundamental elements of life. The easiest way to do this isn’t by trying to force nature to conform with your will, but rather, to allow the physical laws of a different reality – say, one where freaky red and black lightning often appears out of a clear sky, or somewhere plants grow faster than they do here – to momentarily interfere with our world.

			That’s magic.

			The mechanics work differently depending on the particular form of spellcraft used to bring those rules into one’s present location, but whether it’s through incantations or charms or ritual desecrations, all spells rely on the same phenomenon: you have to trigger a breach between the Mortal plane and one more conducive to your needs.

			

			Of course, that’s where the problems begin, because not all of those other planes of reality are uninhabited. Some are dominated by conscious entities with their own desires and plans, and without them, you can’t make their brand of magic work. Oh, and the vast majority of those metaphysical beings are not exactly nice people. That’s why magic, like booze, always comes at a price – and it’s never good for you in the long run.

			‘Cade! How’s my favourite client?’ asked Tenebris cheerfully.

			As demons went, my Infernal agent wasn’t a particularly imposing figure. He stood maybe five foot six when he wasn’t floating in the air. His skin was paler than mine, almost ivory, and textured like leather with a disturbing herringbone pattern to it. The fore horns sticking out from above his eyebrows were short, two inches long and spiralled like a goat’s. A second pair, curled like ram’s horns, came out on either side of his skull. I had the sense that among his kind, those ram’s horns were considered quite debonair, because I often caught him tracing a finger around one when he was bragging or excited. He was also something of a dandy, favouring long brocaded crimson coats that looked like silk but were probably made of the skin of the damned or something equally gruesome.

			When Tenebris looked down at the floor and saw the three concentric rings of coloured sand surrounding him, he shook his head sadly. ‘Oh, Cade. This is the gratitude you show me after I got you this sweet gig?’ Gleaming red eyes glanced meaningfully around the tent. ‘I mean, look at the high life you’re living, buddy! Almost makes me wish I could cross over and hang out a while.’

			Fat chance of that. Despite the more exuberant visions you might have seen, generally painted by delusional artists in the throes of religious ecstasy, dwellers of the Infernal demesne can’t actually walk through a portal into your village to start eating you and your neighbours. Something about the Mortal realm makes most Infernals horribly sick – I’m talking full-­on, fall-­to-­the-­ground-­coughing-­up-­internal-­organs sort of sick.

			

			The effects are different on beings from other realms. Auroral angelics, for example, can transition to the Mortal plane without too much suffering, but it’s a one-­way trip for them, so they never do. The more powerful entities, like the Lords Devilish or the Lords Celestine, can’t cross over at all, which is why both use intermediaries to perform their dirty work on our plane of existence.

			The rituals for conversing with extra-­dimensional beings therefore require both an inner circle to open a passage between the two realms and an outer circle to erect a barrier that protects the summoned entity from the unpleasant effects of our ‘disgusting shithole of an existence’, as they generally refer to our human plane.

			All of this is well-­documented in any number of occult texts, but my particular innovation was the devising of a set of interlocking symbols forming a middle circle that acts as a very limited bridge between the barrier and the portal. See, a couple of years back I found a peculiar azure-coloured sand that turned out to be the only mundane matter that can pass through the bridge.

			What good is sending sand through an Infernal portal, you may ask?

			I flicked a single grain in the air. It passed effortlessly through both the outer and middle circles – and Tenebris flinched when the tiny particle produced an eruption of angry pink sparks across his pale, leathery flesh. 

			‘Son of a bitch!’ he yelped. ‘What’s with the aggression, Cade?’

			‘That was my expression of gratitude for this “sweet gig” you tricked me into signing up for, old buddy.’

			Tenebris shot me a hurt look. ‘Hey, how was I to know Lucien would turn out to be such a homicidal prick?’

			In purely spiritual terms, Ascendant Lucien was a servant of the Aurorals, so his crusade was blessed by them. Unfortunately, the Lords Celestine tend to be far more concerned with outward displays of devotion and sacrifice than, you know, actual ethics. The Lords Devilish for whom Tenebris works, on the other hand, find religious hypocrisy tremendously entertaining and will, on occasion, lend material support to someone like Lucien so he can go off and slaughter as many innocent human beings as possible before the Lords Celestine finally figure out they bet on the wrong horse.

			

			Which was how I wound up as co-­captain of a squad of wonderists charged with massacring a citadel full of people in the morning, even though they’d already surrendered and were, most likely, devotees of the Aurorals themselves.

			‘Cade, old pal,’ Tenebris said, holding up his hands in mock surrender, ‘if you want to walk away from the job, no problem. You can even keep the spells I gave you.’ He gave me a disturbingly exaggerated wink. ‘Those other wonderists still buying you being just a friendly neighbourhood chancer?’

			I heard Galass gasp behind me. I guess she’d hoped I really was a Fortunal mage. I would have turned to glare at her, but I was rather keen that Tenebris not be introduced to a pair of sublimes.

			‘What was that?’ he asked.

			I flicked another couple of grains of sand through the circles and set his new coat to smouldering. ‘I farted. Can we get down to business?’

			You hear the word ‘demon’ thrown around a lot when speaking of the Infernals, but it’s more an umbrella term for a whole host of beings with whom certain accommodations can sometimes be made. What most people think of as a demon is more correctly referred to as a demoniac. They’re your run-­of-­the-­mill thugs, mostly used as warriors and assassins by the Lords Devilish who wage perpetual war over the Infernal territories in preparation for the Great Crusade. That’s when a single Lord Devilish will take command of the united Infernal hordes to engage the equally bloodthirsty Auroral armies in a final battle for supremacy – assuming the two sides ever find a battlefield where they can both exist. Which, trust me, isn’t going to happen any time soon.

			

			Anyway, back to Tenebris. He’s what we call a diabolic, which is sort of like an Infernal diplomat. Actually, he’s more like a carnival barker crossed with a conman. His job is to convince suckers like me to get embroiled in the schemes of various Lords Devilish who probably don’t realise that he’s working for more than one of them at the same time.

			‘You really are an uptight arsehole sometimes,’ he complained, wiping the smouldering embers from his coat. ‘Besides, what do I keep telling you? You’re a tough sell to my people, Cade. The Lords Devilish don’t hand out spells to charity cases.’ He rubbed the claws of his thumb and forefinger together. ‘You’ve got to show me some love, brother.’

			I hoisted up the small bronze casket at my feet and opened the lid to reveal the trove of silver coins inside. Tenebris peered through the barrier at them and involuntarily licked his lips.

			Now, I know what you’re thinking: why would the rulers of an Infernal realm care about bits of metal currency from ours when the coins can’t pass across the dimensional veil anyway? The answer is complicated, but the short version is this: that which humans value, worship or even despise contains ecclesiasm – it’s a sort of spiritual juice that becomes attached to physical objects. While you can’t hand a demon a pile of cash, you can destroy those objects in the space between the outer and inner summoning circles, which releases the ecclesiasm and allows it to pass through to the Infernal demesne. There, it transmutes into living ecclesiasters, which look like tiny glittering butterflies.

			And the Lords Devilish love the taste of ecclesiasters.

			Tenebris gave me a look that tried and failed to hide his desire for what he was feeling coming off those coins. ‘I’m not saying I’m buying, but you’ve got me curious. Where do these come from?’

			

			‘These coins recently belonged to an order of nuns devoted to the Celestine of Chaste Adoration.’

			‘Chaste Adoration? You mean the . . .’

			‘The kind without any fucking involved.’

			The diabolic’s interest was piqued. ‘You actually stole from the huggers?’

			‘Tenebris, this money was meant to be used to pay for the construction of a Redemptive’s Tower.’

			‘And now?’

			‘No sacred retreat for wayward souls. The nuns lost the site to a guy who’s going to build a brothel.’

			The diabolic grinned. He’s got way too many teeth to do that without making you feel a little queasy. ‘Oh, I like that.’

			I pushed the brazier for melting the soft silver coins with my foot towards the outer circle. ‘Then we’ve got a—?’

			‘Hang on,’ Tenebris said, studying me suspiciously. ‘How exactly did you come by this stuff?’

			‘Who cares? These coins are hot, Tenebris.’ I touched one with my fingertip and pulled it back as if stung. ‘You can practically feel the waves of spiritual unease coming off them.’

			Maybe I’d overdone it with the burning finger thing. Tenebris’ eyes narrowed to slits. ‘Yeah, only, why am I beginning to suspect that you didn’t so much steal these coins from the huggers as you received them in payment for some mission you performed for them? Come on, Cade, you can tell me. What, did you rescue some kidnapped nun? Recover a lost holy artefact?’

			‘Why do you care?’

			‘I don’t, but my customers can tell when the ecclesiasters have been tainted by generosity or self-­sacrifice.’ His frown deepened. ‘Besides, why are you trying to hawk this junk, anyway? I advanced you two dozen spells for use in the Ascendant’s crusade. Don’t tell me you’ve used them up already?’

			

			‘Lucien likes to show off. He’s got us using spells like we’re setting off fireworks at a parade because he thinks it makes him look powerful. Half the time it’s his own supporters we’re terrorising.’

			It occurred to me that Tenebris had almost certainly predicted as much, which was why he’d been so unusually generous with the advance in the first place. The consoling look he gave me was entirely unconvincing. ‘Listen, man, I had no way of knowing Lucien was playing both sides. Maybe he’s auditioning for a position among the Profane just in case the Aurorals turn on him?’

			Now there was a disturbing thought. The Profane were those humans so attuned to the Infernal realm that the Lords Devilish would recruit them as high-­ranking servants. Lucien would have been an excellent candidate for such a position, were he not destined to die tonight.

			‘Tell you what,’ I said, holding up the open casket, ‘trade the ecclesiasm from these coins for the spells I need and I promise to use them in the commission of a particularly brutal murder tonight.’

			Tenebris started stroking one of his horns. ‘Anyone I know?’

			‘Ascendant Lucien. Give me the tools I need and I’ll make sure his suffering is the stuff of legend.’

			I probably shouldn’t have made my intentions sound so vile, because this time Fidick and Galass both gasped. Tenebris tried to peer around me to see them, but I blocked his view. ‘Who’s that hiding in the shadows?’ he asked.

			‘Nobody. Let’s get back t—’

			‘Forget it, Cade, no Lord Devilish is going to trade you spells so that you can murder the most bloodthirsty, homicidal Ascendant those idiot Lords Celestine ever blessed. We like that guy!’

			‘Well, too bad, because by morning he’s going to be ashes.’

			‘Then I’ll need something big in return.’ He gestured past the tent post. ‘I’m getting some very enticing vibrations off whoever you’ve got back there, Cade.’

			

			‘Back off. Now.’

			He ignored the threat. ‘Hey, little ones, why not come out and play with Uncle Tenebris?’

			I’d warned the pair of them to stay out of sight, but Fidick, drawn perhaps by that Infernally seductive quality diabolics have about them, crept forward.

			‘Oh, my,’ Tenebris cooed. ‘Aren’t you handsome? Positively angelic. Practically radiating ecclesiasm and spiritual purity.’ The diabolic turned back to me. ‘If the kid’s on the table, I can get you whatever you want. Anything. I mean it, Cade. I’ll give you stuff that will fuck up Lucien so bad the grandchildren he’ll never have will feel his pain.’

			‘I’m not—’

			‘Back to the pits with you!’ Galass shouted, striding towards the ritual circles brandishing a short but obviously sharp blade she’d probably been considering using on me earlier. ‘I’ll flay the skin from your accursed body and use your flesh as a winter coat if you so much as look at Fidick again, you devil!’

			‘Diabolic,’ Tenebris corrected, then muttered to me, ‘Don’t your species have schools so young people can learn these things?’

			‘I’ll take it up with the authorities,’ I said.

			‘Please do.’ The diabolic began stroking one of his curved horns again. With his free hand, he pointed to Galass. ‘Now, this one I like. A lot. Not so much on the spiritual purity, but would she consider becoming one of my Profanes? Because if so, I can get y—’

			‘The girl’s not on the table either.’

			‘Are you sure?’ Tenebris asked, positively oozing disappointment. ‘She’s just the type, and I’ve got a couple of Lords Devilish who are seriously sick and tired of our side getting whupped in the human-servant department. Those fucking Celestines recruit more and more Glorians every year, but it’s like pulling teeth for us to enlist anybody these days.’

			

			I didn’t bother reminding him that this imbalance was because humans tended to see the Aurorals as forces of good and the Infernals as evil. He always had trouble getting his head around this fact. To be fair, I did too, sometimes.

			‘Speaking of servants,’ Tenebris went on, a sly grin coming to his face, ‘I was tempting a fallen Glorian Justiciar the other day and we got to talking about you.’

			‘Why would you—?’

			‘You know, on account of how the justiciars are always trying to kill you? Funny thing, though: this guy claimed the reason they’ve got it so bad for you is because you used to—’

			I dropped the casket, letting the coins spill out onto the floor, then reached into the bag of cursed sand and hurled a handful into the circles. The explosion of sparks set Tenebris’ coat on fire. Within seconds, the crimson brocade was in cinders and the ivory flesh underneath was beginning to char. Tenebris yelped, batting away at the flames before they could spread. ‘All right, all right!’ he yelled. ‘I was just having a little fun! No need to get huffy.’

			I kicked the pile of coins with my foot. ‘No more screwing around, Tenebris. You’re supposed to be my agent. A lot of friendly-­but-­not-­too-­friendly nuns went to a great deal of trouble to acquire these coins. What can you get me for the lot?’

			The diabolic knelt down and held out a hand towards the edge of the middle circle, palm down, tilting left and right as he weighed the spiritual resonances coming off the coins to determine how much value they’d hold for the Devilish with whom he traded. ‘For my favourite client? I can probably get you a couple of those poetic injustice spells you like. Maybe throw in a dire wilting if you want to wreck somebody’s crops.’

			‘I need a hellborn conjuring.’

			Tenebris whistled through pointed teeth. ‘That’s serious magic, man. Can’t make that deal for you . . . unless—’ He tilted his head towards Fidick and Galass, whispering conspiratorially, ‘Either one will do, Cade. For both, I can get you something really exci—’

			

			I showed him the sand I still had left in my bag. ‘Ask me one more time about those two, Tenebris. Go on. I dare you.’

			‘Fine,’ he grumbled. ‘Then it’s the coins for the poetic injustices and maybe a couple of weeping arrows. I’ll even see if I can throw in a nightmare bloom. Best I can do.’

			There was no way I was going to kill someone as highly guarded as the Ascendant with a couple of lousy distraction spells and an incantation that gave people waking nightmares. On the other hand, I was running short-­handed as it was. Even if I abandoned my own plans and went along with Lucien’s attack tomorrow, I’d need something to work with.

			‘Deal,’ I said at last, and kicked the coins into the gap between the outer and middle circles. I was about to cast a ruination spell on them when Tenebris stopped me.

			‘Please, allow me,’ he said.
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