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ABOUT THE DIVINE AND DEADLY

The old gods have arrived, ready to punish humans and Old Ones with tribulations that resemble hell on Earth.  

 

Magorian, the world’s first modern wizard, and Dr. Michael Jones, failed to stop the Siren, Aurelius, from summoning the old gods.  Now the world is reeling from the destruction that Agrona, God of Slaughter and Carnage, is hailing down upon every mortal, no matter what their race.

Magorian and Jones must find a way to send the old gods back to where they came from before their ways crack open the world and destroy everyone upon it, both human and Old Ones.

The Divine and Deadly is the final book in the urban fantasy series, Magorian & Jones, by Taylen Carver.
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Fast paced, exciting reads you won't want to put down!
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The Dark Knowledge: 

To bring me hence I bid thee offer 

Death of my enemy
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PART ONE




 

CHAPTER ONE

I HAVE WATCHED HUNDREDS OF humans suffer through their transformation from human to Old One. Some say I am an expert in this, but I would dispute that. I don’t think there are any experts. Too little is known about the transformation process for anyone to claim the status. The experience I have lets me ease my patients’ agony a little, and avoids harming them in the process. But no skill of mine changes the course of the transformation by a single micron.

I watched Henry Magorian writhe and twist on the bed I stood beside, while I reviewed my uselessness. I found it ironic that I was so helpless. Henry was Benjamin Magorian’s older brother, and a slimy wretch of a man. Yet he was my patient. I was required to give him the best care possible. His family had flown us out to Montreal from Toledo, Spain, on a private and very expensive jet, for this purpose.

Pain is pain. I hated seeing the man claw at the expensive sheets, the tendons in his neck and wrists standing out like ships’ hawsers. He wore only boxer shorts and his entire body was bathed in sweat. He had been sweating for hours, now. We had changed the sheets twice.

I made myself look away. Watching him helped no one. I put the stethoscope on the bed table the family had thoughtfully provided and looked at Jamie.

She held her hands out over Henry’s body, just above the thrashing shoulders, concentrating on whatever information travelled through her palms. I wasn’t certain what she could detect, for the mystery of fae magic was not readily shared by any of them.

Jamie wore her thick pale hair up in a ponytail at the back of her head, which allowed her pointed ears to be seen. Normally, she was careful to drape her hair over her ears when among humans, but we’d long since passed that consideration. We’d been in this room for nearly thirty hours, and members of the family had stopped stepping in to check on Henry.

She held her flawless face in a stiff, neutral expression. She was not allowing herself to show how worried she was. But I’d had seen too many transitions. I was worried myself.

“He’s fighting it,” I said.

Jamie looked up briefly. “Yes.”

It was the first time either of us had said it, although I think we’d both guessed as soon as we’d walked into the elegant pale blue and cream room. The family had bundled all three of us, including Ben, onto a jet on standby at Toledo’s small private landing field, the moment Henry Magorian had shown the first signs of transition. It had taken nine hours to reach Montreal, plus an hour at either end for local travel, and ten minutes of light-speed packing.

We had first seen Henry over eleven hours after he had begun transitioning, and we’d been here, save for small cat naps in the bedroom next door, for thirty hours.

Forty hours, more or less, and he still showed no physical changes.

Henry kicked and moaned, then curled up into a tight ball.

“I can take away the pain. A little, at least.” Jamie’s voice was strained. She had slept less than I. Fae could reduce pain by breathing in bad humors—which was not a medieval conceit for them. It wasn’t as effective as an angel breathing on the patient, but it did work.

“You know the danger in that.” We’d both learned that reducing the pain too much let the patient relax. The transition required that they move, so the metabolism was elevated, allowing the organs to evolve. The extreme fever was another function of the transition. It was the mechanism that changed the patient’s DNA expression, the key to the transition. Lowering the body temperature could suspend the transition, too.

Jamie put her fingers to her temples. She had no medical training in her human history. She had been a soldier in the British army. It was only her transition to a fae that made health work feasible. She was less used to watching a patient suffer than I, although she would always find it stressful, no matter how used to it she became. We all did, despite a hardening of one’s empathy once exposed to too much of it.

“He should have changed by now.” Her voice wavered. “I don’t know of anyone taking this long.”

“I have seen some cases last this long,” I said grimly. I didn’t add the remainder of that statement, that everyone who had fought their transition for this long did not survive. It was quite likely she was well aware of the statistic. I just didn’t want to bring it to the forefront of her thoughts. Jamie didn’t need that additional worry.

“Is there anything else we can do?” Her wonderful silvery eyes were red-rimmed, but still worth staring into. Even after thirty hours of hard work and worry, even wearing the travel-creased clothing she’d arrived in and slept in, she looked wonderful.

I pushed away the betraying thought and tried to find an answer to her question, for the fear in her voice was real. It wasn’t fear of death. She had been a soldier and now was a fae who dispensed magical healing. She was accustomed to death.

I knew the source of her fear. This was Henry Magorian. Ben’s brother. Jamie did not want to let Ben down. She wanted to save Henry for him.

So did I, even though I had learned to loathe Henry not long after meeting him.

I’d sent Ben out of the room hours ago. His pacing and his unhelpful suggestions, along with his anxious questions every time Henry moaned or moved, had not helped either Jamie or I concentrate.

Benjamin Magorian was the world’s first modern wizard. Thanks to Henry’s conniving, Ben’s income from the family assets had been stripped from him, forcing him to live off the wizarding income he scraped and clawed together each month.

As far as I knew, Ben was in the next room and, as it was two in the morning, Toledo time, he was probably sleeping, even though bright summer sunlight streamed through the windows.

It was eight in the evening, Quebec time, and a blazingly hot day. None of the external weather reached us, for this house had a controlled environment kept at a pleasant twenty-three degrees with just the right degree of humidity. The window of the room we were in had remained closed and sealed against the heat outside. The view from the window was magnificent, for the house stood high upon the exclusive Summit area, with a jaw-dropping view of the Old City and the St. Lawrence river twinkling below.

The Magorian family could afford the luxury of whole-house environmental controls, just as they could afford private transatlantic flights, and bribes to ease an Old One through two nations’ customs and immigration border checks.

Ben had insisted that they make the arrangements to bring Jamie into the country. He had argued that Jamie could help Henry as much as I could. The family, desperate as they were, had complied, although I had no idea what it had taken to make it happen. Canada was particular about who they let into their country, especially when it came to the Old Races. Unlike Spain, Canada had so far refused refugees, although there were many unofficial refugees flooding across the Canada/United States border. Canada was not xenophobic, though. It was the first country in the world to acknowledge the Old Ones legally.

Here, Old Ones were not automatically considered “dead” after turning. They were in a legal limbo, still, but the assets they’d held as a human, and might acquire as an Old One, were also held in legal stasis, rather than passed onto heirs. It was a half-step toward giving Old Ones full citizenship, or at least residency, and the rights and obligations that came with it. The government was still arguing the point in Ottawa.

But Jamie, despite a lack of identity documentation, had merely received a nod of acknowledgement from the customs official who had stamped Ben’s and my passports. I had spotted a photograph of Jamie attached to his clipboard.

She stared at me now, hope showing in her eyes, as I appeared to be thinking of another way to save Henry Magorian.

I desperately wanted to come up with a solution. I wanted her to look at me with relief and gratitude. I wanted her to…well, that was never going to happen. But still, I wanted to please her.

So I made myself consider every single possibility. What had we not done for this horrible man? What else could we try?

I stared down at his curled-up body. If he continued to fight the transition, it would not end well. Did he know that? Did he resent the idea of becoming an Old One so passionately, that he was putting up this marathon resistance?

That gave me an idea. I looked at Jamie. “It’s a long shot.”

“I don’t care.”

That was exactly what I had expected her to say. “That thing Ben did, in New York, with the proto-wizard?”

“The mind meld?” She didn’t smile at the pop culture name we’d adopted for whatever it was that Ben had done to the man, as she usually did. She was a huge Star Trek fan, which I found, well, illogical, given her former profession. Or perhaps that was exactly why she liked the show so much. A professional soldier would appreciate a peaceful utopia. “What of it?” she added.

“If he could reach Henry, he could tell him to stop fighting the transition.”

Jamie looked down at Henry, who certainly couldn’t hear us now. “Do you think he doesn’t already know that?”

“He quite likely does know that. But Henry likes to get his own way.” He’d fooled Ben into signing over his portion of the family inheritance because he didn’t like Ben’s choice of lifestyle. “If Ben could appeal to him, let him see…” I made myself say it. “Let him see that if he doesn’t let this happen, he’ll die. Henry’s sense of self-preservation might kick in.”

Jamie pressed her lips together. She hadn’t met Henry, but I’m sure Ben had shared with her the reason why he had to rely on his income as a wizard, when his family was so well off. “I’ll go and get him,” she said. “A long shot is better than the nothing we’ve got without it.”




 

CHAPTER TWO

HENRY MAGORIAN, HEAD OF THE Magorian dynasty in Quebec, died at eleven forty-seven p.m. that night.

Ben had tried to reach Henry through a mental link, but after two hours of effort, had been forced to give up. “He’s blocking me,” he told me, when he emerged from the bedroom, looking as drained as I felt. “He’s using his fury as a wall.”

“He’s angry that he’s becoming an Old One,” Jamie said sleepily, for she had been dozing on the other end of the sofa from me, where we’d collapsed after Ben had agreed to try to speak to Henry. We were in the upper floor reading room. It wasn’t a library, for that room was elsewhere in the house. This was a room for the express purpose of reading and contemplation, and the furniture and accessories all catered to that purpose, down to the stack of mini tablets sitting on a shelf, which could be used for reading the hundreds of ebooks stored on the family network.

I got to my feet and returned the tablet I had been using to the stack. “If he refuses to speak to us, if he is angry and fighting this…that isn’t good, Ben.” I looked him in the eye.

Ben rubbed one eye with the heel of his hand. He was a tall man, well over six feet, but broad and well-proportioned for his height. He had sandy blond hair and wore a near permanent scruff around his jaw, which offset the impact of his eyes. They were a clear, almost colorless blue that made them mesmerizing. Normally, as a full member of the introvert club, Ben would often look anywhere but at the person he was speaking to, if he didn’t know them. But when he was working, and mentally hip-deep in magic and spells, he would stare. At those times, his gaze was unnerving. One had no doubt he was a wizard, then.

“I know it’s bad,” Ben said heavily, now. He glanced at the clock on the shelf. “I’ll brace everyone for what is to come.”

“Would you like me with you?” I asked.

He considered. “Thanks, but they won’t take this well. I’d rather you stay out of the line of fire.”

I nodded. “I’ll watch him to the end. There’s no point in withholding pain relief now, and the kit your cousin gave me has morphine in it.” I raised my brow at him. I wouldn’t give Henry the morphine without Ben’s permission.

“Yes, do it,” Ben said heavily. His eyes were as red-rimmed as Jamie’s.

“You know what this means?”

“If he is free of pain, it essentially halts the transition…and that is fatal.” Ben grimaced. “I think, judging by Henry’s fury…I really think that is what he wants. He hates the Old Ones. Hates the idea that magic was a viable force. He hates what the world has become.”

Jamie hugged herself. “I was about to suggest that I take away his pain, but he might even resent that.”

“Yes,” Ben said. He rested his hand on her shoulder and she put her hand over his. It was a private little intimacy and I looked away. “Stay and sleep,” he told Jamie, his voice low. “There’s no need for you to expose yourself to the family’s ire, either.”

“I know how to duck bullets. All sorts of bullets.” She looked up at him.

Ben shook his head. “I haven’t even introduced you yet. They shoved us up here so fast. You’ll have bullets to duck later, when I tell them who you are.”

I didn’t need a translator to interpret that. Ben hadn’t told them that he and Jamie were together, in a permanent relationship that would have been a marriage, if there had been any legal way to marry.

A part of me wanted to be in the room when he broke that news. But for now, I had a different task. I girded myself and headed back to the guest room where Henry was busy dying.

●

BEN WAS THERE WHEN HENRY died. So was his cousin, Adam, who seemed to be the spokesman for the family, now. Adam was tall and dark, with fine white flesh and a large nose. Tallness seemed to run in the family, judging by the people I had glimpsed so far. Henry, though, had been short. Under five foot ten. Had his lack of height in a family of six-foot-plus men driven his aggression? It wouldn’t be the first time a man has overcompensated for what only he felt was a shortcoming.

It didn’t matter anymore. Henry was dead. Jamie and I tended the body and covered it with a sheet, folding the sheet back so his face was visible. Then we called in Adam once more, and he brought with him the members of the family that were in the house. They had been gathering for two days, so there were many of them.

I left the room and the family and headed back to the reading room, where Jamie sat. I caught her wiping her eyes as I entered. I sat next to her and picked up her hand. “He at least felt no pain at the end.”

She nodded. “He really was an unpleasant man?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said heavily. “No one deserves death. Not even the foulest human on the planet. And your moral compass tells you that, or you wouldn’t be crying right now.”

She gave me a weak smile. “Ben doesn’t seem upset.”

“He is,” I told her. I hesitated. “You will have to watch him, the next few days.” I nodded toward the long shelf opposite the sofa, where a silver tray held glasses and decanters full of brown liquid.

Jamie sighed. “Ben hates being manipulated.”

“I know. But from you, he will at least tolerate it.” I let her hand go, and moved to the other end of the sofa. “I’m going to try to sleep for a while.”

I was exhausted, but that wasn’t the only reason. The kit that had contained the morphine had also held Fentanyl, which was my fixation. And I was just tired enough that my discipline was weak, and the voice of eternal reason was whispering to me that just this once, the Fentanyl could be justified, that I deserved the relief it would bring.

I put my arm on the sofa arm, lay my head on it, and closed my eyes.

●

I HAD BEEN PREPARED FOR the family to blame me for Henry’s death, and they did not disappoint in that regard.

But their greatest prejudice they reserved for Jamie. Once they understood that she and Ben were together, they managed to convey their disdain and disgust at the match. They weren’t open about it, which was worse. They were polite in a chilling and patronizing way that only French-speakers seem to be able to pull off. You were left in no doubt if a Frenchman didn’t like you, even if every word they spoke was polite and positive.

Adam, out of all of the family, seemed to be the only reasonable one. “You must understand,” he told the three of us in the reading room, where he had come to speak to us. “When Tutu swept through the country, the entire family moved to the cabins and isolated themselves for nearly a year. No one caught Tutu. We didn’t think Henry had, either, but some people were asymptomatic, weren’t they? And he did come back to the city for business a few times.” He had a strong Québécois accent, but his English was excellent.

“For many people, Tutu was nothing more than a bad cold,” I murmured.

Adam nodded. “Yes, yes. So in our family, we are still all human. We haven’t had to deal with Old Ones at all.”

“Or magic,” I said harshly, thinking of how everyone seemed to watch Ben from the corner of their eye, as if he would turn them into a pillar of salt if they said or did the wrong thing. It had made my teeth ache to watch them treat one of their own and the woman he loved with such superior remoteness.

Adam paused. “And that, too,” he said with a nod. None of them could speak the word aloud, it seemed. They referred to it as “Ben’s talent,” or simply “that thing he does.”

He got to his feet. “Now that Uncle Claude is here, there will be an emergency meeting of the Board in three hours, after lunch in the small dining room. You are expected, Ben.”

Ben nodded. He had hardly spoken since Henry died. But he did not seem to be pulling into himself and hiding away from the world, which was usually a bad sign. The Tarot deck that he used as a fidget device was flipping and cascading between his hands, endlessly moving.

When Adam left the room, Ben looked at me. “I want you in that meeting.”

“I’m not a board member,” I pointed out. “And it’s a family corporation.”

“I’m not a board member either,” Ben pointed out grimly. “If they want me there, they’ll have to put up with the two of us. You can be my lawyer, which I’m entitled to have in the room.”

“I’m not a lawyer.”

“You know as much about international law surrounding the Old Ones as anyone I know. No one in our world has credentials. You’re my counselor and advocate. The family will have to deal with the ambiguity that we bring with us.”

We were invited to join the family for the buffet lunch, but we all made our excuses. Instead, we loaded our plates, poured glasses of Bière d'épinette, a non-alcoholic spruce beer the family seemed to like, and went back to the reading room to eat. It was a congenial meal, and I could feel my shoulders coming down and my spine straightening.

“That was good,” Ben said, with a fist to his chest and a deep belch.

Jamie wrinkled her nose. “We couldn’t tell.”

“Have you heard any news?” Ben asked me. “I haven’t looked at a newsfeed since we arrived.”

The troubles of the greater world slid into my mind, adding a bleakness to my mood. “I haven’t either,” I said. “We’ll be able to catch up on the flight back.”

The world was dealing with its own issues, that we had been battling for months. I felt the weight of all those troubles descend over me like a dark overcoat, heavy and muffling. We’d put them aside for this family emergency, but they had likely multiplied while we had not been paying attention.

“Lake Placid exploded,” Jamie said, with an apologetic tone.

“Exploded?” I repeated with disbelief. Lake Placid was in upper New York, not all that far away from us here in Montreal.

“A giant CO2 bubble rose from the bottom. When it reached the surface, it popped, right over the top of a town and a hotel resort. There are hundreds dead.”

I drew in a deep breath. “This is part of it?” I asked Ben. I meant, Is this part of Agrona’s retribution? The god who the siren Aurelius had brought back from exile had brought with her the tribulations of our age.

To begin with, every river in the world had run red, as if it was a river of blood, for weeks after Aurelius cast his spell. The rivers were Agrona’s, for she was the River Goddess of Carnage and Slaughter—which is why Aurelius, a water elemental, had reached out to her. He had wanted freedom for the Old Races, even at the price of his own life.

Agrona had instead brought punishment for all of us.

Once the rivers had cleared—thanks to the avancs of the world working hard to purify their home waters once more—the rains had begun. Storms of blood. Torrents of frogs. Acid rain.

Rain had fallen where there had been no rain for years, turning the earth to mud, and causing flash floods. Low lying lands became shallow lakes, and the still water among plants, dead animals and human things had grown into disease-rich soups that poisoned the land around them, killing more animals and the humans desperate enough to drink from them.

Snow had fallen upon deserts. Wildfires had swept through forests and towns. Here in Quebec, Canadians were sweltering through the hottest summer on record, reaching to the low forties, Celsius, which was at least ten degrees warmer than anything they had ever experienced.

The volcano chains that had erupted in Britain a year ago were continuing to spew their gas clouds, ash and heat into the world. Now, Snowden was set to join them. The supposedly extinct and beloved mountain of Wales had been smoking and rumbling for weeks. New volcanoes had erupted off both western and eastern coasts of Britain, forming new islands. Volcanologists were saying it was possible the Channel would be completely blocked, if the pattern of new volcanoes continued, that the new islands would become a chain of land stretching from Britain to France.

Worse, the super-volcano just west of Naples had been rumbling. The ground beneath thousands of homes had sunk a foot in the last few weeks, and evacuations had begun. Millions of people lived in the Phlegraean Fields’ red zone and the extended danger zone.

While humans were calling these extraordinary events the outcome of global warming, Ben had named them the acts of a highly pissed-off god.

“Agrona is living up to her name,” he had said more than once. “She is the God of carnage and slaughter and she is delivering.”

So far, the River Goddess had remained unseen, but even there, Ben had an opinion. “She’ll show her face soon,” he had assured everyone in the Old Forest outside Toledo, less than a week ago. “If we assume that anything written more than once about the old gods must be true, then they like their adoration and worship. She will show herself, because she will want applause for her handiwork.” His tone was drier than the Mohave had once been.

Now, Ben considered my question about whether Lake Placid exploding was more of Agrona’s work with a thoughtful air. He finally grimaced. “It’s hard to say it isn’t,” he said at last. “It’s not the first time a lake has erupted with CO2 bubbles before, but with everything else that is happening, it can’t be a coincidence.”

I shook my head. “Let’s not get bogged down in this. Ben, you have to keep a clear head for the meeting.” I glanced at the clock. “Which is in ten minutes.”

“You’re treating the meeting like it is a battlefield,” Jamie pointed out.

“It probably will be,” Ben said, getting to his feet. “The family will have their knives drawn, now Henry is dead, looking to carve out a piece of the estate for themselves.”

Jamie looked uncomfortable. “They’re your family.”

“Which means I know them too well,” Ben said bleakly and looked at me.

I nodded and we moved through the house to the boardroom. The house had a formal dining room, which distinguished it from the small dining room where lunch had been served, and I had naïvely thought that the meeting would be held in the larger room. But no, the house had a formal boardroom, too, complete with a long table, executive office chairs, and large double doors to seal off the room for in-camera meetings. The boardroom and the gathering room that served it were tucked off in a single-floor wing of the house, with a separate entrance. Most of the family seemed to have coalesced in the gathering room, and the official board members moved into the boardroom, leaving their spouses and children behind.

The doors shut with a muffled thud as everyone around the table found chairs and settled in. Ben picked a chair at the far end of the room from where Adam was sitting at the head of the table.

There were normal upright chairs against the wall with the flags on it, and I took one of those chairs.

“Ben, this meeting is for family only.” Adam raised his voice to be heard over the chatter around the table. The table fell silent as everyone looked at either Adam or Ben.

“Michael is my advisor and consultant.” Ben’s face was devoid of emotion.

I held my breath, wondering if anyone else in the room was aware of how introverted Ben was. That a room filled with people who disapproved of him could send him cowering, to hide for weeks in a sealed, safe space?

It was amazing that he’d answered Adam at all, in response to the direct challenge, while everyone stared at him.

But they would possibly not guess how much effort he was making. He’d not mingled with the family since he’d left Canada to study in Britain, when he was barely seventeen years old. They didn’t know him at all.

Adam glanced at me, his black eyes narrowed. Then back to Ben. “You feel you need advice? You’re expecting that sort of meeting?”

Ben didn’t hesitate. “I don’t know what sort of meeting this will be. I haven’t been invited to a family meeting before.”

Adam cleared his throat. “We’re all friends here. We’re all family. This is just a preliminary discussion. Nothing can happen until Henry’s will is probated.”

“Then there’s no harm if Michael hears it, is there?” Ben said smoothly.

An older man, somewhere in his fifties, sitting opposite Ben, said, “Can we get on with this?” in French.

“We’re using English for Ben’s sake, Uncle Claude,” Adam replied, in English.

“Oh, you don’t have to accommodate me,” Ben said, in smooth Parisian French, instead of Québécois French.

Everyone blinked.

“What did he say?” someone farther along the table asked in a querulous voice.

“I said that I can understand everything you say,” Ben said in Québécois French. “Shall we start the meeting? I have a plane to catch.”

Claude, who was also Ben’s uncle, said, “Yes, let’s get this over with,” He also spoke Québécois French. “In these times, we need someone to take over the helm as swiftly as possible. We can’t have the company looking weak. As soon as word gets out that Henry is dead, the share price will drop a dozen points at least. Any sign that we’ve lost direction because he’s gone will add to the downslide.”

“The problem is, Uncle,” Adam said smoothly, “that Henry’s will hasn’t been updated since Margot left.”

I knew that name. It was Henry’s wife. The couple had been childless, which was why Claude was speaking of leadership.

“She signed a pre-nuptial, did she not?” Claude barked. “There’s no problem there.”

“Yes, there was a pre-nuptial,” Adam said.

“Then who is the heir?” Claude shot back.

“He didn’t name anyone after Margot,” Adam said, his tone unhappy.

“What does the Civil Code of Quebec say, in that case?” one of the other family members asked. I couldn’t see who, but I realized with a little start of surprise that there was not a single woman in the room.

“It doesn’t matter what the Civil Code says,” Adam said with some patience. “Who we appoint as President is an internal corporate matter.”

Silence greeted that statement and I realized that Adam had spoken too directly. They didn’t want to openly fight about who became the powerholder of the family corporation. They preferred to come at it sideways by sorting out who was Henry’s legal heir, which amounted to very nearly the same thing. Whoever inherited Henry’s majority share would have to be a complete incompetent to not also be elected to the Chair.

While everyone in the room cleared their throats and looked away from Adam, Claude smiled. It was the expression of a cat with a bowl of cream.

The succession, I realized, would be fought between these two. And before I knew I was going to do it, I got to my feet and raised my hand. “The Quebec Civil Code is based partly upon old British common law, is it not?” My French was just strong enough for me to be understood. I knew my accent was the abominable one of a Briton, but I would get this point across before everyone started picking sides. “In that case, when a man dies without nominating an heir and has no children, his younger siblings would inherit.”

I sat down again. No one noticed. They were all looking at Ben.

Ben didn’t flinch, which I thought he might do. He was exerting massive self-control in order to look suavely confident.

“That’s true,” one of the cousins said. “Benjamin would be the closest blood relative to Henry.”

I hid my smile.

Adam’s easy smile was showing signs of strain. “Ben doesn’t live here. He has no experience with the company—”

“You’ve been working in the science division, haven’t you, Adam?” Claude rapped out.

“I don’t have your experience in the executive wing, Uncle,” Adam said. “But Ben knows nothing about how the company works. He has never attended a single board meeting—”

“Because we never invited him before,” the same cousin pointed out. “He’s smart, though. Remember, Ben went to university at fifteen?”

There were mutters of agreement.

“And he graduated from Cambridge with honors,” someone else said.

I willed Ben to keep his mouth shut and let them argue around him. The cousins I couldn’t see were making his argument for him, and would sell it better than he could.

Claude lifted his hand, palm out. It wasn’t quite a visual stop command, but the table fell silent anyway. “As Henry’s closest blood relative, Benjamin should certainly be acknowledged. A monthly stipend, perhaps.”

“How much?” I demanded, standing up again.

“What?” Adam asked, straightening. “We’re not deciding anything here today! This is just to keep everyone informed.”

Claude waved him away and looked at me. “You can negotiate on Benjamin’s behalf?”

“Yes,” Ben said flatly.

Claude glanced at Ben, then back to me. He shrugged. “A thousand a month. And he gives up all other claims upon the estate.”

“Euros?” I asked.

Claude hesitated, then shrugged. “I meant Canadian dollars, but we can make it Euros, if you wish.”

I had just raised the real value by nearly fifty percent. “I’ll discuss it with Ben and get back to you,” I told Claude.

Claude stroked under his chin. Then he nodded and got to his feet. “Let’s adjourn and let Ben think it over. I want coffee, not that disgusting beer shit. Edgard, where is your lovely wife? I should say hello.”

Everyone stood and many of them moved out of the room, including Claude and Edgard.

I moved over to the chair next to Ben’s, where he sat with the same carefully neutral expression, and waited until everyone else had left.

Ben turned to me. “Not that I don’t appreciate the championship. You know why. But what the hell, Michael?”

I turned my chair to face him directly. “You are the legal heir. You’re the next of kin. But do you really want to move back here and run the company? Control this family?”

Ben licked his lips. “I…suppose not,” he said slowly. Then he pulled in a deep breath. “Make that absolutely not.” He rolled his eyes and leaned closer to me. “These people are all sharks. I’m almost embarrassed to call them family.”

“Serial killers have perfectly lovely families,” I reassured him. “It works both ways. You can sign over control of the estate to whoever you want. Just hold back some of it for yourself.”

“You mean, be the owner on paper?” He looked startled.

“If Henry’s will is invalid, the province will find you to be the legal heir. You can either sell the estate to the company, or whoever wants to buy it, or you can keep it for yourself, but appoint someone in this room as the controller of the estate, while you draw the stipend that Claude offered.”

“He was offering the stipend so I didn’t inherit,” Ben said.

“I know. Do you care which way it goes?”

“I honestly don’t give a damn,” Ben said. “I might have, two years ago, when Henry cut me off. But I get along fine without the family money.”

“That makes things easier,” I said. “If you don’t care, then I can push as hard as I want.”

“I don’t need the money, Michael.”

“Then give it to the Old Ones in the La Mancha Forest. Spread it around to those who need it.”

Ben smiled. “I like that idea.”

“Don’t start building a list of recipients until I lock things down with your uncle,” I warned him, getting to my feet. “I might yet screw this up and you’ll end up with a dollar a month.”

The floor beneath my feet heaved and shifted like a ship at sea and I held out my hands to keep the balance. “What on earth…?”

The floor grew still, once more.

From beyond the door, I heard voices raised in concern, including the lighter tones of the women in the family, and the children, who all sounded excited.

Ben stood. “I think—”

Then the world tried to shake us loose.

I could barely keep on my feet. It was almost exactly like being drunk. The floor slid and shifted beneath my feet, and tried to shrug me off.

“Earthquake!” Ben shouted. He staggered toward the row of chairs I had been using.

“Jamie!” I cried, trying to head toward the door. My voice was as muffled as his, for a great roaring filled my ears and my head. I wanted to clap my hands over my ears, it was so loud. But I needed them for balance.

“Wait! Michael!”

I looked over my shoulder.

Ben yanked the Canadian flag off the wall. It hung from a flagpole about five feet long. The other flag on the wall was what I presumed was the flag of Quebec. I staggered and slid back to the wall and took it down. Ben intended to use the flagpole as a staff. I would use mine for support and to prop up anything that tried to fall on me.

The walls were billowing in and out like the flimsy sides of a tent in a gale. They could not possibly remain whole being flexed and bent like that. I heard windows give way with the sound of smashing glass in the gathering room beyond the boardroom.

Everyone was screaming.

Ben held his make-shift staff in his arm. “Out where everyone is!” he yelled at me, holding out his other arm.

I slid under his arm, and put my arm around his waist. He would need to concentrate, while I could steer and protect him. I led him toward the door. We could walk more smoothly, moving together.

We moved out into the room beyond. Nearly everyone was on the floor, or crouched on chairs, their hands to their ears. Parents held children against them, bending over them.

Ben began to mutter, the point of the staff moving in the prescribed circle. I recognized the spell he was casting. It was an industrial strength warding spell, drawing from an older magic than the merely elemental.

The world seemed to shrug once more, with an explosive sound louder than anything I had ever heard in my life. I think I shouted in protest, but I couldn’t hear it.

I spread my feet and held on, keeping
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