
Unfinished Business 

 

Larthen frowned hard and dug his fingers into the corners of his eyes, pinching the bridge of his 
nose. Lights flashed across his vision, just as illusory as any results from his flailing reaches into the 
Eternity. 

Placing his palms on the desk in front of him, he tried to steady his breathing. Looking at the chaos 
on his desk didn’t help. Open books spilled their pages, fountaining references to the Eternity in 
offhand or baroque language. His favourite pen, cast down, had leaked ink onto notes that he 
couldn’t regret spoiling. Pointless scribbles full of imbecilic drivel. His one great discovery was 
months in the past – and what was so ground-breaking about a way for his mind to reach into the 
Eternity if he couldn’t sense anything when he got there? All he could do was blunder around, 
hoping to happen upon something, anything, in the vast darkness. 

He could feel the presence of other Wisemen throughout the enclave more vividly than usual with 
his magical senses painfully heightened. It was time for some sleep. But if he didn’t find something 
soon, he would be diverted onto other more ‘useful’ projects. Or he would have to explain what he 
had discovered and then… The best he could hope for was that Emerald would suggest a 
collaboration. More likely, considering the pressure they were under, Emerald would use him as a 
conduit to the Eternity and throw as many mages at the project as it took to unlock what it could 
offer. And that would not be pleasant. His guts squirmed at the thought. 

Sleep deprivation was taking its toll and his mind swam as he looked down at his hands, still young 
and supple after all these decades. He imagined he could see through the taut skin to the skeleton 
beneath, imagined the bones desiccated and riddled with magic like an animated corpse’s. He 
imagined his blood stilled and his organs blackening as the magic replaced the life force within him. 
He imagined existing purely by his own will. Then he imagined shuffling along amongst others of his 
kind to the tune of Emerald’s command. Or being torn apart by the things he himself had created for 
Emerald’s purposes. Larthen’s fingertips traced warding symbols – an old muscle memory, 
responding to his alarm. The wardings were laid deeper now and no malevolent spirit could trouble 
him, let alone a shambling dead thing. But the fear that he might be or should be dead himself sent a 
bitter chill threading down his spine. Sleep suddenly seemed undesirable. 

He sent his mind out again. 

The first time, he had followed a ghost. Nanny Tulke told him that there was no such thing. That old 
houses groaned and shifted in the night like old people did. His cousins teased him. Older and wiser, 
they shook their heads and said he was gone in his wits. So. When the boy climbed through his dark 
window, shut though it was, Larthen doubted, screwed his eyes closed and counted to ten. But 
when he opened them, the boy’s face hovered above his, eyes crossed and tongue out. Larthen 
leapt practically out of his own skin, felt a wash of cold as he jumped up involuntarily, heard the 
cheeky laughter for just a moment. And then the boy sped away. Angry and delighted, Larthen leapt 
up and ran, but walls were no impediment to his insubstantial playmate. Desperately, defiant of the 
notion that it wouldn’t work, he flung himself out of his body and after the running boy.  

Necromancy: the art of interacting with the dead. That was a valued commodity among the 
Wisemen. Rare and dangerous. And largely self-taught. The few necromages there were had shared 
very little with him and Emerald had said it would be better to forge his own path.  

Much of what ghosts said was nonsense, ranting, madness. Many of them fell to pieces under his 
scrutiny. Some stubbornly endured without telling him anything. Some attacked him, to their short 
or long regret. But too many simply faded, worn out before he wished to part with them. In the 



process of communicating, many drained themselves of all they had left. He had watched the 
submission or despair in so many attenuating faces. Larthen had to slough off the weight of all that 
unfinished business to get very far from himself but the clarity that usually came from the exercise 
felt more like relaxation tonight. He floated lightly above his body and felt an unusual ease, as if he 
could simply let go and drift further than ever before. He recognised the warning sign.  

Hurtling blindly, perceiving nothing but somehow retaining a sense of where he needed to go, he 
caught up with the boy, jostled his way among the foreign thoughts and ended up entwined 
somehow, seeing out of strange eyes. The shift in perspective was abrupt and they screamed. Bright 
air and shifting pillars of shadow became a morass as they sank, falling into the ground. Larthen 
panicked but the boy was savvier. Kick, they said. But there was nothing to kick with. Not away then, 
towards, they said and Larthen could suddenly feel the beacon of his body. I won’t go down with 
you, they said. I won’t go down with you, they answered. And so they rose. On willpower and the 
urge to exist alone. The kick was something like a spasm of will. When he’d felt it once, he 
understood and they sped back toward his body.  

Skimming the floor felt almost like flying, more like falling sideways. Everything was in motion, not 
just them. They laughed at the exhilaration until, with a suddenness that made them cry out, they 
arrived back where they had started. Hovering above the source of the pull, they could see the force 
of blood in the veins and arteries, a magnificent pulsing. Deeper, they could detect something. 
Something curious and hidden. Something that had drawn them more powerfully than flesh and 
blood and bone. But now there was a choice. Split themselves so Larthen could go back to that 
curious something, or stay together and play. They were brimming with the joy of being together. 
They were excited by the shifting world around them. A room that was theirs and not theirs. The 
idea of parting stung. 

Could they both go down into the body? They bumped at it, but the curious something repelled 
them. What cannot we do? Try Again! And they did, fiercely, but the cold and the warm would not 
entwine like their minds had. Bruised and frustrated, they felt their energy begin to wane. Forget it, 
they said, and, with another kick, they shot off. Up. Up.  

He’d thought it was night, but it was night and day. The sun and moons criss-crossed over them in 
dizzying arcs as they rattled the roof tiles with their passage. The length of Darek Manor gave them 
room to really run, through serried beams of light. The manor was constant but all else was shifting 
sound and vision, except for an almost-taste, almost-smell, like the ticklish tang of cut grass or 
autumn leaves. And they were coming to the end of the roof.  

Larthen remembered that feeling of invincibility. What cannot we do? And how erroneous it was. He 
should go back to his body. But there was promise in this heightened state. He knew he could go 
further than before. Perhaps perceive what he was looking for, whatever that was. He had 
protections: spells that ensured the link between body and travelling mind, that would draw him 
back if he lost control. But no. He would have to cut loose from those. They would stop him doing 
what he was suddenly sure he could do tonight. The strength, the discipline he had cultivated would 
be enough, along with the lure of the curious something within him that was his beacon home. With 
a kick, he severed the protections and shot out into the night.  

Without a spirit to carry him, he had none of the senses that even ghosts experienced the world 
with. He was soaring through darkness so complete it threatened madness. Echoing sounds and 
disjointed images from the edge of sleep teased at the boundaries of his mind. But he had tried 
using a spirit as a carriage into the Eternity and it had been like trying to get back into his body while 
merged with the running boy. Something had repelled them, implacably. He couldn’t understand 
that. He had been sure he knew what the Eternity was. His faith in destiny and the primacy of the 



gods had long been worn away, but this belief had somehow escaped that erosion: that the Eternity 
was where spirits went when their business was done. 

The run had seemed to last forever but now the gable at the eastern end of the manor, its guardian 
spirit finial a final punctuation mark, was almost under their feet. What cannot we do, they cried, 
and a roseate light whorled into a golden hole ahead of them. The light was so different from what 
else had appeared around them as they ran. It was strangely substantial, in a similar way to the 
manor. Real somehow. Their foot touched the finial and bent the gold with the force of their jump, 
the guardian bowing its shoulders. What cannot we dooooooo? And they hurtled towards the light, 
revelling in the thrill and the promise. The promise of what? Release!  

Larthen wasn’t ready for that. The light was beautiful but Larthen suddenly felt in danger – the light 
was deadly to them. Yes, they cried, I’m ready. No, they answered, and Larthen kicked back against 
the forward motion. Help, they cried but Larthen was sure. He didn’t want to die. 

When they separated, it felt like being stretched, torn. Larthen was suddenly without any familiar 
senses and he flailed, reached out again. Help, the boy cried – a thin, wailing sound. Larthen couldn’t 
see but he could feel the boy as they floated next to one another, could hear him in the tendrils of 
something that emanated from the torn link between them. I’m falling. No, you’re not – Larthen 
couldn’t see the gateway anymore but he could feel it nearby, a welcoming buzz. Go. I can’t reach it, 
I’m falling away. You’re not! What cannot we do? Go through! He tried to push the boy the way he 
knew he needed to go but his attempts frayed the boy’s dissipating energy further. Help! The wail 
was fainter now. Go! Angrily, he pushed. Why could the boy not do it? He felt the energy move but it 
was slow, and the unspooling of whatever held him together was fast. The gate thrummed, ready, 
but the boy’s presence was so weak now. Go! Larthen pushed again, frightened for the boy. Should 
he try to blend with him again? Staunch the wound somehow?  But the boy was bleeding energy 
from every angle now as he strove to reach the gate and to call to Larthen across the void. Come! 
Come! No. Larthen kicked away. And with that, he felt the boy no more. 

Eternity. Home of the gods, or the fair folk, or dreams, or spirits, or all of the above and more, 
according to lore. And Larthen had always felt like he knew. Had smiled a secret smile when his tutor 
or other learned folk had pontificated about what they were certain was behind that veil. Because 
he had seen it. He and the running boy had called that gateway into being and he had seen the rose-
gold light, had known what it meant, had felt its power. And while Emerald’s truly great discovery 
had kept them all young with power drawn from the boys and girls he harvested, Larthen knew that 
the power the Eternity offered was greater. He would no longer be disdained for his habits and 
interests. He would be courted. Respected. How he would parcel out access in return, he would 
work out later. But they would find him difficult to please after their arrogance. 

There. The dark window. The running boy had been his inspiration. The gateway he and the boy had 
opened would end him, despite all his protections. He was certain of that. But he had known there 
must be other ways in and the way the boy entered their bedroom had stuck with him. So, after 
getting nowhere questioning recalcitrant spirits, he had done what should have seemed obvious 
from the beginning. He had gone back to where he knew a passage had been made in the past. 
Home.  

Nanny Tulke’s aged granddaughter was putting a tiny Darek scion to bed in his old room, soothing it 
with nonsense. The ghost he rode that night was a particularly unpleasant spirit who enjoyed the 
sight far too much and Larthen didn’t linger. The window, while it would provide the image he would 
shape in his mind to access the Eternity, was not important. The end of the roof was where they 
needed to be. 

The ghost had no say. They were not entwined like he and the running boy had been, long ago. This 
time, Larthen was firmly in control. The spirit tried again, now, to rebel. It didn’t like him and it didn’t 



want to go anywhere near the energy they could both sense as they reached the still-bowed finial. 
Larthen quelled it, ruthlessly. He needed to concentrate. The gateway had left its mark. He tried not 
to remember too clearly the glowing portal. He was vivid with the kind of mental energy needed for 
this work, and imagining something into reality was what he had come to do. But not that way in. 
No, a dark window in an unattended room that he could sneak through was what would get him 
inside.  

He impelled them both closer to the site of the former gateway. The ghost was beginning to fail 
under such tight control and its fear was a complement to his excitement. You’re finally doing 
something worthwhile, Larthen told it and it writhed, feebly. He shaped the window in his mind’s 
eye. All his belief in what would be on the other side, all his admiration for the bold, sneaky running 
boy who had taught him to do things he would have never dared to do, drove the creation of the 
dark window. It was splendid. Terrifying. What would he find beyond it? Would the running boy be 
waiting for him? A stab of grief caused the image to blur for a moment. Larthen refused to examine 
it, shoved it away with the ghost’s terror and his own dread. The image steadied, became clear and 
powerful again and Larthen imagined his hand on the latch. No. That wasn’t how the boy had come 
to him. He had seen him pass through the closed window. That was what he was trying to recreate. 
That would keep the Eternity separate from the now. 

The spirit of the poisonous old man fought him, struggling for autonomy. That distraction was 
irritating but it wasn’t why, when they reached the panes of leaded glass, they couldn’t pass. He 
tested it again, pushing hard against the window, imagining slipping through it like water, as the boy 
had done. But the way they bumped against it was familiar to him. Remembered frustration added 
to the thwarted rage that was building in him now. But there was a solution. It was the ghost that 
couldn’t pass. He would have to do without the spirit’s senses. He would be practically blind and 
deaf in unfamiliar territory but he would be able to experience a power beyond any currently 
available to mortals. If he entered this way, he was sure he could thrive beyond. The Eternity would 
reveal itself to him. Could he even become a god? 

He crushed the dwindling spirit he rode with an offhand pulse of contempt. The remnants withered 
and fell away leaving him feeling bare and fresh. 

Thrusting himself at the window urgently, defiantly, he shot through into a… space. Something vast 
and… slow. A formless pressure. He reeled, lost and frightened. Where was the power? Larthen 
scrabbled to sense something. The window! He could feel the exit, the magical tether to his body 
unsevered, ready to lead him home. That calmed him. But he could sense nothing around him. No 
ghosts or beings of any kind that he might approach or avoid. He could move through the space, 
could feel his tether elongating as time and distance drew on it. But he was, as he had anticipated, 
blundering in the dark.  

He had expected to be immersed in power. He’d hoped to be able to infuse himself with it 
somehow. But this place felt empty, insubstantial, like him. 

That time, like so many since, he had returned to his body with nothing to show but mental 
exhaustion. 

This time would be different. He set his hyper-alert mind to travel the familiar path. The Darek 
manor, the finial, the dark window. All these with but a whisper of effort. Without his tether and 
protections, he was soaring. Other trips into the Eternity had felt ungainly, impeded; the lack of 
senses had made him overcautious but tonight he was free of that. He passed through the window 
with delightful ease and the Eternity welcomed him. His imagination sparked and he called out for 
the running boy, reached for him, skimmed the insubstantial plane headlong. They would run 
together. He would see the Eternity through the eyes of a spirit that belonged here and it would 
unlock all the place’s secrets. 



An arrow-straight path ensured he would find his way out again. But it did not ensure he would find 
the boy. Would the boy find him? He cried out again. It was surprising how much energy that took. 
For all he felt powerful, he was feeling a little… thin. Holding back another cry, he remembered how 
thin the boy had seemed as power bled out of him, carried on his pleas to Larthen. He remembered 
how slowly the boy had moved towards the gateway. He had pushed him and the boy had wanted to 
go. Surely that last push had been enough. But he had seen ghosts stronger than the boy fray less 
and fail. What if the boy were not here?  

Running boy! 

And then he felt something. Something sticky with power and he had skimmed right into it. 

“What boy?” an irritable voice, overloud in Larthen’s delicate mind, demanded. 

It didn’t sound like any god Larthen had imagined but what else would hold him in such a web of 
power? 

“A friend,” Larthen managed. Coy was always the best policy. 

A chuckle then, dry as dust. “There are no friends here. This is a place where you are exposed for 
what you are, and no-one will like you after that.” 

Larthen made a mental shrug. “From what little I can tell of you, I’m in good company.” 

“Feisty! Especially bold for someone I’ve got by the balls.” 

“Do you?” Larthen exerted enough power to push against the hold on him and found he had some 
wiggle room. 

“Wait!” The command was spoiled a little by desperation. Larthen knew this was no god. What had 
he stumbled upon? 

“What are you?”  

“Who, not what, little mage. I am Molvikar. Forgotten by the gods but ready to offer my wisdom to… 
an ally.” 

That name was familiar somehow. “Forgotten for how long?” Larthen sensed a need here that went 
beyond whatever this ‘Molvikar’ was going to ask of him. 

“This is the Eternity, stupid. How long do you think?” 

“Sounds like a problem for you. Maybe I have the solution. So, what does your ‘ally’ get in return for 
making you feel useful for the first time in an eternity?” 

“Ah! You think the things I know would not be enough? You blundered in here. You’re either a cretin 
or horribly naïve. As long as it’s the second, I can make you the most powerful mage on the face of 
whatever they’ve called the new world.” 

New world. Merkour. That was where he knew the name Molvikar from. An obscure text he had 
heard of that was supposed to have been brought to Merkour from another world entirely. A text 
about the Eternity and the first mage to describe it. Moviker he had heard it as when the grey tower 
spirit had spoken of it, but this entity could be the same. An ancient mage. A pioneer in the area of 
research Larthen was devoted to. Could he trust such serendipity? 

“Of course, you will need to get me out of this infernal orb.” 

“What orb?” Larthen felt like the cretin Molvikar had accused him of being. “I can’t see anything.” 



“You’re not here in any real sense? Some kind of mind projection? Fascinating. Definitely foolhardy. 
But no wonder you can pierce the field. And go as freely as you came. I cannot hold you here and I 
wouldn’t want to. In order to work together, we need to get out of here. Back to the real world. I 
came here in the orb. I may need to leave that way or I will lose what precious little corporeality I 
had when I left Trinsgar.” 

“The orb is physical?” Larthen’s mind was a little blown. It was possible to have a physical reality 
here. Perhaps he could find a way to travel here in his body. The possibility of godhood wracked him 
again. 

“I can feel you shaking with something. Are you trying to pull the orb with the power of your mind?” 

“Would that work?” 

“Maybe.” Molvikar considered and Larthen let his own imagination loose. The dark window wouldn’t 
let a physical body pass. What would it take? Would the golden gateway accept someone living, still 
inside their own body, without destroying their life? Molvikar had come there in an orb. As a ghost 
perhaps. He mentioned having little corporeality – the substance of a ghost would fit that 
description – but the force of him! Larthen couldn’t imagine a ghost that powerful. It would be one 
that he could not subjugate. If he set him free, would he end up the host of this ancient spirit? 
Trapped in his own body or crushed as he had crushed useless ghosts before? 

“You said we would work together, that I would be your ally. But you fear I’m an idiot. If it proves so, 
I’ve no doubt that you will find a use for my body without me in it, but I assure you, I have more to 
offer in return than simply getting you out of here. The Wisemen have resources that we have built 
up over the years…” 

“The Wisemen! They started calling themselves that when they wanted me out. But bodies are just 
restrictions, as you’ve found, little mage. And I was never the woman they reviled me as. You may 
refer to me with ze and zem, if you must refer to me at all. But better if you keep me to yourself. Are 
you more than a bunch of self-serving wankers now, then?” 

“Well…” 

“I don’t need you for your body, mageling. And you might even be slightly amusing…” 

“I’m indebted for your kindness…” 

“Ha! Don’t be charmed into flippant promises!” 

Larthen would have reddened if he’d had a face to blush with but Molvikar’s dry chuckle was 
indulgent rather than mocking. 

“Come now, little mage. Let us put our great minds to this problem. You will do more than rule the 
Wisemen with my counsel. You will rule the world when we are done. Free me, give me what I need 
and nothing will be beyond your grasp. Do we have a deal?” 

Larthen didn’t care what Molvikar needed. He needed zem with a burning fervour he felt so strongly, 
he could taste it, body or no. What cannot we do? 

“Will you protect me and abide by my will where my own body and person are concerned?” 

“I will, little mage.” 

“Then we have a deal.”  



As ze connected with him more, Larthen glimpsed power he hadn’t suspected behind the irascible 
front. He could feel the spirit’s fierce pleasure. “Then let’s return to the real world without delay,” 
the ancient mage said. “I have unfinished business.” 

 


