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Slowly
easing the door closed behind me, I turned and made my way down the steps of
the home of one of my more enthusiastic clients. An achingly familiar fine rain
was swirling around me in the winter breeze and even by the time I’d made it to
the footpath, my jacket was already collecting and storing little pools of
water for me to discover at a later time. I resisted the urge to lift my hood
up against the weather, instead stopping and just lifting my face to the slate
sky, closing my eyes to feel the sensation of nature. People were moving around
me as I just stood and breathed, drawing as much cold air in as I could with
each breath. 


The
door opened behind me and a very familiar voice panted into the cold air.


“Anthony.
We haven’t booked for our next session yet.” That voice was a fire and was
gasping in the cold air, almost being diminished by the weather. It shook and
quavered over the words. My eyes were still closed against the rain as I slowly
turned to face the voice and it wasn’t until I’d finished the turn that I
finally dropped my face in its direction and unhurriedly opened my eyes.


“I’m
sorry Stephanie, or would you like me to call you Mrs. Jones?”


Stephanie,
stood still and ever so slightly behind her front door, was wrapped fully
against the cold in a black bed sheet, and just bit her lip at the suggestion,
almost mesmerised by the possibilities those words could hold.


I
could feel my inner beast, the fire of my inner monster, roaring in my ear to
do what inner monsters do best, but instead, I turned away and began walking
down the footpath.


“I’ll
call you when I know my schedule,” was all I said as I left but even that was
enough to have an effect. I could feel the heat, the animal desire, flooding
out from her as I walked and I knew that whenever I called, she’d be happy to
accommodate me. I could still feel the glow of her as I rounded the corner and
merged with the rest of the people who were out and about on yet another rainy
London day.


I
was back in the big smoke.


Back
in the good old days, I would have been happy to make my way back to the car
after an appointment with a client and then have to battle my way through city
traffic as I headed for home. Don’t get me wrong, I still fight through the
traffic, but now I do it in a little more comfort.


Turning
onto another side street, I eventually drew up next to my car. Scraping the
parking ticket out from under the nearest wiper and hurling it onto the
passenger seat, I settled myself into the driver’s seat of my Aston Martin
Vanquish before slipping out into traffic and heading for home.


After
years of doing my best to walk just the right side of the line of the personal
trainer cliché, spreading the gospel of health and fitness while only very
occasionally becoming the potential lothario it seems that so very many people
tend to assume I would be, I found myself whisked away to work in a very
different field all together.


It
tends to be when I’m driving that my mind wanders a little to try and take
stock of the events in my life up to this point, but no matter what avenue I
take through my thoughts, there’s no getting away from the fact that as far as
left field career moves go, mine had been a belter.


Anthony
Johns, personal trainer, was living a remarkably unremarkable life when he gets
tapped on the shoulder and presented with something of an enigma. It’s not
every day that you discover all kinds of far off familial connections and
previously hidden truths about people you thought you knew but that was just
what I got. That on its own would have been more than enough to be going on
with but add in all the magic and suddenly, I was in a very odd place indeed.


By
now, as the cars and buses of the London streets swirled and weaved around me
making us all a part of an almost living river, I was getting relatively used
to the reality of being a Dragon shape shifter but in the past I’d ended up
driving my cars into the backs, sides and fronts of other vehicles just because
I couldn’t seem to wrap my head around everything. Maybe I did lack focus?


The
ever darkening sky made the lights from the cars around me become that bit more
bright and they all shimmered as the water from the rain soaked the city. Being
stuck in traffic was an all too familiar element of life in a major city but I
just tried to sort through the thoughts in my head and calm myself down, the
extended time in the car seeming to be the perfect spot for relative
meditation. Oddly for me, as a Dragon, road rage was never a concern.


I
could still feel the touch of Stephanie all over my body, as if each location
our bodies had met were linked with the tiniest of static charges. Her smell was
in my nostrils and I could hear everything we’d just been doing screaming in my
ears as I drove.


I
growled to myself and could feel that raw fire that came from my Dragon side
rising in my chest, an animal reaction to the would-be training session I’d
just been engaged in. 


This
was becoming a familiar state of affairs.


I
gripped the steering wheel and drew in a slow, deep breath, held it for a second,
then breathed out as much of the building sensation as I could. And again. And
again. Slowly but surely, the fire receded and left me alone again in the car,
waiting for the traffic to get under way.


Since
being involved in the life of The Circle, fighting against all manner of
monsters and demons, I’d found myself having to take on the unpleasant side
effects of the magic inside me. I was the latest in a long line of bearers of
the mantle of one of the Fire Dragons of The Circle, a secretive order of guardians
which have been charged with the protection of the human race from the monsters
out there who would wish to do them harm. Now don’t get me wrong, being able to
transform myself into a giant, red, winged lizard who can breathe fire and
control the magical forces of the universe can do wonders for your confidence
but the practicalities of having to control the maelstrom of character traits
of one of the mightiest creatures in mythology can prove to be a little
tiresome. The rage which seemed to drive the Fire Dragon onwards was an ever
moving, almost living, force which seemed to be treating my body as some kind
of meat and bone prison and viewed my mind as the jailor.


And
I swear that I had to work harder each time, just to keep my grip on the keys.


The
traffic started to move again and the attention needed on the road helped me
focus.


After
an hour or so, all the time the rain just drumming a relentless tattoo on the
city round me, I’d moved far enough away from the popular routes and was almost
home. Swinging the big car into the shared parking area, I did my best to ease
her into one of the spaces as close to the front door to the complex as I could
but as with all parking spaces in a big city, where available space is at a
premium, comfort for the vehicle was only possible if you had a motorbike, and
even then it was touch and go. I reversed in really slowly, crossing my
fingers that the two cars either side of me were at least breathing in to give
me some kind of help.


Now
I’ll admit that when I got behind the wheel back in the good old days before
all of this started up, I had my moments where I’d blow up and start yelling at
the relative stupidity of the actions of another road user but the parking situation
really was getting under my skin. Maybe I just needed to buy two spaces, erase
the dividing line and spray ‘Reserved for Anthony Johns’ all over the floor.
The Alfa Romeo had been snug but the Aston Martin was just the wrong side of
the line. I’d learned the hard way that it meant that I’d be left with no room
to actually open the doors after I’d parked so I’d resorted to just opening up
a Cascade Bridge and sending myself home that way. At least it meant that I
wasn’t going to get wet again.


The
gateway snapped shut above me and, save for that ever so slight stickiness
which had been in the gateways since Bress Tal, left me standing happily alone
in the hallway of my flat. 


My
flat.


This
place had been mine before the Circle had entered my life. I’d filled it with
the things that I liked and the furniture that I thought was comfortable and
visually pleasing. I’d never really appreciated the reality of it until I’d
started up with the magical world but a person’s home is their sanctuary. We
all fill our homes with things that are important to us, from objects to pets
to people. We do this so we can feel comfortable and welcomed, as if this very
place is holding out its arms for an enveloping hug. Unfortunately for so very
many of us, this is only truly understood when we find ourselves unable to return
to that place.


When
I took my place with the Circle, I’d moved from my welcoming corner of London
all the way to the giant mansion in the wooded hills of South Wales. I’d been
moved to the pinnacle of power within the whole estate and I had been treated
as royalty at every turn. 


But
a gilded prison is still a prison.


I’d
seen my uncle living a life outside of the estate in Wales as I’d been growing
up. In fact, I’d known nothing at all about the world of battle and magic that
he inhabited as I’d been growing up. He’d been able to keep the two things very
separate thanks to the help of his Head of House, Lloyd. Lloyd had been able to
manage the estate and my Uncle had effectively been ‘on call’ for when the
fighting broke out. This was where I found myself now.


I’d
tried, I really had.


I’d
done my best to be the best version of what the Circle wanted me to be but I’d
always seemed to end up on the wrong side of all of the questions. All of the
others in the group just looked at me like I was the problem child that just
wouldn’t pay attention, despite my best efforts to fit in. Add to that I was
always doing my best to not betray my humanity as I did, it was a wonder I’d
lasted as long as I had.


It
didn’t take long before I was just getting too angry at what was happening every
day and that made me more and more isolated. I had to move out.


I’d
been back in London for just over a year and was settling into the same form of
life that my uncle had lived. I lived my life in the way I wanted, away from
the day to day of the Circle but was ready to dive into action as and when
called. As much as you’d expect, it seemed to be working.


I
kicked off my trainers and dropped my kit bag next to them. Flecks of the rain
that I’d brought in on my things, jumped off and spattered along the wooden
floor. Heading towards the bedroom, I immediately walked through some of the
escapee water and soaked my socks through as I went. Cursing, I began peeling
myself out of the wet clothes and dropped them into the dirty clothes basket. I
plugged my work phone in and checked my messages on my personal phone. Again,
there were a few messages from young ladies I’d met along the way, who were
after meeting up again, I’d sort them out after a shower.


The
final message was a little more official.


“My
Lord, it’s Mike.”


I
stopped in my tracks at the words. I was in reasonably regular contact with the
estate as and when I’d been tapped to re-join the fighting but no matter where
I was there had never been a message left. They’d either called me constantly
on both phones until I finally answered or they’d resorted to actually sending
someone to find me, so leaving a message was quite an unexpected development.


“I
trust I find you well? I’m calling on somewhat official business but I need to
have a conversation with you about a potentially delicate matter.”


What?


“I
will do my best to speak with you in the near future. Please excuse me leaving
the news in this fashion but I wanted you to know that you are required but not
as a usual part of the Guardian position of the Circle. Well, not directly.
Thank you.”


The
receiver was replaced and the message clicked to an end. His tone had been the
usual mix of tightly wound deference and attempted friendliness but I could
make out easily that there was a great deal more behind the words than he was
letting on. I’d call him back, but first, the shower.


Closing
the cubicle door behind me, I turned the water on and just let it cascade over
me as a waterfall might a rocky ledge. I just needed to feel the water running
over me, feel it sluicing away the touch of the world. The minutes passed by
and I found myself becoming too accustomed to the temperature of the water.
Steam was everywhere in my small bathroom but I needed the water hotter. My
skin may have felt tight under the heat but I could feel all of my muscles
relaxing, even the ones I wasn’t aware were tense. 


If
you only use your shower as a place for a wash of two minutes or less, then
you’re missing out. I’ve been able to feel huge physical benefit from a spell
under the jets, but also a mental one too. Under the steaming rods of water, I
can let my mind wander and within the calming flow, I can unwind my brain as
well. I’d recommend that you try it at least once.


Ten
minutes passed before I was finally finished and turned the water off. Stepping
out of the shower, the air was thick with steam, so much so that it was
difficult to see the details of the room around me. It felt great though.


Just
standing in the room, totally surrounded by warmth from the steam in the air, I
felt totally at ease and for just the barest of seconds, I was free of all of
the worry in the world.


Eventually
though, the steam began to dissipate, taking with it the heat, and I was left
stood naked in my bathroom with an ever growing puddle developing around my
feet.  Back to reality it was.


I
dried myself off and got dressed in casual attire before heading out. It had
always been something which I’d enjoyed doing in the past but that had been
with my uncle David. I’d then been a little busy with activities of the
supernatural variety for a while to maintain the pastime so now finding myself
able to happily go to the bar and have a quiet drink was a welcome return to at
least some kind of normality.


With
a slight concentration of thought, I summoned up another Cascade Bridge in my
hallway and nonchalantly stepped though and into the road next to the bar. The
rain was still falling but at least I wasn’t going to be outside for that long.


I
pulled the bridge ring in on itself with a deep thump and headed around the
building to let myself in.


The
Red Dragon is, on the surface, a very familiar kind of establishment. It has
that sort of ‘used to be the norm but was now just antiquated’ kind of look to
the place, harking back to a time when the clientele and usage of their leisure
time was a different animal to what it is now. The Red Dragon didn’t serve food
beyond the platter of sandwiches and rolls that was always chilling in one of
the fridges behind the bar and there was never the chance of bumping into
anyone younger than eighteen having a drink in there, (well save for the
occasional son or daughter of a regular coming in with mum or dad for a pint in
a relatively controlled environment). There were pictures all over the walls of
sports teams from years gone by, both local and more far afield and the whole
place had seemed to be reluctant to totally relinquish the most subtle aroma of
cigarette smoke even despite the ban. The Red Dragon was a classic ‘local’ in
more than just location. It was familiar and all of us who drank in there felt
comfortable in its company.


Didn’t
hurt that it was called the Red Dragon, either.


Pushing
the door open, I made my way to the bar and sat down on one of the available
stools. You don’t see bar stools anymore do you? I ordered from Jim behind the
bar and quickly scanned the room. A few familiar faces nodded in my direction
but there were also a few I didn’t recognise. One by one I gave them all the
once over and assessed what they were doing in here.


“Tony!”
jabbed Jim from behind the bar, a large glass of honey coloured liquid in his
hand and tapping against my arm. “What’s up? You know them?” His voice was
every inch the cockney hard man stereotype and when he’d taken over the place six
months ago, it had been suggested that I’d been less than welcoming to him. All
I’d said was I loved his performance in the Beowulf film every time I saw him.
Isn’t that how nicknames and terms of endearment start?


“What?”
I didn’t know what he was talking about.


“The
couple in the window you were staring at. You know ‘em?”


Turning
back, I looked again. I didn’t recognise them. I kept looking. They were quite
non-descript in truth, both wearing business attire and in their mid to late
thirties but they were clearly having a very heated discussion about something.
Still looking on, the guy noticed me and gave a very familiar hand gesture to
show his desire for privacy.


“You
alright, sunshine?” Jim asked again.


I
was off the stool in a flash and was stood facing the bar with my hands raised
even before I recognised what was going on. Jim, to his credit, just looked at
me, unfazed by my sudden movement, and raised his eyebrows, silently restating
the question.


I
shook myself back to sense and took a breath, lowering my arms from a position
of threat. 


“Sorry
mate, I’m fine. Don’t know ‘em. Must be tired or something.” It was all I could
come up with. Jim just nodded once and left my drink on the bar, scooping up
the note I’d left ready. Looks like I needed more time in the shower to clear
my head. Returning with the change, Jim spoke as if nothing had happened.


“It
would have been good if you had known them, they’ve been drinking fast since
they got here and they’re beginning to cause a bit of a disturbance.”


I
didn’t need to turn to look. Now I was looking for it, I could feel a sharp
edged anger coming from the pair behind me. Nudges and stabs of the pointed
emotion were being prodded into my back and I could feel the two distinct patterns
which were engaged in the ever growing argument.


“Wonder
what happened?” mused Jim as he did his best to keep an eye on them without
looking like he was.


I
took a drink and tried to consider the detail of what was going on. Both were
angry but both were equally forceful on the point. Either they both cheated or
this was something else.


“Probably
some big deal or something,” I mumbled by way of response but it was at that second
that one of the emotional waves flared brightly, engulfing the power of the
other, and I knew that whatever was taking place, it was about to get physical
in the worst possible way.


I
was away from the bar and heading in the direction of the altercation on
instinct, doing my best to understand the details of what I was diving into.


The
guy was still seated but he was looking intently at his phone, all thought of
anything in the real world lost, but his female drinking partner was on her
feet next to him and was in the process of swinging an empty wine bottle at his
head. By the look on her face, she wasn’t looking to do anything less than
crack his skull in.


Through
a combination of the booze and the focus of her anger, she wasn’t aware of
anything which was going on around her so it must have come as something of a
surprise when I tackled her away from her target and sent her sprawling across
the carpeted floor of the bar to end in a crumpled heap at the feet of another
patron. At least she’d dropped the bottle.


I
took two steady, stalking steps towards the woman as I watched for any kind of
movement. All the time that I‘d spent fighting within the Circle had quickly
shown that I needed to be wary of an enemy, even when they looked to have been
totally incapacitated. She hadn’t moved but that didn’t mean she wasn’t going
to strike back in some underhand and violent way.


The
guy who she’d landed next to was now scrabbling to his feet, doing his level
best to get away from her. His eyes were fixed on me as I approached and I
could see that he recognised the danger she represented. The shouting had taken
a second but was now roaring around the bar and I was dimly aware of all of the
swirling emotions being broadcast. And at the centre, a bright scarlet hatred.


I
swung round on animal instinct and thrust out my left arm, taking hold of what
I knew was heading towards me and closed my hand tight. The guy who was,
moments ago, about to become a victim of a violent attack at the hands of the
woman I’d saved him from, was now swinging a weapon of his own and was aiming
it at me. I’d caught him by the throat as he’d lunged forward at me and was
suspending him a little off the ground as he struggled for breath.


Turning
his head slowly from side to side, making it clear that he’d just made a very
bad choice, I tried to consider what he’d been thinking attacking me in that
way. I growled at him at the thought of my help being so quickly thrown back in
my face and even without the blatant proof before my eyes, I could feel that
the anger was evaporating to be replaced with a gasping terror. His face was
turning purple as I gripped tighter and the strength he was working at
loosening my grip was growing weaker with each attempt he made.


The
crack to the head broke my concentration on my would-be attacker.


The
splintered remains of the pool cue that had just been used against me flew
across the room, knocking a few half empty glasses from their table as it went
and I knew instantly that the woman had done exactly what I’d been wary of. 


Not
wanting to leave myself open to another sneak attack if I let the man go, I
instead launched him back across the open space of the bar to land on one of
the sofas at the back of the room. I wanted to make sure he wasn’t going to
fight, not kill him. I hoped the sofa broke his fall.


Whipping
back round, I readied myself for the woman to be setting herself for another
strike so began balling my fists ready for combat. And stopped.


The
woman was still lying motionless on the floor but now there was someone with
white hair knelt down beside her. Neither of them had attacked me so who?


The
smash to my jaw shook my focus. Then another. And another. Each pulverizing
blow was accompanied by a flash of blue light making it even harder for me to
orient myself. Swinging out now on instinct, I could feel that I was being
picked off and I just couldn’t see what was going on. I was in danger. Whatever
was attacking me was doing too well and that could mean that I was losing. I’d
tried to help someone and yet again, I was being attacked and vilified because
of it.


And
as fast as the attack had begun, it stopped.


There
wasn’t another shot to my face and for that tiny second, confusion was all I
could feel. I reverted back to as much instinct as I could and slammed out one
fist as hard as I could in the direction I hoped the attacker was before
opening my eyes on the fight.


Mark,
my giant general within The Circle, stood before me, his hands wreathed in blue
flame and gripping tightly to my arm. 


My
confusion tripped me up.


I
just stopped and stared at him not understanding what he was doing here but
also what he’d been doing attacking me. 


Frowning,
all I was able to muster was a slightly garbled “Mark?”


“And
I, my Lord,” came another familiarity as Mike stood from his position next to
the fallen woman.


What?


“I’d
wanted to speak with you at the earliest convenience but it would appear that
time may have just passed us all by,” and he gestured towards Mark who was
still struggling to hold back the force of my intended blow.


The
realisation of my attack on my friend was a shuddering force which was by far
the worst slap to the face I’d received, although I didn’t think Mark would
like that idea too much. I withdrew my arm and shook myself away from the
seething rage inside. A couple of deep breaths and I could feel the roaring
monster slowly being beaten down as I put it back into its cage deep down
inside me. My mind cleared some and I was able to pick out more emotions around
me.


Fear.


That’s
what everyone was feeling towards me. Fear. Not gratitude for the act of
protecting the guy who was going to have his head caved in, but fear. Everyone
in the bar was terrified of me to the point of being frozen to inaction in
terror. More ice poured on my inner fire.


Looking
down at Mark as he stood to attention before me, it was clear that I’d been at
the centre of, what can only have looked like, a bar brawl where I just went
off the deep end and attacked two people.


Wait.
I was looking down at Mark? He was seven feet tall.


The
realisation must have been on my face because Mike answered my unspoken
question.


“I
suspect that we need to leave my Lord. It’s unlikely that everyone here was
quite expecting what you’ve just done.”


We
all headed for the door and I had already returned to my normal size when I
passed through, reversing the opening stages of my Dragon transformation which
had been taking place by instinct. I was ushered into a nearby car with the
others and Mark quickly pulled us away from the bar and out into traffic. I
didn’t care where we were going but suspected it wasn’t going to be back to my
flat.  The sensation coming from the two men with me suggested they were taking
me back to the estate in Wales.


“I’m
sorry guys,” was all I could think to say. Outside, the sirens of the Police
coming in response to the violent bar fight converged on the Red Dragon as we
departed and the reality of what had just happened was growing heavier.


Mike
didn’t turn as he addressed me from the passenger seat.


“We
really need to talk but we’ll have to wait for your head to clear first.”
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The
journey unfolded in a relative haze as Mark drove us out of the city and into
the rolling countryside. I didn’t recognise anything as we travelled but I just
trusted that I was in good hands. The events in the bar had shaken me the more
I thought about the details of what I’d been doing. What the hell had I been
about to do?


I
tried for information from Mike and Mark but they wouldn’t run through anything
with me beyond the fact that they needed to talk to me and run through some
concerns. They were being as reassuring as they could be but that didn’t seem
to take any of the edge off what was going on in my stomach.


I’d
been about to rip those people apart. I’d dived to the aid of the man in
question but I’d gone in with the mentality of a Circle Guardian rather than
another patron in a bar. I’d slammed into her with the maximum force because
she was going to hurt that man. I’d identified her as being a threat and had
just reacted on instinct to subdue her and had done much the same when the man
had then come at me.


Sticking
to the back roads and staying as far away from the beaten track as was
possible, Mark navigated a very slow return to Wales, finally returning us to
the mansion in the not quite so early hours of the following morning. I woke up
from a sleep I hadn’t noticed I was having as the light from the great door of
the mansion bathed the car in a hard white glow.


Mike
turned and fixed me with a serious expression.


“My
Lord, when we get out of the car I need you to move quickly and don’t stop to
interact with anyone as you go. I need you to head directly through the house
to the infirmary and wait in room three for Mark and I to join you.”


His
voice was still calm but it wasn’t as calm as it had been earlier on.


“What
am I ….” I started to ask a question but he cut me off with more authority than
I was used to seeing from him, at least in my direction. It just shocked me
silent so I nodded my ascent and climbed out of the car.


The
walk through the house was hurried but happily there wasn’t any kind of
interaction for me to deal with, all of the staff either being in bed or
recognising that they’d probably do well to stay clear of their master. Through
doors and down stairs I paced until I entered the infirmary. The small staff
who were on hand all glanced up from whatever they’d been doing and all looked
as if they’d been confronted by a great horror. All of the colour seemed to
drain from the different faces before me and I swear I heard a barely covered
intake of breath at my appearance.


I
mumbled my greeting and headed directly for the room I’d been sent to, my head
low so as not to risk meeting the stare of anyone directly. People had always
been on edge around me, it had always just been that point where I’d been the
new master of the estate and such was everyone’s new boss but this felt so much
more.


Shutting
the door behind me, I stood alone in the darkened room and just breathed, my
eyes only barely open. On the other side of the door, I could have sworn I
heard the sound of someone being sick.


What
was happening?


The
minutes passed by and I did my best to keep calm against the rising emotion in
me, which in itself was something I’d been getting quite used to as I fought
down my inner Dragon but this time it wasn’t fiery anger that was twisting my
stomach, it was fear.


When
the door finally opened and Mike and Mark strode in, I sprang from my perch on
the edge of the bed and stood before them, doing my best to not look lost.


“What’s
up guys? There’s clearly something serious going on or you wouldn’t have
brought me back here quite so quickly.” 


Mark
closed the door and stood with his back to it, his arms folded over his enormous
chest, and said nothing. Mike stepped forward to sit on the bed and beckoned
for me to re-take my seat next to him.


“There
was a reason we came to find you but that’s been added to in the last twenty
four hours.” He spoke quickly but was still calm.


“The
two of us coming to find you in London can be looked upon as being something
of,” he looked around the room as if searching for the runaway word. “An
intervention,” he finished.


“What?
Who thinks I needed an intervention?” The fear I’d been grappling with was
swept aside by the roar of heated anger and yet again I was back to hold anger
in check.


Mike
just looked at me with a very knowing expression on his face.


“I’m
sorry my Lord, did I just make you angry?” That relaxed tone of his was still
there but he’d slipped just a little further away from me on the bed.


“Enough
with the trick questions. Why do you feel the need to intervene? I’m not an
alcoholic or a drug addict so who thought it would be a good idea to do this?”
The muscles in my shoulders were balling up and I could feel a headache already
threatening to break out. I needed some sleep.


“Again,
you’ve asked about who rather than why. Interesting.” Mike stroked his chin as
he looked at me. I knew that he was trying to help in some as yet unseen way
but I really wasn’t in the mood.


“Please
just get to the point. I’m sure we could all do with some rest.”


With
that, Mark leaned away from his post at the door and lowered his eye line to the
same level as mine before adding, “My Lord. This is my ‘No’ face.” He
straightened back up but didn’t let his eyes leave mine. I watched him return
upright and didn’t feel as if I was any closer to actually learning anything.


Mike
started again.


“I
wanted to speak with you and make sure you were alright after the last skirmish
we were involved in. I needed to make sure that you weren’t,” he paused
mid-sentence again, “suffering.”


“Suffering?
I’m fine. No pain or trauma to speak of at all, so what was it you thought you
saw in me when we were in the USA?” Information gathering.


“It
wasn’t specifically the fight, although that is a part of the issue. Now I’m
not saying any of this is coming from The Mage but….”


“WHAT?”
The Mage was sending my Head of House on errands to find me and stage an ‘intervention’
because of something I did on the last mission? And they thought that it was
important that Mark be there as an element of control should I go off the deep
end. I looked back and forth between them and the soundlessness of the
infirmary stretched out in all directions. Maybe that was why I’d been brought
here to have the conversation? I couldn’t just turn into a Dragon here, I was
underground so would probably kill myself in the process if I tried.


“My
Lord?” Mike enquired conversationally though he must have been feeling more
than a little fear at the situation he was now in.


I
did my best to control my breathing and, by extension, myself, in the same way
I did when I was driving. This was just a misunderstanding and my getting angry
with my friends wasn’t going to help.


Keeping
myself under control as much as I could, I tried again.


“Just
start from the beginning and go from there. What’s the problem?”


“It’s
been becoming more and more clear to everyone who has had any kind of dealings
with you that your behaviour has been changing.” Mike’s tone was steady.


“There’s
always been an understanding that you are one of the Fire Drakes within The
Circle so a level of expectation for the more explosive aspects of your
character has always been in place.” 


I
huffed dismissively, I couldn’t help it.


“But,”
Mike re-started. “That part of you has been thrust much further to the fore
since you left the mansion to live back in your previous abode.”


He
paused to let that part of what he had to say sink in. It felt a little melodramatic
to me.


“Now
in the context of The Circle and the war we’re all waging against The Hive and
their kind, that level of ‘enthusiasm’ has been both hugely effective but also
hugely welcome.” I huffed again, recognising the first layer of the crap sandwich.


“But,”
Mike re-started again. “It has been noticed that that mentality has been taken
away from the battlefield and is showing itself outside. Even before the fight
in your favourite drinking establishment, you seem to have more readily
embraced the trappings and advantage of your position as Master of this estate.”


My
snarky response died on my lips. I didn’t think that there had been anything
that I was doing that was anything out of the ordinary but the way I’d felt
during the situation in the bar was a little concerning. I’d felt the beast
inside me coming to the surface far too easily and I had been looking at
everything as being part of a fight.


Mike
went on.


“My
Lord. The efforts of The Circle are such that we can’t afford to risk the
outside human world discovering conclusive proof that everything we are exists.
We’ve all had it explained to us more than once through our lives that we have
to stay hidden, to stay safe.”


I
thought back to the conversation I’d had with Andrea in the bar after my first
experience in The Circle, and how I’d made waves at almost every media outlet
going when I’d fought another giant creature over the heads of everyone
watching an international rugby match in Cardiff. I’d been responsible for a
great deal of hurried denials and whispered planning to cover up for what I’d
done and pretty soon, the world had been quickly convinced that it had been an
elaborate publicity stunt in celebration of the sport. After all, everyone
knows that Dragons aren’t real. The fact that it had been a Red and a White
Dragon appearing over the Wales versus England game probably helped sell it.


I
still missed Andrea.


“Fine.
I need to make sure that I keep a hold on my fighting spirit when I’m in
public, but there hasn’t been anything else that anyone could be worried by.” I
was sure. 


“My
Lord. I have made sure that there has been a level of surveillance on you all
of the time since you moved away from the estate, as a form of protection, and….”
He was stopped mid-sentence by the hurried knocking on the closed door behind
Mark. Silence descended as Mark turned to peer through the tiny glass pane at
who was on the other side before he casually opened the door and stepped aside.


Through
the door, shrinking by the second as if in response to the darkness and the
three of us, came a tiny bland man, dressed in grey overalls and wearing a
well-worn but fully stocked, tool belt. His heavy boots shuffled across the
lino flooring as he moved, as if he were unable to muster the strength to actually
lift them from the floor and his eyes flickered between the faces of the three
of us, all the time making sure that he wasn’t going to be attacked in any way.


Maybe
the fear of my violence wasn’t all in my head after all?


“Is
it time?” Mike asked the approaching man, all calm and polished poise in his
voice. The man locked eyes with Mike and seemed to relax into what he had to do
thanks to the familiar sound of the Head of House. He nodded quickly and gave
the shallowest affirmative grunt before turning and almost sprinting from the
room. The boots certainly didn’t look they were stuck to the floor now.


“Time
for what?” I asked as Mike stood up and straightened his shirt.


“You
have been summoned to a meeting with The Mage and he’s ready to see you now.”
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“The
Mage?” I tried not to shout but I’m not sure that I was successful. “I’m in
real trouble now, aren’t I?” That churning ball was back in my stomach again
and as I followed Mike out of the room, I did my best to consider what was
likely to greet me when I came face to face with The Mage. If he’d sent Mike to
‘intervene’ with me, nothing good was about to come to pass.


Moving
quietly through the house, it was still dark after all and a great many people
would have been sleeping so the last thing I wanted was to have swathes of
gawking faces staring at me as I passed by, offering silent judgement on what I
was about to have happen to me.


We
arrived at the entrance hall of the mansion and I expected to find another
Guardian and their honour guard waiting to escort me through a Cascade Bridge
to Egypt. Instead, there was nothing. No gathered squad of troops waited on me
and there was no sign of another Guardian to open the bridge. The area was
empty save for the usually placed decoration and I think the lack of anything
put me on edge even more. Whatever was about to spring into place, they’d
hidden it so it would catch me off-guard. Less chance of a struggle.


“So
I’m trusted to open my own gateway to Egypt? Can’t be that bad after all?” I
joked, trying to lighten the mood I was wrapping myself in and hopefully trick
someone into giving away just how deep the hole I was in was.


“Egypt?”
asked Mark in as nonchalant a question as he could muster. “No-one briefed me
on a party needed for a jump to Egypt? Mr. Christian. Are we to be taking a
delegation that I wasn’t privy to?” He was as calm as the surface of a mountain
pond but to anyone who knew him, it was clear that the concern that I’d been
feeling at the not knowing was spreading.


“Egypt?
No-one’s going to Egypt,” replied Mike flatly. 


That
made no sense to me but immediately put Mark at rest.


“The
Mage wishes to speak with you in person and as such, would like you to visit
him in his chamber below the estate. We had to change the door from the last
time you used it but the entrance is still in the same place.” 


That
‘oh so familiar’ tone of someone again speaking to me as if I were just not
able to grasp the most basic points surfaced again and I nodded, trying to make
myself as calm as possible before speaking with the overall power of The
Circle. Who thought I was in need of some kind of psychological support.
Nothing to worry about.


I
didn’t hurry as such but I was pretty brisk as I made my way down the corridor
towards the chamber at the heart of the estate where The Mage, to say lived
didn’t really do it justice.


The
network of sites all over the world where The Circle stood guard over the
prisons of The Hive demons were separated by hundreds of miles yet needed to
have a shared presence from the overall source of the power which drove so much
of what we all were. Rather than have The Mage be mobile and have to constantly
be moved around to the different locations which could put him at more risk of
attack from enemy forces, the choice had been made when The Circle was first
formed, that he would remain fixed in his fortress in Egypt but enter into a
system where he could be linked to all of the sites at once. He’d never be able
to leave after he’d set foot inside and had been joined to all of the locations
but he would then be able to appear at all of them as he so chose. This didn’t
mean he was immune to any form of attack. That had happened here when I’d first
taken over the reins of the estate, but it did mean that there was more chance
to control threats which could appear.


Arriving
at the door to The Mage’s chamber, I suddenly felt akin to the naughty
schoolboy being summoned to the headmaster’s office. Should I knock? Was I
expected to just march in? If I did the wrong thing was I going to be in even
more trouble? Andrea had always been totally switched on when it came to
matters of protocol and etiquette and I’d lost count of the number of times
she’d been forced to ‘correct’ me in one way or another when I’d casually
stamped all over whatever tradition had come into view. It had to be said that
I wasn’t a major fan of all of the traditions that were coming into view as
they just viewed everyone on all of the estates below the level of the Guardian
as nothing more than faceless functionaries there to do whatever the Guardian
saw fit in service to the shared goal of the protection of the human race. In
Human Resources terms, the way things were done as the norm seemed to focus far
more on the R rather than the H but I’d been pushing against the rules as much
as I could to redress that balance.


I
really must try to speak to Andrea again.


“GUARDIAN.
WHAT ARE YOU WAITING FOR?” thundered from beyond the door before me and rushed
up the tunnel behind me in concussive blast of energy. Looks like I should have
walked in.


The
door was much more mobile than it had any right to be given the rusted and
corroded appearance of the hinges and bolts but it swung open easily and I made
my way into the chamber beyond doing my best to prepare for whatever was about
to happen.


The
interior of The Mage’s chamber was the same as it had been the last time I’d
set foot here. A cube room with stone walls which was devoid of any kind of
anything save for the giant swirling sphere hovering in mid-air which contained
the floating form of The Mage. He was sat in the lotus position and was dressed
in loose robes of a creamy white colour which showed his physique without it
seeming that he was showing off. Within the sphere he was linked to all of the
sites around the world so wasn’t ‘really’ there with me but his power within
the construct was vast and seemed to be expanding into every area of the room
as if it were an ever inflating balloon.


We
locked eyes and I did all I could to try to understand what I was being spoken
to for.


He
spoke first.


“GUARDIAN.
IT HAS BEEN FAR TOO LONG SINCE WE LAST SPOKE. DO I FIND YOU WELL?” His voice
was just power. He wasn’t shouting, rather his voice was simply that strong
that he was just able to boom what he wanted to say and his words bore all the
hallmarks of the familiar verbal discourse which is expected in these
situations. Despite knowing that the Guardian was relatively immune to the
effects of the power in here and that if anyone else had been in here with us,
they would have been gibbering on the floor, losing control of their faculties,
I was still nervous.


“Mage.
I’ve been told you wish to speak with me. Have I done something wrong?” Mike’s
words were still ringing in my ears as I faced The Mage and although I knew
that if it came to it, he could squash me like a gnat, I was ready to go down
swinging in whatever way I could.


His
eyes twitched at the question.


“DO
YOU FEEL THAT YOU HAVE FAILED THE CIRCLE IN SOME WAY?” he responded yet
maintained that same serene calm. Time to be careful Anthony.


“I
merely enquire as to why you have summoned me. Have I done something to
displease you?” I was fishing.


He
tilted his head and the surface of the sphere shifted in response as he reached
out with a power I could feel buzzing against my teeth. Extending his right
arm, he beckoned towards a space to my left.


“PLEASE
TAKE A SEAT MY GUARDIAN,” and from the sand covering the floor of the chamber,
rose the shape of a large, high backed chair, forming from the mobile grains of
sand until the construction was finally complete and the shape took on the
characteristics of the leather, of the wood.


I
sat down and ran my fingers over the leather armrests just to confirm the
leather beneath my hands was indeed there.


“I
WISHED TO SPEAK WITH YOU BECAUSE I HAVE SEEN A CHANGE IN HOW YOU HAVE
APPROACHED WHAT YOU HAVE NEEDED TO DO. THE LAST TIME WE SPOKE, YOU WERE VERY
DIFFERENT IN HOW YOU ENGAGED IN THE LIFE WITHIN THE CIRCLE BUT THE CHANGES
YOU’VE SHOWN OVER THE LAST YEAR HAVE BEEN CLEAR FOR ALL TO SEE.” So it was
coming from The Mage. He was the one who’d seen what was happening and was
unhappy.


“YOUR
BEHAVIOUR HAS CHANGED AND BRINGS ME TO THE NEED FOR THIS ACTION.” So the
intervention continued.


“LIVING
AWAY FROM THIS MANSION IS CLEARLY AFFECTING THE WAY TO CONDUCT YOURSELF AS A
GUARDIAN WHICH LEADS ME TO THIS POINT. BY NOW, YOU ARE FULLY AWARE OF THE SCALE
OF WHAT THE CIRCLE STANDS FOR.” I was getting a history lesson? Again?


“THE
WHOLE HUMAN RACE IS THE PRIZE WE SO FERVANTLY DEFEND AND IT COULD BE VERY
EASILY ARGUED THAT THE WORLDWIDE SUCCESS HUMANS HAVE ENJOYED HAS ONLY BEEN
POSSIBLE DUE TO THE DETERMINED EFFORTS OF THE MEMBERS OF THIS MIGHTY ORDER.” He
spoke with me as if addressing a youngster, passing on the history via word of
mouth.


“EVERY
YEAR SINCE THE HIVE LEADERS WERE FINALLY IMPRISONED, WE’VE SEEN ATTACKS TO
ATTEMPT TO BREAK THEM FREE AND EACH AND EVERY GUARDIAN HAS DONE WHAT THEY MUST
TO BEAT BACK THOSE ATTACKS, INCLUDING MAKING THE ULTIMATE SACRIFICE IF IT WAS
CALLED FOR.” I shifted my position in the chair at the mention of the ultimate
sacrifice. I didn’t much fancy heading off on an as yet unknown mission with
the person sending me extolling the virtues of falling on my sword. I didn’t
even have a sword.


“BUT.”
The Mage chimed the word and held the silence.


“IN
THE PAST, IF WE STRUCK DOWN A FORCE WHO DARED TO STAND IN OPPOSITION TO US,
THERE WOULD BE NO HOPE OF THAT FORCE EVER RISING AGAIN, YET TODAY, I HAVE SEEN
A SIGN THAT A GREAT ENEMY WHO WAS VANQUISHED ALL THOSE YEARS AGO, MAY NOT HAVE
BEEN TOTALLY DESTROYED.” Now we get to it. 


“I
WANT YOU TO BE THE ONE FROM THE CIRCLE TO INVESTIGATE A POTENTIALLY TROUBLING
OCCURENCE AS I FEEL YOU ARE THE MOST IN NEED OF PROPER STIMULATION. THE ISSUE
IS OFF THE COAST OF PAKISTAN AND MUST BE RESOLVED QUICKLY. YOU CAN ARRANGE THE
DETAILS YOURSELF BUT BRING ME BACK WORD WHEN THIS ISSUE IS RESOLVED.” He
stopped speaking and seemed to settle back into an invisible chair of his own,
happy that he’d said what he’d wanted to.


Now
it was my turn. This conversation seemed to be taking place on a metaphorical
high wire so I knew that I needed to be careful with what I was saying.


“Pakistan?
Can you give me any more information about what it is that I’m looking for or
what the hoped for outcome will be? I’d like to walk in to whatever situation
this is with my eyes open and as prepared as I can be.” If everyone was worried
about the way I was handling my anger, then a purely fact driven line of
questioning would stand me in good stead. I hoped.


The
Mage stared down at me for an age before he spoke.


“I
DON’T WANT TO GIVE YOU TOO MUCH WHICH MAY CLOUD YOUR VIEW ON THESE EVENTS.
YOU’LL JUST NEED TO BE PREPARED FOR ANYTHING. YOUR HEAD OF HOUSE SHOULD NOW
HAVE RECEIVED ALL OF THE INFORMATION NEEDED TO PREPARE ALL WHICH YOU COULD
NEED.” His voice sounded casually playful as he gave me that last part of guidance
and on any other day, could have been reassuring, but today, knowing that
people viewed me as potentially unstable, it became an almost taunting dare,
willing me to even risk stepping out of line. I’d always been viewed with a
level of concern from the other members of The Circle but I’d thought that I’d
done enough to show I wasn’t utterly inept.


 It
was clear to me that whatever he’d seen in me, he’d been moved enough to do
something that would mean that I would be put in harm’s way and would have to
show that I was fully in control or some unknown violent end would swing into
play. Another test? I sat and gripped the arms of the chair and knew that there
was nothing more that I could do. I’d done everything that I could to make sure
that I could keep the two worlds of The Circle and the normal human day to day
apart but that hadn’t been enough for The Mage. He’d seen something that he
wasn’t happy with so had clearly set things in motion to test me.


“BE
FAST IN YOUR INVESTIGATIONS THOUGH GUARDIAN, I FEAR THAT THERE COULD BE A
LARGER RISK TO THE CIRCLE THAN JUST THIS INCIDENT.” As soon as the final word
left his lips, the sphere’s surface roiled and bucked against the energies
which were holding it in place and moved from being a window to The Mage to the
solid surface of a metallic ball which obscured all detail within, as if The
Mage had stepped from this site to be within another, withdrawing himself from
this place. The chair that I was sat on reacted to his removal and exploded into
a cloud of loose grains and I was quickly deposited atop a pile of sand, the
structure of the chair now forgotten.


I
sat on the floor and just let the sand move and shift beneath me as I took in
what I was now facing.


I’d
just been told that The Mage, and any number of other people had been feeling
that I was getting a little too violent in my dealings, and despite how things
had been going in the bar, I still wasn’t really convinced that it wasn’t just
a way to manoeuvre me for another purpose. 


There
really wasn’t anything more that I could do. Again, here I was, looking
squarely into the eyes of mistrust and having to prove that I was able to do
what was expected of me or risk a terrible end.


Great.


I
strode up the corridor back to the mansion proper, filling myself with as much
masterful exuberance and confidence as I could muster. If there was an
expectation that I behave correctly, I’d have to put on a good show. Mike was
waiting for me, looking worried enough to appear that it had been him getting
the dressing down or at least as if he was waiting for his turn.


“Pakistan
then?” I asked by way of reassurance. Just another mission for the good of The
Circle, nothing to worry about.


“Pakistan
then, my Lord,” he responded, making a full show of exactly what should have
been said and how.


There
hadn’t needed to be a great deal of planning for the impending mission, Mike
having seemingly arranged everything before I’d finished my chat with The Mage.
As was usually the case, I was told not to concern myself with any of the
mechanics of preparation and was instead told to sleep. The time difference
between Wales and where we were going in Pakistan was such that although the
sun was beginning to show itself here, there, it was the middle of the day. I
didn’t put up any resistance to the suggestion and made my way up to the master
bedroom at the top of the mansion.


Despite
the room not having been used by me for about a year, it was spotlessly clean
and there wasn’t a single clue that it had become something of a museum piece.
The subtle smell of lavender hung in the air and the bed looked as if it had
been freshly made even before my appearance at the estate had become widely
known. Another example of the staff at the mansion following the expected
protocol of always being ready to attend to the whims of the master. Settling
into the bed for a much needed sleep, I couldn’t help but feel that I could
really get used to that level of service.


I
was woken by the call of nature and after answering said call, discovered that
it was now well into the afternoon. What little light there was outside did its
best to fill the room but the heavy clouds and sheeting rain were doing their
very best to keep the mood more sombre. From the other side of the main door, I
made out soft footsteps approaching before there was a solid knock on the door
and Mike strode confidently into the room.


“I
trust you are well rested my Lord,” and he nodded a slight bow to me. I grunted
back as I pushed away the last fog of sleep. He was dressed in casual clothes,
a pair of grey slacks and a cream coloured shirt which was open at the collar
but there was no mistaking the ordered authority he carried with him. He was
clearly settling very easily into the role of Head of House in my absence and
no doubt had the whole staff working like a finely tuned machine. He carried
with him, a small folder of papers under one arm.


“Mission
briefing?” I enquired and gestured towards the folder.


“Indeed
sir,” he replied and handed it to me.


I
opened it and began to skim through the loose pages, mainly looking for the
pictures and anything in large print that I could make out without too much
attention. I nodded sagely as I went giving the full treatment of taking in all
of the details, despite not really having much luck in that field.


“So,
a new island and we need to take a look.” My summary boiled everything down to
the really important bits.


“Indeed
a new island but that on its own wouldn’t be a concern,” said Mike and turned
back to a specific sheet.


“The
issue is that,” and he pointed at the large photograph in the centre of the
page. 


Amongst
all of the muddy stone which was the surface of this new land mass, towards the
edge of the picture so it hadn’t been the focus, there appeared to be a ruined
structure of some kind. Whereas the rest of the topography around it carried
the haphazard features of random formations of stone from the ocean floor,
there appeared to be what was left of massive pillars with sculpted edges and
fallen archways. Whatever I was looking at, it appeared to have been created
with purpose rather than as a result of the ocean’s currents.


“Looks
like an old church to me,” I pondered. “So what’s the issue? A land mass which
was once above the sea line gets submerged and now, thanks to a little plate
tectonics, is brought back to the surface. Why does this mean I have to go and
have a look?”


Mike
stretched a finger out and highlighted a specific point on the picture.


“Because,
that pillar there has a symbol on it.” I looked closer and there, slathered in
the dark mud from the ocean floor, one fallen pillar carried, surrounded by
faded smaller symbols, a huge deep carving which kind of looked like a big letter
‘N’ with a wavy line through the middle. It could have been an ‘U’I supposed.
The pillar had collapsed.


“And
that symbol is bad? I can see a few other shapes and carvings knocking about in
these pictures but that one is the dangerous one?” I suspected that the answers
to that question were somewhere in the pages in my hands but I didn’t fancy
going digging.


“It
could very well be. The nature of the site would suggest that it forms a part
of a much larger religious building and that the symbol is a central part of
the iconography. The problem is that it doesn’t seem to fit into the location,
hence the need for a member of The Circle to attend.” Mike was speaking with
his usual all business tone but there was just the smallest hint of something
more. I knew Mike and this sounded a lot like fear.


I
didn’t push the point.


If
there was something that I needed to be aware of, he would have told me so any
apprehension he was feeling must have been something more personal. If and when
he decided to let me in on the secret, I’d listen but I didn’t want to push.


I
showered in as scalding water as I could stand and did my best to get my head
into the correct mood. I’d been smashing everything as hard as I was able over
the last year, all in an attempt to show everyone else within The Circle that I
was capable of being just the kind of Guardian that they were looking for but
that had clearly been a mistake. I needed to be more controlled in everything I
was doing. I needed to be the detective here rather than just a battering ram.
I was being tested for my calm. I wish the powers that be would just make their
minds up.


Half
an hour later, I joined the gathered crowd of people at the bottom of the
stairs. I’d been advised to dress casually but, as always, it seemed that I’d
made a mistake. I was dressed in jeans and a t-shirt with a jacket over one arm
where as the others all wore light coloured tactical gear. Doing a quick count
showed that there were sixteen people going with me and there wasn’t a single
familiar face amongst them. Sure, I recognised most of them, but none had
really had the occasion to work directly with me before. They’d all kind of
just been faces in the crowd, or people I’d passed in the hallways, that kind
of thing.


 Mike
appeared from one of the corridors and just cast an inspecting eye over
everyone, all the troops snapping to attention as he did, before finishing on
me.


“My
Lord. We will require you to open bridges to the site but we cannot risk a
direct arrival.” He was matter of fact in what he was saying, the words were for
the gathered troops’ benefit as well as being for me, any internal struggle he
may have been having had been quietly and securely locked away.


“There
has been a constant presence on the island since its creation with members of
the scientific community as well as law enforcement and military people, though
the military are there in a covert capacity. This could represent a more
serious issue but I suggest that we all proceed on the assumption that there
will be great danger so stealth is a must.”


Made
sense. Gentle moves were needed, not brute force. Mike continued his
explanation for me.


“We
have already investigated the surrounding area and have acquired a local
premises to base our efforts from so you will be able to jump us to that
location and we can make our way from that point.” He passed me another piece
of paper, this time with a picture of a ramshackle building and a description
of what dimensions and specifications it had. I noticed the picture had a ‘For
Sale’ sign next to the building. 


“We’re
all ready when you are my Lord,” Mike concluded and looked at me expectantly.


“OK
team,” I stammered, yet again caught off guard by the expectation to go
immediately. I concentrated on the details of the house from the picture and
began to layer the thought of the new island over it, all the time adding more
and more power to the image in my mind until I could feel the solidity I needed
to snap through the casting.


The
Cascade Bridge ring snapped into existence before us all with a familiar buzz/hiss
and I could feel the static in the air. I could make out the inside of a large
room on the other side of the construct so it looked very much as if I’d been
able to hit the mark. I hadn’t wanted to let on to anyone else but my tight skills
of controlling the bridges I made were still a little on the rusty side so this
was a big result. Around me, the troops all began to file through in readiness
for the mission ahead until it was only Mike and I left.


“Good
hunting, my Lord,” he proclaimed as I neared the ring of power. He wasn’t coming
with me, and neither was Mark, that final detail making me feel slightly more
on edge.


“To
us all,” I replied with all the calm and ceremonial poise that I could muster
but knowing that I was under a new scrutiny concerning my behaviour made the
words feel like ash in my mouth. I’d been used to being the one who was always
making the mistakes but now, after doing everything I could to be the best
Guardian I could be, I was in even more potential danger from my own people.


I
missed Andrea.


She’d
been the one who’d been there to help guide me and we’d become close. Far
beyond the physical side of our relationship, her absence had shown clearly
that she was very much, my friend. 


I
missed my friend.


Mike
could see that I was feeling low, and in his way, did all he could to help. He
squeezed my arm gently and nodded with a smile, conveying as much support as he
could. It did help some.


But
there was no getting away from the task at hand. I needed to do the digging The
Circle required and bring back the information that they wanted.


“In
for a penny…” I muttered and made my way through the gate and dragged it in
after me. As I did I could have sworn that the ozone smell from it was stronger
than usual but that was most likely down to the fact I was in a melancholy mood.



Probably.
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I’d
jumped us to the correct location but that was about all you could say as a
positive.


The
building we were taking over could only just be called a building. I swear if
someone had sneezed in the wrong part then the whole thing would have come down
on top of us. Happily, the troops that were assigned to this mission had
immediately gone about weaving all manner of castings to hold the place secure,
both from collapse and from infiltration. The magics being manipulated buzzed
the air as elaborate tripwires and other early warning systems were laid out
around the building and reinforced shielding was brought up throughout the
structure to not only keep out any bad guys who may drop by but also reinforce
the walls. After far less time than I would have suggested possible, I was
informed that all the work had been completed and everything was ready for my
inspection.


I
inspected everything, following the directions of the troop commander, again doing
everything I could to be able to exude the correct attitude and posture but
also to highlight that, despite my very clearly stated abhorrence of such
things, I could keep my feelings in check, just in case there was someone
watching. I was led through room after room and directed towards various
features which had been deemed important for me to see and I made all of the
appropriate noises I was expected to. Eventually we were back where we’d
started.


My
guide stopped and turned to face me with that all too familiar expression on
his face, wanting to know that he’d done everything to the stratospheric
standards he expected of his Lord and Master.


“Excellent
work Mr. …?” I did my best to show the right signs again.


“Jones,
my Lord. Gerwyn Jones,” he responded and bowed his head slightly before
returning to his ramrod straight posture.


“Thank
you Mr. Jones. Please convey my gratitude to the other members of the team for
a job well done.” All business but before I was able to fully turn away from him
and head for solitude, his tiny cough broke the air.


“What
are your orders my Lord?”


I
really had to pay more attention and keep in character. The last thing I could
afford was to have my whole persona as the Guardian of the Circle fall apart
because I wasn’t willing to give orders.


“Very
good Mr. Jones. Please bring the senior staff to my rooms to discuss the next
steps we have to take.” My voice was as haughty as I could make it but I
couldn’t help but notice the addition of a rattling snarl. I span away from him
and strode towards my room with purpose but inside I was even more confused.
Yes I’d been feeling the pressure of expectation but I’d at no point even been
aware that I was becoming angry. Certainly not angry enough to have some of my
inner monster leak out. My tightrope was seemingly being raised even higher.


I
didn’t have long to wait for Gerwyn and the people he’d selected to arrive at
my door. As should be expected of The Circle, along with the securing of the
structure and the logistical bits and pieces which come with the kind of
mission we were a part of, another vital part of setting up camp was the
preparation of the Guardian’s chambers. Looking at the way that the space had
been put together, it was apparent that the blueprint had been taken from the
main chambers in the mansion in Wales. The fact that I hadn’t been using the
place for quite a while seemed to be neither here nor there. It was the
template that everyone knew I liked so they’d done their best to run the same
themes through.


I
was assigned the largest room in the building, and rather than just the sparest
décor, I had a room which looked more like a room from a home than a
clandestine military base. There was a large double bed for me which was made
up with actual sheets and a feather pillow. The bed was collapsible but that
wasn’t the point. All of the others were billeted in a dorm rather than
singular rooms and they had cot beds stacked three high with nothing more than
the thinnest covering of what should have been a mattress. Nothing else.


Around
my room were small trinkets from the mansion by way of keeping me welcome. My
Hulk figurine from my bedside back in Wales sat next to the bed, that all too
familiar expression of utter rage seemingly meant to put me at ease. The whole
room had the opposite effect but it felt very much that that figure was doing
the most damage. It was challenging me, just by being there and I could see
that I had a great deal of work to do in terms of my calm.


The
gentle knock on the door frame signalled that the team had arrived and they all
marched determinedly to stand before me.


There
were four people including Gerwyn and they all somehow seemed to be exuding an
almost palpable feeling of blandness. They all seemed to have the features
which were neither ugly nor attractive and all stood neither particularly tall
nor short. Looking at each of the two women and one man who had accompanied
Gerwyn made me feel almost bored. They were all so unremarkable that I could
imagine any passing eye would just slide gently off them as it went and not a
single thought would be spent on them. A useful trait indeed when doing things
covertly.


Gerwyn
nodded quickly and joined his troops at attention.


“Thank
you for coming,” I started with something in the neighbourhood of the
appropriate greeting but also aiming to let the people know that I saw them as
people.


“The
work done here has been excellent but now we must move on to the important
business of why we’re all here.” The troops all bowed in acknowledgement of my
acknowledgement.


I
beckoned them all over to the bed where I’d spread out the papers that Mike had
given me. I’d not been that specific of order, rather just making sure that
everyone could see the maximum amount.


“I
have a collection of information that you will all need so please pay full
attention to all of the details so you can pass them on to the rest of the
teams.” Gesturing vaguely at the papers I signalled for the others to dive into
the knowledge.


They
all started off slowly but very soon pages were being hurriedly passed back and
forth between them all, fingers out grasping hungrily for the next hit from the
information. Eyes flickered and danced over the words and pictures as the four
of them almost literally absorbed all they possibly could until, with an almost
physical satisfaction, they let the papers drop from their clutches and they
resumed their previous stance as ready soldiers.


“Happy?”
I wasn’t really sure what to ask after that display. Gerwyn responded.


“Indeed
my Lord. We’ve been able to make a full assessment of the background
information to the mission at hand. Our next course of action should be….”


I
cut him off with a growl and a sweep of my right arm. My anger was back at the
surface as fast as it had ever been and there was just nothing more to be said.
How dare anyone presume that they can speak without my express permission? I
was the master here and they would do what I wanted, NOT the other way around.


The
room slammed into silence and the four soldiers all noticeably tensed.


And
as fast as it had flared into existence, the anger evaporated leaving me with
nothing but the hollow feeling of utter shame.


What
the hell was I doing?


Straightening
my posture and doing all I could to right myself in front of the team, I spoke
quietly.


“I’m
sorry Gerwyn, please continue. You were going to lay out the next step we need
to take.”


Gerwyn
didn’t move but his eyes darted to me and then towards the others. I could feel
that terror he must be feeling scorching under his skin without even having to
try. He thought his master was angry.


Coughing
lightly almost as a way of steadying himself, he spoke again but now with a
great deal more apprehension in his voice.


“We
will need to perform a series of reconnaissance runs through the surrounding
area and on the island itself before we can risk allowing you to enter the
field of play my Lord.” I recognised the tactical standpoint of not putting the
leader in harm’s way but this could mean days of waiting.


“How
long?” I asked, still with my own internal struggle going on.


“One
day my Lord. We can be ready to move tomorrow afternoon.” He had beads of sweat
beginning to erupt on his top lip as he waited for my response.


“Perfect.
I’ll continue my reading of the paperwork so I can get the information I need
while you and your team complete the tasks. All we need is to have access to
the island for a short while with as many people as we can to see what all the
fuss is about. Do you need anything further from me?” 


Gerwyn
sagged ever so slightly at the shoulders as he relaxed a little. He’d managed to
navigate the meeting without being torn to pieces.


“No
my Lord. I will keep you updated should there be any issues we discover,” and
without a further sound, signalled to the others and marched purposefully from
the room and away from the threat.


Now
it was my turn to sag. I’d become quite used to the emotional rollercoaster
that being a creature of fire and anger could bring but seeing it just erupt
when there really hadn’t been any real stimulus was more than a little off
putting. I clearly needed to work on my inner calm if something so minor was
ticking me off, with or without the stress of the mission.


I
began to scoop up the loose pages and lay on the bed to do my homework.
Attention to the job at hand was what I needed to my mind in check.


The
next day was spent in that room with the pages. Food was brought for me when I
asked for it and I slept when I needed to. I was able to discover that the
symbol that looked to be causing all the fuss was part of an ancient clan of
early human deities of a kind and that that particular character had fizzled
out of use at some point in the earliest records, to be replaced by others.
Throughout history there had been a seemingly regular creation and subsequent
death of god figures so that didn’t mean that this one was anything special but
by the looks of the rest of the island, the structures which had come up were
dated a great deal more recently than our old god. The question then becoming,
how did the old one get mixed in with the new one?


The
research which had been put into this dossier was really in depth and there
looked to have been some theories already tested. The ancient symbol had been
prevalent in and around what would become North America so finding it in its
current location put it wholly out of place. There was comment of how symbols
and images can be used in different cultures without them coming into contact
and the different uses of the swastika were cited. That said, a big ‘U’ wasn’t
exactly the most intricate thing to create after all so as far as I could see,
it could have been just sheer dumb luck.


I
read and re-read all of the details and did my best to stay on the task at hand
but no matter what I tried to do, all of the time, my inner voice kept returning
to the outburst I’d thrown out and the associated feeling of loosed rage. It
wasn’t as if anyone had done anything which would have really wound me up but
I’d still boiled over. Granted, it should have been a well known fact amongst
all of the staff that you didn’t overstep the bounds when dealing with the
Guardians of each of the houses but it wasn’t something that I was used to
reacting to like that. I suppose if it had been another Guardian heading this
mission, Gerwyn could have been dealt with much more fiercely. The Elder would
have most likely killed him.


Maybe
it was just the stress of the mission getting to me?


Either
way, I was still more relaxed than any of the others. I really did have to put
it behind me or risk it tripping me up as I went along. Certainty was needed
here.


I
was laying on the bed when Gerwyn arrived to let me know we were good to go, my
eyes closed but more to help me concentrate on understanding the correct order
of things in the dossier of information. I could hear someone moving around
nervously by the doorway and with a little concentration of my senses, I was
able to recognise the essence of my troop commander. He was pacing back and
forth without ever coming in. I smiled to myself at the thought of him out
there and put him out of his misery.


“Come
on in,” I spoke calmly without opening my eyes.


The
pacing stopped immediately and I could feel the spike in heart rate as he
realised that I was talking to him. I’ll say this for him, he didn’t take long
to get himself together and in no time at all, he was striding with purpose
into the room, coming to attention at the foot of the bed.


Opening
my eyes and climbing out of bed, I could see out of the window that the sun was
high in the sky and the world was going about its business merrily. The air
looked thick outside the window, as if a great searing heat was everywhere
surrounding us but inside, the team had been able to erect some way of keeping
us cool. Noticing that for the first time made me aware that I was feeling cold.


“My
Lord,” Gerwyn began without the slightest hint of fragility in his voice. Good
man. “We have completed the fact gathering and are able to brief you of
possible options for our deployment.”


He
stopped and waited for me to respond before reeling off his plans. I signalled
that he carry on.


“The
island is almost one hundred metres long and is currently around ten metres
from the sea level at its highest point. It appears to be mainly mud and rock
which has likely been pushed up due to tectonic activity in the area or
underwater volcanism. It is being watched over by the local police force and coast
guard in an attempt to stop people venturing out and becoming stuck but also to
secure the site for its archaeological value. So far there have been attempts
by locals to visit the island but from what we have been able to discern, it
has been local youths who wished to explore something new rather than anyone
going for anything specific. The overall opinion of locals and of official
bodies is that this is a minor amusement but nothing more.”


Sounded
pretty dull, but dull was a good thing when attempting to trespass.


“Sounds
positive. What would you say the next step would be then?” I asked with as much
of my usual calm demeanour back in place.


“With
your permission my Lord, I feel that we will be best suited to a small team of
five travelling to the island by conventional means under the guise of being an
archaeology team brought in by the government for a fresh set of eyes. We have
a Fine Caster with us on this mission so we’ll be able to provide all of the
‘correct’ paperwork for anyone who may need it. The remainder of the team will
need to include one of our Speakers to communicate correctly and two
Demolitions Experts who can do all of the clearance work if it gets to that
point. All of us in this party have been appraised of the details in the
dossier you provided so whoever is selected will be able to deliver the needed
insight alongside their specific skill set.”


Sounded
very positive.


“Would
you like to select the team members now my Lord?” Gerwyn asked cheerily. I
hadn’t seen that coming so had to think fast.


“Uhhhhhh,
I think I’ll allow you to select the personnel we require Mr. Jones. You are
the senior member of the troops so I feel that such a task would fall to you.
I’ll be happy to trust what you have to say.” Yet again I was being forced to
try and sound like I knew what I was doing in terms of leading people despite
not having the faintest idea. In spite of all of my efforts to fit in but not
be just like everyone else in this set up, I was being asked to make up excuses
as to why I deferred choices to others. My mind darkened in a flash and all of
that frustration and pain just rampaged across my face, my brow furrowing and
my lip curling in a snarl.


What
the hell was I doing?


I
poured metaphorical cold water all over myself and let the fire fall back but
judging by the expression on Gerwyn’s face, it was too late. It was only now
that I’d really paid any attention to him and that made me feel a new burning
sensation on my cheeks as they flushed with embarrassment.


He
was a tall man, about the same height as I was, but he was much slimmer. Rather
than looking thin and potentially under fed, he instead looked like every sinew
in his body was made of wire, all of which was pulled to the maximum tension.
It gave him the appearance of a man who was lightning fast but more than able
to hurt if push came to shove. His hair was shaved down close to his scalp
which didn’t hurt the military vibe, and his complexion was an almost luminous
pale white, somewhat tinged by red in places. Probably the sun.


But
now I was truly paying attention, it was his eyes which caught me the most. He
didn’t have blue eyes, or brown or green. His eyes were blackest black. Not in
the way that a shark eye appears, where the colour is the entirety of what you
can see, rather his eyes were the usual design but they had a black iris. His
pupil was very slightly blue but that black just put me off for some reason.


He
just stood before me and held his position, probably waiting for me to blow up
at him. 


“Sorry
about that, the heat must be getting to me. Let me know who you select and we
can get moving.” I dismissed him to his task but more for my benefit, just to
get him away from me. I knew that yet again I was under the microscope of The
Mage but I’d been able to control my rage better than this before. Maybe it was
the heat?


I
dressed in as relaxed yet functional clothing as I could find. There was an
almighty collection of things which had been brought through for me, far too
much for the mission we had, so I had plenty of options and as I pulled on the
selected t-shirt, the final item of my ensemble, Gerwyn coughed again from the
corridor before leading the other people selected in after him.


They
all stood to attention.


There
were three people, two women and one man, stood rigidly waiting for their
master to address them. Each was dressed in relaxed fatigues but there was no
hiding the military air they all exuded. The two women were stood next to each
other and both looked as if they were doing their best to look intimidating.
They were both at least a foot shorter than I was and were slightly built as
well. They had the same utilitarian hair cut, one auburn, the other brown, and
I swear that if they were any more to attention, they would snap something. They
gave the impression that they’d been drafted into the role they now held just
because their very specific skills were needed. I wondered if they’d ever seen
any kind of combat before?


No
doubt the Fine Caster and the Speaker that Gerwyn had spoken about.


The
man, by comparison, was more akin to a walking barrel. Six feet tall, massive
shoulders, and the build of a strongman rather than bodybuilder. He had a
completely bald head which looked to be showing the effects of the sun in much
the same way Gerwyn was and he just looked like he’d bring buildings down with
his bare hands rather than having to rely on anything as cumbersome as explosives
or magic. Add to this his wild black beard and there was no way I wasn’t going
to like this man.


Demolitions
man.


Gerwyn
stood ready to present them.


“My
Lord, these are the people who will make up our team.”


I
tried to look the way I was supposed to look. Or at least how I thought I was
supposed to look. My expression and posture immediately felt forced and I swear
I could feel the others being more confused. Gerwyn just started his
introductions, happily breaking the silence as he gestured towards the first
woman.


“This
is Anna Jones.”


“My
Lord,” she responded curtly without taking her eyes from the spot on the wall
she was staring at. Her voice was steel.


“She
is one of the demolition specialists.”


Gerwyn
must have noticed as my eyebrows rocketed upwards, and to his credit, I could
feel just a little bit a pride coming from him. He moved down the line.


“This
is Maria Jones, no relation.”


“My
Lord,” she said, copying her colleague. 


I
didn’t say anything but was this time less hasty to assign roles.


“She
is the lead of the demolitions team from the estate so will handle the really
big castings should we need to return the island to the ocean floor.”


I
did my best to hold my expression neutral but I knew that they were both
smirking inside as I showed my hand. Thinking of another Maria being strong on
The Circle did make me smile for the newest Messenger, though it was touched by
that all too familiar sadness. 


Gerwyn
moved on again.


“And
this is Max Evans.”


“My
Lord,” he responded as the others, his own basso voice bringing to mind a block
of granite.


“He
is our Fine Caster looking after all of the delicate tasks, and I will take the
role of Speaker.”


Gerwyn
finished his introductions and took up his place next to the others, standing
rigidly waiting on his next order.


I
looked over all of the people but this time didn’t leap to any conclusions.
This time I took in more detail and actually looked over everyone with a degree
more care.


Anna
and Maria, who I’d been so quick to dismiss were, on closer inspection, not
fearful or inexperienced. Instead they truly stood with calm authority and an
almost practiced air of making everyone around them expect the least from them.
Another very useful talent, making others under estimate you. Max was every
inch the mighty barbarian but he was again adept at crafting the appearance of
one thing while being another. Again, misdirection.


I
smirked at them at the thought of what these people were capable of when they really
put their minds to it. That inner violence of mine flared and I couldn’t wait
to take this team into battle.


“Excellent,”
I started, feeling a new wave of positivity fall over me. “Let’s go and have a
look at this island shall we?”


It
had looked to be hot from my quarters and outside, it proved to be just that.
The air was arid and the sun scorched at everything with clear abandon. I’d
watched as the rest of the team had applied a liberal coating of sun cream of
some type but despite never having been a sun worshipper, I just wanted to feel
every possible beam of heat from the sun. The thought of burning never entered
into my thoughts, I was fire proof after all so why not sun burn proof as well?


We
travelled the miles to the coast by way of a battered old jeep which seemed to
have come as part of the property purchase. I’d climbed in with the thought
that despite my prior protestations of not just treating people in a set way,
that I’d done just that when I’d been introduced to the team accompanying me.
I’d been banging on the drum of treating people fairly since I’d fallen into
all of this and yet again, the Guardian had done exactly what had been
expected. Maybe that would be seen as a good thing by the Mage?


The
jeep, though, didn’t deceive me.


It
looked very much as if not only its best miles, but a great many of its worst,
were already behind it and the journey proved that to be bang on the money. Its
everything creaked at points it shouldn’t be creaking and I swear that the
engine was actually crying as we puttered down the road. No-one else seemed
overly concerned by the apparent pain of our transport so I kept my mouth shut
and just watched the world pass by.


As
we approached the area we were aiming for, we arrived at a makeshift hut and
barrier in the road. There were two men sat in the mouth of the hut, both
wearing the uniform of the local police force which included small side arms.
They hadn’t moved as the jeep pulled up to the barrier but it was easy for me
to see that they were far from being unaware of their surroundings. The larger
of the two stood up, straightened his uniform and moved slowly to us, still
doing everything he could to look like he wasn’t taking in every last detail he
could see. The beast inside me stirred slightly in recognition, one predator to
another.


From
the driver’s seat, Gerwyn leaned out and began to converse in what I could only
assume to be the correct dialect, showing his clear ability as a Speaker.


I
looked back at the police man and could make out the expression his face as
quiet shock. I hoped I’d had a better poker face than he had when the team were
introduced to me. Right away, his assumptions were having him work from the
back foot of the conversation.


The
two men gesticulated merrily and there was no hint of any rush at all in any of
the interaction. I cast a small look between the two women in the back seat
with me and they were doing their very best to look bored by the whole situation.
Max was just looking past Gerwyn in the direction of the police officers, a
huge grin on his face as he nodded along. The conversation stopped abruptly and
Gerwyn shot out a hand to Max, not even turning to face him. Max didn’t miss a
beat and happily placed a bundle of worn papers in his hand, these in turn were
then handed to the gate keepers.


The
most cursory glance was all they seemed to warrant and after a quick look at
all of our faces, the police man returned the papers to Gerwyn and lazily lifted
the barrier. Moving on, it was there that I became closely aware of what powers
could really do if they were in the hands of an expert. I’d been working hard
on all of the battle magic and doing my best to hone my dragon skills but brute
force was not always the way to get the best results. It seemed odd that the
Circle had been so keen to go nuclear as a first option in the past.


No
more words were spoken as we approached the coastline proper. We stopped,
climbed out of the car, and the team began to lift out case after case from
makeshift panniers on the side of the jeep. In no time, a dinghy which was more
coast guard issue than holiday fare, was being carried towards the water. We
all piled in and Anna piloted us out into the waves.
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The
island itself was exactly as Gerwyn had described it. And that meant boring.


It
was a chunk of the sea bed that was now above the water and which would no
doubt return to the depths in the passing of time.  It was nothing more than a
collection of rock and sludge which was seeing the light of day thanks to the
relatively commonplace movement of the Earth. I knew that there was something
important for me to be looking into here but I swear it was just a mound of
rock.


“It’s
here my Lord,” shouted Max from the area of the island he’d been assigned to
investigate. The dossier of information we’d been working from had held masses
of information but the specific location of the incriminating stonework we
needed to review wasn’t among them. We’d therefore been left with no alternative
but to work through the area in stages. We’d been at it for an hour when the
shout went up.


Each
of us did our best to move quickly to Max but we were all being hampered by the
terrain and muck which was threatening to steal away our footing at every
opportunity. It was oddly comforting that the others were having the same
problems I was. Maybe they weren’t just completely perfect after all?


Gerwyn
was the last of the group to arrive to the area we needed, his clothes showing
that he’d lost at least one fight with the island. His back was caked in mud
which was, even now, starting to dry to a crusty covering.


“Struggling
out there?” I asked him, doing my best to keep the tone flat so as not to come
across as if I were admonishing him. His expression remained the same, though I
swear that the sunburn on his face deepened in colour.


He
didn’t respond.


He
just steadied himself.


In
silence.


As
did the others.


Christ
I had to stay focused on what I was doing. I couldn’t afford to be flippant. I
needed to be switched on as the Guardian of the Circle. Try again.


“You
don’t have to worry. The filth all over this rock is a problem for all of us.”
I smiled at him but tried to make it look like the master of the house smiling
at a servant, though from the way my face felt, I think I was coming off more
constipated. Though no-one was looking worried about me roaring at them so,
progress.


“So
what does this look like to everyone?” It was time to get the mission dealt
with so I could get home.


All
eyes swept around the area Max had signalled us for, it looking familiar thanks
to the photo we’d already seen, and now I was face to face with the site, it
did look very much as if it was standing out as different.


The
pillar with the carving that had drawn everyone’s attention lay atop other
pieces of carving and stonework looking every inch the long hidden remains of a
place of worship or the like which had been lost to the sea generations ago.
Yet it did look remarkably well preserved in comparison to all of the other
bits and pieces which were strewn about.


Each
of us moved forwards and began to inspect the site, doing everything we could
to catalogue everything we possibly could which may be important. 


Max
jotted symbols and notes in a small notebook, Gerwyn mumbled into a tiny device
which I could only assume was some form of digital recorder, while Maria and
Anna took photos of everything they could, all the while murmuring together
about not only details of what they were seeing, but also how to best locate any
explosives they may choose to get the best results. I just looked down at it
all and scratched at my chin.


An
elongated five minutes passed us by and I’d become a little bored.


“Thoughts
everyone?” 


The
others all stood and faced me, beads of sweat pouring from them all in the
scorching heat. 


“The
symbols are familiar from an ancient collection of powers which operated all around
the planet a great many years ago. These sects were revered as gods by many of
the primitive population of this world, but they were relative children in the
ways of real power, but seeing them all together in such a design,” he gestured
casually at the pillars, “suggests that this could have been one of their
shared meeting locations.” Max had a playful tone in his voice as he spoke.


OK.
At least he recognised something and the ancient group he was talking about
didn’t really sound like they’d been up to much even when they were at full
power.


Gerwyn
started up next.


“The
symbols all come from a shared understanding of communication. If you look
carefully,” it was his turn to gesture at the symbols, “there is a ritualistic
theme of shared power which is wound through all of these designs. The circular
icon with this shape at the centre will no doubt have been repeated at other
sites around the globe but with a different one of the symbols there in the
middle, depending on whose power base the location was created for.”


“Sounds
pretty straightforward so far. Why the big worry?” The words left my mouth
without there being any one person expected to answer but Maria spoke with a
low tone.


“There
are two issues as far as I can see it my Lord.” She was very much new to the
idea of being anything other than a stickler for the rules.


“First
of all, this ruin here is far too new. This is only a small fragment of what’s
left of the temple but looking at the damage to the stone, these were made no
more than twenty years ago.”


They
must have been bad knock offs if I’d found them to be out of place.


She
continued but with the barest signal to Anna, the other woman began digging
through her pack to retrieve who knew what before she scurried away.


“The
second worry is the central symbol.” All eyes settled on the letter with the
wavy line. It isn’t a part of the group so why is it the middle of the ring of
symbols?”


Sounded
like a good question.


“How
do you know that it doesn’t belong with the others?” I felt that was the most
important thing to discover at this point, stick to the basics.


“It’s
because there are only twelve signs in the zodiac and they’re the ones around
the outside.” Her answer was so matter of fact that I just didn’t have anything
I could think to say in response. The others were far less reticent with their
replies.


“These
symbols are used as recognition glyphs for the constellations that the wider
world is familiar with,” Max was speaking with a real passion for the subject.
“But that doesn’t mean that they actually started from there.” His expression and
tone was gentle yet firm, showing he was secure in the facts that he was
presenting.


“He’s
right,” Gerwyn added. “The way these symbols became attached to the views of
the stars,” he shrugged, “who knows, but they’re from a time much older than
humans looking up at the night sky and picking out the shapes. It’s more likely
that this is where the human race first discovered the use of these symbols and
names and took them to use in their own way.” Again, more certainty.


“Well
whatever the truth of where the symbols came from and who used them first, we
still don’t know why it’s here if it’s only a recent addition to this little
spot.” I was still looking at the fallen pillar hoping that a further answer
would be just as fast to appear.


“I’d
suggest that it is nothing more than a coincidence that this artefact has found
its way here my Lord.” Max was talking to me with that same mixture of
expression and voice that was trying to let someone down gently. My inner
monster didn’t like his efforts and I could feel the muscles in my shoulders
and neck bunching, purely on reflex.


“That
wasn’t dropped by a passing ship and just happened to land there,” Maria
responded with a fiery shot of her own. “The chances that all of the moving
parts needed to have this outcome, all managed to line themselves up in just the
right way is not likely to such a degree as to make it impossible.” 


Now
it was her turn to be certain.


“Go
on. Please explain what you’ve seen here.” Again, I was trying to sound like I
should. She responded and the two men, to their credit, watched on intently,
keen to see if they’d missed anything.


“I
spend a great deal of time working on the best way to cause the maximum amount
of damage when placing charges or reviewing mixture balances in my materials. ‘Demolitions’
sounds very much like just blowing things up to the uninitiated yet I look at
this and see what must have gone into placing everything here in just this
fashion.”


She
walked down to stand directly at the centre of the site and began pointing to
areas around her.


“To
bring this site to the finished plot we have here would have required the
suspension of so many natural forces and laws of physics that it has the feel
of having been staged, not just thrown up due to dumb luck.”


“What
do you mean?”


She
continued. “Looking at the shape of the area we have here, this stone pillar
that we’re all here to investigate is in the wrong place. It’s of a different
stone to the rest of this location so would have reacted differently to the
movements of the sea bed and the water around it as the island was pushed up.
If it had come up as having been a part of the original site, it couldn’t have
fallen to a point where it was the piece of this that was on the top, it would
have most likely been picked up by the movements and deposited somewhere else.”


“Wouldn’t
that leave the chance that this pillar was originally from inside another
structure nearby which we haven’t seen? It may have been disturbed by the
movement of the sea bed, leaving the pillar here?” Max asked, his eyes flashing
with mischief at the thought of a puzzle to be solved.


“Possible,
but the age of the carvings show this stonework to be very new, geologically
speaking. I appreciate that there are all kinds of sub-aquatic races who have
the abilities and mindset to worship and build in this fashion, your
descriptions about the origins of the symbols shows that they come from
somewhere much older than anything doing the rounds now.”


Max
looked like he was enjoying this.


“So
how do you age the carvings?” His question was again there to draw more
information, rather than squash her ideas.


“It’s
just damage to stone,” she replied matter of factly. “It’s pretty but still
just a place where a force was applied. I can see how new it is by the clarity
of the edges and a few other tell tale things that us in the demolitions trade
look out for.”


We
all nodded though I’m sure the others found more of note than I did.


“But
this could just mean that there is another temple ruin nearby which could have
given us the pillar and an, as yet unknown, race of creatures who worship one
of the old powers.” I think Gerwyn was playing devil’s advocate but I wasn’t
sure. 


“And
that’s why I’ve sent Anna to investigate specific points on this area of the
island. When she gets back she’ll be able to tell us whether or not this whole
island was raised by directed effort or by nature.”


It
all sounded very exciting but there were still loads of ifs and buts. Looked
like we’d be needing to spend a great deal of time on this island doing the
digging required to get to the bottom of this.


The
next question that went through my mind was what she’d sent Anna off looking
for but I never managed to get the words out. A silvery bright scream pierced
the air from very close by. We all turned to face the sound before setting off
as fast as we could towards it, the others immediately calling tendrils of
magical energy to swirl in their hands in readiness for whatever was happening,
knowing that Anna clearly needed our help. My spinning early warning system
hadn’t fired off so it was likely that she’d fell and done some damage.


We
all reached the brow of a rocky outcrop at the same time, to be welcomed by the
site of Anna laying crumpled in a lifeless heap, her joints having fallen at
completely unnatural angles, and steam rising from her. We all stopped dead as
the three humanoid shapes stood over her, hunched and oddly bulbous in some
kind of reflective armour, twisted to face us and all began to hurl powerful
jets of water at us from arm mounted cannons of some sort.


Purely
on reflex, we all threw ourselves to the floor in any direction we could as the
water blasted our way. I crashed forwards to sprawl in the thick muck ahead of
us, leaving the way clear for the water to pass by overhead. Gerwyn had gone
left, Maria right, but Max had tried to push himself backwards, only he hadn’t
been fast enough. One of the jets hit him in the face as he’d been falling and
sent him somersaulting backwards at a terrible pace. His head had snapped
backwards with the force of the impact and I hadn’t heard any sound come from
him since he’d smashed into the ground.


My
early warning system still hadn’t fired despite plenty of evidence that I was
in danger so I chose the best way I knew to defend myself.


Attack.


In
an instant, my enormous Dragon form had burst into existence and I unleashed a
roar which shook the very stones we were stood on. I was going to find those
who’d dare to attack me and I was going to give them a lesson in what the true power
of a Guardian was.


I
didn’t even confirm where our assailants were, instead I just sent a screeching
pillar of flame down to where they’d attacked us from. The flame crashed into
the ground with wrecking ball force and I just poured more and more energy into
it, liquefying the stone and anything else besides that was within at least a
thirty yard area.


The
jets of salty water, which all slapped me in the head from my left, suggested
that our attackers had moved before I’d been able to strike back. I roared
again and sent a jet of flaming death towards their new vantage point, again,
all controlled thought about tactics lost in the ever growing whirlwind in my
head. My monster was rapidly taking control, and I liked it.


The
streams of water started up again seconds later but from a position back
towards where we’d come from and again, I swivelled my huge frame around to
direct the flame at the new vantage point those things were attacking from. 


This
time, judging by the noise that came from beneath where I was aiming, I’d caught
at least one of them. Stopping the fire and with a single mighty pulse of my
wings, I sprang into the air to drop myself down on my wounded prey.


As
I descended, I could make out the shape of one of those creatures who’d
attacked us, though it had been immolated by my efforts. The armour that it was
wearing had melted in places and had distorted to drag the body to a twisted
ending. I hit the ground and slammed my snout down next to the remains of my
fallen foe and began to draw in all of the available aroma of cooked flesh I
could. It had only been a short hunt but the delight of proving my strength
against this quarry was everything I’d hoped it was going to be. I could feel
the liquid dribbling from my mighty jaws as I salivated at the thought of this meal.
In one swift movement, the corpse was in my mouth and being crunched to a pulp,
armour, flesh and all.


I
swallowed down the meat and roared out my superiority, casting my eyes around
me, looking for my next victim.


But
it was Max who I picked out first, and all of the animal fury was quashed in
one engulfing wave.


His
body lay on the stone ground, a smear of sludgy mud showing that he’d been
propelled back and through the muck by the water cannon blast. I could see
easily that his neck had been broken by the first impact and that he’d been
dead when he hit the ground. I stepped closer, suddenly aware of just how
exposed his body was and was filled with the desire to protect him from any
further harm. I stood over him and scanned my eyes to all nearby areas, waiting
for there to be any sign of those who’d done this.


Nothing
happened.


Gerwyn
and Maria quickly made their way to my position from where they’d been hiding
and approached me slowly, stepping deliberately while flicking quick glances
around them as they came, while keeping a watchful eye aimed at me as well.


My
heart was thundering in my ears and every single sinew of my body was taut with
anticipation, primed for the next attack.


“We’ll
need to jump them back to the house before someone looks our way. You’re a
little conspicuous my Lord.”


I
knew it had been Gerwyn speaking. I’d even known that he’d been making sense. I
recognised that he was looking at the tactical needs of the situation and was
giving a very clearly needed assessment of our next steps. But knowing
something and listening to it are very different stops on the journey. Anthony
knew what was being said was accurate. 


But
Anthony wasn’t fully behind the wheel anymore.


My
eyes kept scanning and I poured all of the magical power I could into my
concentration, needing to do anything I could to enhance my senses.


My
ears rang with all of the sounds that swirled around, my eyes burning against
all of the colour and detail that this tiny rock had to offer and my nostrils
filled with a warring cloud of scents. My head swam a little as every part of
my mind struggled to hold everything together but my hind brain was hunting our
assailants. The tiny flickers of the birds overhead drew my eye line to them
and each time I had to force myself to remain in control, bringing the focus
back to the island search, only for the slightest movement of stone or
flickering reflection to pull me towards it. 


So
much detailed information.


Where
were they?


My
frustration boiled over immediately and I just roared at the sky in more an act
of futility than anything else but the change in me was almost instant when I
tried to push myself even further.


My
consciousness began to melt and swim through my body as I poured all of the
available energy into my senses. I had no idea what was happening but the hunt
was quickly forgotten as the waves of my senses crashed into each other and
intermingled to the point of being just a single sense.


I
could taste sounds. 


I
could smell colours. 


I
staggered under the weight of what I’d done and any and all mental faculty I
had been in possession of slipped away to just kneel in awe of what I was
experiencing.


I
was aware of the sensation of hitting the ground but not simply as being in
contact with stone. I’d fallen but within my mind, the nature of reality was
being warped. Sensation bloomed throughout my mind in ways that I’d never, ever
even considered. I could recognise the sounds of words being shouted nearby,
Gerwyn I assumed, but all I could comprehend was the shape and consistency
rather than the meaning. I was lost in my own head under the effects of doing
something stupid. Again, I knew that this was a fact and that I’d been pushing
myself far too far but under the heavy weight of sensory experience, I was
powerless to rectify anything.


But
there was something approaching me within the maelstrom.


It
was darkness, an emptiness, which was rushing through all of the other sounds
and colours, tastes and sensations that had been drowning me. When it reached
me, everything changed.


All
of the competing stimuli which had been bombarding my senses as I tried to locate
where the attackers had hidden themselves, everything, just stopped. My senses
were deadened to everything except those creatures. I could pick out the
specific odour that they created, was able to highlight the individual sounds
of their armour, of their, I wasn’t even sure if breathing was the right word
but whatever they were doing. I could see through the darker vision the spots
where they had stood, where they’d fired, all glowing as a green tinged fire in
the very stones of the island.


There
was no struggle anymore against the forces of my mind. All that was left was
the pursuit of the quarry and now, everything that I was had turned its
attention on that very task.


Feeling
more lithe and attuned to myself than I’d ever been before, I rose to my feet
and began to follow the glowing trail of my enemy over the ridges and hollows
that this tiny island had to offer, safe in the knowledge that I’d picked them
out of the multitude. I pressed myself low to the ground as I moved, becoming
as small a target as I could as I approached them, stealth draped over me in a
way that I’d never used in the past.


I
could hear the movements of clothing again though, rather than being accompanied
by their breathing, now I could pinpoint the very sounds that their bodies
made. I could hear hearts beating and blood flowing. I could make out a watery
gurgle of breath as their frightened bodies reacted on pure instinct to what
was taking place. Whoever these beings were, they knew enough to be terrified
of making an enemy of a Dragon of The Circle.


The
tracks led beyond a far, squat mound and I could pinpoint through everything
that they’d surged away from us after the final attack and were now crouched
down hoping to remain concealed. Their steps had been much longer here, they’d
been running. Their breaths were faster and they were reacting in the way that
prey would. 


They
knew they were being hunted.


They’d
made a sneak attack but hadn’t given the full thought needed to this whole
venture. My lips peeled away from the deadly teeth that filled my mouth and a
bubbling joyousness gathered in all of me as my consciousness swam through the
delight of the hunt.


And
instinct gripped me.


I
leapt skywards and with a handful of pulses from my huge wings, I was high
above the island, surveying the land mass below and positioning myself for the
attack. The two figures were laying flat against the wall of the rocky
out-cropping and, even from up here, I could taste them. Folding my wings flat
to my back, I gave in to gravity and surged down for the kill.


I
hit the ground hard with all four limbs spread out wide to dissipate as much of
the force as I could. I roared and roared at the two figures. My impact had
made the island shake violently and all around me, cracks and fissures began to
open up in response, in turn bringing down huge chunks of splintered stone.


The
two I’d been searching for had missed all of the approach and had been taken
totally by surprise and it was fair to say that I could clearly smell that they
were terrified as it looked as if that very fear was leaking out of them at a
remarkable rate. The armoured figures had turned to face me but they’d quickly
recognised that there was no use in any kind attempt to flee. Instead, they
simply pushed themselves flat to the stone at their backs, their weapons
hurriedly discarded.


The
blazing intensity in my senses fell away and the green flame that had been the
signal of these things receded as my vision righted itself. The armour was
slimy yet dull this close and it didn’t look to be made of metal. At the very
fringes of my mind, I could hear a whispered scream of something about information,
about knowledge but it felt like being in a noisy crowd and thinking that you
could hear someone at the edge calling your name. You’re never really sure so I
didn’t think on it any more than just the slightest recognition. 


I
was going to elicit the kind of payback that the Guardians of The Circle had
been administering since the very beginning.


I
gathered in my breath and piled power into my fire. These creatures would no
doubt beg and plead for their lives but that wasn’t going to mean anything.
They were going to be a message that you should never think that you can take
from me.


Instead,
the two figures, in perfect unison, straightened their stances before shouting
in a watery tone which was equal parts determined battle cry and terrified
scream,


“For
Ophiuchus,”


before
they flicked at a couple of notches on the necks of their suits and their
helmets flew off like the freed corks from champagne bottles, complete with the
satisfying ‘POP’. The rest of the armour simply fell forwards limply and the
contents spilled out over the area before them, covering an expanding patch of
open stone in a sludgy, salty puddle of water before the owners of the armour
came out as well.


I’d
been expecting to see some form of demonic face greeting me from the suit,
something possibly aquatic in nature considering our location, but that was far
from what emerged. 


Carried
out of the fallen armour on the crest of the spilling water like macabre
surfers, the occupants were greyish green gelatinous masses with what looked to
be no discernible features at all. They both came to rest on the ground and
just lay in the muck, not moving in any way.


My
fire sank back fast as curiosity took over.


What
were they?


I
eased forward cautiously and sniffed at the mess, and as immediately as I could
manage, jerked back and away from the rancid odour. Salt water, yes, but rotten
flesh and filth as well. Whatever these things were, they were revolting. And
I’d eaten one. This time it was bile that rushed my mouth and I couldn’t help
myself as I coughed out the contents of my stomach all over the ground. Crushed
and ruined armour was intermingled with gobs of flesh and I couldn’t feel
anything beyond the most vast relief that whatever it was that I‘d eaten, was
now on the outside.


To
my left, I recognised the sound of onrushing feet as both Gerwyn and Maria
sprinted around the nearest rise, burning magic clasped tightly in their hands
as they did, expecting to fight. I whipped my head to face them as they slid to
a stop, magic slowly being extinguished, leaving them both stood with their
hands raised as if in surrender.


“My
Lord?” edged Gerwyn, doing everything he could to make the question as gentle
as possible. I wasn’t sure why.


“It’s
over,” I proclaimed angrily. I knew that the hunt hadn’t been wonderfully
satisfying but the end result was what needed to be considered.


Gerwyn
took a step closer, and another, as he tried to take in the details of what was
left of our assailants.


“Have
you seen anything like this before?” My voice was harsh, even to my ears.


“Never,
My Lord.” His voice was still gentle but he was at least concentrating on the
mess rather than looking at me. He edged closer still and I could feel him
switch into a more focused mind set.


Watching
his movements, I could see that he was being as methodical as he could,
checking for all of the possible details he could uncover before charging into
anything, but that didn’t make it any less frustrating watching him. I wanted to
know what was happening. Who it was who’d dare strike at us this time. After a
similar reaction to mine to the smell coming off those things, he turned his
attention to the suits.


I
just wanted to rip and tear and maim something.


I
did all I could to keep that ever building fury at bay as I knew that what
Gerwyn was doing was going to give me the best chance to be aimed when I
unleashed everything I was holding back but that didn’t mean that I was even
slightly at ease.


I
could feel the tension coming from him and Maria and that was scratching at the
back of my head, like an ever growing itch that just won’t die down. What was
happening to me?


Finally,
Gerwyn stood up straight and I could make out a welcoming release of tension
from him. Maria eased slightly as well and I could feel the almost immediate
effect on myself.


“The
suits are the ones that attacked us.” He sounded confident but that meant very
little to me.


“They’ve
been enchanted to follow orders. Those things,” he wafted a hand in the general
direction of the lumps of flesh, “aren’t creatures as much as they are organic
receivers, picking up the orders being sent by the owners.” 


“So
who are the owners?” I growled.


“I
can’t be sure my Lord. These kind of devices have been employed for a great many
generations, all over the world, in different forms though I’ve never seen them
up close. These could be thousands of years old, or fresh out of the box now.
I’ll need to get them back to Wales to let the experts have a look over them
but aside from that same odd symbol scratched into the chest plates, they
appear quite run of the mill, magically speaking.”


Not
the greatest of information but at least it was a step in the right direction.
I’d have to save my blood lust for another day.


“Have
you not encountered them before, my Lord?” Maria asked slowly, yet with a
tension supporting her words that I could very nearly taste. “You were able to
track them so quickly and effectively that I assumed that you were familiar
with this form of conflict.”


“What
do you mean?” I hadn’t been Captain Awesome in my tracking skills at any point
so what was she on ab…? An on-rushing fear slammed into my chest at the
realisation of what had happened to me and what it must have looked like on the
outside. It may not be the wisest idea to talk about my mind reaching out to
another plane of experience until I’d at least done a bit of research of my own.


The
others watched me, looking for at least a response.


“I
just used the Force,” was all I could come up with which could at least sound
like I wasn’t apparently losing my marbles.


Happily,
Maria nodded her apparent understanding, or more likely her recognition that she
wasn’t going to get a better answer.


“Gather
them up and we’ll get out of here,” I ordered, freshly invigorated by the fight
but also with a new question to explore. The two soldiers moved forward and
began dragging at the armour and I watched on silently. We’d get a team out
here to collect the bodies of our fallen troops and continue looking around. Someone
else was trying to pick a fight and I was really getting tired of having to be
the punch bag for whoever it was who fancied themselves the next big power in
the world.


As
if to prove that point, I raised my foot and slammed it down on the chunks of
foul flesh and ground them to paste on the stone.


And
as the spinning in my head was turned all the way up to eleven, I could feel
the crushing weight of a detonation go off very close by.


The
world closed around me as I slipped into unconsciousness and all I could think
was, “Here we go again.”
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I
came to laying flat on my back and there was nothing but white noise
surrounding me. My senses were alive again but this time with the overload of
whatever had just gone off. Above me, I could see the same blue sky but with
just a hint of blackened smoke dissipating on the breeze so I hadn’t been out
long.


I
righted myself as fast as I could and took stock as I did. Nothing hurt really,
save for the ringing in my ears and I felt more as if I’d fainted rather than
been close to an explosion. Looking at the ground, I tried to find the source
of whatever had taken place and make sure Gerwyn and Maria were still OK.


There
was a blasted clean look to the area of the island we’d been stood on. It
wasn’t as much that there’d been a mighty explosion which had destroyed
everything in sight; instead it looked more that a large broom had swept
through and taken any and all debris with it. Maria and Gerwyn lay on the
floor, both awake and breathing but clearly having a similar time as I was with
the ringing in their ears. The armour and contents though, were gone.


I
just roared and slammed my fists down onto the rocky ground.


Whatever
these things were, and whoever had sent them, they were just as unknown as they
were before but now I’d lost two of my estate’s troops. If they’d thought I was
angry before, then they were in for one hell of a surprise.


Jabbing
at Gerwyn and Maria with my talons as gently as I could, I had them both on
their feet and scouring the area for more information.


Maria
was quick to recognise the point of detonation of whatever had exploded and
Gerwyn postulated that it had been the weapons that they’d discarded. They
conferred and came to the conclusion that it must have been some form of safety
measure should the suits be captured. I’d stamped on the ‘brains’ so severed
the connection which led to the ‘boom’.


I
just stood and watched them work.


I
wanted to go and kill things but I just remained still, as best I could. Inside
my head, images of glorious battle filled my mind and I swam through the ideas
with gusto. I could taste the flesh, could hear the screams, feel the broken
bones as those vivid pictures just grew and grew. What had started as
imagination had quickly become a journey through the shared memories of the
Guardians who’d come before me and I was able to scroll through a library of
violence the kind of which has never been seen. I recognised the red clawed
fists doing the damage, knew the sensation of blossoming fire and it felt good.


“My
Lord?” Maria spoke with authority, but that tension was still there. 


I
snapped all of my attention down onto her and narrowed my eyes. I was still on
so many past battlefields, carrying the huge violence that The Circle had at
its disposal, only to be interrupted by the tiny soldier. 


How
dare she interrupt me?


I
brought my face down to practically be touching hers, my armour plated snout to
her not so armour plated anything, before speaking.


“What?”
I rumbled, it taking on more of a threat than I would have usually used but I’d
been fighting.


Maria
did her best to remain calm but the colour simply vanished from her features,
itself driven by the terror of what was before it. 


“I-I-I-I-,“
she stammered and didn’t dare look away. She tried to say something else but a
single tear fell down her cheek and the words were lost as she held back more
of them.


“We
have completed that which we can My Lord,” Gerwyn added, and slowly wandered
into my eye line.


“Maria
was asking what you would like us to do next. The column of smoke would have
been visible for quite a distance and I’m sure any sound would have carried. We
mean no offense, My Lord.” 


Considering
those words felt strange. 


I’d
always been the master of the estate and everyone there knew that they had to
do what I said but I’d never felt the kind of fear that was radiating from
Maria, before. 


I
couldn’t afford to show weakness.


The
Mage had sent me out here with a job to do and if there was someone watching
me, I’d still need to be showing that I was fully capable of doing what needed
to be done.


Dropping
back to my human form and shaking off the sensations of my Dragon, I gave the
orders.


“Collect
the bodies and send this pile of filthy stone back to the sea floor where it
belongs.”


We
were back on board the tiny boat and were heading quickly away when the charges
that Maria had placed went off. I was still naked, my clothing having been destroyed
as I transformed, but I felt no worry for it. I was the mighty leader of The
Circle and I knew that I was the standard that everyone on my estate should be
living up to, but there at the back of my mind was a new concern. Something new
was happening to me and I doubt it would make for good news for The Mage in the
middle of this little crisis.


Gerwyn
steered the boat with one hand and rested his other on the covered body of Max,
looking very much to be soothing his friend as he slept. Maria was doing something
similar with Anna though she was holding her hand. Yet again, our people had
been the ones to suffer the pain as they were the ones to lose colleagues.


The
island didn’t explode. Rather, it just collapsed under its own weight. Maria
had done whatever she’d done to make it look as if the thing had just finally
given up and fallen apart but I could see the road before us was going to be a
great deal longer than just seeing this island back to the depths.
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The
next few days fell into a far too familiar routine.


I’d
jumped us all back to the estate, pulling the building we’d been based in apart
on the way, and the teams had got stuck into the evaluation of the details of
what was discovered. Photos were passed from one group of experts to another and
then another as they each took in what they were looking at in terms of their
specific field of expertise. The bodies of our fallen troops were autopsied in
an attempt to unlock the reasons they died and anything else which may have
been pertinent, but soon their remains were finished with and nothing really of
note had been uncovered.


I’d
reported to The Mage as soon as we’d walked back into the estate and he’d been
a familiar collection of aloof consideration and somehow, displeasure. He
didn’t seem that concerned overall but still, his calmness got under my skin.
The further investigation of the information that had been brought back was
going to take time and he’d been keen that I should remain in the house while
the work was done, just so I was on hand should anyone need to call on my
expertise. It sounded like a veiled threat to me but he was the boss so I kind
of had to do what I was told.


Didn’t
have to like it though.


Two
days after our return, in the early evening light rain of a Welsh winter, I
found myself alone at the memorial for our fallen, casting the names of the
latest to die in service to The Circle, Anna and Max, into the water. The tiny
stones ‘slooped’ into the water with far more jollity than I thought really
necessary, and settled on the bottom with too many others. This was a custom
I’d brought in when I’d first joined the fight but already there were a huge
collection of names beneath the surface. Taking in a deep breath, I closed my
eyes and just did all I could to remain as calm as possible.


I
was feeling stir crazy being made to stay here, and adding that to the odd
feelings of fear that had been coming off those I’d been with in Pakistan, made
me feel both constrained and isolated at the same time.


I
needed a drink.


Lifting
my face to the sky and letting the falling rain wash over me, I’d hoped that
I’d be somehow relaxed by the sensation on my features but the cold water
seemed to just be able to land on me, seemingly unwilling or unable to
sterilize the darkness in my mind. 


I
really needed a drink.


And
I was the Guardian.


Shouldn’t
I be the one making the choices about what I do rather than having things
dictated to me? 


I
considered the current state of the investigation that had been taking place
and quickly came to the conclusion that my presence really wasn’t that important.
No-one had asked me anything since we’d returned and, if anything, everyone had
been at pains to not ask me anything. Rubbing at the stubble which was a little
beyond fashionable in length, I came to the conclusion I’d needed.


No-one
was going to miss me for a couple of hours if I just nipped out. If anything,
I’d be able to get out for a drink and then get back here before anyone even
knew I’d left, that sparse was the contact I’d been having with everyone.


With
a small smile on my face and a renewed spring in my step, I brought up a
Cascade Bridge ring of power before me, and marched through towards what I knew
was exactly what the doctor ordered.


It
was raining in London as well. The fine rain of Wales had been replaced with a
more determined downpour which in turn, meant that there were fewer people
walking about than there may ordinarily have been. The gateway quickly snapped
closed behind me, taking with it the light which was far too visible in the evening
murk and I was left to just soak in the familiarity of where I was. The Red
Dragon sign swung in the rain, the water making odd new patterns on its
weathered surface. 


I
didn’t care about the rain. It was a cold evening but I was still incredibly warm.
In that instance, I didn’t care about the investigation. I didn’t care about
the threat to me, from within The Circle or to any without. At that precise
moment, my shoulders began to un-knot and a tension I hadn’t really noticed I
was hefting about, not so much melted away but rather loosened its grip a
little. Drawing in, and then releasing, a deep breath, I smiled as I headed on
towards the front door of the bar.


Walking
through the door, I could already taste the drinks. Would it be a whiskey or an
ale? Bottled lager maybe. I wasn’t sure but I was finally able to see some kind
of choice that didn’t just mean the possible death of someone around me.
Walking in was like going back in time to before I entered the service of The
Circle, back when things were easier.


But
that wasn’t where the time travel motif stopped.


Walking
in, it would appear that I’d travelled back to the Wild West.


What
had been a relatively busy crowd all turned to see who was coming through the
door as I’d made my entry and the silence that surrounded them all was quite
possibly the most oppressive thing I’d ever seen. Expressions turned from
relaxed to concerned, from enjoyment to fear. Add that to the waves of emotion
that exploded from the crowded bar, and I was very much on the outside looking
in.


I
put it down to being soaked through and not having been about for a while and
made my way to the bar, scanning the optics and the pumps.


The
people at the bar were quick to make a space for me and I happily leaned on the
familiar worn wood surface feeling that I knew exactly what I wanted.


There
was yet another new girl behind the bar (really what was Jim doing that meant
he was turning over staff this fast?) and she looked at me through huge brown
eyes which suggested to me innocence but tinged with a willingness to explore.


“What
c-c-c-c-c-can I get you?” she stammered, clearly very new to the whole pub
dynamic. I gave one pass more over the drinks on offer behind the bar, just in
case I was in for a last minute change of heart before flashing what I hoped
would be a winning smile to help her relax a little, and ordered a pint of
lager, thinking that she could do with a simple drink to deal with.


She
fumbled around for a glass, juggled it, and then dropped it. It exploded in that
most delightful of ways that seems to be able to overwhelm all other sounds in
the surrounding area, regardless of where you are. The expected cheer from the
other patrons didn’t come though, and she reached for another glass, clearly
deciding that my drink was more important than her cleaning up.


Eventually,
the drink was poured, the money was exchanged and I was able to take a long
slow pull from the proffered nectar. It was in that mouthful that I could
recognise the familiarity of the place just wash over me. The smells of the
space, the ground in smoke which, despite the ban, still clung to the fixtures
and the carpet, the smell of different perfumes and aftershaves from the other
customers, the wafting aroma of the peanut machine on the bar that no-one ever used
yet was always fully stocked. 


I
moved away from the bar and scanned the room for a free table, located one near
to the door, and headed over to just ‘be’ without the threats of others or the
pressures of The Circle.


All
those familiar photos on the walls, the well worn areas around the frayed
dartboard where more than one dart went awry, the still to be fixed hole in the
ceiling from Halloween at least five years back when looking for places to hang
a particularly gruesome skeleton had highlighted the fact that Jim hadn’t known
his own strength when putting the pin into place and had driven his whole hand
in by mistake. 


It
felt great to be home again and surrounded by all those tiny details that I’d
been missing. More and more of the drink slipped down easily and I just settled
back in my chair, closed my eyes, and let all those well known sounds wash over
me like a warm wave.


It
was then that I noticed the sounds for the first time.


They
weren’t the way I’d been remembering them. Instead, there was barely a sound
coming from the place, despite the large gathering of people in the bar. There
was no swirling maelstrom of conversation, no electronic music running out from
the fruit machines and no spitting out of winnings. All there was in the bar
was whispers and the shuffling of feet and coats as people geared up to leave.


It
was instinct that made me stand up.


There
was something off in the bar and that could mean that there was someone or
something in here waiting for me. The last thing I could afford would be to
give whatever it was a free pass at killing me.


As
I scanned the crowd, I was finally greeted by a more familiar sound.


“Alright
Tone?” Jim the landlord was heading my way from behind the bar. He hadn’t been
around when I’d arrived and looking at him, it would have appeared that he’d
been upstairs having a snooze.


“Jim.
You OK?” was all I could think to ask.


“Yeah,
great,” he responded and hurried towards me, placing an arm out to my shoulder.


He
turned me to face him and he fidgeted as he readied himself to speak. What was
wrong with him?


“Not
seen you in a bit. Feeling yourself again?” He was getting paler by the second.


“Fine,”
I responded slowly, “Never better.” I paused.


“What’s
the problem with everyone? You look on edge mate.”


He
laughed nervously, that high pitch when your body just can’t hide the truth.


“I
don’t want any trouble here, you understand that?” 


“Never
trouble Jim.” What trouble was he expecting? That ‘someone’ from The Hive had
been in here asking about me? No wonder he was scared if a creature from make
believe had come in here and started making a mess, hoping to get to me? My
fire rose at the thought and I growled. A little. I just couldn’t stand the
idea of my people being hurt.


Jim’s
fear spiked. I could smell how scared he was and not in the school yard joke
kind of way. The fear he’d been feeling before had blossomed.


“Look
Jim, what’s up? Do you need help or something?”


Jim
looked furtively back at the gathered clientele, hesitated, then turned back to
me, and signalled to follow him outside. I did, but not before casting an accusing
eye over the people in the bar. Maybe the one doing the leaning was still in
the room?


The
door closed behind us and we stood in the rain, only afforded the slightest
cover from the porch way over the door.


“So
what’s the issue then Jim? If you need any help, mate, just ask.”


He
laughed that nervous laugh again and bobbed back and forth onto one foot and
then the other.


More
pause.


“It’s
you.”


Two
words. No venom to them. He wasn’t even looking at me when he said it but that
didn’t stop them feeling like a heavy blow to the guts.


“Me?”
I was reeling at the shock. When Jim looked up he just couldn’t bring himself
to meet my eyes.


“What
you did to that couple. What you were going to do to me. What the hell are
you?” His words were surfing out on the waves of fear but at the very edges of
my senses of what he was feeling, I could feel something else. Regret?


The
couple. What couple? What happened?


I
was about to ask him when I remembered on my own.


You
know when you see someone from school that you haven’t seen in years and years,
and you talk to them about the stuff you’re into now but in the same kind of
way you used to talk way back when, only to find they aren’t as fired up as
you’d expect? My understanding was like that. I’d spent a great deal of time
going over so many protocols and rules so I could survive within The Circle
that rules of how to survive out of it had been pushed aside. 


I
didn’t register that Jim had gone back inside but as I replayed the events of
that night when I’d broken up a fight with extreme prejudice, I was treated to
quite the startling image of what had happened. Maybe it was the rain or maybe
it was the fact that it had been a friend of mine casting me out but my Dragon
anger stayed safely locked up.


I’d
stopped the fight before it had started but now as I re-ran the events, I
should have just stopped there. The damage I’d done. I’d threatened everyone.
I’d threatened Jim. I’d started my transformation.  My Dragon was down for a
reason. It was being crushed by the weight of the utter guilt I was feeling.


Again,
I was moving on pure instinct as I brought the Cascade Bridge up. I hadn’t
cared who was going to see me or what that could mean in the wider context of
The Circle, I just had to get away from there. The one place that had really
been a sanctuary for me in so many hard times had been ruined for me, not by
the actions of an enemy force, not by the destruction which had been forming a
huge central column of life recently, but by me being an idiot.


What
was I doing?


As
it turns out, the instinct that I’d been relying on to guide the location of
the Cascade Bridge had so much on its mind that I walked out of the crackling
ring of power and into more rain but at a location that was halfway between the
two problems I was having. On the one hand, I was trying to do everything I
could to fit into The Circle but on the other hand I didn’t want to just dive
in and discard everything that made me, me. 


My
head was filled with static as I tried to make sense of what was going on and
details of where I was just didn’t seem to be that important. The bridge
gateway snapped out and the ozone in the air around me was quickly overwhelmed
by the falling rain and I was left alone in the night.


What
was I doing?


My
stomach felt knotted and my chest felt heavy with shame. I needed to resolve
everything that had been taking place but I needed to understand exactly where
I was going to fit into the worlds I was dealing with or I’d just end up
falling short in both. To do that I needed to think and there was no time like
the present. Just not in the rain.


I
now turned my attention to my surroundings and was pleased to see where I was.


It
really was a place which sat as half in each aspect of my life.


I
was stood in a secluded part of Neath train Station, the centre of town. The
rain was coming down a little harder now and as a consequence, the streets were
far emptier that they possibly could have been. Looks like I’d managed to get
away with my less that guided jump and had gone most of the way back to the
mansion. But just ahead of me stood the element from my ‘normal’ life that had
been in the mix. The lights from the pub shone brighter than normal in the
gloom but that just made the place seem so much more welcoming. I’d been here
before, with Mark, but at least I knew that this place was a pretty good
drinking establishment.


Walking
in, no-one paid me any real attention, save for the smallest glances when the
door opened and that sheer simplicity warmed my heart. That’s how normal people
are reacted to, not suspicion and fear.


The
woman behind the bar was, I think, the same who’d been here the last time I’d
been, now what was her name? An ‘S’ word I think. I collected a pint and headed
for a secluded spot away from as many of the other patrons as I could. I needed
to try and get a handle on what had just happened and I had a feeling that it
was something that was likely to take some time.


It
can’t have been more than a minute since I’d sat down when a familiar voice
spoke from my left.


“May
I join you?”


“You
didn’t waste any time,” I responded without even looking up from my drink,
“Take a seat.”


Mark
lowered his massive frame onto the chair opposite me, finishing his own drink
as he did.


“You
been here long? Surely you didn’t just happen to be unwinding after a hard day
of being in The Circle?” I was aiming for quietly jovial but yet again, I’d
missed and landed squarely in accusatory anger.


“You
were seen leaving the estate.” This time, Mark matched a level of the hostility
in my voice with stone of his own. He wasn’t stammering over his words or
feeling even the slightest bit troubled about doing what he was doing.


“I
assumed that you’d come here to relax a little so came here as fast as I could.”


“Who
saw me leave?” I asked casually. It didn’t really matter but at that second,
knowledge, facts, were important as something I needed to use as bricks to
build myself back.


Mark
paused.


I
looked up and met his eyes and he narrowed his slightly.


“Will
you look for reprisals against the person?” More stone in his words.


I
couldn’t let everything fall apart in both worlds I walked in. I straightened
and dragged together as much ceremonial calm as I could muster.


“My
enquiry was idle wondering, not a prelude to violence. I just wasn’t aware that
there had been anyone else near me.”


His
eyes were still wary but my words had seemed to check his thoughts on how to
behave.


“Maria,
my Lord,” he answered finally, his previous certainty now wavering.


“And
she sounded the alarm as fast as possible? Looking out for The Circle?” This
time I had been aiming for a degree of bite to my words, frustrated that I was
yet again being engulfed in an ever closing net of expectation.


“No,”
Mark spoke deliberately and paused, “My Lord.” His own force was back and it
was more than a little off-putting. “Maria came to me to explain what she had
seen and in addition to the information that the other members of the team
which accompanied you to Pakistan had provided, I decided that the search for
you would be best conducted by me, alone. No-one else at the estate knows that
you have done anything.”


His
eyes fixed on mine and the growing rage inside my head climbed and climbed. I
knew he was being rational, but that didn’t matter. I knew he was looking out
for me but how dare he try to face me down. I was his master and he should be
doing MY bidding. Red crept into the edges of my field of vision as I did
everything I could to hold myself together in the face of his insolence.


After
what seemed like an age, I forced my monster back down and was able to look
away from Mark.


“Excellent,”
he declared as our standoff concluded, and he rose from his seat, any previous
edge now gone from his voice. 


“There
is news for you to hear My Lord.” He was back to his rightful place as he spoke
now but his expression was grave.


“The
Mage has called for you.”
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I
was driven back and returned to the house as quietly as possible. Mark had been
keeping my wandering secret so I thought it prudent to go along with the ruse.
I opened as small a Cascade Bridge as possible to send me back to my room and I
met Mike at the door, he having been sent to summon me from my chambers and
escort me to the meeting, who gave me a knowing wink.


Thanks
guys.


Doing
my best to look as if I hadn’t just been picked up from a pub, I made my way
down the darkened passage to The Mage’s chamber.


The
door closed behind me and again the mighty orb of power cleared from the
iridescent maelstrom of colours which surged all over the surface to reveal The
Mage, still looking serene but now having a more serious frown on his reptilian
features.


The
Mage watched me as I stood before him, the massive crackling energies filling
every inch of space in the small stone chamber. I watched him right back. I was
still doing everything I could to hold onto my control and all I could think
was to try and show some kind of correct behaviour. After all, he was still
testing me so I couldn’t afford to let my temper be the reason I got turned
into a smear on the wall behind me.


Finally,
he broke the silence.


“YOU
BROUGHT BACK SOME INTERESTING NEWS, GUARDIAN.” His words were flat and gave no
hint if he was happy he was saying them.


“Happy
to help,” was all I could think to reply.


We
both paused into the silence as I gripped onto myself as hard as I could. Think
calm thoughts Anthony.


The
Mage folded his arms and leaned back in his bubble of power, reclining into the
welcoming arms of an unseen chair, and just watched me before stating,


“SIT,”
and waved a hand towards the growing collection of sand as it was moved to the
shape of a chair of my own. There’d not been any kind of request or offer about
that single word, rather it was a command, though wrapped and presented in the
most beautiful way. I wasn’t being treated like a dog but the burning fury
behind my eyes made me consider that my inner beast felt very differently about
the whole situation.


I
sat.


The
chair wasn’t finished forming but that seemed to be the last of my concerns.


“THE
ISLAND YOU INVESTIGATED WAS A CONCERN.” His fingers were steepled before him as
he spoke.


“IT
WOULD APPEAR THAT IT, AND THE AREA SHOWING THE SYMBOL OF CONCERN, HAD BEEN
INTENDED TO DRAW OUR ATTENTION BUT IT IS UNCLEAR WHY. WHAT ARE YOUR THOUGHTS MY
GUARDIAN?”


“Uuhh,”
was all I could muster. I was expecting to be told, not have a back and forth.


The
Mage started again.


“YOU
SAW THE PLACE, WHAT DID YOU MAKE OUT?” His eyes glittered with diamond hard
resolution as he regarded me. “HOW DID YOU SEE WHAT HAPPENED?”


He
watched intently as I tried to put together a response. 


He’d
given no indication that he’d already known anything about my incident on the
island but that didn’t mean anything.


“The
team felt that the island had been raised from the sea floor deliberately and
the artefacts that were discovered on site had been fabricated to show
something which wasn’t true. That could explain the attack on us.” Seemed like
a good assessment.


“BUT,
WHAT DID YOU SEE?” The Mage leaned forward, letting my words just wash
over him.


“Uuhh,”
I stumbled again.


“YOU
WERE THERE ON THE SITE, AND YOU SAW THE ATTACK. WHAT ARE YOUR FEELINGS ON THIS
MATTER?”


Think
fast. 


Think
faster.


Even
faster than that.


“If
the details I’ve been given are accurate,” I started, doing everything to sound
official without showing I was bluffing, “the site was staged for some reason
but the attack that took place didn’t fit everything else.”


“WHY
NOT?”


“Why
go to the trouble of creating a new island of that size and sprinkle it with
the kind of objects and carvings that would bring the attention of The Circle
but then only have a tiny force on hand to do the fighting when we arrive?” I’d
come up with the idea on the fly but it held water. 


“SO?”
The Mage wasn’t even trying to add anything now, rather letting me do the work.


“If
the island was raised and the scene set to attract our attention, then someone
would have been doing it for a reason. They wouldn’t then leave and only check
in occasionally would they? They’d be watching all of the time. The island and
everything on it were the bait to draw a member or members of The Circle in and
then….”


I
just stopped dead. I tried to restart my train of thought but each time I began
moving, the power behind the idea was gone in an instant. There was a hole in
my knowledge and I just kept falling into it.


“INDEED,”
chimed The Mage, showing that I’d come to the same problem that he had.


“So
finding out about the back story here and why that symbol which didn’t belong
was used is the next part of my test then?” It was a flat statement rather than
any kind of accusation but The Mage frowned deeply and stroked at his beard.


Maybe
I shouldn’t have said anything. The hollow in my stomach suggested that I’d
recognised my mistake but also, that I knew that mistakes like that could really
have a serious consequence when you make them in front of the most powerful
creature in The Circle. Back to formality quick before it looks too much like
I’m not happy with my lot in life. Just get me out of this room, fast.


“I’ll
swing all of the power of this estate onto the task of finding out who’s behind
this and show them the error of their ways.” I stood, nodded as a show of
respect, and strode from the room. The Mage didn’t say anything as I moved and
made no attempt to stop me so there was clearly nothing more to be said. He’d
recognised that I’d over-stepped but more importantly, he’d noticed that I’d
noticed the mistake. The door slowly closed behind me with the only sound
filling the space that of the running grains of sand as they collapsed away
from being the chair I’d sat in.


Mark
was stood guard at the top of the corridor and spun round to that all too
familiar rigid attention.


“My
Lord. What is the next step?” His words were clipped business tones so I
responded in kind.


“We’re
going to find the thing or things that set the trap and we’re going to have a
little word with them, maybe even have to raise our voice. You ready for a
little bit of violence?” The words felt good but the sentiment that was running
with them felt even better. I wanted to let my monster free and deal with a foe
face to face again, rather than having to tiptoe around everyone in my life.


“Excellent,
My Lord.” Mark even sounded slightly enthusiastic by the idea of impending
combat.


“Where
are we going?”


And
just like that, I was back to square one.


I
didn’t know where I was aiming to go. I knew I needed to fight but I didn’t
know where to focus my attention. My frustration grew fast but it was being
tempered by my recognition of the simple fact that I didn’t know enough about
what was taking place.


“My
Lord?” Mark still towered over me, a block of absolute certainty in what he
knew, waiting for the next word.


I
still didn’t know what that word was.


I’d
been missing Andrea before this had started but being in this kind of situation
where I was the one who was supposed to be the one with all of the answers was
really bringing home the depth of need I’d had for her. She’d been a mighty
part of my life since I’d walked into The Circle but it was a constant ache
that reminded me just how big. I missed her as a person because of who she was
but her certainty in what she was doing was amazing. She could be relied on to give
the orders and take charge, not only because she was The Guardian but because
she was supremely confident in her knowledge and abilities.


I
did my best to breathe some calm into myself and pushed back against my monster
who was still trying to pound against the inside of my head. I needed to be
logical. I needed to be methodical. That was the way I’d be able to hack
through the vines around my head and send us off in the right direction.


“I’m
heading over to the library in the back of the house,” I stated to Mark with as
much confidence as I could drag together. 


“I
want you to bring Gerwyn and Maria to meet us there with the dossier from the
island and all of the notes they have. I need to learn a great deal of information
and I need them to show me the way through the mire.”


We
both turned away from each other without a further word and headed off to our
own destinations. Yet again, I was marching into a problem which needed to be
solved but one that had the extra threat coming from my own people.


Just
once, I’d like to be the one that everyone just believes the best of.


Ten
minutes later, Mark led the two soldiers into the room I’d chosen for the
latest war council and beckoned for them to take a seat. I’d been sat in one of
the high backed leather chairs at the head of the room when they came in and on
reflection, maybe it had been the fact that that particular spot had given me
the feeling of being a ruler sat atop a throne that I’d chosen it, but the
reality was far more mundane. I’d been practicing standing positions, different
seats, different poses right up to the very last second and where I was sat
happened to be the last place I’d considered but no-one else knew that.


Gerwyn
and Maria looked around the room as they took their seats but there was no
terror in their eyes. This time they walked with the confidence that came from
knowing that they’d been selected to help their master in the latest task. This
was beyond being a part of the travelling force which I jumped to Pakistan,
beyond being selected from all of the team there to go to the island. This was
them being singled out for specific counsel with the head of the estate. I
could feel it coming from them but it was clear to see as well. They were
filled with pride.


They
sat straight backed and placed their folders of papers on the table, waiting
patiently for me to speak. But it was Mark who I aimed my next comment at.


“Mr.
Howells,” I called out as the massive general was turning to leave the room. He
stopped and returned to face me, enquiring “My Lord?”


“Please
close the doors and take a seat. I need your input to this as well.”


He
moved steadily but returned to the room, dragging a chair to sit between me and
the door. No matter the situation, he really was always thinking about
business.


“So,”
I began, already feeling that familiar twinge of rising discomfort coming from
the dragon inside me. All the hunting for hidden schemes was getting to me. “We
need to find out some details behind the mess we find ourselves in and you’re
the people in the know. Time to earn your pay.”


Gerwyn
shifted in his seat, clearly uncomfortable, Maria was motionless, as if there
wasn’t a single thing that could be said in this room which was going to ruffle
her feathers and Mark remained the same mountain of calm he always was. 


I
continued.


“We’re
used to the idea that groups out there are trying to attack us so this shouldn’t
be that much of a problem for you.” 


I
waited a beat to let my words of encouragement sink in. They had all the
knowledge so they’d be able to map this out pretty quickly so they could aim me
to go and do all of the smashing.


“We
need to know who created the island, we need to know why and we need to understand
what the wider goal could be.” Seemed pretty straightforward when put like
that.


The
others didn’t move.


“Any
ideas at all?” That rising monster of mine rose a little more. 


Maria
slid forward in her leather chair to answer.


“My
Lord. I think that looking at the points individually might give us the chance
to examine the details we have with the scrutiny that they deserve.”


It
made sense that we look deeply into what was taking place and that the old
adage of knowledge being power was an old adage for a reason but my head was
rushing against the research already. The experts had been poring over
everything for the last few days and everything that had been discovered was
now laid out on the table before us.


Time
for a more direct approach.


“So
far we already know that the island didn’t form naturally. We know that the
artefacts that were on display were fakes and we know that everything was
staged to get our attention.” There was silence from the rest of the crowd but
they all nodded in either agreement or understanding.


“Maria,”
I turned my eyes to her, giving her all of my attention. “You pointed out on
the island that the symbol that we were all looking at in the middle of that
design didn’t belong there. Mike, I mean Mr. Christian, told me the same thing
at the outset of this little adventure so let’s have what you know.”


To
her credit, Maria was made of tough stuff. Her response was bullet fast.


“I
know that it doesn’t fit in the zodiac, My Lord but that’s all.” She stopped
speaking but then shaped to start again. 


Then
nothing.


Then
again, until eventually,


“I
don’t think that the symbol itself is important, rather that it didn’t fit.
That there was a collection of things which just don’t go together like that
would be nothing to everyone except those who know to look for it.”


I
didn’t speak for a second as the dragon behind my eyes was roaring. It could
smell the tantalising aroma of carnage just beyond its fingertips and was doing
everything it could to get to it. I couldn’t afford to lose control.


Closing
my eyes against the turmoil, I anchored my mind and did everything I could to
be the leader of the group.


“We
know that the symbols on the island are from the zodiac and that the one in the
middle of the statue shouldn’t have been there. That leaves us with the fact
the others were.” Stick to logic.


“Now,
Max said on the island that these symbols came from a group which were revered
as Gods way back when. Are the zodiac symbols glyphs for other groups out there
or have they all been destroyed over the years?”


Silence
returned and there was a blank expression on the faces of everyone except Mark.


“I’ve
looked through some texts that aren’t readily available to the whole population
of the house My Lord, and it would appear that that group was previously known
by The Circle as ‘Kos’. They had been an early enemy of The Circle and had been
crushed when they’d shown a desire to claim dominion over the human race as
rulers. They were given the collective name of The Zodiac long after they’d
slipped to legend in the wider population.”


“Legend
in the wider population? How late did they still have acolytes?”


He
considered his words carefully before adding,


“It
would appear that there are still tiny pockets all over the planet but I feel
that calling them acolytes would be to give them too much credit. Our research
materials seems to indicate that these groups are more akin to distant book
clubs who keep up the names of the ancient beings without really understanding
the facts.”


Well
that sounded remarkably bland. I’d been almost hoping for a little mortal
danger to present itself but it was shaping up to be a remarkably dull mission.


Maria
spoke this time.


“So
the group is destroyed and the followers are hipsters at best, where did the
island come from? And are those the people who’d been controlling those suits?”


Silence
was back.


The
skin on my face was prickling at the lack of fight, the simple nothingness of
what we could collectively understand and therefore combat. Frustration seemed
to be all we’d be uncovering.


“Any
ideas anyone?” I called into the room, my displeasure clear for everyone to
see, but there was just nothing coming back. They didn’t know and they knew
more than I did so what chance was there that I’d be able to rattle something
loose just by being forceful. How was I going to show that I was fully in
command of my forces and more importantly, my power, if I clearly wasn’t and
became enraged at the slightest hitch?


It
was already clear that I needed to quit while I was behind.


“And
who or what is Ophiuchus anyway?”


“Ophiuchus
is the symbol which was being talked about being added into the zodiac sometime
between 1970 and 1990, My Lord,” Maria added into the tension.


“WHAT?”
I couldn’t keep the explosion of enthusiasm out of my voice as I strode across
the room to be face to face with Maria.


Mark
and Gerwyn were on their feet as I moved and at the edges of my mind I could
feel that they were readying themselves for confrontation. Keep it calm Anthony
– show them you’re not losing your mind.


I
kneeled down before Maria and tried to make my enthusiasm look less like
blazing anger.


“I’m
sorry, that was a little more, vibrant, a response than I was anticipating.”


She
nodded tightly once and I could feel the gathered uncertainty scatter from the
two men as they re-took their seats, happy that I wasn’t going to tear into
Maria. There was no change in Maria’s posture or mindset. Maria hadn’t been
scared of me.


She
continued to speak.


“Apparently
there was a nudge to whoever looks after these things that when the zodiac was
created, the Earth’s view of the night sky was different to what it is now so
it should have been updated.”


“And
no-one considered adding this to the pot of knowledge?” I responded, making
sure to catch everyone in the field of my glare. My monster was climbing again.


Mark
and Gerwyn just looked lost.


“We
weren’t aware there had been any change in the zodiac, My Lord.” It was Mark
speaking with authority for both of them, and though sitting, he still looked
as if he were at attention.


“The
zodiac is an ancient broken force, as you described as hipster followed, at
their strongest and just a curiosity in the papers at the worst. Beyond what’s
known which we’ve discussed, we’ve not been made aware of a call for amending
the zodiac in the world outside The Circle.”


Gerwyn
just did his best to avoid my eyes now.


“My
Lord,” asked Maria quietly. “If I may enquire,” she paused as I locked eyes
with her. “Why did the mention of the name shock you so much?”


All
I could do was curse myself for not thinking to keep all information moving all
of the time. The others hadn’t been with me at the moment that the suits of
armour had given up the fight and removed their helmets. No-one else had been
aware of the final aspects of the interaction I’d had with them because no-one
had been keeping up with me as I’d just thrown myself into the chase with
whatever had been happening to me at the time. 


I’d
been so focused on keeping the nature of what had happened to me a secret, I’d
forgotten to tell anyone else that the name Ophiuchus had been the parting cry
from our attackers.


Nice
one.


“Before
the suits fell apart, they shouted that name out,” I explained. “There was this
huge death cry nature about it as well, ‘For Ophiuchus’.” I mimicked the sound
which had come from the suits and put a little bubble into my voice.


No-one
added to the words.


If
it had been me discovering this fact at this late point, no doubt I would have
been less restrained but there wasn’t anything for any of them to say.


Then
a thought hit me.


“Mark.
Everything you’ve said about Ophiuchus so far, is that the total of just your
knowledge or is it the total of The Circle’s knowledge?”


Mark
considered flatly for a second before answering.


“It’s
all of the knowledge that I have on this matter, My Lord. I have reviewed
records within The Circle on this topic at the behest of Mr. Christian when he
was made aware of the details of our latest mission but I did read everything
The Circle has on this topic.”


Which
meant that the total of the knowledge was thin at best.


“Maria.
How did you know the details of the whole situation beyond everyone else?” The
questions raised overriding any power my Dragon could exert on my mind.


Maria
blushed and looked at her hands, clasped tightly in her lap, and coughed
lightly. 


She
absent-mindedly spun a ring on her left hand with a small glyph on it and
seemed to consider her next words in a way that she’d never done before.


My
Dragon came back to the fore and it became clear that Mark had noticed the
change in me. The leather of his seat creaked gently as he adjusted himself
slowly, edging forwards to a more ready position.


“Maria?”
I asked again, though this time, more slowly and with a much harder edge to my
words.


“How
do you know more than everyone else on this subject?”


She
finally raised her eyes and rubbed stiffly at the back of her neck.


“I’ve
always followed the horoscopes in the papers and online. It’s a little hobby of
mine really.” Her voice fluttered about as it left her. She’d spoken with calm
certainty all of the time previously but now she seemed so very far from being
confident in what she was saying.


“Really?”
I said. “You don’t seem very sure of that fact. Is there anything else you want
to add?” Time to apply some pressure.


And
without a second thought, her back straightened and her surety was back.


“Yes,
My Lord. It’s embarrassing is all, taking those things seriously what with all
we know of the world.” Her posture became rigid in her chair and she looked as
if her sitting to attention was at the very least equal to Mark’s.


I
stopped still, despite the anger in my head, and just watched her. She’d been
reluctant to admit something but did anyway because I’d pushed her to but then
she’d become defensive because I’d questioned what she’d said. 


“Excellent,”
and I stood and stalked away from the seats, my head still filled with the
warring emotions of my Dragon. Maria remained motionless, as did Mark but
Gerwyn seemed to deflate as he released the breath even he hadn’t noticed he’d
been holding. I needed to find out more but I needed to let my mind unwind
first. I needed some time alone and I suspected that the others would need to
get away from me as well.


Pacing
back and forth, away from the others, I waved a hand over my shoulder to make
it clear that they’d been dismissed. I just needed to get myself back under
control and try to understand what was happening to me.


The
chairs creaked and fell silent as the others left the room and gave me what I’d
wanted.


I
needed to clear my head fast so I could get some level of control back on this
whole situation. 


I
needed a drink.


Pouring
myself a very generous measure of whiskey, I took a long swig and closed my
eyes as the liquid burned at my throat on the way down. Getting drunk wasn’t
the point of this drink, rather it was that scorching of my throat, the
welcomed heat coming from what I was imbibing and it was just what I’d been in
need of. My screaming monster seemed to appreciate it as well and my mind cleared
ever so slightly.


I
was the master of this house and everyone here had to do my bidding but it was
getting more and more complicated to stay clear of all of the rules and
regulations The Circle had. Everything I’d ever done was to reach the best
outcomes while treating people fairly and trying to drag this whole sorry group
into the present kicking and screaming and it seemed to be that, regardless of
the position I took on any given point, I was talked down to by both sides.


I
took another long swig from the glass. More burning ensued.


I’d
been told on day one and had it reiterated on almost every day since, that The
Circle was a secret power, yet I hadn’t exactly been shy of bringing my
powers to the surface. The claims and counter claims of everyone and anyone
connected with the stadium in Cardiff still just wouldn’t go away, though I
suppose I couldn’t really blame them. The Circle had been doing everything in
their power to divert attention away from the reality of the huge monsters
fighting in the Welsh capital with manufactured rumours and statements from all
kinds of people to make it appear that the show had been light projections and
a separate PA system but the questions had just kept coming.


Add
to that the fact that I’d been ever so carefully barred from the bar back in
London thanks to my enthusiasm towards my task of stopping a fight, and the
risk of being seen as I’d flown my Dragon form over the tiny island off the
coast of Pakistan, and it was clear that my attention to the details of what I
needed to be doing was starting to look pretty shabby.


It
still wasn’t fair that everyone just wanted to climb on my back every time even
the slightest thing went wrong. Didn’t they know who I was?


Turning
back around, I hadn’t been expecting to see Mark still standing in the room
with me. His massive frame just loomed and he remained motionless.


“Sorry
Mark, didn’t know you were still here. Did I miss anything?” I needed him as a
sounding board.


He
remained solid in his stance but folded his massive arms across his chest,
sighing almost imperceptibly as he came to rest.


“You
feeling a little angry, My Lord?”


Odd
question.


“A
little. Why?” I didn’t understand what had made him ask the question but it was
a pretty confrontational stance for him to take. In response, I started to
focus more intently on the details around us, hunting for any hidden treachery
which could explain his posturing.


The
dark room came alive with possibilities as I scanned everything I could.


Shadows
elongated and darkened as the pools of hidden attackers. The furniture became
strategic concealment for all kinds of shrouded assailants and options for
either further arrivals or my own escape were dwindling as Mark was stood
squarely between me and the only door to the room. 


What
was he doing?


Was
he going to try and attack me?


I
couldn’t sense anything which came close to malice coming from him but that
didn’t mean that he wasn’t still planning on bursting forwards. I concentrated
more deeply still and searched through the room, all the time holding my
attention equally on the man who, up to this point, had been a loyal servant.


 Sweeping
gaze after sweeping gaze revealed nothing beyond the usual sensations that I’d
have been expecting in my estate on any other night but Mark had shown his
cards. He knew that he didn’t have the kind of magical strength that would be
able to take on the power of one of the Dragons of The Circle so he clearly had
some kind of back up waiting to strike when I let my guard down.


I’d
made no attempt to hide my suspicion as I watched our surroundings and he
commented without the kind of fear that he could be in danger. He was obviously
aware of something or he’d be just as on edge as I was.


“Is
there anything I can do for you, My Lord?”


They
were already in here with me.


Whoever
they were, they were close enough that he could be cavalier with his attitude
because he thought that his position was unassailable. Was he working at the
behest of The Mage?


I
wasn’t going to be tripped up now after having gone through as many hoops as I
had during my time in The Circle.


His
expression didn’t change but he slowly unfolded his arms from across his chest,
holding both hands up with his palms facing me.


Was
he signalling someone?


In
response, I channelled more and more of my focus into my attempts at uncovering
those traitors he’d hidden in here with us, my brain sloshing in my head as I
did everything I could to pinpoint the enemy.


I
had no warning at all from my body and the sensation of entering the altered
reality of my senses didn’t take any time at all. This time, the blackness just
cracked into place, as if I’d just put on a new set of glasses and everything
immediately looked new.


I
fell to my knees at the sudden change, scrambling around my senses to steady
everything that was pouring into my mind.


Mark
was stood before me still but he’d started to step forward in response to my
fall. He was going to attack me at my moment of weakness. My instinct responded
in kind and I roared at him. Through my human throat came the Dragon response
to an impending attack and he stopped in his tracks.


I
slowly regained my feet and kept my attention on him as he straightened back up
as well.


With
whatever had happened to my senses firmly back in place, witnessing my giant
general in the same way as the creatures on the island was a humbling
experience. The suits had been wreathed in green fire as they’d moved, leaving
behind smears of that energy on the surface they made contact with when they
ran and there was never any doubt that they’d been about to cause us all as
much pain as they could, but looking at Mark, he was so far away from being in
even the same hemisphere as them.


His
enormous frame was cloaked in a red fire rather than it just coming from him.
He was wearing that energy with an unshakable surety of purpose and it clothed
him in regal energy. The blue fire I’d seen him use on more than one occasion
was forming gauntlets on his hands and arms and his whole body just seemed to
pulse with a kind of unshakable determination.


My
mouth dropped open.


I
could see him through whatever magic lens had just hit me but far beyond just
being sight, I could really see him. The man stood before me was never
going to hurt me. Ever. I could say that now with a kind of certainty that I’d
never known about anything before and it just smashed the air from my lungs as
I took in the details fully of the reality of the energies coming from Mark.


What
the hell was going on?


“Are
you alright, My Lord?”


His
words just added to the tower of certainty he was. Through my head, those words
rang like a clarion bell proclaiming that his honesty and unquestioned belief
in what was needed, and they sat so much heavier on my head than I would have
ever believed.


There
wasn’t going to be any kind of attack from him.


Staggering
across the room to the nearest available chair, the altered sense shrank back
and away, and I collapsed into the seat just breathing as deeply as possible as
I could as I stared at the door. Mark rushed to my side and began to check on
my condition, clearly on edge that I was in some way impaired. I could still
catch a tiny flicker of his crimson flame at the edges of my senses as he did,
more than just seeing them, and they were so beautiful as to create a huge
feeling of sorrow in my chest when I wasn’t perceiving them, and that deep
sensation of emptiness was just everywhere when the door to the room opened and
Mike walked in.


“How
is he?” His voice was pinched and his movements were almost furtive. He’d been
sure to close the door before he’d said anything.


“He’s
doing pretty well but the Dragon is far too close to the surface.”


What?


“My
Lord,” started Mike. “Can you hear me and how are you feeling at the moment?”


What
was he talking about? I frowned at him trying to show that he was clearly
sounding a little bonkers.


“I
can hear you and I feel fine. Why?” I’d meant for there to be some hard edge to
what I was saying but b the expression on his face, I’d gone a little over the
top with it.


“You
see?” Mark intervened.


“Indeed.”
Mike didn’t look happy.


I’d
seen that Mark wasn’t ever going to be the one to do me any harm but could that
just mean that he was an unwitting tool of someone else? My will to fight
cranked up a notch and I sat forwards in my chair, keeping my eyes trained on
Mike all the while.


Mark
recognised that attention and casually, though swiftly, moved to stand between
us and raised his hands again as a sign of peace.


“My
Lord. We’re here to help you and would never do anything to hurt you.”


I
knew he was being honest about himself but what about Mike?


“We’ve
been noticing that you’ve been a little different recently and it’s beginning
to become a concern.”


What
was he on about? I still hadn’t stopped staring at Mike but I was listening to
Mark.


“Aren’t
you interested in how I knew you were angry earlier?” 


Stupid
question.


“More
than likely that you could see that those I’d brought to speak with me as
experts on a subject had failed to really point us in the right direction.”


“And
your drink?”


Now
I did swing my attention onto him.


“My
drink?” 


“Yes
My Lord,” he replied and pointed back behind me.


There
was still whiskey dripping down the wall and what was left of my glass was
sprayed around the spot in the wood panelling which now had a gaping hole in it
where said glass had impacted.


It
took me a second to understand what I was seeing.


I’d
had the glass in my hand before I’d noticed Mark was in the room, I’d been
drinking from it, but at some point between the last drink and now, it had
ended up there. Was someone stealing my memories again?


Mark
knelt down next to me and spoke again but with a much calmer pitch.


“I
let the others leave and watched you. You’ve been so quick to anger recently, I
was worried. The glass, when I asked you if you were angry, you hadn’t known
that you’d even thrown it and then you treated me as an enemy. You haven’t been
acting like yourself. In fact, you’ve been behaving more like every other
guardian in history towards everyone.”


His
eyes were filling with real fear as he spoke.


“I
wanted my Guardian back.”


Mike
picked up immediately.


“The
incident in the bar in London was just the last in a long line of points which
Mark has brought to my attention, My Lord. Your actions in the past have always
been of a very certain kind. You’ve accepted authority but never blindly and
any actions you’ve taken have always been conducted against a very set moral
code. You’ve been different and we want to make sure that you’re OK.”


Inside
my head, my Dragon was screaming to be let loose to show these tiny upstarts
exactly what a Guardian is to make sure they knew their place but that blaring
violence crashed against the reality of fact. All of the things that I’d been
going through, all of the feelings of violence and brutality that had made up
so very much of who I was over the last year had been clear for all to see and
there’d been fear at what I was becoming.


“Does
everyone feel this way?” was all I could think to ask. 


Mike
stepped in front of Mark.


“It’s
just a few people on this site who’ve made mention of it, and Mark and I have
watched you change. When we watched you knowing that it wasn’t just us feeling
this way, it gave us the chance to be sure.”


My
dragon was still crashing against the inside of my skull as I considered the
words.


“And
you think that somehow it’s my Dragon power which is doing this? I’m not in
control anymore?” I had to keep calm.


“There’s
a concern that somehow, the power you hold as Guardian isn’t as secure as it
has been in the past. We don’t know why this could happen as issues like this have
only ever affected the very old or the somehow impaired. From what we can find,
no-one of your age has ever gone through this.”


I
was floundering as what was said turned my world upside down. The spinning
early warning sense hadn’t gone off so there was no immediate threat of danger
but that didn’t mean that I wasn’t being set up. These two could be spinning a
remarkable story just to lead me down a desired path.


I
shook the thoughts away. 


Both
of these men had been helping me from the very beginning. Neither had ever
given me any reason to doubt their commitment to The Circle but also to me
personally so why was it I was still feeling the need to fight?


“So
this whole thing in Pakistan is just The Mage seeing if I’ve lost the plot
then?”


Mark
and Mike traded worried looks.


“I’m
afraid that The Mage doesn’t know any of this, My Lord,” Mike explained. 


“I
explained what I felt was the case to Mr. Christian and he suggested that it be
best that as few people as possible were to know, so,” Mark shrugged. “Here we
all are.”


“I
made you think that the issue was coming from The Mage so at least you’d be
wary enough of him to keep your mouth shut beyond the things you were supposed
to say,” Mike admitted. 


“I
couldn’t afford that you’d lead him to suspect that you were struggling in any
way before Mark and I had had the chance to make a few calls, so to speak.”


I
slipped back into my chair and just sagged into the leather, feeling very
similar to what Gerwyn must have experienced earlier when he practically deflated
like a balloon. What was I supposed to do now?


My
team felt that I was cracking up, The Mage was watching over me and I may or may
not actually be transforming into a maniac.


“So
what’s the next step then team?” It was time to ignore the calling in my head
to kill, maim, crush and destroy and just put myself in the hands of those
who’ve served me so well in the past.


Mike
reached into his jacket and pulled out a bland wooden case of similar size to a
medium sized mobile phone. He flipped the clasp and opened it to reveal what
appeared to be a small leather worked band of some kind. He picked it up
gingerly and gestured for me to take it, waving it slightly.


I
could feel the power just shining out of the thing the instant that the small
box had been opened. Whatever this thing was, it was holding onto something
monstrous by way of magical power. My eyes were wide and I knew that my mouth
was open but staring at what Mike had in his hand was so hugely hypnotic as to
make everything else just melt away. I knew I needed it and I’d just have to
discover more about it after that.


Snatching
the object from Mike, it was on my right wrist in seconds and the warmth and
scorching energy of whatever it was began to spread throughout my whole being.
It was something I needed to have and there was just a bone deep serenity that
filled everything that I was and made me push away the constant roar which had
been coming from my dragon.


The
minutes passed by in a crawl as I just let all of the power in the band wash
over me, until, finally, I discovered a level of balance in my mind and opened
my eyes to look at the others.


“What
is this thing? Where did you find it?” No anger, just the search for more
knowledge.


“That
should allow for you to do what you need to do without there being any issues
around your Dragon self going on a rampage,” Mike was already more relaxed. “I
called in a favour or two ‘off the books’ to be able to get some more control
for you. That bracelet’s made from material which is able to hold the specific
form of binding energies that you need to keep your Dragon grafting in place
and firm. There isn’t too much of it in existence but I think it’s fair to say
that keeping you together is worth the expense.” He slapped me on the shoulder
a little too hard by way of encouragement; an all too familiar gesture that I
hadn’t really noticed had stopped.


“And
I picked it up from somewhere none of us know anything about,” he winked. “I
went to see the Witch of Cwmgwrach.”


It
took me a second to recall where I’d heard the name before but when the penny
did eventually drop, it made me feel more than a little uncomfortable. 


“Didn’t
feel that she was a big fan of mine the last time I went to her place. Everyone
in the place seemed to be pretty against Guardians.” 


Mark
had let slip about a year ago that he’d been trading with a group which was
located very near to the estate and that the very action was something he’d
been at pains to keep secret. Mike had done the same before and as the story
had gone, so had every other Head of the Kitchens to be able to keep the estate
fully stocked with all of the multitude of curiosities which could be called
for. Mike had called it ‘off the books’ so he was aware that there was a need
to keep the fact it was happening quiet and I’d never tripped over a stray
memory of a former Guardian knowing about it.


Of
course, when I’d found out there was somewhere that we weren’t meant to be
going, the first instinct I had was to go and visit. I’d been feeling a little
displaced so thought it could be a great place to meet with magical types who I
could be less guarded with.


The
chanting mob and stones suggested that the place wasn’t that welcoming of us
Guardians.


I
was nervous of the bracelet now but I wasn’t feeling the climbing rage which
had been all too familiar recently. Maybe it was working. But did it hold any
more surprises which may not have been as useful?


It
didn’t look as if it was capable of killing thousands.


It
didn’t look as if it could tether the mystical power of a Dragon either.


Looked
like I was stuck for options.


“And
you trust the Witch?” I still needed reassuring.


Mark
responded this time.


“She’s
consistent, and that means she’s predictable. We’ve been trading with the
enclave in general and with the Witch personally for years and there’s never
been any problems. She recognises that there are needs which need to be
addressed everywhere so acting in good faith means she can get more done. If
she were to burn someone she was trading with, the word would spread and she’d
be cut off, even without that party being The Circle.”


Cold,
hard logic.


It
was quite comforting that all the way down at the centre of what had been
taking place, there was strong sense in weighing up the potential risks.


“When
this is all done, I’m going to have to meet the Witch myself.”


The
other two just nodded.


“Right.
Shall we see if we can have a chat with what may be left of the zodiac?”
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The
rest of the night was spent sifting back through the paperwork that had been
left on the table and digging through all of the available information on
Ophiuchus and the Zodiac or Kos or whatever they were called. We were looking
for any and all information on where this group had been based collectively or
as individuals. We needed a place to start if we were going to see if they knew
where this Ophiuchus character was and why he was attacking me.


Again,
looking through all of the information was yielding very little in the way of
verifiable facts. Pages turned and words swam through the air as the three of
us re-examined the information we had with more of an eye on the implications
of the words rather than taking them on face value. We looked for descriptions
of the other peoples that this group may have been in contact with, any details
about the weather, the topography, the flora and fauna around anywhere which
could act as a palace or castle and it became very clear that whoever had been
keeping the records from way back when had not been picked for their ability to
actually do the job. Probably a family member of someone at a Circle estate who
kind of got roped into doing it as a favour and then just got stuck with it.
Things had improved in time but the records dealing with the earliest fighting
had been spotty.


I’d
also looked back over the shared memories that I had access to and had no luck.
That was one of the earliest skills I had discovered I possessed when I first
joined up with The Circle and it was something I did my best to use sparingly.
It had been a great help to me in the past but being able to access a library
of other people’s memories which were at least seventy five percent fighting
didn’t hold that much appeal. Add to that the fact that a great many of the
deaths that I could watch would be happening in the first person, as all of the
previous Guardians fell, my extended memory bank wasn’t a place to spend a
great deal of time.


Maybe
my Dragon hadn’t been involved in the fighting back when Kos was defeated?


More
incomplete records.


I
fell back in my chair and rubbed at my eyes. My head was pounding and for all
of the effort that had been thrown at the problem over night, we weren’t any
closer to knowing where to start.


“I
think that we need to take what we have to The Mage,” declared Mark with
certainty. “He was there at the very start so will have been aware of all of
the details about Kos. He can give us a place to begin.”


I’d
thought of that in the middle of the night. It was likely the best choice to
get the ball rolling but the conversations we’d had last night made me less
than certain that that would be a good idea. The Mage hadn’t been aware of what
the others had been feeling so it was a logical step to believe that he was
unaware of what I was going through or, if he was, had deemed it of no
consequence. But he’d still set me on a test of some kind, even without the
worry. He was looking at me for some reason even if it hadn’t been that I may
have been losing control of my power, so until I had an even grip on what he
would likely do were he to discover what was going on, the less contact I could
have with him could only work in my favour.


“Trust
me,” I spoke from behind closed eyelids, “that idea had crossed my mind a few
hours ago. I think The Mage will have to be kept at arm’s length until I can
get control of myself. He may not be worrying about me for the same reason you
guys were but he’s watching me for some reason. Let’s not get me clobbered by
the boss just yet?”


I
heard affirmative noises and more pages being turned as the two men returned to
looking through the pages in the hope that this time, serendipity would cause
the answers to leap into view. I just left my eyes closed and had the slightest
peak back into those memories, just to see if I could see what could be done if
I fell on the wrong side of The Mage.


I
didn’t stay long and left feeling worse than I would have liked to admit.


Standing
up fast, shaking away as much of the terror which was climbing over my back, I
touched at the bracelet on my wrist to make sure it was still there to protect
me. Mark snapped to attention as I moved, clearly surprised and reverting to
the first stance he could think of. Mike looked up from his papers slowly.


“Guys.
We can’t go to The Mage for information, and there’s a likelihood that if we
approach anyone else in The Circle that he’ll get to hear about it as fast as
if we’d just gone with step one.”


“What
about Miss Thomich? The Elder? Wouldn’t they be willing to offer assistance without
immediately alerting the wider Circle?” Mike had made a fair point but I hadn’t
spoken to Andrea since Bress Tal and the only times I’d been near The Elder was
in the midst of battle. I couldn’t risk it.


“No
good. Can’t guarantee it.”


Silence,
as the three of us hunted for the answer.


“I
have a suggestion, My Lord.” Mark was still stood to attention but his voice
was low.


“Go
on.” Anything could be worth exploring at this point.


“We
take you to the Witch’s domain and see if we can find out something from less
usual channels.”


Mike
just raised his eyebrows and nodded.


“Could
be a good way to get away from the eyes of The Circle and see what we can
find.”


I
wasn’t so sure.


“There
was nearly a riot the last time I went there. The last thing we need to be
doing is sending me into the midst of an environment which has been openly
hostile to me while I’m having some issues keeping my giant anger Dragon in
check. I could tear the place apart just for someone looking at me the wrong
way.” I moved the bracelet around my wrist as I spoke but there wasn’t any
anger climbing up my throat like there had been recently. Could this work?


“We
would need to make sure that no-one can recognise you but I think it’s likely
going to be the best way to ask a few questions, get some answers and then get
moving.” Mike was sounding more positive about the whole idea, that was
something I supposed.


“But
how to disguise me? I’m pretty sure that just draping a shawl over my head
isn’t going to fool anyone.”


Mike
broke out into a huge grin and his eyes glittered with mischief. Despite his
long white hair which had been pulled into a tight pony-tail, he had the sudden
energy of a very unruly school boy with trouble in mind.


All
I could think was, ‘In for a penny....’


Mike
headed off to make sure that everything that was going to be needed was in
place for whatever plan he had in mind, explaining that there was going to be
some time to kill before things started.


I’d
wanted to have grand plans of walking the halls of the estate and visiting the
memorial outside or doing any number of things it was deemed that the master of
the house should be doing but my good intentions fell away with only the
slightest effort.


I
slept.


I’d
had a busy night and if I was going to be embarking on a clandestine mission
into, if not enemy then at least unfriendly territory, I was going to need my
mind to be at its very sharpest. I could just see the scowls on the faces of
everyone in The Circle if they’d known even the smallest hint of what was
currently happening to me but the outcast role was one that I seemed to be
destined to fill.


I
dreamed of warfare and violence. Getting into bed, I’d suspected that while I
was asleep, my beast was going to be more able to talk to me but I still wasn’t
prepared for the vivid imagery of the basest aspects of all existence. There
was no rationale to what I was seeing. I wasn’t witnessing battlefield carnage
or valiant sacrifice for the wider good; instead I was immersed in brutality
for fun. Monstrous creatures of so many varied and disfigured kinds swarmed
towards me and I, in my Dragon form, just tore and slashed and blasted flame at
everything without the tiniest sliver of humanity rising in me. It was beyond
sport, beyond being recreation, there was a primal need to not only kill these
things but to rip them apart and drench myself in their entrails. My ravening
beast was attempting to break free as I slept.


But
in the swirl of my mind, I wasn’t alone.


As
the pictures in my head swam and bucked for my attention, each more extreme
than the next, there was a feather-light sensation of another voice, not heard
but more experienced, in that sleep state. It was calming, soothing, a balm to
the violence. It wasn’t that the words were reassuring me, I couldn’t pinpoint
anything that I could recognise as being a form of language, it instead felt
like I was just able to make out the very distant edges of a conversation
happening in another room which I just knew would protect me. 


My
Dragon mind was still thrashing away but there was just no need for me to be
concerned by it. I didn’t even need to look at the things it was trying to show
me if I didn’t want to, and if I did, they were just funny pictures to be treated
as nothing more than an elaborate cartoon of imagined nonsense. 


Just
forget them.


I
woke feeling rested beyond what I had expected to be feeling, sat up in bed and
looked at the bracelet of what looked on closer inspection to be leather which
was still on my wrist. Wherever this thing had come from, it was doing a really
good job of holding my beast in check.


I
showered, the water again turned as hot as the plumbing would allow, and
dressed in as casual a manner as I could, still not in the loop concerning my
disguise, and was about to leave the chamber when the door opened and Mike
walked in. Dressed in dark jeans and a hooded jacket, he looked determined but
excited. This disguise of his was beginning to worry me.


“I
hope you slept well, My Lord,” he asked politely and bowed his head slightly. Whatever
it was he had planned, at least he knew that I was still the master of the
estate.


“I
did, Mr. Christian. Are you prepared?” I replied.


“All
set. If you’d like to follow me down to the infirmary, Llewellyn is waiting on
your arrival.” He raised an arm to signal towards the door.


I
narrowed my eyes, unsure of what I’d let myself in for but set off without
delay.


In
the infirmary, my medical director Llewellyn was stood at a high desk writing
in a broad ledger of thick luxurious pages. He was a massive man. Not hugely
muscled like a body builder, instead he was very much a scaled up version of a
normal sized person. Taller than I was and with a stocky build, he gave the
impression of being very far from his field of expertise in the world of medicine
but I’d learnt very early on in my time in The Circle that he’d forgotten more
about the medical landscape that he presided over than anyone else could ever
have known. He was a battlefield surgeon and more than able to mix it with a
fighting force if needed but he had an encyclopaedic knowledge of anatomy, of
physiology (human and beyond), of medications but also of how to use different
magical abilities in the healing arts.


We
pushed through the doors to the infirmary and he looked over his glasses and
greeted us with a nod. He stopped writing and closed the ledger carefully
before marching deeper into the facility with only a quick, “This way,” to
indicate that we were to follow.


In
one of the private rooms, he’d set up a table full of implements and devices
which looked to be more butcher than doctor deployed.


“In
you come and lie down. Mr. Christian here has explained what you need and I
think I’ll be able to get you camouflaged.”


I
made myself comfortable and Mike settled himself in the single chair to watch what
was about to happen.


“Right.
You haven’t eaten anything in the last five hours?” asked Llewellyn as he
tugged on some sterile gloves.


I
shook my head.


“Good.
Not allergic to anything are you?” His voice was lighter than you’d expect and
his Welsh accent sang through the quiet; musically calming and perfect for
allaying any fears.


I
shook my head again. He may have been soothing but I didn’t want to risk saying
something which would undo my calm.


“So
what shall we have you looking like for your mission then, My Lord? Any
preferences?”


I
shook my head again and by the look on his face, he’d realised that I just
wanted this to be finished as soon as possible. He picked up the pace.


“Fine.
I’m going to remould your features so you look different. It’s not going to be
permanent but it’ll last you long enough to get where you need to go and get
out again.”


Sounded
OK.


“It
will pinch a little but nothing beyond a little cramp here and there. Shouldn’t
take me long to get you done,” and with that, Llewellyn’s eyes rolled back in
his head and his hands flashed in sharp jerks towards that table of
instruments.


I
could feel the energy rise up around him as he did and that power bloomed away
from him in a blast wave. It ran over me, feeling like a disturbingly cold, wet
sheet and my skin tingled as it passed. I checked Mike and he had just felt the
same thing.


Llewellyn
was now muttering under his breath, chanting in a whispered hush as he opened
the long white coat he’d been wearing to reveal his shirtless torso underneath.
His hands just danced, under the control of an unheard music, hovering above
his flesh until he began to casually flick the blades he’d picked up into his
skin.


My
eyes widened as I realised that I’d missed the first few strikes as they’d been
so tiny that they hadn’t registered in my mind but more and more slits in his
flesh began to open deeper and deeper channels as his hands blurred in motion,
appearing that there were far more than just the two going to work.


I
risked a quick look at Mike, expecting him to be just as aghast at what was
happening as I was, but he was sat calmly, a wide smile stretched across his
face.


He
must have seen this before. I hoped.


“Lie
flat, my boy,” called Llewellyn through clenched teeth.


I
did as I was told.


His
hands stopped moving and he placed the instruments he’d been using back on the
table.


I
risked a look at his body, that macabre feeling of having to see that which you
know you shouldn’t want to see filling my head, and was shocked into utter
rigidity.


There
wasn’t any blood anywhere on him. Not a drop. Each of the cuts in his body was
simply laying there as if they’d been made in plasticine, not a single hint
that they’d been made in the flesh of a living being. What the Hell was he
going to do to me?


It
took me an extended handful of seconds to register the laughter.


Both
men were roaring with full and heartfelt laughter and I just didn’t understand
why.


In
my head, my Dragon mind screamed at the indignity of being found amusing by my
staff. A pillar of flame erupted in my mind’s eye and I could begin to feel the
soothing of the bracelet rising up to meet it.


Llewellyn
stopped laughing, and backed away from me. Mike raced to my side and forced me
to look at him.


“My
Lord. Please.” 


My
rage flattened at the expression on his face. He was pleading with me.


“We
meant no disrespect. I wanted to try and show that you are very much still you,
and that we all recognise who you are and how you work. We all appreciate how
you treat us.” His eyes locked to mine and the power from the bracelet engulfed
the mental flames.


I
sagged back on the bed.


I
still had a ton of adrenaline coursing through me as I’d been preparing for
this surgery with the worst in mind so calming down was something of an effort.
Llewellyn spoke as I lay back.


“Mr.
Christian and I thought that you’d be best served by trying to show you
behaviours that could be described as being normal. You’ve been pretty
unconventional since you arrived so we thought this would be a good way to show
you that you’re amongst friends.”


I
was breathing deeply and I collected my calm. 


I
could see the logic. Do something that I’d appreciate to prove they were on my
side and show that whatever was going on, it was going to be resolved in my
favour because these two were on the case. And prove that they’d been listening
to my ideas about the updated way of treating people in the service of The
Circle. I chuckled gently and propped myself up.


“Nice
one guys. Risky, but I like it.”


Both
men smiled.


“So
are we going to get this disguise sorted out now all the fun and games are out
of the way?” It was good to be a part of the team but we still had a job to do.


“And
that’s another part. The disguise is finished,” said Mike and reached forward
with a mirror in his hand.


I
snatched it from his and peered into it. My face was different. It wasn’t me
looking back into the mirror but whoever that was blinked and puffed out his
cheeks when I did. My nose was longer and flatter, my cheeks more rounded and
my eyes closer together. There were deep wrinkles around my eyes, looking like
they’d been caused by a great many good jokes or time in the sun, and I was at
least twenty years older.


I
dropped the mirror and just gawked at Llewellyn. He, in response, stood with
his hands on his hips, his white coat held open and his naked, slashed torso
still exposed. 


And
then I saw it.


The
slashes that he’d made in his flesh hadn’t been part of a blood-letting ritual
or the like. He’d been ‘drawing’ on himself to create the image of what he
wanted my face to become.  I’d been so drawn to the wounds that I hadn’t looked
at the whole picture as it came together. He recognised my understanding.


“It’s
not a skill I like to advertise but, alongside all the healing I do, I can make
some amendments to people if the need arises.”


I
almost didn’t hear him as I just slowly stretched and poked at my new features.


“But
there is a time limit on your mask, My Lord,” started Mike as he stood up and
signalled for me to do the same.


We
were on our way out of the door as Llewellyn called out the time frame we had
to stick to and other points about things taking time to settle and making sure
I was OK but they were pretty much lost in all of the rush.


We
didn’t re-trace our steps back through the mansion. This time, we headed off
towards the back of the building until we descended the stairs leading into the
cavernous garages. We hadn’t passed anyone en route so it was very possible
that Mike had made sure there wouldn’t be anyone to see what had been done to
my face. Llewellyn really must have been keen to keep this talent of his under
wraps.


The
garages had a surprisingly low ceiling for what they did. It was lower than
you’d find in most multi storey parking structures, though not so low as to
make me need to duck my head, but it was filled with a remarkable array of
vehicles of all shapes and sizes. But the more I scanned everywhere, it was
clear that this was all just for the higher end of the social structure. It
wasn’t as if all of the staff here had left their cars down here during their
shift and at no point during any of the missions I’d been involved in had there
been huge flocks of armoured trucks and the like being deployed. This was all
mine.


Cars
of all the best names could be seen lounging in their specific bays, all
immaculately clean and no doubt ready when they may be called for. Each bay had
cases and wall mounted cabinets of all of the specific tools that would be
needed for that particular vehicle and it had appeared that at least two of the
cars had been being worked on very recently, their bonnets still propped open.


I
probably should have spent more time actually walking around the house to see
exactly what was where.


Silently,
a highly polished black Aston Martin pulled alongside us and the passenger door
opened. Mark was driving.


“Everyone
will be returning to work shortly, we need to be away before then,” he said
sternly.


Mike
opened the back door and gestured that I should enter, agreeing with the time
crunch assessment.


“Stop.”


My
voice hadn’t been raised but in the huge space, it bounced around without
competition. The silence stretched still further.


“My
Lord?” asked Mike. “We have to be away from the mansion before the staff return
and see you like this.” 


I
couldn’t be sure what had made me stop but there was something gnawing at me.
My bracelet whispered as my inner creature attempted to get angry again. I was
being led around without there being even the first consideration to what I may
want to be doing. I was the master, the Guardian of The Circle yet I was being
just taken along at the whim of others.


The
bracelet whispered harder in response.


“We
need to have Maria with us.”


I’d
said it but it hadn’t felt like me speaking, nor did it sound like me. I’d
drooled over the sharper letters and my voice had come out more squeaky than
usual. Llewellyn’s handy work had made amendments to my vocal pattern as well.


Mike
met my eyes and looked as if he was fighting against his inner anger, before
easing and nodding. He spoke into a small phone before advising me to wait in
the car.


Maria
arrived in less than two minutes and was dressed in a very similar way to the
rest of us, casual yet functional. Mike waved her into the car next to me
before Mark put his foot down and sent us into the night.
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The
journey was fast and there wasn’t a word spoken by anyone for the opening five
minutes. Mark was concentrating on the road, Mike just stared ahead and Maria
remained silent but warily watched me, her brows knitted in concentration. It
was the five minute mark when I considered just how unusual this must have
looked to Maria, being summoned to a clandestine meeting and then sitting in a
car next to someone she’d never met as her superiors drove her into the night.
When we explained everything, she just nodded, fiddling with her glyph ring and
looked deeper at my face, seemingly picking out any familiarity she could.


She
was made of stern stuff.


I
felt confident that my instinct had been on the money having her along.


Eventually,
the car pulled up on the side of a road high up in the hills, away from the
main route. We all climbed out and the familiarity of the place was striking.
I’d been here once before, about a year prior, and the experience hadn’t been a
good one. My demon self grumbled in reaction to the memory but there was
nothing for it.


“We
get through the barrier,” Mike began, “and Mark will lead the way through the
shanty towards where we’ve done business in the past. I’ll bring up the rear of
our group and make sure that we aren’t unduly delayed by sneak attacks but if
things do go wrong, we’ll need you to carry us all away, My Lord.”


I
just nodded again. I knew that everyone else had trust in me but I didn’t feel
that confident in me. It’d just have to not go wrong.


We
all cleared the fence and began heading towards the centre of the field beyond.
The magical barrier was right where I’d left it and we all eased through it
without issue. The shanty beyond was the same, save for the occasional
different smell or light coming from a building. People and non-people were
milling around the stubby buildings and there appeared to be the everyday
hustle and bustle of any town going on. No-one had immediately stopped to stare
at what we were or where we may have come from but they hadn’t immediately the
last time either. There was just no other way around it, we had to move
forward.


We
all pulled our hoods up and began to make our way through the narrow streets. I
could feel any number of interested glances as I passed by doorways and windows
and my Dragon power slammed against my mind more out of an instinctual response
than any real danger. The bracelet whispered soothingly as we continued deeper
into the place and I just kept my gaze fixed resolutely on the ground ahead of
me.


Streets
widened as we went, changing from earthen tracks to stone walkways and the
buildings on either side of us grew in height and permanence. The visible sky
above us shrank and I could feel icy fingers reaching into my chest to grip my
heart. We were heading beyond just the outer settlements now and into the
potentially much more dangerous interior. 


But
we hadn’t been accosted in any way. I’d been able to sense the minds of those
who watched us pass by but they’d all been casual glances rather than any real
interest. My face must have been working.


After
a handful of changes of direction, Mark came to a halt before a towering wall
with a remarkably underwhelming six foot wooden door set at its base, with a
single exterior light fixed just above it. The door just looked like something
that you’d see on a garden shed.


He
knocked gently and stood back to wait.


I
risked a quick glance back at Mike but he just nodded back at me. 


“YOU
RANG?” boomed from the other side of that door and I was lucky that I didn’t
fall over in shock.


“I’m
here with my team to trade. We offer no threat but to those who would threaten
us. Oh powerful watcher of the way, will you grant us entry to the citadel of
The Witch?” Mark had delivered the words in his finest ceremonial voice and he
casually filled the space we were in with his speech. My attention was
everywhere at once, expecting something to jump out at us. If there was going
to be an attack, this would be a pretty good place for it.


No
response came from the other side of the door. We waited. Still no response.
Still we waited.


Until
the door fell forwards to clatter on the ground, exposing behind it, more wall.
No doorway to pass through, just more stone. I turned to Mike to ask questions
but his expression was one which told me I needed to stay still and calm.


Then
the door moved.


It
twitched and flicked slightly on the floor, scraping against the stone worked
floor and producing silent moans of protest.


Mark
whispered over his shoulder, “Just stay very still and very calm and we’ll be
fine.”


What?!


You
never tell someone to stay calm. That’s a guaranteed way to get them riled up
and I didn’t need that.


Before
us, the door stopped moving, before morphing and springing up in the very rough
approximation of a human form. My whispering bracelet became slightly more
insistent in my head.


The
door thing jerked itself forward and began to sniff at each of us in turn. It
had no features to distinguish what it was doing but it was at least placing its
‘head’ towards us. It passed over Mark before advancing towards Maria, and
doing the same. I held my breath and it lurched at me, looking me over in
whatever way it could. After an age, it slipped by me and headed to Mike and I
let go of the breath I hadn’t realised I’d still been holding.


The
door thing bolted back in apparent response to my breath to stare into me from
an uncomfortably close position. The thing moved to be mere centimetres from me
and continued to reach out to sense whatever I’d just done. It circled me,
never making contact with me but making sure it was always far too close, and
despite my absolute need to tear it to splinters and then burn them to ash, I
remained still.


“ACCEPTED.”
Dribbled from the door construct, like it was coming from very far away, and it
slammed itself back into its alcove in the wall. It hadn’t even made it to
Mike.


Mark
turned to face us, a relaxed expression on his face.


“And
we’re in.”


Behind
him, there came a bloom of magical energy which filled the street we were stood
on and filled my senses. Shards of power traversed through the stone of the
wall like living things until they all converged on the single door. Then went
out.


The
door was then unlocked from the far side and it swung open to expose a hallway
which hadn’t been there before, and a figure of about six feet in height,
walked with the aid of a silver handled cane, and was completely cloaked in
black wearing a black top hat and something close to a medieval plague doctor’s
mask.


“Mr.
Howells,” spoke the figure, the sound being muffled and distorted by the mask.
“We’ve not been expecting you for some time. Is there a problem with your last
collection?” Despite the sinister appearance, the person before us seemed
relaxed.


Mark
strode forwards and shook the person’s hand warmly.


“No
problems, my friend. My Master has requested that a team of his do some asking
around for information which may be considered ‘unconventional’. We’re here to
find information and nothing more.”


The
black-clad figure just nodded slowly and looked over us all. I still couldn’t
be sure that they were male or female under all of that clothing.


“Very
well. I’m sure that you’ve explained the rules of this establishment to your people
but in the name of propriety,” they started. “The Witch is a massively powerful
magical force in her own right but she holds this place as somewhere that has
no boundaries. If you start violence of any kind, the response will be swift.
We’re all friends in the home of The Witch and as such, must behave as such.”


We
all nodded our agreement and our guide turned and headed back down the narrow
corridor. We followed close behind and the door swung gently closed.


“My
apologies for the delay in opening up to you, my friend,” spoke the figure to
Mark as they walked. “It would appear that our ‘Door-Man’ picked up an odd
scent on you. Most likely something you tracked with you through the shanty. I
swear that the people out there are pushing the rules of etiquette as far as
they possibly can.”


I
didn’t hear what Mark said in response. I was too busy chuckling to myself at
the idea of the guard outside being called a ‘Door-Man’.


We
kept a brisk pace until the corridor opened out onto a seemingly endless hall
of bustling energy and life.


Our
guide just melted away into the crowded streets and we were left at the outer
most edge of a space which contained buildings of a similar kind to that
outside, but which were crafted from much more sturdy and apparently expensive
materials, and those buildings weren’t only located to the floor area. Stretching
towards the highest reaches of the building, towers of different shapes and
sizes climbed to varying levels and from within that network of structures,
makeshift bridges and lattice work came together to bring forth new areas to be
colonised. Life of every kind was finding any and all vantage point to cling to
the heart of this place. Swarming between all of these structures were wide
roadways, all being filled with crowds of people and creatures of kinds I’d
never seen before and some I was more familiar with. 


My
senses filled with the place as sounds of trading and conversation, smells of
the most divine foods spliced with the most rancid of rot clambered over one
another to be the one to draw my attention fully and the very atmosphere around
us seemed to be charged with a mighty undercurrent of magical power. Garbled
speech of so many variations just waddled around us that being able to isolate
a single thread of it would be near impossible but English seemed to be very
far from the premier language. 


The
environment was an assault on the mind but not one that was driven by malice.
This whole place was one which existed as a new normal beyond any and all
fighting. Dealings could take place here without the real world from beyond the
shield wall intervening.


Mike
nudged me in the back, gesturing for us to start moving into the throng but I
just held my ground.


I’d
been here before, with Mark, and the response I’d received hadn’t been
positive. Looking around the space before us, at all of the life from all over
the spectrum of good and evil that was just co-existing, I felt a stab of
sadness that I’d been so soundly rejected the last time and that I’d been
forced to resort to the lengths I had to conceal my identity. The whispering in
my head began to become more insistent as I dwelled on that earlier encounter,
now drawing anger at the past. 


“It’s
not fair, is it?” The question had been kind of aimed at Mike but to my surprise,
Maria responded.


“Fair
happens in stories. Out in the real world, we need to just do what we can.”


I
turned to face her, before she added a hurried, “My Lord,” to the end of her
thought.


My
Dragon power dropped back inside me.


“Well
said Maria. So let’s get moving.”


Mike
slapped me on the back, just a little too hard, and signalled for Mark to lead
the way.


The
streets were ridiculous.


They
may have been wider than the ones outside the wall but there were so very many
people wedged in that movement was almost taking place by committee than
individual will. The current was going one way, so you just had to go along
with it until you could catch another road heading in a different direction. I
was barged and buffeted as I moved through the crowd and I knew that my chances
of keeping calm in this environment weren’t going to be high. I just kept my attention
on the back of Mark’s head as he ploughed onwards and did everything I could to
keep the outside world away from my mind.


The
path we took couldn’t have covered more than five hundred metres as the crow
flies but thanks to the crowds and almost deliberately awkward floor plan, it
took us just over half an hour to finally reach the steps to the building Mark
had been aiming us towards. One by one we were all ejected from the flowing
mass of bodies and it was clear that we’d all happily not have to do that
again. How Mark and Mike had ever done this in the past and willingly done it
again was beyond me.


“So
what’s the angle we use in here?” I asked in my still distorted voice. “Are we
traders, or mercenaries?” Get the cover story right from the outset.


“We’re
ourselves,” replied Mike. “Well we are but you’ll have to be a random member of
the house team.”


“We’re
allowed to be here and we’re allowed to be asking questions but The Guardians
aren’t viewed with that much enthusiasm so you can’t admit who you are,” Mark
added, both sadly and apologetically.


I
just nodded.


There
wasn’t really anything else that could have been added which wouldn’t make me
seem like a petulant child and anything which stoked my anger was to be
avoided. We all climbed the rough hewn steps to the giant doors at the top. 


Now
these doors looked more like they should be on the front of a castle. There was
no hint of understatement here with two massive wooden panels held in place by
blackened hinges of solid metal. Each door was fixed with a mighty knocker with
a metre wide ring made from a dull, heavy metal, and I noticed that Mark had to
put his back into raising one to signal our presence. It created a deep ‘BOOM’
with each strike and the vibrations coursed through the steps we were stood on.


“It
won’t be long,” Mark reassured us and stood at ease to wait. “It’s just the
house rules and everyone is expected to follow them.” 


We
didn’t have to wait long.


Crunching
and clanking erupted from the other side of the door and chains could be heard
sliding quickly through metal fixings. Clearly very secure.


I
didn’t know what I was expecting to happen but I decided on the need for my own
safety taking precedence over the good of the mission, and prepared to take the
bracelet off and bring our big gun into play.


Finally,
the multitude of locking mechanisms came to a halt and, with a casual ease that
seemed utterly at odds with the entry way, the door drifted open to reveal our
guide from earlier, still in the same black get up and unsettling mask.


“Welcome
my friend. Please come in and partake as you need. I’ll be watching over
everything so should you need my assistance for anything, I won’t be far away.”
And with a cavalier flourish, the hat was removed and a deep bow was offered to
us all. Whoever this person was, they were certainly keen to be the ever
gracious host.


Mark
bowed in return and we moved slowly past the help and into the building proper.


Looking
around the place, it was hard to determine where was going to be the best place
to start. Now, I’m a Star Wars fan so the scene in the first film in the rough
cantina full of all of the dodgiest characters you could imagine had been
bobbing at the back of my mind ever since Mark had suggested this place to me
but it was tough to see that any size of special effects budget could manage to
put this place on screen.


The
room seemed to mirror the geography from outside, with towers and odd looking vines
stretching between, but there were more alcove spaces on the various floors.
The roadways outside were instead replaced with, well, nothing. The space was
just that, space. There was just the room and it had been filled with tables
and chairs in some parts, giving the feel of bars or pubs, recliners on the
floor and also hanging from the multiple ceilings provided a more relaxed
location for whatever was going on and there were spheres of bubbled power
floating through the air, each filled with patrons going about whatever
business they may have come here to pursue. Add in gambling of all flavours you
could conceive and you had an idea of the things I could recognise. That was
about twenty percent of what I could see happening.


I
didn’t know where to look first.


“All
I’d suggest is that you find a bar, have a drink, and just have a chat to
whoever you find nearby. We’ll go about the business of finding out all we can
about the armour,” Mike whispered from close beside me. It seemed like a good
idea. I’d be able to do some asking of my own but just having me here was a
risk so minimising what I had to do made sense.


“Maria.
Will you please accompany our Master?”


Mark
had asked the question with a solid determination and Maria agreed without
hesitation. I think the determination was aimed at me though. He registered that
I was about to protest.


“It
makes more sense to have this cover for you, My Lord. If either myself or Mr.
Christian were to be hovering around you it could draw attention. You look like
a lower level member of our house so the two of you together would make more
sense.”


He
didn’t even wait for any kind of answer.


Instead,
he strode into the throng of bodies and headed to the nearest huge tower,
ducking through the entryway and disappearing.


Mike
just laughed quietly.


“He’s
learning very well, the importance of being strong in your orders,” before a
gentle nudge in the side and he too made his way into the crowd, and I lost
sight of him almost immediately.


There
was nothing more for it.


Maria
and I did exactly as we were told and aimed for the nearest bar we could
recognise. We pushed into the crowd with as much swagger as we could muster and
moved remarkably smoothly through the mass. Although not specifically marked
out as such, we approached the nearest drinking establishment and made for the
bar. Tables and chairs had been sprinkled around without any attempt at
creating any order but it was nonetheless clear where the understood boundaries
were. All of the tables were occupied in one way or another. There were those
drinking alone, those deep in conversation with a group of people, examples of
both business and pleasure being on display, and even the occasional couple who
were staring longingly at each other as they held hands. Ahh, young love.


Leaning
on the bar as whatever the creature was that was serving dealt with the
customers at hand in line before us, I scanned all of the patrons in the place
more closely, hoping that I’d pick out someone who I could have a chat with
about magical armour and the zodiac. I think that everyone in there could have had
some kind of insight on the point but that wasn’t the fact that I kept coming
back to.


All
around us, in whatever direction I chose to cast my gaze, there was a complete
mixing of life. I recognised the lumpy, misshapen frame of a Tayne as I’d
walked in and now that I was really paying attention, I caught the flickering
shadow of what I could only assume to be a Wraith wrapped around a human woman
who was clearly enjoying the experience. Every table was a mixture, a blending
of races. There was no human only corner. There wasn’t an area reserved solely
for gelatinous life forms, nor, did it seem, was there any expectation of such
divisions. It wasn’t that the whole crowd was one giant hippy collective that
just wanted to love one another, far from it. I was able to see that a table
off to my right was surrounded by different creatures with horns, feathers and
a huge array of bladed weapons and that they were wrapped in extreme tension as
they discussed whatever they were discussing. Another table further back had
two mountainous stone beings locked in a screaming, grating howl with, well, a
goldfish in a little round bowl. The fish was at the surface, it’s mouth just
beyond the water, yelling in the deepest voice, the kind of words which would
make sailors blush. Maybe that’s where the sailors picked them up from in the
first place?


I
turned back to the bar and felt oddly isolated by the sheer normality of the
place.


“This
place is terrifying,” said Maria from next to me. It snapped me back from my
melancholy.


“It
is pretty full on,” I agreed. “But I’m sure that we’ll be fine.” I was trying
to be ‘normal’ but it was also more for my benefit really, holding my head
together. Maria didn’t register that though.


“I
meant that there could be any number of our enemies in here and we not only
wouldn’t be able to pick them out from the mass but this whole place just seems
to be the perfect spot to create the world without The Circle. Everything about
this place puts me on edge.”


That
hadn’t been where I’d expected her to go with her next comment and for that
second, I didn’t know what to say. She wasn’t wrong in her assessment. There
truly could be any number of Hive denizens throughout this whole complex and
I’m sure that if they clocked on to the fact that we were here at all they’d be
more than happy to dive in and tear us to pieces. This place also did look very
much like a world in which The Circle were the only power missing. Hundreds of
different types of creature all looked to be going about life without the slightest
consideration for the fact The Circle was in existence to protect the human
race. There were hundreds of humans in this room alone and who knew how many
others spread throughout the entire place and there didn’t seem to be a great
deal of care from anyone here. Considering how hostile everyone had been when
I’d first crossed into this area, maybe there was some concerted effort being
made to create a world without The Circle?


“What’s
your pleasure?” was grunted from behind us as we remained transfixed on the
crowd, more and more apprehension building by the second.


I
turned in a flash, planted both hands on the bar and leaned forward in
instinctual response, throwing aggression at what I’d heard as the same. The
squat little thing on the other side of the bar was appreciably smaller than me
so I had to quickly reorient my eye line. It was an odd little thing, flabby,
with green/grey flesh that seemed to be a couple of sizes too big for the frame
it was on. It’s two massive black eyes just peered up at me with nothing but a
blank pool of emptiness behind them, no emotion showing at my reaction.


I
re-gathered my composure and straightened, blowing out a relieved breath.


“What
do you recommend?” I’d been considering the best way of pumping people for
information ever since we started out but had eventually fallen down on the
tried and tested method of just going about the whole having a drink in a new
pub and simply talking to people.


The
barman thing didn’t change his expression but asked happily, “What mood do you
find yourself in today servants of The Circle? I hear that Troll Nectar is a
popular drink with the human. Two of those?” 


The
skin across the back of my head crawled with tension at the words. Narrowing my
eyes, I fixed the barman thing with as much of a threatening glare as I could
risk.


“How
do you know that we come from The Circle?”


Barman
thing kept that flat expression but replied, “You smell of them. I have served
your midnight giant in the past and he smells the same. The magics that The
Circle use are very particular so everyone knows you are Circle servants. Troll
Nectar?”


A
long tentacle of the same green/grey flesh shot up from below the bar and began
reaching for glasses and fussing around pouring drinks.


Everyone
knew who we were? 


That
could make this a little more complicated. It could also make things a lot more
dangerous. The Circle clearly weren’t well liked so being openly identified
just put a target on our backs. Probably our fronts and sides too.


Barman
thing slid two glasses onto the bar in front of us and, for the first time,
looked to be attempting a smile of a clearly untried vintage. I narrowed my
eyes at him and looked the drinks over. All he’d have to do was drop something
unpleasant into the drinks and let us kill ourselves. His smile faltered as he
read my reaction.


“You
aren’t in danger from the Troll Nectar. No-one is in danger in this place, the
Witch sees to that. All of the outside animosity between peoples is gone here
and everyone knows not to break the rule of law from the Witch. Please, enjoy
your drinks.”


He
didn’t ask for payment, or any kind of response, but squelched off towards the
next customer at the bar, seemingly happy that we’d been slightly insane to be
concerned.


I
wasn’t going to be scared of everything in here. I’d never get anything done.


With
as much authority as I could exude, I clutched at the rather too elaborately
swirling glass and took as large a swig as I could. I was going to look like I
belonged here or at least that I wasn’t going to be dictated to by fear. Maria,
who’d obviously been thinking similarly to me, subtly yet forcefully pulled my
arm down and the drink away from my lips but I’d already made my choice.


“He
says we’re safe here and we won’t see anything if we don’t dive in. Besides,
the others wouldn’t suggest that I have a drink if they thought it was going to
be dangerous.” 


She
considered that and we both looked around the vast space, hoping to pick up if
there were any eyes taking a particular interest in our behaviour. Nothing.
Everyone was just going about whatever they’d been doing before. Again, our
fears just became wrong.


I
took a slower drink this time and actually took note of the taste. Whatever was
in Troll Nectar, Mark had been right in his assessment when I’d taken him to
the pub. It did indeed taste exactly like lager. Maria took a slow sip from her
glass, eyes still everywhere, and seemed to appreciate what she was drinking.
Looking good. Now to get some information.
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“Before
we start interrogating the locals,” I began, leaning on the bar and trying for
all I was worth to look at home. “I’ll bet you’re wondering why I asked for you
to join up with this little mission.”


She
shrugged.


“I’m
here to serve The Circle. You asked for me to attend, and I did. There isn’t
really anything else to consider. Should I have been looking at a deeper
meaning?” She tilted her head with the question and I couldn’t help be reminded
of The Messenger, the one before the little girl who was now imbued with that
power as the only way out of a horrible situation. The stab of pain cut deeper
still as the little girl was called Maria too.


“I
need to have people around me that have an individual insight into what’s going
around us and you’ve been the one to show that in this endeavour.” Trying to
stick to the praising master role.


“In
the mansion you gave us details that no-one else had and on the island, you
were picking out the things that weren’t already well known by the others. I
need a new eye on things and Gerwyn was showing himself to be a little
fragile.” I took another mouthful. Maria just remained silent but again idly
fiddled with the ring on her left hand.


“We’re
going to move about talking to people here and we’re going to see what we can
find out about those suits of armour, what we can dig up about the zodiac group
and who or what Ophiuchus is.” I paused before adding, “And let’s see if we can
dig up some information on the Witch as well. Can’t hurt.”


“What
would you like to know?”


We
both jumped in fright at the words which came from behind us, almost as if
they’d been whispered directly into our ears. We both span round and faced the
person talking. My fists instinctively balled into fists and I could feel the
growing rage inside me slip momentarily from the grasp of the magic in the
bracelet. I snarled slightly before the magic was contained.


On
the other side of the bar, looking every inch as if they’d been there all day
serving drinks, was that very same guide of ours from earlier, black hat,
cloak, gloves and beaky mask still all firmly in place.


“Give
a man some warning, won’t you? You could get in pretty deep trouble just
jumping out on people.” My heart rate was back under control and I noticed that
Maria was now stood between us, instinctively trying to protect her master.


The
guide person/thing dropped the tip of its masked nose down to look at us more
closely and I did my very best to look back through the glass panes at the eyes
that were behind. I couldn’t see anything but there was the hope that the guide
didn’t pick out anything else either.


“You
seem very worried about risk.” The voice was floaty and calm. “The Witch has
decreed that in this place, this whole settlement, that violence should never
be used as it overlooks the simple fact that we all are ultimately working
towards the same basic goals.”


That
sounded very nice and welcoming.


“I
like the idea but we aren’t all working for the same things,” my response was
as slow as I could muster.


“There
are peoples and races and creatures all over the planet that are at loggerheads
and are determined to kill each other. Seems a bit risky to have everyone under
one roof just roaming free.”


The
guide nodded and chuckled softly.


“Fighting
isn’t the end point though, it’s the means to the end that people are searching
for.” The guide poured themselves a drink before presenting us with two fresh
glasses.


“Fights
happen as ways for a goal to be achieved. Have you heard of people waking up in
the morning and, while having everything they desire, saying ‘Let’s have a
fight, seems like fun’?”


I
sipped my drink and tried to make it look as if I wasn’t hurriedly trying to
think up a response. The guide continued.


“Two
sides of a conflict could be fighting for the same thing, resources for
example, but they are having to work against the other side for that end.”


A
shrieking bellow filled the air, quickly followed by the crashing of breaking
glass and the splintering wood. I turned fast, Maria again putting herself in
front of me, to see a vastly oversized mass of a creature head for the space we
were in, slam a mighty war hammer down at the tables at the very back left of
the arena claimed by this drinking establishment. I’d never seen one of these
things before but it was not something I’d take lightly when I was in my Dragon
form. Spiny and armour plated, the thing had a forehead that would have kept
the rain off his feet, had the creature’s stomach not already been providing
the service. Its multiple beady eyes looked down at the horror it had created
and raised the hammer up, revealing what had only a few short moments ago, been
a living breathing part of a discussion taking place at the now obliterated
table. The other members of the group had scattered away from the threat of the
hammer wielding brute and they were all of varied races. 


The
thing lifted its thuggish attention from the sludge on the hammer and began looking
around for another target, quickly settling on the first person it saw. It bellowed
and lumbered forwards on four thick legs, drawing the hammer up to head height
in readiness for the next killing blow.


The
hammer never dropped.


Before
the creature had reached a position to do any more damage, a blur of black
descended from above and landed gracefully before the thing. Whatever it was,
the advancing creature stopped dead, and seemed to examine the newcomer. It
sniffed once, spat out a glob of thick, gummy filth before tightening its
knobby fingers around the haft of its hammer and swinging to mutilate the
latest object in its way.


The
newcomer, though apparently slender, just raised one hand and caught the head
of the hammer, stopping it dead. This in turn caused the massive creature to
feel the delightful effect of physics as the energy it had been throwing
slammed back through its arms. It howled in pain and let go of the hammer,
backing away slightly as it did. The newcomer took a single step forward, and
lowered the hood of the cloak they wore, to reveal flowing blond tresses of an
ethereal gold. Turning a casual glance in all directions, I could make out that
she was a beautiful, full lipped woman and that she had the attention of
everyone in the whole arena.


“What
are you doing in my home, Pasod of the Lub?” Her voice was as clear as a single
strike on a triangle, and demanded that everyone in the place listen.


The
creature, apparently called Pasod, beat at its chest and grunted and roared a
response.


The
woman listened.


“That
may very well be the case but this sanctuary is not a place for violence. All
those who come here know that. Tunk there may have been all you say but in this
citadel, we don’t kill one another.”


She
swept around Pasod as she spoke, confident that she was going to be respected
and slowly drifted a finger over its flesh as she went; an idle movement which
seemed at odds with the brute she was talking to.


“I
won’t have my home treated like this by peoples who enter my domain while
knowing the behaviour expected of them. I am sorry, my friend.”


Pasod
didn’t see it coming.


I
didn’t see it coming.


There
was a fair chance that no-one saw it coming.


She
just blurred again and the black smudge she became just flashed through the air
around Pasod and returned to where she’d started before watching on as the
giant beast just disintegrated before her. Dust flew into the air and larger
chunks of flesh toppled to the ground, leaving behind a pile of ruined life.


Creatures
all around the place gasped or recoiled, I think I even heard someone be sick.
Clearly a good idea not to break the rules of violence in this place and I
rubbed at the bracelet on my wrist, thankful for its protection.


The
woman raised her right hand over the pile of Pasod and under a glowing energy,
they shimmered out of existence before she raised her hood back over her head and
shot back into the air and vanished to wherever she’d been before.


I
turned back to the guide behind the bar, that masked face still turned up after
the woman, and asked quietly,


“So.
That’s the Witch of Cwmgwrach then?”


“Very
true.” The mask returned to face me.


“She
looks so fragile, so much in need of protection that so many men like us have
treated her in a way far from being fitting.” So there was a man under the mask
then.


“My
lady has been here for a great many thousands of years, building everything we
can see but she is a powerful creature seemingly beyond measure. It would be a
foolish one indeed who would try to stand against her.”


The
guide slowly brought a glass of his own up towards the long beaked mask and
managed to make a simple action seem quite unsettling. A long, black tube
slowly folded out of the mask and he began to drink through it. I could see the
liquid lowering in the glass but that inhuman visage drinking through a straw
was awful. What was under that mask?


“Does
that give you enough information on my Lady, servants of The Circle?” He’d
finished drinking and through the mask, the question came out as slightly
tinged with anger, though I may have been mistaken. My monster didn’t seem to
care and snarled a warning in my head.


“How
do you know that we are servants of The Circle?” I replied, doing the best I
could to hold my poker face in position on my new features. Was he showing us
something? Was he trying to prove a point?


He
rocked his head back and laughed out a chiming guffaw of amusement at my
question.


“Oh
my friend. You are from The Circle because of your smell. You think that with a
nose like this,” he tapped at the mask, “I wouldn’t be able to pick up the
odour of your power?” He laughed again and slapped at the bar for emphasis.


“The
Circle are so concerned with the safety and rule of their Dragon masters that
they don’t actually pay any attention to what happens right before their eyes,
and I see that you are no different.”


He
placed his glass back behind the bar and began to move away.


“I
like you friend. I will see you again no doubt but please enjoy the citadel.
Ask any questions and I hope you find what you need.” He turned and was heading
into the crowd but I had to get one last question in.


“Do
you know who Ophiuchus is and why he might be trying to attack The Circle?” I
was going to pay attention to him now.


His
posture stiffened noticeably at the mention of Ophiuchus and as he turned back
to us, it was clear that, even from beneath the mask, he wasn’t happy.


“Ophiuchus
was an early titan of your plane of existence. He and his kind ruled the globe
as a collective. I believe that he was fought by the others and defeated but I
have no further knowledge. Good luck.” He just melted away into the people
around the bar and vanished. Though he’d at least given us something more to go
on.


“My
Lord?” Maria asked sheepishly from beside me.


“Yes?”


“He
knew we were Circle because we came into this place with Mr. Howells who he
knew and we called his mistress the Witch of Cwmgwrach, a name specific to
legend from our home.”


She
really did have a great mind.


We
put away the previous information and began to work the room in the hope of
finding out something rather than just sitting here waiting for the grown-ups
to come and collect us. I’d been considering as many ways as possible to slide
myself into any and all conversations since I’d had this new face put on but I
didn’t ever really seem to have a decent opening to exploit, so when I spoke
up, everyone kind of clammed up. Maria, in contrast, seemingly eschewed the
need to play a role and instead walked up to each person in turn and just asked
them flat out.


I
could feel my hackles rising at the consistent failures I was experiencing but
took enough steadying breaths to keep the monster in place, until it became
easier to just follow her around and nod in the right places.


We’d
worked the whole of the floor area designated as this bar in a slowly spreading
ring until we found ourselves heading back to the bar without anything to show for
our efforts. As is so often the way, it was at that point our luck changed.


The
man we were stood next to at the bar was a new addition to the patrons of the
place. We’d seen him working through the crowds to the bar as we finished
dealing with some kind of cloud-being. Fluffy hadn’t said anything useful, save
for commenting on my lovely bracelet and how her servants would look just
darling in similar jewellery. The man wore a deep red shirt of, I thought,
silk, elegantly patterned trousers of gold and black, high heeled boots meant
for equestrian pursuits and he was topped off by a sweeping cloak of black
velvet. He had jewels dotted all over himself. Rings and studs and chains all
showed that he was wealthy and that he was happy for each and every person in
here to see it.


I
ordered the drinks and Maria tugged gently at his shirt sleeve to get his
attention. He’d turned briefly to examine what was pulling at his clothing,
regarded Maria with an aloof disdain, before turning back to his drink.


Maria
tried again, this time adding an, “Excuse me,” just for full effect.


The
man didn’t turn this time. He just wafted out a hand to shoo her away.


I’d
been keeping myself together so well up to this point but seeing one of my
people be ignored so aimlessly shook my grip on myself.


I
tugged on his shirt this time, and leaned myself in nice and close to his ear
before whispering in as deep a tone of voice as I could muster, “You know, it’s
rude to ignore a lady.”


The
man swept round in an over-blown gesture which gave the impression to anyone
who may have been watching on that he had been fully in control of the
situation, but I could pick out from as close as I was, that he certainly
didn’t feel it.


It
didn’t take him long to slide his practiced face of idle indifference back into
position which left him standing eye to eye with me. His features were pinched
tight yet bloated at the same time, and his skin gave the impression that he
had been trying to fight back the advancing effects of age but that the work
that had been done was a little on the cheap end of the spectrum. This close to
him I could now see that all his finery was more costume jewels than priceless
gems and his clothes may have looked expensive from a distance but were no more
valuable than what Maria and I were wearing.


“What
do you want with me? Don’t you know who I am?” His voice was a slight touch too
high pitched, again showing that he may not have been quite as confident as he
was showing the world. I stepped back and let Maria approach him again.


“Thank
you sir,” she began, filled to over-flowing with gilded ceremonial poise. “We
are hoping to search out the origin of some enchanted suits of armour we
encountered recently.”


He
stiffened. 


This
I couldn’t blame him for. If you were a dealer of exotic magical weapons of
different stripes, there’d be a fair chance that those people coming to buy
from you could easily equal those hunting for you to exact revenge.


Maria
noticed his reaction as well.


“We
would most like to speak with the supplier, likely with a view to purchase a
number for our master’s personal guard.” She added a small nodded bow to fully
sell the idea of deference.


The
man’s face split into a monstrous toothy grin and the tension in his frame
leaked away as the perceived risk dissolved.


“And
what did these suits happen to look like? I deal in so many interesting things
that you’ll have to be more specific I’m afraid.” He was clearly now in a much
more familiar dynamic and a confidence was beginning to inflate him. He reached
for his drink and sipped gently, pinkie finger extended for show.


Maria
began to describe the suits that had attacked us on the island but the words
began to muffle for me. It had started in response to his ignoring of Maria but
as I stared at him, I realised that with his aloof manner, his seemingly
unearned arrogance, that he had reminded me of Leatherpants. I kept my eyes
fixed on the man but I could feel the explosive fire of my Dragon slamming
against the bonds of my control and the power gifted to me by the Witch. My
mind began to focus down to just concentrating on the control.


That
practiced routine of behaviour. The authority he was passing off as being a
relative birth right. The complete fraud that he was and the total disregard
he’d shown in claiming the high ground of societal station made me want to
re-live the end of Leatherpants at the heart of Bress Tal. My Dragon bucked and
writhed against the inside of my head and I could feel the heat climbing
steadily up my throat. I needed to fight him. I needed to do unspeakable things
to him and show him exactly what a true power was really like. My breathing was
quickening and I could feel a little gob of saliva slither from my mouth.


“I
must be the most famous of purveyors of such delights as those wonderfully well
preserved pieces in this whole citadel. I’ve been approached by your fine
selves but also by a mighty man saying he was from The Circle and from a
terrible little woman who smelled just awful. It does do the soul such wonders
to be so well regarded.”


Maria
stepped back in reaction to the words about The Circle but also about the
woman. She stepped on my foot hard enough for my focus on his grinning face to
be broken, allowing the magics within the bracelet to crawl back up and around
my mind. Control back, I wiped at my mouth self-consciously. 


There
was someone else asking about the armour.


“And
what did you tell the others about the weapons, sir?” Maria was still holding
her own façade of submission in place.


“That
they are extremely expensive pieces and as such, those who would be looking to
acquire such things are also very keen on their purchase remaining a matter for
myself and them exclusively.” He smiled and plastered on an expression of such
heartfelt regret. “You do understand don’t you?”


Now
it was my turn.


“How
much privacy do we need to circumvent?” I asked, trying not to sound like I was
threatening him. Not sure it completely worked.


He
narrowed his eyes and for the first time I felt that he was starting to show
his true nature. There was no casual banter as a well worn cover, instead those
eyes of his became the purest windows to cruelty which was inside his mind.


“Finally,
someone with some initiative.” He took another swing from his glass.


“You’re
humans so I’ll deal in human finance,” he responded after short consideration.
“We can deal in gold bullion. I want a metric tonne of gold bullion.”


My
mouth fell open and no matter the effort I was pushing into my poker face,
nothing could have stopped it. And they say Dragons love gold.


He
smiled a wicked grin and could see that he had aimed well with his idea. He’d
hugely overpriced what the information was worth and my reaction had shown that
that figure was beyond us.


Crap.


My
Dragon grabbed the wheel in response to his reaction, and I grabbed a bunched
fistful of his shirt and cloak, and hefted him into the air with one hand,
adding a shake for sheer enjoyment. He was quick to speak in response.


“Now,
now, kind sir.” His voice was pleading and more urgent. “I wouldn’t wish for
you to be starting violence in this place. The Witch is such a stickler for her
rules you see.”


Maria
placed a hand on my outstretched arm and whispered almost silently to me.


“We
have access to that much gold in the estate. You could pay it.”


That
could make things run a lot more smoothly.


I
lowered him back to the floor, noticing that the other patrons around us had
already cleared a space for the impending violence. He smiled broadly again.


“Do
we have an agreement then my friends?” 


“We
do,” I replied. “I’ll have the gold sent wherever you so desire, after you’ve
given us the information we require.” Now it was my turn to grin.


“Fine.
I was contracted by a rather revolting little beast who said he wanted thirty
of the things to be able to marshal his great uprising. You know the kind, his
master is a wronged being of formally huge power who is finally in a position
to reclaim what was once rightfully his. All very melodramatic.”


“And
did this creature give you any more details?” I asked, my own violent
enthusiasm for the chase climbing. We were tantalisingly close to some new
intelligence. The man shrugged in response.


“Can’t
recall his name, though I think it was a ‘T’ word, but he did say his master
was an ancient healer or medical man, Office Hookus? Strange name. I delivered
them to some pile of rubble he had the audacity to call an island and there was
a small group of similar things there to unload. Nasty place and just so very
low rent. Was almost a pity that the armour was to be going to someone who just
didn’t have the true power to use them.”


“Where
was the drop?” I was tired of his flowery additions to a story I just wanted to
get to the end of. His talk of Office Hookus had also almost been enough to
make me gasp aloud and start shaking the man. Keep calm Anthony, don’t seem too
eager. He seemed annoyed that he wasn’t going to be indulged in his
storytelling but kept it to himself, no doubt rather keen to get his hands on
the gold.


“It’s
an island off the coast of Australia, something pyramid. Now if, you’d be so kind,
you can…..”


The
man still had that avaricious grin on his face when whatever hit him arrived.
The hole appeared in his forehead and there followed a fountain of gore behind
him, dousing the people there with the contents of his head. I just stood stock
still for a second and tried to understand what had just taken place, while the
body collapsed before me. Maria flashed between me and wherever the shot had
come from, her power being drawn together ready for a fight. It was just then
that the screaming started up.


Terror
spreads like a wave created when you drop a stone in water. It radiates out in
waves from the centre point as more and more people are affected. The people
who’d been stood around us reacted first, calling out their fear so everyone could
join the fun. Soon the screaming crowd was growing in all directions and I
could make out the calls of anger that always follow.


“They
killed him.”


“He
was beating him before.”


“I
saw everything.”


“Stop
them.”


People
had seen the bits of the event that they had and had filled in the blanks
themselves, regardless of what was actually happening. Mob mentality at its
best.


I
scanned the crowd as fast as I could, hoping that there could be something
which would give me even the slightest hint where the weapon, whatever it had
been, had been fired from. The crowds were jostling wildly all around us as
there grew a battle between those who wanted to get as far away as they could
and those who wanted to get a better look or to watch as things unfolded.


Maria
kept me at her back and made sure that she was primed with energy should it be
needed. There were just so many people. It was like the last time I’d been
here. The mob had decided that I was the one who needed beating without there
having been any cause for the feeling and here we were again. 


Tables
and chairs screeched across the floor as people moved them around and so many
faces passed through my field of vision. Including that little woman off to my
right, out at the edges of the bar area, sat atop a column of dark stone. That
little woman who was staring directly at us as she fiddled and fidgeted with a
long, rancid looking coat.


She
registered my attention and bolted.


She
was away from her vantage point and into the crowd in an instant and for a
second, she was gone, only to reappear much further away that I would have
expected, vaulting over a huddled group of creatures like Pasod, what had the
beaky man called them, the Lub.


“Maria.
There,” I yelled and pointed in our quarry’s direction. “That woman looked to
be concealing something under her coat and she was in a position to be able to fire
something at us. She ran when I noticed her.”


Maria
didn’t wait.


She
grabbed my arm and began to push us through the crowd. She was way below the
average height of the beings around her so was going on my say so. I did
everything I could to focus my attention on that small shape which was vaulting
over and around whatever was in its path, making its way for the nearest wall
of the building and no doubt a passageway out. 


“They’re
running.”


“The
killers are trying to escape.”


“Let
the Witch come for them.”


“Stop
them.”


It
was the last comment that made me most worried. If they all just kept calling
out that we were the bad people, fine, everyone would get out of our way and we
could carry on with our chase but with the addition of the ‘Stop them,’ it
meant that there had been a direction to move. People tend to be reluctant to
make the first move in this situation, but if everyone is moving with the same
purpose, well that’s when you get the angry mob. We needed to get out of harm’s
way and catch that woman.


I
balled up my right fist, gathered as much power as I could muster and poured
all of my focus onto the woman ahead of us. I needed to keep her in mind,
excluding everyone and everything else, to be able to throw my magic at her.


She
dropped down into the crowd again, before leaping skyward again, landing on the
rough wall that separated our area from the next one over. She began to pull
away from us almost immediately as her path was cleared of all obstacles,
leaving us feeling like we were trying to wade through mud to stay in touch. We
couldn’t afford to lose this woman and there was no way I was going to be able
to throw after her effectively if I waited too much longer.


Taking
a deep breath, I called for Maria to stop moving before picking a single spot
on her ever moving back and doing everything I could to quiet my mind and
concentrate.


The
blackened veil of my senses engulfed me in the same way it had done on the
island. The pressure in my ears rocketed and I very nearly collapsed on top of
Maria, her support being the only thing that kept me upright. For a long second
I was lost in my own senses. My Dragon power had seemingly given up the climb
to the surface as the change of whatever in me had taken place but that didn’t
mean that all was calm. My stomach began to churn and I could sense nausea
building in response to the black veil which had descended on me and made me
grip tightly to Maria’s jacket to steady myself. But ahead of us, the woman was
clear to see.


Everywhere,
I could sense the life moving around us, could smell the odours, could
recognise all of the information my brain was receiving, but directly ahead,
glowing the same vibrant green as the suits of armour on the island and leaving
behind the same dribbling iridescent footprints, was the woman. I smiled to
myself, feeling the delight of the hunt rushing through me and banishing any
sickness I’d been feeling, and launched the power in my hand directly at her.


There
was never any chance that I was going to miss. I could not only see her clearly
in my mind, I could pick out the path she was likely to be taking should she
decide to change her direction. I knew that the wall she was running along was
two and a half metres high and that the only way for her to come down from
there without slamming into crowds of people would be the obelisk at the edge
of the drinking area, which in turn was three metres from the wall. I knew that
she’d have to be able to hit the correct spot to complete that jump on her
right foot at a high enough speed but that she wouldn’t be able to do either,
her stride pattern being wrong.


The
ball of energy hit her in the back and she tumbled down over the wall and out
of view. I hadn’t waited for the magic to land before starting off. I’d picked
Maria up and was heaving us through the crowd before leaping myself over the
wall in a single bound to land next to the prone form of the woman, her coat
spread out around her and some scattered belongings free from its pockets,
including a coin purse, a now broken pair of glasses and what looked to be a Y-shaped
piece of pottery at her side.


She’d
fallen hard thanks to the nudge I’d given her and had come down on a table and
chairs in a cluster by the wall. This space looked to be more café/restaurant than
the bar we’d just come from and the tables were made of metal rather than the
deep wood of the bar. She was breathing hard but she wasn’t moving, only a
slight groan coming from cracked lips giving indication she was still aware of
what was going on around her.


I
didn’t care that she was in pain. I just grabbed a fistful of her clothing and
dragged her up and off her feet. She screamed in pain as I did but there was
just this blazing call of the hunt in my mind. Pulling her close to me so that
our noses were almost touching, I examined all of the details I could of this
revolting thing. My senses were still wrapped in whatever had happened and
through the green fire which completely covered her, the detail screamed
through more powerfully than I could ever have imagined. 


Her
skin was grey and heavily lined, splotches of discoloured black dotted
irregularly around her face, her teeth were all rotten judging by the smell
which was pouring from her mouth and what little hair she did have was wispy,
white and lank. This creature was a broken husk of a being and had dared to
take up arms against a member of The Circle? It didn’t make sense that this was
the person who’d attacked us.


I
patted her down to find whatever she’d been hurriedly concealing beneath her coat,
expecting to find a rifle or its magical equivalent but there was nothing
there. What had she done with it? Had she dropped it in the crowd as she ran?
She’d been out of sight so could have just left something on the floor.


“Where
is it?” I rumbled at her, trying to keep as calm as I could. She just hung in
my grasp limply but the pain she was feeling was causing her to screw her face
up in agony and for sweat to begin beading her flesh.


“I
have nothing. Please don’t kill me.” Her words were scratched out in a tiny
voice before she added forlornly, “Please.”


I
think it was the ‘please’ that did it.


My
advanced senses fell apart and with a flare of light from all around me, normal
service had been resumed and I staggered backwards and dropped the woman. My
mind felt dense as the waters of the extended abilities were swept away and it
was a handful of seconds before I could truly collect myself. I felt hands grip
at my arm and steady me, Maria rushing to my aid.


It
was through the hazy vision that I picked out the woman.


She
hadn’t been as injured as I’d first thought. She’d quickly scuttled across the
ground to her belongings and had come up facing me, her arm left arm out ahead
of her. The pottery Y-shaped thing was in her hand and as the final disorientation
disappeared, she screamed a primal call of fury and pulled back on the device,
creating a crackling cord of magical red energy from the device, and she loosed
a ball of energy from what had clearly been a slingshot.


Maria
had already begun driving her legs before the shot had been fired and heaved us
both out of the intended trajectory of fire. We slammed down on the floor, her
covering me as much as possible as the blast of energy burned a tiny glowing
hole in the wall behind us.


The
woman was fast. I was stuck under Maria, both of us tangling ourselves even
more with each effort to stand and the woman had a clear shot to us. I tried to
draw together my power to respond in some way but it just wasn’t happening fast
enough. 


“For
Ophiuchus!” she bellowed and let go of a second blast from her slingshot. There
was nowhere to go. All we could do was hope she missed but that was more than a
little far-fetched. 


I
just closed my eyes.


It
was the hum that I noticed first. Then the ever so slight glow of a subtle
yellow, tinged ever so slightly with reds and oranges. Only then did I pick up
on the not being dead part.


All
around us I could hear gasps and whispered words and as I scanned around, a great
many faces all looking skywards. Directly above where we were and floating in a
posture of serene power, was the Witch, with her voluminous black cloak spread
out akin to wings though there was no wind to cause it. She had one hand
outstretched and directed at the woman who’d been about to kill us, causing her
to be totally contained in a cylinder of light energy which was also absorbing
the power of whatever her weapon had fired.


She
very slowly descended, all the while doing everything she could to confirm that
every set of eyes in the place was fixed completely on her, and touched down
gracefully without any hint of loss of balance. The woman in the magic trap
screamed and slammed against the energy barrier around her, wildly testing if
there was any weakness to exploit. The Witch regarded her catch but said nothing
before turning to look at Maria and I.


This
much closer to her, I could see that my previous assessment of her beauty had
been way off base. She was so much more than any being that I’d ever seen. Her
features were flawless but alone, they were only half the picture. Her very
being, her essence was just vast, but fragile and pure. She was incredible and
I just needed to speak with her.


The
Witch cast her eyes around the space and took in all of the details of the
crowd which was struck motionless by her presence. Silence surrounded us and
the palpable anticipation of what was about to happen became almost too much to
resist.


“Why
is there further violence in my home?” That voice was clear and determined, and
there was no doubt that the Witch was used to being listened to. Inside the
crackling cylinder of energy, the trapped woman screamed again and again in all
directions at once, and continued to crash against the energy wall in search of
her release.


The
Witch seemed to assess the screaming as an answer of sorts and just nodded
knowingly in response, before slowly walking around the cylinder as if
examining a captive wild animal. She lazily dragged a finger across the surface
of the magical wall, sending playful hues through the energy absentmindedly.


What
was she going to do?


She
returned to her starting position and looked me square in the eyes and my
Dragon energy roared within my mind. My Dragon could feel the energy coming
from the Witch and was drawn to her at a primal level. My human form was in
very much the same position but I straightened my back and took a step towards
her. I couldn’t afford to show weakness before her or anyone else here but I
also couldn’t risk my own mind becoming swamped by the monster inside me if I
refused the step.


In
response, Maria joined me and we provided a united front. That made the Witch
stop in her tracks.


“Do
you wish to explore a conflict with me, strangers?” There was no anger in what
she said, it was just a question. Time to be diplomatic and happily, Maria spoke.


“We
are not looking to break any rules but we have just been attacked by this
creature. We would like to know why.” She’d been authoritative yet calm. Well
done Maria.


The
Witch just held that same glacially calm expression and her eyes slipped back
and forth between Maria and I, until she settled back on my companion.


“And
the claim that you killed someone then chased her?”


My
Dragon power flared in response and I swear I could feel that bracelet’s power
making my face burn.


“I
would suggest that if you doubt the claim that we hurt the man we’d been
speaking with, why not compare the weapon she has with her there,” she pointed
back at the woman in the energy trap, “and the damage to the victim?”


The
woman raged harder and harder at that idea, but the Witch didn’t turn back in
response. She just nodded sagely again.


The
tension was growing by the second and the fire power of my Dragon was thrashing
more and more in response, answering the perceived threat with violence. I
could feel that fire all over my body and standing still was becoming tougher
by the second. I needed to fight, to tear, to destroy.


There
was no further word from the Witch by way of idle conversation or
interrogation, but she raised her right arm and from within the energy trap,
the woman began screaming again though this time in agony. It lasted for
seconds before she just vanished in a haze of white light and the area she’d
been trapped within was suddenly empty.


She’d
decided that our side of the story was the most believable. The crowd were all
still silent but a great weight had been lifted from them now that the Witch
had decided who was to blame. My Dragon fire dropped slightly as some of the
perceived threat was removed and I could feel a cooling pulse coming from the
bracelet as the magic there fought to regain control. My body cooled as well
but my face was still burning up.


My
mouth felt dry and a sharp headache pulsed violently, driving me to my knees
under both the shock and agony. My face was burning up alright. I clutched my
hands to my face and I could feel the rippling of muscle and the movement of
bone which was unfolding as what Llewellyn had managed to do unwound. Oddly, it
may not have hurt when the transformation was taking place the first time but
now the spell was coming apart, I hadn’t been as lucky.


Through
my fingers I could make out Maria knelt at my side and the Witch before us but
no-one else. The Witch just watched after me without moving to either aid or
punish, and didn’t seem to be that concerned with what was happening. She
remained there only for as long as it took her to replace her cloak’s hood,
before she lifted off and scorched through the air away and off to wherever she
went, without looking as if it had been causing her any undue strain.


With
a final crack in my jaw and the associated explosion of pain which came with
it, the restoration of my face was completed. My breathing was deep and hard in
response to what had just been done to me, leaving me with nothing that I could
do in response save for gulp in as much air as I could. Next to me, Maria had
understood what had been taking place and had already raised my hood up to
conceal as much of my face as possible.


From
all around us I could hear the increase of activity as the crowd returned to
what they’d been doing prior to the interruption and the large clear space we’d
been stood in rapidly crashed back in on itself under the waves of moving
bodies.


I
still felt a little fragile after the reverse plastic surgery so kept my head
firmly pointed towards the floor as Maria nudged us back towards the exit to
the place.


“We
need to get out of here as fast as we can, my Lord. We can’t risk waiting for
the others.” She was all business. I wasn’t going to argue. The bracelet’s
power was throbbing through me, dampening that intense need for conflict.


The
ebb and flow of the patrons of this massive place buffeted against us all the
way to the vast doorway and there was more than one instance where I thought
I’d been recognised. I’d hoped we’d have been able to meet back up with Mark
and Mike but being unmasked and exposed made that impossible. Reaching the
doorway, I knew that we had something to go on but it still felt as if there were
more important details missing in our understanding of what had been going on.


I
risked a single quick glance back at the interior of the building before
leaving and found myself staring directly at the guide from before. He was
stood on top of the wall that the female attacker had run across and even with
his full face covering, I could see that he was looking directly back at me. 


He
slowly removed his hat and bowed deeply to me.


We
hurried outside to continue our retreat from this place, a new incentive
filling my movements.


He’d
known who I was.
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When
you really need to, it’s incredible just how much information you can retain.
Not me on this occasion though, Maria.


Through
the doors and back through the arterial flow of bodies, Maria moved with solid
determination to retrace our steps and get out, all the time making sure to
keep her eyes peeled for even the slightest hint of an ambush. I followed by
close behind, doing my very best to stay hidden. The journey was again hindered
by the almost shared will of the walkways but we arrived back at the outer wall
of the citadel where we’d first entered, only to discover that the tunnel we’d
entered through was no longer where we left it.


We
both spread out along the walkway which extended away from the huge stairway we
were now stood atop, frantically feeling our way against the stone wall hoping
to discover any kind of sign that the door had merely been hidden. Inch after
inch, foot after foot of wall, it was just that and although there weren’t
hundreds of people around us, there were enough to make it very clear that we
were behaving strangely.


“Where’s
the door? It was here, it was right here.” Maria’s actions were becoming more
frantic as the wall resisted us and her voice filled with impotent rage.


I
was feeling very similar myself. Time to be more decisive.


“Get
behind me,” I called to her, deciding that we just needed to get away from here
and we could just wait for the others at the car.


I
pulled in power and began focusing on calling up as small a Cascade Bridge as I
could. The familiar smell of ozone filled the air around us and with a buzzing,
cracking blast, a glowing, surging ring of burning energy scorched into life. The
screams around us started up in response almost immediately. The Cascade Bridge
construct I’d been aiming for had been just about large enough for the two of
us to walk through but the one that had appeared was easily three times as
large as it would need to be to accommodate my dragon form. 


Standing
as close as we were to the gateway, the power we could feel was monstrous. It
exploded outwards and engulfed my senses in an instant, filling my ears with
feedback and my eyes with the huge afterglow of the construct. The huge ring
sparked and shocked bolts of energy away from itself, which in turn ripped
through anything that happened to be in their way as it hung still, waiting to
be used.


I
wrapped an arm around Maria and hauled her back and away from the ring, running
us back along the walkway which ran along the side of the cavern. The screaming
grew and grew from the crowds as all attention in the place was quickly pulled
onto the Cascade gateway. Happy that I was far enough away I turned back to
take in all of the details. The gargantuan gateway had come into being
partially inside the outer wall of the citadel we were stood in, ripping apart
a chasm in the massive wall as the power of the casting atomised all of the
stone that had made up the space originally. The rest of the ring sat in the
open clearing of the walkway we’d used to climb up to the wall and couldn’t
have been more threatening in its appearance even if I’d been aiming for it.


Beam
after beam of sizzling energy spat from the binding construct and picked at
buildings, walls and people with wild abandon, spewing out destruction of one
form or another with each blast. What the Hell had I just done?


“My
Lord,” shouted Maria from next to me, her voice worried. “What are they doing?”


“Who?”
I couldn’t take my eyes off the massive Cascade Bridge, running through any and
all causes and then potential remedies. Maria tugged on my arm to attract my
attention.


“Them,”
she said, pointing out into the crowd of people.


I
hadn’t even registered that the screaming had stopped. Looking over the vast
space, I could see an ocean of faces all staring silently at us. I just stared
back. It was a crack of energy which landed next to our position that broke the
fixation and I recognised exactly what was happening.


“They
can all see us and I don’t think that any of them are happy about it.”


Far
away in the complex, a screeching call erupted, sharp edged as broken glass but
felt more than heard, and I knew that the Witch was on her way.


“GUARDIAN,”
rose up in a single voice from the crowd, and a single stone cracked off the
wall behind us, thrown from somewhere in the mass.


“We
need to leave, now,” I called to Maria as I scooped her back up and could pick
out the far off smudge of black flying in our direction that could only be the
Witch. I ran back towards the Cascade Bridge and began to focus my mind on ripping
it apart. It was painful to even consider the amount of energy I was going to
need to wield to be able to haul that thing down but there was no way I could
risk being caught by any of the mob.


The
crowd recognised what I was going to do and surged forward in response.


The
Cascade Bridge flickered. Then moaned, and more tendrils of energy lanced
outwards to scorch through the stonework of the wall as I worked through the
steps of bringing apart something so powerful, dumping as much focus into the
casting as I could manage, causing my perception of time to slow in response.


The
mighty ring of power began to fall back in on itself at a ponderous pace yet
through my senses, I too was travelling unnaturally slowly, each step seemingly
taking an eternity. I’d unwound it but now was I going to be able to reach the
event horizon of the gateway before it collapsed?


Maria
and I hit the ring of energy faster than I would have thought possible for me
to run. The collapse was almost complete and I was burned by a single grasping
line of energy as we hit the threshold but with a satisfying thump behind us,
the gateway was sealed away and there weren’t any followers coming after us.
But we weren’t out the other side yet either.


In
Bress Tal, I’d experienced the sensation of having to fight through a film of
greasy power to escape the Cascade construct and it had been something that had
been leaving a little hangover for me whenever I used a bridge after that. I’d
never closed one end of the jump before leaving the other but here, the corresponding
gateway was waiting for us, not leaving us feeling like we were still in a
tunnel, rather that we had just watched what had always happened, but at a much
greater speed. 


We
both slammed through the energy ring and smashed into the muddy ground at the
very edge of the Witch’s compound, right where I’d been aiming for. Behind us,
light began to pour forth from the central citadel, spilling out in all
directions as if to search for us. I wasn’t going to risk us being found after
the show I'd just put on and without any further word spoken, we both ran for
the membrane which separated this place from our home, and crossed back to
Wales, happy to wait in the car for the others to return.
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We
waited ten minutes before there came a flickering from the membrane and Mark
walked through, followed by Mike. In the earliest hints of dawn, I could see
that they had a serious expression on their faces and were moving with a
purpose that suggested there was trouble. Climbing into the car, the engine was
running and we were back on the road before a single word was uttered.


“You
guys OK?” I decided to start.


“We
are, My Lord, but the Cascade Bridge in there may have caused a problem.” Mark
was purely business.


“Problem?
What now?”


“The
Witch allowed us to leave but she also gave us the warning that none of us were
ever welcome back in her domain, ever.” Mike didn’t turn to face me as he
spoke, keeping his attention on the road ahead. “Should we be seen in her realm
again, then we will be destroyed and our estate here will be razed to the
ground.”


“Sorry
guys,” was all I could think to say. “Looks like we’ll need to have someone
else do and collect the resources from the Witch in the future if we can’t go
back.”


Mark
replied quietly, again just dealing in fact.


“The
Witch banned us from ever returning. What she meant was she banned The Circle
from ever returning. All of us everywhere, through time.”


We
travelled the rest of the journey back to the estate in a drenching silence and
I did my best to think of positives to point out which might at least show that
what we’d done could at least be seen as worthwhile. 


None
were really forthcoming.


Returning
to the mansion was simple aside from letting everyone know we’d all been away.
I may have looked like myself again but there was always going to be the one
person who noticed that the four of us together was very out of the ordinary.


Mark
had dropped Maria and I off on the route through the forests surrounding the
estate and I’d jumped us back into the mansion. I’d been reticent to try the
casting again following the events in the Witch’s citadel but there wasn’t a
quick way around it.


The
gateway ring snapped shut behind us, having been the usual dimensions when I
finally brought it together, and it left us stood in the centre of my chambers
at the top of the house. It felt good to be back and it was only now that I was
back within the walls of the estate that I was able to let the exertion of what
had been taking place really sink in. 


We’d
been shot at by someone trying to stop us learning what we needed and that same
person had murdered an innocent person just to remove a possible link to what
we were searching for. Add to that the sudden explosion of power I sent through
the Cascade Bridge and the resulting banishing of The Circle from the place and
making an enemy of the Witch of Cwmgwrach into the bargain, I wasn’t too sure
if things could have gone any worse. I just slumped back onto my bed and closed
my eyes, too tired to immediately consider the ramifications of what had just
happened.


My
eyes flew open and I was on my feet when the door to my chamber was eased open,
dragging across the carpet and making the tiniest of noises. Magic was
crackling through the air around me and I could feel my hair standing on end in
response as I fixed my attention on whomever or whatever was trying to sneak
into my room. Images of any number of creatures came to mind and even the Witch
herself but I hadn’t even considered the possibility of what was happening.


Maria
stood frozen to the wall next to my door, the tiniest space opened to the house
proper beyond. No-one had been sneaking in, she’d been sneaking out. I’d just
forgotten about her since walking back into the mansion. I relaxed all of the
energy I’d readied and began apologising.


“I’m
sorry Maria, I didn’t mean to frighten you. I was so relieved to be back in the
mansion that I just took a second to enjoy it.” I think she understood. She
visibly relaxed and nodded ever so slightly before poking her head through the
door and surveying the situation. I could already hear the sound of doors being
opened and closed and far off speech as the house swung into action for the
day. Maria heard it as well and slipped the door closed again, before turning
back to me.


“My
Lord, will you be so good as to open a bridge to my quarters please? With the
rest of the house being awake now, I’m afraid that I’ll be seen leaving here
and that questions will be asked that really shouldn’t be.” She was her usual
quietly determined self and there was that strong duty in her words. She just
wanted to make sure that the office of the Guardian was kept safe.


“I’ll
try, though, if you’d rather, you can just stay here.” 


I’m
not sure who was more surprised by the statement. I’d said the words but they’d
been screamed at me from the Dragon fire inside me. My monster had very
specific ideas about what was needed at this point and it would seem that my
relaxation after the fight had meant it had gained more of a purchase than I’d
expected. The feeling of shame I was now immersed in quickly let the bracelet’s
power wrap up the rage. Maria flushed red in embarrassment, managing a passing
resemblance to my own Dragon form colour before responding.


“I’m
sorry, My Lord, but we could never…” her voice drained away and she struggled
to look in any direction than at me.


“My
God, Maria, I’m so sorry. Please understand that I meant no offense and I most
certainly don’t expect you to do anything which is beyond the scope of your role
in the house. I would never make such a request of you and that wasn’t even
close to what I was thinking.” 


My
own shame heated my flesh and I felt sick. What was happening to me? The animal
rage and pure impulse of the brute was getting closer to the surface and I just
couldn’t afford to let it.


I
concentrated on a picture in my head of Maria's quarters and brought the
gateway into being. Maria nodded her thanks in a curt gesture before turning to
the Cascade Bridge and walking in. But she stopped before leaving the room, and
turned back to me.


“My
Lord,” she began, “I could never because you aren’t really my type. Besides,”
she stopped and idly turned at the ring on her left hand, “I’ve been seeing
someone for quite a while and she’d never have approved.” Raising her hand to
show me the ring, “We got engaged a couple of months ago and she thought that
matching Gemini rings would be best. I’m interested in astrology and she always
said that we were practically like twins in the way we went about things,” and
turned back to the gateway.


The
gateway was gone, Maria back in her room and the air cleared of the ozone smell
of the construct before I re-gathered myself at the realisation of what I’d
just been told.


It
had never occurred to me that members of the staff would even consider getting
into relationships with each other.


I
wonder who it was.


I
slept all day.


I
also slept all of the following night.


In
fact, it was well past lunch time the next day that I finally came to.


My
dreams had been filled with images of violence and the screaming of any number
of creatures as my Dragon tore through armies and lay waste to thousands who
would stand against The Circle. The bracelets power was still working away to
keep me in check but it was looking like the effects were beginning to wane. 


Showering
in water as hot as the shower could produce but feeling like I needed it hotter
still, I shoved the pictures in my head away and turned my mind back to the
business at hand. I just let the water sluice over me as I thought and tried to
understand where we were.


One.
The staged scene on the staged island was designed to bring The Circle to look
but the force who were there were just far too small to be able to do anything
to us, save making me angry. Two. Someone called Ophiuchus is named as being
the one in charge of the effort. Three. Ophiuchus is somehow linked to the
zodiac group of way back when but isn’t part of the group of symbols we know
and love today. Four. The guy in the Witch’s domain said he’d sold the armour
to someone who had them delivered to somewhere in Australia. Five. Violence in
the Witch’s domain is dealt with very harshly so whoever decided that that
person needed to be stopped from talking to us accepted that their own death
was a worthwhile sacrifice.


The
heat of the water was wonderfully therapeutic on me as I just considered each
of the points that I could line up. There was enough here to start to see an
outline but there was still a great deal of filling in to do and, with far too
much glee in my own mind, it presented me with little option beyond one.


Now
was the time to take a fighting force to that island where the suits of armour
had been sent and introduce ourselves to whatever is waiting for us. Whoever
they are, they’re clearly looking for a fight so who would I be to deny them
their cchanc? If the island was deserted, we come home after having a snoop
about and head back to the drawing board but the more I considered the idea,
the chance that there was nobody there, dwindled. Now was the time to fight.


I
dressed and was out of the room in a flash, almost running down the stairs to
try and find Mike or Mark. Inside me there was a slavering need from my Dragon
to engage in any form of violence and oddly, the bracelet seemed to be letting
all of this desire erupt freely.


I
found Mike first and explained the situation as I saw it to him. He listened
and nodded along before agreeing and setting out to arrange the troops. Mark
spoke with me briefly and presented me with breakfast. I hadn’t even considered
the need for food, I almost had one foot on the battlefield already so having
staff to make sure I was looked after really was vital.


All
in all, the arranging of the fighting force I wanted took the usual hour or so
to bring together but for me, my violent monster within doing everything it
could to charge us both into whatever fight it could find, those minutes
dragged by in the same fashion as would afflict a child on the run into
Christmas. My skin burned, my muscles twitched and my eyes filled with imagined
carnage as I waited and Mike’s declaration that the force was finally ready
couldn’t have come too soon.


The
assembled troops stood outside the front door to the estate, all stood to
attention and all dressed in black fatigues, but with sporadic areas of plate
armour included to work as more defence against the more magical types of
attacks they could encounter. Each carried night vision goggles and assorted
weapons which ranged from the stuff you’d expect to see in any and all military
conflicts but add into all of that the swords, shields, and other magical gear
The Circle takes with them when the fight’s on, and it was easy to see that
this team was ready to do some real damage.


“EVERYONE,”
I roared at them, just itching to start the fight. “We go to wipe out those who
would stand against us. The last time we encountered these forces, they
misjudged what power we had at our disposal and we lost two members of our
team. Today, I want REVENGE.”


I
could feel the crackling build up of power again as those gathered primed
themselves for the attack. I could taste the violence that was in this group of
soldiers and all I could think of was the barbarity I’d soon be in the midst
of.


I
summoned the Cascade Bridge and held it open wide enough that three columns of
people could enter at once. They all spread out on the far side and I could hear
the scrape of footsteps on rocks and the sound of waves crashing against the
shore as they did and the wait for the fight was finally over. 


I
wasn’t even at the lip of the bridge gateway when I began my transformation. It
was fortuitous that I’d made the bridge as large as I had otherwise I would
have just slammed against the edges but my body had already torn its way out of
the clothes I’d been wearing and left them fluttering in the afternoon breeze
as I drew the magic in after me and closed the gateway behind me. For the time
being, I could wallow in the beauty of the fight that was about to unfurl and
there was no way that I was going to miss out on that. I could lock the rest of
the world away and do what comes naturally to the Fire Dragon and obliterate
our enemies. I could leave everything behind me.


Including
the, now torn, Witch’s bracelet.
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The
snap of the bridge gateway closing was lost in the wind whipping around the rocky
obelisk which was Ball’s Pyramid. I’d found the place on a map after looking
for anything that could match what the man in the Witch’s domain had said and
this presented itself as the only option.


I’d
jumped us all onto the lower slopes of the island, near the water line and I’d
hurled myself into the sky in my Dragon form, casting my wings out wide and
letting the natural wind that far out to sea help to carry me up.


Ball’s
Pyramid was a rock and nothing more. It stabbed at the sky, a remnant of an ancient
volcano with huge steep walls and as I circled overhead, I could make out no
visible signs of life. There were no buildings of any kind, no trees or bushes
of any kind and aside from the sporadic cracks and overhangs you get on any
rock formation, it was an utterly dead location devoid of life of any kind. 


I
swooped lower and did the best I could to pick out anything that might have
shown some sign of there having been any kind of life here let alone whoever
had been planning an attack on us. Still nothing.


I
brought myself down through the darkness to land next to the troops who’d
spread out along the water’s edge, splashing down in the cold sea facing up the
hugely steep sided island. My heart was hammering in my chest and I could feel
that pent up energy in need of release screaming in my mind. Where was
everyone? The enemy was supposed to be here. The enemy had been setting up
their stronghold here with a view to launching an attack on The Circle either
here or at one of the prisons. The man in the Witch’s citadel had given this
place as the location of the gathering army and he’d been looking for such a
high fee for the information that he had to have been telling the truth.


Hadn’t
he?


“Have
you seen any sign of life here my Lord?” It was an ever so slightly muffled
voice from my right, but one I still recognised. Gerwyn had been chosen by Mike
to lead this mission.


“Nothing
at all,” I roared in impotent fury and slammed my clawed hands into the rocky
ledge that the others were stood on, shattering an area. “Where are they? They
should be here.”


Flashing
glances in every direction I could, I did all I could to pick out anything that
could highlight something, anything which could show me where our enemies were.
The wind howled, the waves of the sea nudged against me, and the spray filled
my nostrils with salt water and the sickening odour of fish.


Ophiuchus
had to be here somewhere, and he had a fighting force of those suits of armour
at his disposal. We needed those answers.


“Gerwyn,”
I started. “I want the team spread out evenly around the base of this island
and we’re going to search the whole thing, working up the sides until we can
all converge on the top. I want them found. Now go!” and roared out all of the
brutality that I was feeling, leaving it clear that I expected results. I could
feel the uncertainty washing from Gerwyn but now was the time for him to just
do what he was told.


The
troops began moving slowly over the uneven terrain in either direction,
encircling the island, and, with quick bursts from my wings, I took off again
to review from above.


The
people just didn’t move fast enough. I swooped and turned through the sky and
could feel the anger in my ears as I scoured ahead for what just had to be
there. 


The
thunder clap filled my senses with static and for the length of a single
heartbeat; I was at a complete loss of my sensory perception of the world.
Reflex took over completely and sudden panic rushed my mind. I tried to keep my
wings moving but I can’t have been that successful as I slammed into the rocky
surface of the island. My mind jerked and writhed against the pain and shock of
the impact and I could feel blood welling in my mouth. I slashed out with my
claws and buried them into the rock, anchoring myself still against the emptiness
of information.


But
with a snap, my senses returned to me and in the new heightened state.


In
the darkness, I could see the energy of nature pushing the winds and waters
around me. The stone before me was inert and black but the edges were still sharp
enough to locate despite the lack of available light. My breathing, driven
ragged by the crash, soared as I sank into the accelerated reality which was
happening to me. Taking in all of the details around me, I made out that I’d
come down close to the summit of the island and had begun to slide down the
side when I’d stopped myself.


Where
were the troops?


Could
I pick out anything more now?


Could
I see where the enemy was truly hidden?


The
monster was back crawling into my mind and the thought of the fight sent
adrenaline coursing through me at a remarkable rate, driving my blood lust.


Scanning
all around the base of the island, I could make out my soldiers inching ever
onwards to their various vantage points, as tiny figures wreathed in the same
red flame that Mark had been wearing when I’d looked at him. Each was scorching
against the darkness as beacons of the same kind and I could see that they were
all loyal to me.


In
the waters off the island, I could see life below the surface as fish and who knew
what else continued on their way and I was treated to a dancing display of what
could be happening at the deepest parts of the world as my new senses picked
out every aspect of a view beyond the normal.


Including
the green smears of colour that were now moving through the water and towards
the water, leaving slicks of colour behind them. I couldn’t make out the
details of what they were but I knew that they were the suits of armour,
animated again, coming to attack in response to our arrival. I’d show these things
exactly what a Dragon Guardian of The Circle can really do when threatened.


I
didn’t attempt to signal any members of the team. I didn’t need any of their
help for this to succeed. I just turned and pushed myself away from the edge of
the stone and arrowed directly at the nearest shape moving slowly towards the
island. I was going to squash this thing flat even before it made landfall and
then take out every single part of the revenge that was so badly needed
following the deaths of my people in Pakistan. Throwing my wings out to slow my
descent, I swung my legs down and aimed both of my feet at the approaching
suit. 


The
impact was brutally hard and the concussive vibration erupted through my body
in response. I was stood ankle deep in the water with that green slick of
colour still directly below me. I must have smeared it all over the sea bed for
it to be over that large an area. I screamed out a mighty battle roar into the
night and began scanning around for the next target to attack.


I’d
cast my attention away from the spot I was stood when the ground that I was
standing on suddenly bucked and shook beneath my feet. I’d not been expecting
it but was again airborne before I could have been forced into the water.
Looking down at what was going to have been left of the armour I’d hammered,
the ethereal green became a slow moving mass which was not only mobile, it was
growing.


The
armoured head and shoulders of the thing broke the surface to reveal that this
time, the suit was going to be a great deal more difficult to deal with. It
appeared that there had been a sale on upgraded models and this gargantuan
thing, roughly half my size, continued to climb onto the shore, before looking
left and right in the same way I had, seeking out the nearest target. It swiftly
turned to its left and lunged out to attack a nearby red flame. I’d been so
taken by surprise that I just hung in the air and watched on as the massive
armoured suit grasped hold of the person, whoever they were, and despite their
defensive blasts of energy, crushed them. The scorching red flame of life was
extinguished the instant that the thing closed its fist, leaving behind just
inert matter and through my heightened senses, I was treated to a hideously
clear image of what had just happened.


My
animal mind took over at the slight that had been dealt to me.


I
hurled myself down at the suit of armour and began to beat my wings as hard as
I could, building up as much speed as possible. I hit like a comet, a pillar of
flame preceding my impact, and my balled fists became like wrecking balls
accelerated to enormous speed. The armour was smashed beneath me and I drove it
back under the water until it hit the seabed. Standing up, I proceeded to stomp
down on the glowing green mass, unloading all of the furious brutality that I
had stored in me, roaring into the night air as I did. The armour barely moved
as I did and the triumphant sensation of destruction blossomed in my chest. I
was the mightiest and I was going to prove it.


My
reverie was broken by the sudden vice-like grip clamped onto my left ankle, and
the rapid movement from the armour as it began its own fight back. I stumbled
backwards a step and kicked and thrashed against the grip of the thing but it
remain clamped on, before rising itself from the sea, and with a wide swing of
its upper body, sent me spinning backwards towards the rocky cliff side of the
island. My mind struggled to focus through the flood of colours and sounds but
I was able to at least keep my head and wings tucked in as I hit the stone,
slamming down on my shoulders which sent waves of pain through my body, before
I was able to crash my claws into the ground to anchor myself.


The
armour walked directly at me, stepping out of the sea and striding forward
whilst raising one arm. Held in the massive fist was a much larger version of
the shell-thing that the smaller suits had used on the island. It was aiming a
weapon at me from almost point blank range. The cannon discharged a giant jet
of water, magnitudes greater in power than what had been used by the smaller
ones. Throwing myself to my right as fast as I could, I was able to evade the
punishing power of the water but the torrent was quickly tracking after me. I
scrambled to my feet and hurled myself lower down the cliff side but this time
didn’t try to stick the landing. I hit the ground on all fours and leapt again,
before spreading my wings and gliding off into the night as low to the water as
I could manage.


Checking
over my shoulder for continuing fire, the massive armour, almost dripping the
green energy of whatever was enchanting it, turned to pick out its prey. I
wasn’t going to let this thing get the better of me. I was going to tear this
thing apart.


Banking
back around, still just skimming the waves to try and provide at least some
cover for my approach, I accelerated as much as I could and at the last
possible moment reared up at my foe and again hammered into the armour and
drove it back, forcing it, after a teetering wobble, to crash onto the rocky
island behind it. I rode it all the way down, yet more flame scorching down at
the thing’s head and my fists smashing against its chest for all I was worth.
My hands were being spattered with the green energy from the armour with each
blow and as I attacked, now I was able to recognise the movement of the magic
which was all through the suit. It brought to mind a living, sentient cloud of
power, as if it was thought made visible, but all I wanted to do was rip and
maim.


With
each blow, the armour just seemed to be taking the impacts as I rained them
down as it had the first time I’d attacked it, but this time, as I was
unloading my attack, I was wracking my mind for alternatives to what I was
doing. I needed to keep hold of my mind, my human mind, as much as I could because
I could already feel that armour was starting to move ever so slightly again. I
couldn’t just rely on the power of my Dragon to bring this enemy down, I’d need
to do something more.


And
then a memory hit me. On the island, when the smaller ones had decided that
they’d had enough of the fight, they’d popped some kind of lever or catch and
the helmets had flown off, revealing that lump of filth that had been
controlling it. These things, despite their very different sizes, were the same
design so it made sense that they would have the same features.


Pouring
more and more flame down at the thing, I scrabbled around on the superheated
surface of the chest and shoulders of the armoured suit looking for anything
that could be what I needed. The giant suit lurched under me and I began moving
more quickly until, with a familiar click sound, there was an expulsion of gas
from the left side of the helmet and it became partially unlocked. The surge of
excitement that accompanied that event was intoxicating and my animal mind
roared back, causing me to up the flame and speed I was working with.


The
suit, though, was quick to register what had just happened, and moved
immediately to respond. Slamming both arms together, it wrapped both of its
hands around my face and snout, forcing my chin up and closing my mouth. Fear
rose in my chest and I could picture images of this thing breaking my neck, but
I was still searching blindly for the clasp on the other side of the helmet.
There was no hint that the thing had seen what I’d done to it as an accident or
as something deliberate but it had been quick to respond. Either way, the power
that was driving this monster was paying attention. I needed to get it off me.


Deciding
against further scrambled searching, I switched my position and began stamping
hard on its head and chest, knowing that I could still do what needed to be
done. The armour, in response, maintained its firm grip on my face, deciding
that I was moving in spasms of panic but it had made a fatal error.


I
hadn’t been just stamping down hard on the thing, struggling for anything to
break free. I’d been raking the talons on my feet across the surface of the
thing, hunting for any and all levers or clasps which I could find. I’d been
learning for some time that when fighting as a Dragon, I needed to understand
that the mechanics of what a Dragon is capable of is far greater than that of a
man. 


The
second click came soon after.


The
giant helmet burst off like the cork from a bottle, bouncing up the slope of
the island before crashing back down and into the waiting sea. The grip on my
snout fell away as the seal of the armour was broken and now I had access to the
control area of the thing, I wasn’t going to end up with nothing to show for my
efforts. I had a tangible piece of evidence that we could use to discover more
about who was trying to attack us. Pulling the suit closer to my face, the
elemental green glow draining by the second as the final vestiges of power left
it, I peered into the cavity to examine the thing that had been controlling it.


It
was another mass of gelatinous flesh, the same as had been in the smaller unit,
but this time I was seeing it in place rather than it having slithered out. The
mass seemed to still be pulsing with dwindling energy, the green light coming
from it ebbing away gently, and that energy was illuminating tiny strands of an
apparent venous system which radiated out through every part of the mass. The
mass itself though was a far greater sight than I’d been treated to previously.
Rather than just being a blob of greyish matter, inside the suit of armour, it
had long tendrils of flesh extending out in so many directions as it connected
itself to the inner workings of the giant suit.


It
was mesmerizing as the magic which had been doing all of the driving drained
out of the thing to leave nothing behind but the suit, lifeless and still, but
as the green faded to nothing, it was replaced by a tiny speck of something
else.


Through
my enhanced eyes, I could see that miniscule shard of utter blackness at the
centre of the mass of flesh, burning bright flames of an emptiness that defied
anything I’d ever seen before. Whatever that thing was, I could feel that as I
was looking at it, it was looking back at me.


Then
it spoke.


“SO
EASY TO MANIPULATE. YOU ARE ALONE AND OPHIUCHUS IS COMING FOR YOU.”


The
voice had been a mangled thing. More a collection of sounds stitched together
as an attempt to speak than coming from a being familiar with words, and as the
shard of black dissolved to nothing, that voice was laughing at me.


I
was getting tired of this and even in my Dragon form, the violence in my every
fibre was roaring to tear and shred. I exploded in rage at the fact that I’d
been mocked by whatever I’d just killed off and heaved the suit of armour above
my head and hurled it as far as I could out to sea, roaring into the darkness
after it.


I
was going to bring back a mighty force and rip this whole island apart to
discover where the suits had come from. They couldn’t have been that far away,
they all came ashore as soon as we all did so whoever was controlling them must
have been able to see when we arrived. 


How
many of those suits had been coming up to the island? 


I
thought back through the memories of what I’d been doing and sifted images away
until I was sure I’d been able to pinpoint at least ten of the things, all
giving off that same green energy. It was an image from the fight which made me
stop in my tracks. The giant armour reaching out and crushing a member of my
fighting force.


The
event itself hadn’t been one I’d wish to remember every day but it hadn’t been
the worst thing I’d seen in the time within The Circle. Shattering my
heightened senses and bringing me back to the normal vision I was used to, I
began scrambling along the coast line as fast as I could, searching as quickly
as I could for anything of the thirty soldiers I’d brought with me and who I’d
utterly forgotten about in pursuit of my own fight.


It
took me about ten minutes to cover the entire coastline of the tiny island, though
I hadn’t needed to be rushing. Everyone was dead.


The
bodies of the fallen lay all over the island and all showed injuries which
would have come from blunt impacts rather than blades or magic. They’d all been
bludgeoned in one way or another, the fists of the armours and possibly the
cannons that they had been carrying most likely the culprits. I’d checked closely
on the first few but there were as many again who needed no such attention,
having been pulverised in ways that left no chance of their survival.


The
final body I came across was Gerwyn’s.


He’d
been stood over two other fallen soldiers when he’d died, two people I couldn’t
really place though they looked a little familiar. His arms were buzzing with
the power that he’d been throwing around and by the looks of his position, he’d
been doing everything he could to defend the fallen from further suffering as
multiple enemies had been approaching. The angle of his head suggested that
he’d had his neck broken.


My
rage simmered in my mind but was quickly being doused by my own shame. I’d led
every single member of this team into a trap and I’d done it because I wanted
to fight. I’d been the one rushing the activities and because of that, here we
all were, my team dead and me carrying the responsibility for all of it.


I
couldn’t do anything more here. The enemy had pulled back and had left behind
nothing but bodies. My leadership had brought us to this point because I’d been
thinking of nothing more than the fight. I’d been under the scrutiny of the Mage
and this was what I’d managed to deliver. 


Standing
up, I pushed my chest out and turned to walk along the coast line. I shrank
back from my Dragon form to be walking naked in the sand before waving my right
hand ahead of me, bringing a Cascade Bridge into being.


I
was going home and I was going to have to submit myself to the will of The
Circle.
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Mike
had been the first person I’d seen heading back to the estate. I’d explained to
him what had happened and how Ophiuchus had managed to outmanoeuvre me and he did
his best not to let his mouth drop any further open than was truly necessary.


“I’ll
leave this gateway open. Get a team of people together and collect the bodies.
I want them all brought home and our arrival on the island swept clean,” I
asked but without any real fire, and walked into the house slowly without
looking back.


I’d
moved on autopilot up the stairs to my room at the top of the house and dressed
myself without any real attention to what I was putting on, before making my
way back down, and heading down to the Mage’s chamber and whatever wrath he was
going to unleash.


I
hadn’t needed to knock.


The
door swung open almost casually as I approached through the ancient tunnel. The
giant sphere of power the Mage was sat in seemed to have grown, as if leaning
down on the space I was going to take up. He was already looking down on me.


The
door closed and the chair grew from the sand as it always did and I just took a
seat without even making eye contact.


“MY
GUARDIAN,” boomed the Mage, his voice seemingly happy and much, much lighter
than I’d ever heard it. “YOU BRING FURTHER WORD OF YOUR INVESTIGATION?”


I
just kept my eyes fixed on a small pile of sand beneath him and spoke without
emotion.


“The
enemy attacking us is Ophiuchus.”


“WHAT?”
He’d asked the word rather than shouted it but the effect was the same. Fear
rippled out from my chest and made my stomach turn to water. I kept looking
down.


“Ophiuchus
has been sending forces to attack with growing intensity.”


“I
BELIEVE YOU ALREADY POINTED OUT THAT THE ISLAND SITE HAD BEEN A BLUFF. THAT THE
OWNER OF THE SYMBOL WASN’T INVOLVED.”


“I
reported that the information presented by the team on the island suggested
that everything was staged and the symbol was most likely faked but it would
appear that despite that assessment, there have been further attacks and Ophiuchus
has been called by name in each of them.” I remained still and waited.


“WHAT
ATTACKS?” The Mage was the most powerful being I was aware of and because of
that fact, he didn’t have to scream and rant to be terrifying. He’d spoken the
words quickly. He hadn’t been aware that there had been other attacks so as far
as he was concerned, everything was fine.


I’d
flinched at his voice so it would have been clear to him that I was holding
something back which I knew he wasn’t going to like.


“I
led a force to an island off Australia where we had intelligence that Ophiuchus
was building his army. We arrived under cover of darkness but we were overrun.”


“OVERRUN?
EXPLAIN.”


“I
was attacked by a massive armoured golem. It was enchanted by Ophiuchus to
attack me while smaller versions of it attacked the remaining troops. By the
time I’d been able to stop the thing, the rest of the team had been killed.”


“WHAT!??!!”
This time he did roar the word and the sand chair withered beneath me in
response, either at the explosion of power or because he decided to make it do
so. Static filled my ears as I sat on the mound of sand, my mind scrambled by
the outburst. It took a few seconds for me to be able to bring my mind back
into line and in doing so, was brought nose to nose with the Mage.


Startled,
I lurched backwards away from him. He’d moved his sphere further forwards still
and was leaning down within it so we were eye to eye, and those eyes were
blazing with a white hot fury.


“OPHIUCHUS
HAS DESTROYED A WHOLE FIGHTING UNIT WHILE MAKING IT CLEAR IT WAS HIM DOING THE
ATTACKING?” He was snarling and spitting with rage as he spoke.


“Indeed,
My Lord. I wished to bring this matter to a clean and quick resolution but I’m
afraid I have failed you.” I bowed my head and waited. This was it. This was
the moment I’d seemingly always been destined to reach at some point since
becoming a member of The Circle. It had started with my very selection and then
with the fight against The Zarrulent, and onwards through every battle I’d been
involved in. It didn’t matter where I stood, I was always in harm’s way and
putting my life on the line. I suppose if it had just been from the bad guys in
all this, then I could have at least understood but I’d found myself on the
wrong side of my own people far too many times for this whole thing to be worth
it. My anger flared weakly in my stomach in response to that thought.


The
silence continued and I just kept my head aimed at the floor waiting for the
inevitable blackness of my death to descend.


I
kept waiting.


“STAND,
MY GUARDIAN.” The Mage spoke with his familiar calm tones back in place. I did
as I was told.


“I
OWE YOU AN APOLOGY. I SAW YOU CHANGE IN HOW YOU CONDUCTED YOURSELF DURING THE FIGHTING
AND ASSUMED THAT YOU WERE READY TO TAKE THE LEAD ALONE IN THIS SITUATION. IT
WOULD APPEAR THAT I WAS TOO KEEN TO SEE YOU ADVANCE.”


I
looked up to meet his eyes and there was a settled determination in him that
showed that although I had been involved in a test of some kind, the motive for
that test had been far less violent than I’d been expecting.


“YOU
ARE STILL TOO RAW TO BE ABLE TO TRULY LEAD AND IT WOULD APPEAR THAT YOU CAME UP
AGAINST A FOE WHO I THOUGHT FAR FROM BEING A RISK TO US. OPHIUCHUS IS AN ANCIENT
AND IS ONE THAT MUST BE DEALT WITH IN THE CLEAREST TERMS AVAILABLE.”


He
snapped his fingers, his eyes still locked on me and at the edges of the image
within the sphere; I could make out the shape of two people, stood just on the
periphery. They were small, dark skinned with jet black hair, one man and one
woman. I couldn’t really make out their ages but they looked to be of such a
non-descript appearance that they could have passed for late twenties all the
way through to their fifties. Servants I assumed from the site in Egypt.


“My
Lord?” they both announced quietly in response to the summons and bowed at the
waist.


“THUNDER,”
the Mage gestured to the woman, “AND LIGHTNING,” then the man. “WE HAVE BEEN
ATTACKED BY AN ANCIENT POWER, OPHIUCHUS. PLEASE, DESTROY HIM AND EVERYTHING HE
HAS EVER BEEN.”


The
two bowed again and vanished from view.


“MY
MOST TRUSTED WARRIORS WILL RESOLVE THIS QUICKLY AND LEAVE NOTHING ELSE BEHIND,”
stated the Mage, looking down on me with a sad disappointment.


“I
WILL FIND YOU A MORE APPROPRIATE CHALLENGE FOR YOUR NEXT SOLO MISSION,” and
without any further signal or word, he severed the connection, the sphere
blurred full of colour and he was gone, leaving me stood in a small stone-walled
room in the depths of the estate to consider the reality of what had just
happened.


I’d
failed.


Badly.


I’d
let the Mage down.


I’d
let everyone down.


I’d
let people die under my command.


Thinking
back to the island, I just held onto the image of Gerwyn’s body. I thought he’d
been very wrong for the task of actually leading yet he was the one doing it.
He’d been a part of the force because he’d been on the island first time out.
It made sense to have those with the most knowledge of what happened there
involved, they knew the armour suits.


The
lightning bolt of horror that hit made my head spin so much that I almost
collapsed.


If
Gerwyn had been a part of the force due to his prior experience of the enemy,
that meant that Maria was most likely on the squad as well. I hadn’t even
considered I should look at the people who were coming with me to the fight.
They’d been the willing warriors to fight for their master but I’d been so
wound up with the hunt, the fight and the kill, that I hadn’t even thought
about them. Even after the initial realisation that I’d left them all with no
support in my own pursuit of the violence, I’d still not considered any of them
as the people they were.


My
knees buckled and I fell into a heap on the floor, the tears streaming from my
eyes without there being anything I could do to stop them.


What
had I become?


I’d
been fighting for everyone not to be bowing and scraping in my presence, not to
be terrified by the master of the house and doing all I could to fight against
behaviour of that kind already in The Circle yet here I was, doing just that
myself. I’d been throwing my weight about and making everyone go the way I
wanted because I was the one in charge so therefore they all had to do what I
said.


I
was losing myself.


No,
I’d already lost myself.


I
scrambled to my feet as a new sensation flooded my every fibre. I needed to get
out of this room and out of this estate as fast as I could. I sprinted as hard
as my body could manage up the sloping corridor until I reached the door at the
other end, burst through, and continued as hard as I could maintain, out
through the heavy main doors and leapt down the steps outside to crunch down
unsteadily onto the gravel of the wide driveway. A fine rain had started
falling and was able to soak and dowse everything in remarkable time. I was
already primed to start running again, almost commencing the movements while still
in the air but my landing brought me to the feet of someone who was dressed in
a long black coat against the weather, standing completely still, with their
arms behind their back as they peered down at me.


It
was Mark.


I
knew that I just needed to be away from him, from here, from everything that
was going on, but something just stopped me in my tracks. My giant general
waited in the fine rain, droplets falling occasionally from his features to
highlight that he’d no doubt been outside for some time. He’d been my most
loyal servant since I took my seat in The Circle but more than that, he’d been
my friend, of a sort. He’d listened and done his best to do what I was asking
of him despite it going against everything that he may have known. He deserved
more than me simply vanishing, so I stood up as straight as I could.


“Mark,”
I started, forcing as much casual calm into my voice as I could. “Why are you
standing out in the rain?”


He
remained motionless for a second then replied.


“I
feel the same question could be asked for you, My Lord,” and gestured at my
chest. I hadn’t been paying attention when I’d been getting dressed, scooping
up whatever came to hand without even noticing what each item was so I was now
stood in the rain wearing a very tight vest with a picture of a cat shooting
laser beams from its eyes.


And
there it was. There was the final straw. There was the last proof that just
went to show that every assessment that had been made of me had been accurate.
Despite what had happened at every step along the road to this point, I’d still
just been ignoring so much and blundering onwards with a completely unjustified
confidence in what I was capable of doing and an utter lack of awareness of
anything outside of what I wanted.


I
knew the tears had started falling again but thankfully, the rain had increased
in strength as well so Mark didn’t see them. Hell, maybe he did but just
decided that nothing was going to be gained by pointing them out.


Mark
filled the resulting silence.


“I
was summoned to the entrance to the estate and was told to come alone.” He was
back to the business quickly, and whatever his motivation had been, I was
grateful.


“I
was asked to deliver this correspondence,” he produced a small, white envelope
from inside his coat and handed it to me, “and told that you must read it
immediately I find you.”


I
took the envelope from him, turning it over in my hands to read the single
letter that was on the front, ‘P’, and opened it. I was only passably
interested in what was likely contained within, my mind and body wracked with
guilt and shame, but I moved anyway, more doing what I was told than anything
else. 


Despite
the now heavy downpour, the paper remained completely dry as I stood on the
gravel driveway and read. 


‘You
and I are in need of a conversation and as I suspect will be the case, this
letter will find you very ready to agree to meet me. Your general will bring
you safely to me and we can address your actions from your last visit to my
lands. I will not wait for you Guardian. I expect your arrival now.’


It
was signed with a flourished, hand written single letter, ‘W’.


The
Witch had sent me a letter.


The
Witch had sent me a letter that made clear that she hadn’t forgiven me for what
we’d done the last time. That realisation attached another weight to my anguish
and I could feel that inky blackness in my
very core wanting to overflow and engulf me. Another being that I’d been able
to offend just by being myself and not following the expected protocols that
everyone else seemed to find oh so comfortable.


My shoulders hunched forwards and I just couldn’t do it
anymore.


There in the rain, in the heart of the estate of the
Guardian of The Circle, I just let go and cried. I didn’t care who saw me. I
didn’t care who thought badly of me. I just knew that this emotional collapse
that I was feeling was all I deserved. I’d been a failure in everything that
I’d tried to do and that had led me all the way to this point with so many
deaths weighing on my conscience. The letter slipped from my fingers and
dropped to the floor with a large crash, as if it had been made of lead but
even that oddity didn’t matter to me. I just couldn’t care.


Mark walked beside me slowly and I was only vaguely aware
of the huge arm being lifted over my head as he sheltered me with his
outstretched coat. 


I didn’t deserve him. No matter what happened, he was
always going to be there to look after me because I was the Guardian. I was the
sacred power that he’d sworn to serve and he, like everyone in The Circle, just
would never stop, Maria’s face flashed in my mind, even if they died doing so.


We stood in the rain for a while. I’m not sure for how
long, but I needed it, to let me just be in my sorrow. Eventually, I had as
much control over my emotions as I was going to be able to manage, and looked
up at Mark.


“Thank you, Big Man. Looks like we need to go see the
Witch again.” I bent down and picked the letter back up, it still showing no
effects from the weather, and was about to fold it up and return it to the
envelope when my eyes were drawn to a new line which hadn’t been there when I’d
read it originally, as if it had been written after it had been dropped.


‘And bring the woman you were with the last time as well.
I need to speak with her as well.’


 I started sobbing again at the mention of Maria and what
I’d let happen to her on the island. Yet again, a reminder of my inadequacies.


“My Lord?” Mark asked slowly, not knowing what had just set
me off again.


“The letter asks for Maria as well,” I struggled. “And
she’s dead on the island. I killed her,” before burying my head in my hands.


The rain fell and fell and the weight of everything
seemed to be swelling on my shoulders. My legs shook and my heart hurt at the
repeated failures I’d made. Behind me, Mark spoke in barely audible whisper
into his phone. I couldn’t make out what he was saying but I also didn’t care.


I’d been summoned by another great power and others
within my own group had been sent to clear up the mess that I’d been making and
just like that, I’d been stripped of any and all authority that I may have had
and just been sent to keep out of trouble while the grownups took care of
business. 


Mark kept his coat held over me and the two of us waited
in the cold and the wet, him for me and me for my own control over myself. We
waited amidst the sound of those heavy drops of water as they hit the gravel
and I just didn’t know how long I was going to need. 


The gravel was oddly hypnotic, the water slapping against
it rhythmically, giving me something to focus on, a steady tattoo to draw my
mind. But even that broke away. More jagged crunching was added to the rain and
the sound drew alongside me. A car had pulled up in front of us, breaking the spell.


I straightened up and forced my face to a stone blank expression,
not wanting to risk anyone else seeing me like this.


“No time like the present, My Lord,” said Mark from above
me and dropped the coat back down, and reached out to open the door.


“You called for me to come with you, My Lord?”


I collapsed into the car at the sound of those words.
That voice was shattering and I hadn’t been expecting it.


From the driver’s seat, Maria had spoken without the
slightest hint of emotion and the simple knowledge that she was still alive
made my spirits erupt. I was still in the deep hole, but I’d just been handed a
torch.


Mark climbed into the passenger seat and we pulled away
smoothly. I was going to have to do my best to maintain a level of professionalism
when we met with the Witch but knowing that Maria hadn’t been a part of the
team that I’d taken to that island gave me something to build on. Now all I had
to do was make sure that the Witch didn’t decide to swat me like an insect the
second I walked in.


In for a penny…
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We
travelled in silence.


I’d
wanted to thank Mark and let Maria know that she’d been missed even if she
hadn’t gone anywhere but I’d taken a tight enough grip on my mind that I could
see those things as one to one comments rather than in a group setting. I’d
been given a change of clothes and there’d been a selection of sandwiches and
subs for me to eat on the way, showing yet again that every possible aspect of
my care was always on the minds of the people around me at the estate. Maybe I
just needed to think more like them?


I’d
also found that in the pile of clothes I’d been provided, was the bracelet that
the Witch had given to me. It had been re-bound after I transformed wearing it
and although the power held within was greatly reduced, the tiny fizz of power
became extremely reassuring.


The
rain poured all through the journey and Maria moved the big car, another
Mercedes, through the traffic carefully until we drew up at the same spot on
the very usual looking road next to the very usual looking field. The rain had
started falling even harder than it had, if that were even possible, and the
last of the day’s light was draining away as night advanced.


“Are
you ready, My Lord?” enquired Mark without turning round.


I
wasn’t sure, but as he’d pointed out when the car had pulled up, there’s no
time like the present.


“I
am.” I replied, knowing that the others were going to be looking to me for
their point of anchor. They were used to working with the Guardian being
completely focused on what they were doing and of their work not being
questioned. That was why everyone had just gone along with my insistence that
we attack. I was the one in charge. 


“I
don’t know what the Witch has in mind for us but I need you both to understand
that what happened last time was my fault and as such, if she does want to
strike out for vengeance, I’m the one who she’ll be striking out against.”


They
both started to object but I just raised my hand to quieten them.


“I
am the master of this estate and it was my decision to do what we did the last
time we were here. If she wants to express her displeasure, then I’ll be more
than happy to defend myself.” I smiled weakly trying to look like myself but
not feeling it.


“I
will not let my mistakes be given to others to correct. I say go, I take the
blame.”


There
wasn’t anything added and the two just nodded their understanding at what I’d
just said. I watched them both closely as they digested the message. Mark
appeared to file it away as yet another order from his master but Maria’s
expression and posture gave hint that she was more conflicted.


Keep
us back on the task at hand.


“I
don’t know what the Witch is going to do,” I said. “She says in here,” I wafted
the letter, “that we would be granted safe passage to her but that doesn’t mean
all is forgiven. She could quite easily just rip me apart when we arrive, her
claim of safe passage fulfilled, but it seems more likely to me that she wants
to speak to all of us.”


I
could see Mark itching to point out that any violent act from her toward me
would be hugely avenged but he didn’t succumb, before Maria pointed out, “Why
would the Witch need to speak with ‘us’,” she gestured around the car. “Mr.
Christian was with us last time yet only the three of us are granted an audience?”


“You
noticed that as well?” I replied, again searching for my more usual responses. “I’m
more concerned with the power of the letter itself. The comment about adding
you to the party wasn’t written there originally so there’s a chance that she
was listening to what I was saying through the paper.”


I
wasn’t even sure that the words that I’d just spoken made even the slightest
sense or if I was slowly going nuts. I really did have a huge amount to learn.


“Is
listening paper even a thing?” I asked them both, suddenly determined that this
could be the single most important sliver of information in the world. The
others just shrugged. I didn’t even know what I didn’t know.


We
were doomed with me leading the way, yet despite everything that had been unfolding
before us, I was still reluctant to veer from the path I was choosing. I didn’t
have to go and visit the Witch just because she’d snapped her fingers. It would
have likely been a slap in the face of etiquette but I could have just remained
safe and well in the mansion, barricaded away to lick my wounds and have The
Mage summon me when this was all over so I could go back to London.


But,
that wasn’t what the new, I’m the leader, ‘me’ was all about. I needed to show
up and say that everything was my fault because my people didn’t deserve the
threat that the Witch was.


“Come
on then,” I said, and climbed out of the car into the rain.


The
others followed me and we climbed over the fence before slipping and sliding
our way through the muddy field beyond. The buzzing power of the energy barrier
soon nudged against my senses and we all pushed through in a line, not armed
and primed for a fight as such, it was more that we all held a little bit of
something ready, just in case anything kicked off. The letter had said we’d be
safe, but still.


On
the other side, at the very edge of the Witch’s domain, the rain had stopped.
Or hadn’t started. Either way, it was dry. We all stopped in unison as soon as
we’d crossed the threshold and took in all of the detail that we could of the
surrounding area, searching everywhere for threats or risks. The settlement
ahead of us looked the same as it had previously. Squat buildings looking more
like projects put together from random materials which had been cast off by
those working on something else, which in turn had been cast off from something
else again. A scattered collection of people and creatures made their way between
one building and another, all looking like they just wanted the journey to be
over as fast as possible. Nothing was looking hugely auspicious and the place
just looked to be the outer edge that everyone in the centre had forgotten
about.


We
were noticed almost immediately.


A
spindly man of advanced years, dressed in clothes which had far passed their
best and which hung from him as if they’d been draped over twigs, stopped
walking and turned to point at us, yelling “GUARDIAN,” as loud as his fractured
voice could manage. He was quickly joined by a second voice, this one coming
from a four legged slithering lizard-like creature with a flat face but no
eyes. In seconds, the crowd had surged forward from the hovels all around us
and was slowly shambling forwards with their arms pointing out accusingly, that
single word, “GUARDIAN,” becoming the chant of this zombie hoard.


Mark
was ahead of me in an instant and had his hands raised into a fighting posture,
his fists exploding into an incandescent blue fire and spitting energy in all
directions. He was going to fight for me immediately despite me asking him not
to. It was exasperating that he was so fast to revert to type but believe me,
knowing that he would always have my back was reassuring beyond measure. At my
side, Maria had taken hold of my sleeve and was preparing to cover our retreat,
her whole body wreathed in power.


There
was no way that we were going to be left to the baying mob. We hadn’t been
brought here under the banner of truce just to be torn to pieces the second we
crossed the threshold boundary. The mob continued to move forward slowly, step
by shuffled step they reduced the space we had to work in but still, I was sure
that nothing was going to happen.


“STAND
DOWN, ALL OF YOU,” roared Mark into the darkness, his voice full of threat and
authority. The mob just kept advancing, “GUARDIAN, GUARDIAN, GUARDIAN,”
repeating metronomically as they did.


Maria
was dragging me back the way we’d come, having decided that nothing was going
to be gained from remaining, and Mark had steadily been backing towards me as
he’d faced down the mob, agreeing with Maria’s assessment that now would be a
good time to leave.


I
hadn’t.


Freeing
myself from Maria’s grip, I strode with a purpose I didn’t fully believe past
Mark and stopped a few feet before the wall of bodies that had been closing in
on us. Mark just sputtered as he tried to form the words to process what I’d
just done, no doubt believing that I’d completely lost my mind, and for the
shortest time, I was free to move. Raising my hands in what I hoped would be
seen as a gesture of calm, I took my shot.


“Everyone
stop. I’ve been invited to this place.” I’d decided against the bellowed call
in favour of the clearly enunciated statement. I wanted these people to see I
wasn’t just going to kick off.


And
they all stopped. The instant that I spoke, every single individual in the
crowd stopped their advance and just remained still, blank expressions fixed in
place for everyone.


I
didn’t know what to do.


I’d
thought that talking was going to be preferable to just throwing my weight
around but I’d not thought even an inch beyond that line. Should we just try
and carry on walking through the crowd and hope that they’d let us?


Before
I’d made any choice, everyone of the crowd dropped open their mouths.


“Guardian,”
drifted over the air as I tried to work out what to do next, though this time,
it was a single, feminine voice calling out, rather than the multitude tones of
the crowd. It was the Witch, and she was talking through everyone here as if
they were nothing more than her public address system.


“A
good first step here.” she added and I swear I could hear a smile in that
voice.


“Thanks.”
I didn’t know what else to say but my shattered confidence appreciated it.


“My
guide is approaching to bring you to me directly,” she continued. “I’m very
much looking forward to seeing to you in person.” This time she laughed out
loud, a playful and dancing sound that gave suggestion to so very much.


Interesting
indeed.


One
by one, the mouths began to close around us, members of the crowd were
beginning to blink away apparent confusion and each appeared to be struggling
to understand what had just happened. Murmuring began to drift across the
darkness as questions were asked and answers sought.


I
held my position but did everything to seem as non-threatening as I could
manage. I could feel that the mob may not have been all sharing the same
focused attention on me anymore but there was more than one of them who was
extremely angry. 


The
shouting was quick to start up and the raised voices were making accusations of
people around them, no doubt trotting out tired prejudices under the guise of
concern following what they didn’t understand, until, much faster than I’d been
hoping for, the ire of the mob again swung back to me.


“He
did it, he must have,” drooled a creature with pale white skin, bulging eyes
and a huge mouth of metallic looking teeth, one finger thrust out to make sure
everyone was looking the right way. Another voice agreed from the opposite side
of the crowd, coming from further back so I couldn’t see who it belonged to,
then another, and another and pretty soon the crowd were all edging forwards
again, though this time with much clearer malice on their faces.


Again,
surely the Witch wasn’t going to just leave us here after saying she was
looking forward to meeting us?


The
ground beneath our feet suddenly shuddered hard, causing everyone to judder
their steps and work hard to remain balanced. More than a handful of those at
the very front of the crowd weren’t able to stay upright and wound up finding
themselves face down in the dirt. Mark gripped hold of my arm tightly to
support me and, looking back, Maria was doing the same to him.


Calm
was readily returned to the ground as the earthquake seemed content with its
work and stopped. Those in the crowd who’d fallen stood slowly, everyone looking
at me still, clearly unsure if it had been me who’d made the ground shake. I
wasn’t going to lie to them but the collective uncertainty meant they weren’t
pounding at me by now.


Another
effect of the small earthquake, a slight channel of space had appeared through
the tightly packed mass of bodies, and it was through this passage, stepped the
one who I suspected had made the ground shake. The Witch’s guide eased through
the bodies to finally stand in the clearing with us. He held a silver topped
cane in one hand and seemed to be leaning on it quite heavily. He bowed his
head slightly in greeting and turned back to face the crowd.


“RETURN
TO YOUR LIVES. THESE PEOPLE ARE GUESTS OF THE WITCH AND SHE WOULD BE MOST
DISPLEASED SHOULD HER GUESTS COME TO HARM.”


His
voice had been of a similar magnitude to the Mage. He hadn’t bellowed, or
shouted, or screamed the words. He hadn’t been using a loud-hailer that I could
see, though there was no telling what was in the curved nose of that hideous
mask, yet he’d been able to make his words explode with power. Everyone had
heard him.


The
crowd scattered quickly, everyone heading back into the maze of paths and
streets of the shanty town. None were sprinting away in abject terror, but
no-one was dawdling either. Eventually, we were alone with the guide. 


“If
you’d like to follow me, my mistress is waiting.” His voice had perfect clarity
through that mask, far beyond what would normally be possible, but the guide
bowed his head, removing his hat in a gesture of obedience while splaying his
arms wide. I nodded my agreement and he turned smoothly to head back towards
the interior of the realm, the silver head of his cane intermittently catching
what little available light there was and giving the appearance of jewelled
decoration. We all fell into formation behind him, me in the centre and Mark
and Maria behind, both ever watchful for any sign of attack.


“So,
your mistress,” I announced to the back of his head. “She the forgiving type?”
I was still feeling confident that we were going to be safe but it couldn’t
hurt to be mindful of possibilities. The guide kept walking at the same pace
but replied over his shoulder.


“She
is someone who understands,” he replied cryptically before adding, “But she
also won’t let her word be walked over in her home.” Definitely keep my eyes
open then.


“And
that was her, controlling all of the people when we arrived?”


“It
was. The Witch is a mighty power and in this place, is able to make the
impossible appear common place.”


“And
does she go in for mass mind control and the subversion of free will often?”


That
made him stop walking.


He
slowly turned to face me and I was fully prepared for the explosion of anger
and maybe even the slightest bit of scrapping, that had been the point, but I
didn’t get the response I’d expected.


“Master
Guardian,” he responded casually and with a hint of brevity in his voice. “The
Witch has granted you safety here, you don’t have to worry about interrogating
me for information which you hope could provide you with further insight.” Then
he swung back casually to his walk and set off again, finishing his point over
his shoulder. “Besides, do you really want to discuss relative morality, Master
of The Circle?”


He
had a point.


I’d
been trying to nudge him a little but maybe starting an argument wasn’t the
wisest way to go. I’d taken up the lead role in a force who’d been spending
most of their time fighting against the on-rushing hordes of demons that were
going to hurt the human race but who was I to say that what we were doing was
correct. My shame flared again and the slight improvement in my mood was
quickly washed away.


Lengthening
my stride to catch our guide up, I pulled alongside and changed the way I was
thinking.


“My
name is Anthony Johns. You can call me Anthony. Makes it a little less formal
than you having to call me ‘Master Guardian’ all of the time.”


The
guide kept the same pace but turned his head slightly towards me, his empty eye
in the mask giving nothing away.


“I’ve
gone by a great many names over the years but I think that it would be best if
you called me Dewi for the time being. A good Welsh name, yes?”


I
nodded and we continued walking in silence for the rest of the journey. I felt
calmer in the knowledge that there was at least a name for the person under all
of that get up and decided that that would have to be enough for now.


Dewi
led us through the same streets we’d used previously, and as last time, the
faces flashed from behind windows as we were watched by inquisitive eyes. We
were approaching that massive walled area we’d seen before but this time,
despite finding ourselves at the same point on the wall, rather than doing whatever
needed doing to open the door, he stopped still and banged his cane on the
ground three times. The stone under our feet trembled after each impact as
waves of power flooded outwards in every direction, like thunder rolling away
on the clouds.


We
all waited in the darkness for something to happen. I didn’t know what I
was waiting to happen but all we could do was wait. The giant wave of power
that came through the ground from beyond the wall as reply, made us all stagger
slightly, knocking some roof tiles loose to shatter as they hit the ground. I
could only imagine the amount of magical muscle that would be required to make
that kind of effect. The wave passed by under us and headed on the way we’d
come and in the resulting quiet, I could hear a very low mumbling coming from
within Dewi’s mask. The same rhythmic chant cycled through again and again,
more than words or sounds, he was performing a ritual of some kind.


“Please
stand very still everyone,” he called out to us, a crackling silver energy
beginning to condense in his hands. “From here we’re taking a more direct route
to my mistress and I’ll need to make sure none of you is inadvertently injured
as I prepare our passage.”


I
traded short glances with Maria and Mark and they shared my apprehension, though
they were still statue still.


The
chanting continued as more and more power flooded into Dewi’s grip until he
slowly brought his hands together on the silver hilt of his cane and let the
energy surge through and out of his walking aid, it splashing down in an
expanding pool of liquid light. As more and more energy was sprayed out, the
pool grew and grew, steadily spreading the edges until they’d reached out to
form a perfect square which stopped a few inches from Dewi’s feet.


The
energy flowing through the cane dwindled away to nothing and we were left in
the darkened street with the newly formed angular puddle sending out a diffuse
light of its own to cast more disturbing shadows around us. Dewi just turned to
face us and swept a gloved hand over his long woollen coat, chasing away a
speck of whatever he’d noticed against the black material, and beckoned for us
to follow after him. And he stepped backwards into the puddle of silver light
and vanished beneath its surface as if it had been a vastly deep plunge pool.


The
three of us all jumped in shock at iss disappearance and rushed to the edges of
the square of power. We couldn’t see anything through the opaque surface of the
liquid but as we all peered in, confronted by nothing but our own wobbly
reflections, Dewi’s voice came out to meet us.


“Please
follow me. It’s quite safe.”


The
sound came out hollow, distorted, but understandable, and with a look of
confirmation from the others, I stepped forwards and rushed into the unknown.
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Travelling
through the Cascade Bridge construct had been something that had blown my mind
the first few times I’d done it but over time, the sensation of walking between
worlds which came with the huge distances which could be covered had become a
great deal more familiar. I’d stepped into the pool of energy expecting the
sensation to be broadly the same but I was very much mistaken.


As
soon as my feet passed through the surface, they felt as if they’d been
drastically slowed down akin to sinking into deep mud. The difference to mud
though, was there was a shared velocity that your whole body experienced as
gravity did its thing when in mud. Here, I could feel my feet slowly sinking at
the same time as I could feel the rest of me falling into the energy portal at
the usual, much faster speed. Panic gripped my mind as I struggled to process
the bizarre sensation of almost being compressed flat until I was completely
submerged in the energy.


When
you jump into water, it’s pretty normal behaviour to hold your breath. You
don’t go trying to take on as much water as you can when you go swimming and
I’d done the same thing when I’d taken the first step. As I slowly passed into
the energy puddle, I’d expected to be fully submerged in water or at least some
other kind of gelatinous material but instead, I found myself free floating in
thin air as I descended through a wildly bright landscape of swirling shapes
and colours. Incandescent bursts of yellows and reds were intercut by only
slightly muted blues and greens, each winding around and through the others as
the riotous ballet just exploded around me. I risked a tiny breath and, happy I
wasn’t going to drown, relaxed to take in the show.


Everywhere
around me were tableaus of random colour and image which seemed to be running
through a very particular routine of action, moving with a potential cause. But
with no sound at all to accompany them.


Scanning
everywhere, I noticed that Maria had followed me in and was sinking slowly
down, followed by Mark as his feet flashed into view, his body inching along
gradually after them. My own feet rapidly accelerating dragged me back to the
situation at hand and I began to experience the exit from whatever construct
Dewi had used. I’d felt as if I was being squashed flat when I’d jumped in and
now was being treated to the reverse, first my legs and then on up felt as if
they were being greatly stretched out as I exited. 


And
then I was out. There wasn’t any fall or staggering to deal with. I hadn’t been
steadied by Dewi, nor had I needed any time to recover from some form of exotic
sickness side effects. I was inside the construct, and then I wasn’t. I blinked
and tried to orientate my mind on what had just happened. Above me, the square
of power hovered slightly below the ceiling of the stone passageway we were
stood in showing that this hadn’t just been a trap door. Dewi had been stood
ahead of me, as still as a statue as he’d waited on our arrival, and now, happy
that I wasn’t a jabbering wreck, he extended a hand to me. I gripped it as I
took in more detail of the passage way, realising that I was stood atop a
massive column, its surface no larger than a manhole cover, which stood over a
yawning chasm of misty nothingness. I’d shuddered so violently that I’d have
most likely fallen without the hand of Dewi. He stood on top of an adjacent
stone column.


“Don’t
be alarmed,” he stated with a level of authority. 


“Alarmed?”
I responded with my shock clearly in my voice, now finding that my legs
wouldn’t stop shaking at the thought of being so far up in the air with so
little to cling to.


“We
need to walk the towers to the end of this passageway to bring us safely to the
chambers of the Witch,” and he stepped backwards without even looking where he
was putting his feet, pulling me forwards to take up position on the tower he’d
just vacated.


An
anger bloomed in my chest and I could pick out that the bracelet was trying to
do something but had been too badly depleted. Not even my feeling of shame and
embarrassment were having an effect.


“What
do you think you’re doing?” I shouted, fighting for balance while yanking my
hand free of his.


“We’re
moving so the first tower will be clear for your next colleague,” was his
response as if it should have been perfectly obvious what was going on.


The
fire in my chest was crackling at the familiarity of the situation. I was in
real danger if I didn’t keep my footing and I was being talked down to for not
seeing something that someone else had deemed simple to comprehend. How dare he
do that to me the very first chance he had. I could recall the mental pain I’d
been feeling following the debacle on the island but now, it was being quickly
overwhelmed by anger. I started to give my opinion on what had just happened
but Dewi pointed over my shoulder.


Maria
materialised beneath the energy puddle and stood stock still, a serene yet
blank expression on her face. Dewi would have to keep for later, I couldn’t
risk Maria falling.


The
whole arrangement played out the same way and I guided Maria onto the tower I’d
been on, moving forward myself and she waited on Mark for it to happen again.
The others came through and took the idea of being on those isolated columns of
stone in their stride. Neither of them had the slightest wobble or shake as
they balanced and that in turn made me angrier still. Even the staff were
finding this easier than me.


Dewi
led us down the dark passageway at a brisk pace that felt just a little too
brisk for me as I fought with each step I took. How he could see where he was
putting each foot wearing that mask was beyond me. At least the columns weren’t
swaying.


Arriving
at the end of the passage and all stepping onto the relative safety of the
final ledge, a mighty wooden door stood in our path. I’d expected there to be
more magical fireworks to get the door open but Dewi just placed a hand on the
surface and pushed it open. 


Beyond
the door was almost beyond words.


The
citadel we’d been inside previously had been a mass of swarming bodies of all
shapes and sizes, everyone going about their business no matter what that
business may have been but at the very heart of what I’d seen, beneath all of
the spectacle and relative absurdity, was the fact that the whole place was
there as a functionary system. The buildings and structures had all been built
with an eye on the on-going use such a structure could be. If there had been
deemed a need, then changes had been made, the whole place having grown into
and filling the empty space which had been there originally. I hadn’t really
noticed that when I’d been there originally but walking through that wooden
door and feasting my eyes on the landscape beyond made it clear.


The
door had opened into another vast cavern of a room but one which was so very
much smaller than the main hall. This room was filled with similar
constructions but these had been overgrown with vines and trees and more, all
having a great maturity and having been wound through and around and under the
buildings. The vine plant life in the original hall had been guided to again
serve a function but in here, the plants had been given complete freedom to
explore and grow where they so chose.


“As
you can see,” started Dewi, “the personal quarters of my Lady are such that she
doesn’t wish uninvited guests to intrude.” She had a point.


“Is
it just her up here?” I asked, agog at the size and beauty of what I was
looking at. And I thought that The Circle had their Guardians living in comfort.


“She
has staff but they arrive through the individual rooms themselves rather than
live in,” said Dewi, a hint of pride in his voice.


The
space was opulence made tangible yet in such a way that you didn’t mind that it
was rubbing your nose into the fact. As in the cavernous room we’d seen
previously, there were both people and non-people moving around the walkways
and gantries but whereas the other place had been a tightly packed and bustling
environment where there was precious little room to manoeuvre, I was now
looking out over an environment where the life was much more relaxed and
unflustered.


The
numbers of people I could see was far smaller than had been in the original
cavern and those who I could see were moving around the spaces with a calming liquidity
of movement, an appreciation of the calm over the embracing of frenetic energy.
No-one was in a rush to be anywhere here.


Others
sat at tables filled with such an array of foods that they would have to be for
more than the groups that sat around them. Food I recognised and more I didn’t
bubbled and steamed and cracked and shook, filling the air with an ever dancing
ballet of aromas while it all sat, waiting its turn to be consumed despite there
being very little impetus from those there to actually start. Again, all calm
detachment and laid back disregard for any kind of rush.


“As
you can see,” started Dewi, but the rest of his sentence was lost as my senses
struggled to keep hold of everything I was seeing. I was still utterly
transfixed by the environment around me and the more I watched, the more
wonders made themselves known.


Ethereal
creatures wafted past us as they flew around the cavern on their way from one
place to another, ornate fountains with gargantuan stone sculptures depicting
characters crafted with such skill as to give the illusion that they were
indeed really alive, nestled within highly manicured gardens and there even
seemed to be an ever so slight breeze of pleasantly cool air drifting past us.
This was the home of someone who was able to bring anything they could possibly
want into being with just the click of their fingers and that power had nothing
to do with magic. The Witch was able to have people do what she wanted, as was
borne out by the way Dewi was always on hand to be the dutiful servant.


“This
way please.”


Dewi
had shouted back to us from quite a distance. The three of us snapped from the
appreciation of the interior back to the job in hand, each recognising that we’d
just been totally mesmerised by the splendour. 


We
hurried to catch up.


“It
is quite the spectacle,” said Dewi, consoling us that the reaction we’d just
exhibited was commonplace for those entering here for the first time.


“My
mistress is prepared for your arrival.” He bowed his beaky, masked head, doffing
his hat as he did and from a point above us and somehow beyond our ability to
locate, the same black shape scorched across the roof of the cavern before
plummeting at incredible speed to land mere feet from us, standing with an
authority that was very familiar.


“May
I introduce you to, as you called her, The Witch of Cwmgwrach.”


The
Witch slowly lowered her deep, black hood to again reveal her beautiful
features. Her blonde hair fell free of the hood and framed her face as the work
of art it was. Her eyes were burning with an intensity that I’d not seen in
many others in the past, Andrea springing quickly to mind, yet her other
features maintained that calm serenity that had been draped over the rest of
this space. She didn’t move or make any comment as she passed her gaze over
each of us, instead just evaluating us in turn in whatever way she chose. Until
finally, she settled her eyes on me.


“Guardian,”
she greeted me, with the very slightest nod. She didn’t even seem to recognise
that there was anyone else near her, just me.


“My
Lady,” I replied and nodded in reply, hoping that at least some adherence to
protocol could be viewed in a positive light. “You sent word that you wished to
speak with us,” I responded and showed the letter to provide emphasis. “What would
you like to ask us?”


The
Witch considered what I’d said and began to walk towards me, not threateningly
but certainly not conveying anything welcoming, those eyes of hers, which I’d
thought were blue originally but were not any colour now I could see them up
close. She still had all of the certainty carved on her face but those eyes set
in the centre tugged at something deep down in my stomach. There was no colour
but also a mix of colours, more that they just didn’t fit into any kind of
attempt to label them and they were fiercely empty of anything approaching
humanity. Slowly walking past me and up to Mark, she ran a single finger across
his stomach in an action of untroubled playfulness before circling around him
to stare those empty eyes back at me.


Mark
gasped in pain and without any prior warning of what was about to happen, the
Witch lifted him from the floor and held him aloft with a single hand. Her face
remained blank of emotion and her dead eyes sparkled with power.


I
heaved myself forwards in a flash and aimed directly at her, no attempt made
for finesse or control, instead just aiming to smash her away from my general.
I roared as I went out of pure reflex, but before I could barrel into her, my
shoulder cracked into a rigid wall of energy. Yellow light spread out from the
impact point in jagged, staccato patterns illuminating just how far the barrier
spread. I slid to the floor and shook my head to clear the fog of the impact
away and winced against the pain in my shoulder but knew I couldn’t let her get
her way.


Feeling
the hurricane of power building in my chest, I could sense my transformation
rising to the surface and I started to pound my fists against the magical wall
before me, my clothes ripping away as my body began to transform.


And
then I wasn’t.


The
Witch had returned Mark to the floor, the wall of energy which had been
separating us was snatched away and I fell forwards, not being able to stop my
pounding in time. And the transformation had been doused with cold water to the
point that all of the rage that had been pushing my Dragon was washed away.


I
frowned and looked from the Witch to Mark to Maria to Dewi, hunting for any
form of understanding of what had just happened. Mark was stood rigidly to
attention, so was behaving normally despite what had just been done to him.
Dewi had taken a handful of steps back, likely so as to be at the appropriate
distance from his mistress and not intruding on her and Maria had closed to my
side and had her hands raised, ready for the fight that had been getting under
way, her body wreathed in energy as she prepared to defend me.


The
Witch just stood still, her expression still a calm mask of neutrality fixed in
place around those hideous eyes.


“Interesting
indeed,” she announced and touched absentmindedly at her lips with a single
finger.


“In
what way?” I breathed heavily at her by way of response but moved forwards
regardless of what was going to happen. I needed to stand between Mark and her.
The Witch took a small step backwards before turning and making her way away
from me in an extended arc, nearing Dewi as she did.


“You
are a Guardian of The Circle so I’m familiar with what you are but I’ve never
seen a member of your group rush to attack when a servant is attacked. Why did
you?” Her voice was, much like her eyes had been, alluring to begin with but
upon closer inspection proved to be an uncomfortable thing. There was the first
covering of calm suggestion but it had been layered over a reality of something
very unpleasant. Her power was completely apparent having seen her in action,
but I was seeing that to view her as what she appeared to be would be a likely
fatal error.


Tread
carefully.


“That
servant, as you call him, is not yours to play with,” I responded with as much
authority as I could find. “He is a member of my house and as such is under my
protection. Don’t do that again.”


She
didn’t speak but I could see the consideration of my words flashing across
those eyes. What was she going to do now?


Finally,
her face broke into a wide smile which, I swear, bathed the whole place in a
sun-warmed glow, before making her whole being change. Those hideous eyes
appeared to fill in with life, as if remembering something that they’d long forgotten,
softening the features of her face to a point where she looked like a human
being now rather than just a mask stretched over something else.


“Very
interesting indeed my dear Guardian,” she said and walked up to my side, hooked
one arm around one of mine, and began guiding me down one of the nearby walkways
towards a floral seating area of softly furnished chairs which looked to be
skirting very close to being bean bags. I could only imagine the trouble I was
going to have getting out of them gracefully.


Dewi
shepherded the others down after us and soon we were sat in this wonderful
summer vista, insanely beautiful people bringing drinks for us.


“Don’t
be afraid my friends,” started the Witch with bubbly energy. “The drinks are
safe for you but never forget that I have granted you safety for this visit. Please
indulge in my hospitality; it is so very rare for me to have guests here, that
I do so want you to be happy.”


We
all swapped glances as we sniffed at the drinks and eventually, I took a sip. I
didn’t know what it was but it was pretty good. I settled the glass on the
table before us and readied myself for whatever was going to come next. The
Witch sank back into her seat, tucking her legs under herself and taking on the
demeanour of a teenager.


“You’re
struggling with yourselves aren’t you?” It was a question but felt more akin to
a statement. She sipped at her own drink a little and smiled slightly. I wasn’t
sure what the correct response should be.


“I
thought so,” she continued. “I think that the three of you are great examples
of The Circle but I think that each of you is in pain in some way.”


Sounded
pretty vague but she carried on.


“I
could feel from you all when you crossed into my domain the individual shape of
your problems but the new question is will you accept my help to resolve your
problems?”


“Doesn’t
everyone have problems?” asked Maria softly, her calm exterior letting on
nothing further than just her idle wonderings.


The
Witch nodded to her.


“Right
you are, dear lady,” beamed the Witch, clearly pleased with the question.
“Everyone does have problems, so there’s no shame to try to resolve them.”


This
time Mark responded.


“None
at all.” His response hung in the air, an almost physical obstacle. He wanted
her to get to the point.


She
smiled again, though slightly less enthusiastically.


“The
night is always darkest just before the dawn,” and sipped again at her drink.


“That
it is, but a journey of a thousand miles must begin with a single step,” I
offered, feeling that I’d walked into a very high stakes game of verbal chess.


The
Witch narrowed her eyes ever so slightly as she looked at me and I was sure
that there was a tiny but noticeable change in her posture.


“Are
you willing to accept my help?” The Witch finally asked, somewhat bluntly. The
rage inside me was coming back.


“I’m
sorry for being slow to catch on, but what help have you offered?” I had to ask
the question but there came with it the need to walk the tightrope of not
insulting her while getting across that so far she hadn’t really told us
anything.


She
appeared to consider my words but also the tone I’d delivered them, before
standing from her seat with fluid grace and beckoning Dewi to her side. 


“Isn’t
all life just a series of tests we face? And aren’t the ones we give ourselves
the worst of all?” She spoke more like a preacher to her flock than as an
individual to three people. This nonsense was getting too much.


Standing
up with far less control than the Witch had managed, I decided that now would
be a good time for true clarity rather than nebulous platitudes. Mark and Maria
joined me immediately to present a united front.


“My
Lady,” my voice a snarling growl of frustration. “I’m not sure if there is
anything that you can or will be able to do, but in an effort to smooth away
any problems between us, I am very sorry for the damage that I caused to your
home when we were here last. It was never my intention to cause any of that but
if you require that I pay for the damages, I’ll be happy to foot the bill. Is
this to your liking?”


The
Witch remained completely still but this time, Dewi spoke.


“Mighty
Guardian, my lady is most gratified by your offer of restitution and will make
certain that The Circle are sent the full costs incurred in the repairs, but
that was never the point of this visit.” 


Balls.


I’d
just offered massive money but more than that, I felt as if I’d just been
outplayed in the jousting word games we’d been engaged in.


Dewi
continued.


“My
lady is determined to help people. In the very core of her whole domain and her
being, is the desire to make sure that everyone is as free from suffering as
could be possible. She truly is attempting to help you but it would appear that
her bedside manner is a little rusty.”


Silence
reigned supreme as we all just looked at each other. We could walk away but that
would mean being stuck in the same position we’d been in before we walked in
and the Witch had wanted to deal with us directly or she wouldn’t have sent
word for us to come. It could be that walking out now could be a massive slap
in the face, metaphorically speaking, and mean that we’d be making a very
powerful enemy but it could also mean that the Guardian was being protected by
not being in the heart of a potential enemy’s stronghold.


I
could feel the thoughts of the other two with me screaming for us to leave so
I’d be away from any trouble and on the balance of probability, it was likely
that that had been the correct stand point from The Circle at large but, with her
odd platitudes in mind, I knew that doing the same thing all the time will mean
you get the same results all of the time so maybe now was a good time to do
something new?


“Fair
enough,” I stated, feeling the waves of relief coming from the others, happy
that I’d decided to walk away. “I’ll go first to make sure that you and
whatever you’re going to do is on the level and then, if my people here wish to
take part, they can.”


The
sputtering sounds that came from Mark were remarkable and I could feel waves of
fear coming from both of them. The Witch smiled that genuine light up the room
smile again as if maybe something huge had just taken place.


“Don’t
worry both of you,” I whispered under my breath to Mark and Maria by way of
reassurance. “I’m going to be so ready for anything you’d probably hear me
scream back at the mansion.” Levity seemed appropriate but my anger was still
boiling at the situation.


The
Witch took hold of my arm again and started to walk us away from the seating
area, Dewi dropping into a trailing position behind us, but turned back to the
others.


“You
are more than welcome to remain in this place for the duration of what we are
about to complete but should you require anything at all before we return, you
have just to speak it aloud and it will be made available to you.”


Neither
Mark nor Maria looked happy at the idea but nodded their understanding. The
Witch reciprocated the gesture and added, “Giant sir, never let your mind
become rigid to what is normal or abnormal. That which you are struggling with
has been shared by so very many others over time and will continue to be. You
are the latest in a long line to fall victim to the issue but are perfectly
placed to resolve it.”


Mark
just stood tall and stoic at the words but his eyes, just for a fraction of a
fraction of a second gave hint that she’d been able to touch at something. He
nodded quickly but didn’t keep his eyes on us, looking away fast.


“And
my lady warrior,” the Witch now turning to Maria. “Hold on to the knowledge
that the river of all our lives will continue to flow no matter what we do. I
am very sorry for your loss.”


Maria
reacted to the words in a very similar way to Mark but she didn’t look away,
allowing the tears forming in her eyes to be visible to all of us. The Witch didn’t
say anything further but swept us back around and marched us away with real
determination of purpose. Although she hadn’t really said anything of real note
or detail to my people, she’d still been able to have some kind of effect on
them.


What
the hell had I just let myself in for?
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We
walked at a brisk pace for a handful of minutes, peppered with taking different
forks along the way, the meandering pathway we were following at odds with the
mood of the Witch, until she let go of my arm and stopped us before a building
which seemed to be both tall and squat. Sweeping curves had been latched
together as a whole that welcomed the eye rather than more familiar straight
lines of architecture which you’d likely cut yourself on in comparison. Vines
covered so much of the structure but there had also been a determined attempt
to drape any and all forms of plant life over each and every surface of this
place. I couldn’t really make out detail of what this building was because of
the plants but that too added to the softening of the edges of the place. I did
consider that the place may collapse under the weight of plant matter in time
but hoped that that would be a great time off yet.


“Guardian.
This is where our journey begins.” The Witch was speaking with that familiar
slow surety and gave the clear impression that disagreements wouldn’t be
tolerated. 


The
door was opened from the inside, allowing a spicy aroma to flow free, and a
woman of indeterminate age with blazing orange hair strode out from the low light
within to stare at me. 


“Is
this the one you were discussing with me yesterday?” asked the woman in a voice
that was as strong as any I’d heard before. A slight mixture of accent but none
was coming out on top. The Witch just nodded gently in reply, deciding that
less was more.


“Excellent,”
replied the woman, looked me up and down again and ‘hmmmm-ed’ to herself. 


“Come
this way please, we can get you started,” and she turned sharply back to the
doorway and marched in, clearly expecting me to follow. I looked at the Witch,
then at Dewi, hoping for some kind of signal or information.


“I
said, this way please,” echoed from within the building with just a hint of
exasperation.


I
did as I was told.


The
door closed silently behind me, sealing me inside. I looked over my shoulders
to try and glean some moral support from the Witch or Dewi but they hadn’t
followed us in. I was alone and rapidly feeling as if I’d just fallen for
simple trick.


“Right
then young man,” began the woman, surety of purpose in her voice. “What is it
that you need to address?”


I
looked at her flatly while my mind ran through possible ideas. She had the kind
of posture, the kind of inner sense, of an old fashioned hospital matron.
Wearing a long black cardigan over more black, she was of average height but
carried experience and strength in every muscle and sinew of her body and I
knew that if she asked me to do something, there wasn’t really going to be the
chance to argue. 


“I’ll
need to make sure you go to the right person, so be honest. What did she say
was the problem? Are you seeing things? Do you have a,” she coughed,
“’performance issue’ in your magic, or yourself?”


“Everything
works fine, thank you!” I reassured her, getting very worried about what was
going to happen next, and folded my arms as if to prove just how big and strong
I was. The bracelet I was still wearing rattled against my wrist as I folded my
arms so she must have seen it.


“Aaaahhhhhhhhh,
anger for you then. Makes sense I suppose, you being a Fire after all.” and
without further ado, she turned and made her way through the gloom to a small
desk in front of floor to ceiling shelves, all filled with oddly misshapen
bottles and jars and canisters and pots of every colour you could imagine.
Selecting two, one blue jar from the lowest shelf and a long, tall bottle from
a shelf much further up, she settled down into a comfortable looking chair and
pulled out a delicate pair of reading glasses.


“I
know what you need but let me just work out the doses on my tablet,” she explained
without lifting her attention to reach me.


And
then, through everything that I’d seen on my journeys up to this point, she did
the most unsettling thing she possibly could. She reached into a bag down at
her side and removed the tablet she needed. Now I’d been expecting a large block
of slate or the like for her to start scratching away in chalk, it would have
fit into the whole motif of the room, but no, she brought out what appeared to
be a brand new electronic tablet, turned it on, and began swiping through apps.


“Excellent,”
she finally announced into the gloom. “Three of this and, eight of this.” She lifted
the containers from the desk and began measuring out the three and then the
eight of whatever she was measuring, into a third receptacle, muttering to
herself as she did. Then she shook the mixture vigorously before putting the
jars back.


“OK
my boy, I’ve put this together to give you the best possible experience. It’ll
start to help knock some of that rust off.”


“Rust?
I’m going to have knocking? What is it you think I need and what do you think
that you’re going to do to me?” My patience was fast wearing thin as everyone
around me just appeared to be doing whatever they wanted with me, my thoughts
and feelings be damned. 


The
woman smiled at me and plonked her hands on her hips at my questions.


“She
didn’t really fill you in, did she?”


I
shook my head.


“She
can do that some times. Well, to begin again. My name is Vyn and I am the
person who runs all of this little healing facility.” She beckoned around her
at everything, and this time, my eyes followed after what she was showing.
There was a great deal more open floor space than I’d first noticed and
sprinkled throughout the place, were large and comfortable seats, elongated
tables of worked wood but also of other more outlandish materials. The vines
from outside were mingling through all of the wall space, around the large
framed paintings and the tiny, yet ornate, light fittings. 


Looking
everywhere, more and more detail resolved itself to me, showing small creatures
nesting at random spots and even the occasional creepy crawly going about its
business and I was just blown away by the seemingly endless hints in the air,
in the plants, in the furniture, of magical properties just running wild, not
contained within people or objects. There was so much here and it was only now
that I’d been able to see any of it. It had just been black before and the
change couldn’t be written off as just being the result of my eyes adjusting to
the interior. 


“Close
your mouth, dear boy.” whispered Vyn in my ear, so closely that she made me
jump. “Good. You shouldn’t have too many problems doing this. Surprising what
you miss when you’re not looking for it.” Her conspiratorial smile suggested
that she’d been expecting what had just happened. “And,” she added, “not
feeling as angry now are you?” and strode back into the single large passageway
that was next to the shelving behind the desk. Another thing I’d overlooked.
She returned quickly and was now followed by a tall woman of early middle age, with
her brown hair cut into a short style, dressed in similar garb to Vyn, save for
the highly polished armoured pauldrons at her shoulders and gauntlets which
reached to her elbows.


“This
is Linka and she’ll be the one working with you here.” 


Linka
smiled at me and with a practiced manner no doubt used before but I thought I
could make out a genuineness that was beyond just the perfunctory.


“Working
doing what?” I still didn’t know what was going on, though I wasn’t as angry
about it somehow. Vyn handed me the container of whatever she’d mixed before
adding,


“Linka
will take you through to her room and start working at the conflict that you
have that’s driving your anger.”


“I’m
not just going to do anything that’s suggested, you know. And why are we going
to her room? What happens in her room?” My voice was controlled but I could feel
the distant roaring in my head which was my animal saying maybe we should just
go to her room and see what happens, but happily, it didn’t reach too far out.


Vyn
laughed a full, genuine guffaw.


“Guardian
of the Circle, this is a place of healing and as such all of the people who
operate here do so to make everyone better from their issues. This building is
more aimed at a linking of the mind and the flesh, and how they can work both
together and in competition.” Her voice then turned more severe again. “We are
all healers and no-one will be working outside of those boundaries. I can
provide you with someone else if that would be better, maybe one of our troll
casters, Bek is available now and, although not as skilled in this field as
Linka, he is very good.”


I
raised my free hand in mock surrender and the two women smiled, though I got
the impression that I’d again, just done something that they’d been almost
expecting. Try harder Anthony.


“So,”
I raised the container of mixed liquid, “do I drink this now or later?” Linka
rolled her eyes but chuckled ever so quietly, and took the pot from me.


“I
will be using this, now come with me.” Her voice was wrapped in a Welsh accent
that I hadn’t been expecting but was oddly reassured by, so I followed her,
leaving Vyn behind.


Linka’s
room was pitch black and not in the same way as the outer room had been. It
didn’t seem to matter how hard I focused on the darkness, nothing was appearing
from the murk, revealing the specific features of the space. Instead,
everything was just black, even blank, as if there wasn’t the slightest hope of
sensory stimulation.


Behind
me, Linka closed the door and we were both lost in the nothingness that was in
here with us.


“Are
you able to see anything around you Guardian?” She’d moved to stand somewhere
ahead of me but without any sound to give the move away.


“I
can’t see anything.” I replied and felt a very odd sensation of unease ripple
across my skin.


“Excellent.
I use this method of immersion to allow those receiving treatment to feel more
comfortable when they remove all of their clothes.”


Huh?


Then
her voice was next to me.


“I
will keep your belongings safe but you must be naked for this treatment.”


I
began taking my clothes off slowly, each item being plucked from my grasp in
turn and placed who knew where, until I was down to my birthday suit. Silence
stretched around me, there being no sound to highlight positions of people or
objects. There wasn’t even the tick-tick-tick of a clock.


I
didn’t feel that there was the likelihood of any form of betrayal or threat in
the darkness, and my head hadn’t suddenly started spinning at the clandestine
approach of danger, but being stood in absolute darkness without any clothes on
is a particularly unsettling experience. It wasn’t that I was on edge of there
being someone who was going to see my unmentionables, it was more the fact that
I was just so exposed to the air. Our clothes provide some level of protection
and being without them just feels wrong.


I
was still wrestling with the nature of my self-consciousness when the floor
beneath my feet - the reassuring, hard, cold stone floor - simply fell away. I
yelped in a powerful and extremely manly fashion but didn’t follow it, rather I
remained suspended in the emptiness.


“Uh,
hello?” I shouted out, hoping that at the very least, there might be some kind
of echo. Still nothing. The impact to my chest happened without prior warning,
thumping the air from my lungs and I’m sure I heard a crack or two as ribs
broke. I was so shocked by the sudden attack that nothing happened, my body
just stopped. The second impact crashed across my jaw feeling like I’d been hit
by a train but by the sensation of what was being used to hit me, I could
recognise the cold plate of those huge gauntlets that Linka had been wearing.


I
didn’t need asking twice.


My
Dragon rushed out, my body beginning to transform in the darkness and I roared
in every direction I could as a warning to Linka not to keep up with whatever
‘treatment’ she thought she was administering.


The
next cannonball hit my left leg, just above my ankle, immediately making my
whole leg numb save for the central splintering of bone. I roared again,
sweeping my tail around in as wide an arc as I could manage hoping to find the
monster who was attacking me in the darkness. Still nothing.


“You
won’t hit me!” Linka’s voice fluttered through the void, taunting in the
simplest way possible.


I
needed to get away from here fast. The conditions of the fight weren’t looking
good so I was getting away from it. I summoned out for a Cascade Bridge to jump
myself out of this place, but nothing happened. I tried again, and again but
still there was just nothing reacting.


“Naughty
boy, trying to leave before the game’s over.” Linka had seen what I was trying
to do. “No spells in here.” she admonished me, the disruptive schoolboy.


I
aimed at the sound of her voice as best I could and let a jet of flame free.
There was no screaming, no smell of burned flesh following the fire so I must
have missed her. 


“Where
are you, creature?” I bellowed, my breath shortening as I fought against the
pain she’d been administering. She laughed back at me, a chittering and light
sound that seemed distorted by the surroundings which at once put her next to
me but also above me, both close by and far away. There was no way I could just
keep this same routine going as she picked me off with the kind of force she
was able to muster, I’d need to change the balance of power.


With
all the power I could muster, I unfurled my wings and began to fly. At the same
time, I began to swing my head from side to side and blasted out more fire to
catch as wide an area as was possible. I kept the flame burning as long as I
could, pushing my wings as hard as I could manage but even with this effort,
there was still no indication that I was travelling anywhere and the light from
the fire wasn’t showing me anything. Wherever I was, there was apparently
nothing else here at all.


The
next impact came as soon as I stopped the flame. It hit at the same point on my
leg as the last one and this time I felt so much more. 


Agony.


A
white hot explosion of hideously sharp torture lit up my leg as every nerve
ending overloaded at the effect. That pain was beyond anything I‘d ever
experienced and on utter reflex, my flight action collapsed and I instinctively
reached down to cradle my lower leg. The pain didn’t diminish in the slightest
but my mind erupted in panicked horror as my clawed hands made contact.


My
leg was gone.


I
could feel rivers of blood pouring over my fingers as I searched over my ruined
leg. Instead of the limb, there was now a tangled mass of shredded flesh and
shattered bone and so much pain. My mind was scrambled by the agony and I was
lost in the emptiness of this room, unsure of anything that was happening.


That
laugh came again and had taken on a more malicious edge than it had had
previously, swirling around me like a wild animal circling its wounded prey and
regardless of the direction I turned my head, I couldn’t pin it down.


Real
panic began to set in. I was doing my best to stem the flow of blood but my
hands were becoming slick with the stuff despite my efforts. More swirling
laughter. I needed to find Linka. More laughter still. The pain just kept on
tearing at me. More laughter again. I needed to do something to change up the
conflict I was trapped inside, I was starting to feel light-headed already
thanks to the loss of blood.


Using
the bizarre qualities of this place, I reclined into the emptiness, ignoring
the agony I was feeling and the almost cyclonic laughter, and blasted out as
fierce a column of fire as I could manage. The direction at this point was
irrelevant but I needed Linka to think that I could be able to douse her in
flame to keep her away while I attempted my plan. The manic laughter, gone from
any kind of humour or sanity and instead now just cruel mocking, showed no sign
of approaching. Clutching the mess of flesh of my destroyed leg tightly, I
closed my mouth until there was just a tiny aperture for the flames to escape,
while keeping the force of the fire the same. The pressure increase was
instant. I’d done something similar as a child with a hose pipe, putting a
finger over a low pressure trickle of water to cause a much higher pressure
jet. The flame coming out shrank down to no wider than my human arm and became
an incandescent white in the blackness. 


The
laughter abruptly stopped and there was an inhuman howl all around me, anger
and hate and brutality all wrapped up in that call. Linka had noticed I was up
to something she possibly hadn’t thought of.


I
screwed my resolve into an iron ball at my core and did what needed to be done.


I
swung my head forwards and incinerated the open stump of my leg with as much
fire as I could create, sealing the wound in some fashion. 


The
pain that swarmed over me was an almost living thing. I writhed over and around
me like a monstrous serpent, striking without care or remorse. I held the fire
for as long as I could as the agony rose until all I was able to do was just
roar into the darkness, a bestial explosion of the most basic animal response
to suffering.


I
think I blacked out.


It
was tough to work out in the darkness but I think I was laying out on my back
though there was no floor for me to orientate myself. The laughter had stopped
and there was just no sign of there being anything in here with me at all,
though I hadn’t really been that sure before, but more importantly for me, the
pain had stopped.


Contorting
myself in the nothingness, I manoeuvred myself to be upright and risked a look
down at what was left of my leg. It was all there. There was no sign of damage,
or injury of any kind, as if the destruction I’d witnessed first-hand had been
a mistake on my part. Taking hold of the limb, examining it but also to prove
to myself that it really was there, my mind raced again. What was going on
here? What was happening to me?


“Goooooooooooooooood.
You’re awake again.” It was Linka, back again somewhere in the emptiness and
still not content with her work.


Then
silence. 


No,
beyond silence. However it was being done, this room was more than being empty,
it was as if the dimensions of the place were being occupied by ‘anti-room’
instead of there being anything I could interact with.


More
silence.


Expecting
Linka to come rocketing from anywhere imaginable, I lifted my arms to as much
of a defensive posture as I could and primed myself for the inevitable attack.


More
silence still.


My
head was flicking back and forth, trying to cover every possible direction, but
still the emptiness continued.


“Where
are you?” I bellowed into the void. My voice was higher than normal, showing
the effect the tension was having on me, and I was sure that Linka would have
picked up on that in a flash.


“I’m
here, Guardian.” I snapped my head round, following the sound. Nothing.


“Not
there! Here.” Look the other way, still nothing.


“You’re
getting closer. Now here,” Linka giggled with the sweet delight of a child
playing hide and seek. I searched out that voice but still nothing. My
breathing was ragged already, my heart suddenly hammering in my chest like a
pneumatic drill and in the cloud of the impending fight, I realised that just
being scared was only likely to get me killed and in that instant, deep in the
vaults of my head, I felt a sudden rush of awareness and a feeling of the most
majestic animal power and my animal side crashed to the surface. 


I
roared again into the void but this time, the tone was deeper, more guttural. I
was hearing it and knew that it was me making the sound but my Dragon power was
in control now, relegating me to being merely a passenger.


The
roar continued and continued, building in ferocity and rage, and my head began
to feel as if someone was plunging me deep underwater as the pressure in my
ears pushed in on me, until, with that familiar blast of light which heralded
the change in my senses that I’d been experiencing recently, my mind exploded
with the onrush of the heightened awareness of everything around me.


Colours,
sounds, tastes, everything became a much richer and wider spectrum of sensations,
making my mind tumble over itself as I fought for the control, and there before
me, exploded in an array of dazzling light which was almost beyond words, was
the shape of a person. I’d seen through this magical view in the past but had
only ever been seeing the single subject as a light source against an inert
background but here everything was a riot of swirling and eddying colours
fighting for prominence. I struggled to keep everything straight in my head as energies
all around me surged and crashed into each other, all the while the central
figure in the picture, glowing plainly and cleanly white against everything
else, floated steadily directly at me.


My
animal just reacted.


I
threw out a blast of flame at the shape of Linka and thumped my wings back to head
after her. The flame was purest red through my eyes now but I could see more
shapes within the jet but that would have to be considered at a later point.
Linka clearly hadn’t been expecting my action and rather than sweeping out of
the way of the fire, she was caught flat footed and the full torrent splashed
over her. I followed the jagged edged screaming from inside the inferno and
snatched her out of the air.


The
white shape lay motionless in my hand, no features visible as I watched, just
the form which was light itself. I sniffed at it and the familiar smell of
burned flesh filled my nostrils. I snorted at her body, the light starting to
diminish, and swung my attention around the space I was in, hunting out for any
further enemies but doing my best to pinpoint any form of exit.


Wherever
I was, I could just about make out some straight lines in the mass of colour I
could see, and staring hard through whatever was around me, more and more began
to make itself clear, as if the harder I concentrated, the better I became at
seeing through the clouds.


Happy
that I’d pinpointed what was needed, I started my flight towards the doorway,
my senses still coursing with whatever super juice had been injected into me
recently, but my animal self was calming. It was the return of my human mind
that picked out the mistake I’d made.


I
hadn’t been able to concentrate harder and see through the fog. The fog of
colour was clearing and leaving behind areas of black nothingness which was a
deeper and more terrible thing to be near than just a lack of whatever the
colours were. The emptiness was cold, it was sadness, it was a grasping despair
which was hungry for anything it could find, and the ever increasing number of
pockets of the thing were all, I could feel them on my skin, in my head,
reaching out to consume me.


I
poured on the speed as panic gripped my chest and I risked a look at the body
in my hand. The light from within it was almost completely gone now and that
nothingness was climbing up out of it, using it as the latest conduit to escape
from wherever it was. I dropped it and recoiled from the touch of it as it
tumbled down and away from me.


Reaching
the doorway, the colour was fading away all around me, as if it was being drawn
to cling to me in defiance of the blackness. I slammed my clawed feet either
side of the door and found that I was able to anchor myself in stone there, and
began to strike against the door with panicked fury. The door remained unmoved.
I hit again and again but still nothing. I scorched out fire but still nothing
happened, the colour now completely engulfed by the darkness. It was just me
and the door in the emptiness.


And
the laughter.


It
just crept around me like an almost not there creature, the feeling that spider
silk brings if you walk through some. It was the same voice as before but now
there was no possible doubt of the madness all through it.


“I
still see you.” the voice pointed out, coming from behind me. I turned fast,
not knowing what I was expecting to see and there, floating in front of me, was
that same humanoid shape that I’d held in my hand though now, there was no
light there at all. Amidst the darkness of the void I was trapped within, the
thing that was before me was made up of the horror emptiness of everywhere else
but in the boundaries of that thing, it was so much more concentrated as to make
the rest of it seem pleasant. That darkness was visible to me as something
beyond being the void and I could feel it reaching out in all directions to
grasp and tear at anything it could find. And I was all that was left.


“It
doesn’t matter how powerful you think you are. I can defeat you.”


My
animal took the wheel again and bellowed out a roar of defiance.


“You
can try!” I boomed and pushed away from the wall behind me, my claws outstretched
ready to rip this creature to pieces. My feet, though, remained anchored to the
wall. Flicking a look back, I could see that the blackness was crawling over
me, already having gripped me tightly to hold me in place.


I
reached down to tear at the mass with my hands but became engulfed in the
nothing, it hurriedly surging up my limbs to reach my face before I could send
out fire, clamping my jaws shut and cutting off the air. I struggled against
the bonds but I wasn’t moving. I tried to explode fire but the power clamping
my mouth closed was too strong and my mind was screaming in terror as the
oxygen I needed just wasn’t available. 


I
couldn’t break free.


The
edges of my vision began to close inwards and I knew that there was nothing I
could do to free myself. Spots flashed and all I could think about, the very last
image that came to my mind and the one that I’d be taking with me to the great
beyond, was Andrea. Her long white hair tumbling around her face and she was
smiling at me. On balance, not a bad image to hold on to, but I wish I’d been
able to clear the air.


I
slipped into unconsciousness.
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As
it turns out, death didn’t last long.


I
opened my eyes and gulped down a monstrous lungful of air, the sensation of
smothering still lingering. Linka was stood before me, dressed in the same way
she’d been earlier but the armour was missing this time. I didn’t wait, and
dived at her, intending to grip her throat as tightly as I could and crush the
life out of her before she could attack me again.


She
flinched and squeaked a tiny scream at my explosion of movement but I didn’t
manage to reach her. I was just held in space, having lunged out of the almost
upright platform I’d been laying on. Her cowering seemed so at odds with what
had just been happening that it made me stop and try to take in details of
where I was.


I
was in a small room wound through with vines and plant life in the same way as
the place I’d started out. What was happening to me?


“What
are you doing to me?” I yelled at Linka, fury scratching behind my eyes. Again,
I’d trusted someone and here I found myself, trapped after some kind of mind
torture. Linka scampered out of the room, and I think, was crying as she went.


“You’ve
been having your treatment.” came the Witch’s voice from behind my back.
Struggling to turn to see them, she and Dewi slowly walked into my eye line.


“What
treatment?” I growled, struggling against the invisible bonds which held me in
the air.


The
Witch casually made a gesture with her hand and I was released, and fell to the
floor.


“You
came here to be helped with the problem that’s at the very core of who you are
and this was the way that I was able to assess you.” Her voice was matter of
fact, no chance of there being any argument.


“So
you locked me in a room and tortured me?” I was still angry and didn’t care
that I was stood in the centre of the room, stark naked. The Witch opened her
mouth to speak again but was interrupted as the single door to the room was
thrown open and Vyn came barrelling in with a look of pure thunder on her face
and, I swear, her orange hair was ablaze with power.


Dewi
intercepted her and began to placate her, no doubt letting her know that I
wasn’t going to actually be hurting Linka and turned her back towards the door.
That thought, that I was almost expected to hurt those around me, took the wind
from my sails. Yet again, my first instinct had been to attack those who were
just doing what they’d been asked to do. That all too familiar sensation in my
stomach returned, shame and regret, their thorns digging deep.


“By
doing what I did,” continued the Witch, moving much closer to me than made me
comfortable. “I was able to place your mind in an environment where you
couldn’t affect your body and really push your buttons.” She lifted her hand
and a single finger slipped across my chest. There was nothing sensual or
alluring in her motion, rather she was behaving more like a predator appraising
a future kill. It made me nervous. Happily, she broke away as Dewi returned
from dealing with Vyn.


“So
what now then? More of your treatments to help me? Maybe being flayed alive
perhaps?” My nerves at her attention brought out my old contrariness, and what
better way to show that she wasn’t intimidating me than sarcasm. She didn’t
need to know that it was a fair proportion ‘front’.


She
slowly circled the room, not paying me any attention at all but casually let
her gaze drift around as if she were looking for something. Dewi stood still
watching her, intermittently casting a glance my way, his face still obscured
by that bizarre black mask with the elongated snout and his head covered by
that tall black hat. 


“Do
you desire my help, Guardian?” The Witch was slowly returning to where she’d
started.


There
was no way out now and my sheer bloody mindedness reared up in my chest.


“You’re
the one who said that you could help with an as yet unspecified problem that I
was having but all you’ve managed to do is get me out of my clothes and torture
me.” 


She
nodded her head slightly, acknowledging my point. 


“So
far, I don’t even think that you’re aware of any problems we all may be having
and, really, you’re trying to make me jump through your hoops because of what I
did in that great hall.” My temperature was rising again and the feeling of
explosive violence was brewing.


“I’m
tired of the vague insinuations and offered help when it comes at a hidden
price.” My skin was starting to feel tight as I growled out the words.


“I’m
fed up of those with power thinking that they can do what they want and those
without huge magical power just have to bow and scrape.” The anger in my voice
was spilling out freely and I was feeling righteous rage.


“And
I’m tired of those like you!” I jabbed an accusing finger at her, my hand
beginning to deepen to red, “You who think that they can just do everything
that they want and the rules don’t apply to them.”


That
final spat comment drew a reaction from her and she blurred to be in front of
me, her hands on either side of may face, her nose almost touching mine.


“I
am one of the ancient powers and you think that you can walk into my home and give
me orders? You simple animal, don’t you see your place in all of this?
You may have some small power but next to what I am, you are not worthy of even
being the simplest servant.”


Her
voice was like broken bones and her ice cold hands gripped tight to hold us eye
to eye.


“You
don’t like the world because people are so unpleasant to you? You don’t have
the respect that you think should be yours? Very well Guardian of The Circle, I
will show you where you sit in this world of ours. I wish for restitution for
the violence which was perpetrated on your last visit and I wish it now.”


She
released her grip of me and stepped back, raising her hood up over her head.


“I
will take that which is mine from your servants.” and without another word, she
simply vanished from the room. She was going to kill Mark and Maria because
she’d decided that she wanted them dead. And there was no way that I was going
to let her.


My
Dragon burst forth with more ferocity than I’d ever experienced. I slammed into
the walls and ceiling of the room I was in, rational thought of my environment
out of my mind, and began tearing myself free of the place. I could hear
screams coming from nearby as people ran for cover but I knew I had to get to
my people.


Surging
into the air, I thundered my wings as hard as possible to get me to them before
the Witch could take them. Towers whizzed by as I banked into any and all turns
to build any speed I could find before discharging a wall of flame to
incinerate a huge construction of vines which exploded as I passed by.


And
there they were.


I
could see the garden area we’d started from and the familiar shapes of Mark and
Maria were sat waiting patiently, and the Witch, streaking through the air ahead
of me before landing hard in the space between the two of them, shocking them
both to standing positions. I roared in impotent rage at the scene that I just
wasn’t closing with fast enough.


The
Witch moved slowly around the space and seemed to be speaking to Mark and Maria
in turn. I kept howling and snarling as I pushed on harder still, gobs of
flaming liquid spattering out as I did in response to the dire need to save my
people but to rip that cruel, smug creature to pieces.


I
was almost there.


The
Witch was still pacing, but I could see that Mark and Maria were looking up at
me and back to her.


I
was going to reach them, as long as she kept wasting her killing blow.


“SHE’S
INSANE. RUN!” I didn’t recognise my own voice but the message was received. The
two of them didn’t wait to confirm the message, nor did they attack on the way
out. They just turned and began running in opposite directions. 


My
next roar was triumphant and violent, and I forgot any pretence of control or
finesse, slamming my whole body down like a missile at the Witch while bathing
the whole manicured garden she was stood in with the most powerful fire I could
summon.


She’d
raised her shield again, whatever it was that had stopped me before, but this
time I’d been aiming more for the ground just ahead of her. That shield stopped
me dead but I’d crashed into the plinth area she was stood on first, and with a
hideous crack, it splintered and fell apart, sending chunks of stone the size
of cars tumbling out of my impact crater while smaller masonry and flames
blossomed. 


I
was scrambling to my feet as fast as I could and scorched the ground around me
again, just blasting everything around me. There was no sign of her but that
didn’t mean she wasn’t still very much in play. Scanning the air and
surrounding structures for any sign of her black cloaked figure and still not
locating anything, I began digging through the ruin, hurling ragged stone in
any direction I could as I searched through where she’d been.


Nothing.


Where
was she?


“GUARDIAN,”
detonated from behind me, that single word delivered with the same power as the
Mage was capable of channelling but with a tellingly more feminine voice.


I
span round and began to blaze out fire as I went, not wanting to be caught
without firing a shot but she was able to evade the attack easily, drifting
just far enough up that the incoming volley passed inches beneath her feet.


“STOP!”


That
gave me pause but not much. Column after column of fire chased after the
sprite-like creature but still she evaded everything I was throwing, diving and
twisting through an array of balletic movements that always had her just out of
the reach of my fire.


“PLEASE
MASTER DRAGON. I KNOW THAT YOU ARE JUSTIFIED IN YOUR ANGER BUT I BEG OF YOU,
LISTEN TO ME.”


I
reached down in response and hurled handfuls of rock at her from the destroyed
garden but they all sailed past her harmlessly, her movements just too much.


“LISTEN
TO YOU? YOU WERE GOING TO KILL MY PEOPLE.” More flame chased after the words,
again to no effect.


“I
WILL STOP ANYTHING THAT WANTS TO HURT ME OR MINE OR I’LL DIE TRYING!” and
slammed my wings together in a thunder clap of noise and air, sending out a
shockwave at the Witch. She hadn’t noticed that I’d been anchoring my clawed
feet in the stone in preparation for the attack so had no time to be able to
evade it.


She
flipped backwards, end over end, her cloak splaying wide and then tangling
around her as she went, before she regained her control and righted herself.
I’d used the time to take off in pursuit and as she steadied herself, I caught
her in one giant hand, dived for the ground before slamming her into the
stonework there with all the force I could muster.


Holding
my arm in place and breathing hard, gobs of saliva spattering the wreckage that
had once been an ornate collection of sculptures, I waited. I’d felt her smash
into the ground but there was no guarantee that she was finished. I couldn’t
risk that she’d survived and was going to sucker punch me.


Around
me, people were walking slowly up to see exactly what was happening but there
wasn’t any of the screaming and terror that would usually accompany the kind of
conflict that had just taken place. Instead, there was more of an idle
curiosity about something pretty minor, and already, some of those people who’d
gathered around, were starting to drift away from the scene, satisfied that
they weren’t missing anything important.


My
hand being moved from within the rubble signalled that they’d known what was
likely to happen next.


It
didn’t matter that I was forcing against her with all of the might I could call
up, or that just in terms of mass, that I out-weighed her by a huge margin,
beneath my hand, the Witch was standing up and slowly forcing me up and away
from her.


I
emptied a gargantuan torrent of fire directly onto her from point blank range,
the stone around her starting to melt under the force of the blast, but it had
no effect on her at all. She remained in the midst of the devastation, utterly
at ease and untouched by anything.


Changing
tack, I drew my hand back and instead began to pound down on her with my fists.
Each blow hammered down on her but was stopped short by that shield of hers,
sparking power from the impact being spread through the shield with each blow.


“PLEASE!”
she boomed at me, the shock both an audible and physical impact, such that for
a clutch of seconds, I was stunned to inaction. But rather than attack in the
opening I’d left, the Witch slowly floated up to be at my eye line, her cloak
gone and her arms spread out wide. The expression on her face was pleading and
sad as she hovered before me, dressed in a tactical suit of simultaneously
modern and yet ancient design, she wasn’t fighting me.


“Please.”
she said again, though more gently. “I am most sincerely sorry for what I have done
here and I mean you or your people no harm. This has been a part of the way I
can help you, please believe me.”


I
unleashed an animal roar at her and strode forwards and was poised to flame her
again but rather than make any attempt to defend herself or escape, she just
closed her eyes and braced herself. I stopped short of her out of confusion,
not fully understanding what she was doing. She slowly opened her eyes as the
expected attack hadn’t arrived, and I snorted at her by way of threat.


“What
help can I possibly find from you wanting to fight me and kill people?” I spat
at her with rage fuelled venom.


“That
you are conflicted by the roles you hold in the worlds you inhabit.”


She
floated slowly towards me and placed one hand softly on the end of my snout,
then the other, and she smiled a sad smile.


“You
want to do what’s right but it always seems that when you try, someone wants to
tell you that you were wrong to act the way, to think or feel the way, you did
and you have such anger at this, such that I’ve never seen in a person before.”



Her
eyes were fixed on mine and that feeling of her looking directly into the very
essence of who I was, became unsettling in the extreme.


“You
want to protect,” she continued, “long before you took up the mantle of Guardian,
you felt the need to do everything you could to have those around you be safe
but it’s hurting you to deal with the reality of that task. You accept pain for
yourself in due course of the ‘correct’,” she made the air quotes fingers
before returning her hands to my scaled flesh, “path but are disgusted at the
prospect of your people being hurt or mistreated in that same way and would
defend them with your life.”


My
rage was dwindling as she spoke in a serene voice which just wanted to soothe. 


She
was right.


“Yet
you’d visit that damage onto others in the pursuit of your goals, which in turn
gnaws at you,” she paused briefly and gestured over her shoulder, “Dewi is
unharmed despite being in the very room you were when you became your Dragon.
His safety was ignored as you rushed to protect your people at all costs.”


Shame
bloomed in me at the admonishment. I could have killed the strange looking
servant but that hadn’t even featured on my radar. All I’d been able to consider
was the Witch was going to hurt Mark and Maria and there wasn’t anything that
would allow me to accept that.


Next
to me, the sound of stone falling on stone drew my attention down as Mark
approached over the rubble, followed by Maria, and then by Dewi. The sight of
the black clad servant was the final straw to cause me to withdraw my Dragon. I
shrank back down to my human form, the Witch floating down with me, her eyes
held on mine and her hands still in contact with my skin until we both stood in
the devastation of our battle, me naked and feeling awful and her with that
same sad smile and her cold hands on either side of my face. 


“You
and I will need to spend more time together to help you fully but I will never
need to resort to the tactics employed here. The first stages of your recovery
will be a balm to the horror you hold.”


The
Witch was speaking with a remarkable warmth and finally let go of my face
before drifting to Dewi’s side, and holding a hand to his leather masked face,
cradling it with much more tenderness than a master would to a servant.


“I
am so sorry for putting you at risk,” I announced to Dewi, my voice slightly
wobbly on the first syllable. He nodded his beaked head and thanked me with a
reassuring word, before adding the delightful sentence, “Don’t worry about it.”


I
just laughed quietly at that idea. 


The
Witch had certainly touched a nerve in her assessment of my mind and it looked
like worry was a pretty big part of what I’d been doing to myself. It would
appear that not worrying about something like that was not something I’d be
able to do easily.


From
beneath his long coat, Dewi produced a small stack of clothes, all black, for
me to cover my modesty and while I climbed into my new clothes, he and the
Witch walked up to Mark. She clasped his arm and spoke loud enough for everyone
to hear but not in any kind of way that was revealing unspoken secrets.


“You
see? He means it. He was willing to throw so much, including himself, away to
protect you.”


Mark,
my giant warrior who terrified almost everyone who encountered him due to his
over seven feet tall frame and laser like intensity, placed one of his shovel
like hands on top of the Witch’s, squeezed it in recognition, and broke out
into a full and genuine smile. 


Then
more.


He
began to laugh.


He
threw his head backwards and laughed like he’d been wanting to for so long but
had never been able. The Witch smiled along with him, wrinkling her nose with
her own honest reaction. As the laughter faded, Mark looked as if he’d had
years taken off him thanks to what the Witch had been able to do. 


He
met my eyes and smiled, nodded his head, and announced,


“I
will be waiting for you to finish, back in the citadel where I can try and
locate some supplies that the estate requires. Thank you to all of you.”


He
turned, gripped Maria on the shoulder, and headed out of the ruins. The Witch
smiled after him as he departed, before turning towards Maria.


“As
I said earlier mighty warrior, I am sorry for your loss but, very soon, you’re
going to be slammed into a battle between the elation and horror of who you are
and there is absolutely nothing that I or anyone can do to ease that fight.”


Maria
looked confused at the words but there wasn’t anything further on her face to
show any other of her emotions, though her subtle nervous tick of playing with
the ring on her finger suggested she wasn’t fully at ease. The Witch continued.


“Just
remember that the waters may be deep and dangerous now but, after your dam
bursts, you’ll be feeling so much clearer and all will be much smoother sailing.”


Maria’s
face said she either didn’t recognise anything that could have an effect on her
life or that she thought the Witch was more than a little loopy. She nodded her
thanks for whatever pearl of wisdom she’d just been given before turning to me.


“I
will join Mr. Howells until you are finished my Lord.”


There
was a great deal less emotion on show as she left us.


Turning
back to me, the Witch looked almost conspiratorial.


“Finally,
we can get started on you, but first, I think a change of scenery,” and she
pounced onto me, taking a firm grip around my chest, before taking to the air
with such speed that I’d have sworn I should have been damaged in some way. We
shot through the air, me clamped to her, my back to the floor beneath us. I’d
noticed that her hands were freezing cold earlier but it was clear that her
entire body was freezing. A brief thought of her sharing some kind of power
that Andrea had kindled in my mind but I’d have to ask her about that another
time.


We
twisted and turned until we entered a much darker and narrower place, another
tunnel, which in turn led us out into the night air outside the complex. There
was no breeze to speak of and the air, though fresh, wasn’t anywhere near as
cold as I’d expected it to be. A minute more and we landed.


Staggering
away, the effects of the flight rendering my balance a little off, I watched
the Witch straightening her cloak and hood before running a hand over her hair
to return it to its previous state. I think she used magic but I thought
make-up and hairstyling was witchcraft even before I joined up with The Circle.
I also hadn’t realised that she’d brought Dewi with us so the sight of his
replacing his tall hat on his head and generally tidying himself up came as a
surprise. Looking around me, I tried to get an understanding of where we were.


The
sky was obsidian black, without a star to be seen but the moon was full and
bright. The light that I could see by was illuminating a wide, rocky landscape
peppered with small scrub plants. Far off in the distance were tiny lights of
fires spread widely and apparently randomly through the emptiness and there was
a distinct feeling of emptiness clinging resolutely to the place. I imagined
that I was most likely in some far off obscure location like a desert somewhere
but the chill in the air suggested that may not have been quite accurate.


Back
in the direction we’d emerged from, I found the entrance to the tunnel we’d
used, an ancient and weathered thing which was practically hidden at the base
of a huge stone cliff. There was nothing to indicate that there was anything
more than just the stone inside that huge hill but maybe that was the point.
The Witch wanted to have a sanctuary away from her citadel so why not? I
couldn’t though, see the citadel anywhere.


The
Witch and Dewi just stood watching me as I surveyed everything around me, most
likely thinking I was so very stupid for the way I’d been behaving.


“Do
I need to go on a far off trek into the wilderness and meet with a shaman or
something of that kind?” I wanted to sound respectful but make it clear that I
was keen to get this over with. Without making it feel like I was just going
through the motions, but taking it seriously. But not too seriously that they
could take advantage of me. Jesus, I was worrying about everything now.


“Of
a kind,” replied the Witch. “I’ll be teaching you something that not a single
person has tried to help you with. Now please transform into your Dragon and we
can begin.”


I
did as I was told, but had remembered to peel out of the clothes first and
handed them to Dewi.


I
stood in the clearing at the mouth of the tunnel, my crimson scales catching
the moonlight to release shots of brightness as I moved even the slightest
amount. Despite my Dragon form, I stood upright and looked down on the Witch.
She in turn, removed her long cloak and floated up to again be level with my
eyes.


“What
I want you to do first of all,” she started, “is follow me,” and she glided
back from me and up into the sky before giving it the full superhero flight effort
and thrusting her arms out ahead of her. Again, I did as I was told. A massive
leap accompanied with huge beats of my wings took me skywards and I headed
after her. I closed the gap quickly and kept my attention on her fully as we
moved, her black clothing making her almost vanish in the darkness.


“All
you have to do now, is follow me. Do you think you’ll be able to keep up?”


I
was about to give my feelings on that question but she made her move away from
me too quickly. She started to climb, fast and opened up a massive lead on me
in the blink of an eye. I thundered after her, an odd sensation building in my
chest, as if I was hunting her. The gap closed, but she dropped hard out of the
sky and headed straight down, so folding my wings down flat, I allowed gravity
to send me after her. The wind whistled past me and filled my eyes with
reflexive tears against the drying but I was still easily following her.


“Good.
A little quicker then.”


She
angled herself into a swooping arc that sent her back the way we’d come, mere
feet above the rocky ground, and I followed after, my wings guiding rather than
propelling me. The Witch checked back on me and I could see the expression on
her face being one of furious enjoyment, a smile firmly in place. If she was enjoying
this then I’d have to make sure I gave her a decent workout, she wasn’t going
to beat me.


I
was almost on her when she jagged sharply to the left and headed off even
faster still. I banked hard and pounded after her, catching a glimpse ahead of
what I thought she was doing. Ahead of us was another sheer rock face, hundreds
of feet high, but this one had a huge crack through the centre forming a steep
sided canyon. It looked big enough for me to fit through but it would make it
difficult for me to manoeuvre and maintain my speed. I pushed more effort into
my flight and began to reel in the lead she’d opened up, my heart thundering in
my chest and my breathing racing. She beat me to the canyon, but not by much,
but as soon as I hit the edge of the opening, it became clear that this was
going to make the chase much more challenging. 


The
walls of the canyon were made entirely of a shiny black stone which not only
reflected light everywhere in strange ways, but it made it even tougher to pick
out the Witch thanks to the exact match to her suit. The shattered stone
scattered all over the floor of the canyon, having broken loose from the walls
and slid to the ground, added another layer of camouflage still.


“Great,”
I mumbled to myself but carried on. 


I
was almost on top of her. I could almost touch her.


I
stretched out to grasp her but found that my hand just passed through empty
space. I tried again with the same result before I realised that I’d been
chasing after a shadow which I’d mistaken for my target. Smiling at the
mistake, I cast quick glances around me to see if I could locate her again, and
became aware of the wall of stone I’d been heading directly for. I hit the wall
on all fours and it drove my claws into the rock as anchors, my wings having been
used as an airbrake to remove as much speed as possible but the shockwave still
jarred every joint in my body.


Above
me, the Witch called down with a playful tone in her voice.


“Not
getting tired are we?” and shot off back the way we’d come.


“Fine.
If that’s how you want to play this, I’m game.”


I
shook myself free of the rock and dived after her as fast as I could manage,
adrenaline coursing through me at a building pace.


The
canyon we’d flown into had appeared to be just one long trench from the outside
but it had proved to be a vast interwoven web of passageways which had been
carved through the stone and the Witch was leading me into the maze, every time
I closed to almost be able to reach her, speeding up or changing direction at
the very last instance to always keep me frustrated. With each jag, each
alteration to her speed, each turn, I could hear her laughing to herself as I ,
time after time, kept missing her and my animal side was tearing at my head as
the failures continued to mount.


“Keep
on trying, won’t you? It’s so long since I’ve had this kind of fun.” Her voice
was silvery in the darkness and didn’t sound like she was having to work
anywhere near as hard as I was to keep this pace going.


I
flattened my speed out to just follow her as she went and my mind whirred for
possible options to put an end to this. She was running me ragged in these
trenches thanks to the available space but also thanks to her ability to blend
in with the terrain. If I was going to finally catch her, I couldn’t just follow
after her and hope for the best, I’d need to switch things up and make her
advantages work against her.


She
jagged again and I crashed into another stone wall.


“Resting
again? Come, come, come.”


I
snorted after her and leapt skywards again, an idea growing.


We
continued our racing dance, her evading with the lithe beauty of a ballerina
and me following in her wake like a leaden footed beginner, back and forth
through the trenches, me swiping at her and missing before hitting and clinging
onto another rock surface. She kept her peals of laughter ringing into the air
as a taunt and I slowly became aware that I was beginning to build a smile on
my face as I prepared to spring the trap I’d been setting.


I
was going to show her what a Guardian could really do.


As
we headed back to the mouth of the canyon, I belched out as wide a jet of flame
as I could, aiming to cover the maximum area possible. Flame coated the floor
of the trench and the walls either side of us. I wasn’t hoping to burn the
Witch but the fires rapidly did what they were for. The Witch changed direction
and I followed after her, bellowing a roar of mock frustration to really sell
the idea that I was just chasing her. 


More
jets of flame and more and more of the maze was doused in the yellow/orange fire
and again, the Witch swooped gracefully to evade any of the effects before
surging away from me faster still. I followed, continuing with the burning as I
went until I could make out ahead of us one of the walls I’d flown into
earlier. I’d been following her around this place and doing everything I could
to memorize the geography and with that in mind, had left myself little markers
for what I needed to do. The moonlight was clearly picking out a shape I’d been
able to carve out when I’d landed here before. My handiwork gave me the
direction I needed and I hurled out a massive fireball which scorched past my
prey and exploded on the right side of the fork ahead, releasing a wall of fire
across one of the routes she could have taken. Thinking I’d been aiming at her,
she obligingly took the other way.


We
continued the same action through trench after trench, me coating the walls and
floor with fire and guiding her where I wanted her until we finally found
ourselves returning through a canyon we’d already visited. The fires had
dropped but they were still doing what I needed them to do. The previously
black floors and walls were now a vibrant glowing orange and the black suit the
Witch was wearing was now in stark contrast with its surroundings. 


Now
not having to concentrate on picking her out in the dark, I could concentrate
more on the chase.


The
Witch was still laughing but my first swat at her came much closer than I’d
managed previously, so much so that she checked back at me but now with a
little more confusion on her face. I just smiled a massive grin of razor sharp
teeth back at her and heaved myself after her faster. She dropped her height
and skimmed the scorched floor of the canyon in an attempt to get away from me
but she was like a beacon of black light next to the glowing embers of the
ground and I swooped directly after her, banking my body to corner the
approaching bend and keep her going the way I wanted her to go.


Our
dance continued but now, my abilities were growing. Each route she took had
glowing embers everywhere and times where earlier she’d been able to get her
breath back because I’d lost her in the dark had now become just as taxing as
the rest of the journey.


Now,
the laughter had stopped.


We
continued on and a few times she shaped to climb up and out of this canyon
system and into the open night air, but blasts of flame above her always kept
her down in the trenches. She may have been manoeuvrable but it also meant that
she would be evading rather than just crashing through things as I would. That
was why she’d brought us into this system of trenches; it gave her an advantage
next to a Dragon of my size. That meant that I had to take away that advantage.


She
kept pushing the flight as fast as possible and although I knew deep down that
she was going to be more than able to defeat me if she really wanted to, the
sensation that was building in me was intoxicating as I both chased her down
but also guided her into a trap she hadn’t realised was closing around her.
Another fireball guided her around the final corner of my prepared route and
she shot through and into the snare I’d laid.


I
lined up my fireball with the symbol on the far wall we were aiming for,
reduced my speed as much as I dared, and threw as much power into the blast as
I could. The giant fireball scorched through the air, its blazing light casting
irregular shapes on the still glowing walls as it flew towards the Witch. She
in turn, did exactly what I wanted her to do and lifted up and over the
incoming missile, happy that she’d evaded the danger but I hadn’t been aiming
at her.


The
fireball carried on its trajectory and as the Witch turned to check on me, no
doubt itching to poke fun at the latest missed attempt, it impacted into the
rock wall ahead at the point I’d carved for myself. The Witch was still
watching me when the ear splitting crack tore through the air from the weakened
wall meaning I was treated to the delicious sight of her being truly scared by
the arrival of something she hadn’t been expecting.


Ahead
of us had stood a massive block of stone which had two possible routes we could
have chosen to employ. The Witch had taken us down both of them as she led me
around on our chase and on each occasion, our arrival at this point meant my
smashing into the wall. Now, the first time it happened, it had been a complete
shock to me that the thing was even there in the first place, such had been my
focus on plucking the tiny form of the Witch from the air, but the sensation
which rattled through me as I anchored to the wall was one of much greater
movement than it should have had. The massive block of stone had a crack behind
the surface giving it more the feel of a loose tile on a roof than just a
single lump of stone. The pieces of broken stone on the floor of the various
trenches had been torn like sheets instead of lumps and that particular wall
was on the verge of collapse.


We’d
come past here again and I’d hit the wall again and again, looking clumsy but
judging what I’d need to do to break it free. I eventually scratched my target
mark on the last run through.


The
force of the fireball was in exactly the place it had needed to be and the huge
crack we’d heard had come from behind the wall’s surface, the massive slab
finally coming free before tilting ominously on the fast spreading opening
which had developed  at the base of the wall. We were both still heading
forwards when the slab, groaning under the stresses running through it, began
to fall forwards like a mighty domino.


It
came down slowly at first but was quick to build up speed and I’d suddenly
turned the Witch’s advantages against her. She was fast and remarkably agile
but as the slab came down, she was now cut off from going forwards or either
side. She was also curtailed from climbing up and out by the rapidly falling
stone which was becoming a makeshift roof to the field of play and the space
beneath it was shrinking at an alarming rate. The only way out of the box which
was closing around her was for her to turn and come directly at me.


She
turned hard and started to make her retreat from the falling debris having last
seen me a great deal further behind than I now was. She banked round to see me
directly on top of her and with a triumphant snatch, I grabbed her from the air
and held her before my eyes, a fierce roar tearing out without any effort from
me. I’d done it out of pure instinct at the successful hunt.


“Very
well played Guardian,” she panted, the effort having been pushing her as well.
“Though I think that you may have over played your hand.” She pointed up at the
wall of stone which was almost upon us. I smiled a wicked smile and dragged my
power together for the Cascade Bridge I’d been planning for.


The
ring of energy that came into being behind me was at least twice the size of
the one I’d created in the citadel and carved through the walls either side of
us. The smell of ozone washed over us and it was almost intoxicating it was so
strong while the body of the ring was containing such a huge volume of power
that the static buzz coming off it was deafening. I threw myself backwards into
the ring of energy, and dragged the thing in after me. I could feel the
aperture closing but it was still plenty big enough to still be dangerous when
the massive rock piece hit it.


I
emerged from the Cascade Bridge near where we’d started out and fell to the
ground under the effects of the power from the bridge construct, the Witch
rolling free of my hand as I did. In the distance, far away to my right, I
could make out the glow coming from the bridge ring and was watching when the
slab made contact with it.


The
ring blasted through the falling slab to shatter it apart as if it had been
made of dust, and ripped the energy in the ring to pieces. The detonation of
the bridge ring was monstrous. Blue/white lightning scorched up and away from
the blast site, sending tons upon tons of stone into the sky in an ever growing
bloom of destruction. It was quickly followed by the sound of the explosion, an
awful sound of such primal destruction that you imagined that that was what had
happened when the meteor landed to destroy the dinosaurs. The blast wave and
then the underground shockwave followed close behind.


I
rushed back to my feet and just stared in transfixed wonder at what was tearing
through the landscape. It was an ancient feeling, a primordial sensation of awe
at power that had been unleashed into the world but more importantly, it had
been unleashed at my hand. My animal responded in just as primal a fashion and
I roared a deep and guttural screech of triumph into the night sky, my whole
body primed for anyone who would dare to challenge me. I was the master of the
very forces of the universe and I would end anyone who dared to face me.


“It
would appear that my work is done.” 


The
tiny voice had spoken to me from so far away that I’d nearly missed it all
together. It took a further second for the words to register enough that I
could react, such was my reverie. Looking down, I found the Witch being helped
to her feet by Dewi though she appeared to need no help, rather she was
humouring him.


“What
do you mean, Witch?” My voice had a much harder edge to it than I’d been
meaning to use but I was still boiling in celebration of my power.


“This
is the point that you seem to forget,” she continued, and waved an arm out at the
destruction which was still mostly airborne. “You’ve been looking at everything
in your life as a great problem and have been wanting to fight against all of
it. All of your life, you’ve been told what to do, and have behaved in the way
you should have, but deep down, I saw in your mind, that you’ve always felt
that you didn’t have a voice. So much of who you are is how you’re seen by
others and that can lead you to constantly doubt who you really are.”


I
listened to her words and considered what she was saying, which in turn slowly
put the lid back on my monster. Had I been feeling like that? Was I doing just
as she’d described?


The
Witch floated steadily up to my eye level, again placing her hand on the end of
my snout.


“I
can feel the rage in you that has nothing to do with being a Dragon of fire,”
she smiled. “Just think about your life. Can you highlight any specific details
that could make sense of what I’ve said?”


I
began to think.


There
were times as a kid that I’d been told I couldn’t have a specific toy or do
something I’d really wanted to but that was all pretty standard stuff for
everyone but as I sifted through the thoughts, time and again, things matched.
I’d not been a great student so was always viewed as the ‘problem’ in the
classes. That in turn, made me yearn to be doing something that I was good at,
that I wouldn’t always be hearing that I just couldn’t cut it. 


The
Witch smiled sadly at me again, an expression of true empathy.


“Keep
going.” Her voice was tender.


I
considered my life growing up and saw my uncle letting me be who I was and
being happy about it. I’d been the person I was with him and he’d never asked
for anything more than that. My brother, on the other hand, had been on the
receiving end of the strictest life from my uncle, always being lectured about
responsibilities and doing what he had to. It had taken a huge toll on their
relationship to the point that my brother had left and not come back. No wonder
I jumped at the chance to be a part of The Circle when I was asked, my uncle
had been the only person who’d been supportive.


Time
and again, images flashed into my head which showed that I’d been this man my
whole life. I’d been listening to everyone in my life concerning who and what I
was and when their opinions didn’t interact with mine, it festered anger and
resentment, not that they thought differently, but that I’d always then ceded
the discussion. It had been automatic in me, to just accept the word of another
because I’d been told that I was wrong so often.


That
was why I’d been so ready to rage against the machine. I wanted to be heard and
because I knew what it felt like to be just overlooked and ignored, I took it
as a personal insult when I saw it happen to others.


“It
does,” I responded finally, my words subdued and small. It was then that my
mind wandered over recollections from what I’d been doing during the previous
year and my all too familiar shame exploded in my stomach.


In
so many of the interactions and situations I’d encountered, I’d fallen into a
bizarre trap of, unbeknownst to me, taking on traits of the other leaders from
The Circle. I’d been more aggressive in the fighting and I’d been more
dictatorial in how I’d been handling the power I had. I’d even tried to
continue my previous life but I’d carried with me that attitude of complete
superiority. Stephanie wrapped in her bed sheet on the door step being the
clearest sign that something was wrong but I’d sped past without even the barest
consideration of what was happening.


“Jesus,”
I grumbled under my breath as the whole awful truth was laid out before me. I’d
been behaving like a jackass.


The
Witch saw my reaction and was happy.


“Excellent.
Now I need to finally hammer home a very important fact that you’ve been
overlooking since you took up the power of the Dragon. Follow me again, Dewi,
will you please prepare the ground.”


She’d
been extremely happy with my response but hadn’t been waiting on my answer
before she shot skywards again, though this time, straight up. I watched her go
and checked down on Dewi, wondering what he was going to be doing to ‘prepare’.



“You’d
better hurry up. She doesn’t like to be kept waiting.” I swear he was smiling
at me from under that leather mask. I just sprang skywards and followed after
her, leaving him to do whatever he was going to do.


Into
the empty black of the night sky we went, the Witch again making everything
look so wonderfully easy with me following behind, my wings dragging me
onwards. Yet she didn’t stop. She just kept on climbing and climbing far beyond
what I’d ever reached in the past, the temperature noticeably falling as we
ascended. I’d only just begun to worry about the chance of running out of air
or my wings freezing over, when she finally stopped climbing and waited for me
to catch up. I joined her, working my wings rhythmically to stay aloft. I may
have had the ability to fly and a fair amount of experience being airborne but
being this far up and not in an airplane was a remarkably distracting
proposition.


“From
here,” she started, her voice sounding so very slightly distorted, most likely
from the gusty wind up here. “I want you to dive directly back to the ground
but do not open your wings to glide out of your dive until I tell you.”


“OK?”
I replied, not seeing any kind of value in this but trusting that she had
something in mind.


“I’ll
be falling with you all of the way but do not make any attempt to arrest your
fall until I give you signal to do so.” She looked stern, so I just agreed.
She, in turn, nodded before raising her eyebrows and giving the unspoken,
‘Well?” gesture.


In
for a penny.


I
folded my wings back into my body and fell backwards into a dive, my limbs held
in tight to my body to make myself as aerodynamic as possible. The Witch was
immediately at my side, mere feet from my face, as I plummeted. Beneath us, I
could see a huge expanse of darkness, the landscape having become featureless
at this altitude, save for the still flaming crater I’d made in the former
canyon structure, but that dark ground was rushing up to meet me.


“CLOSE
YOUR EYES,” bellowed the Witch before flying directly ahead of me, as good as
blocking my vision anyway.


I
could play along with this. We were still far enough up in the air that it
wouldn’t matter. So I did and I just gave myself to the sensation of emptiness
all around me.


All
there was for me to experience was the sound of the wind roaring in my ears and
splashing into my face, everything else was just gone. I’d closed my eyes and
there was just nothing anywhere, no light to pick out, no spatial understanding
of where the ground was and within my own head, falling through the sky with my
eyes closed, there was just nothing at all anywhere else and I felt a supreme
freedom and serenity.


“OPEN
YOUR WINGS NOW AND TAKE YOUR TRAJECTORY OUT TO YOUR RIGHT,” yelled the Witch
through the calming emptiness. I opened my eyes thinking that the ground was
going to be a great deal further away than it had become and threw my wings out
in terror as the rocky ground was almost upon me. My speed dropped and my
direction changed slightly and as each second passed as I slowly began to
regain control of the dive, but the ground had kept on coming up. It was going
to be close but I was suddenly in the midst of the possibility of not being
able to pull out in time.


I
moved my wings as steadily as I could to increase the angle I was leaving the
dive but there was nothing more that I could do as I began to reach the moment
of truth. I detonated a roar of defiance at the ground for even daring to
suggest that I wasn’t going to be able to survive this and held it as I
scorched along at just inches above the ground, before aiming myself skywards
again with such an excitement coursing through me that I just couldn’t help but
laugh at what had just happened. 


The
Witch matched my speed and trajectory and she too had a huge grin on her face.
It made her look young.


“You
have a mighty gift my friend and, yes, it does come with great responsibilities
but, even at the very heart of everything that you are in The Circle, you need
to always have a little fun.” She banked steadily to return to where we’d left
Dewi and I followed again.


“All
this was just to have fun?” I asked as we settled into a more sedate pace.


“You
came into the life you have now late, didn’t you? You never had the years of
teaching that bearers of the Dragons usually enjoy and, though missing some of
the more archaic testing no doubt would have done you good, you also missed the
earliest phases of learning through play. The Circle is work for you but it’s
so much more than that. You are you and enjoy the things that you do and that
wouldn’t change because you have this power. Never overlook that what you are,
what you can do, is pretty cool but deep down, just be you.”


We
were smiling at each other at the conversation that had just taken place
between a massive red Dragon and a flying Witch, magical therapy of a kind,
when the pitch black night sky was lit up with a painfully bright white light
from beyond the cliff we’d started from. The sound wave hit us both a short
while later like being hit by a train, sending us both crashing to the ground.
Dewi was quickly at our position and tended to both of us.


“What
was that?” I coughed, shaking my head and feeling for any broken bones.


“It
would appear that The Circle has decided that this place is no longer a welcome
addition to the magical landscape,” replied Dewi, his voice pained though still
polite.


“The
Circle? I haven’t done anything.”


“You
may not have done anything,” said the Witch and took off towards the point of
origin of the explosion. “But I recognise the detonation of that weapon. It’s
been a while since I saw them last, but it appears that Thunder and Lightning
are attacking my home.”


What?
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I
scrabbled to my feet and began to take off after her when I heard a voice from
next to me.


“Please,
Master Guardian. Take me with you so I may better be able to help my lady.”
Dewi was desperate not to let his mistress go into anything alone.


I
didn’t bother responding and just scooped him up in one clawed hand and took
off.


“I
cannot allow my lady to face these foes alone. She isn’t going to be strong
enough to stop both of them.


Having
seen her in action, the idea that she wasn’t going to be able to withstand the
two heavyweights from The Circle made me drastically reconsider the power that
they had at their disposal.


Ahead
of us was a tower of flame reaching skywards, engulfing the central citadel I’d
visited before. There were smaller fires already firmly ablaze in the outer
reaches of the shanty town which surrounded the citadel and I could hear so
very many voices screaming out against the horror that the two Dragons were
visiting on them.


Thunder
was more stocky in build, Lightning more slender, but they were blasting down
at everything they could see with a kind of casual abandon that suggested they
weren’t even considering who was on the other end of the destruction. Pass
after pass rolled by and more and more death and destruction tore into the Witch’s
domain, obliterating everything it touched, before, black cloak reattached and
fluttering as she soared through the air, the Witch flew directly into
Lightning and with an almighty crack, unleashed some kind of magical blast
which sent the Dragon tumbling to the ground to crash through the wreckage of
what had once been the town on the most inner ring of the cityscape.


Thunder
roared at the sight of Lightning falling, a sound which was far greater in
ferocity than my own, and turned to face the Witch. She in turn scorched
directly at Thunder and made contact across the armoured jaw of the beast which
sent them both flying back through the air, Thunder swatting at the Witch to
beat her back.


She
wasn’t able to press the advantage before Lightning rejoined the fight with
flame and explosions, sending the Witch away before she was hit.


I
couldn’t let this go on.


The
Witch was being attacked and she hadn’t done anything against The Circle. Yes
she’d banned us all from her realm but that had been in response to me being an
idiot. I needed to get in the middle of this and stop the fighting before the
damage done was too much to come back from.


“YOU
MUSTN’T!” yelled Dewi from my hand, desperately thumping his fists against my palm
to attract my attention.


“They
mustn’t see you here. Thunder and Lightning are the most powerful of your group
but they don’t enter the field of play unless there is a very great need for
them to. If they’re here, The Mage sent them himself so you arriving would
cause you no end of problems.”


“What
about you mistress? She needs help.” I didn’t plan on fighting them, I just
needed them to stop attacking the Witch.


“Please
Master Guardian,” he continued, real desperation in his voice. “You must not be
seen by your people. Please return me to the edge of the city. You can remain
out of sight and I can make my way into the fight from there.”


The
explosion which came from ahead of us was so fierce that it shattered my
attention and I fell from the sky to land hard on the roofs of the shanty
below. Looking up, I quickly located the source of the explosion. The citadel
had finally given way under the huge brutality which had been thrown at it and
had collapsed in on itself, detonating anything and everything which was
inside. The rainbow of colours which filled the air brought to mind fireworks
but the horror of what was happening hadn’t passed me by. From my vantage
point, I could make out the shapes of Thunder and Lightning co-ordinating their
attack of the Witch, one fading out after an attack while the other attacked
from a different direction. The Witch was defending herself but the tiny shape
was being slowly but steadily overrun.


“She’s
losing. I’m not going to let her die out there,” I snarled and readied myself
to take flight. 


“You
won’t save her if you try,” Dewi shouted. “But she knows that you were willing
too.”


That
wasn’t good enough.


“Those
two aren’t meant to be here. The Mage didn’t send them out to destroy the
Witch, he sent them to hunt out and kill someone called Ophiuchus who’s been
trying to attack us.”


At
the mention of the name, Dewi stiffened and there it was. There was the piece
I’d been staring at but missing. The armour had been moved through the citadel,
as did any number of other creatures and weapons and the Witch was the ruler of
all of it.


“She’s
Ophiuchus.” I’d shouted the words into the night such was the shock of
realisation.


“But
at no point has there been any move against The Circle from us, I swear to you
Master Guardian on every possible power you or I could care to invoke,” stated
Dewi, still defending his mistress.


I
needed to find a level truth of what had been taking place. The Circle had
clearly had dealings with the Witch in the past but having been in her company
for some time she didn’t strike me as the evil kill everyone type. And
strangely, I believed Dewi.


“Stay
there.”


The
voice startled me such that I almost lost my footing on the buildings below. It
was the Witch but she was speaking in my mind.


“Master
Guardian, you’re too late to help me now. Take Dewi back and find your friends
from my chambers and know that I didn’t attack your people.”


Dewi
screamed into the flaming ruin which had been his home as the fight rolled on,
and far ahead of us, the Witch stopped backing away and defending her position.


What
happened next took place in such elongated time that it looked to be just a collection
of single images, photographs held up of an event that has already happened and
so is out of the reach of those who would attempt to stop it.


Lightning
wrapped the full length of that serpentine body around the outstretched arm of
Thunder, the crystalline tail sitting in Thunder’s palm. Lightning’s body
crackled with a monstrous energy of cold fury and a ball of blue/white light began
to grow at the tip of the tail. The build up of energy was immense and I could
feel it through my teeth even from this far away. The ball of energy sat in
Thunder’s hand and, drawing back that mighty fist, Thunder threw it directly at
the Witch.


One
word was whispered in my head as it was launched.


“Run.”


As
it left from the Dragons, an almighty explosion of concussive sound ripped
through the air and accelerated the missile to an awful speed. Thunder and
Lightning had combined their power. I scooped Dewi up and was about to turn and
flee but I just hadn’t moved fast enough. The bolt of energy hit the Witch and,
she’d let it, making no attempt to stop it or evade.


The
crack of light and sound which came with the blast was what we’d heard before.
The two Dragons had unleashed something so hugely powerful that it shorted out
my senses with the force of it, even from this distance. I’d managed to get
into the air and was already heading back and away from the devastation when
the blast wave from the discharge from the Dragons and the release of the power
within the Witch atomised what was left of the city. I didn’t dare look back at
what had been done by the most dangerous members of The Circle but I could only
hope it wasn’t as bad as I was imagining. I was hoping.


Dewi
was silent in my hand but I could sense the waves of brutal anger coming from
him. He’d just lost everything he had but more than that, he’d lost his
mistress. I tried to picture how Mark would handle seeing me be destroyed in
quite that fashion.


Whatever
happened next, I needed to get everyone back to Wales.
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We’d
been able to find Maria and Mark pretty quickly. The few people who were inside
the Witch’s private residence had run from the attack and had spilled out of the
tunnel we’d used earlier. There weren’t many of them and they seemed to be just
running as far away as they could muster. I couldn’t really blame them.


I
picked them up as well and, under Dewi’s guidance, located the point at the
edge of the ruins that we needed to use to cross back home and we headed
through to what we hoped would be a measure of safety. Dewi had spoken in monosyllabic
grunts as we’d travelled and despite the desperation to understand what had
just taken place from Mark and Maria, the conversation never happened.


As
we walked through the portal, Dewi took a single, long look back at the cinder
that remained of what had been a thriving civilisation before clenching his
fists so tightly that we could all hear the pop that came from his knuckles. 


All
the way back to the estate, no-one said anything.


Walking
through the doors at such an early hour, we’d been away all night, and after
what had been taking place, I sent the others to their rooms to sleep and was
about to walk Dewi to one of the guest rooms when he pulled me close to him and
whispered conspiratorially.


“I
thank you for accepting me into your home but I can feel that I will be at risk
here. I doubt very much that your Mage would be pleased to learn that you have
a servant of the one you just destroyed walking around your stronghold.”


He
had a point.


I
thought for a second and had an idea.


“You
can have my room at the top of the house. No-one will come in if I give the
order and I can rest pretty much anywhere in this place. Sound acceptable?”


His
beaked mask flicked from side to side as if he was expecting a Circle death
squad to descend on him at any second, but he nodded quickly. We didn’t dawdle
as we climbed the stairs.


I
was showing him where everything was, including if he wanted to take any of my
clothes or eat anything, when there was a heavy knock on the door. Dewi
produced that cane of his from inside his sleeve as if the thing had been up
inside his jacket all along, and aimed it at the sound. He was panicking.


Rather
than precipitate a fight by accident, I shoved him into the bathroom and shut
the door behind him, just as the door swung open and Mike came striding in. It
was still horribly early but he just looked as if he was already wide awake and
ready for action, his white hair braided down his back and he had on a well
tailored black suit. Best case scenario, I looked like I’d just got up after a
bad night’s sleep.


“My
Lord,” he began, an aura of bubbling excitement wrapped all around him.


“I’m
sorry to disturb you at such an early hour but I felt that you should know what
has happened.” He was almost giddy with the news.


“The
forces that you were following, the army you encountered in Australia, have
been totally destroyed.”


I
didn’t quite know how to respond but the delay seemed to just add to the just
woken up cover. Mike just smiled and wandered up to my side and slapped my arm,
just a little too hard.


“The
Mage sent out Thunder and Lightning and the whole fortress of Ophiuchus was
just torn apart. That problem has been solved. See? Good news.”


The
image of the death of Ophiuchus, no, she was the Witch to me, was etched on my
mind and there was nothing good about it.


“Great,”
I mumbled. “Good news indeed. Thanks Mike.” 


He
smiled again and strode back across the room to the door.


“You
stay in bed all day. You aren’t going to be needed and after the time you’ve
had recently, I suspect that you could do with the extra rest. I’ll tell the
staff to leave you in peace,” his voice was relaxed and conversational. And I
did need the sleep.


“Please
make sure that both Mark and Maria are also given the same courtesy for today,”
I shouted after him, just ahead of the door closing. They needed the rest just
as much as I did. He pushed back into the room, a very slight frown creasing
his brow.


“Certainly,
my Lord, but they haven’t been involved in the same way that you have.”


Think
fast.


“True
but they were with us when we went on our little mission into the Witch’s
domain so I think they’ve earned a day off.”


He
nodded, smiled slightly and was leaving again when I called after him a second
time.


“And
don’t you forget, that you need to take the day as well. You were part of that
team remember.” His smile grew even wider and he winked at me as he headed out.
The door shut behind him and I was finally alone in the room with Dewi.


As
if on cue, the bathroom door opened and the birdlike face poked into the space,
looking understandably cautious despite his masked face.


“He’s
gone,” I assured him, and gestured for him to come out. “You take the bed; I’ll
sleep on the floor.” There didn’t need to be any further argument or
discussion. He’d just watched as everything in his life had been torn to pieces
by those within my own group so giving him somewhere to sleep seemed like the
barest minimum I could do for him.


Dewi
agreed, probably thinking along the same lines, but conjured up a large hanging
divide to at least give us both some privacy from the other.


“Thank
you for your hospitality but I must ask that you don’t disturb me when I sleep.
I dare not risk what could happen to you should you not announce your intention
to pass this marking of my space,” he signalled the hanging and I agreed, just
too tired.


“I’ll
make a hell of a noise if I need to attract your attention, don’t worry,” I
assured him. “Now get some rest and we can work out what the next step is when
we’re not out on our feet.”


I
locked the door, just in case, and we both bedded down on our respective sides
of the divide. I was trying to find the comfortable position in an extremely
unruly bean bag when I began to hear noises coming from the other side. Dewi
was snoring already and that etched a huge grin on my face. Despite the
circumstances that I was living through, the fighting and death and pain,
through all of the creatures who had crossed my path, snoring was a seemingly
worldwide reminder that when you’re asleep, all the magic in the world can’t stop
you sounding just a little bit foolish. That hissing noise was likely the most
relaxed sound I could have encountered and I was fast to slip into sleep soon
after. 


My
dreams were nightmarish images of burning people running from the onslaught of
Thunder and Lightning, of destruction and suffering as Dragons fought against
demons and of thousands of faces of the lost swimming around me as they
screamed their anguish. I began to fight them back but each time I did, they
were swiftly able to stream past all of the attempts I made to defend myself to
slither over and round and into me. It didn’t matter what I tried to do in my
defence, each effort was greeted with the same derision from the spectres and I
was beginning to sink under the ectoplasmic mass. Panic soon followed until my
heart was hammering in my ears, beating out a desperate beat.


I
snapped awake with a shout and flailed my arms drunkenly against the things in
my mind. None had come out with me though but the beat in my ears was
continuing. The final fog of sleep left my head and I recognised that the sound
was actually a knocking on my door that had awoken me.


“My
Lord, please open the door. There is an emergency and you are needed
immediately.” It was Mike shouting for me while he still banged at the door.
The clock on the wall said it was half past six so I’d been asleep all day but
the chance to be able to find an easy way to get Dewi out of the building was
going to have to wait. 


But,
where was Dewi?


The
bed was made and the hanging divider was gone. Was he the emergency?


I
stumbled up and out of the bean bag and scrabbled the door open as fast as I
could. Mike bustled in and stood to attention before me.


“My
Lord. I’m sorry to wake you but there has been a huge development that we need
to be on top of.” His voice was solid and business-like, and hint of our
friendship missing completely.


“What’s
happened?” I was panicking already, imagining Dewi being strung up somewhere
after being found in the mansion and there being questions everywhere for me to
answer. Mike moved across the room and turned on the huge TV I had fitted to
the wall, hunted for a specific channel and stood back to let me watch with my
jaw on the floor.


In
crystal clarity, broadcast for the whole world to see, a giant suit of armour
carrying the same symbol as the others, that of Ophiuchus, was smashing away at
office buildings in the centre of a major city somewhere while people all
around ran screaming for all they were worth. There was a ticker tape running
under the split screen which included a person in a studio somewhere looking
earnest as they described what they were seeing but I was beyond taking in any
of it. All I could see was yet another one of those things smashing away at
civilisation as another poke in the eye of the protectors who’re supposed to
protect the human race.


“What
the… Where is that?” My voice was staggering over the words as I tried to
understand what was taking place.


“It’s
New York.” Mike was sombre at the idea of the ‘normal’ human world seeing something
like this and it made sense.


“What’s
it doing? Just destruction?” I was hoping.


“Doesn’t
look like it. It came up from the Hudson and made a beeline for the building
it’s smashing into at the moment.”


“New
York? What’s it after? Anything we need to be aware of?” I was trying to stay
calm as much as I could and work through the angles. Mike looked very worried.


“That
building is ours!” he said pointing back at the screen. “It’s the location of
one of our stores' facilities, like the site in Argentina you investigated.” My
memory dragged up the vault in Argentina and the wealth of artefacts that were
inside but also the fact that there were magical counter measures in place
within the structure. It was important enough to be well defended even without the
addition of the threat of a Dragon joining the fight.


“The
Mage is calling for everyone to be prepared to go to war.” Mike had just thrown
the sentence out there and that lack of emphasis made it worse.


Silence
reigned as I just stared in horror at the images.


“But
Ophiuchus is dead, you said it yourself. Thunder and Lightning did the deed so
we all had the day off.”


“Indeed.
The Mage has already tested them and retrieved the information – they were
telling the truth, but the fact that the armour is attacking that building
will, even if it were to stop now, cause a great deal of very awkward questions
to be raised, even before the fact that something of that kind exists in the
first place.”


The
thing just kept hammering away at the structure before it, sending chunks of
stone, of glass and metal in all directions as it did. This had to be stopped
but I couldn’t see anyone suggesting that the nearest Dragon just come swooping
in and pick that thing up. 


“There,
on its nnec!” I pointed hurriedly at the screen. “Those clasps are what hold
the helmet in place. I’ve seen that when they get popped, the thing just
collapses like the strings have been cut to the puppet. Whoever’s controlling
that thing can’t do anything if the signal gets broken.” 


Mike
looked at what I was showing him and nodded curtly, before adding a painful
question.


“Whoever?
It seems clear that somehow, Ophiuchus is still controlling them so he must
have survived somehow.”


But
I’d seen her die. 


I’d
seen HER die.


“What
do you mean ‘he’ must have survived? Is Ophiuchus a man?”


Mike
paused for a breath and looked blank.


“All
the information we have uncovered has pointed to that fact, though the records
are pretty sparse.”


We’d
been played.


I’d
been played.


My
anger at the betrayal that I’d fallen for was like a detonation in the darkness
and I could feel fiery heat prickling all over my body. All this time,
Ophiuchus had been hiding under that hideous mask and had called himself Dewi,
and I’d let him into the mansion for him to now be able to maintain the fight.


“Tell
the Mage that the suit of armour is pretty straightforward to bring down and
let him know that I’m going out hunting for that slippery monster and I’ll be
redeeming myself in short order.” I barked the orders at Mike and didn’t care that
there may have been the utter lack of any kind of humanity behind them. He left
the room without a further sound being made, his head down.


Slamming
the door behind him, I roared my own human anger at the situation and my own
rush to believe the words of someone who was offering to take all the pain
away. I’d been so self-centred that I’d missed what was directly before my
eyes.


Scooping
up clothes, I headed for the bathroom to ready myself for the hunt for that
monster on my own grounds but as the door swung open, the black masked form of
Dewi was just stood in the centre of the room, his arms raised in a gesture of
surrender.


“Please
Guardian. I attacked no-one.”


The
words were lost in my roar as I bounded forward, slamming into him and
hammering him against the wall behind, knocking the small unit from the wall to
scatter its contents everywhere.


“How
dare you? You trick us and then raise the armour again? You pretend to be a
servant? Who was the Witch and do you even care that she was killed because of
you?” My anger was flowing through me wildly as I shook him with each question,
bouncing his head from the wall behind. Dewi grunted in pain with each strike.


“I’m
not the one controlling the armour.” was gasped out from under the mask. I
didn’t believe him.


“Pull
the other one Dewi. No, not Dewi, you’re name’s Ophiuchus. You’re the one who’s
been trying to attack us all along so don’t even try to lie to me.”


“I’ve
never attacked you. I’m not interested in you. That thing there,” he jabbed a
finger past me at the television, “isn’t something that I would sink to using.
I may be old but I’m strong enough to fight my own battles.”


I
snorted a laugh in his face.


“Fight
your own battles? You’ve been pretending to be someone else since I first met
you and for who knows how long before that.”


“I’ve
been hidden for so long that most of everyone had forgotten who Ophiuchus was.”
he was struggling against the grip I had on his coat, bunched up under the huge
hooked nose of his mask.


“I’ve
my strengths and I would fight for myself when it comes to it but please,” he
coughed as he struggled for air. “I am, and always have been, a healer.” 


His
use of the word healer enraged me further and without the slightest conscious
thought, I heaved him from the floor and hurled him back across the room and
into the far wall. There was a long garbled groan coming from beneath the mask
as he hit the ground, the wall behind him now cracked following the impact.


“You’re
no healer. You’re nothing special at all.” I stalked across the room, my eyes
burning with angry fire. “You had a whole city under your control and I watched
what you did to those who didn’t follow your rules. You’re a murderer and at
best, a gangster.” I slammed a kick into his stomach as hard as I could and
sent him off the ground to crash back into the wall.


His
breathing was ragged and starting to sound wet. I’d done some damage and he was
most likely bleeding under that blank mask. I was burning with rage and wasn’t
going to let this beast off the hook. Reaching down to grab his collar again, I
lifted him off the ground and held him aloft. My whole body was running wild
with the Dragon energy inside me and I wanted to rip him apart for what he’d
done to me and the people under my command.


“Those
suits of armour were responsible for the deaths of people who I was in command
of. I’d spoken to those people, spent time with them.” My voice was becoming
more and more bestial with each passing second as my animal crept closer to the
surface, my skin prickling with the energy that was just pulsing all the time.
I was going to lay his body out for the Mage to show that the danger was gone.
Ophiuchus desperately worked at my hand, doing everything he could to break my
grip on him but there was nothing he could do.


“I
will not see you unleash the same destruction any more. I’m going to break
every part of you for the damage you’ve done.” I tightened my grip further,
bringing his face as close to mine as possible. “You call yourself a healer?
Well doctor. Heal thy self.”


I’d
balled a fist and was prepared to unleash on him but the explosion in my head
of colours and sounds, of all the sensations that the human body experiences on
a day to day basis, rocked my concentration as I tried to fight a way through
the cacophony. The screams coming from the television pierced my mind like
needles of white hot light, the very sensations of contact with the long coat
Ophiuchus was wearing making my skin feel as if there were a billion tiny hands
pawing at me but it was the explosion of riotous colours that made me stagger
the most. My whole field of vision had been pushed into a vastly shadowed vista
where the room around me was coloured in deep blues and blacks, the lines of
detail of the objects around me barely visible, but all of that was cast into
insignificance under the scorching light coming from the person I was holding
aloft.


Ophiuchus
was blazing out a white light as if he had been a sun warming a mighty galaxy
of planets. There was such beauty, and power, and violence, and strength coming
from him that I could feel every part of my body filling with the need to bow
down before him.


I
released my grip on him and he fell to the floor in a broken heap though the
light coming from him didn’t waver in the slightest. It was so much more than
I’d ever seen before and was reaching out in every direction to envelop
anything and everything in its welcoming light. I fell to my knees next to him
and just stared.


“What
are you?” The words didn’t seem to do justice to what I was searching for but it
was all I’d been able to drag together under the power coming from Ophiuchus.
He coughed in response from under that mask of his and juddered, his body
radiating waves of different shades of light in response to his movements and I
could see small areas of darkness within him, like tiny shadows on the surface
of a sun. He prodded at the shadows in turn and winced in pain at each. Were
they injuries? That I’d just inflicted?


“I
told you,” he replied, “I’m a healer, but it would appear that you have enough information
to cause you problems but not enough to resolve them.” He coughed again and
eased himself up against the wall and into a sitting position. That burning
light was just a warming constant making all of the rage fall away. My Dragon
was being held at bay and was easily being replaced with a compassion that
wrapped around me like a blanket.


“I
am Ophiuchus but, as I’ve been saying, I haven’t been attacking you and that
armour is most certainly not mine.” His voice was still curt, not with the pain
he was in but the contempt he had for whatever was attacking us.


“You
most likely don’t know much about me but I was there at the earliest days of
this world. I watched life grow here in all of its wondrous forms and for ages,
all things were just simply as they needed to be. My people and I came here
from far away and just lived out our lives, surrounded by anything and
everything that we could have possibly wanted.” His memories were flooding his
every fibre and the warmth radiating from him seemed to grow even further.
Clearly, happy memories.


“But
as with all things, change rode over the world. Your people were already
elevated above all other life here but, despite the powers you already had, you
were worlds away from what you now represent.” His glow began to dim. Not so
happy memories then.


Coughing
once more, he re-gathered his composure.


“What
do you think ants think about eagles?” A bizarre question that took me by
surprise.


“I
don’t know? They may be aware of some animals because they interact with them so
most likely, all things would become either threat or food.” It seemed fair
enough.


He
nodded.


“What
about those fish with the light dangling from their forehead? You think other
fish look at them as being beyond them? Of being better?” It was another bizarre
question but it felt more like it was aiming to a specific point.


“Most
likely, they’re just seen as being different but under the ‘threat’ category
for most and ‘food’ category for those bigger fish out there.”


“Most
likely,” he agreed.


“But
how do you think a primitive human would view a modern human? The modern human
has devices on their person that can do things beyond imagination for the
primitive. The torch function alone on your phone calls light to your hand just
because you wish it without even considering all the other things it could do.
A cigarette lighter holds the primal force of fire captive and under control, a
slave to the one who carries its container.”


I
pondered the ideas and tried to imagine seeing the things we take for granted in
the modern world, but without any of the context. Transport, communication,
weapons, clothing and myriad other things that I took for granted would be
magical. Ophiuchus noticed my understanding.


“Now
consider what would happen if a primitive man was shown actual magic rather
than just technology that they didn’t understand. What now?”


“You’d
be God-like. You’d be feared and worshipped.”


“And
so we were,” he concluded. “Humanity looked on us as Gods. People came to us in
search of answers to their ills and after trying and failing to convince them
that we weren’t divine, it was just easier to let them believe and then act in
the way they expected.”


“So
you started religion?” I couldn’t believe what I was hearing, yet, with that
glow just blazing, filled with an honesty that transcended everything, I could
feel that he was telling the truth.


“No,
you humans started religion. You’d already been worshipping rocks and the sun
and any and all other icons that would represent greater powers in the world
than yourself, we just became the latest in the line. The only difference was
that we were Gods that people could directly interact with.”


There
was an overly cheerful song coming from the television in the other room, no
doubt the needed advertisements for whatever thing the network was trying to
push. Looked like an overpriced car. The music was powerfully inspirational and
just smacked of advertise by numbers yet I had been drawn to it so maybe there
was something to be said for their methods, and with a swirling, sucking
sensation, my senses collapsed away from the expanded range I’d been
experiencing and back to the good old fashioned factory settings. I let out a
small gasp at the change I hadn’t been expecting and scanned around me, just
taking back in the normality that I was within.


Ophiuchus
stiffened on the floor, his posture becoming wary and guarded.


“What
happened? Something just happened to you?” His words were filled with suspicion
and not a little concern.


“It’s
nothing,” I replied, trying to sound nonchalant. “Just a little Dragon related
incident but nothing to worry about.”


His
muscles began to unwind but I wasn’t so sure that he believed me.


“So
you and your people were seen as Gods and the primitive human race just
wouldn’t accept that. Doesn’t explain why you’re being framed for hitting out
at us?”


Instead
of responding to what I’d pointed out, he carried on his own line.


“How
much of the history of The Circle do you know? When it started? Why?”


The
television in the bedroom was back to the news report and I was heartened to
hear that an armed force had arrived and had successfully taken the armour down
and removed the helmet, revealing nothing but a large mass of fleshy material
like the others. At least that problem was being handled.


“Nothing
really. Just that we’re the guardians against all the things that are out there
trying to kill the human race. Never really had a great deal of the history
lessons.” No point lying.


“Then
you and I are going to need the chance to discuss this in greater depth than
events currently allow,” said Ophiuchus as he struggled to his feet.


“As
for the reason to strike out against you, it would appear that there has been
very specific work done within your own organisation to allow for an outsider
to do the damage. Your collective knowledge has been mined for information to give
the greatest effectiveness to the strike.”


I
narrowed my eyes at his words.


Another
inside job?


He
picked up on my scepticism.


“You’ve
admitted that you don’t have all the information about the formation of The
Circle and no doubt a great many other things along the way but all you’ve
heard about me up to this point is that I’m an ancient power, correct?” His
voice was strong under that mask and certain of the words being used.


“True.
No-one really had any idea who you were,” before adding as an almost
afterthought , “except Maria; but that was more a snippet of information about
your name than being about you I suspect, that you were nearly added to the
zodiac in addition to the other twelve signs.”


“Maria
is a powerful and astute woman,” replied Ophiuchus. “Though as an acolyte of
the Twins, I’d expect no less.”


“What
does that mean?” He was running around in bizarre circles now.


“The
group that I came here with, all those years ago. There were thirteen of us who
made this realm our home and we were all looked to as Gods. We all lived in
different parts of this world but we were always much greater as a collective.
We were called upon for advice and we presided over the knowledge that the human
race so desired. For the primitives, we could even see the future.”


“You
really were the zodiac, weren’t you?” The myths were accurate to a
point.


Ophiuchus
nodded very slowly.


“But
I was told that you’d collectively tried to conquer the planet and enslave the
human race. That still means that you’re my enemy and would be likely to have
done the attacking if you had the chance.”


“Which
is why I think there was involvement from inside your people who most likely
aided my former family,” Ophiuchus stated gravely. “The history of Kos doesn’t
feature in your records does it? You have this single line that says that a
massive power was trying to enslave the human race and The Circle defeated
them, but nothing else. Odd that there’s no ‘anything’ in there.”


He
had a point.


“That
just means that you may have been a footnote rather than something that was
really important,” I reasoned.


“True,”
he agreed, “but why then claim that world domination was on the table? I
understand the fact that history is written by the winners but what do you gain
from your total recorded history of the event being ‘there was a terrible power
rising up but, don’t panic, we took care of it’?”


I
couldn’t answer that.


“But
that still means that I should be suspicious of you?” I felt like I was playing
a game of chess but that my opponent was much better at it than I was.


“The
Circle has bad records of a terribly important battle and suddenly, I’m
confronted by a person who all available evidence suggests is responsible for a
great many deaths of my people, having openly declared war on us, who says that
he was there so knows a great truth. All seems a bit coincidental to me.”


“I’m
not the only one who was there,” responded flatly. “Can’t you look at a shared
memory? Through The Circle, you were there as well.” 


How
did he know about the shared memory that Guardians of the same line had? 


“Who
are you really?” I was almost certain now that my chess game was drawing to a
close.


“Just
check the memories for the symbol that was etched on the armour. If you find
that, you’ll find me.” Ophiuchus sounded like he was nearing the point he
wanted to make so I did.


Squares
upon squares of images from previous incarnations of the Dragon of this house
flooded my vision and by clinging to the mental image of that sign from the
island, I was quick to sweep away everything except the mission to the island.


“Nothing,”
I said and brought myself back into the room. 


“What?
That can’t be.” It was his turn to be shocked so maybe the game of chess still
had a few moves left in it.


“All
of Fire was there that day. I spoke with all of you individually to guide you.
Look again.” Ophiuchus’ calm was shaking already at the idea that he’d been
mistaken. I think that just made it worse.


I
looked again, even adding in that ridiculous mask of his as a touchstone but
again, the only memories that I could drag to the surface were those from the
mission at hand.


“Sorry,
looks like my Dragon wasn’t in the fighting force, which means that you still
don’t have any of the information to prove your point.” I may have been feeling
slightly sorry for him but there was still the fact that, if the evidence was
pointing at him for all the right reasons, he’d been responsible for a great
deal of suffering.


“I
know someone else who’d know about that time and I’m sure that they’d love to
have a chat to you.” I grabbed at his arm and jerked him forwards as I made for
the door. “I’m pretty sure that The Mage will be able to help get to the bottom
of this.”


Ophiuchus
jerked back at the mention of The Mage, and growled himself.


“Neither
of us can risk seeing him,” grunted from the mask. “Me being here is enough to
break an accord he and I forged that day and if you start asking the wrong
questions about the original fighting between our peoples, he’ll tear you apart
as well!”


“No
chance,” my reply concluding that his attempt at suckering me had just
back-fired. “He was there and knows you. Perfect.”


My
anger was climbing back into place at the idea that it had been him all along
so maybe it would be down to me to deliver the punishment.


“If
the battle has been erased from the histories, including from your mind, then
who do you think did the erasing?” He was pleading now, but damn it, he was
still making sense. Letting him go and shoving him hard back into the bathroom
so he tumbled back onto the tiled floor, I walked to him and towered over him
for full intimidation.


“Go
on then. The Mage and the rest of The Circle fought against you and yours, you
were defeated so no wonder he’d want to kill you if you surfaced again. What
happened that makes you think all the things you do?” I wanted the full truth
and needed to at least get him to give me the whole story as he saw it. He
looked to be the one who’d been doing all of the attacking up to this point but
having been on the wrong end of this particular stick in the past, I just had
to make sure that I wasn’t just taking the easy route instead of the right one.


Climbing
back to his feet, gasping on occasion at the stabs of pain that accompanied his
injuries, he adjusted his mask slightly and straightened his hat.


“The
place you used to cross to my citadel. Take us there and I’ll show you who I am
really.”


I
dragged him through the cascade bridge from my estate and deposited him on the
side of the road where we’d parked the cars each time we’d been here before.
The ring snapped shut behind me and left us standing out as far away from the
bustling site of magic he’d once owned.


“Here
we are. Now explain.” 


He
stood again, yet more pain and more brushing of his clothing, but he still held
that air of tight control.


“Can
you bring up another gateway? It doesn’t matter where to.” Seemed a simple
request.


I
concentrated slightly and with the familiar ‘snap’ sound and ozone smell, a
gateway ring about seven feet wide burst into being next to us. The
corresponding ring snapped into existence about ten metres up the road.


Ophiuchus
looked at the two bridge gateways and nodded his approval.


“Excellent.
You can release them now, thank you.”


I
grunted and frowned at him, expecting there to still be a sting in the tail but
dragged them both down.


“Now
we cross to my home,” he caught himself too late, “what remains of my home.” He
climbed painfully over the fence and headed into the field beyond. I followed.


We
breached the threshold, a familiar crackling power filling my senses as we did,
and stood face to face with the devastation beyond. The fires were still
burning for the most part, filling the air with acrid smoke that burned my
eyes. There were occasional sounds coming from the wreckage but nothing which
indicated life of any kind. 


“Now
bring the gateways back up, the same dimensions as you just did.” He was
dealing with the problem at hand but he was filled with the most awful sadness
at the sight of his home. He may have been a monster who’d been trying to kill
me but having had all of this done to his home tugged at my humanity.


Matching
the thoughts to bring the gateways back, I pushed out the power needed and the
two gateways surged into life. With an almost gravitational power coming from
them, the rings rose up at least ten storeys in height, the energy within the
structures setting my hair on end, fizzling across my skin and buzzing over my
teeth. We both threw ourselves away from the nearest ring and scrabbled away as
fast as we could manage. The buzz-saw sound of the caged power pressed into my
head and the oppressive stink of ozone was almost too much to handle. The
gargantuan rings wobbled steadily in the air as they waited on the conclusion
of their task, threatening to crash into each other.


“BRING
THEM DOWN,” yelled Ophiuchus from next to me.


I
grabbed hold of him tightly and reached out with my mind to tear the constructs
away. Whatever trick he was trying to play on me, he wasn’t going to survive it
if I didn’t. The rings flickered, bolts of power lancing away at random, but
they began to wither, until with a striking pop, they collapsed in on
themselves to leave the two of us sat in the dust.


“What
the Hell was that?” I bellowed and pushed him away. “Why does the cascade
gateway erupt like that here? It did it when I opened one inside your citadel!”
The comment about the citadel was painful for him but I’d just seen something
unbelievable.


“The
barrier we crossed to get here isn’t like the shielding that The Circle use to
enclose their sites.” His voice was sad still but hardened. “The barrier
enclosed my whole estate and it just so happens that one of the portals to this
realm is directly outside.”


“Portals?
What realm? Where are we?” An oddly hollow feeling was pooling in my stomach at
the far too familiar sensation of not knowing.


“All
good questions,” said Ophiuchus. “This place was my payment from The Mage for
the assistance that I provided when my people threatened to enslave the human
race but the price was I had to come back home to my own world and never
return. I betrayed my people because I didn’t want to see the kinds of
devastation that befell this place follow us. As I’ve said all along, I’m a
healer.” He paused to let me digest the first point, clearly recognising that
it would be a tough one to comprehend. “This is the place where all of magic
comes from. You’ve been working with the idea that you have to manipulate a
great deal more energy to be able to do what you do because in your world, you
do. Here, the power’s concentrated so the same effort gives a bigger bang. This
realm,” he swept an arm wide for effect, “well, what little’s left of it after
all these years, is Yondah.”


My
mouth fell open.


“I
thought the Yondah was some mystic power like the Force, not an actual place?”
I was treated to a crystal clear memory of Em being carried away in Bress Tal
and now knowing that her body was somewhere in this realm with me.


I
felt sick at the idea, but couldn’t wallow in my own loss now. When this was over,
fine, but not now.


“Go
on then,” I said flatly, signalling for Ophiuchus to continue. Happily, he did.


“The
portals are what we used to cross over to your realm in the first place. I’ve
got no idea if they were created by someone or if they’d always been there but
we found six on this side, including the one we just used. The one we found
first was in what’s now Pakistan.”


He
paused again.


“Pakistan.
That was where the island was where the armour first attacked us. Lucky that?”
My sarcasm was thick.


“Was
it really?” considered Ophiuchus. “And who sent you to the island to
investigate?”


He
paused again.


If
the Mage had known about the history and who Ophiuchus was, he’d absolutely
want someone from The Circle to investigate.


“So
if you helped The Circle, why did the Mage exile you? Weren’t you on our side?”


“The
other members of Kos saw that they could rule in this place but we’d all been
living here for so long without the need to rule even being mentioned, I just
wanted to watch the world turn and not try to conquer. Pisces was growing more
and more restless for warfare.” He seemed to be looking back through long
buried memories that he didn’t wish to see. 


“There
were so many of them who saw ruling as their calling but Pisces was the most
vicious in her desire to control. Her love of conflict was one of the reasons
that we came to this plane in the first place. Add to this that all of the
points of attack for you so far have been mounted from water, it suggests that
she’s the one pulling the strings.” The words stopped but there was still a
story playing in his head. Finally he started again.


“When
the others began to lash out and prepare for warfare, I found your group and
offered them something that they were in dire need of to fight back.” He was sombre
but there was no wavering in his words. It felt very much like he believed what
he was saying.


“And
what was that? The keys to the castle?”


He
didn’t laugh.


“Do
you know what my name means? I am The Serpent Bearer. I was the one who taught
your people how to wield the power of the Dragons safely.” He delivered the
line with no extra power or emphasis, in an almost conversational manner, but
if he was telling the truth, it was far from being a small point.


“You
were the one who gave us the power to become Dragons?” I spluttered, now
suddenly not on firm footing. “If we didn’t have the power to start with, then
how did you pick us out as a group to deal with in the first place, but then
that means that The Hive demons were running wild then.” My mind was racing
with the ideas bombarding it. Everything that I knew about The Circle, though
still not extensive, was now appearing to be built on sand.


Ophiuchus raised his hands and tried to calm me down.


“Your group had the power when I came to you. All I offered
was the way for you to use it.” 


He walked past me slowly and passed back through the
barrier to Wales. I ran after him, not daring to consider letting him go free.
On the other side he was leaning against the fence of the field, waiting for me
to catch up.


“Your people were already able to transform but they
couldn’t truly control the power. The Guardians just couldn’t handle the
stresses that were being channelled through them so after maybe, five or six
transformations, they began bringing more and more of the Dragon back with
them. Physical traits but also the animal mind meant that they couldn’t control
what they were doing so they lost their human selves. I gave you the power to
be able to anchor that energy and use it without losing yourselves.”


The memory of the bracelet that I’d been given now made
so much more sense. No wonder it had been able to do what it was doing if
Ophiuchus had been the one to create it. No wonder the Mage wanted him to stay
away from here, and why he’d be so scared at the thought of his return. If he
was being truthful, Ophiuchus had the ability to manipulate the very pillar
that the strength of The Circle was built upon. If he’d given us the power over
the Dragons, he could most likely take it from us. Whichever way I was going to
step now suddenly began taking on a much more dangerous terrain.


“Are you still with me?” he asked quietly, not looking at
me. “Do you think I’ve been telling you the truth?” It was a simple enough
question but there was so much baggage that came with it.


Now was my turn to pause.


“If I think you’re telling me the truth.” I stopped
before the next sentence, still not confident that I was going to say the
correct thing. “That means that if the Mage was personally responsible for the
removal of my memories of this ancient battle, he’s done it to everyone else in
The Circle. Now that gives me two options as to why. He could have been setting
us all up by having the attack staged after having taken the memories recently,
but, even overlooking the fact that the Drake Stone is gone so he couldn’t take
any memories from anyone, what could be gained from the events that have
unfolded? All that’s happened is The Circle has obliterated everything that you
had, have you appear to escape to seek vengeance and attack us in New York, and
set everyone in The Circle on a worldwide hunt to have your head mounted on a
pike. This outcome could have been arranged by the Mage alone or with him
working in concert with your people.” Ophiuchus nodded his agreement.


“The other option is, the memories of you and everything
to do with your group were removed immediately following the battle all those
years ago because he wanted to keep the truth about what you gave The Circle
secret. If that was the case, then he wouldn’t be trying to bring all of this
to pass. He’d be doing what he has been doing, desperately trying to get on top
of it so the secrets stay hidden.” I fell silent and ran through the ideas
still rattling around in my head, trying to grasp at the threads as they in turn
tried to skitter away.


“So that leaves us that someone not only knew about the
truth of all those years ago and identified a way to make it improve their
life. This points very easily to your people because they most likely have an
axe to grind and would know what had actually happened, but it still leaves us
with a hidden member of The Circle who’s been manipulating us.”


My logic seemed to have been worked through correctly and
the lack of response suggested that Ophiuchus was giving the idea deep thought.



The way this had played out cast the Mage in the role of
unwitting pawn, just like the rest of us, rather than mastermind, and
regardless of the different permutations I picked up and played with, the idea
of another player or players doing the work seemed the most likely reasoning.


“So that still leaves us both on the outside of the game
now,” stated Ophiuchus sadly. He was right. He’d have to stay hidden, what with
the whole force of The Circle hunting for him, and I’d have to always keep the
façade in place of knowing nothing about any of it and make up a part of the
hunting party.


But that wasn’t all we had left to us. We may be on the
outside of that game but that just meant that we could start our own.


“We’re not quite as finished as you seem to think,” I
grinned wolfishly with the words. Bringing a much more controlled cascade
bridge into place back to my estate, I could feel the slight kindling of a
spark of an idea. “Now, we go and find a couple of people who can help us and
we run off to pay your comrades a visit.”
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I
needed to keep what I was doing very, very quiet which made the job of spiriting
Mark and Maria out of the mansion a hell of a lot tougher than it would have
normally been. Following a handful of very tight cascade jumps, I finally had
the two of them out and we stood in the gloomy evening, back on the roadside
next to the portal to the other realm. I’d considered grabbing Mike as well but
Ophiuchus pointed out that having all of the senior members of the house gone
at the same time could make things stickier still. Besides, he’d already told
The Mage that I was off on a mission so him staying there could add a layer of
authenticity.


“That’s
the line of thought that we’ve worked through but I’d like to hear your take on
the problem.” I’d just hurried through all of the facts that I could see and
the pattern of thinking that I’d come to.


Neither
of the others looked happy with the tale I’d just woven but finally, they both
nodded their agreement. I think that I’d been hoping that they’d pick out
something that we’d just overlooked and mean that we’d been wrong about the
whole conspiracy thing but there was no such luck.


“I’m
afraid that it would appear that someone has decided that everything I built up
at the mouth of this world was too good to be able to continue and the only way
that they would have been able to bring about such actions would be with the
help of people within your own organisation.” Ophiuchus’ voice had taken on a
hard, steely edge, and it cut through the air with ease. I didn’t need to
possess a deep magical insight to see that, even under all of that disguise, he
was building his own store of scorching anger. He was taking this personally
and it appeared, with good reason.


The
four of us stood quiet in the darkness and tried to digest exactly what was
being suggested. For Mark and Maria, they were having to deal with the fact
that people from within their own organisation, an organisation that had been,
for so long, seen as the very centre of all things moral and good in the
protection of the human race, had conspired with a dangerous enemy. Ophiuchus
was confronted with the reality that the entire life he’d crafted for himself had
been obliterated; hundreds, if not thousands of people in his citadel killed, and
he’d been left in the eyes of those who knew, as being the one who’d started
the conflict with The Circle in the first place. And I was, yet again, left as
being the one who stood on the outside of The Circle thanks to my inexperience
and the far too successful manipulation of someone who should be treating me
like, at the very least, a celebrity.


“So
what do we do now?” Maria was pacing back and forth on the road, doing her best
to stifle the fury in her.


“We
don’t know who’s working against us and we have no clue where the Kos members
are. All we now know is that we’ve been totally outplayed and that our home has
most likely been compromised. If I could get my hands on the people who did
this I’d….” She tailed off as she gripped tightly to her control of herself,
flexed her fingers in and out of fists and walked further up the roadway, power
bristling from her like static electricity.


“Maria’s
right.” Mark was leaning against the fence with his huge arms folded over his
chest. He had his eyes closed and showed no outward signs of there being any
emotion bubbling in him. “Without an enemy, we have no way to strike out
against what’s been done but that will also leave us in the position where those
responsible will be able to strike us again and again. I cannot suggest a way
to identify them nor can I suggest any way that we could be able to locate the
Kos demons. We don’t even have the information to review.”


This
was getting bleaker by the minute.


“I
know where they are,” added Ophiuchus quietly. “Or, I know where they were when
The Circle imprisoned them.”


No-one
said anything. There were just the sounds of the light wind and of cars passing
on a far off road. I didn’t want to risk believing that there was a single
thread we could follow only for it to be snatched away, but there was just no
way not to at least reach for it.


“Then
we go there and check.” We couldn’t not.


“We
won’t be able to just walk up to the place though. We’ll need to be sure if
they’re all still there and to know that, I’ll need to be close by but I can
find them.” Ophiuchus spoke matter-of-factly but even he was starting to
register the barest flicker of hope.


“So
where’s that then?” I asked, cracking my neck and readying myself for the off.
“You’re going to have to go back to being our guide.” I tried to sound relaxed
but I certainly wasn’t feeling it. But the anger that was in me was oddly
quiet.


Ophiuchus
threw his right arm out to his side and that silver topped cane of his snapped
into being, apparently sliding out from his sleeve, and he lifted it before us.
A tiny crackle of energy preceded the glow of a spectral globe which hovered
above all of us. The slightest yellow tinge to the light highlighted the familiar
outlines of the continents of the world before a solitary beacon of darkness
appeared in the middle of the vast emptiness that was the Atlantic Ocean.


“You
weren’t kidding when you said we couldn’t just walk up to the front door, were
you?” It felt oddly welcome to make a stupid joke despite the situation. My
humour had been slightly less than normal recently and by the looks of things,
my run away anger had been swamping it.


“It
used to be on land,” replied Ophiuchus tightly, considering our options. “As
with all things of The Circle, the problem was that the site was shielded by an
enormous amount of energy so my people would never be able to break free. That
it’s now underwater just adds more layers to the problem.”


“Nothing’s
ever simple.” Maria had spoken in a voice dripping with violence and
frustration that took all of us by surprise. I had to keep us aimed.


“So
what do you need to be able to find out if they’re down there?” Stick to
mission.


Ophiuchus
released the power from the cane and the globe sputtered out of existence, then
with another casual flick of his wrist, returned the cane to wherever he’d been
hiding it.


“I’ll
need to be directly overhead,” he said. “There’s a maximum range I can risk doing
what I’m about to do and we’re short on options for staying at that limit.” 


That
didn’t sound positive.


To
get that close, we’d have to be on some kind of boat and that would not only
take time but place us very squarely in the cross hairs if someone just
happened to be looking up at us. Risky but what were the alternatives?


“My
Lord,” started Mark. “Why not open a bridge gateway at that point and we can
have Ophiuchus here just lean through the threshold, if that’s enough for you?
Gives us an easy way to retreat should there be any issues.” He was still stood
with his arms folded over his chest, a relaxed air about him.


“You
are the expert soldier after all, aren’t you?” I said, scolding myself for
trying to do everything myself. Ophiuchus agreed that would be sufficient so we
made it happen.


The
ring of energy burst into existence before us and opened onto the darkness of
moon filled sky. The sound of rushing wind, accompanied by the powerful
sensation of the same carried the smell of the ocean to us, bringing with it a
regularly irregular spattering of spray.


Ophiuchus
approached the bridge point and began to roll up his sleeve.


“All
of us in Kos were family,” he explained, still facing the ring of energy. “We
may be very different people but, we all share the same energies in who we are,
that’s how we worked so well as a collective.”


We
just listened.


“One
of the reasons that I was told never to return to this realm was to ensure that
the rest of Kos would never be linked to a shared energy from beyond their
prison. The Mage thought that it could allow them an anchor point to maybe free
themselves so it just wasn’t worth the risk.”


Now
he began to undo a binding on his gloved hand.   


“They
wanted me away from here and The Circle were most helpful in the construction
of my home, well the earliest incarnation, I built on from there myself.”


Strap
after buckled strap was loosened, the black material of the glove proving to be
such that stretched up his entire arm.


“This
suit,” he gestured to himself, “the mask, every part of the clothes that I
wear, obviously hide who I am but I was also able to construct these garments to
totally enclose the power that I have and hide it away.”


A
final zip was moved and despite there being no visible light emitted, the wash
of power that came from his hand was immense. Checking quickly, the others had
noticed the strength as well. Ophiuchus moved the final few steps to the
yawning gateway and peeled the glove away completely before pushing his hand
out and through to the other side.


His
hand was hand shaped at least but it just didn’t look like it was ever going to
be able to be contained in the glove that he’d just undone. His fingers were
much longer than I’d guessed before and each was tipped with long claws of
darkened grey. His skin was the same dark grey colour but was more armoured. He
looked to be covered in tiny plates of segmented metal, all glinting the light
from the Cascade Bridge to form eerie patterns on his flesh. It looked far too
similar to the material that the bracelet I’d been gifted had been made of.


Spreading
his hand wide, his fingers not quite moving as if they had the same physiology
as the rest of us, he set his feet in a wide stance before drawing power to him
which, with a shunt of effort, he blasted out through the gateway to the
seascape beyond. A barely visible distortion rippled through the air as he did,
the effect duplicated on the water as well.


“It
shouldn’t take long,” reassured Ophiuchus casually.


He
was right.


No
more than twenty seconds had passed when he reset his stance and ‘caught’ the
returning wave of magic. The fast moving wave coalesced in the palm of his
oddly formed hand and he wrapped his fingers tightly around it, determined not
to lose it. He bent forwards over his hand and began scrabbling with the
clothing to re-establish the cover on his body.


“Bring
the gateway down, now.” His words weren’t a request. I did as I was told.


“What
did you find? Are they where you expected them to be?” Mark was finally showing
an element of urgency as he was the first to speak.


“They
are there,” he replied, now standing and jerking his coat sleeve back into position.
“But the energy in the shield wall surrounding them is still just as strong as
it ever was. It does, however, feel more malleable now, like the energy is
still at the same level but the structure of the wall has become more
irregular, more rigid in places but thinner in others.”


“Can
we cross at a thin point?” I asked. We needed information fast.


Ophiuchus
considered the possibilities of breaching, before nodding the affirmative.


“We
can but I’ll need to spend a much longer time with my power sweeping the site
not to alert those inside that I’m alive and looking for them.”


“Fair
enough,” I replied, and began to ready another Cascade Bridge. Ophiuchus
reached out and gripped my arm with a gloved hand, stopping me dead. I pictured
the hand under that glove and shuddered.


“But,”
he continued. “Those inside the shell won’t know that I’m looking but it’s
likely that the Mage will. He’ll most likely be strong enough to feel the build
up of energy, no doubt made more likely as everyone in The Circle is especially
guarded about what I might be going to do next.”


Crap.


We
had to go long and slow to make sure the creatures in the prison didn’t know we
were coming but that meant The Circle would know where to go. If we went hard
and fast, The Circle would miss us but the stronghold we were attacking would
be ready for our arrival. 


“We
can’t afford to attack somewhere that knows that we’re coming,” I declared
finally as we all worked through the possibilities. “We can use the arrival of
The Circle to our advantage but we can’t risk our crack fighting team here,” I
signalled our small group for emphasis, “being wiped out as soon as we walk
through the front door.”


“Slow
and steady it is then.” said Ophiuchus and began to free his hand from the
clothing again.


“What
can we expect inside the place when we arrive?” Maria was planning her own
options, though her anger was still boiling away, making her voice growl.


“I
can’t see through the shield so I can’t give any real idea,” replied Ophiuchus
flatly. “The prison wall was brought up around Cancer’s palace but what they
may have done since then, I can’t see.”


“Fine,”
I cut through the uncertainty. “We jump in to as quiet a spot as you can
suggest then build a plan of attack from there. I can jump us away if things go
very wrong as soon as we arrive. Ophiuchus, get started with your work and I’ll
open bridges for the others to ‘borrow’ anything they deem necessary from the
arsenal back at the mansion.”


Two
hours later, and a handful of trips back to the estate completed, Mark and
Maria had collected an array of whatever weapons and supplies that they thought
important and Ophiuchus had collected all the information he could from the
site beneath the waves. The next problem became a pretty big one pretty fast.


“The
best insertion point for us is at the lowest point of the shield wall, here,”
Ophiuchus pointed to the glowing map he’d brought up of the dome, “but it means
that you’ll have to open the bridge directly to the wall side or we’ll never
make it through. None of us could survive the environment two miles below the
surface.” A cheery thought indeed.


I
may not have felt it, but I had to be confident and just step up and do exactly
what was needed on the very first try. No problem.


Giving
it my best Luke Skywalker impression, I raised my hand and did everything I
could to clear my mind and hold the image Ophiuchus had given me of where I
needed to send us. Eyes closed, I pushed a tiny force outwards and began to
picture the bridge forming. I started small to begin with, a tiny cascade no
bigger than a tennis ball, and with a rush of ozone, the ring of energy burst
to life before us. The explosive jet of water that came with it suggested that
I hadn’t been that accurate.


The
second attempt was somehow worse, and after the water was stopped, there were a
few very peculiar creatures left gasping in the field behind us. The third
time, though, seemed to be a success.


The
ring, again small for obvious reasons, didn’t fountain water everywhere.
Instead, there was a gentle light coming through, one that was barely strong
enough to even be called candle strength. We all edged closer to it, making
sure to stay out of the range of any possible dousing, and I reached out with
an exploratory finger, and tapped against the surface beyond. It was a little
bouncy, and my finger very slightly adhered to it with each impact.


“That’s
it.” declared Ophiuchus. First step complete.


I
expanded the ring to make sure it was big enough to allow us to pass through
but not any bigger that we could be too relaxed about the journey. One by one,
starting with Mark, we dived through, hitting the wall like divers but the
energies in the barrier parted to allow us passage. 


We
found ourselves in a tiny scrub filled space which had once been manicured
gardens but which had now fallen to ruin. A crumbling statue of, something,
waited as sentry over the space but had been just forgotten by the other
residents and time had been allowed to have its way with it. There were walls
around us which were also being slowly destroyed by the ravages of time, and
the low glow from behind us of the massive shield wall. I pulled the Cascade
Bridge down behind us as fast as I could, not wanting to risk anyone being able
to see the crackling energy but there was no sign that there’d been anyone or
anything that’d been able to have a direct view of this spot.


We
all crawled close to the walls and did everything we could to conceal ourselves
from prying eyes, and waited. Ophiuchus had pinpointed the area of the wall
that had the thinnest energy and also opened out onto an area that was most
likely to be deserted, under the old plans that is. We’d come through into a
shady spot, which, before the imprisonment, had been a vast gardened space,
complete with statues and ornamental figures. It had been a place of relaxation
and clear opulence when it had been built, no doubt yet another way for the
members of Kos to show that they were the powerful ones and everyone else was
there for nothing but their enjoyment.


“Stage
one complete.” I whispered with a smile. No-one moved.


Ophiuchus
risked small, darted looks over the rubble we were concealed by, reacquainting
himself with the palace he’d no doubt been to in a very different capacity all
those years ago.


“There’s
no-one moving around out here,” he said, finally deciding that he was safe to
remain with his head above the wall. The rest of us eased our heads above the
wall and took in the details of our location.


We
were in what was left of the gardens, true, but by the looks of the space beyond,
it had been greatly re-tasked over the years, so instead of a huge space, it had
been replaced by short blocky buildings, all made from the same stone as the
walls around us.


“These
are new.” Ophiuchus stated, examining the changed landscape.


“Looks
like they were made from the stone that was already in the gardens,” Mark
added. “Any idea what’s inside?”


Ophiuchus
just shook his head but Maria had taken it upon herself to go that step
further. Soundlessly, she leapt the low wall and, in a crouched stance, ran for
the cover provided by the nearest building. There was no reaction to her
advance from around us and she reached the building without incident, paused,
and then circled round to the far side, before reappearing, ghosting to a
nearby structure to repeat the move, and then heading back to us.


“Don’t
do that again.” Mark had spoken in a voice that I’d not encountered from him
before. It was one of pure disappointment at one of his subordinates and
carried with it so much more than just a dressing down. Ophiuchus didn’t want
to look at either of them. “Now,” Mark went on after letting his disappointment
sink in. “What have you found?”


“The
buildings are all deserted save for the equipment and materials required to
build the smallest suits of armour. This is where they were made, and by the
looks of the land in all directions, there are a great many more workshops of
different sizes all over the exterior of the prison.” Maria spoke with just the
details pertinent to the mission, no sign of any reaction to Mark’s words.


“Good,”
I clasped Maria on the shoulder by way of reassurance. “So we know that the
suits were built here but why are there so many of them? If there are only
twelve creatures in here, why would they need so many workshops?” We all looked
at Ophiuchus hoping for something more.


“I
don’t know,” he replied eventually. “We need to move forwards to the palace and
hopefully discover something on the way. At least we know the armour did come
from here though.”


True.


“The
palace is layered much like my citadel, with a massive central cavern that then
has all the smaller rooms spread throughout the space. This place was different
from my home, though, in that the central cavern was where Cancer built his
audience chamber and personal abode. We’ll need to aim for that to start with
and go from there.”


We
moved off as fast as we could and started the long journey to the central
palace, covering as much of the ground as we could while only stopping to
examine the occasional building. Each held the same signs of activity as the
first; forges dead but used for the construction of the armour that had been
attacking us recently. But still no sign of anything more.


“I
think that I’ve seen enough of these out buildings, Ophiuchus,” I grumbled as
we exited from the latest wrecked structure, still missing any signs of life.


He
agreed, “But I’m afraid that we will still have to cover the distance to the
palace the old fashioned way. I don’t wish to risk alerting the others to our
arrival with the use of Cascade Bridges as we close on the palace.”


The
remainder of the journey was uneventful and despite the long run, we all
arrived at the wall of the palace very soon after, pressing ourselves to the
wall as much as we could against the watchful eye of anything from The Kos.


“How
do we get in there without being seen?” I asked.


“And
how do we do it quickly? The Circle’s Water Dragon force will no doubt be upon
us in no time,” added Maria, her eyes sparkling with predatory desire.


Ophiuchus
felt across the surface of the wall and cast long looks down the length of it
either side of us, before deciding that apparently, this spot was exactly the
one he needed, and drove his fist into the stone, punching through a rough
edged hole to the interior. Cracks spread throughout the wall, spidering from
that point of impact, and far off there was a low rumble of stone moving hard
against stone.


“May
have nudged it a bit too hard, sorry!” apologised Ophiuchus. “We’d better move
fast, follow me.” We hurried through the break in the stone, being mere feet
away when the whole structure shuddered, before slumping apart and falling to
rubble behind us. Plumes of dust followed us as we pushed hard through the
corridors away from any falling stonework and I could only imagine the sight of
that much destruction from the outside.


“So
much for the quiet entrance,” I snarled at Ophiuchus.


“I
like it,” added Maria. “It’ll take them longer to identify the entry point
through the wreckage so we can have a better chance of still moving freely. All
looks pretty accidental.”


“Thank
you my lady. As I’ve said before, the servants of The Twins do seem to be
possessed of very sharp minds.”


Ducking
us into the nearest empty room, we all huddled down in as much shadow as we
could find and waited for the eruption of sound outside to be investigated.


Five
minutes passed.


Then
ten.


Then
twenty.


No-one.
No-one came past our position and there was no sound being carried to us from
outside. It was as if either the whole population of this palace either didn’t
notice the collapse or they just didn’t care to investigate it.


“There’s
something very much afoot down here and we’re on the verge of walking into
something that we just don’t understand if we’re not careful.” The longer we
went on without seeing anything of those who were supposed to be here, the more
it felt as if we were walking directly into a trap. Or were we being led into
one.


I
tried to shake that thought away, Ophiuchus had been reluctant to reveal
himself but he’d been honest, but as with all thoughts of betrayal, they just
don’t ever want to let go. Stay sharp Anthony.


“We
need to identify exactly what it is that’s going on down here without the
members of Kos finding us snooping about but we have to do it before The Circle
arrives and does the ripping up that they no doubt want to.” Stay on track and
keep focused. “So, any ideas?” These were the experts in soldiering and warfare
far more than I was so it made more sense to let them have the floor.


The
conversation that followed was swift and touched on a great many individual
points of interest on the way. Ophiuchus and I would aim for the central cavern
in search of the Kos members, and Mark and Maria would track the outside of the
building to assess the best way to bring the whole place down around our ears
if events demanded.


“The
whole idea of what we do is to prove that it was these creatures who were
behind the attacks all along and that Ophiuchus was framed,” I announced
quietly to the group. “If I give the signal, blow the charges and do everything
you can to escape to the shady spot we came in. You’ll be able to attract the
attention of the Water Dragons when they arrive.”


“And
should you not wish to simply die along with the animals who’ve been attacking
us?” Maria asked, the venom in her every word and movement giving her a much
more violent demeanour. She was now taking this very, very personally.


“We
need to make sure that we get the word to the rest of our forces who’re no
doubt closing in on us but believe me, you’ll see the signal I unleash. I’ll
blast so much fire skywards that you’ll most likely be able to see it on the
surface.”


Mark
guided her away, turned back to us and wished us, “Good hunting,” and vanished
back towards the outer sectors of the palace. Which left Ophiuchus and I to begin
our journey to the central hub of this tomb at the bottom of the ocean.
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Edging
cautiously through corridor after passageway, the palace continued to be
deserted of any and all life. The walls were dotted with ruined carvings and
broken and blank canvases, their carcasses hanging limply as a withering
memorial to the life these monsters had had before their imprisonment. There
was so much wreckage from what they had been scattered everywhere in all of the
routes we took. We were both forced to concentrate more carefully on our foot
placement, save a wrong step alerting our hosts.


Approaching
an intersection at the top of a staircase, we checked our surroundings again,
and paused to check our overall position. Ophiuchus brought his map of the
place into existence and showed me where we were.


“Down
those stairs and it brings us out into the main chamber?” I signalled ahead of
us. “Then straight through to where Cancer used to hold meetings with his
subjects?” I growled slightly at the idea of humans being ruled over by a
monster despite myself. Ophiuchus nodded but added.


“It
wasn’t subjects there though. The audience chamber was where we all met when we
gathered with the rest of our group at each of our homes. It’s the place where,
I suspect, everyone is at the moment.”


At
the very farthest reaches of my mind, a small alarm bell began ringing.


“You
think that they’re all in that one spot? Why’s that?”


Ophiuchus
was still staring down the stairway as he answered, “We haven’t seen anyone
despite what we’ve done on our way to this point. I would expect that they are
all in the chamber, though I can’t say what they’re doing.”


We
both started on down and despite the rational reasoning of what he’d just said,
that tiny alarm just kept on ringing. I’d have to be on my toes, even more so
now.


Reaching
the end of the stairway, the cavern that opened up beyond was of a very similar
design to what had been in Ophiuchus’ citadel. A gargantuan space that had been
filled with mighty towers which in turn were criss-crossed by suspended
walkways and platforms, though there were no living vines or plants being woven
into the body of the architecture this time. Here, there was shiny material
which looked as if it had been produced in a viscous form to allow the desired
application and then it was left to harden, anchoring objects in place.


Looking
around the rest of the cavern, it was clear that despite the very obvious
similarities to the geography of the place, the differences between where
Ophiuchus had lived and here, were juddering. The cavern was filled with ruin.
Broken and rotting materials of any number of kinds littered the ground in
every direction, buildings within this space were in a multitude of states of
disrepair and the air was filled by the stench of rot. The low grey light in
the cavern only made the sensation of decay that much worse. I hurriedly covered
my mouth to conceal my gag response.


“It
doesn’t look too good a life in here.” I pointed out from behind my sleeve.


Ophiuchus
didn’t respond, instead he just stood and took in all of the detail around him.
The long nose of his mask swept around and made me appreciate exactly why those
masks were created in the first place. He most likely couldn’t smell a thing in
there.


“This
seems to be slightly more than would have been here at the height of our power,
but it does seem to be much as I’d expect from that brute, Cancer,” and he set
off into the cavern at a brisk pace, minimal attention being given to being
noticed, as if that threat was long forgotten.


The
alarm bell rang a little louder but my spinning Dragon sense of danger still
hadn’t gone off, so I followed behind, though I kept a small distance between
us, just in case.


The
doors on the sunken building at the core of the cavern had long been torn away
so as we approached, we were greeted by an addition to the putrid smell that
was filling the chamber. The rotten smell of the deep sea when things dry out,
of dead and decaying fish, washed through the tunnel entrance like tidal waves
of filth and hit me in the stomach, hard. I was sick.


“It
does take some getting used to,” Ophiuchus reassured me, and was about to walk
down the steps before I grabbed at his coat and pulled him back.


“What
are you walking us into?” The alarm in my head had finally grown too much.


“Don’t
you trust me yet? Even after everything?” He was talking with a hurt tone in
his voice.


“That’s
not what I asked you.” My anger was growing but I was still very much in
control of myself. I straightened up to my full height and stared into those blank
eye panes, still unable to see beyond. Ophiuchus, only for a second, shaped to
match my posture, but instead slouched back down in apparent submission.


“I’m
sorry, my friend. I’m not trying to lead you anywhere that we don’t wish to go.
I’ve just been making the most of the lack of resistance from my people. It’s
from here on in that we’ll need to be most wary.” I frowned but said nothing.
Ophiuchus continued speaking. “In that head of yours, I’m still the one that killed
everyone, aren’t I?” I still didn’t say anything. “I get it, I do,” he pointed
out. “But that image is just a model of the creature someone wanted you to have
of me. You’re having a problem completely erasing it because of this one fact
that I bet you haven’t really considered.” 


“And
what’s that then?” The words may have been sarcastic but the tone I used didn’t
match.


“You
saw that one first, that’s all. I want to live the life I had and not have to
worry about anything that’s taking place in terms of war, that’s why I found
your band of Dragons so compelling. You and I are almost identical, you know?
We don’t want to see anyone get hurt and the thought of it happening because of
us is just too much. We’re here for the same reason, remember?”


He
finished it off with a sweet flourish of a too hard slap on the arm.


“Shall
we?” he asked, and walked into the tunnel. I stared after him and felt the
alarm bell as an almost physical pain. He’d sent Mark and Maria away to
effectively keep busy and out of the way and now we were about to walk directly
into a gathering of all of his people at the centre of the prison my people
made for them. I finally landed on a terrible thought. He’d needed the help to
get here and to have someone speak for him if The Circle caught up with him
looking for blood and I’d happily marched him directly into the very place that
those like him had been. 


I
sprinted into the tunnel and down the stairs after him as fast as I could. I
was going to be on edge due to the nature of what we were doing but there was
no way that I could let him rejoin the rest of Kos.


Rounding
the final bend of the tunnel, I expected to find Ophiuchus being welcomed back
into the open arms of his people but instead almost tripped over his crouched
form. I staggered forwards and almost spilled out into the open space beyond,
only for Ophiuchus to grab me in a tight grip and drag me down out of sight of
those below.


“I
said that this was where it was going to get more dangerous, not less!”
he spat in a jagged whisper. “Don’t go running around down here unless you know
that you’re being chased.” Now he was sounding angry.


I
grunted a response and moved to take up a similar position to him on the other
side of the corridor. From below us in the audience chamber, I could hear a
voice.


“HE’S
DEAD NOW! THOSE FOOLS IN THE CIRCLE SAW TO THAT. THAT JUST LEAVES US WITH THE
FINAL ELEMENT TO DEAL WITH.”


The
creature doing the talking was projecting that mangled voice as hard as it was
able, I could recognise the strain that was being put on the sounds. They were talking
to the whole room and they were doing it despite not being truly able to do so.
And I recognised that voice. It was the same one from inside that suit of
armour I’d faced in the fight on the island.


My
rage suddenly flared at the memory of Gerwyn’s broken body, and for the first
time since I’d had the chase with the Witch, I could feel that my monster was
much, much closer to the surface.


“WE
NEED TO MARCH ON THE VERY CORE OF THE CIRCLE IF YOU WISH TO RECLAIM YOUR NAME.”



There
was an uproar of growls and chitters and clacks and a great many other sounds
at that idea.


“We’ve
thought of nothing else since we were marooned in this dungeon,” screeched a
female voice of some kind. “We will bring those usurpers to their knees and
bathe in the blood of each and every one of their pitiful lizards.” It was like
glass was talking, the words came out in cracking and sharp pieces that
threatened to just slice through anything they came across.


“Virgo,”
whispered Ophiuchus, identifying the owner of that voice. “She always revelled
in the chance to settle scores if she felt she’d been wronged.”


Beneath
us, a leonine roar and a snorted grunt followed on the words from Virgo.


“Leo
and Taurus,” Ophiuchus informed me.


“I’VE
HAD THE FINAL ARMOUR MOVED TO THE REQUIRED LOCATION,” cranked the first voice.
“BUT, OUR ORIGINAL PRICE HAS SINCE BEEN SHOWN TO BE FAR TOO LOW AN ESTIMATE FOR
WHAT I’VE BEEN ASKED TO DO.”


The
gathered voices all erupted into a shattering cacophony of rage at once. The
owner of the original voice just waited, leaving the crowd to blow out their
frustration, before starting again.


“PLEASE
UNDERSTAND THAT I WOULD NEVER CONSIDER DOING ANYTHING WHICH WOULD BE A LIE WHEN
DEALING WITH SUCH MIGHTY POWERS AS YOURSELVES BUT THE REALITIES OF THE
UNDERTAKING THAT I’VE BEEN OVERSEEING ARE THAT DEBTS HAVE BEEN INCURRED.”


“What
do you want, sorcerer?” said a new voice, a bloated and round sound that
brought to mind a bursting bubble as the words were formed.


“Aquarius.
Truly evil being,” narrated Ophiuchus.


“I
WANT THUNDER AND LIGHNING TO BE STRUNG UP RIGHT ALONGSIDE THE MAGE WHEN THIS IS
DONE. I DON’T THINK THAT THIS REQUEST IS ASKING FOR TOO MUCH MORE, DO YOU?”


Murmurings
filled the air as choices were made, until there was a thunderclap of sound of
something hard and heavy being slammed down onto stone, followed by a massive
gargled roar. Silence fell on the group immediately.


“Cancer.”


“Thank
you for being wise enough to ask us for the increase,” spoke a prim female
voice of the most gentle, lace-like sound. “We will be more than happy to
provide you with all that you could possibly desire, after you’ve broken us
free of these bonds.” 


Ophiuchus
stiffened in place.


“That
was Pisces. She was always the warmonger but this means that she’s truly the
head of them now. What with her enforcer to help.”


I
needed to see. I couldn’t cower behind this stonework for ever and only having
the voices to bring the group to life just wasn’t giving me the information I
needed to be able understand what my position was. Steadying myself against the
wall behind me, I eased forwards to the stone on the far side of the pathway
around the chamber below, and pouring as much concentration into what I was
doing as I dared; I eased myself slightly higher to peer over.


The
chamber was layered much like a sports stadium, with tiers working backwards
and up away from the very centre, and the small platform of rough stone which
was embedded there. That platform had a swaying, buzzing cloud of solid smoke
placed in the very centre which writhed and slithered over itself. Whatever it
was, it looked angry.


Away
from there, were roughly hewn rock platforms at different levels around the
space, which were all populated with more, only slightly sculpted thrones or
containers or pools filled with what looked like water, though that couldn’t be
guaranteed. I checked around them all, lingering on each of them for as long as
possible, to count them up to be twelve in total, and on each of the platforms,
situated in as regal a pose as could be managed in this environment, was each
member of Kos.


Ducking
back down, I watched Ophiuchus, who in turn was looking at me.


“Looks
like they’ve got everyone down there but I didn’t see who they were talking
to.” I was hoping for some kind of insight from Ophiuchus but he just rubbed at
the back of his enclosed head. I needed another look.


I
took a handful of steadying breaths and once again, crept myself above the wall
to take in as much detail, as fast as I could, and concentrated wholly on the platforms.


Each
one had been designed around the specific needs of the demon who resided there
and each creature was lounging as the conference took place. Picking the
nearest platform, I began to whisper descriptions for Ophiuchus to identify
each of the monsters.


Aquarius,
the truly evil one, seemed to match his voice. He was a massive bulk of slimy pinkish
flesh with tentacle limbs and two enormous reflective orb eyes who wallowed in
a huge pool of water, constantly dunking huge ewers in to fill them before
dousing himself with the contents, clearly making sure to stay hydrated. He may
be evil, but good skin care regimen.


Next
was something which looked akin to those chairs you find at swimming pools for
the lifeguards to sit on. It was a tall tower with a grey, spindly limbed creature
sat atop it, who was holding out two of their four arms to either side of them,
huge cages of rusted and warped metal hanging beneath. Its wide head slowly
scanned the room and, despite not having eyes, seemed to be smiling a hideous
grin at what it could make out.


“Libra,”
confirmed Ophiuchus.


Further
round, I picked out Taurus and Leo as the hulking demon versions of the animal
forms they represented, Scorpio with four, ever darting, armoured stingers,
sandy coloured scales and monstrous pincers for hands, Aries, shaggy hair and
long beard with wickedly over-sized, curved horns which not only looked like
they could be used as a battering ram but appeared to be sharp enough to slice
through anything that was unlucky enough to get in their way.


Next
along, came a giant, clear sided tank which had been filled to overflowing with
murky water and assorted marine flora. Floating casually in the tank, again
watching closely to all things taking place before it, was a goat-headed fish
being. The shimmering scales which covered the lower portion of its body
reflected what little light was available in this chamber and formed a hypnotic
dance of colour. The closer I looked; it became clear that this was a female
whatever it was.


“Capricorn,”
confirmed Ophiuchus. “Really is the most enchanting of us all,” he added and
again fell back to old memories. I risked one more glimpse in her direction
before I moved on.


Next
was Sagittarius the centaur, a gargantuan great bow slung over his shoulder,
then a two headed being which was more teeth than anything else, casually
slumped into a stone throne. It possessed double the limbs that a human would
but as I watched the deep blue coloured being, I saw each of the heads speak to
the other quietly, before left limbs fed right head and vice versa from large
bowls of steaming meat on each side of the throne.


“Let
me guess, Gemini?”


Ophiuchus
nodded.


“The
twins are a wise pair and have the strongest minds of all of Kos. They may be
trapped in the single body, but they are a mighty force to be reckoned with.
Besides, you know what they say don’t you?” I kept my attention scanning the
space below but didn’t understand. I just grunted my response. “Two heads are
better than one.”


My
eyes rolled instinctively at that awful joke.


“You
use that every time you talk about them don’t you?” He snorted softly in the
affirmative.


I
moved my attention to the next platform for my eyes to fall upon a creature of
purest white just floating motionless. There was nothing else on that level and
her, it was clearly a ‘her,’ and a startlingly beautiful ‘her’ at that, whole
body, feathered wings which were opened for display and all, seemed to be
emitting a light source of its own.


“Virgo,”
said Ophiuchus, a touch of caution in his voice. He needn’t have worried. She
may have looked so beyond beautiful but knowing the way she’d spoken earlier
killed any ardour I may have felt.


The
final platforms, both with huge tanks of water similar to Capricorn, were empty
of their owners. Ragged trails of water led away from both and following them
quickly gave us the final Kos monsters.


“And
there, we have Cancer and Pisces,” lamented Ophiuchus.


The
pair were slowly circling the lower rim of the space and it was clear from
their posture that they were very much in charge of the events as they were
unfolding. Cancer carried the clear appearance of the crab but it was one from
a fevered nightmare. I could only estimate from where I was but it looked like
the crab demon was only a very tiny amount smaller than my very own Dragon
form. It stalked around the space, it’s six massive legs spearing down and into
the rock beneath with too much ease to allow onlookers to remain calm. Atop
those legs, perched like a gargoyle on the body of a cathedral, was a thick-set,
grey humanoid body packed with muscle with a too small head fixed to the top.
Swivelling stalk eyes took in any and all of what was taking place around it as
it walked but the arms made me shudder. The right was nothing more than a limb
in proportion to the rest of that giant form. It had the same plate exterior
but ended in a very human looking hand. The other arm, though, was designed for
battle. It was a single mighty pincer, vastly enlarged to the scale of the
demon but covered in tiny knobs and spines. As Cancer moved, that giant claw
clack-clack-clacked all of the time, either an instinctual thing or as an ever
present threat to the others. It looked very much like it could be used as a
crunching club or to shred anything that was caught in its jaws.


Looking
at that brute, the rest of the palace décor made more sense.


“They’re
both dangerous. Never think that it’s just him,” Ophiuchus warned from further
back. So that meant that Cancer was male, but where was the other...?


Now
really focusing on the creature as he stalked the room, there on his shoulder,
was draped another figure. It was small next to the crab and the odd similarity
of colour tones had meant that I’d missed her, I could see that now, when I’d
first looked. Her body was so fragile compared to the behemoth she was being
carried by so despite the warnings from Ophiuchus, I was struggling to see her
as a real threat. It looked as if she had bony protuberances coming from her
head in a wide fan and she was very well, ahem, proportioned.


“And
Pisces is a mermaid?” I asked, still concentrating hard on her, in a purely
professional manner you understand.


“Like
I said, don’t believe that she’s weak because of her size. She’s a warmongering
force, keep that in mind.”


“Noted,”
I replied. “But there’s still no sign of the other voice. Who was the other
person talking earlier?”


Below
us, Cancer bellowed out a roar of fury and slammed that massive claw down onto
the ground, sending chunks of stone pinging away and rocking the footing of
everyone around. I ducked back down behind the wall and tried to think quiet
thoughts. Ophiuchus did the same and his hat rolled over to me in the process.


“MY
LADY,” that first voice started up again. “I HAVE BROUGHT YOU THE MEANS TO
CONTROL WEAPONS BEYOND THIS TOMB AND ALLIED TO YOUR STRENGTH IN THE WATERS,
YOU’VE BEEN ABLE TO STRIKE AT THE MOST INEPT MEMBER OF THE CIRCLE OVER AND OVER
AGAIN.” Inept? Was that voice talking about me?


“BUT
TO ALLOW YOU TO STRIKE AS FAR INLAND AS YOU DESIRE, THE SIZE OF THE LINKAGE
WILL NEED TO BE MUCH LARGER THAN HAS BEEN EMPLOYED IN THE PAST, WHICH IS WHY
THERE HAS BEEN THE INCREASE IN COST.”


I
was back peeking over the top of the wall as fast I dared risk, needing to
pinpoint that voice. I needed to concentrate but I was being driven onwards by
a screaming from the depths of my psyche. 


Cancer
was still out of his seat and had moved all the way forwards to be near that
swirling black sculpture, his giant clawed arm extended out and towards the
artwork. Pisces was sat side saddle on top of the pincer, her posture totally
at ease with the view.


“You’ve
said that you wished a higher price from us already and we have already agreed
with what you requested.” If I hadn’t witnessed it with my own eyes, I would
have placed that voice with someone more like Mary Poppins than that ancient
being down there. But why was she speaking into the black mass?


Pisces
just kept speaking.


“Now,
sorcerer. We thank you most deeply for bringing this venture to our attention,”
and she raised her arms to include everyone. “And we are no doubt incredibly
pleased that we’ve been able to inflict some suffering on our jailers.” Rumbled
agreement rippled through the air.


“What
concerns me at this point is that, save maybe the fact you’ve somehow been able
to enter this place at all, it has been the members of Kos who’ve been the ones
making the things happen. Your input has been minimal at best.” More rumbling
from the others suggested that she hadn’t been the only one to notice that
fact.


“We
have you here now, so why shouldn’t we just chain you here and see what you
look like under that black casting of yours?”


The
mass continued to undulate, in a slightly smug way, I thought, but it also
moved away from Pisces ever so slightly.


“MY
LADY,” the mass started and I finally realised that thing was the source of the
voice. “YOU HAVE A KEEN EYE ON EVENTS AS THEY UNFOLD AROUND YOU.” He sounded
pretty chill following the threat which had been thrown at him. “BUT ALMOST ALL
OF THE WORK THAT I’VE BEEN ABLE TO COMPLETE HAS BEEN AWAY FROM YOUR FIELD OF
INFLUENCE. WHILE YOU HAVE AIDED MY CHATTEL IN THE CREATION AND TESTING OF THESE
WEAPON-ARMOURS, BEING SURE THAT THE CIRCLE WOULD PAY YOU EVEN THE SLIGHTEST
NOTICE WAS NEVER GUARENTEED.” The rumbling rose once again but didn’t carry
anywhere near the venom. “MOREOVER, IT WAS MY RESOURCES WHICH ALLOWED US TO
POINT THE FINGER OF SUSPICION AT YOUR FORMER COMRADE, THE SERPENT BEARER.”
Ophiuchus flinched at the description of him.


“AND,
PLEASE DON’T OVERLOOK THE STRIKE WHICH WAS LEVELLED IN NEW YORK. OPHIUCHUS WAS
ALREADY DEAD WHEN THAT INCURSION TOOK PLACE, SO THE CIRCLE BELIEVES HIM TO
STILL BE AT LARGE. THIS MEANS THAT HE NOW BECOMES A CONSTANT THREAT AND A
CONSTANT DRAIN ON RESOURCES. THEY DAREN’T STOP SEARCHING FOR HIM AND NO MATTER
WHAT WE DO, HE WILL BE THE ONE BLAMED.” This time, there was no rumbling sound.


That
silence just stretched, a yawning chasm just begging to be filled, and I couldn’t
risk that there was anything going on that I may miss. I narrowed my attention
to just that black mass, hoping that if there was anything I could learn from
it, I’d pick it up.


Cancer
lowered his pincer and Pisces returned to her position on his shoulder, and the
pair returned to their respective platforms.


“MY
THANKS, MIGHTY TITANS,” screeched the voice from inside that roiling glob of
darkness. “AS A SHOW OF FAITH, IN RECOGNITION OF ALL OF THE UNSWERVING SUPPORT
THAT YOU HAVE MOST GRACIOUSLY PROVIDED ME, I HAVE BROUGHT THE APPARATUS FOR THE
FINAL ACTION HERE WITH ME SO WE CAN ALL SHARE IN THE FINAL DESTRUCTION OF THE
CIRCLE.”


Perfectly
on cue, there was a loud squeal of heavily rusted doors being forced open for
the first time in years, and from directly beneath our position, a column of
people, human people, hurriedly marched in carrying an assortment of different
sized metallic objects. The black mass hovered in place and the people began
assembling the parts on the stone beneath it, all moving like a well oiled
machine.


“What
are they doing?” asked Ophiuchus, deeply puzzled at the actions of those below.
I just shrugged in reply. I’d never seen anything like this before either.


They
swarmed around linking the pieces together and, slowly, the oddly shaped thing
developed until all of the people stepped back into a loose formation around
the base of the chamber, stood to some kind of attention.


“THE
MATERIAL THAT YOU’VE BEEN ABLE TO PROVIDE ME HAS GONE INTO THE ARMOURS AND IT’S
BEEN FROM HERE THAT I HAVE PILOTED THE LARGER UNITS.” All eyes, and indeed
non-eyes, in the room were fixed tightly on the black mass. 


The
contraption that had been built was an irregularly shaped square base with a column
of metal and plastic at each of the corners. They were topped with tiny
pyramids of crystal which shone and refracted the light that hit them. It kind
of looked like an upturned table and that idea just made this task of working
out what was happening that much harder.


“THIS
COLLECTION OF PEOPLE IS THE STRONGEST THAT I HAVE BEEN ABLE TO BRING TOGETHER.
ALL FERVANT SUPPORTERS OF WHAT I’M ATTEMPTING TO ACHIEVE AND ALL SWORN ENEMIES
OF THE CIRCLE, HENCE THE INCREASE OF THE PRICE.”


That
definitely didn’t sound good. The people didn’t move in response.


“ALL
WE REQUIRE TO COMMENCE IS FOR YOU ALL TO CREATE OUR LATEST PILOT.” The voice
was getting smugger by the second.


”SO,
SHALL WE BEGIN?”


“You’re
Excellency,” boomed out from below us before the Kos creatures were able to do
whatever it was that the mass was directing them to do. Everyone in the chamber
tracked to the sound, Cancer even going so far as leaping his massive bulk up
and out of the pool he’d been reclining in, spraying water all over every spot
of the lower chamber. The footsteps that had been advancing down the corridor
suddenly faltered at the movement within, but started again quickly.


Six
burly people marched into the open space and made a ragged line towards the
mass, fighting against the tightly bound and hooded, but still struggling,
shapes of two people. One was huge, needing four of the six to transport them,
and the other was much smaller. My blood ran cold immediately but the fire in
my chest began to rampage to be let free.


Mark
and Maria had been captured.
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“We
apprehended these two on the edges of the palace. They aren’t a part of our
team here but they were able to kill twenty four members of the troops before
they were captured.”


I
swore under my breath and ground my teeth in impotent rage. How dare they think
they can lay hands on my people? I was going to rip these people to shreds to
reclaim what was mine. I watched the mass closely for any clue as to how I
might be able to do it damage.


Below
the mass, the people moved to present their finds with reverential care, careful
not to displease their master. The mass floated towards the proffered gifts and
the hoods were removed to present the prisoners as a waiter may present a meal.
The mass stopped moving and the shapes on its surface just formed rigid lines
for a second. What could that have meant? It didn’t last long and the thing
resumed its more overt showmanship bearing as it floated back from Mark and
Maria.


“MEMBERS
OF KOS,” boomed the mass. “THIS PLACE HAS BEEN INFILTRATED BY THE CIRCLE.” The
roars that erupted then were deafening.


“THESE
TWO ARE FROM THE CIRCLE STRONGHOLD WHERE I’VE BEEN AIMING THE ATTACKS.” More
roaring.


“ALTHOUGH
I DOUBT THAT THEY ARE A PART OF A WIDER FORCE, THERE WILL NO DOUBT BE A RISK
THAT THEIR FOOL OF A MASTER IS HERE AS WELL. I WOULD SUGGEST THAT YOU MOVE
QUICKLY TO CREATE THE LATEST PILOT AND WE CAN END THE DISEASED CIRCLE BEFORE
ANY MORE OF THEM FIND THEIR WAY HERE.”


Pisces
merely snapped her fingers from her point in the chamber and the rest of the
Kos demons surged forwards and began tearing and ripping at the gathered people
who were still stood utterly motionless. Not a single one of them made a sound
as they were ripped limb from limb. They just remained still despite the gore
being created all around them, apparently content with their life choice to die
at the hands of violent beasts at the bottom of the ocean.


Eventually,
the monsters had finished pulverising the people before them and they all
returned to their individual platforms to hopefully clean off the horror they’d
just unleashed. 


All,
except for Gemini.


Though
nowhere near as large as Cancer, the twins were at least half my Dragon size,
and moved their metallic tinged body with staccato jerks and spasms around the
chamber, scooping up hunks of split flesh as they went until their arms, all
four of them, were filled with a small mountain of human flesh. Finally happy
that they’d picked up enough, they carried it all over to Libra and deposited
it without care at the feet of the spindly beast, turned away and creaked their
way back across the chamber, their teeth clicking together as they went.
Passing the central podium, there was a short gasp from them and they dived
down at the few humans who remained, both hideous heads fixating on Maria.


“This
one here,” the left head, a male by the voice, breathed out to the room. “She
carries my symbol. She is a worshipper of Gemini,” added the right head, this
one female, though equally as breathy as her brother.


All
eyes in the room turned to understand what they were being told. Gemini just
took hold of Maria and heaved her from the floor to a position much closer to
their faces, needle teeth still working. Maria looked truly terrified in a way
that I’d not seen from her before and it stabbed at my Dragon.


Pisces
breeched the surface of her tank and stared down at Gemini. “What do you mean?
If this being is a part of The Circle, then why is it carrying tribute for our
friend here?” Incredibly well spoken yet there was no mistaking the menace in
the words.


The
mass paused before responding. 


“THERE
ARE INDEED SMALL POCKETS OF BELIEF THAT STILL REMAIN ABOVE BUT THIS ONE IS MOST
LIKELY JUST SHOWING THAT SHE WAS BORN WITHIN THE SIGN OF GEMINI. THIS CREATURE
IS VERY MUCH A SERVANT OF THE CIRCLE.” He wasn’t going to let the plan be
derailed at this point.


“Small
pockets? Birth sign?” grunted the mountainous slab of muscle that was Taurus.
“You made no mention of this before. You said we were still widely regarded and
consulted as sources of power beyond the bounds of the world.”


Uh-oh.


The
mass just coughed.


“No
matter,” chimed Pisces. “We can examine the words of the sorcerer when The
Circle is defeated and we can break out of this hovel. Libra has finished her
work.” All eyes swung back to Libra to watch the tree like being retake her
throne, re-extending her long arms with the cages swinging below, and leaving
behind a single huge mass of now grey meat, roughly the size of a small car. I
could feel the change in the energy from here. It was pulsing with a darkness
now, which was nauseating, even from this range. 


Slipping
back down, Ophiuchus following me, it was clear that we were fast running out
of time to stop whatever they were planning on doing.


“We’ve
got to get Mark and Maria away from them and get out of this place,” I began,
whispering, though with my urgency clear. “But we also need to destroy that
platform, whatever it is. Which one do you fancy?”


Ophiuchus
snorted quietly.


“I
think the best chance we have here, is for us to run a two pronged attack. I’ll
sneak in as you create the greatest distraction you possibly can but I think I
know what they’re doing down there.” He risked another peak over the wall before
rejoining me.


“We
toyed with the mechanics of humans when we first arrived in your world, humans
and everything else really. We wanted to understand, but I was the only one who
was looking for the chance to heal, though I didn’t know that then.” More grumbled
roars came from below.


“I’ve
had some success in the field of new life. I made a daughter.” My face must
have been a picture. I could feel my jaw slacken as my mouth fell open at the
admission from Ophiuchus. He’d made life? And not the old fashioned way.


“When
this is over, you and I really need to have a very serious conversation.” He
kept his eyes trained forwards but he nodded.


“It
looks like they’re trying to create their own version of life, of a kind.
They’re imparting all of their power into a single piece of flesh to create as
much life force as they can but by the looks of it, they need to have something
more to make it more stable. Did you find any chunks of flesh like the one down
there anywhere since you began fighting them?”


“I
have but it’s not life they’re making. Those are the things that allow for a
link to be forged within the armour suits. That flesh is where the magic is
channelled from to make the armour move. It’s not sentient, just a bridge
really.” I thought back to the island in Pakistan where the little suits had
faced us. Ophiuchus ‘hmmmmed’ under his mask at that, checked back over the
wall, then slipped back down.


“That’s
enough to be called life you know? Just enough power in the mass to give it a
spark. It still doesn’t give us any more ideas about the machine though.”
Ophiuchus was suddenly very unsure of what his people were doing. He hadn’t been
keeping up with the news and it was making him feel a little untethered.


“Fine,”
I brought us back on track. “Just get down there as fast as you can when I
start the fun and games. Now, have you got any insider knowledge of the
creatures I’m going up against? Who are the weakest?”


“Just
cause as much mayhem as you can but stay out of their grip, especially Cancer.
They all possess a remarkable array of powers but the purpose of what you’re
about to do is diversion, not slaughter.”


“Not
slaughter? You saw what they just did down there? They played my people to
obliterate your home and now you’re getting cold feet?” My volume was climbing.


Ophiuchus
grabbed my arm and closed his masked face to mine.


“We
are here to do the right thing, not just kill everyone. Despite everything that
they are, these creatures are the only thing close to family I have left in
this world, or my own. You won’t kill them.”


Growling
my frustration at the sudden lack of desire for the fight, I gave a short nod
and began to crawl away to the left, leaving Ophiuchus to go to the right. I’d
travelled no further than a handful of feet, when there was a sizzling, crackling
detonation from the base of the chamber which rocketed through my body like the
unseen power of an x-ray, and every fibre of my being was turned all the way up
to eleven before I collapsed.


I
hadn’t passed out, but the muscles in my body just seemed reluctant to do what
I wanted them to do. Static filled all of my senses, even taste, and left me
face down on the dusty stone floor, my breath raggedly working but not much
else. Ophiuchus was quickly at my side, shaking me and speaking close to my ear,
though it still felt like I was underwater. I pushed myself over onto my back
and opened my eyes hoping that whatever had just happened hadn’t done too much
damage.


The
sensations that rushed through my eyes exploded into each of my senses far
beyond anything that had happened to me before. Swirling energies above us
within the massive chamber fought for dominance, sending coloured streaks in
every direction as sounds cavorted through them like children playing in a
stream. There was just so, so much to experience that I couldn’t make any sense
of any of it, until my eyes fell on Ophiuchus.


I’d
been able to see him as a being of pure white power in the past but now, I
could see beyond his protective suit to the being beneath with perfect clarity.
He was beautiful. Not handsome, or good looking, he was beautiful in a way that
would have been the inspiration for the kind of soaring music, the most sublime
art, the very core of Cupid’s arrow. His features were androgynous, and were
the very ideal of each aspect, all coming together to form a whole which,
combined with the energy within him, made me want to weep. Instinctively, I
raised a hand to his face, only to discover the mask.


“My
God, you’ve been imprisoned all these years as well. Solitary confinement for
the one who turned from violence.”


He
furrowed his brow. “Are you OK? You sound a little, strange.”


“I
can see you, the real you under the mask,” I replied, still trying everything I
could to recompile my mind under the onslaught of the heightened senses. “I’ve
had episodes over the last few weeks where, for whatever reason, my mind opens
up all of the gates and I can see far beyond what I’ve ever been able to
pinpoint in the past.”


Ophiuchus
slumped back against the wall which was obscuring us, an expression of grave
concern spread over those perfect features.


“What
is it?” I asked trying to ease myself from the floor. He bit at his lip.


“I
saw what the machine is, and it would explain why you’ve been experiencing the
heightened senses.” Well at least that was something. “It was something else we
were toying with all those years ago when we first arrived here but I thought
that I was the only one who’d been able to get anywhere with it.”


“Get
anywhere with what?” I asked now more cautiously.


“A
Cascade Bridge is something that you can bring into being to travel through the
world, yes?” I nodded. “Well the bridge system was something that required a
huge amount of power to run, relatively speaking, so only the strongest beings
were ever able to harness it. As it turned out, the strength of power came from
the Dragon lines so it was only ever me who was able to create the stable
gateways, and I refined it in all of you.” Great.


“And?”


“And,
somehow, the Kos and their sorcerer friend have managed to create a static jump
point. It’s an artificial Cascade Bridge and whatever they have driving the
reactions in the machine, created enough bleed over to leak out a massive
charge of magical power. That’s how they’ve been able to shunt something with
as much stored energy as the flesh mass from this place through the shielding.”


Struggling
to work against the absolute riot of sensations and sensory input that was still
pouring through my mind, the world now filled with not only expanded detail
through the senses but that detail had been sharpened to the point of creating
layers of new reality to experience, I shook my head and poured my attention
onto Ophiuchus.


“And
the explosion of energy was what dialled up the power in my mind?” One fact at
a time.


“It
was, and ….” He stopped abruptly mid-sentence. “It happened to you back at your
mansion, didn’t it? When you and I were having the, disagreement.”


I
nodded slowly, swirling shapes accompanying the movement, though fewer than a
second ago.


“Well,
it’s likely you were reacting to the residue of the energy from this process.
Where was the first time?”


I
didn’t get the chance to answer his questions as my brain finally began to sort
and organise all of the information my senses were providing, and a tiny
muffled yelp, one of both pain and terror, dragged nails down and through my
ears.


“They’re
going to hurt Maria. Get moving,” I said and pushed Ophiuchus away from me. He scrambled
back on his hands, then realised what I was about to do.


I
clambered to my feet and hurled myself over the edge of the elevated walkway
that had been acting as our sanctuary, filled my mind with the image of my
Dragon, and transformed in the very centre of the base of power for the Kos
demons. 


I
can only imagine what it must have looked like to have to face the
instantaneous appearance of a giant red Dragon overhead at what you’d thought
was a very private meeting. I roared deeply as I fell and threw open my wings
to glide down and around the ring of platforms.


Beneath
me, the creatures, recovering after the shock, had begun to react in very
different ways. Some were doing their best to extricate themselves from their
thrones or pools while others cowered. Some began to cast magic my way and I
could also see a shape moving to intercept me.


Roars
then came up to meet mine in a battle of defiant threat as more and more of the
creatures, emboldened by the others, joined the sound and my dive took me ever
closer to the point of attack.


The
extra power within my senses delivered a writhing palette of colours as I
looked down on my enemies, their features and exquisite detail still sharply
clear, but now the energies that they could manipulate, their very magical
essences, were dancing around them with a life of their own. That change was so
compelling that for a second, I was almost mesmerised by the show, and didn’t
register the spinning in the back of my head until a blast of frozen energy
caught me on the stomach.


Snapped
out of the mental fog by the pain, I instinctively released a blast of flame
directly below me, shooting blindly in what I thought was the direction the
attack had come from. Ophiuchus’ words rang in my head after a second of fire,
“You won’t kill them,” and I bit my mouth shut as fast as I could before doing
any serious damage. Banking up and away from the strafing run I’d just
completed, I checked back to see what I’d done.


The
fire had landed everywhere on the stepped floor, sticking and chewing through
any and all material it could, but through these eyes, it burned with a much
fuller fury than I’d ever seen fire burn. A red tinge touched the flames as a
signal to the magic that I was using, but most importantly, there wasn’t any
sign that there had been any of the Kos demons caught in the volley. Climbing
again, the blasts of power opened up fully at me, and despite a hit rate of
only about half, the pain was already building badly in my body as more and
more of the shots found their mark. Heightened senses also meant that pain was
dialled up as well. I had to find some way out of the direct firing line.


With
a grunt of effort, I beat my wings harder and accelerated away from the blasts
reaching me, and began climbing further. The shots stopped pretty fast as I
pushed on and out of their range. I took the chance for a breather, and slammed
into the nearest stone wall, digging my claws deeply to anchor myself in place.


Below
me, the giant form of Cancer was bounding across the space between us on the
floor, his plate armoured body emitting a green fire as he thundered on, Taurus
and Leo on his heels, while the others had looked to be attempting to leave
through the giant corridor the people had used earlier but now there was a huge
pile of rock blocking their exit, having been ripped from the upper walled area
directly above. Ophiuchus doing his work well.


I
didn’t wait any longer.


Tearing
out lumps of rock as I detached myself from the wall, I aimed directly for the
group still in the centre of this mighty chamber, hurling the rock missiles at
the approaching monsters as I departed. I didn’t watch to check their
trajectory, it was more important that the intended targets had to at least be
aware of them.


Roaring
as I cannoned towards the centre of the audience chamber, the picture I was
treated to, jarred my mind with the details. The individual demons were all
emitting angry torrents of colour as they channelled their magical powers, none
of which corresponding with the scarlet red of Mark and Maria who stood out
against the deathly cold, grey background. I couldn’t pick out Ophiuchus but not
only had the demons appeared to be giving up on the humans who were trapped at
their feet, I could also make out a single downed body and only five now
guarding when there had been six before. Ophiuchus had killed one of them. 


But
this was only on the edges of my mind as I flew towards the crowd. 


Still
in the centre of the mighty chamber, stood that machine and the black mass. The
machine was still visible as the four columns but at the tip of each was a
jagged tear in my field of vision. Each was an empty black that held an all
consuming hunger and leaked out a wisp strand of smoky black charge. Above it
there was a smear of the same black power where the flesh mass had been
transported away and whatever hideous choices had been made to create this thing,
the effects of such were still being felt all around it.


Passing
between the machine and the demons, I spewed down a second jet of fire, this
time aiming to separate the Kos creatures from whatever that thing was and
sweep out again as they fired after me. More and more pain hit into me as I
went through that I wobbled in the air as muscles spasmed reflexively in
response but I risked a lashing swipe of my tail as deterrent to further shots.
It hit something extremely hard and there was a biting pain that quickly
followed, along with the clanking sounds of metal. 


Beating
my wings harder again to push away from the latest incursion, my speed just
wasn’t building and every action from my wings seemed to have to do much more
than was comfortable. I was being hit harder than I thought. Repeating my
resting move, I attached myself securely to the wall and gulped in an all
refreshing breath, then another, pushing my agony away from the front of my
mind and doing all I could to keep as calm as possible. The pain in my tail
persisted ut so too did the sound of clanking metal.


More
agony seared into my leg now, breaking that limb free of the hold on the wall,
and threatened to drag me away completely. Looking down, I discovered that I’d
been reached by that spindly horror, Libra. It had used one of those metal
cages it had been holding to anchor itself to me and I’d dragged it from the
ground with me. It had now started to climb and had driven the spear-claws on
one of the four hands into my leg as an anchor point, and was now attempting to
repeat the action. Swatting at the hand out of reflex, I missed and a second
set of claws was buried in my flesh, this time a little above my hip.


I
roared in agony and for a split second, my inner monster came fully out to
play. Ophiuchus may have wished that I didn’t kill anyone but my life was on
the line. I blasted Libra with a torrent of flame which engulfed it completely.
Libra was anchored to me so I made sure to cover myself in as much flame as I
could as well, hoping that, if I was fire proof and it wasn’t, I’d be able to
dislodge it fast.


It
wasn’t.


The
grip it had on me was relinquished fast as it did all it could to avoid the
death that was approaching but it just didn’t have the chance to do anything
else. It plummeted to the floor of the chamber, and landed with a thudded
impact which broke bones, and stayed still, the fire still consuming it. There’d
been no sound from the thing at any point of the attack or its subsequent
demise. Dragging in another deep breath to steady myself, I again detached from
the wall high in the chamber and, twisting in the air, aimed myself back at the
Kos demons.


My
three initial pursuers had almost reached my location for a second time and
began opening up with jets of energy as they closed on me, having decided that
they didn’t want to wait for me to throw things at them first. I let go the
rock I’d ripped free and repeated the move again, aiming back at the centre of
the chamber but in doing so, my eyes fell directly on the black mass.


It
wasn’t black anymore.


That
heaving mass, which I’d originally thought to be just a conduit to contact
someone somewhere else, was itself, a living thing of monstrous power. Sickly
green/grey flames roared above it to a height of at least sixty feet, and tentacle
like arms filled with grasping hooks flailed at the ground and anything they
could come into contact with, as all of the power that was contained in the
thing strained and crashed at the body that was holding it in check. I was
still moving forwards but I just couldn’t take my eyes from it.


Seeing
me diving again, the mass raised several of its magical tentacles and began to
launch small pop-pop-pop blasts of power in my direction. I evaded the first
few but at least two made contact though didn’t seem to do anything, but that
in itself didn’t mean anything. Ophiuchus may have been certain that I wouldn’t
kill any of the Kos demons but this thing wasn’t included in that deal.


A
handful of tiny adjustments and I was aiming directly at the thing, with nothing
but flame on my mind and my speed building. Opening my mouth and ready to
deliver the killing blast, it was only now that I’d managed to approach as
closely as I had, with my focus directly on it, that the final detail became
clear. At the very centre of that mass, was a void of black energy being exuded
by something else.


The
demons emitted different shades of energy, as did I and everyone with the
ability to manipulate magic, but what was at the centre of that mass was giving
off an energy which was the blackest black. It was a living anti-colour, as if
the energy itself was everything that magic shouldn’t be.


And
it was clearly in the shape of a human being.


There
was a human in there fighting against us.


I
blasted it with flame as I shot by over head, and checked for any sign of the
familiar reds of Mark and Maria. I couldn’t pinpoint them so the hope blossomed
that Ophiuchus had been able to spirit them away.


The
detonation that ripped through the whole chamber from behind me quickly put an
end to my thoughts of saving my friends. Whatever the Kos demons had just done
had released a blast of power so strong that it caused my every muscle to spasm
uncontrollably as the single note of fury engulfed my senses. My Dragon body
lost all the ability to fly as everything in me shorted out and I tumbled out
of control to crash into the ground.


My
ears rang with a high pitched scream of rage and sadness, and the dust I’d
thrown up on impact had filled my nose and throat, forcing me to cough hard.
Pain burned throughout my body and I couldn’t be sure if I’d broken certain
bones or just badly bruised them. My head span wildly and I struggled to work
my eyes open. My heightened senses had fallen away to the more usual levels so
I could see that Cancer was now stood over me, that massive pincer of his
clacking impatiently as the other Kos demons joined the gathering.


I
tried to move but there was no movement that I could complete that didn’t make
agony warp my senses. All I could do was hope that the others had escaped before
my fall.


“Animal,”
chimed the perfect voice of Pisces, now being carried by Sagittarius. “You have
seemed to select a very coincidental time to come and review the health of your
prisoners.” She was mocking me, clearly. “Of all the days you could have chosen
to pay this small community a visit, you had to choose this day.”


Taurus
clubbed me with one heavy hoofed foot across the jaw and I could feel a small
trickle of blood spill from the corner of my mouth.


“Just
thought I’d see if you had a bowl of sugar I could borrow.” I replied, coughing
again hoping to get under her skin enough that the others could be granted as
much time as I could find for them to escape. Pisces smiled a wintery hard
smile, and another surge of agonising energy rocketed through me, snapping my
body rigid. I grunted in pain and searched hard for a clear breath to steady
myself but nothing seemed able to calm my body.


“I
ask again, Dragon of The Circle,” Pisces was speaking from very close by now
and she’d brought with her a stench of fish left in the sun too long. “Why are
you here?”


“He’s
here because I needed a way to find my way to you” boomed a new voice from
above and ahead of me. This new voice was filled with authority and energy
which suggested supreme confidence. And it stabbed me without remorse in
everything I’d been hoping for.


“I’ve
come home,” said Ophiuchus as he slowly walked down the stepped chamber, now
free of his black coat and mask, his cane now transformed into a glittering
staff. 


“It’s
been far too long, brothers and sisters.”
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I
couldn’t believe what I was seeing, and had to take a long second to take in
the reality that Ophiuchus was finally able to show himself for what he truly
was, and it made me feel sick with shame at having been so thoroughly taken in.


Murmuring
rippled through the gathered crowd as he paced down the walkway, making every
effort to step lightly and avoid the multitude of fractured stone and puddles
of human innards so as not to have anything mark his clothing. Beneath the black
suit and mask, he’d been wearing thin cut black trousers and a tight, well-tailored
white shirt which had been starched to within an inch of its life. But it was
Ophiuchus, the man, who was making the biggest impact on me.


He
appeared to be the one of the Kos group who was closest to being able to pass
for human, his face being proportioned much the same way as mine, but his skin
was a gentle, mottled grey with tiny fragments of armour plate covering tiny
areas from the clawed tips of his hands that I’d seen before, all the way up to
the features of that angelic face. He was a slim man now he was exposed from
the shroud of his former uniform, but it was the whip thin yet strong thin
instead of the criminally underfed, and he had a cascade of dreadlocked dark
grey hair tumbling down his back.


Cancer
made his feelings abundantly clear at the arrival of the Serpent-Bearer, and
bellowed out a harsh challenge before swinging a pulverising blow from his
pincer at Ophiuchus. The brutish attack swept down but with liquid grace
movement, Ophiuchus was out from under it and stood near-by in mere seconds,
ending up stood in a relaxed posture as if the attempt on his life had been
below even the most miniscule inconveniences.


Bringing
the pincer back and priming to strike out again, Cancer was stopped in his
tracks by a single word from Pisces.


“Don’t.”



In
much the same way that Ophiuchus had shown himself to be in possession of a
voice of authority and determination, Pisces displayed beautifully that she was
easily a match for him in this field. Cancer lowered his weapon and just stood
waiting, an armour plated hurricane held on a single word. Ophiuchus bowed his
head to Pisces in a cordial gesture of respect but there was very little on
display. They moved through age old protocol.


“Our
lost brother has finally dared to return to his family,” called Pisces to the
wider room, bringing any and all creatures within to turn their eyes onto her,
and then Ophiuchus. The tension in the chamber grew palpably and I swear that I
felt the charge ripple my skin as it passed by.


“I’d
thought that you’d have been dead by now, old friend. Well I’d been led to
believe that you only very recently had been killed.” She swung her eyes to the
black mass ever so slowly, fixing the thing with her black, unblinking eyes.
The mass didn’t show any kind of reaction.


“The
word of my demise has travelled much further than I would have expected,”
replied Ophiuchus, still very much playing the part of the dutiful member of
the house. “But my little run in with The Circle is what made this long overdue
reconciliation so much more important,” he continued. “I’d always known that
they were a savage species, those humans, but watching on from the vantage
point I held as they just squandered the treasure I gifted them, and then had
the gall to use it in the subjugation of so many people themselves, before they
turned that power back onto me. After all these years, I just couldn’t wait any
longer.”


“Traitor,”
growled Leo from somewhere close to my head, though I couldn’t see where.
Pisces just raised a single hand again to quiet the big cat-demon.


“I
truly am so uplifted by your presence with us here Ophiuchus but Leo has made a
very fair comment,” her eyes narrowed and her expression set hard. “You are a traitor
to all of us, and it’s fair to say that the imprisonment we’ve suffered through
for all these long years can be shown as being totally down to your good self.”


More
teeth grinding and grumbling.


“So
the very first thing to ask would be, why shouldn’t the gathered members of
this sacred house simply claim their right to revenge and, as a group, tear you
apart?”


The
group of gathered demons growled with a real menace and it felt almost as if
they’d forgotten about me entirely. Ophiuchus shattered that thought with a
graceful movement of one hand which unleashed through me an agony like nothing
I’d ever encountered before. Every nerve ending in my body lit up with pain
which robbed me of even the slightest ability to respond. I couldn’t even
speak.


Twisting
his hand in another way, Ophiuchus released the pain from me, and my entire
body seemed to just deflate a little at the removal of the agony.


“You
would be fully within your rights to push for a balancing of the scales,” he
replied, apparently not having seen what he’d just done to me as anything to
waste any thought on. “But in the years we’ve all been apart, I suspect that
your recollection of the power that I wield may have been somewhat dimmed.”


Cancer
clacked his pincer much closer to Ophiuchus, something liquid dropped from his
mouth and spattered over me. Pisces again raised her hand as a calming gesture
to the massive crab but never let her eyes break from Ophiuchus.


“Are
you attempting to threaten us Ophiuchus? That would be a very bold move indeed
considering your surroundings and that you are so completely alone.”


Ophiuchus
smiled a cruel rictus and waved his hand again. This time, there wasn’t any
pain to crash into me, thankfully, but after that initial relief, even more
terrifying ideas came to mind as, without any desire to or attempt to, I began
to jerkily work to get my hands and feet under my body and stood up onto all
four of my Dragon limbs.


“I’m
the Serpent-Bearer remember,” said Ophiuchus, a sneering smile on his face.
“And I was the one who gave this band of thugs the control over their powers.”
My eyes flashed around me but I was trapped rigid by whatever Ophiuchus was
doing. “I’m not here to threaten,” he said, and with a sudden burning pain that
spread through my body, I stood on my hind legs and flared my wings, snarling
as I did. “But I’ll be more than happy to respond in kind should you deem that
you wish to start any form of conflict.”


Silence.


“I’m
here because I was finally offered the chance to be able to do what I’ve been
wanting to do all these years, and make amends with my family for a terrible
mistake I made years ago. I’m here to show that in everything that you wish to
have happen to The Circle, you don’t have to enlist the services of any jumped
up and overly confident sorcerer.”


Heads
began turning in the direction of the black mass.


“I’m
here to show that to break The Circle, you need look no further than, me.”


The
demons around us murmured and grumbled under their breath and eyes flicked from
Ophiuchus to me to Pisces and then at each other. I still couldn’t move and I
could feel cramp crawling through all of my muscles as Ophiuchus held me rigid.
Surely the Water Dragons would be here soon enough to break us all out of here
and put all these Kos creatures away for good. Still straining against the
power that was holding me in place, the conversation continued beneath me.


“That
is a very tempting offer, my friend,” said Pisces, stroking at her bottom lip
as she spoke. “And you do make a very interesting point about having the Dragon
here under your control so……….” Sagittarius stamped a giant hoof in part
protest but responded when Pisces signalled to be carried towards Ophiuchus.
She lowered a hand and waited. Ophiuchus walked slowly, without taking his eyes
from Pisces, to her side where he gently cradled her proffered hand, before
placing a soft kiss on the back of it.


“Excellent.
You and I will have to have a much longer conversation at a time after this war,
about what you did to us all but for today, welcome back to the family.”


I
roared at them as that was all I seemed able to do. My body had been hijacked
by the Serpent-Bearer and there was nothing I was going to be able to do about
it but I couldn’t afford to have them know that I was pretty much defeated
thanks to Ophiuchus’s betrayal. Movement and further magic were gone.


“Sorcerer,”
Pisces asked into the monstrous room, no attempt to raise her voice beyond what
she would usually use when speaking. The black mass floated towards Pisces, its
surface still bulging and contorting as it approached.


“MY
LADY. THE NEXT STAGES OF OUR PLANNING ARE AT HAND.” The voice within the mass
hadn’t altered in tone or modulation but there was a tone in it that recognised
that something big was about to happen.


Pisces
turned to face the mass and smiled ever so sweetly.


“It
would appear that there will need to be some adjustments made to that machine
of yours. It appears that we have a new operator to anchor into it.”


Ophiuchus
frowned at what had just been said but in the seconds that passed next, Cancer
slammed his huge pincer under my chin and drove me backwards, my head aimed at
the roof, while someone, Scorpio I think, rushed to Ophiuchus and fixed him in
a brutal grip. I roared again, my rage flying wildly as my monster thrashed against
my mind in search of a new kill, but I was still being held rigid.


“You
see, Ophiuchus,” Pisces began. “We’ve all had a great deal of time available to
us over these so many years, to consider exactly what it was that you did, but
more importantly, what we’d do should we have the chance to extract revenge,
and it just never really crossed our minds that we’d ever see you again. We saw
that you cheated all of us from our rightful place as rulers of this pitiful
realm so when the chance presented itself that we could finally reach out
beyond the shields we’ve been marooned behind, and hurt you while ending the
plague that is The Circle, the chance was just too good to miss.”


Of
all the sounds of anger and battle that I’d been witness to up to now, the sound
of Pisces actually laughing was just too much to deal with.


“Looks
like you’re having a little domestic issue here,” I gurgled from my position
facing the roof. “I’ll be happy to come back another day for that sugar if you
want?”


The
laughter from Pisces stopped and she must have given some form of signal to
Cancer because he forced me just that little bit further up and back and almost
blocked my windpipe. Panic filled my mind as each attempt to draw in enough air
gave me much less than I was after, leaving me unable to speak.


At
least the laughing had stopped.


“Now
then sorcerer,” Pisces started again. “I’ve seen that you’ve had to do all of
the actual operation within that machine thing of yours so I think it fair that
we of Kos take some of that work from your shoulders.”


She
must have signalled again because now Cancer dragged my rigid body back down to
have me staring directly at the machine.


“I
want you to anchor both of these creatures to the machine. And Ophiuchus,” she
turned to face him and I could now see that Scorpio had wrapped him up in one
of the sting tipped tails while the others hovered mere inches from his head. “We’d
been content to strike out at The Circle remotely because we just didn’t have
the materials to do what we really wanted. You being here means that we can
finally leave and deal with everything ourselves. I want you to make this
Dragon do what I want it to so we can all finally leave this place behind and
reclaim this realm.”


Cancer
roared and heaved me from the ground, my body still held in place by Ophiuchus,
and slammed me into the ground on my back next to the machine. I screamed at
the impact with the stone floor and all of the air was blasted from my lungs.
For a while I fought to hold onto my consciousness as everything blurred under
the onslaught of agony coming from my back. As I’d hit the ground, I’d not been
able to do anything to break the fall in any way and my body took all of the
crushing impact on the most fragile part of my Dragon form. 


Cancer
had just broken both of my wings.


“My
family,” spoke Pisces with perfect diction despite the elevated volume. “We
seem to have a new opportunity at hand with the arrival of our long lost
brother. We’d planned to reach out and destroy The Circle with a machine but
Ophiuchus has given us the chance to leave this place behind,” the crowd began
to growl and gurgle excitedly, “and when we do, we can end them ourselves.”


Scorpio
scuttled along behind us and reached Ophiuchus out to Gemini who’d approached
the central platform from the other side. With one shiny metallic arm, Gemini
grasped him and with staccato movements, moved to stand him in the very centre
of the machine, and with a bent fingered wave, liquefied the base to sink
Ophiuchus into it up to his knees. Oddly, he didn’t try to escape or stop
anyone.


Cancer
dragged my arm away from my body, Ophiuchus doing as he was told to release
some of his hold on me, and Gemini repeated the floor-melty spell. Every
movement was like stabs in the back thanks to my injuries and even breathing
felt like it was too much.


But
none of that mattered.


There
was just no way that I could afford for the Kos force to leave this place.
They’d sworn to destroy the Circle so that would mean that every beast that we
stood guard over was more likely to be released from captivity. But Pisces had
also made it extremely clear that she was going to take a firm grip on the
whole planet and squash any and all life who dared to oppose her.


All
I had to do now was make sure that they couldn’t break free of the prison. They
had enough power and connections to be able to make another attempt in the
future but the difference was then, The Circle would be aware of the disease
which had been growing in its own ranks so would be on a much sharper look out
for signs of radicalisation. They’d more than likely upgrade the shields around
this prison as well, though this time keeping Ophiuchus in here.


The
black mass drifted around to each of the pillars in turn, tiny arms of black
jelly oozing out to manipulate whatever it was that the thing found important.
Around us, the remaining members of the Kos demons had all retaken their seats
/ tanks on their individual platforms, each of them moving like they were
taking their seats before a sporting contest of some kind, readying themselves
for the action to commence. Action I just had to stop.


Moving
my head as much as I could, which was barely anything at all, I’d worked out
that the only way for me stop this would be to just incinerate the machine and
Ophiuchus as they were that close to me, but either by luck or design, my mouth
was pointing slightly in the wrong direction, aiming critically off to the
side.  I needed to move, or have moved, my head.


“Hey,
Ophiuchus,” I croaked through tense jaws, slobber falling as I spoke, making it
appear more akin to a bad ventriloquism act. “You know that you’ve just killed
yourself, don’t you?” He didn’t react at all. “You’ve just been captured and
the only thing that’s keeping you alive is the power you have to break them all
out of here. The second you do that, you’re done.”


Still
no witty retort or explosion of magically induced pain, though after a handful
of seconds, he did draw in a breath, and sigh.


“Guardian,”
he began. “I am an ancient force that has wished to do nothing but the right
thing for my whole life.” He moved his head slightly and stared directly at me,
“And everything that happens here today is taking place in a much larger
picture, that you just don’t have the knowledge to understand.”


I
roared at him, as much as I could, plumes of smoke climbing from my mouth as I
did. My animal was slamming against the bars of Ophiuchus’ prison and I could
feel it scratching behind my eyes.


Ophiuchus
frowned at me but then smiled. It was a smile of happiness and joy, rather than
any kind of malice which I’d been expecting.


“And
I ask of you Master Guardian, you do understand that I can hold you for as long
as is needed to complete the actions I need you to, so why struggle so much
against the bonds that you can’t hope to break?”


I
tried again to break free but again there was just nothing that I could do.


“You
see,” he bent down and reached out a hand to lay it on my wrist above the line
of the machine flooring. “For all of these years, all of the time I was a part
of this family,” he waved around at all of the group of creatures, “I wanted to
heal, everything, but time and again, conflict set me back and set me back.
It’s now that I’m here, surrounded by those who were closest to me for so long
and who I betrayed to entomb here, that I can see a clarity for myself.”


I
didn’t say anything. I couldn’t. 


“All
those years ago I saw what my people were doing as being the greatest evil so I
went to your people, who did this to them,” he signalled around himself again
at the great hall and beyond. “The Circle marooned them in this place as a way
to punish but maybe even to rehabilitate, but that kind of thinking is what
brings us to this point.”


Around
us, I could see that there were a great many eyes on us, demons listening to
the lost member of their group rubbing it in the face of their jailor. They all
looked to be smiling at what he was doing. He ever so gently stroked at my
wrist as he continued to speak.


“Your
people made a mistake placing these forces in this place all those years ago, and
I made a mistake when I walked away from this realm to leave them under this
shield. Pisces has shown me the error of my ways and I’ve been lucky enough to
be granted a chance to correct my mistake.”


I
released my blast of flame with as much ferocity as I could manage at his
words. He wasn’t going to move me. He wasn’t going to do anything that I wanted
him to because he’d lost it. All the talk about being a healer and he was going
to switch sides immediately the chance was given to him. I kept pouring as much
power into the blast as I could despite not being lined up correctly but my
thought was to generate so much heat that I’d be able to disrupt what they were
doing by melting at least part of it.


Around
me I could see Kos demons reacting to the explosion by diving for cover or
roaring and clambering to their feet and shaping up to attack me but before any
of them could manage to leave their podiums, my fire was snuffed out. My eye
swivelled to Ophiuchus to find him still stroking at my wrist ever so softly
but with his other hand extended in a curved symbol. He smiled again at me and
wagged his finger in admonishment.


“Not
yet, my friend,” he said, smiling still. “You’re going to need that strength of
yours for what’s about to happen.” The expression on his face darkened to
thunderous violence. “We’re going to need every last drop of it.”


“MY
LADY PISCES,” shouted the black mass from its vantage point close to the
machine though well away from any fire I could think to send out. 


“THEY
ARE PREPARED FOR THE ACTION. WOULD YOU LIKE TO GIVE THE ORDER TO COMMENCE OUR
JUMP?”


Pisces
was sat slightly out of my eye line so I couldn’t see what she was doing but
the jolt of energy that crackled through me was enough to show that the
required switch had been flicked. I could feel a gnawing hunger chipping away
at my mind as whatever that thing was, did what it did, and in the space
directly ahead of Ophiuchus, a ragged, slightly misshapen, and spitting ring of
energy began to come into being. Ophiuchus was working his arms furiously into
shape after shape after shape, those monstrously elongated fingers of his
splayed to their full extent, as he fought against all of the energy that was
being channelled through the machine.


“MY
LADY,” began the mass. “THE WAY IS OPENING BUT IT WOULD APPEAR THAT YOUR
COLLEAGUE IS HAVING TO DO A MASSIVE AMOUNT OF WORK TO HOLD THE CONSTRUCT
TOGETHER. I WOULD SUGGEST THAT YOU ALL MOVE THROUGH NOW AND I WILL HOLD THE
POWER AS STEADY AS I CAN.”


She
didn’t say anything but I could feel the impact of the huge Cancer as he moved
from his platform, those monstrous plated legs of his slamming into the rock as
he no doubt went to his master. The huge impact continued as I lay there, and
Cancer appeared over me, Pisces cradled gently on the huge pincer of his.


“Well,
well, Ophiuchus. It would appear that you’re not quite as strong as you first
thought.” Pisces was dismissive to the extreme as she spoke from on high.


“I’m
doing my best. The Dragon isn’t adding anything to the machine so I’m having to
do all of this on my own.” He reached out as if to catch something falling
before returning to the same hurried movements.  “It may have something to do
with the fact that I’m having to hold him devoid of power that’s not only
stopping him from being able to help me but making it more taxing for me to do
what needs to be done.”


I
may not have been able to move but at least that meant that no-one was going to
be able to use me. I began to laugh at the sheer contrariness of it all. Cancer
kicked out at me and the tiny movement it elicited was enough to stab at the broken
bones of my wings, robbing me of my breath. At least it looked as if Pisces was
getting frustrated.


“Gemini,
Taurus, Sagittarius, Virgo, Scorpio,” shouted Pisces. “Restrain this animal.”


Assorted
foot / hoof sounds clattered around the chamber and soon the four summoned
giants were crowding me, before they each gripped onto one of my limbs, holding
me down with crushing strength. Gemini, though, straddled me and sat on my
stomach, before leaning in close to me and bringing those two spear filled
mouths far too close to me.


“We’re
going to eat the flesh from everyone in your home when we finally break away,”
said both heads in unison. Revolting.


Finally
happy that I was securely pinned down, Pisces spoke again.


“Release
your hold on him Ophiuchus and do what you must.”


The
hunger began again in exactly the same fashion and the ring of the Cascade
Bridge began to form again, though this time with a great deal more power and
rigidity. Ophiuchus was still flailing about casting the controls that were
needed to do what the Kos wanted. He time and time again was forced to make
wide reaches to the extreme of his arm length to grasp at whatever he was doing
and even tipped himself forwards to fall on his hands under the strength of the
efforts he was working. Finally, the ring snapped out of existence.


“Ophiuchus.
You are very quickly running out of the small good will I have for you,” said
Pisces in a chilling voice. She was not pleased with more failure.


“I
am sorry my lady,” grovelled Ophiuchus. “I need more mobility in my legs to do
this. I need to be able to move around the whole of this area,” and he gestured
around the machine’s interior.


Pisces
narrowed her eyes, but didn’t have the chance to speak.


“Where
am I going to go?” Ophiuchus pointed out. “I’m just as trapped in here as you
are without all of this contraption and I’m surrounded by the rest of the group
who’d no doubt be just as happy to kill me and go back to the original plan if
I so much as thought about running away.”


Pisces
didn’t say anything but there was a boiling rage in her expression. She
eventually flashed a sharp look at Gemini and the massive creature waved a hand
at the base of the machine, returning it to a liquid state. Ophiuchus climbed
up and out of the sludge at the same time as my hand slipped out from under the
weight of the grip of whoever was holding me down. Pisces hissed viciously, and
Cancer drew her back from the perceived danger. Ophiuchus raised a hand before
jumping down from the edge of the platform.


“I’ll
put him back,” he said. “Keep hold of him.”


Energy
poured through me as Ophiuchus contorted his hands, but this time, rather than
the expected blossoming of pain, my arm was being raised slowly while power of
a kind I’d never known flooded through me. I felt like my every inch of being
was being inflated with a force that was so far beyond what I could ever have
hoped to experience before that I felt just so much more, everything.


But
that force didn’t stop there. Instead it just kept building and building,
jabbing red hot pokers into every site of injury that I had, making the bones
in my wings just move back to where they should be and reform stronger than
before. I was struggling to comprehend what was taking place but my mind
erupted in so much, everything, before I could come to the answer. My senses
had returned to the elevated Dragon-power fuelled levels and I was drenched in
the knowledge beyond the usual that was surrounding me.


And
that included multiple synchronised crack-crack-crack sounds at so many places
around the chamber. The sounds swam through everything like a shoal of angry
fish and just begged to be chased after.


The
truth was revealed to me seconds later as the mechanical timers I could hear around
the room reached the end of their course and triggered multiple detonations which
lit up my mind with blazing light and sound and sent tons upon tons of stone
from the chamber walls and roof to plunge into the space below. I could feel
the tremors pulsing through the ground as impact followed impact, the stone of
the chamber falling all around us. The screaming and roaring which came with it
just made things worse as the demons holding me down released their grip on me
as they sought out cover from the mayhem, but in my ear, came a familiar voice.


“My
God, your people took their time,” complained Ophiuchus from very close by.
“I’ve been dragging this whole sorry affair out for far longer than it needed,
so Mark and Maria could do their thing.” I was still on my back but flashed out
a swat at the owner of the voice as I rolled myself over, hunting for him
again. In turn, Ophiuchus just raised his arms above his hands and closed his
eyes, utterly refusing to engage me.


It
was enough to make me pause. He was easily able to just reach out and make me
do anything he wanted but he was just stopping. He wasn’t attempting to defend
himself or do anything violent. And thinking back, he’d done the same when I’d
discovered his secret identity in my mansion and the Witch had done just that
after our initial fight in her quarters.


I
slammed both my hands down in fists either side of Ophiuchus and moved my face
to directly above him, growling all of the time to let him know I may have
paused my attack but that didn’t mean that he was off the hook.


“Like
I said a little while ago,” he began slowly, as much calm in his voice as he
could drag together. “You didn’t have the whole picture. Everything that was unfolding,
including things you weren’t aware of, was exactly as planned.“ He looked up at
all of the damage that had been done around us and smiled wryly. “You recognise
the precise demolitions work by any chance?”


I
snorted in his face but considered that Maria had brought explosives with her
and she was indeed an expert in the field of explosives.


Ophiuchus
continued, his hands still held aloft.


“I
thought that it was more than likely that if something had gone wrong, it would
have been that you’d been captured in some way so I sent the others to cause
some mayhem of their own while I stalled.”


His
hands lowered to his sides slowly and he studiously examined the floor at his
feet, unwilling to meet my eyes.


“I’m
sorry for what I did.”


Screeching
and roaring opened up within the billowing clouds of dust, showing that the remaining
Kos demons were going to be heading back, and if they hadn’t been before, there
was no doubt that they were going to be out for blood now.


“We’ll
deal with this when this is over, but for now we just need to get away from
here,” I growled forcefully. “Now what did you do to me?”


Ophiuchus
smiled before responding, “I just replenished your energy levels is all. That
and fix the damage that you’d suffered. Wings more mobile now?”


The
thunderous impacts of Cancer and all of the other creatures clambering over the
debris from the explosions were almost on top of us so I readied myself for the
fight.


“Any
final tips?” I asked Ophiuchus, more out of a desire to keep my snark flag
flying.


“I
told you we’d need you to have all the power you could get to do what needs to
be done,” whispered Ophiuchus.


“What?”
I didn’t know what he was talking about. “What do I need to do?”


“Kill
them all.”
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Leo
was the first to breach the dust-cloud boundary and, running on all fours, was
able to maintain a clear footing despite the unpredictable nature of the
terrain. Roaring all the way down the hugely massed piles of rubble, he was all
tightly coiled muscle and terrifying speed, covering the distance faster than I
would have imagined possible. Ophiuchus stepped forwards and swung his arms in
a wide circle before blasting out a column of blazing light three feet thick.


The
giant lion-demon was in mid-leap to the ground level as the light beam impacted
it, and for an instant, was held motionless within the confines of the casting.
And it screamed in agony before tumbling to the ground in a blistered heap,
almost all of the matted fur seared away from his body. Leo was still breathing
but the fight had been taken from him under the force of the attack and he
remained unconscious.


Ophiuchus
staggered forward and fell to one knee, breathing hard.


“What
did you just do?” was all I could dare ask, remaining upright to keep our
position guarded.


Coughing,
and with a ragged voice, he replied, “Just proving a point with someone I had unfinished
business with though I thought that that was going to be enough to kill him.
Looks like I’m a little out of practice.”


“Don’t
do that again. If you collapse fighting off the first enemy you face you’ll get
us both killed.” His blazing figure remained just as bright as it had been but
there was something just a little less controlled about him now.


“You
get out of here as fast as you can and I’ll do the damage,” I said and beat my
wings as hard as I possibly could, taking myself skywards and away from the centre
of the chamber. Ophiuchus’ glowing form, though still in the dust cloud below,
began to move through the rubble and head out of the chamber. Now out of the
cloud, I was able to find a clearer view of the terrain beneath me and the first
spot that I picked out was the tank that Capricorn had been casually floating
in. I readied myself to send a ball of flame directly at it and incinerate the
relatively easy target but the falling stone had beaten me to it. The tank had
cracked causing everything that had been inside to spill out and down the
stepped ground. I could see that Capricorn was laying motionless further down
the steps, her magical power having been extinguished at her death. She just
lay there clutching at her throat, a serene expression on her face as if she’d
relaxed into death when it finally came for her.


Despite
everything, that sight highlighted just how pointless the constant conflict
was, but the whistling arrow which embedded itself in my flank brought me back
to the realities of needing to survive.


Sagittarius
fired off another arrow, then another, and another, all of them finding their
mark and burying themselves deep in my flesh. I roared in both anger and pain
and was about to drop down at the mighty centaur but a familiar shape and
magical energy leapt out and over the rocks that were behind him and Mark
landed on the horse section of the giant Centaur before blasting away with
those huge blue beams he favoured. I watched as Sagittarius bucked and reared
up on his hind legs at the arrival of my colleague but knew that I couldn’t
stay here any longer. I was just too exposed to the attentions of the other
demons so I had to get moving.


The
dust was still thick in the air but through my advanced senses, I could pick out
the magical foot prints and ghosting forms of the creatures in the cavern as I
banked to my right and made a sweeping move out and away from the position I’d
been in. Blast after blast of power followed after me as I went, picking away
at me as I turned. In response I blew down a jet of fire as a warning more than
aimed attack. I could make out Scorpio scuttling away from the flame but there
wasn’t anyone else close enough to be highlighted. 


The
fight was going to be coming at me from all angles so I had to try to do
something to control where I was vulnerable and load my defences there. The
stabbing and ripping pain that shredded through my scaled flesh came as such a
shock that I wavered in the air but sent myself higher still in response. I
aimed for a gaping hole in the roof of the audience chamber and crashed through
it at high speed, folding my wings in tight as I went, meaning the rough stone
edges of the hole would grate over my hide as I went.


The
pain erupted further but the scream that came with it suggested that I’d had an
effect. Looking behind me, I could pick out Virgo tumbling end over end down,
her wings struggling to find a grip on the air, her pure white skin covered in
spattered patches of scarlet blood, as were her huge clawed hands. Finally, and
only mere feet from the ground, she was able to correct her positioning and she
soared through the air in a long arc and was quickly climbing back to me, her
claws readied to attack.


I
blasted more fire down at her before just stopping my wings and letting myself
fall through the air directly at her. My tail thrashed wildly as I plummeted
and the site of my huge shape just falling at her can’t have been anywhere near
what she’d been expecting so she peeled away and as I passed her she was darting
clear at high speed.


Below
me, shapes were registering that I was falling and there was furious action of
several to swarm where I was going to land. They hadn’t seen what was going on
and had assumed that Virgo had somehow managed to bring me down, so I let them ready
themselves under me until the last possible second, I unfurled my wings to slow
my descent and belched out as wide and as powerful a blast of fire as I could
manage. Squeals and screams exploded from within the fire and the shapes of
Taurus and Aquarius were eaten by the flame, a hideous mix of smells coming
from the death below, bringing to mind a demonic surf and turf.


I
bellowed a roar out of pure animal violence and kicked at the pile of burning
flesh that had been the two demons, daring anyone else to face me. Overhead,
Virgo took the chance she’d been given and plunged down from the space above me
and landed on my head, raking at my eyes and face for all she was worth. I
instinctively brought my arms up to protect my eyes but I began to swat at her
as she buzzed around me. I could make out the sounds of even more explosions
being set off and more roars exploded in response but that was just so far away
as I fought off Virgo.


“I
will be free of this place even if I have to drag your lifeless corpse to that
sorcerer to make it happen.” Her voice was that broken thing that seemed so at
odds with her appearance but the ferocity of her attack only grew with each
passing second.


“I
will not be left to rot in this place any longer,” she screeched and sank her
clawed feet into the flesh of my cheek, tearing madly as she opened up a long
wound on my face that began to pour blood almost immediately. I let out a
scream of my own and ducked my head away from her, and was hurriedly preparing
to take off again, when the stabbing and slashing abruptly stopped.


Checking
around me, I located Virgo but now she was fighting against the striking form
of Ophiuchus. And when I say striking, I mean that he was now the form of a
snake and was striking brutally at her, an enormous cobra-like hood splayed
wide, fangs the size of tent pegs extended and more than ready to wound.


I
dabbed at my face to feel out just what damage had been done by Virgo and winced
in pain as I found flaps of shredded, loose flesh and flowing blood. I’d deal
with this properly later but I needed to stop the bleeding.


With
a tight beam of fire, I super-heated the claw on my index finger to glow white
and plunged it into the open wound on my face. I may have been fireproof but my
exposed flesh cried out at the pain of what I was doing. Hopefully that was
going to be enough to stop the blood.


Ophiuchus
continued to swirl around Virgo in a whip fast torrent of attack and counter
strike against any movement the winged creature took. I took a second to appreciate
what he was doing and I was quick to recognise that he was winning this fight.


With
a feint to his left and then a springing dive forwards, the huge serpent that
was Ophiuchus breached the defences that Virgo had been offering and sank his
teeth into her shoulder. Another scream tore through the air, though filled
with panicked pain from Virgo instead of her previous vitriol, and she worked
to achieve as strong a grip on Ophiuchus as she could to dislodge him. It did
no good. Ophiuchus simply wound his whole reptile body around the now sagging
form of Virgo, and as she toppled, slowly rode atop her as she hit the ground.


Seconds
later she was still and her arms fell away from the snake head as death took
her, another magical light being snuffed out to leave behind just the lifeless
husk.


Slowly,
almost tenderly, Ophiuchus unwound his snake form from Virgo’s body and
slithered across the ground to my side, where, following a shimmer through the
magical discharge spectrum which made his scorching power seem to be no less
dazzling, he morphed back into his humanoid form.


“Impressive
trick,” I pointed out, before adding, “You’re really full of surprises, aren’t
you?” I still wasn’t sure how to feel about him and what he was doing but the
fact that he’d just helped me defeat an enemy who’d wounded me certainly didn’t
hurt his case.


He
bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement but recognised that there was still
some way to go before all was forgiven.


“So
what’s the overall plan of attack then?” I asked, scanning everywhere to
pinpoint where the next attack was due to arrive from.


“All
I asked your people to do was create as much damage to this whole structure as
they could and I’d make sure that you were able to keep on fighting.” He rubbed
at his head nervously as he spoke. “We didn’t really have a great deal of time
to come up with anything else.”


“Well
it’s been surprisingly straight forward up to now so we need to do some quick
thinking,” I said seriously.


“Straight
forward?” gasped Ophiuchus.


“Pretty
much. Every attack has come in one at a time. This is real life not the movies,
no-one would ever think that one on one fighting would lead to anything other
than a fair fight and in that case, I’m the one with the advantages. If they
all swarmed me then that could have done something different but save for a
scratch, I’m pretty unscathed.”


“Wait,”
Ophiuchus sounded suddenly panicked. “Where’s Pisces? Cancer? Where’s their
sorcerer? They’re the ones most likely to be able to do you real harm but none of
them are taking part in the fighting. Why?”


A
huge boulder came flying through the air at me and it was only the explosion of
spinning in my head that allowed me to dive for cover. A second flew in a high
arc after the first but as it passed above our sprawled position, a jagged blast
of crackling green energy chased it down and detonated the rock into a downpour
of razor sharp pieces. I threw out a hand to cover Ophiuchus from the falling
debris and most impacted hard with my armour plated skin giving the impression
of hundreds of tiny needle pricks but a few larger pieces were able to find
their way between my scales and stung like a bee.


We
weren’t given any respite from the attack as the brute that was Gemini came
galloping over the uneven terrain and hurled another boulder at us with two of
its arms while the other two gathered energy to send more energy blasts after
it. Another explosion, showering us with tiny missiles but this time I’d known
that the attack was coming and had already scooped Ophiuchus from the ground
and thrown myself away from the blast site. 


Landing
to run on three of my four limbs, Ophiuchus held in one hand, I didn’t risk looking
back, relying that my sense of danger would alert me to incoming attacks, I
poured on as much speed as I could to put space between us and Gemini.
Shattered stone was piled everywhere around the space and it was making the
travelling tougher than normal but I was making decent progress.


The
spinning in my head came back hard and I swerved to my right and narrowly avoided
the passing stone missile but the screeching wail that followed it alerted me
to the fact that Gemini was chasing us down and was rapidly closing the space
between us. There was no-one else nearby that I could see so I just took a
risk.


I
slammed the brakes on and came to a skidding halt, my claws gouging into the
ground as I turned to face Gemini. With as much care as I could manage, I
released Ophiuchus from my grasp behind me and stood upright, fanning my wings
out as wide as I could and roared with purely animal violence at the creature
that was approaching fast.


Moving
at a lope that brought to mind the running gait of a giraffe, Gemini hadn’t
been expecting the action I’d just taken and the stride pattern faltered
slightly. The two heads retained their nightmare needle teeth grins but there
was no mirth behind them. Huge clouds of green smoke billowed out behind Gemini
as they ran on and behind them was a rapidly fading trail of footprints in that
same hue. The same as on the island, and every conflict since.


My
Dragon mind bloomed in rage at the familiarity of that power. The whole group
will have been involved in what was taking place with those suits of armour but
it was clear that somehow, the power that Gemini was able to wield had been
perfectly suited to the action with the suits.


I
leapt forward and began bounding directly towards Gemini, bellowing with rage
all the way. Gemini recognised that there was a huge size difference and that
the surprise that had been on their side was now gone, so began to hurl bolt
after bolt of power at me as I ran. Each impact was frozen pain but I didn’t
care. None of them were going to be able to mortally wound me and there was no
way I was going to let Gemini escape from the responsibility they held for the
loss we’d suffered in our mansion.


We
hit each other hard. 


Very
hard.


Despite
being half my size, Gemini was still a huge creature and I’d watched enough
rugby over the years to know that the smaller players can still hit hard. I
kept rugby in mind for the contact as well, slamming into them with my shoulder
to their abdomen, wrapped my arms around their body to drive my claws into
their flanks and kept my legs pumping. The advantage of mass that I had meant
that Gemini was lifted from the ground, their body crumpling over me as I went,
and I speared them into the ground with as much force as I could muster.


Their
two heads were the first to hit the stone ground and there was a gruesome wet
crack which came with it. A screech boomed in my ear but it sounded flatter
than before, before wild scratching and striking began from those long limbs.
Slamming my hand into their chest, I leaned into them hard as I stood up,
eliciting more calls of agony, though only from the right head. The other had
its mouth still set in that sickening grin but it was clear that the back of
its head had been crushed flat in the impact with the ground. There was a
puddle of thick black liquid oozing out of the crushed head and that green
glowing of power was already beginning to drain away.


“My
Brother!” squealed the remaining head and ran a hand gently over the jaw line
of the now deceased twin. The female twin wailed and wailed at the horror of
her loss, babbled words coming out as every attempt to revive her sibling met with
failure, until she snapped her attention onto me.


“You
diseased animal, you dare to come into this place and think that each of your
victims won’t be avenged?” That voice hurt to hear, such was the jagged pitch
and threat which came with it but worse was still to come. She screamed and
started towards me.


She
attempted to stand but only the limbs on her side of the Gemini body were still
moveable. She just kept screaming and screaming as she dragged the lifeless
half of herself, which had been her brother, after her, her face a mask of
undiluted hatred. 


I
was just at a loss of what to do. Mere moments before, I’d been fighting
against this being and had been certain enough that my life was truly in peril
that I’d not attempted anything other than wielding my power at the highest
intensity, but now, the dynamic was so awfully changed. Gemini, the twins,
who’d been two beings living in one body, had been undone completely. Half of
the creature was dead but was still inexorably linked to the other half. The
remaining half had been reduced to a shattered being with the constant reminder
of their greatest loss very literally a part of them. 


And
there was the recoil.


I’d
killed half of her, which is arguably worse than killing both. I could show
compassion for the creature’s loss but that would just leave her trapped in the
body of her deceased brother and crippled. But if I took her life as well,
ending her suffering for a quick death, wouldn’t that just become murder?
Everyone who’d perished at my hands had been on an attacking or enemy force in
the midst of battle. I wasn’t a killer but would that be the more humane thing
to do.


At
my feet, Ophiuchus walked towards the slowly advancing Gemini. In response, she
screeched and swatted at him with one of her remaining good arms. He was easily
able to sidestep the attempt and amended his approach to make sure that he came
towards her from the side of her fallen brother. Gemini didn’t give up but she
was just completely unable to reach him as he kept on walking forwards. Finally,
she just collapsed and began to sob.


Ophiuchus
approached the broken Gemini cautiously but all the fight had gone from the
demon. 


“Oh
my sister, I am so, so sorry for you.” He spoke with so much calm, but more
importantly, honest regret. Gemini just broke down completely, her cries
reaching to everywhere, so Ophiuchus hugged her face tightly in an act of the
most basic care.


They
stayed like that for a long minute, and were still there when Mark and Maria
ran to join us.


“What’s
he doing?” growled Maria.


“I
killed half of Gemini. Ophiuchus is consoling the other half.” I wouldn’t have
been able to add anything to what was happening before us. Any words that had
come out beyond the sparest description would have failed to convey what was
taking place. A relationship which had been millennia old had ended and the
strength to describe that just wasn’t inside me. Of all the deaths that had
come at my hands, I think what I’d just done was by far the worst.


“We
should leave it here,” snarled Maria. “We still have work to do.”


Her
sentiment shocked me but I didn’t respond. There’d been boiling anger in her
words that went beyond just facing an enemy who’d been attempting to destroy
us. That kind of venom came from the personal.


“Just
because they’re killers, shouldn’t mean we have to be,” came Mark’s deep voice
as he saw past the demon to the loss.


“They
had the largest part in the power that drove those suits on the island but
still…” I added absently before turning my eyes on Maria.


Looking
down at her, the scarlet hue of her magical energy was still wrapped around her
but now, the flames of her power were roiling and seething much, much higher
than they had been previously, seemingly driven on by her anger.


I
just turned back to watch Ophiuchus, unsure what the correct action was, when
Maria surged past me, sprinting flat out towards Gemini.


She
barged Ophiuchus out of the way with more force than I would have thought
possible for her to wield and placed herself face to face with the ruined demon
who’d picked her out in the cavern.


“My
acolyte,” began Gemini. “Gemini is still worshipped then.” Her voice was
shattered but there was still an attempt to wrap some ceremonial pomp to the
words. Ophiuchus was back on his feet and next to Maria and smiled sadly as she
spoke.


Then
Maria replied.


“Gemini
isn’t worshipped,” she said flatly. “None of you are. You’re all forgotten, but
seeing you like this gives me a measure of satisfaction.” Gemini didn’t move.


“Since
you drove those suits on the island, I’ve been in the same place you are now.”
She fiddled absent-mindedly with the Gemini icon ring again.


“I
wear this,” she raised a clenched fist to show the ring she wore, “as a symbol
of two people being as one. The one person in all of the world that was the other
part of me was who I wore this for,” she leaned closer and rested a hand on the
side of Gemini’s head, “and you were the one responsible for her death.”


Silence.


“Your
power was what killed my wife and left me alone, so now, I hope that we will do
the same thing to you.”


I
would have expected a display of violence of some sort but Maria just turned
her back on the broken monster and walked back towards Mark and I. We didn’t
speak, and Ophiuchus looked back at us, stunned at what had just been said.
Maria had delivered a hammer blow with pure ice in her words but there had
never been a second to misunderstand the agony that was behind them.


She’d
been married to Anna, who’d died on the island when this had all started. She’d
been working so hard when all of the time, she’d been dragging the greatest
loss of all around with her. Mark just placed a hand on her shoulder as a way
to explain his support and nothing more needed to be said.


Ophiuchus
had remained with Gemini and was now stood, clutching the giant demon’s head,
speaking soothingly into her ear. The power coming from him was a slightly
muted blazing gold now and I could see an ever so gentle dash of that same
colour enveloping the remaining head of Gemini to give the appearance of a form
of halo. Gemini wasn’t wailing any more but her sobs had only dropped as far as
becoming mournful whimpers. I tried to consider if any kind of procedure could
be undertaken to separate the two halves of the creature to at least allow the
remaining being the chance to survive without her other half but I just didn’t
know.


“I
have always, and will always, love each and every one of my family,” Ophiuchus
spoke aloud to Gemini. “But you can’t reach beyond this place to affect the
world beyond. I understand the pain you feel at the loss of your brother so I
will do that which I can to make the pain stop.”


“Please
make it stop my brother,” pleaded Gemini, her jagged, tearing voice so at odds
with the call for help.


There
was a further moment of calm between the two of them, until Ophiuchus tensed
his whole body at once, and tore Gemini’s head from her shoulders. 


I
reflexively took a step forward, not wishing to see another creature die
without due cause, but his movements had been swift enough that there was
nothing anyone could have done. Almost immediately, the green energy that was
the magic within the demon began to dim and burn away. Ophiuchus slowly placed
the severed head of Gemini on the ground, face to face with her brother, and as
he rose to a standing position, dropped his head back and let out a cry of the
deepest sorrow and loss that any being ever could. The human sounding call
filled what was left of that chamber with the pain of not only the loss of
Gemini, but of the deaths of all of the Kos members who’d fallen so far, and I
could understand it completely.


All
those years ago, Ophiuchus had betrayed those who were closest to him because
he’d seen that they were doing the wrong thing. He’d been vital in their defeat
and no doubt had something to do with the fact that they’d been imprisoned
rather than simply destroyed. He’d recognised that they had to be stopped but
after everything, he still wanted them to survive. They were his family and he
no doubt would have hoped that he’d be able to see them again.


But
despite all of that. Despite the loneliness he must have been fighting with for
all these years, he’d recognised that he just couldn’t allow them the chance to
break free and start their attempt at conquest again.


When
he turned back to us, he strode with a singular purpose and his face was etched
with sorrow, but also fury.


“You
OK?” I couldn’t think of anything else that I could say. Ophiuchus just strode
past us all on his way to his goal.


“I
will have time enough to mourn later, but now, we’d better catch back up with
Pisces before her plan to delay us proves to have been a complete success. Come
on.”


“Delay?”
asked Mark, reflexively looking around to be sure whatever it was that he’d
missed wasn’t about to jump out on him.


“As
your Master said before, they’ve been attacking one at a time, haven’t they?”
called Ophiuchus, still marching fast away from us, happy that that was
everything that he’d need to say.


Now
was time for decisive action, so I scooped the others up and took to flight,
and aimed for the largest of the chasms in the roof of the chamber. If the plan
had been to slow us all down then that meant that Pisces and the others would
need time to either prepare to do something or time to escape from the palace.
That could only mean that when we broke from the building that we’d either be
able to see them directly outside or I’d be able to pick out the trail of their
collective power leading away.


I
reached the roof of the chamber, gripped onto the broken edges of the stone
while folding my wings away, and propelled myself into the air beyond. There
was no sign of the remaining members of Kos in the larger interior of the
palace but I could still see the faint colour trail that they’d made as they’d
passed by. I headed that way as fast as I could. If Cancer had been able to
make his way out of the palace then there must have been a hole in a wall big
enough to let me out as well.


In
my hand, I recognised the build up of energy from someone, and looked down to
see Maria hurl out a single glowing star of white energy, back at the chamber
we’d just left. It landed on the roof and bounced and bobbled along, looking
like a drunken golf ball searching for the green, until it found its mark.


The
tiny charge of energy lit up threads of power around the building and in a beautiful
controlled detonation, the entire structure cracked and shattered in on itself,
sending up a cloud of  dust. The blast wave that came with the explosion
reached us quickly but there was barely any power behind it, meaning Maria had
only given the place a gentle tap, magically speaking, to do the damage she’d
been after.


“We’d
better get outside pretty quickly,” she shouted up to me, her voice a level
calm. “It’ll only be about five minutes before the outer charges fire and bring
the rest of this hideous place down.”


I
didn’t ask any further questions and pushed ahead as fast as I could. Maria was
going directly to the nuclear option and it was very clear that she was more
than able to do exactly what she was saying. The glowing path of power was still
aflame enough to follow and I knew that whatever happened next, I’d have to
have a long talk with Maria when this was all over.
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The
opening to the exterior of the palace had proved to be much smaller than I
would have expected Cancer to be able to negotiate but my method of passing
through it showed why I was far from being referred to as the careful creature
of legend. I’d seen what was ahead and landed into a sprinting three legged
run, my remaining arm clutching the others close to my chest. I hit the opening
in the palace wall having lifted myself up onto my hind legs and curled myself
behind my shoulder. The wall exploded out with the impact and I roared in fury
as I barrelled through, picturing in my head the numerous times I’d behaved in
that same fashion when playing rugby.


I
was airborne again before the final pieces of broken stone had come to rest. 


Below
me, the trail of glowing power residue was increasing in intensity so they
couldn’t have been too far ahead of us.


“Where
are they?” called Ophiuchus from my arm, as he scanned ahead in search of his
remaining family. I didn’t have time to respond.


The
detonation of something directly ahead of us made me swerve violently to the
left as tiny fragments of stone peppered my face and torso.


“I
think we may have found them,” Mark pointed out as he opened up with blasts of
blue energy from his fists off to the right. The others did the same, having
picked out our enemy but I was still banking in the wrong direction. Explosion
after explosion followed and each time I took evasive action, only being able
to pick out the site we were being fired upon from after the third detonation.
Scorpio had set up a base within a building that looked as if it had once been
a quite palatial abode. Built on a wide and sandy plane, it looked very much
like an estate house at the centre of its land. Large windows had been torn out
to give the giant scorpion the chance to fire out at us from a position of
relative cover. The power residue from Scorpio oozed out of every point of that
building, creating a puddle of dirty energy in response to the attack that was
under way.


“Are
they all in there?” yelled Ophiuchus as yet another explosion sent me whirling
through the air to avoid it.


“Don’t
know. Don’t think so,” was all I could say. “I can’t see any other trails of
energy moving away from here but what’s coming out of that house isn’t what
I’ve been following. It could just mean that it’s only Scorpio down there or it
could be that they’re all there and Scorpio is the only one attacking.”


Another
explosion went off but this time it tore into my flank like several viciously
sharp daggers, Scorpio having finally found the range. I howled out in both
surprise and pain and fell from the sky in an only barely controlled dive. My
senses folded down into themselves and as I fell I returned to the normal range
of sensations. The pain had been amplified by my heightened senses so my head
was still foggy as I fell. We landed hard but safely, and while Mark reached
down into the ground to heave a rumbling mound of stone and earth into being
between us and the still firing Scorpio, the others quickly began to examine
the wound. Whatever had been fired had opened up a three foot long tear in my
side and blood was draining away freely. Ophiuchus pushed the others back and
stroked his chin in thought.


“Is
it bad?” I asked, struggling to see the full extent of what had been done.
Ophiuchus just smiled quietly to himself and raised one hand.


“Flesh
wound, but deep enough,” he said before plunging his hand into the wound,
sinking up to his shoulder.


I
tried to roar as pain blossomed in my flesh but my breath had been stolen away
by the snap of cold that exploded where Ophiuchus was doing his work. I was
dimly aware of the continuing bombardment crashing into the earth works that
Mark was holding in place but it was all I could do not to pass out. I could
feel those long fingers of his moving swiftly deep inside my side, and
in a long minute which lasted so very much longer, he worked to repair the
damage. Finally he stepped back from me and all of the pain had been washed
away.


I
checked on my wound, pulling at my flesh to bring it more into my eye line and
was happy to discover nothing but a fresh pink scar where the rip had been, though
my blood was still slick on the scales around it. Ophiuchus just stepped back
and nonchalantly flicked his arm to remove as much of my blood as possible.


“Thank
you, but are you OK?” I’d seen too often how power being transferred from one
being to another could have dire consequences for the donor. He smiled
slightly.


“A
great many of the races of this world have only been able to master the process
of healing wounds instantly by just taking from one place and putting it in
another.” I thought of Lloyd doing just that. “I,” he continued, “do things
properly. I am a healer in the truest senses of the notion and it’s my gift to
be able to repair rather than just replace energy.”


More
and more energy smashed into the shielding that Mark was holding in place, lighting
up the air around us with dancing colours and sending debris scattering over
all of us.


“My
Lord,” shouted Mark. “We’re going to have to move from here very soon I’m
afraid. I can’t hold this power in place much longer.”


The
others were all looking around for possible answers to our predicament but we
were marooned in the open without the living barrier of the earth that Mark was
holding on to. He was feeling the effects of working that much energy so we had
to come up with something fast. Explosion after explosion chewed into the
barrier and with an ominous inevitability, removed more and more material with
each impact. We couldn’t move forwards and we daren’t try and move sideways,
and flight would just put us back in the firing line as well. We were pinned
down behind our dwindling protection while the enemy was free to do the very thing
we needed to stop. 


There
had to be some way to escape this.


Another
impact and a giant boulder came thudding from the barrier to land next to me.
We were losing the shield material and there seemed to be nothing to do beyond
reinforce the shield. We had to strike back but we couldn’t escape the
bombardment.


Until.


I
scooped up the boulder in my right hand and had a very risky idea.


“Any
of you guys ever play Space Invaders?”


Maria
nodded and did just what I needed her to do. Waving her arms, at first widely and
then slowly into a smaller, tighter circle, she added her own working to Mark’s
and created a hole in the barrier, roughly the same size as my boulder. With as
much force as I could muster, I wound myself up like a discus thrower and
hurled the heavy stone through the wall and back towards Scorpio. Maria dragged
the hole in on itself just in time to protect us from the latest spattering of
impacts.


We
waited a short breath and she repeated her casting and this time I coated the latest
large rock in flaming liquid that I’d brought up all over it, and sent that
after the first.


We
could hear the crashing as they hit the structure that Scorpio was within and
that was soon followed by the screams of the giant demon as the flaming missile
made contact. The bombardment stopped. I didn’t wait.


I
roared out “Follow me,” and smashed through the wall of debris and began
bounding directly at the point Scorpio had been using as cover. The blood was
screaming in my head, filled with a real need to exert my violence as fast as I
could and I knew that despite the potentially uncouth nature of what I was
feeling, the need to be swift in my actions was paramount. Ahead of me I could
make out the flaming point of impact that the second missile had made and as I
closed further, I could see that the whole upper floors and roof had collapsed
in on the building, partially burying anything that had been inside.


I
poured on the speed and the glee of the impending fight brought flame to boil
from my mouth as I ran, giving me the look of a charging drag car, and my every
fibre began to hum with the animal enthusiasm of what I was about to do.


I
roared as I ran, giddy at the violence coursing through me, and just let my
inner beast take over. I knew that I had to be fast to strike out but
recognised that there couldn’t be any risk of hesitation that could come from
my human side trying to consider the risks that were likely to come up.


I
closed to the still burning ruin and the screaming calls of Scorpio were
becoming more clear with every stride, which in turn, fuelled my animal rage
still further until, as I leapt from the ground into the arc which would bring
me down on top of the pile ahead of me, my senses changed again, exploding back
to the vivid orchestra of stimulus. Everything slowed all around me beneath the
power of my enhanced mind. The fiery wreck took on a smeared stickiness as
Scorpio’s power made up a part of what was fuelling it while my ears were
treated to a macabre chorus of screams from both the demon and the materials
themselves and my nose took in the cooking flesh. Despite the danger, I could
feel myself salivating at the idea of just tearing into that sweet meat that
had been my enemy.


I
landed hard.


I
came down with all four of my taloned feet centred on where I could see Scorpio
struggling beneath the rubble. Two of the three stinging tails were partially
free of the debris and fired whatever it was they fired. The impacts to my
chest and stomach meant nothing as I drew in all of my breath and delivered the
most violent column of fire that I could muster. Under my feet, the stone of
the broken building was superheated white hot in seconds and the sounds that
were coming from Scorpio were quickly smothered as death claimed its latest
victim. Seconds later I could make out with crystal clarity the sound of the
armoured carapace of the massive scorpion cracking apart under the effects of
the fire and the tantalising aroma of charred flesh filled my mind with a
hunger beyond anything I’d ever known. 


It
was the spell from Ophiuchus that made me stop and turn away from my reverie.


The
others were stood a little back from the edge of the destroyed building and
although it was clear that Ophiuchus had been the one to attract my attention,
Maria and Mark both carried the baring of people who were ready to get their
point across.


“Guardian,”
spoke Ophiuchus calmly, his hands raised and open. “I feel that we need to move
from this place, if you’ve fully finished with our foe there, that is?”


What
was he talking about?


“My
Lord,” began Mark, stepping to Ophiuchus’s side, he too with his arms raised.
“It would appear that the demon has been vanquished. Can you tell us where we
should be heading next?”


I
snorted, and stepped through the flaming stone in their direction, chunks of
burning rock tumbling as I waded out. They all took a step or two backwards in
response and Mark’s hands erupted in coronas of blue fire while Ophiuchus spread
his fingers wide and began readying his own energies. The surging flames of
their energies were the same as they’d ever been but I could see that they were
burning brighter than before.


I
stopped moving but recognised the need for violence that was running through
them. Narrowing my eyes, I dropped down to all fours and met their gazes.
Whatever they wanted, they were ready to fight me for it.


The
fire in Mark’s hands built up and there appeared a fizzing cloud of power in
the air around him as I closed the distance.


“What
do you mean, ‘fully finished’?” 


My
voice came out slightly garbled to my ears but I put that down to the fighting
I’d just been involved in and my elevated sensory input.


The
air was thick now with the smoking ruins of the house and the remains of
Scorpio but at least the hunger I’d felt was gone now. Ophiuchus just pointed
slowly at my face.


I
snarled in frustration and dragged the back of one huge hand across my snout.


The
movement dislodged something which thudded onto the floor before us all. I
looked down after whatever it was, confused. 


At
my feet, covered in my slobber as well as every other fluid you’d expect to
see, was what was left of the torso, head and right arm of Scorpio.


My
heightened senses registered the creature as nothing more than matter, all life
and indeed magic, extinguished, but the damage that had been inflicted on the
demon was far too easy to comprehend.


I’d
been in the process of eating Scorpio when the others approached me, an event
that was just missing from my memories, and I’d been brandishing the flesh as
I’d walked from the pyre.


I
raised my eyes to the others and then dropped them back to the carcass. I
wasn’t feeling any shame, or anger, or anything at all. That thing that was now
mostly in my stomach was nothing more than an enemy that had proved itself to
be inadequate, and as such wasn’t worthy of any more consideration than any
other piece of food that I’d ever come across.


“My
Lord?” asked a human voice from nearby, though sounding hundreds of miles away.
It was a question from Maria but the very idea of her even feeling deserving of
addressing me directly just enflamed my anger.


I
stepped forward again and roared at the three of them. These minions needed to
learn their place in the food chain. I was their master and as such would be
the one to give orders.


“I
think that the two of you need to stay behind me for a while,” called Ophiuchus
to Mark and Maria but with his eyes anchored firmly on me. His shroud of
coloured fire danced more wildly and the aura grew and grew as the others did
what they were told. I snarled at them as they moved but kept Ophiuchus
squarely in my sights.


“Who
do you think you are to be giving my people commands?” My voice was more raspy,
more shattered and sounded alien in my ears.


The
others all backed away a step. Then two. I strode forwards in response, gouging
my claws into the sandy ground in response to the brutality which crawled over
my skin.


“Guardian!”
yelled Ophiuchus, his magic growing to a gargantuan inferno through my Dragon
eyes. “I suspect that you’re going to need my help to stay on mission here. We
aren’t your enemy.”


My
roar shook the ground.


“Liar!
You’ve shown yourself to be willing to play both sides and now you’re trying to
take my servants from me.” I strode forwards again and blasted out a jet of
fire at Ophiuchus knowing that he’d be able to defend against it but with a
huge pulse of my wings, I took off and hurled myself over the latest traitors
to my rule, so when the fire and smoke finally cleared, if they had survived,
they’d never see me coming.


A
mighty column of black smoke was initially all that was visible from where
Ophiuchus had been but his magical shell of energy was becoming clearer to see
through the clouds. I dug my claws into the ground and readied myself for the
killing blow.


And
pounced with my claws aimed to kill them all.


My
hands were driven fast into the smouldering sand, sinking far enough into the
ground that my chest slammed hard into the ground as well, but most
importantly, they hit nothing on their way through.


The
final grasp of control I had on my emotions gave way and I screamed my
frustration. Heaving my arms free of the almost liquid like sand, I thrashed my
arms and my tail as I span round, searching through the falling sand for my
prey.


They’d
somehow gotten behind me and were all sprinting hard back the way that we’d
come. They were trying to make me look foolish by hiding and then running. The
cowards.


“COME
BACK HERE VERMIN.”  I boomed and began bounding after them. I didn’t recognise
the voice roaring out but it had to have been me speaking.


Ophiuchus
looked over his shoulder and urged the others to move as fast as they could,
before sliding to a stop and turning to face me. The red magical energies of
Mark and Maria kept on moving and I could hear the sounds of their hearts
racing under the exertion, a hammering thudding that made my mouth salivate at
the idea of a hunt. But they would have to wait until I’d had my fun with
Ophiuchus.


“SERPENT
BEARER,” I bellowed. “WITNESS WHAT A REAL DRAGON CAN DO!” and sent a huge
fireball scorching directly at him. It slammed into him with enormous force but
he hadn’t moved. He’d just stood there and watched as it buried him in fire,
before casually walking from the smoke unscathed. II fired again and again,
throwing as much anger and fury as I could into each blast but each time he
just let them wash over him. SoSo be it. If he needed to be torn apart with my
bare hands then that’s what I was going to do to him.


I
hurled myself forwards and dived at him, my claws extended to shred his flesh
when I landed but he just rolled away as I closed the distance. I slammed
across the sandy ground but was scrambling back to my feet much faster than
before having altered my angle of attack to prevent myself sinking in the sand.
Turning to pinpoint Ophiuchus, I found him finishing the roll he’d been in and
coming to his feet, kicking up a plume of sand as he did.


I
dived at him again, not giving him the time to be able to prepare fully, and
again, missed him as he dived out of the way.


It
was the third dive where I nicked his foot as he took just a fraction too long
to evade me. He gasped out in pain and by the time I’d returned to face him,
he’d dropped himself into his serpent form and was already coiled and waiting
for me.


I
wanted to say something to him but when I opened my mouth, just animal roars
came out. I didn’t mind, the sentiment was what I was after and was about to
take off on the latest attack when the ground beneath us shuddered. That shudder
was followed by a deep ‘whump’ and somewhere beneath us, a buried void had
abruptly filled with material from above and the ground we’d been stood on
collapsed beneath us.


Ophiuchus,
his serpent body much more agile than my Dragon, was able to back away from the
collapsing area fast and in the blink of an eye was at the edge of the hole,
watching down on me. I thrashed and thrashed against the sand in impotent fury
as my much heavier body succumbed to the power of gravity, burying me up to my
waist.


“You
did this,” I spat at Ophiuchus, still doing everything I could to break free
from the sand. He just remained motionless on the edge of the hole with his own
reptilian eyes fixed on me.


“I
didn’t but I’m glad it happened my friend.”


I
roared again and blazed fire up at him.


“I’m
not your friend you animal.”


“Strange
choice of words, don’t you think?” What was that stupid creature doing?


“Have
you seen yourself recently Ophiuchus?” My voice sounded different in my ears.
“You’re the one who’s a big snake remember?”


He
looked down on himself, seemingly making sure that I was telling him an as yet
unknown truth, and then brought his eyes back up to me before he began to
laugh. 


What
the hell was he laughing for? And more importantly, why was I feeling the need
to laugh along with him?


We
both stood laughing, him a coiled serpent and me buried in a huge sand pit, and
I was struggling to keep a grip on the reasoning I had to attack him. My senses
folded back on themselves and I was left being very much my more familiar self.


Looking
back up at him, I tried to ask him a question but the ground beneath me shifted
again, sinking me further into the sand, now up to my chest.


“Don’t
move, Guardian. Don’t risk being swallowed in the crater,” yelled Ophiuchus but
even before the sentence was out of his mouth, the sand moved again, but this
time with a greater rocking force behind it.


“GET
AWAY!” I boomed out as stone cracked beneath me and a huge armoured object was
driven up from the sand.


Cancer’s
mighty pincer slammed down next to me and grabbed at my arms and shoulder, the
serrated edges driving through the scales on my skin and anchoring in my flesh.
I roared wildly and began to work against the pincer to break away from the
grip as the huge demon shook itself free from the sand and rose above me, a
violent smile of twisted satisfaction writ large on his face.


My
violence kicked in on instinct and I blasted out a column of fire at the demon’s
face from almost point blank range but Cancer shook me wildly as I did, sending
slicing and tearing agony through my arm and body, snuffing out the fire before
it was able to really do any kind of damage. I just gritted my teeth and clung
to the pincer as I watched around for any sign that I’d be able to break free.


Cancer
leaned his face down close to mine and closed his pincer even further to make
it crystal clear that I shouldn’t try the fire again.


“Now
we have you again, Pisces would like to continue what she was doing before you
brought our treacherous brother back to us,” and he dragged me from the sand.
The pain was such that I almost passed out. The air was stolen from my lungs
and every attempt I made to maintain my grip on that huge pincer was failing as
more and more of my blood was sluicing out to make the shell of Cancer too slippery
to achieve any kind of purchase.


Far
above us, attached to the very shield wall that was trapping the Kos demons
here, a black shape became visible and began to fall down to meet us. My mind
was swimming as I tried everything I could to wall myself away from the pain I
was feeling but the grinding of Cancer’s claw on the bones of my shoulder just
kept tearing the sanity from me.


The
black shape grew larger and larger as it descended until it settled softly next
to us and revealed itself to be the machine from the cavern but it was being
levitated by the sheathing of inky substance which spread out in all directions
beneath it. Pisces was on the platform, as was Aries. The blackness then
shifted and surged until it had reformed the giant mass that had floated in the
cavern centre. It was no wonder we hadn’t been able to pinpoint them. We’d all
been looking down.


“I
WILL BE MORE THAN HAPPY TO DELIVER THE DESIRED ACTIONS, MY LADY,” called the
Sorcerer from within the mass. “IF YOU WOULD HAVE YOUR ASSOCIATE BRING THE
CREATURE HERE TO THE MACHINE, WE CAN BEGIN.”


Cancer
bellowed and dragged me through the sand towards the group before driving me
down and into the sand and twisting his grip on me. My senses lit up and were
all overloaded to white static. I’d never experienced pain like that before and
that overload had nothing to do with what had been taking place in my brain up
to now. Cancer had carved through my shoulder completely as he’d heaved me down
next to the machine and had opened up a six foot tear through my torso in the
process. I couldn’t breathe properly either because of the pain or the damage
that had just been done and my brain was wobbling back and forth in my head.


The
world around me fell down to a single point in my mind and everything went
black, leaving me with the sensations of having my hand reattached to the
machine and allowing the power to rip through me again. 


The
explosion that went off nearby seemed more of an oddity than anything that I
should be wasting any energy on. The next explosion was the same. The third was
closer by and the fourth showered me with sand and stone. Cancer bellowed and I
could make out the sound of his legs working like pistons as he chased after
something which was also screaming out a high pitched cry of defiance. 


I
could have sworn that Maria sounded like that.


Another
bellow tore through the air and I knew that Mark sounded exactly like that one.
The air sizzled and popped as something rocketed past my face and impacted with
something near me. The machine maybe?


And
then there was another voice making itself heard.


It
wasn’t shouting like the others, but it just seemed to be asking me to pay the
slightest attention to it. More screaming followed from a new voice, and a
small smile cracked my lips. It sounded like a sheep and that was just so at
odds with what was happening that I just couldn’t help myself.


Then
that other voice was back. It was far away and whispering but it was oddly
compelling, until it finally coalesced around a single word.


“Guardian.”


It
was talking to me.


It
wisped off again briefly before returning with a tumultuous roar.


“STAND,
NOW!”


And
I did.


My
body was being buried under the weight of the pain, of the blood loss, of the
machine, but somehow, beyond my ability to comprehend, my body obeyed the
command and I staggered drunkenly to my feet.


My
eyes were open but there was nothing to see. Nothing I could see. There was
nothing but blackness as my mind struggled against the pain of my injury so
there was nothing to prepare me for the thunderbolt that slammed into my chest
and sent me sprawling backwards to slam hard into the ground.


I
couldn’t move and could only imagine the wreckage that must be all that was
left of my body lying in the sand, lifeblood leaving me. I tried to stand again
but there was just nothing left, so I closed my eyes and waited for the
inevitable. More and more shouting and screaming rang through the air and the
sensations of Cancer’s weight moving fast back in our direction was too clear
to miss. The sheep sound was back as well.


“STOP
HIM, QUICKLY,” boomed through the air and I knew that this time it had been the
Sorcerer speaking, and from close by as well. I risked opening my eyes just
because that’s what you do, not expecting to actually see anything, but the
bright light that flooded my mind shocked me so much that I screwed my eyes
back up, not wanting even more discomfort to flood my body now the pain was
finally draining away as I died. Though I’d expected to be feeling sleepier as
I approached death but instead, my head was filling with the exact opposite. My
senses were all turning back on and the agony was gone. 


Opening
my eyes again, I risked a look at the gaping wound in my shoulder and upper
chest to find a serpentine form with its tail jammed into the now almost
completely closed injury. Ophiuchus was partially in his serpent form but had
retained his humanoid arms to allow him to wield the defensive magic that was
needed to provide him with the chance to heal me.


“I’m
glad you’re awake,” he started though without vocalising anything. It was in my
head that the words were running, showing that it had been him asking me to
stand. Had he been the thing to knock me down? I snorted back at him but could
feel my monster boiling with renewed anger.


“We
need to fight our way out of this and I’m afraid that one on one, my people
will have the advantage. So please forgive me for what I’m about to do.”


I
didn’t have the chance to reply.


My
senses exploded beyond everything that I’d ever experienced and the energy
coursing through me detonated to feel as if there’d been a nuclear bomb go off
inside me. I surged to my feet, sending Ophiuchus tumbling away from me to land
in the sand, just as Cancer arrived and I swung the machine, which was still
attached to my hand, like a club of my own and brought it down directly on his
head. He managed to lift that over-sized pincer of his and deflect most of the
blow but the machine shattered apart to break not only the materials but most
importantly, the link it had established with me.


I
stood and swept my gaze around hunting for my enemies. Every fibre of my body
was super charged and coursing with such wild power that I just let it take me,
giving myself over to the ever growing animal intensity.


The
sheep sound had been made by the creature Aries and it was currently stood atop
the ruined edges of a blast crater which hadn’t been there when we’d first
arrived. Arms danced as Aries was preparing to strike, the energies being
channelled glowing like coloured fire. But it was more than just the same image
of the magic that I’d had before. The flames gave off a blue/green hue but now
I could see the different strands that existed within the creature to give off
that colour. Greens and yellows and blues and reds all swirled but there was a
much greater blue/green to what Aries was using, so it was that colour which
became dominant.


I
just stared at the demon as it prepared to throw magic at me but there was no
analysis going on. I was taking the information in as I watched but all I was
doing was staring. I didn’t even care. I knew that I should have been doing
something more than just watching but all that filled my every fibre, every single
corner of who I was, was rage. My blood was screaming at me that I needed to
obliterate that thing. How didn’t even enter into the mix, I just needed to
kill it. My Dragon was crashing against the cage in my head and I liked it. I
had to sate the hunger inside me and all it wanted to do was turn this whole
diseased place to glass under the cleansing force of my fire.


I
don’t remember the choice to move. I knew I wanted it, the destruction, but my
Dragon made the choice to attack.


Aries
hadn’t stood a chance.


I’d
galloped across the distance between us at a speed far beyond what I’d ever
managed in the past and just incinerated the spot Aries had been stood upon.
And maybe a hundred feet around as well. I’d thrown a torrent of flame but I’d
manipulated my magics to bring even more fire into being and a monstrous pool
of seething flame had erupted like a living column of madness.


It
wouldn’t have mattered which way Aries had moved, there was just no way for
that eruption of flame to be avoided and the intensity of the heat left behind began
rapidly cooling areas of newly formed glass. In the very centre, was a ruined
mound of what had been the demon.


My
heightened senses allowed me to now witness the shape of the energy that departed
what was left of the body of the sheep demon but all I wanted to do was kill
and maim and rip and shred. Gobs of saliva fell from my open mouth and
spattered on the ground beneath me while my eyes hunted around for my next
victim.


Far
back away from where I was, I could see the mass that was the Sorcerer moving
away fast, the blackened power in the object becoming a living thing itself as
the person inside made a run for it. Coward. My animal mind took over and I was
screeching across the ground after that mass, knowing that all I wanted to do
was hunt and kill it, my blood lust making everything else fall away. I needed
to hunt. There was just nothing more important than the delight of the chase
and bringing your prey to the ground. To watch the fear ripple through a lower
creature and to then rip it apart was the pinnacle of my life and there was
just nothing that was going to come between me and the hunt.


But
there was more fear nearby, I could smell it.


It
was a new fear and it was running hot enough for me to need to know it.


I
slowed, and turned back to hunt out the odour of terror which was emanating from
so close as to be a tantalising lure. Whatever was making that smell was a much
more worthy foe to be making such a cloud of their terror and I was greeted by
the site of Cancer bobbing back and forth between his many armoured legs, waves
of terror cascading from him as he waited for me, and that smell was like a
drug.


Smoke
billowed out from my mouth as my inner furnace readied for battle and the
saliva returned as I imagined the taste of the flesh that I was about to tear
free of this latest foe. Cancer flexed his huge claw, no doubt trying to
intimidate me but it wasn’t making the slightest difference.


“I
can smell that you’re scared of me you over sized barnacle. You’re right to
be.” My voice rasped crudely as I spoke, a sound that wasn’t mine but spoke what
I was feeling. Cancer raised his claw slowly to point at me but the retort
wasn’t what I’d been expecting. The voice that spoke wasn’t his.


A
precise tone rang out and effortlessly sculpted words of authority swept out as
Pisces replied, again looking imperious from her perch on her champion’s
shoulder.


“He’s
afraid, that’s true, but I’m afraid it’s not of you, Guardian.”


I
growled and rumbled my thoughts of that assessment but waited. Her eyes
glittered with cold certainty and she stroked her hand back and forth across
Cancer’s head, an idle action which was meant to show ownership as well as
affection.


“You
see,” she continued. “He’s seen what Ophiuchus did to you, ever the hypocrite
that snake, and now he’s worried that similar will happen when I do the same
thing to him.”


I
just growled. Whatever she was saying didn’t change the fact that I was going
to tear through this beast.


Her
hand, which had been resting lightly on Cancer’s head, erupted in a deluge of
colour, sending tendrils of power into the huge beast and changing the palette
of power which was present inside him. Cancer roared out at the action and the almost
other worldly flames of power I could see through my enhanced eyes exploded in
a tower of magical fire above him, before he hurled himself into a sprint
straight for me. Pisces fell from her perch on his shoulder as he did so.


My
own instinct took over and I began to run at Cancer. My Dragon was spoiling for
a fight, a real fight, and this massive thing was going to be the perfect prey.


We
both roared and our animal selves took over, though I could see that, now,
Cancer was no longer afraid.
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I
blasted out a jet of fire as we closed on each other, forcing Cancer to protect
himself. He used that giant pincer of his as a shield, my flame splashing
against it and making no real damage, but neither of us stopped our run towards
the other. I followed it with a second blast before we met, the same thing
happening in response, before we slammed into each other with the force of two
fast moving locomotives.


My
whole body juddered under the onslaught of the forces that had just exploded
through me but there was no time to wallow in the pain. Instead I just started
tearing and smashing my fists and claws into the giant beast, any reasoned planning
to the attacks completely lost.


Cancer
began to do much the same.


He
swung that huge pincer at me when he forced me away from his body, attempting
to hammer me into the sand like a nail. I caught the huge appendage in both of
my clawed hands, sending shockwaves of force through my body again, but I held
it firm. Cancer jerked in back and forth against my grip and roared in
frustration, the power driving the magical flames all around him crackling and
fizzing as his anger exploded.


I
threw his claw away and he staggered forwards before just exploding with as
much fire as I could from point blank range. I was going to mutilate this creature
before feasting on what was left. The fire crashed over Cancer, forcing him
back a handful of steps before he was able to again bring his claw back into
place as his shield. I advanced forwards behind the fire and began to ready
myself for the inevitable kill. I was always going to be too strong for him.


Finally
dropping the fire, I lunged forwards with both arms outstretched to pass under
where his claw was and tear him apart before he’d even had a chance to arrange
his response.


The
impact on the top of my head came as a white light flashing through my mind and
my attack, which had been set perfectly, found nothing but thin air. I sprawled
onwards and into the sandy ground, a fuzzy thickening of static rushing around
my brain but I was back on my feet in an instant expecting Cancer to have
followed to strike again. 


He
hadn’t. Instead, he’d been waiting for me to turn back. His upper body was now
covered in blistered and blackened burns where his plate exterior had been
damaged by my flame but his eyes screamed out a cruel malice. He raised his
giant claw again and inspected a section of it, showing that it was still fully
intact.


The
strange mandibles which formed his mouth clicked and clattered slightly before
he bellowed again, and surged at me, now with his claw outstretched like a
lance. I replied with a roar of my own, spread my wings as wide as I could
manage and began to slam my tail against the ground. I knew it was posturing
but if he’d been scared already, then I could play on his mind as well as just
trying to break his body.


He
just barrelled onwards but there was a slight flutter of colour within the
flaming corona of magical energy that he was emitting. It had only been there a
second but that had been enough for me to recognise what I had to do now. 


With
a massive effort, I beat my wings as hard as possible and sent myself skywards.
Cancer kept moving but now a much larger wave of changed colour began pulsing
through into his aura. He’d reacted out of his instinctual fear and my hugely
enhanced senses allowed me to recognise how that manifested. The larger
silhouette, the idea of flight, whatever the reason had been had shown me a
deeper fact that Cancer couldn’t hide so I gripped it tightly.


Now
airborne, I didn’t intend to soar away out of his reach. It may have been
easier to have the battle at arm’s length but there was no way that I was going
to miss out on the chance to feel the flesh of this beast tear beneath my
fingers. I was going to crush him in my bare hands now that I could see that
whatever his scaled leader had done to him couldn’t remove the terror in him.


Taking
myself to about thirty feet from the ground, I changed the angle of my wings
ever so slightly and began stirring up a hurricane of sand which billowed up to
engulf the charging brute. He didn’t stop his charge but his much smaller arm
was moved to protect his face as he approached which meant my chance had presented
itself. 


With
the tiniest corrections of my wings I was able to avoid the still outstretched
lance claw of the advancing Cancer and just wait for the rest of him to arrive
at my position. He obliged me wonderfully. His arm was still up and over his
face as he cleared the sandstorm I’d whipped up so he missed completely as I
fell fully onto him and began to rake and tear at his chest and face. 


The
sudden addition of my extra mass was beyond his capacity to control and with a
screech which was equal parts terror as it was pain, his legs buckled and we
both slammed into the ground. I just kept ripping at him, biting, doing
anything that I could possibly think to do that could make another element of
my body a weapon against this thing. 


Cancer
screamed and tried to strike out against me but being this close to him, he
couldn’t bring his huge claw into play. He was left attempting to fend off
whatever bladed or serrated part of me that was attacking him but there was
just nothing he could do.


I
hadn’t even noticed that he’d stopped moving when I heard Ophiuchus call out to
me with an explosion of a voice that reminded me very much of The Witch, that
I’d won. It was a sound that was hugely loud but beyond that, seemed to compel
your attention and I snapped my head towards its origin.


“MY
FRIEND,” he boomed. “YOU HAVE DEFEATED HIM.”


I
knew that I’d been fighting but the reasoning was a little less clear. My
Dragon mind screamed in my ears that I just needed to keep fighting and if I’d
truly been victorious over this enemy, then maybe Ophiuchus telling me to stop
was a good enough reason to turn my attentions to him.


Ophiuchus
was walking slowly towards me, arms raised above his head, still blazing like a
white hot torch of magical energy. 


“What
do you want?” Again, I hadn’t recognised the voice but I didn’t care, I agreed
with whoever was speaking.


“You’ve
finished Cancer there, my friend. We have Pisces controlled and their sorcerer
has long since escaped.” He was still approaching me, a picture of calm with no
single sign of any aggression, just that huge pyre of white light that was
coming from him.


Behind
him, I could see other, much smaller magical fires approaching, two red ones
and a slightly larger form which was rolling through red and green and blue as
it was moving along. It wasn’t travelling under its own steam though. Wrapped
around the other thing was a thin twine of white energy which pinned the
person’s arms at their side and was being used by the larger red person to drag
the prisoner along behind them, almost as if they were being flown like a kite.


Ophiuchus
saw me looking.


“You
see? We’ve been able to stop Pisces and all of her people from breaking free,
and she’s now the only one of the Kos creatures that’s left alive. You can calm
down now.”


Why
did he want me calm?


I
could feel the violence in my chest straining all the muscles in my body to
start the next attack but he was telling me that the fight was over. Could I
relax? Had Pisces and her cohort been defeated? I shook my head as confusion
tinged my thoughts. I couldn’t remember the details of the fight here but I
knew that I just had to explode out in more devastation. I wasn’t meant for
calm and peaceful and Ophiuchus; didn’t Ophiuchus know that?


I
growled angrily. He did know that.


And
what was it he’d said just now? All of the Kos demons except for Pisces were
dead. My Dragon force climbed as I considered those words and the knowledge
that he was lying.


Ophiuchus
must have recognised that I’d pinpointed his mistake because he changed his
posture as I took a step forwards.


“I
just need for you to calm yourself down, my friend,” he shouted, his voice now
not anywhere near as confident as he had been.


“You
want me calm so you can strike out at me when my back’s turned, don’t you?” The
animal in me roared. Ophiuchus didn’t respond. “I see your mistake little
thing.” I tensed myself ready for the attack.


“Pisces
isn’t the only Kos demon and you’re trying to deceive me.”


“Of
course she is. All the others have been killed. Cancer there was the last.”


I
roared with the entire animal that I was and flames erupted across my whole
body as my Dragon took over fully. The heat and sensation of the flaming surge
enveloped me totally and a long held feeling of loss that I’d never really been
truly aware of became clear as it drained away. I was back as I needed to be
and the raw power of the brute that was free of the shackles which had been
holding it in place just wanted to destroy everything. More importantly, it
knew where it needed to start.


I
howled down at Ophiuchus and took another step forwards, the sand beneath my
feet sizzling and crackling as my flaming demon advanced.


“PISCES
LIVES. YOU LIVE.”


The
whole world then slowed down as I struck. Through the maelstrom of fire that was
surging all over me, I could see that Ophiuchus was rooted to the spot as I
surged ahead, his death the only thing on my mind. His inaction didn’t last
though and as I closed the distance between us, the white corona around him
shuddered and pulsed and in a drawn out handful of seconds, the Serpent Bearer
reached into himself for his power and morphed himself into his snake form
before diving away to my right.


I
knew that I wouldn’t be able to match the speed of movement that he had but I
began to change direction to follow him and hammered out a jet of flame like
I’d never seen before. The huge column of white fire carved a trench through
the sandy ground as I tracked after Ophiuchus, the sand liquefying under the
immense heat. 


I
roared again and kept firing more and more flame at Ophiuchus but rather than
before, when he was content to let the fire wash over him, now he was beginning
to constantly alter his line of movement. He was afraid. 


I
breathed bolt after bolt of white hot flame at him but he was so fast that he
was able to avoid the impact at the very last second, all the while I was still
struggling to keep pace with him. But as I tracked after him, he slithered
across the plain ahead of the point his other servants, no, wait, they’re my servants
not his, and a new strategy formed in my head. 


Returning
to the remains of that giant crab, I sniffed over the husk to decide if I
needed to eat at least some of it, decided against it and clasped it in both
flaming clawed hands and heaved it like an Olympic hammer thrower, sending it
flying through the air at the servants. Ophiuchus wouldn’t just let them be
crushed so now I knew where he was going to be.


Taking
to the air amidst the fire of my rage, leaving behind me a trail of thick black
smoke, I watched on as the body of Cancer slammed into the ground just ahead of
the glowing servants before rolling on, huge armoured limbs flailing and
wheeling without control as it did, and swept through the insects on the
ground. A second later, Ophiuchus surged through the lines in the sand where
the others had been, though too slow to prevent their deaths. I couldn’t make
out the colourful magics anymore but I had Ophiuchus where I wanted him.


The
flame blasted down and totally engulfed him. There was a tiny hiss as his body
was incinerated but I just kept the fire pouring down at the spot anyway and
revelled in the joyous victory that was mine. I’d defeated all of the foes
who’d dared to stand against me and now I could move on to the next thing that
would dare to stand in my way.


I
thumped down at the centre of the crater that I’d just blitzed into the sandy
ground and stood on my hind legs to survey the wreckage. Ophiuchus was no more,
Pisces had been under the body of her thug when it had landed so she’d been killed
as well, along with those other creatures.


The
fire all over me hissed out at the thought of the others who’d been killed and
I couldn’t think why. They’d been servants. Low born underlings who did the
bidding of Ophiuchus. I screwed my eyes closed as I struggled against the
muddle that my mind was working through.


I’d
known this.


They
weren’t his servants.


They
were mine.


Why
did I have servants with me here?


And
where was I?


I
took a step towards the body of Cancer and tried to work through the details. I’d
been fighting for my life against these, things, but why would I be here in the
first place? Seems odd that a Dragon would bring servants to a fight; they’d
just get in the way?


What
was Ophiuchus doing with them then? If I was fighting him, why was it that my
people were working with him?


I
just couldn’t scrape together the memories and it felt that the harder I pushed
for the answers, the further away they were able to run. This meant that I
wasn’t paying attention to my surroundings, so whatever it was that slammed a
jet of freezing energy through my back had been able to approach completely
unnoticed.


I
tried to thunder my rage at the attack and begin my defence but, despite my
very best efforts, there was nothing there for me to bring out. My mouth remained
shut and every muscle in my body seemed to be shocked rigid, robbing me of my
ability to balance. I toppled sideways slowly, a felled tree unable to stop the
effects of gravity, before thumping into the ground, sending up clouds of sand
as I did.


The
cold spread all through my body, shocking my system as it travelled and those
icy fingers crept up my spine and into my head. And the hyper real colours of
the reality enhanced senses fell away, back to my more regular input, washing
away all the mental fog as well.


Bringing
back the memories of everything, including the names of the servants, of the
associates, of the colleagues, of the friends, that I’d just killed.


The
cold finally vanished and the roar I’d been trying to release before finally
poured out, but now the rage and anger was gone, only to be replaced by sorrow.


I’d
Killed Mark and Maria.
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I
thumped my hand against the ground and just let the grief flow. Yet again,
death was following those people who followed me. I was the one who’d been able
to survive but everyone else had given their lives to let me do it. My grief
was such that I was unable to hear the light footsteps approaching from behind
me.


“As
I said to you earlier, I truly am sorry for what I just did to you but it was
needed to allow us to resolve this quickly.”


The
words had made me stop my thrashing in the sand but as their meaning sank in, I
could feel the anger building back inside me, but this time, that anger wasn’t
coming from my Dragon. This time, it was my human mind that was boiling over.


“WHAT
HAVE YOU DONE TO ME?” I screamed at Ophiuchus as he stood calmly next to me,
and smashed my balled fist into the sand next to him. I didn’t care that I’d
watched him die only for him to somehow now be stood next to me like there was
nothing wrong. I didn’t care that I’d been successful in what we’d been trying
to do. All I could see was the loss which he’d ultimately been responsible for.


In
response to my outburst, he hadn’t moved. Eventually, he calmly swept some of the
sand that had been thrown up from my hand from his shoulder but he kept his
green eyes locked on mine.


“I
couldn’t risk that there would be any chance of Cancer defeating you. I needed
you to be the one to hold him while the three of us went after Pisces.” His words
were matter of fact yet carried with them a hollow void of feeling.


“SO?”
It was all I could find to reply.


Ophiuchus
moved closer to me and placed his hand on my arm.


“I
needed you to be the animal. I knew that you’d be likely to fight against
Cancer with a human analysis of what was happening but Cancer is more brute
than mastermind. It would have meant that your fighting wouldn’t have been
matched to his so there was more risk that he would have overcome you. I made
you more like him and your victory was swift.”


“More
like him? What are you talking about?”


“I
can heal wounds and repair injuries, you’ve seen that. My skill set as a healer
also allows me the power to improve on what I find. I could heal congenital
conditions, could help the body re-grow tissue, and I’m also able to amplify or
suppress elements of a being’s personality.”


My
mouth fell open in horror at what he’d just said.


He’d
put his hand in my brain and started moving things around. He’d seen something
that needed doing to allow him to reach his end point so he took the chance.
He’d just done it. No consultation. No warning. Just done it.


“You
amplified me. Made me more animal. So I’d just tear Cancer apart without risking
me thinking about how to beat him.”


“And
it gave us the chance to subdue Pisces. I was moving to you to dial you back
down when you attacked me. Your animal side just saw me as a new target so you
attacked me.” Matter of fact again. “But you’re back to being you again now, so
we can relax.”


“So
the ends justify the means?” I couldn’t hold myself together any longer.


“YOU
SICK FOOL. I KILLED MARK AND MARIA WHILE I WAS ‘DIALLED UP’. YOU DIDN’T
CONSIDER THE RISKS, DID YOU?? YOU JUST KNEW YOU WANTED ME TO KILL CANCER BUT YOU
COULDN’T CONTROL ME WHEN THAT WAS DONE. I KILLED MY FRIENDS.”


I
snapped my arm back away from him and he stumbled forwards, all the while
throwing his hands up as a placation.


“No
you didn’t. No you didn’t. I shielded them, watch,” and he snapped his
cane/staff into existence, pointed it at the huge corpse of the crab before
unleashing a diffuse beam of white light at the ground beneath it.


At
first, nothing happened, but as more and more energy reached the spot, the
sandy mound that the body of Cancer had been resting upon began to ripple and distend,
until it broke down completely to reveal the crouched forms of Mark and Maria
either side of the restrained Pisces. They both flashed quick glances between
Ophiuchus and me with fear clearly playing over their minds.


“You
see? I covered the whole area, that’s why the corpse of Cancer is still there. They’re
safe and the three of us were able to subdue Pisces because Cancer was going to
be managed by you. I just helped you reach into what’s really down deep inside
you, nothing else.” 


I
didn’t know what I was supposed to be feeling as I watched Mark and Maria
slowly emerge from the space beneath the giant corpse and the ground. I was
drowning in relief that I hadn’t killed my friends and that the enemy we’d been
so desperately hunting down was neutralized but to reach this point, yet again,
I’d been manipulated at the whim of someone else. Being thrown into the fight
of The Circle, the memory control of Leatherpants and now Ophiuchus changing
me, I was forever in a position of being used by forces around me that thought
they knew best. I was becoming a passenger in my own life and that knowledge
was terrifying.


Returning
myself to my human form, I ran to Mark and Maria and embraced them in a tight
hug. They both stood rigidly as I crushed myself against them both, so
blissfully happy that they were still safe. It took me a long second to
understand that they’d seen me transform from the usual Dragon they were
familiar with to the slavering monster who was going to eat them, but that it
was my nakedness that was most off-putting at this point.


I
edged back from them, clearing my throat and doing all I could to cover my
modesty, but I was so happy to see them alive and well that amidst all of the
other pains and violations that I’d been experiencing, it felt very much that I
needed to cling to this singular positive.


Ophiuchus’
footsteps in the sandy ground made me fix that feeling back deep in my mind.


“As
I said my friend, I am truly sorry for what I did to you. We’d all have been
much more likely to have fallen in this situation if you weren’t the animal. We
all saw the way that you protected your people. Pisces would have been able to
use your humanity to destroy everything. I won’t do it again, I swear.”


He
placed a hand on my shoulder, though he’d been speaking to the back of my head,
and just rested his hand there. I didn’t shrug him away but turning to face
him, I let his hand fall away, making it clear that my feelings were far from
cordial.


“You
may be sorry, but you cannot change people on the altar of expedience.” My
words were steady but there was no missing the hostility in them.


Ophiuchus
nodded tightly, accepting that despite the outcome that he’d wanted, he had
stepped over the line to get us to this place.


“My
Lord,” rumbled Mark from behind me. “He had explained what would need to be
done and gave us the reasons why it needed to be done.” I still stared at
Ophiuchus.


“The
Circle needed to be rid of this enemy and Ophiuchus presented us with a plan
which allowed us to do just that,” added Maria, her voice reassuring rather
than just flat fact.


“But,”
I jabbed the word hard. “You said that you were the only one who had such
skills of bodily manipulation. That the others had wanted to create life but,
that you were the only one to be able to do it. That their attempts at healing,
or whatever it is that you can do, hadn’t given them any results. I watched
Pisces do to Cancer exactly what you did to me.”


I
was angry, raging really, at the liberties which had been taken with me and the
fact that Ophiuchus had been withholding information to drip feed it as and
when it could be of most effect for him. But my anger was fully in check as I
seethed. There wasn’t that familiar madness to violence that had accompanied my
emotions recently and after a couple of breaths, I really began to notice it.


“When
did you see Pisces do that?” Ophiuchus asked. “None of the Kos family had
anything like that amount of power in that field to be able to do that, they’re
not built to work that way.” He frowned a little but there was more ‘you’re
mistaken’ to his voice.


I
grew angrier.


“I
watched her blast him with power that made him stronger, I can remember it. I
could see her transferring the energy through his head and all of the colours
that were running through them both suggested that he was getting quite a bit.”


Ophiuchus
frowned.


“She
was always a powerful sorceress but what you’re describing is just beyond her.
She couldn’t channel that much different energy the way I can, she just
couldn’t. That’s why there are so many of them working together to create that
mass of flesh thing. On her own, she just couldn’t do it.”


I
fumed to myself that despite his protestations of regret, of seeing the error
of his ways, when it came down to it, it just didn’t matter what anyone else
was saying because he knew best. 


“He’s
right, you know?”


We
all turned to face the owner of that pristine voice which was now gargling
slightly over each of the words.


Pisces
was now perched atop the broken body that had been Cancer, green hued blood dripping
from her mouth as she smiled a blood drenched wall of ragged teeth. Mark and
Maria brought power to their hands and waited, primed and ready for whatever
attack was going to come.


Ophiuchus
pushed passed us towards Pisces but his posture was guarded despite his
certainty of her strengths.


“What
have you done, sister mine?” His words were calm at the sight of Pisces. She
just laughed quietly, coughing and spluttering out more blood as she did, her
whole body shaking with the effort.


“That
ignorant thing,” she jabbed a blood soaked finger at me, “was right.” It didn’t
take advanced Dragon senses to recognise that Ophiuchus had just been punched
in the stomach, metaphorically speaking.


“What?
That’s not possible. How?” he asked, a new desperation in his words.


“I
wouldn’t explain to you, brother. You want to know so I choose not to tell.”


Ophiuchus’
shoulders slumped slightly.


“Suffice
to say,” continued Pisces, “my powers have grown since we were locked here and
although not anywhere as adept as you to complete such a task, I was able to
grow my abilities to include something that you always kept from us all.”


No-one
said a word and there was an ever thickening tension in the air all around us.


“I’ve
been able to work on myself all of these years and now I can reach a great deal
further in magics than I ever could before. I’m still trying to perfect the
skills but,” she coughed again, a hacking sound as if she’d broken something
vital, “would you like to see what I can do now?”


Still
no-one spoke but we all looked around us for the expected hammer to fall.


Instead,
Pisces dragged herself further forward over the upper section of the crab
corpse towards what had been left of Cancer’s humanoid torso, and in doing so,
revealed that while we’d been discussing the ethics of mind control, she’d not
only been able to break free of the binding that had been around her, but that
she’d somehow been able to tear through her own lower body with something
horrifically sharp, leaving at least a third of her body being dragged along by
the final strands of muscle which had been cut. Blood was spurting out from the
ragged wound suggesting that she’d cut through an artery so she was going to
die quickly. Ophiuchus didn’t move to help her, but his long fingers twitched
at her pain, no doubt wanting to go to her side to repair her.


“You
see Ophiuchus, I discovered the ability to combine life in remarkable ways,”
more coughing. “Not like you did though, with your breeding ideas and power
transfers, but by a more forceful method.” She dragged herself to be level with
the broken torso of Cancer.


“I
do it by force and can make remarkably powerful new life forms,” and without
any further word, she extended huge claws from her webbed fingers and slashed
wickedly fast at the base of the body of Cancer, sending his torso to slide and
fall onto the sandy floor, before bellowing a word of some unknown language and
dragging her bloodied body stump forwards.


Where
tendrils of meat reached out from both the wounds and began fusing them together.
Pisces screamed and screamed in agony at the procedure, most likely only ever
having seen this done to others, while the rest of us recoiled at the
mutilation she was inflicting on herself until she finally slumped down on the
shell before her. She was motionless, and her ruined body was hung limply in
place.


Silence
filled the whole dome of power at the bottom of the ocean and everything just stopped
at the slump of Pisces. No-one knew what to do or say, but my previous anger at
Ophiuchus had been smothered.


I
walked forward and placed a hand on his shoulder, a repeat of what he’d done to
me, beginning to feel more than just his sorrow at the deaths of all of his, I
was reluctant to say family but it did fit, but more the beginnings of an
understanding that he was now, with the death of the final member of his
people, truly alone in the world. He would have been struggling against the
tidal forces of uncertainty that were no doubt dragging him in directions he’d
never even had to consider. In his sudden loss of everything that he recognised
and understood, that those around him now had a massive advantage of knowledge
over him, he was most likely feeling just like me.


That
silence stretched still further as I let him try to process what had just happened.


Until
one of Cancer’s legs twitched.
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It
hadn’t really moved very far at all, just a twitch really, and it had been so
unexpected that we all remained still. Had we seen the limb judder slightly? I
hadn’t been expecting it to move so hadn’t really been paying that much
attention to the corpses. I concentrated on the limb hard now, waiting,
wondering if it was nothing more than a spasmodic misfire caused by the death
of Pisces but then another limb creaked slowly as well. Then another leg slid
through the sand slowly and was raised to drive its tip into the ground.


I
gripped Ophiuchus by his shirt and began dragging him backwards from the mound of
death which was now beginning to raise itself from the ground like a balloon
being inflated. The remains of Pisces were still just sagging limply and
flopped around freely as the huge remains of Cancer righted itself.


“What’s
she done? Come on Ophiuchus, what am I going to have to do to kill this thing
again?”


“I,
I don’t know,” struggled out, his words, previously filled with such authority
and confidence, now burdened with uncertainty. I just shoved him back behind me
and Mark and Maria took over the task of moving him clear.


“I’ll
just do this the old fashioned way then,” I said to myself as the moving corpse
before me reached it’s ready position and what was left of Pisces now rose from
the slumber and opened her eyes.


“You
see, Ophiuchus? We’ve unlocked your secrets and with more time to perfect the
process, I’ll be able to remodel anything in the way I see fit and place myself
at the very seat of all power in this realm.” Her words were still that same
elegant shape as she spoke but now folded into them was a darkness that put me
on edge. She sounded like a previously overlooked instrument of the orchestra of
her voice had been removed, that empty darkness, and it was only now that it
was missing that you could truly appreciate what it was. Was it her life?


“I
think that he wants his secrets to remain secret,” I was going to do what
needed to be done and let the wild fury of my Dragon explode outwards, changing
my body to the reptile. I snorted at her by way of emphasis and sent out two clouds
of smoke by way of more emphasis that I meant business.


“And
in terms of ‘we’ doing anything to uncover what Ophiuchus can do, I don’t want
to be the one to break it to you,” I looked left and right to sell the point,
“you’re alone. All of your people are dead. It’s all just you.” I’d kept my
voice as calm as I could as I spoke but cracked my knuckles in readiness for
the conflict.


She
threw her head back and laughed wildly, the sound now tinged with madness.


“Boy,
you are the proof of the infirmity of The Circle. It was what my brother did
for you that allowed you the strength you have but none of you are going to be
able to stop the on-coming wave that will sweep a new world order into place.”
She rolled her shoulders slowly, before cracking her neck, to show that she was
going to be ready for the fight as well. “And,” she continued, a wicked smile
crackling across her face, “you’re mistaken by thinking I am alone.”


I
didn’t wait for whatever she was suggesting to reveal itself, instead just
striding hard forwards while sending out a wide blast of fire. If she really
did have someone else about, then they’d be less likely to start shooting
something at me if I was close to her. Pisces just screeched and began marching
forwards herself, her arms reaching down to the sandy floor as she approached.


We
smashed into one another just as she took hold of tonnes of sand in a glowing
green construct and hurled it up at me. Blinded by the sand, I was forced to
try and swing wildly at where I thought she was but those massive legs she’d
just taken control of had begun to push back against me, forcing me away.
Everywhere I reached, there was just empty space and as each second passed, the
likelihood of me striking out with a lucky shot grew more and more remote. 


I
had to break away to give myself the chance to clear my eyes, so hammered my
wings hard and took to the sky. She may have now been a great deal taller than
she was but flight had still been out of her reach.


Rubbing
frantically at my eyes, clearing them as much as I could, I searched around
below me and found Pisces directly below where I was hovering, laughing wildly
as she hurled handful after handful of boiling magical power at Mark, Maria and
Ophiuchus, who was now back in his serpentine form and was doing his best to
hold back Pisces from actually advancing on the others. At high speed, he
slithered directly at her and zigzagged between her legs, striking out to
attempt to trip her. Pisces may have been new to the huge size of Cancer’s
limbs but she was already able to dance around the incoming attack and even
slash out a leg at Ophiuchus as he sped away.


I
raged at the site of her trying to kill my friends and just dived, angling
myself to sweep ahead of her and cover the others. This time, she hadn’t been
ready to kick sand in my eyes and I hit her like a train, lifting her from the
ground and crashing her back down with my full weight on top of her. Her
magical attacks of the others stopped immediately.


Holding
her down with one hand, her Cancer half flattened with legs outstretched like a
solidified pool of liquid, leaving her Pisces half like the remaining tip of a
long used candle.


“Any
last words, you maniac?” I roared down at her and drew my fist back to deliver
the final fatal blow.


Her
eyes filled with agony and widened to practically cover either side of her
head.


“Ophiuchus.
Please, you can’t leave me to this animal,” she screeched, her words still
missing that vital element but any feelings of mercy or conflict withered
before they could form as she rolled from the sentence and into a stone cold
laugh.


That
laugh was mocking us despite her defeat an here was no way that she would ever
have been able to be rehabilitated into the world as it now was. She’d shown
herself to be willing to destroy anyone who would be able to advance her cause
and she’d been working with a force outside this prison to attack and destroy.
She’d manipulated everyone around me and had obliterated everything that
Ophiuchus had ever held dear.


 She
couldn’t be left alive.


I
drove my fist down at her with all the ferocity I was feeling, intending to see
just how far I could spread her innards with the hammer blow but instead of her
being pulped under my knuckles, I crashed my hand into a solid, flat wall of
energy which erupted in a shattered web of glowing cracks. Pisces just laughed
and laughed from behind the shield seemingly oblivious to what had just happened.


I
swung again and again but each blow was stopped harmlessly above its target.


“I
told you that I wasn’t alone,” she spat with a sudden and bottomless venom and
jabbed her arms forwards, generating a field of power which knocked me back away
from her. In that instant, the black mass that was the Sorcerer crashed down
before me, forming a crater of expelled sand. I’d thought that he’d been
fleeing from attack but instead he’d just been readying that same trick he’d
used before. He’d been hovering far above us at the top of the dome and had
just been waiting for his call.


None
of us could see the energy that he threw over Pisces but I could feel it
scratching against my teeth as she was wrapped tightly, and then they both
lifted from the ground, flying directly up. I flamed them as they rose but that
same wall of power just made the fire splash away without making contact, so I
spread my wings and began to give chase.


Pisces
was watching me as I trailed along behind them, those huge eyes of hers still filled
with brutality, but made no attempt to do anything to stop me. I was closing
the gap slowly and as we climbed and climbed, it looked more and more likely
they’d hit the dome before I caught up so slowed my pace slightly, waiting for
them to make whatever turn they were intending.


Their
speed continued to increase, pulling them further away but they weren’t going
to find me that easy to lose.


“How
long can you hold your breath, Guardian?” sang Pisces down at me, her words,
for a second, lost on the wind rushing past me, made no sense until I
recognised the height they were now reaching.


They
weren’t going to turn. They weren’t going to bank left or right to try and
outrun me. 


The
two of them hit the dome at incredible speed and just punched a hole, sparks of
enormous white energy being sent showering down all around me, through to the
watery depths beyond. They were free of the prison but they’d also just punched
a hole in the dome. They’d not only started a torrent of water cascading down under
enormous pressure from outside, they’d cracked the shield and weakened the
structure.


In
the very centre of my chest, my panic exploded and, folding my wings away, I
dropped. There was no thought, no careful consideration of my movements, there
was just that hind brain control that overrode everything in my head and I knew
I had to run. I hadn’t fully flipped myself over when the first deep,
resonating crack rang through the air like a thunderous shattering of
continental landmasses. I risked a quick look over my shoulder as I fell and
there was now a monstrous crack running from either side of the hole and water
was already spraying through it as far as I could see. That fracture in the
shield was already letting in water at a terrifying rate so even if the whole dome
didn’t fail, we were still all going to drown, but that fissure that was
already there wasn’t going to hold. We therefore had only seconds left before
the whole thing gave way and the weight of the North Atlantic came crushing
down on us.


Below
me but growing larger as the ground rushed up, I could see that the others were
grouped closely together. The water was already soaking the ground all around
them so I needed to work fast. Slamming down hard to the wet sand, sending up globs
of soaked sand and creating a wave through the water that was already pooling, but
before I was able to say anything, the next crack filled the air signalling
that we were out of time. I was trying to bring a Cascade Bridge into being,
not even caring really where I was going to jump us beyond getting us to dry
land but I just couldn’t think fast enough.


In
an almost balletic slow motion, the dome above us cracked apart and the ocean
roared down.


I
bellowed out a roar of frustration but also of terror while the first glittering
sparks of the bridge construct began to coalesce before us and the smell of
ozone appeared as the slightest hint in the air, but there was just no way for
me to bring that ring of energy into being fast enough to jump us away from the
falling water. 


I
just closed my eyes.


I
didn’t want to watch the deaths of my friends, nor my own, and as I screwed
them shut, the last thing I saw was Mark and Maria doing the very same thing.
Through everything, regardless of the different lives we all led, we were all
human after all.


The
water landed on us with the full effect of the gargantuan weight you’d expect
coming from having an ocean dumped on top of us. The ground all around us
lurched in response, sending me sprawling forwards onto the floor, and it amazed
me just how loud everything was. 


And
how easy it was to breathe.


I
risked opening my eyes, not understanding anything but hoping that there was
still the faintest of faint hopes that we’d survive. The cold, black, emptiness
of the ocean floor sat all around us. There was no movement or any light out
there at this depth, making it appear that we were trapped within a block of
obsidian.


But
there was light surrounding us. Such a tiny white light had been wrapped around
us and was keeping the water at bay. Mark and Maria were starting to climb to
their feet ahead of me but as I scanned around myself, I was treated to the
sight of one of the major elemental forces of the world when it was still young
showing his true power.


Ophiuchus
was stood, his body back to its human form, with one arm raised high above his
head, that large staff of his clutched tightly and with such monstrous energy
radiating from the silver head that the previous design was already beginning
to warp and melt. His whole body was glowing with such pure white light that no
angel or celestial being could ever even think to be able to match him, and he
was throwing up his enormous power in a small dome just big enough to enclose
us all, though not enough for my huge Dragon form to be able to stand. My awe
was total, but seeing his face made me realise that I needed to do something.
It was already a twisted grimace of pain as he worked to keep the shield in
place.


Reverting
back to my naked human form so I was able to stand, I began to reach out to create
the Cascade Bridge we needed to jump back to Wales. That familiar snap/hiss of
power was accompanied by the smell of ozone and the ring of energy that was big
enough for all of us to walk through was summoned. Checking through, it was opening
on to the lawn at the front of the mansion and the sun was up, bathing the
whole area with a clear, unspoilt warmth while letting a cool, fresh breeze
gently spread around us.


“Come
on team, we’re getting out of here. We can regroup back in the mansion and
decide what we need to do next.” I’d motioned for Mark and Maria to lead the
way but they both refused to use our escape until I was through and safe. I
didn’t fight them. As long as we all made it through it didn’t matter in the
slightest what the order was. My feet hit the wet grass on the other side and
the massive pressure of the water being removed, though mostly compensated by
the magical power woven through the shield that had contained the Kos
creatures, caused me to stand taller and breathe more deeply. I hadn’t even
noticed the effects until they weren’t there.


Finally,
it was the turn of Ophiuchus to come on through and release the casting he was
now really struggling to keep together. The beads of sweat on his forehead had
been and gone and were now replaced with rivers which were soaking his face and
upper body. There was also a far too freely flowing runnel of grey blood coming
from one of his nostrils and he’d ruptured something in one eye, it now being
coloured the same as the blood coming from his nose. 


“Come
on!” I yelled from the edge of the Cascade Bridge.


“I…
can’t… follow... you,” he struggled to say, his voice a fractured gasp with
every word.


“Yes
you can. I’ll carry you through,” I replied and began to take a step through
the ring of energy. My foot smacked against something firm that I hadn’t been
expecting and made me yell out a very descriptive curse.


“What
are you doing? Let me through.”


“Can’t,”
he spat. “Look.”


I
followed his eye line not understanding what he was doing, but the truth presented
itself with horrifying clarity. Beyond the shell that Ophiuchus was keeping in
place, moving with the casual grace and deadly purpose of any other ocean
predator, circled two sleek shapes with huge eyes. Eyes which seemed to want to
drag all light into them. The Circle had no doubt picked up on all of the power
fluctuating under the waves and despatched some of the Guardians best suited to
this environment. 


The
two Water Dragons swept around outside the bubble with all attention trained on
Ophiuchus, apparently happy not to even acknowledge that there was anyone else
close by. There was no way that they’d have been able to miss seeing me on the
other side of the Cascade Bridge yet it was as if I just wasn’t there. Which
meant, that whatever he’d put in place over the Cascade Bridge must have been
masking it from view? 


Why
would he do that?


It
didn’t make the slightest bit of sense to waste his power on something like
that when he was struggling against the weight of the water.


I
was about to start berating him but his knees buckled and he fell to the ground
with a sound which was equal parts wet squelch and brittle crack. He roared out
in agony and more of his blood began to spill forth from his now ruined knees.
The shield that he was able to hold in place had been big enough to enclose my
Dragon form but had collapsed inwards with the fall, leaving the shell a
constantly moving blistered mess as he did everything he could to make the tiny
adjustments to keep it in place, it now being no bigger than a modestly sized
tent. The Water Dragons beyond approached directly to the nearest edge of the
tiny enclosure and pinned Ophiuchus with their intense gaze. They didn’t have
to do anything now. All they needed to do was stand by and watch as their enemy
was crushed.


Again,
I tried to push through the bridge gateway but the invisible wall was still
there. I kicked at it a few times to vent my frustration, hoping that maybe
something would crack but it just remained in place. And the understanding of
why he was holding that shrouding over the gateway to his own salvation
exploded in clarity. He was trying to keep me out of view of The Circle. He was
a fugitive who’d seemingly declared war on the group that I was a part of so
rather than show the two Dragons now watching him that he’d been receiving aid
from one of their own, he was going to let them watch as he put on the show of
his own death to prove he would no longer be a threat.


“Ophiuchus,
don’t do it. I can get you out. I can hide you from The Circle,” I pleaded, the
sentences tumbling out as if I was speaking having left out all of the spaces
between the words.


He
just smiled at me.


The
footsteps behind me approached at speed but everything began to slow to my
senses, time apparently deciding that it wanted me to be able to savour the
final seconds of someone who I felt could have been a friend.


The
owners of the footsteps, Mark and Maria, I was to find out later, began to call
out elongated words but I didn’t understand them. I had a single throw of the
dice left and I was going to give it all the chance I could.


The
smell of ozone began to fill my nostrils and above me, the crackling magics of
a new Cascade Bridge sputtered in slow motion. Inside the shield of energy,
Ophiuchus bellowed out a sound that held pure defiance and, swinging my head
back towards him, though again, in super slow motion, I discovered that the
shield had been crushed down further still and there was already water
beginning to leak in.


Ophiuchus
was about to fall and he was roaring at the thing that was going to kill him
that despite his impending demise, he wasn’t beaten.


My
new bridge construct kept building above me but so, so slowly.


The
light that was in the bubble at the bottom of the ocean began to flutter, the power
running down.


I
could feel the energies forming for the gateway.


The
shield around Ophiuchus was now down to level with his staff, which he’d braced
against the ground to hold the thing in place and I could have sworn that the
Dragons beyond were no more than a handful of feet from him now.


Why
was it taking so long to bring that ring together?


I
heaved as much power into the casting as I could and hoped that I’d be fast
enough.


And
with a freezing shock and a huge jet of water through the cascade system which
shocked time back to its usual self and stopped my Cascade Bridge casting by
knocking me from my feet with an icy bludgeon, Ophiuchus’s shield was split
apart by the power of the ocean above and the final bubble of what had been the
Kos prison was smashed flat, consigning everything that had been inside to the
crushing, frozen depths of the ocean.


And
Ophiuchus had been screaming when everything had given out.
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The
impact of the water had been a hammer blast which had smashed me flat to the
floor before the Cascade Bridge fell apart. The back of my head had slammed
into the ground and rewired my brain, such was the force. From the crack sound,
if I’d been standing on concrete rather than on a grassy lawn, my skull would
have been split apart. As it was it rendered me unconscious. I’d only been out
for about a minute but when I came round I was being hoisted from the ground by
Mark to be carried through to the infirmary. I was groggily aware of Maria
being close by as we travelled.


My
mind swam through shadowed darkness as it fought against the damage it had
received and I was treated to flittering and mostly nebulous images of
creatures which were waiting for me to lose consciousness, wanting to smash me
flat under the weight of billions of tonnes of pressure. Like Ophiuchus had
been, watched by my Dragon siblings. My whole being hurt at the memory of
Ophiuchus straining under the weight of that much power being exerted on him,
of his body shattering under the pressure and the enormous pain he’d been in.


Mark
had rounded the turns through the house at high speed so as to avoid any
passing glances from anyone who may have been moving through the mansion on
their daily routine but Mark had also insisted that he use his massive coat as
a cover all against prying eyes. I knew that I had to keep the truth of what
had happened as secret as possible so did my very best to make sure that
nothing was visible.


In
the infirmary, we’d shut ourselves into one of the private rooms and Llewellyn
gave us all the once over while asking some very pointed questions. He’d known
about the initial clandestine mission to visit The Witch of Cwmgwrach so knew
that there’d been some kind of activity going on which left me forced to
explain a great deal more. At least I knew that he wasn’t going to tell anyone
anything, what with doctor/patient confidentiality. 


I
couldn’t hold on to any of the conversation that was taking place despite my
best efforts. I could make out Llewellyn being dressed ever so smartly in white
doctoring clothes, a long lab coat, but the world as I saw it wobbled messily. My
head was pounding under the effects of the impact with the water and the ground
and it just turned the words being spoken into darting hares evading the
interest of a swooping owl. I could hear the occasional word that I recognised
but within the hazy mass that the conversation was, they meant next to nothing.


Next
came a small scratch on my arm, and then nothing.


I
slept, an empty sleep of all enveloping blackness with only a single small
light trying to fight back, an eerie screaming call coming with it. All around
me there were things in the darkness crowding me, each staying out of my reach
but making it very clear that they wanted me to know that they were there. The
longer I slept, the more I felt that the things in the dark were going to
engulf me but happily, a jagged blast of white hot energy in my head was enough
to snap me back to myself.


I
shot up in bed, the jolt of power being the perfect smelling salts to my wonky
mind. Maybe it had actually been smelling salts? Llewellyn was stood at the side
of the bed, with Mark and Maria down at the foot. All looked worried.


“How
long have I been out?” 


Llewellyn
just pushed me back to the bed, gently but with enough force to make it clear
that he wasn’t going to ask twice. His lab coat was off now and his sleeves were
rolled up beyond the elbows. “Eleven minutes,” came the response.


I
just paused, mouth half open in readiness for my next sentence but stopped by
the information. “Eleven minutes? Is that all? It felt like I was sleeping for
hours.”


“We
did all discuss this before you were treated, that you’d be a little woozy but
it’s to be expected after a head injury like that.” Llewellyn was now looking
in my eyes with a little pen torch which was giving whatever had been done to
me a good work out preventing my head being split open by the beam. As he moved
closer to me I noticed a small area of blood on his shirt though my head not
being split anywhere would have been the more fantastical idea after what had
happened. Whatever he’d done had been a remarkable act of healing if it had
been able to put my brain back together that quickly. Ophiuchus would have been
happy with that.


The
final fragment of my newly repaired mind finally fell into place at the use of
his name. Memories of everything that had been taking place up to this point
burst to the forefront of my mind’s eye, culminating in the last picture of a
shattered man finally having no further energy to throw against a crushing force
and water engulfing everything.


I
didn’t move at the memories, nor did I say anything. I just lay in my bed with
the others around me and considered just how painfully naive it was to expect
anything beyond what the world had served up. There’d been deeply set in my
heart, a belief that if you did the right thing, if you gave of your best and
worked hard, that you’d ultimately get the rewards that you deserved. I knew
that the idea of good smiting down evil was only in books but there was always
the hope that doing the right thing would lead you to a better place than by doing
the opposite.


“If
anyone wants to know why I’m in here,” I spoke flatly, “just tell them that I’d
been trying to work out some frustration with some physical activity and slipped
and cracked my head on something.” 


“There
will most likely be a call for all of the Guardians,” grumbled Llewellyn, his
arms folded across his giant chest. I grunted out my question to what he’d just
said and happily he understood what I’d meant. “There’s already been word
around that this problem came about by you being bested by the enemy you’d been
sent to investigate.”


I
eyed him with no emotion at what he was saying, just registering the words,
before passing my gaze over Mark and Maria. I didn’t know what I was searching
for as I did but it was something that I’d been looking for for a very long
time.Mark was just stood to attention as he always did, no doubt falling back
on the habits that had been a comfort to him but Maria was looking into my eyes
with a burning fire of her own. Her hands gripped tightly to the frame of the
bed, her knuckles popping with the force she was applying, and her emotions
swelled inside her.


“My
Lord,” she started, speaking not quite through clenched teeth but pretty damn close.
“I’m not aware where the rumours began but surely you’re going to try and clear
your name?” 


I
held my reply.


“My
Lord?” nudged Mark, as subtly as he could, checking that I hadn’t lost my mind.


“I’m
going to play the dutiful Guardian and be laughed at. Judged.” Maria didn’t
agree with that course of action.


“But
you weren’t at fault and one of the things from that prison broke free. Don’t
you have a duty to make sure that The Circle has all of the information so
choices can be made with the clearest picture?”


Her
anger and blazing passion were infectious but there was also the fear that
there could be all manner of really awkward questions if I explained
everything. The Mage had sent Thunder and Lightning to obliterate Ophiuchus at
the very first mention that he was the one involved. The story of the history
that Ophiuchus had with The Circle had been cleansed, save for the very barest
of mentions, from our history and there was no telling who’d been the one
behind that, despite the shockingly small number of potential suspects. I
couldn’t start waving my knowledge about and not expect to have someone object.


So
I was back to laying in this bed and having the members of The Circle just
expect that it was all my fault. That I’d not been good enough to stop
Ophiuchus and he’d been the one hunting us down all along. The truth had become
an afterthought to expectations and there was still nothing I could do about
it.


My
own anger flared, but this time in a more ordered and focused surge of fire in
my head. There may not have been a great deal of things that I could do but I was
going to vent at The Mage about the futility of what had been going on. I was
going to get a few things off my chest.


Eventually
hearing that my request for an audience had been granted, I strode down the
long corridor. I didn’t wait for the door to open slowly for me. I just barged
my way into the chamber without the slightest hint of protocol. The Mage
floated serenely in his sphere of energy and just stared down at me, a
contemplative expression worn casually.


I
stood ram-rod straight and just locked eyes with him. I’d been boiling with
anger on the way down but now I was face to face with him, I felt somewhat less
certain of my ire. The Mage just flexed his long fingers and the door behind me
closed steadily, while the sand at my feet began to swirl and climb as it
became the familiar chair.


I
didn’t sit down straight away, leaving it a while to prove my point.


When
I did finally take my seat, The Mage just watched me through narrowed eyes, not
looking particularly angry but still not that impressed.


“MY
GUARDIAN, YOU REQUESTED AN AUDIENCE WITH ME?” His words were the usual calm but
laced with his surprise.


“I
did, Lord Mage,” I responded, each word punched out rather than spoken.


“AND
YOU ARE ANGRY. WHAT IS IT YOU FEEL I CAN DO ABOUT YOUR ANGER?”


Stay
calm Anthony.


“You
said that I’d been outplayed by Ophiuchus and that you’d been looking at me to
be able to lead. What was it you saw in me that made you believe that I had
reached a level that could be placed at the head of a fighting force?” It was
time for me to find some answers.


There
was no waiting for his answer.


“YOU
HAD STARTED WITHIN THE CIRCLE AS ONE WHO WAS AT ODDS, SOMETIMES PAINFULLY, WITH
THE WIDER PURPOSE OF WHAT WE DO. I’D BEEN TREATED TO ALL MANNER OF STORIES FROM
OTHER GUARDIANS OF HOW YOU SEEMED TO WANT TO GO ABOUT YOUR TASKS IN THE MOST
UNCONVENTIANAL WAYS AND THAT YOU STUMBLED INTO VICTORIES RATHER THAN ACTUALLY
KNOWING WHAT IT WAS YOU WERE DOING.”


The
blunt words did their best to knock the wind from me, leaving no part of me safe
from critique. And this was him telling me about the positives?


“BUT
NOT LONG AFTER YOUR ADVENTUES IN BRESS TAL, THE STORIES WHICH I WAS TOLD BEGAN
TO CHANGE. YOU DIDN’T QUESTION CHOICES THAT WERE BEING MADE. YOU DIDN’T ATTEMPT
TO STOP THE FUNCTIONING OF THE CIRCLE BECAUSE OF TOO SMALL A VISION. YOUR TIME
AWAY FROM THIS ESTATE, IN MUCH THE SAME FASHION AS YOUR PREDECESSOR AS
GUARDIAN, APPEARED TO HAVE GIVEN YOU THE CLARITY OF PURPOSE OF WHAT MUST BE
DONE.”


The
words stopped and he reclined in his sphere while folding his arms over his
chest.


“WAS
THIS WHAT ANGERED YOU?”


My
turn.


“You
saw that I was becoming a more efficient and brutal warrior. You saw that I was
doing what I was told and that gave you the idea that I’d finally reached a
level that meant I could be the one to lead?”


“YOU
APPEARED TO HAVE LEARNED THE VALUE OF WHO YOU ARE AND HOW BEST TO USE YOUR
POWER,” he stated from his reclined position. “BUT, IT WAS CLEARLY WISHFUL
THINKING ON MY PART, THOUGH YOU DID FACE ONE OF THE EARLIEST FORCES OF THIS
WORLD SO PERHAPS, THERE SHOULD BE NO SHAME IN LOSING OUT AS YOU DID.”


That
really was a slap across the face.


“Who
was it that said I lost?”


It
was a simple enough question really but in terms of the relationship between
The Mage and a Guardian it amounted to quite the breach of protocol. It
certainly sounded like me.


The
Mage steepled his fingers, bobbing them on his lips as he thought, and remained
floating back in a relaxed posture.


“WE
DISCUSSED THE RESULTS OF YOUR ATTEMPT TO FIGHT BACK AGAINST OPHIUCHUS WHEN YOU
SHOWED THAT YOU DIDN’T KNOW WHAT THAT NAME MEANT. IN THIS VERY CHAMBER, DID WE
NOT?” His words were still their usual explosion of sound but my question had
hardened his tone a touch.


I
nodded slowly as I gave the impression of agreeing completely before adding,
“But why was there so little information about Ophiuchus in our records for me
to discover? If I’d known who and what he was, isn’t it then likely that I
would have behaved differently, and maybe even been successful?” 


I
was still boiling with rage but there was no animal fury to accompany it. I was
looking at the wreckage of this latest mission with rage that just wished to
shine a very bright light on the stacked deck that I’d been dealt. I was more
focused than I’d even been before.


“BE
CAREFUL, MY GUARDIAN,” warned The Mage as he stood within his sphere, his fists
loosely clenched and his posture that of someone with their own rage at hand.
“NOT BEING ABLE TO DISCOVER WHAT YOU NEEDED SHOULD HAVE GIVEN YOU ENOUGH REASON
TO BE CAUTIOUS.” He leaned further forward and brought his face down closer to
my own.  “AND DO NOT EVER IMAGINE THAT YOU WILL EVER REACH A POINT IN YOUR LIFE
WHERE YOU CONSIDER QUESTIONING THE CHOICES THAT I’VE MADE THROUGH THE AGES AS
WISE BEHAVIOUR.” He snarled over the final couple of syllables for emphasis and
from this close a position, I could see his whole body shaking ever so slightly
with sheer boiling fury.


I
quickly bowed my head and mumbled my apologies for the question. I suspect that
in the past I would have kept on pushing but this time I could see the risk all
too clearly. Maybe I was learning?


When
I dared lift my eyes again, The Mage was back in his reclining position with
his previously serene expression back and fixed in place. When he started speaking
again, the hard edge was gone.


“BUT
YOU DON’T NEED TO CONCERN YOURSELF WITH OPHIUCHUS ANY MORE. THUNDER AND
LIGHTNING WERE ABLE TO DESTROY HIM AND HIS WHOLE DISEASED NEST SO ULTIMATELY, YOU
WERE, IN A WAY, ABLE TO PLAY A PART IN THE REMOVAL OF A MAJOR THREAT TO THE
CIRCLE. HE SHOWED THAT BY HIS CONSTRUCT BEING ABLE TO ATTACK US AGAIN IN THE
AMERICAS EVEN AFTER HIS DEMISE.”


I
kept quiet and did my very best to hold as bland an expression on my face as I
could. I was hoping that it looked like I was the schoolboy after being given a
dressing down by the headmaster but there was a great deal more under the mask
than that. The Mage had always been willing to sacrifice any and all of his
assets, be they staff, Guardians, or further relationships with any powers in
the world, so the idea that he’d be prepared to obliterate someone like
Ophiuchus just because he was in the way wasn’t a huge leap but by saying that
Thunder and Lightning had been the ones to kill him meant that when he’d
checked on the truth of what they’d said, he hadn’t been able to actually see
what had happened. They destroyed the Witch but because there wasn’t any
information on who Ophiuchus was, they just assumed that they’d got the right
person. 


The
Mage hadn’t been aware of the other armour attack being a sign of Ophiuchus
still being alive. He’d been sure that the two Dragons who’d attacked the city
in Yondah had done the business and had killed their target.


“Are
we sure it was this Ophiuchus who was doing all of this?” The words were out
before I could have even considered that they may be dangerous, and as with a
great many dangerous words from my past, it was only after I’d said tem that I
understood the risk. Clearly not learning fast enough.


The
Mage just watched me, an air of confusion on his face. He was most likely
trying to work out if I just needed to be replaced or if there was more than
the single screw loose in my head.


“YOU
REALLY DO STILL HAVE A DISTANCE TO GO BEFORE YOU REACH THE KIND OF MIND THAT IS
NEEDED FOR LEADERSHIP WITHIN THE CIRCLE.” He was still sounding angry but there
was that all too familiar ring of resigned disappointment.


“YOU
SAW THE ISLAND WHICH INCLUDED THE SYMBOL OF OPHIUCHUS AND WERE ATTACKED BY HIS
FORCES. YOU SEARCHED OUT WHAT INFORMATION YOU COULD AND MOUNTED AN ASSAULT ON
WHAT YOU THOUGHT WAS HIS STRONGHOLD BUT YOUR FORCE WAS ROUTED. IT WAS THEN LEFT
TO THUNDER AND LIGHTNING TO DESTROY THE ONE WHO’D BEEN TAUNTING YOU.” There was
a bit more to it than that but I dared not point that out.


“YOU
MAY NOT BE AWARE OF THIS YET, BUT,” continued The Mage, his tone more level.
“THE REMAINING MEMBERS OF THE GROUP THAT OPHIUCHUS HAD BEEN A PART OF ALL THOSE
YEARS AGO HAVE BEEN HELD IN A PRISON SINCE THEY WERE FINALLY DEFEATED. THAT
PRISON WAS BREACHED AND ULTIMATELY DESTROYED TODAY, NO DOUBT AS A PART OF AN
ATTEMPT TO BREAK THEM ALL FREE. I HAD TWO OF THE WATER GUARDIANS ON HAND WHEN
THE FINAL POWER OF THAT PLACE COLLAPSED SO THAT THE LARGER PLAN TO BRING THE VIOLENCE
OF KOS BACK AGAINST HUMANITY WAS STOPPED AS WELL. ALL THESE THINGS POINT TO
OPHIUCHUS BEING THE ONE HAVING BEEN TRYING TO RESTART HOSTILITIES WITH THE
CIRCLE.”


I
couldn’t say anything else.


The
position The Mage had found was strong enough for him to stand on and any holes
that were still to be filled in couldn’t take anything away from what he
already knew. The Mage was the head of The Circle and as such, he set the tone
for the thought processes. That in turn meant that all members of The Circle
thought the same way. 


Ever
since I’d been welcomed into this group, I’d been fighting against the almost
zealot-like devotion to the ideals that had been the corner stone of who
everyone always was. The Circle was certainty in the face of chaos. The Circle
was the beacon that the world could set course by because The Circle existed
for a single purpose, to protect the human race at all costs. There was a solid
core of belief that ran through everyone and the idea of deviating from that
was akin to treason. Every time I’d tried to highlight something that didn’t
make sense or question if what was being done was actually the best way to go,
The Circle had closed ranks, happy to fall back on those things that just were.


Certainty
was a pretty strong chain to wrap around yourself.


“THE
GUARDIANS THAT WERE THERE AT THE END OF THE PRISON WATCHED AS A SINGLE MEMBER
OF THE GROUP DID THEIR BEST TO HOLD AN ENERGY BARRIER OF THEIR OWN TOGETHER BUT
AT THAT DEPTH, WHICHEVER ONE OF THE DEMONS IT HAD BEEN, THEY DIDN’T POSSESS THE
STRENGTH NEEDED.” The Mage was now speaking in calm phrases that were there to
wrap it all up neatly. He was happy that he’d connected all of the dots and the
conclusion that he’d arrived at meant that all was well on the world. It just
didn’t matter outside of what he’d seen.


I
couldn’t have added anything further even if I’d transformed and began blasting
fire everywhere to prove my point. I just relaxed back into the chair at the
relative futility of it all. He may have been working on only fragments of what
really happened but he was right that Ophiuchus had been killed, it just hadn’t
happened at the time he’d thought. The Kos prison had been destroyed and the
demons within had been killed but the escape of Pisces and the actions of that
shrouded sorcerer were facts that were no doubt going to attack us in the
future. I had vital intelligence that was going to change the way that The
Circle went about so much of the day to day tasks but I couldn’t risk telling
anyone.


“DOES
THIS HELP YOU CONTROL YOUR ANGER?” asked The Mage for a second time. I’d missed
the first having been lost in thought.


“It
does some,” I grunted in reply, just stuck in my rigid position of failure.


“YOU
WILL HAVE CHANCE TO REDEEM YOURSELF IN TIME, MY GUARDIAN,” said The Mage but
now with nothing but concerned reassurance. “YOU MUST LEARN WHAT IT IS THAT YOU
SHOULD BE DOING AND WHO IT IS THAT YOU ARE BUT THAT WILL MAKE YOU A MIGHTY
GUARDIAN FOR THE CIRCLE. DON’T TRY TO BEND THE CIRCLE TO FIT YOU, BEND YOURSELF
AND THE CIRCLE WILL BE THE FORTRESS WE ALL NEED IT TO BE.”


I
left his chamber feeling slightly more positive in myself that The Mage had
reassured me that I was capable of becoming a great Guardian but that was
tempered by the rigidity of expectation. It didn’t seem to matter what events
were taking place, the actions of The Circle were almost painting by numbers,
and any input to the contrary was quickly brushed aside.


Reaching
the surface again, I walked through the door to be faced by Mike. He looked
exhausted, with huge black circles under his eyes and the very slightest droop
in his posture. He smiled as I closed the door behind me and even that simple
gesture had been powerful enough to lift my spirits a little.


I
smiled back and the two of us just stood looking at each other.


“I
hear that you’ve had a busy time of it since the Serpent Bearer was killed.”
His words were a bland enquiry to anyone who’d been within earshot but to me,
it meant that Mike had been made aware of what had happened under the waves. 


“Yeah,
pushed myself a little too hard with my training,” I replied, rubbing
absentmindedly at the back of my head, hoping that I’d been just as sneaky as
Mike had managed. 


He
nodded slowly before adding, “You need to rest you know. All that excitement
could run you down faster than you could possibly imagine.”


“You’re
not wrong,” I agreed. 


“And
before you decide to do anything like that on your own again, make sure you
keep me in the loop.” Mike grinned that wide, honest beam of his and slapped me
on the arm, just that little bit too hard, and headed off into the house.


“Will
do,” I called after him, “But first, rest.” 


Mike
just waved over his shoulder.


“And
I think I know exactly where I need to go to unwind.”
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I
jumped myself back to London.


I
just curled up in my flat and locked the door, shutting myself away from
everything and everyone. It was only after a week had passed that I even
thought about the world beyond the walls of my lair. The first thing I did was
check my work phone, only to discover close to a hundred missed calls and
almost the same number of messages. I’d been in such a rush to get away
following my outburst in the bar that I hadn’t even considered all of the
clients that I’d had sessions booked with. 


I
spent the best part of the following day running through all of the people on
my client list and explained again and again just how sorry I was and that I
wouldn’t be able to continue training them beyond the sessions they’d already
paid for. I was called all manner of rude names, even a few that I’d never
heard before, but finally, I’d arranged for the end of the business that I’d
been trying to hold while fighting for The Circle. I needed to do everything I
could to learn the correct ways to behave at every turn to prove to The Circle
at large that I was taking my position seriously but more than that, I needed
to understand fully what it was that everyone was doing so I could at least get
out of the way of some of the swipes that always seemed to be coming my way.


I
wasn’t going to stop trying to change the system but it just showed that I
needed to pay more attention to what was there in the first place. Walking into
the pitfalls because I just hadn’t been bothered to learn was already very old.


Another
day passed and I knew that I had to make amends for something I’d done that was
most definitely my fault.


I
pushed into the Red Dragon bar just before the number of patrons began to swell
in readiness for the evening’s festivities. The bar was pretty quiet, with the
very barest sprinkling of customers and I recognised about half of them. I
traded a few nods and made my way to the bar, but everyone I looked at became
suddenly aware of the time and began to drink faster. My name was still mud
then.


Jim
was at the bar and looked wary.


“Evening
Jim,” I started, my voice wavering slightly with the apprehension. I was doing
my best to look like I was just any other member of the public.


“Tony,”
was all he said, before finally adding, “You going to be a problem tonight?”


“Not
at all, mate.” I meant it.


Jim
held my gaze and I swear that everyone else in the place was watching us as well,
either having seen the events of my fight or having heard a version of the
story. Eventually, Jim just nodded.


“Though
I think you’d better stay on the soft drinks for while, don’t you?”


I
couldn’t blame him. He just wanted to make sure I didn’t lose the plot again
and smash the place up, and the most likely cause for my doing just that would
be booze. It was for everyone else after all. 


The
idea that I was being singled out for greater suspicion would have driven me up
the wall in the past but here and now, I knew that me throwing a tantrum
wouldn’t help and to just say sorry.


He
busied himself behind the bar, eventually placing a tall glass of something
fizzy and sweet smelling. I could practically feel my teeth beginning to rot at
the idea of the amount of sugar I was about to consume.


Jim
just stood opposite me, watching as I took the first tentative sip, giving me
the best opening to speak.


“I’m
so sorry Jim. I don’t know what I was thinking that night and I just let myself
get carried away. It’ll never happen again, ever.” I meant every word and just
couldn’t have my name become synonymous with mindless violence here. I’d been
coming here for years and although everyone I’d recognised had nodded to me as
I approached the bar, I was acutely aware that they all readied themselves for
the likely outburst.


“I
believe you about getting carried away but it’s not that you attacked those
people. You’ve been getting more and more angry for quite a while now,” he
stopped to consider what he was about to say next. “Ever since Dai was killed
your fuse has been getting shorter and shorter and it’s not just me that’s
clocked it.” The words hurt but there was no need for retribution screaming within
me. “Look, you’re one of the regulars here and as such you’re welcome but we’ve
all seen that you’re more snappy, that you disappear for a few days or weeks at
a time and then reappear like nothing happened and that you seem to collect cuts
and bruises a hell of a lot faster than anyone else.”


I
sipped my drink slowly as he spoke and just let him vent.


“You
threw those people about like rag dolls and it’s clear that you’re much bigger
than you ever were in the past. Whatever steroids you’ve been using, they’re
going to kill you in the end.”


Steroids.


He
thought that I’d been taking steroids.


I’d
imagined all the scenarios that could conceivably have unfolded here, including
having to admit every shred of the truth but this was so much better than I
could have expected. I wanted to laugh out loud at the idea but just hung my
head. He’d rationalised the situation and had just breezed past the magical
elements of the night in question and I loved him for it.


“I
know you’ve gone through more grief in a short time than anyone would like and
that we all have different ways of coping but,” he reached out a hand and
grabbed my wrist, “as a mate, I’m telling you to stop whatever you’re taking
and get yourself back on the straight and narrow.”


I
knew the tears were welling up despite the joy I was feeling. I’d been acting
like a bully and everyone had noticed. I let my mind sift through my memories
and now I was trying to pick out the particular things, those instances of me
acting like the feudal lord and throwing my weight around blazed like stars.


It
hadn’t started at the highest levels. I’d been rude to staff at the bar when
mistakes had been made in an order, I’d not cared about the parking tickets
that had been built up, knowing that someone would make them go away, I snapped
at people in The Circle, Mike and Mark, and I’d started to behave like an
animal around certain clients. The thought of Stephanie wrapped in that sheet,
although incredibly beautiful, made me feel sick.


“You
know, we all make mistakes in life. It’s how we deal with the consequences that
sets us apart.”


The
voice had been a shock but looking up, I was greeted by a tall man of late-ish
middle age easing himself onto the stool next to me. His movements didn’t look
comfortable and he was doing his best to keep his walking cane clutched tightly
in his hand as he did.


“You’re
not wrong, old timer,” I replied, now happy to hold a conversation with a
stranger like I always had been though which I’d seemingly forgotten over the
last months.


He
waved a long fingered hand at Jim who filled a tumbler with whiskey without any
further signal. I sipped my own drink and missed the bite of the whiskey.


“Life
is a just a collection of events that get stitched together and they always
hurt in some way or another,” the man said wistfully and rubbed at his knee. I
could feel my own aches and pains even more as I sat there next to him.


“You
having a bad day as well then?” I asked him though neither of us was looking at
the other.


“Actually,
I’m feeling like, even at my advanced years, I’m about to start out on a new chapter.
I heard you talking to the man behind the bar and I thought you could do with a
chat.” He sounded effortlessly genuine so not engaging with him just wasn’t an
option.


“Good
for you,” I responded, my own voice filled with honest pleasure at the idea of,
whoever he was, feeling that life was going in a positive direction.


“You
see, I’ve been waiting here all day just for the chance to speak to a man like
you,” he continued while signalling Jim again for more whiskey. “Let me tell
you, it’s far too easy to stand by and wallow as everything in your life is
taken from you in one way or another. If you’ve been taking drugs,” he really
had been listening in,” knowing that you can still make positive choices allows
you to put yourself back together.”


He
hiccupped.


I
smiled but tried to cover it up. He really had been in here all day.


“We’re
all just trying to make ourselves the best versions of who we can be and very
often that means letting one persona die so we can rise again as a new and
improved model.” I could really hear the slur to his words now and it was
making me want to burst out laughing but I kept myself together, swapping a
quick glance with Jim. He was smiling a little as well.


“So
what have you got planned now then?” I probed, hoping that the longer he was
talking meant less time drinking.


“I
think I’m going to sit on a beach somewhere and just bask in the heat. That
sounds like something good to do for a while, don’t you think?” It did indeed. “And
I think I’ll go and see an old flame, if you know what I mean?” He nudged his
elbow into my side while giggling to himself. Very Monty Python. Whatever he’d
been planning to do today, it sounded like it was going to be great fun.


“And
so,” he announced with a loud flourish to everyone in the bar, “I finally head
off.” He finished his drink and began easing off the stool, though his
movements were both pained and unsteady. I leapt to his side and prepared for
the inevitable stumble. Drunk man was quick to oblige and staggered into me
with a further giggling laugh. He was heavier than I’d expected and we both
took shuffling steps against the effects of his soaked brain.


“Thank
you dear boy, though I think I can take it from here,” he beamed at me, his
eyelids heavily resisting the urge to close, and he stumped off through the
door and into the early evening air.


Murmuring
rushed around the bar as people discussed the show and there were small pockets
of laughter all around. The world could be odd that way. You could be at the
end of your rope and out of the blue you’re handed just a little spark of the
joy of humanity. I smiled along with everyone else.


“Well
you looked like you were enjoying that,” called Jim from behind the bar. Turning
to face him, he was wearing the same grin as everyone else, and looked more
like his usual self. 


“Excuse
me dear boy,” guffawed a big man who’d been drinking at a table by the
windows as he slapped me on the arm and headed for the bar. Everyone around us just
erupted and laughter filled the air as if there’d been a comedian performing
for us. 


From
somewhere nearby, the electronic sound of a phone’s ringtone started up playing
a wildly upbeat song and that set everyone off laughing again. It felt damn
good to laugh and even at the bottom of the mountain of despair, it meant that
the only way was up.


The
phone just kept ringing and I was about to start looking around for the owner
to actually answer it when I figured out the sound was coming from my pocket.


It
wasn’t my phone. It had probably been at least a decade since that particular
model had been made and I’d never had one before yet there it was, blaring away
to be answered. The old man must have lost it when he fell into me.


“Hello,”
I answered, happy that the ringtone had at least stopped.


“Good
to see you again, Guardian,” came the voice on the other end. I froze and began
looking in all directions for the man I’d been talking to who’d now called me
by my Circle title.


“Who
are you?” I whispered into the phone. Whatever was about to happen, I had to
keep a lid on it.


“You
don’t have to worry, my friend, I just wanted to wish you well before I left,
and thank you for saving me.” The slur was gone and each word was spoken with a
calm surety.


“Save
you? When did I do that?” Information. I needed information.


The
voice on the other end paused slightly.


“Look
over the road,” he demanded.


I
did, and found myself face to face with the man. He smiled back.


“I
think that your surgeon did a wonderful job on my new face, don’t you agree?”
and he stroked at his weathered, puffy cheek. With a far too long finger that
undulated unnaturally for a finger. It looked more like a snake.


My
jaw must have hit the floor because he laughed at me.


It
was Ophiuchus.


“We
discussed this in your infirmary after you dragged me through that second
bridge gateway. I fixed your concussion while I was being worked on.”


“But…”
I stammered, not able to keep up.


“I’m
going to disappear. Everyone thinks that I’m dead so I’m going to make the most
of the quiet, but when Pisces resurfaces, use the phone and I’ll come back for
her. She led my family astray and I’m going to make sure that she pays for what
she did.” The final words were hard with anger, though it was merely a flash.


“I
walled your Dragon into a much tighter prison in your mind, so the anger and
loss of control will be lessened but the more you use your power, the faster
it’ll be able to climb back to the surface like you were when we first met.”
Well that explained the lack of anger.


“You’re
a rarity in The Circle and it was a pleasure to work with one of the Dragon
Guardians I played a part in creating. The worlds we travel through are
dangerous places but can give you the chance to find good friends, never let
one go. I hope we see each other again, my friend.”


I
didn’t get to respond before he hung up, saluted me with his silver headed
cane, and melted away into the passing crowds of the busy London streets.


Wherever
he’d gone, having lost everything at the hands of those he’d called allies,
after they’d been deceived by others, he’d been able to help me in ways that
I’d never even known I’d needed. He was a mighty power and he’d called me
friend and that single act, beyond everything else, was the perfect gift.


I
waved back at Jim and headed out into the evening as well.


Ophiuchus
had pointed out with that simple gesture that we all needed friends. There
wasn’t a single person whose friendship we could afford to be careless with. We
had to protect ourselves from those who would take advantage of our friendship
but we had to cherish those people who truly cared for us. Good people were
hard to find and as such, needed to be maintained.
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The
Cascade gateway snapped shut behind me and the ozone smell was quick to
dissipate in the wind. It was pretty warm despite me having walked through to a
spot in northern Russia. I was at the front doors to a huge and ornately carved
obelisk of white stone which was the mansion house of the Guardian who presided
over the task in this region and I was feeling more nervous now I was about to
do what I was, than I’d felt before the final battle under the sea.


I
was going to speak to Andrea.


The
door opened even before I could knock and a woman greeted me with a curt bow.
She was of average build, with average features and was wearing average clothes.
It was quite amazing but she just had that ability to just make your interest
slip right past her. I remembered the people in my own mansion who were able to
do the very same and marvelled at just how useful it would be to just be
overlooked.


“My
Lord Guardian,” she began, he voice deep and serious. “My Lady has not been
expecting you and as such will need some short time to prepare for your
arrival.” She bowed again.


“I
must speak with your Lady immediately as she needs to hear some vitally
important information.” I was so scared that she’d just refuse to speak to me
if I gave her the chance to discover who was here so I flexed my leadership
muscle, just a little bit.


The
woman was trapped between the opposing orders of two Guardians and looked
utterly lost.


“I
will stay no longer than minutes as your Lady may desire but this information
must be passed on now.” I was pleading.


Finally
she nodded again, and beckoned me to follow on after her.


The
corridors were lined with paintings and various artworks in much the same way
my own mansion was but here there was just so much more beauty. There were
cold, hard lines everywhere and the entire space seemed to exude a frozen
aloofness, yet at the same time it gave the impression of welcome despite the
stark lines. I still thought it was amazing.


As
we walked, I couldn’t help my mind wandering through all of the memories we’d
made together. The training after we’d first met. The shared battles for the
good of The Circle. The arguments and the laughter. I was terrified of seeing
her again as she’d still not been able to forgive me for the kiss she saw me
share with Em in Bress Tal. Em had been a servant of The Circle for so long
that she’d missed out on almost all of the things that human beings experience.
She may have been wielding huge magical power from an early age but she’d never
had a first kiss.


Andrea
and I had been more than just Guardians despite the taboo nature of our
relationship and she’d seen the kiss I gave Em and assumed the worst. As we
walked through those corridors, climbing stairs and stairs and stairs, I
couldn’t blame Andrea really. I just now knew that there was nothing that
should get in the way of Andrea and I at least being friendly with each other.
I would love to return to the relationship we’d had before but Ophiuchus was
right when he’d talked about the importance of friends.


We
eventually stopped outside a massive black wood door on the highest floor of
the house. If the design of the mansion was of a similar pattern to my own,
this was the master suite where Andrea slept.


The
woman rapped on the door, hard, three times and stepped back to wait. I could
hear movement the other side and could just imagine Andrea going about her
business. I hoped she was going to let me speak. My nerves grew further as the
handle of the door began to move, and my guide added to my worry.


“She
isn’t alone in there,” she said quickly. I snapped to look at her and my fears
blossomed. What the hell had I been thinking doing this and why wouldn’t she
have someone in there with her? She’d clearly been doing her very best to put
me behind her and get on with life as a Guardian and now I was here I was going
to come crashing into that life of hers. Again.


I
felt sick as the door began to open.


She
stood framed in the doorway wearing and old tracksuit and T-shirt and had her
hair tumbling around her face in effortless splendour. The red tinge that had
been present at the end of her hair when I’d last seen her was gone again,
leaving her hair purest white though it had grown a noticeable amount. She
didn’t say anything when she saw who was on the other side but her expression
appeared to soften. 


She
looked tired, but finally being in her presence again, all I could see was that
she looked just as beautiful as she always had. It took a full minute before the
two of us were able to speak, and eventually, Andrea finally dismissed the
woman who’d brought me up and invited me into her chambers.


“What
do you want?” she whispered, looking over her shoulder and back towards her
bedroom. He was in bed then and she didn’t want him to hear me. The idea
stabbed at me hard.


“I
needed to see you; to try and apologise fully to you and try and move
forwards.” I spoke loudly, just to show whoever was in the bedroom that there
was someone else here. I wasn’t going to go down without a fight.


“I
heard the stories about the mission you had,” she again whispered. “Are you
OK?” At least she was asking about me.


“It’s
been a bit of a rough time and I’m tired of seeing the people around me get the
rough end of things. I’m here to...” Andrea shushed me with her finger in front
of her mouth for extra emphasis.


“Please
be quiet Anthony, he’s sleeping.”


I
may have been more in control of my monster but hearing her confirm that there
was a man asleep in her bed did stir up my emotions. I may have wanted her as a
friend because she was a wonderful individual but knowing that she was with
someone else now was just painful. I had thought that there may have been the
very slightest chance for us.


She
recognised the expression on my face and sighed while rolling her eyes.


Grabbing
my arm, she led me to the slightly open door of her room and gestured for me to
look through.


Next
to her bed was a large cot with a pudgy faced baby snuffling away in his sleep.
It sounded like he had a blocked nose and the noises were just adorable.


“Who’s
this?” I asked, whispering myself now.


Andrea
placed her head on my shoulder as we both watched the child sleep.


“His
name is Anton,” she cooed gently. “He’s our son.”
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