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NIGHT OF THE GUILDS

City of New Jerusalem, Aethir

Year of the Reckoning: 912

(Four years after the defeat of Sektis Gandaw)

New Jerusalem was burning.

At least, the docks were.

Black smoke mushroomed into the night sky, smothering the stars and choking up the air with acrid fumes. People were screaming in the distance, and someone was shouting out for the militia. Sad bastard. They weren’t coming; not tonight. Not in the middle of a guild war.

The Senate were the first to admit these things needed to happen from time to time. Best policy was to sit it out and wait for the status quo to resume once the power struggle was over. It would either be the Night Hawks or the Dybbuks, this time round, and it didn’t matter which to them.

Ilesa Fana breathed in ash carried on the wind, and coughed into her gloved hand. She glanced both ways to make sure she’d not been heard above the clangor of steel on steel, the cries of rage and pain. Then she slipped into the shadows of the buildings lining the water’s edge.

The other Dybbuks up ahead had found what they were looking for: a two-story warehouse with the kind of doors you normally only saw on senatorial strongholds. They were steel-plated, riveted round the edges. It was something you didn’t get outside Malkuth’s principal city—that kind of workmanship left over by the first settlers from Earth—but Ilesa had seen her fair share these past few years. Enough to know the Dybbuks had lost this last desperate gamble.

“No way,” she said, abandoning stealth and striding to the doors, where Master Plaguewind and the fat man were engaged in a hushed conversation. “No way we’re getting in there.”

She wiped her sweaty palms on the seat of her britches, brought one hand to rest on the hilt of the sword at her hip, the other on the pommel of her dagger.

The men—the ten they’d brought with them—were jittery, and one or two looked ready to run, or maybe make a move of their own. It had been a long time coming, this “Night of the Guilds”, and everything was up for grabs.

Master Plaguewind turned toward her. He was like a particularly dense shadow in his ankle-length coat. There was fire in the glass eyes of his mask, reflected from the burning buildings on the fringes of the docks. The beak-like nose jutted at her like a dagger. If he had a mouth, it would no doubt be curled in a sneer, but none of his features were visible beneath the molding. There wasn’t even a mouth-slit. It was the tilt of the head to one side that told her what he was thinking before he gave it muffled voice.

“You think we’d be here if we couldn’t open them?”

The fat man took a crystal disk from his jacket pocket and inserted it into a slot at the edge of one of the doors. He glanced at Plaguewind, whipped out a handkerchief, and mopped the sweat from his glistening head.

“That’s it?” Ilesa said. “Now what?”

“Now we enter,” the fat man said. There was the hint of an accent, but mostly he sounded posh, like a lord or a senator. His clothes were posh, too: a charcoal-gray suit with hairline stripes, shiny black shoes, and a necktie shaped like a butterfly. She hadn’t liked the look of him since he’d set foot in their hideout the day before yesterday, apparently at Master Plaguewind’s invitation.

A low drone started up, and the doors slowly slid apart. The fat man collected his disk and slipped in first, like he owned the place.

Plaguewind’s head tilt this time reeked of smugness. He leaned on his staff and waved Ilesa in next.

She paused in the doorway, looked up into Plaguewind’s glassy eyes while angling a glance at the fat man’s back. “You trust him?”

“Much as I trust anyone.”

“He’s a shogging defector.”

Plaguewind threw his arm about her shoulder, and nodded for the men to go in.

“We’re all defectors, Ilesa. One way or another.”

That cut her to the bone. She knew what he was referring to, and it was a cheap move. She never should have told him about Portis, about what had happened, about how she’d abandoned her brother, Davy.

In an instant, she relived the wolf-man’s slavering jaws gnashing at them, felt the change come over her. She could still taste the blood as she ripped out its throat; still smell its musty hide. She’d protected Davy that time, but those weren’t the only wolves. Second time round, she was too late. Sure, she’d made their bastard father pay for what he’d done to Davy, but the boy was ruined, and Ilesa couldn’t handle that. Still couldn’t, truth be told. That’s why she’d left him there alone.

“You think you know me,” she said with venom. “But you don’t.”

“What?” Plaguewind said. “What do you… Oh, Ilesa, it isn’t always about you. I meant in general, for the kind of work we do, the things we have to do to survive: jumping from ship to ship; going where the strength is.”

“You even know who he is?” It was an effort to stay on track, because she was still seething. Trouble was, once the Davy button was pressed, it didn’t matter if she’d misread what Plaguewind was saying; it would take an age for the fire in her veins to burn off.

Plaguewind seemed to understand that. In the time they’d known each other, he’d become a master of deflection.

“Remember how Shadrak the Unseen took out the Pinchers?”

Ilesa snapped her head back toward the open doorway. She could just about make out the fat man’s bald head amid the men going in.

“No! That’s him? Albert the poisoner?”

“Best there is,” Plaguewind said. “And now he’s working for us.”

“You sure about that? I mean, why—?”

Plaguewind stopped her by raising his hand. She’d grown so accustomed to taking his orders these past few years, she bit her tongue without even thinking about it.

“Ilesa, you are my second, and I trust you.”

That was unexpected. Praise from the master. Suddenly, Plaguewind went down a notch in her estimation. Didn’t help her confidence in the faith he placed in Albert. All it told her was he was a poor judge of character. Trust you! For shog’s sake, she was hard-pressed to trust herself.

“Not absolutely, mind,” Plaguewind said.

Least he wasn’t a total shogwit, then.

“So, I’m your second, but you don’t trust me enough to explain why our arch-rival’s top man is probably right now leading us down the garden path. Is that it?”

“I do have secrets, Ilesa,” Plaguewind said. “Even from you.”

He wasn’t kidding. After all the hours he’d spent training her to hone her… ability, all the jobs they’d done together, all the times he’d watched her back and she’d saved his skin, she still didn’t know the first thing about him. Save for his body-language. There was no one better at reading each subtle inclination of his head, each minute hand signal, each shrug of his shoulders. But that was the extent of her knowledge. She still had no idea who or what he was beneath that mask. Some said he was horribly disfigured after a spell had misfired. Others that he was marred by the Demiurgos in return for the gift of magic. She’d even once heard he was a stygian from the nightmare realm of Qlippoth, somehow crossed over the Farfalls undetected by the Maresmen patrolling the border.

“Trust me,” Plaguewind said. “I know what I’m doing.”

He turned to enter the building, when an ear-shattering boom rolled across the water. Hot air blasted Ilesa against the warehouse wall, and her knees buckled. She felt Plaguewind’s hand on her arm, keeping her up.

“Inside,” he said. His voice was mushy in her ears. She could barely hear him, yet he looked to be shouting. “They’re rallying!”

Ilesa blinked her eyes into focus on the river. A barge was on fire, and there was fierce fighting on the far bank. Dozens of men were in the water, wading across, flaming torches held high, daggers glinting between their teeth.

Plaguewind dragged her inside the warehouse, left her reeling on her feet. Her ears were ringing, and her nose and throat were thick with sulfur.

“Shogging black powder!” Plaguewind said, singling out Albert. “You forgot to mention that, fat-boy.”

“Black…?” Albert said, fanning himself with his handkerchief. “I had no idea. Honestly.”

Plaguewind’s chin dropped to his chest. He was pissed off, but giving Albert the benefit of the doubt.

“Seal the door.”

“Good idea,” Albert said, fishing out his disk and scuttling over.

“I know,” Plaguewind said. There was ice in his tone.

“They’ll smoke us out,” Ilesa said. “Burn this place.”

“No,” Plaguewind said, strolling to one of the crates stacked in rows all across the floor. “They won’t.”

He slid the lid off and beckoned for Ilesa to look. It was crammed full with dried black and brown leaves, and gave off a pungent aroma, tinged with sweetness.

“Somnificus?” she said. “In all of them?” There must have been more than a hundred crates. If they all contained somnificus, why, that would mean—

“Millions of denarii,” Albert said, ambling back from the door. “If you know how to eke out sales and control the flow.”

Plaguewind nodded, his beak-nose slicing the air, making him look like a demented bird. “He who controls the somnificus…”

“Controls the guilds,” Ilesa finished for him. It was a cliché often spoken of, but no one really believed there was a stash like this. She looked from Plaguewind to Albert. “How…?”

“The Night Hawks have been shipping it in from Portis for donkey’s years,” Albert said. “My job was overseeing the overseers, make sure none went missing. Shadrak’s idea. He’s what you might call a control freak.”

Portis. Ilesa couldn’t think of it as home anymore. Too many bad memories. Too much left behind. Let those old wounds open up, and she’d likely bleed to death.

“But he’d know,” Ilesa said to Plaguewind. “Shadrak. If fat boy’s got access to this warehouse, and now he’s gone over to the other side, then…”

She trailed off when she recognized Plaguewind’s nodding for a conceited, “all part of the plan.”

Albert was grinning like the cat that got the proverbial. “He’s no fool. They’ve been following me for days, waiting to see what I do.”

“So it’s a trap,” Ilesa said, her sword already halfway from its scabbard.

Plaguewind stopped her with a sharp look. “For Shadrak, not for us.”

The rumble of voices came from outside, muffled by the steel door Albert had closed just in time.

“Don’t worry about them,” Albert said. “No one sets foot in here save Shadrak and my successor.”

“Who is?” Ilesa said.

Albert sniggered and looked to Plaguewind, but the master had stiffened. Had he sensed something? Or was it just the thrill of being so close to what he had planned?

“Buck Fargin, I imagine,” Albert said. “A nauseating little toe-rag who’s destined to one day lord it over the unified guilds of New Jerusalem.”

“Was,” Plaguewind said, almost absently. “Was destined.”

“Naturally,” Albert said. “Until your own stupendous ascension. My point is, there’s no way that flaccid little prick is going to risk his scrawny neck coming here in the middle of a guild war. So—”

“Shadrak will come,” Ilesa said. Her breathing quickened, and she licked her lips. Was this the moment she finally got to see Shadrak the Unseen? His name was whispered everywhere. It was common knowledge he had the run of the Night Hawks and had moved in on all the other major guilds, save for the Dybbuks and Koort Morrow’s outfit. Master Plaguewind still had a tight grip, largely on account of the fear his sorcery engendered. They might be a bunch of thieving, backstabbing cutthroats, but the Dybbuks were far from ripe for the taking.

Albert was nodding enthusiastically, but Plaguewind was all business. He had gathered the men together and spoke quietly with each in turn. They all produced glass bottles and started to uncork them.

“Why doesn’t he wait?” Ilesa thought aloud. “Why not starve us out?”

“Because of the other secret I haven’t shared with you,” Plaguewind said, coming back over. “One of several, actually.”

Albert’s grin was starting to get up Ilesa’s nose. She’d half a mind to punch him. “But fat boy knows, clearly.”

“We planned it together,” Plaguewind said. “No one knows Shadrak like Albert. No one knows his operations better, either. This… battle over the docks is nothing but a ruse. Oh, they’ve pushed us back, and we’ve lost a lot of men, but it’ll be worth it.”

“It’s a diversion?” Ilesa said. “You always were a devious bastard.” He’d beaten her at chess more times than she’d care to remember; even cheated on occasion, she was sure of it.

“Albert’s given us the locations of every Night Hawk stronghouse in the city. You wondered why I hadn’t been around much these past few days. Well, it’s because we’ve been to meeting after meeting, shoring up a last-ditch alliance to stop Shadrak from taking absolute control. While our forces have been clashing in the docks, and we made our way here, hundreds of assassins have been moving in on Night Hawk positions. But that’s not all. Albert knows Shadrak. Knows what he looks like, where he stays. Chances are, we won’t have to use those potions the men have, but it’s always good to have insurance.”

“You mean, he could already be dead?”

Albert nodded like a mad man, but Plaguewind lifted his glassy eyes and looked slowly around the shadows collecting in the corners of the warehouse.

“What’s in those bottles, anyway?” Ilesa said. “What potions?”

Plaguewind’s head snapped round. “Albert is friends with—”

“Associate,” Albert said. “An associate of.”

“Magwitch the Meddler,” Plaguewind said.

“The mad mage?” Magwitch was the crazy the Senate used for all their security. His talents were legendary, but hardly anyone could afford his services. Many a guild master had tried coercion, but the magical backlash was enough to persuade them never to try again.

The men were taking up positions all around the warehouse, each with nothing but a bottle in hand. Ilesa strode over to one, snatched the bottle from him and read the label.

“Global Tech? Isn’t that Sektis Gandaw’s old company?”

Histories were already being written, since the Technocrat had been brought down, and his plot to unweave all of creation had been thwarted. Quintus Quincy’s was the only one she’d heard, badly declaimed at the Dog’s Head, but there’d been just enough Earth history in among the bad poetry to keep it interesting.

“Magwitch has a stock of them. Says they used them to win wars on Earth. One swig of that stuff and a man will grow twice as strong, twice as fast, and twice as aggressive,” Albert said. “Well, I may be selling it a bit short. Ten times would be more accurate.”

“Gandaw used magic? But I thought—”

“Science,” Albert said. “And quite the science at that. I’ve had a good look at them, being something of a chemist myself, and I have to say—”

A shadow descended behind Plaguewind. Ilesa opened her mouth to warn him, but thunder cracked, and she averted her eyes from a blinding flash.

Silvery motes lit up around Plaguewind in a sphere—his magical ward.

The shadow landed lightly on the floor of the warehouse. Not a shadow, a cloak, fanned out like the wings of a bat. The hood fell back to reveal a face as white as bone. Pink eyes took in everything in the warehouse in a single sweep. In the same instant, Ilesa registered every detail, like it was burned forever into her mind: Small. Barely the height of a child. Shaven head, the stubble white; box beard, pallid hands, each of them gripping… a wand? One was smoking, the other coming to bear on Plaguewind’s sparking shield. It boomed, and the shield flashed argent and fizzled out.

“My eyes!” Plaguewind cried, hands flying to his mask. “My eyes!”

The other weapon bucked and roared, and this time Plaguewind screamed as he pitched to the floor, clutching his thigh.

“Now you see me,” the assassin said, as he leveled both weapons at Plaguewind’s head. “Now you—”

“Potions!” Plaguewind cried. He groped at the air, blinking frantically, and clearly seeing nothing. “Now!”

The men knocked back the contents of their bottles without hesitating.

The assassin turned one of his weapons on Albert, kept the other covering Plaguewind.

“Shadrak…” Albert said, holding up his hands.

One of the men clutched his throat and keeled over, his bottle smashing as it hit the floor.

Plaguewind gasped. “What’s happening? What—?”

Another man collapsed, and another, until all ten Dybbuks fell amid the shower of breaking glass.

Shadrak dropped his aim on Albert. “Good boy,” he said.

Albert let out a huff and made a show of mopping his brow with his handkerchief. “Anyone would think you didn’t trust me.”

“You…” Plaguewind said, trying to locate him by the sound of his voice. “You betrayed me.”

Albert shrugged and set about folding his handkerchief with great precision.

“Ilesa?” Plaguewind turned his mask, trying to find her. The slump of his shoulders told her he knew it was over. “Change,” he said. “Change!”

Into what? A rat, like the last time she’d shifted? A snake? That was all she’d achieved under his instruction. In Portis, she’d managed a mermaid to please Davy, and there was that one time that wasn’t under her control. A wolf-man like she’d become then could have ripped out Shadrak’s throat, but—she eyed the weapons that were once more both pointing at Plaguewind—even then, she’d have to get close enough.

First, one weapon fired, then the other. Plaguewind slammed back against the floor, bright blood blossoming from his shoulder and guts. He tried to stem the flow with his fingers, even as Shadrak advanced to stand over him.

“Change, you shogging bitch!” Plaguewind croaked, looking around blindly. “Help me!”

“I can’t,” Ilesa mouthed, no sound coming out. She wanted to tell him she would if she could.

Shadrak turned his pink eyes her way and put a booted foot on Plaguewind’s throat. “Mustn’t forget the bint now, must we?” he said. “Shame for you, darling, is that you saw me. Imagine the shogging inconvenience if I had to change my moniker. Can’t go round being called Shadrak the Seen, now, can I?”

A shiver ran through Ilesa’s body, and she swayed as if she were aboard a ship on a stormy sea. She heard the boom of Shadrak’s weapon, winced against the pain, but felt nothing.

“Shog!” Shadrak yelled. Suddenly, he seemed a giant, looming over her. “Where’d she go?”

She’d scuttled halfway across the floor before she realized she’d changed without knowing it.

Not a rat. Not a snake. Something even more appropriate, she thought as she found a crack in the wall and crawled through it.

A cockroach.

Plaguewind cried out once more, a plea that turned into a wail and was cut off by a final resonant boom.

 




BENEATH THE BASILICA

City of Aeterna, Latia, Earth

The fat orderly’s eyes glinted above his gray face-mask. He curled his gloved fingers around the ratchet handle and gave it another turn.

Shader stiffened and winced. Every nerve in his body screamed. Tendons and ligaments were stretched to breaking point. His left knee popped, and then he screamed, too.

“Finally,” the thin one said, like he’d just won a wager.

The chains holding Shader’s wrists to the top of the rack pinched so tight his fingers were numb. The loops of rope cinching his ankles cut to the bone, but he could no longer feel the trickling ooze of blood from the lesions. He was naked, his clothes dumped somewhere on the floor along with his Liber.

The Templum’s reverence for its holy scriptures apparently didn’t extend to the dungeons of the Holy Judiciary—at least not since the death of Ipsissimus Theodore. Exemptus Silvanus had succeeded him shortly after the Battle of the Homestead, and the Ancient World catacombs beneath Luminary Tajen’s Basilica had been converted into cells and torture chambers.

The mere thought that such a place existed in Nousia was a contradiction as unpalatable as the one that used to define Shader, when he’d been unable to choose between the Monas and the sword.

But he had chosen, eventually; and for the Templum, the timing couldn’t have been worse. The Sahulian armies of Emperor Hagalle were at the door, and Nousia needed knights, not pacifists.

“I’ll tell the investigator,” the thin one said—it was the only way to distinguish between them, what with their uniform gray overalls, linen coifs, and gauze masks. Their appearance was designed to unnerve the impenitent. Shader knew that from the seminary, where they’d touched upon heresy and how to deal with it. Render the torturers inhuman, and beyond appeal. Hope gave a man strength, and so everything down to the last detail was engineered to evoke despair.

As the thin one slid back the bolts on the iron door and went running for his master, the fat one stepped away from the ratchet handle, eased up his mask, and took a long pull on a waterskin.

Shader’s lips were cracked, his throat parched. How long since they’d dragged him from his bed?

“Ready to see sense, then?” the orderly said, pulling his mask back down and re-stoppering his waterskin. “Glad I could be of service.”

Shader rolled his head away. It was the only movement he could make; maybe the only one he’d ever be able to make. Even if they slackened off the tension, even if they let him go—and who had they ever let go?—he had no idea if his overstretched muscles would work again. There was only so much give in the fibers, and then they’d never contract; and the tendons, the ligaments…

Pain radiated from his left knee in pulsing waves. Only the progressive agony of the last hours made it bearable. A man could grow tolerant of a lot of things, not least of all suffering.

“See,” the orderly went on, as if he were a teacher imparting wisdom to a favorite pupil, “it’s an easy enough thing extracting a confession. Most heretics are weak-willed turncoats, and they’ll turn again with enough of the right incentive. But try to get a man to go against his conscience…” He gave a low whistle. Shader heard him amble across the room and plonk himself onto the bench they used for rest breaks. “A man like you.”

It sounded like respect in his tone. Awe, even. “Had quite a name for yourself back in the day. Mate of mine in the Elect used to harp on about Verusia, what the Seventh Horse did at Trajinot. Only wish I’d been there.”

You don’t, Shader, thought. Even now, even compared with the torments of the dungeon, the war against the Liche Lord was the darkest of the horrors sealed away in his memory; something he never wanted to revisit. Darker even than what he’d seen beneath Sektis Gandaw’s mountain; things that would have made the Unweaving of all things seem a blessed relief.

“Then, that business in Sahul.” The orderly hawked and swilled the phlegm around. He must have remembered he had a mask covering his mouth, because he swallowed thickly and cursed.  “They say the old Ipsissimus used to speak highly of you, what you done. Said they owed you. Said we all did; that we was lucky to still be alive.” He chuckled to himself. “So, cheers, mate. Just want you to know you had my respect. Shame you had to go and shog things up.”

The door creaked open, then clanged shut. Shader craned his neck to see who came in.

First was the thin orderly, who flopped down on the bench beside his colleague. They exchanged a few whispers, until the other man to enter speared them with a sharp look. There were a few moments of tense silence, then he turned his eyes on Shader.

And what eyes they were: bloodshot, to the point the sclerae were almost pink. Pink, like Shadrak’s. Ain, how he could use the assassin’s help right now. The only difference was the yellow corona around each iris—irises so dark, you couldn’t see the pupils. The man wore a white chasuble fronted with a red Nousian Monas over an ankle-length black coat. Thin, oily hair hung in unkempt strands down to his shoulders from beneath a tall hat with a broad brim. It was almost a uniform among the Judiciary’s investigators, but Shader hadn’t seen the added chasuble before. They must have saved that for special occasions.

“I do hope you haven’t maimed him too badly,” the investigator said. “What would be the point of bringing him round to our way of thinking if he can no longer wield a sword, no longer ride a horse?”

The orderlies exchanged glances, eyes glittering above their masks.

The investigator stepped up to the rack and peered down at Shader, lingering on his ankles, taking in his knee. Ain only knew what it must have looked like, but the pain was excruciating. The man’s smile was forced; a snaggletoothed smile that revealed the tip of an overly long canine. He arched an eyebrow and stared long and hard into Shader’s eyes, as if he were trying to assess whether he’d suffered enough; whether he was ready to give them what they wanted.

Shader blinked to break the hold that gaze had over him, then shifted his focus to the face. There was something familiar about it; but whatever it was, it refused to come to the surface.

“So, progress, I am told,” the investigator said. “I was beginning to think you’d die on the rack.”

“Maybe I still will,” Shader croaked. The effort made him cough, and blood came out with a spray of spittle.

The investigator stepped back, fanning his pallid hand in front of his face.

“Maybe you will. I had hoped, however, you would have used this time to reflect upon the selfishness of the path you have chosen.”

The voice. The way he inflected certain words.

“His Divinity has been patient with you. Patient on account of your past services to the Theocracy. But even His Divinity is human. Even His patience is finite.” The investigator cocked his head, like a bird spotting its prey. “What is it? Why do you look at me that way? Do you think, perhaps, you know me?”

“The…” Razors scratched the lining of Shader’s throat. He tried to go on; swallowed, but he had no spit.

The investigator snapped his fingers, and the fat orderly came over with his waterskin, unstoppered it, and lifted it to Shader’s lips. Shader coughed and spluttered as half the liquid went down his throat, the rest splashing over his chin. Not water: wine; vinegary, and no doubt mixed with the orderly’s phlegm.

“All you’re getting,” the orderly said, backing away to the bench, clutching the waterskin to his chest. “That’s good stuff, that.”

“The way you speak,” Shader said. “Your face…” But not the eyes. Definitely not the eyes.

“Yes?” The investigator leaned back in. “Glad he left some impression on you.”

“He?” Shader frowned, trying to dredge up the memory. Where had he seen that face, heard that voice?

“My father.”

Shader stared blankly for a moment, and then he had it.

“Bardol Shin. The man the Templum sent after me in Sahul.”

The investigator drew in a sharp breath, and there it was again—both of them this time: canines like a dog’s, or perhaps even a wolf’s. Maybe he filed them; or maybe it was something else. Last time Shader had seen teeth like that was in the ranks of the Liche Lord’s armies.

“I am Bartholomew Shin. People say I rose from my father’s ashes. People say far too much, in my opinion. He was an investigator, I am the Grand Investigator. It was not blood that got me where I am today; it was merit. The same sort of merit that could yet restore you to the Ipsissimus’s good graces, should you work at it.”

“I didn’t seek discord with His Divinity,” Shader said. “But what he wants is impossible.”

“Impossible?”

“I can’t do it.”

“So they say,” Shin said. “Far be it from me to criticize His Divinity’s predecessor, but a special dispensation? For an Elect knight to train for the priesthood?”

“It was a mercy,” Shader said. “Ipsissimus Theodore knew I couldn’t go on.” How many times had he killed in the name of Nous? How many times had he violated the very principle the Templum’s religion stood upon? It had been there from the start, this war between peace and the sword. And it had taken him more time than it would a fool to work it out. Aristodeus had planted the conflict in him as a child; orchestrated everything about his upbringing to keep him in perfect tension, all so he could wield the Archon’s sword. All so he could succeed where the philosopher had failed, in taking down the Technocrat Sektis Gandaw.

“The vows of an Elect knight are for life,” Shin said. “Granted, an Ipsissimus freed you from them; but now the new Ipsissimus requires your particular set of skills. Yours, and those of every other consecrated knight the Theocracy has brought to term from the womb of its benevolence.” He pressed his lips to Shader’s ear, whispering so that the orderlies wouldn’t overhear. “We cannot hold out, Shader. It is no secret the Sahulian fleet controls the Narala Passage. They have taken Numosia, and Aeterna is next. Nousia is too vast. We are too thinly spread. There simply isn’t time to marshal an effective defense.”

“So, you don’t need me,” Shader said. “If it’s all over.”

“Not all over. We will withdraw north, marshall our forces and strike back.”

With what? Shader wanted to ask. The Templum’s losses had been staggering, and Hagalle’s forces grew stronger with each country he conquered. Not only that, Quilonia had entered the war on Sahul’s side, opening a bleeding wound right at the heart of Nousia. Quilonia’s independence had long been a thorn in the Theocracy’s side, but now the yoke of oppression had encouraged ambitions to fester, old scores to be settled. And with Quilonia’s betrayal, others had grown bold. Suddenly, no one wanted Nousian protection or enlightenment. The whole world was turning back to barbarism, as if it were somehow new and liberating.

“The Elect will be our rearguard,” Shin said. “Even the retired are being recalled, such is the peril. And yet you…” He drew back and raised his voice once more. “You seek to hide behind the pretense of pacifism, and you place self-will above duty.”

“How many times?” Shader said. “How many times will people like you, people like Silvanus, force me to be what I am not?”

“You are a killer,” Shin said. “One of the best, so I am told. You are a name, someone the men will rally to.”

Shader tugged against his bonds, regretted it, and let his head drop back in resignation.

“He was fast, you know.”

“What?” Shin said.

“Your father.”

There was a long pause. Silence hung like a threat before Shin said, “Evidently not fast enough.”

That hadn’t been the problem. He’d been dazzling, Bardol Shin; maybe even the best swordsman Shader had ever faced. There had only been one deciding difference. Shin was a measured man, cultured and bound by rules. Shader, on the other hand, when it came to combat… He stopped the thought there; tried to tell himself it wasn’t true. He’d stayed his hand many a time, hadn’t he? Turned the other cheek, and all the other things a Nousian was supposed to do. Maybe as a child, like the time Brent Carvin had killed his dog; but as a man… well, he certainly couldn’t fault himself for trying; but when it came down to it, when it was him or the other person, or him against a horde of mawgs, he knew just how ruthless he could be.

Shin turned his back on Shader, went to the shelves by the door that harbored all manner of cruel-looking implements. He took his time selecting something, and when he did, he cast a look back at Shader over his shoulder.

“Don’t worry. This isn’t personal. My father was the finest swordsman I ever saw, but he was not a natural-born killer, like you. You faced him fair and square, of that I have no doubt. He knew the risks. No, this is not about him, or me. This is for Nous.”

He spun round, a heavy-headed hammer in one hand, iron spike in the other.

“And I will give my life for Nous,” Shader said. “Even on this rack. Even at your hands.”

If priestly training had taught him one thing, it was that Nous was all that mattered. Yes, the scriptures and doctrines had been altered by Otto Blightey—even the name “Nous” was the Liche Lord’s invention, borrowed from the most ancient Graecian writings, so Adeptus Ludo said. But all Blightey had done was mask a truth. Stick with it long enough, Ludo never failed of telling the seminarians, and every now and again, you got to peek behind the veil. Not everyone was graced enough to find it, but it was there, buried beneath Blightey’s obfuscations: the Golden Thread. It was a mystery worth dying for.

“Dying, I would have to explain to the Ipsissimus,” Shin said. “But His Divinity understands, no, condones, the use of the stick to bring a disobedient dog to heel.”

Shader gritted his teeth as Shin stalked toward him. The two orderlies rose from the bench. One grabbed a wad of bandages and took up his place behind the investigator. The other stood at the head of the rack. He forced Shader’s mouth open and crammed a strip of leather between his teeth.

It was futile, but Shader still thrashed on instinct. All it achieved was to heighten the pain.

Shin waved the iron spike through the air, deliberating, until he settled on Shader’s injured knee. He glanced up at the orderly at the head of the rack. “Bit over-zealous with the ratchet, I see. Looks like I’ll be the bearer of bad news to His Divinity, after all. Even if he recants his position, he’ll be no good to the Elect lame. You’ll undoubtedly burn for it,” he told the orderly. “Unless we make it look like an accident, you know, thwarted escape; something like that. Still, if you’re going to get on the Ipsissimus’s bad side, might as well do it properly.” He positioned the spike over Shader’s kneecap and raised the hammer.

Shader shut his eyes, muttered a swift prayer—

—and the door clanged open.

“That’s enough, Investigator Shin. I’ll take it from here.”

Shader let out the breath he’d been holding.

Ludo!

Ludo had come for him.

Shin almost roared as he whirled round. “This is Judiciary business, Adeptus. You’d do well to—”

“Say that again,” Ludo said.

“This is Judiciary busi—”

“No, the bit about ‘Adeptus’. We are both men of the hierarchy, Brother. In my dotage, did I miss the relegation of my office and the ascension of yours?”

Ludo sounded affable, as always, but Shin wouldn’t miss the implied threat. Even under Ipsissimus Theodore, the pecking order had been considered immutable, divinely ordained. Under Silvanus, the slightest hint of disobedience, the merest whiff of dissent, and you’d find yourself in a far worse position than Shader was in right now.

Shin clamped his jaw shut and dropped to one knee. “Adeptus.”

Ludo’s sandals slapped against the stone floor as he approached to loom over the investigator. He was a big man, probably the tallest man Shader had ever seen. He placed a hand on Shin’s head and closed his eyes. “The blessing of Our Lord Nous be upon you, Brother.”

“And also upon you,” Shin said.

Ludo lifted his hand, and Shin lurched to his feet, stiff and awkward. With a click of his fingers, he summoned the two orderlies to follow him, and then led them from the room.

“Oh,” Ludo said, peering down at Shader’s bound ankles. “Do you think it would be too much to call them back? I’m hopeless with knots, save those on the prayer cord, of course.”

Shader rattled the chains holding his wrists.

“Ah,” Ludo said. “Now they are most definitely beyond me.”

Shader grunted, and Ludo’s eyes bulged above the top of his eyeglasses as he noticed the leather strip in Shader’s mouth. He removed it gingerly with thumb and forefinger, looked about for somewhere to put it, and finally decided to just let go.

“Over there, by the door,” Shader said. He coughed to clear his throat. “Must be something among the torture implements you could use.”

“Well, I don’t know,” Ludo said, ambling over to the shelves. “I’m really not much good at this sort of… Oh, will this do?” He turned around, holding a pair of sharp-edged pincers in his shovel-like hand.

Shader would have laughed under any other circumstances, but he felt so broken, body and soul, that all he could do was squeeze his eyes shut and thank Nous over and over again. Tears streamed down his cheeks; tears of relief, but in among them, the acid tears of shame. Not just shame: anger. The festering buds of revenge.

With an iron will, he forced his eyes open; shut the door on that train of thought. He wouldn’t go there; not ever again. He had suffered in union with Nous. There was no sense turning a grace into a curse.

Ludo cut him free and then gathered his clothes from the floor.

“He was holy once, you know,” he said. “Bartholomew Shin. A fearless evangelist who took Nous to the darkest of places. After the Templum turned back the hordes of the Liche Lord, Shin traveled the length and breadth Verusia. Even devils, he said, could be converted. He came back a changed man.”

Ludo struggled to dress Shader, getting very little help in return. He fastened the pendant around Shader’s neck, squinting through his spectacles at the image of the woman on one side, the inscription on the other. It had been entrusted to Shader by the Fish, the old man he had been imprisoned with in New Jerusalem. A man who’d endured even more than Shader, and yet still went to his death as trusting as a child sung to sleep.

“Causa salutis,” Ludo said. “The cause of our salvation. Still have it, then. That’s good. Keep her with you.” He patted his heart. “The Immaculata. The Scourge of the Deceiver. I’m sorry I’ve not been able to come up with more. The Second Book of Unveilings hints at so much that has been lost. If only I had the key. There are very few people I’d like to slap, but if I ever lay eyes on Otto Blightey…” Ludo raised a hand, then shook his head and chuckled. “Even him. Even the Liche Lord of Verusia couldn’t incite this old bird to violence. You know, Brother, sometimes I envy you… I mean, what you once were.”

He was joking, Shader could see that. Nothing would have horrified Ludo more than Shader returning to his old ways. It had been the adeptus who’d helped him to separate his conflicting natures; the adeptus who’d given him the tools and the example to succeed.

“It’s important, Brother,” Ludo said, wagging a finger at the necklace. “She’s important. A standard, I expect. A model for what we should strive for, for what Nousia could be.

“Now, best get you out of here. Silvanus is a stickler for the rules, but he’s a passionate man who sometimes acts rashly. Let’s not put temptation in his way. I have friends at the harbor who can get you out of Aeterna.”

“Out of Aeterna?” Shader said. “But where? Hagalle and his allies control the seas between here and—”

“Britannia,” Ludo said. He pulled Shader into a sitting position, then hefted him over his shoulder. For a priest, the man’s strength was prodigious.

“It’s time you went home.”

 




THE DEMIURGOS’S DISCIPLE

City of New Jerusalem, Aethir

Six Months Later

Shadrak let out an appreciative whistle. “Look at the jugs on that.”

Amid a shower of sparks and a billowing cloud of smoke, the near-naked Dame Consilia floated down from the ceiling above the stage. Well, not floated exactly; she was lowered from the fly floor. You could see two sweating stagehands paying out the ropes, if you knew where to look.

Shadrak knew, but he wasn’t looking anymore. He couldn’t take his eyes from those swollen breasts, barely covered by a wisp of silk. A ruby sparkled in her navel with reflected light from the lanterns above the proscenium. Beneath that, strips of diaphanous gold did little to hide her womanhood, leaving her long, graceful legs smooth and bare. Atop her head, her platinum hair had been wound up into two devil’s horns.

“Look, I tell you.” He kept his voice low; stuck well and truly to the shadows at the back of their box.

Albert was looking, but not at the stage. He hoicked his paunch to the loge’s low, velveteen wall. Obviously, standing was proving too much effort. “You watch the jugs; I’ll keep an eye on the husband.”

Shadrak followed his gaze.

Koort Morrow was in the box opposite. If he’d noticed Dame Consilia’s dramatic entrance, he was hiding it well. He was engaged in hushed conversation with the goons either side of him. All business, Morrow. Shadrak guessed that’s what made him the greatest threat to the Night Hawks. Maybe the only threat left.

Morrow held up a hand to the man whispering in his ear, long enough to take a bite of pie. Cherry pie. His favorite. Albert had it all filed away in his head, what people liked to eat, what they had a weakness for. That’s why he’d had some sent over to Morrow’s box, courtesy of Queenie’s Fine Diner.

“Enjoy,” Albert said, rubbing his hands together, and making it all too obvious, as far as Shadrak was concerned.

There was a flurry of movement up in the gods. Shadrak couldn’t see much without showing himself. Didn’t help there was a thick pall of weedstick smoke hanging overhead. Not just weedstick, going by the smell. He was sure there was a hint of sweetness mingled in with it; the pungent odor of somnificus.

“What’s going on up there?”

Albert took out his hanky to mop his brow as he glanced up, then straight back down at Morrow.

“Mal Vatès is here.” He leaned forward over the edge of the box, blocking what little was left of Shadrak’s view with his pinstriped arse. “Probably had a few too many after the inauguration.”

“Bit late, ain’t he? Seeing as this bollocks is for him.” Shadrak angled another look at the stage. Had to be better than what Albert was presenting him.

Well, maybe not.

Dame Consilia was dancing suggestively through a chorus line of muscular slaves, giving each a quick feel as she spouted some crap about the Abyss or something.

“Not every day you get elected First Senator of New Jerusalem,” Albert said.

Shadrak shrugged to himself. Guessed it was a big thing to most. Hadn’t been exactly unexpected, what with Vatès’ predecessor, Reegers, getting into bed with the guilds. Not that it was such a bad thing. There’d been an agreement between the Senate and the Night Hawks, who pretty much accounted for ninety percent of all the shit that went down in the city since the Night of the Guilds. Problem was, Morrow had gone and blown the whistle on Reegers, and that left the Senate with nowhere to go but back to the polls.

“What is this shite, anyway?” Shadrak said, pressing himself back against the curtain at the rear of the loge. He noticed Albert’s hands clenching into fists and said, “Don’t look so eager. Someone will see.” Morrow had goons everywhere. Half the theater was his tonight; the other half filled with Vatès’ hangers-on.

Albert sat back in his chair and stole a quick glance at the stage. Dame Consilia was approaching the ogling crowd at the front, bestowing a touch here and there on outstretched hands. Someone got overexcited and tried to get his face between her breasts. One of Morrow’s goons yanked him back and held him still while another broke his face. Stupid scut. But you had to admire his nerve.

When the dame continued her speech without any indication she’d been ruffled, Albert finally got round to replying. “The Demiurgos’s Disciple.”

“Never heard of it. What’s that, then? Quintus shogging Quincy?”

“Bent Horrigan,” Albert said. “They love him in the provinces.”

“Yeah, well, he can shogging stay there.”

“This is the infamous soliloquy of the succubus,” Albert said. “It’s supposed to give you an insight into what the ladies want, though why anyone would care about such things, I’ll never know.”

Shadrak strained his ears to catch what the dame was saying. Not that it mattered much, what women want, because they still wouldn’t want it from him. That was the trouble with being the height of a child. Didn’t help none he was white as a sheet, and most everyone found the pink of his eyes disturbing. Great for intimidation, but shit for all else.

“Load of bleeding bollocks,” he muttered, looking back at Morrow’s box when he saw Albert stiffen.

Morrow had turned green. His cheeks puffed up, like he was gonna throw. The two men beside him helped him from his chair and rushed him out the back of the loge.

Dame Consilia glanced over from the stage. Only for a second. She was a real pro, and instantly snapped back into her role. Except she fluffed a line and stood there like a lemon till someone prompted, “And what big balls you have, sir dwarf,” from the wings.

Murmurs rumbled about the auditorium, and all eyes shifted to Morrow’s empty box.

Dame Consilia struggled on, but her cheeks were red, and she kept glancing off stage.

“I’ll follow them outside, see if it worked,” Shadrak said.

Albert spun out of his chair to face him. “And why would you do that?”

“Just in case. You know…”

“In case I got the dose wrong?” Albert clasped his hands over his belly and tapped his thumbs together, like he always did when he was pissed off.

“I trust you, Albert. Really. It’s just the way I am. I have to check.”

Never leave anything to chance. He wouldn’t have gotten where he was today if he’d not been so careful. He’d never have survived so long among the Sicarii in Sahul, never mind made it as boss of the Night Hawks and unifier of all the guilds in New Jerusalem.

All but Morrow’s.

And that was about to change.

“Wait here,” he said, as he slipped through the curtain at the back of the box.

“If I must.”

The ruffle of the curtain was instantly followed by a swirl of dust motes in the corridor beyond. The air shimmered, and then there was another ruffle, this time from a brown robe that flickered into view, growing quickly denser, more solid. There was no face beneath the drooping cowl, just a blinding brilliance that made Shadrak throw a hand over his eyes. He couldn’t help it, and dipped his head, but his free hand still went to the grip of a flintlock, for all the good it would do.

“What the shog do you want?” he asked, before he could stop himself.

The Archon’s robe rippled, and flames erupted from where his face should have been.

Shadrak stumbled back into the curtain and dropped to one knee. He hated himself for it, but what else could he do? Save wait, and learn from each time the shogger put in an appearance.

“Leave your scheming and attend to mine,” the Archon said in his rustling voice.

“Busy,” Shadrak said. “Can’t you see that?” He stood and made to walk past, but the air in front of him took on the solidity of a wall.

“Our agreement is binding, Shadrak.”

“Tell me about it,” Shadrak said. It was a contract that had been sealed with irresistible bait. “So, how’s my mother? How’s Kadee?” He suppressed a scoff, partly because the last thing he needed was to rile the Archon; partly because he knew there was nothing to scoff about. He’d seen Kadee—or her ghost—that first time the Archon had appeared to him in the Anglesh Isles. She was the carrot to the Archon’s stick, but if there was some chance she was really alive, some place he might find her, then he saw no choice but to play along. At least for the time being.

“It is perilous,” the Archon said. “Always perilous where she endures. But fulfill our agreement, and piece by piece we will restore the rightful order and let the dead go back to being what they are.”

“Shog’s that supposed to mean?” Shadrak said. Let the dead go back to being what they are! Dead is what they are. What Kadee was. He’d seen her waste away before his eyes. Every instinct told him what the Archon had shown him was some kind of trick, like the illusions in the wizard’s quarter. But he couldn’t help it. What if there really was some hope? Hope he’d see her again. Since she’d passed, he’d been nothing. Nothing save a hitman, and that wasn’t anything Kadee would have been proud of.

“Give me more. More to go on, or I’m through.” It was tough talk, and Shadrak knew he was messing with fire, but sometimes you had to goad your enemy to find out what he had.

Rather than the explosion Shadrak had expected, the Archon’s blaze retreated into the shadows of his cowl. He let out a long, sibilant breath and then nodded. “The creature that came for you on the rooftops, before you left for the Perfect Peak—”

“The thing with the gun?” Even now, he often saw it out of the corner of his eye, started at the slightest movement from the shadows. It had been fast, so fast, and yet he’d beaten it. Just. That was the thing about years and years of killing. You became honed to it, took every glimmer of opportunity, even if it wasn’t exactly playing by the rules. Surprise had been on his side, but in a fair fight, he doubted he’d still be there to tell the tale.

“A Thanatosian, captured by Sektis Gandaw,” the Archon said. “A harvester from Thanatos, the dark world, the stealer of souls.”

“That’s where she is, Kadee? On this Thanatos? But how—”

“The passage of the dead has been dammed since the dawn of time, by the formation of the Abyss. None of you go where you should when you pass from this world. The worst are held fast by the Demiurgos in the deepest strata of his realm, but those who resist his pull lie closer to the surface. There, they are vulnerable to the poachers. More than that, I do not know.”

So, the Archon had limits. That was good to know.

“In the way I measure time,” the Archon said, “Thanatos is a newcomer to this cosmos, and it had no existence in mine. It is… a mystery.”

“But you’ve been there, right? You know how to get me there?”

A round of applause came from the auditorium, and by the sounds of it, people were starting to leave.

“Quickly,” the Archon said, “your target will be among the first out.”

“Tell me about it,” Shadrak said. “He’s probably backstage feeling up that tart of a wife of his by now.” Truth was, Morrow was more than likely choking in his own vomit while his internal organs turned to soup, but he needed to see for himself.

“Your real target,” the Archon said. “Mine.”

The ruffle of the curtain behind him alerted Shadrak to Albert peering out with eyes as big as plates.

“Oh,” Albert said. “Sorry.” With that, he slunk back inside the box.

“Yeah?” Shadrak said, turning back to the Archon. “And who’s that, then?”

“The man this play should have been named for.”

“The Demiurgos’s Disciple?”

“Indeed,” the Archon said. “The newly elected First Senator. Mal Vatès.”

 




THE NEXT HIT

“Hurry!” the Archon’s voice urged inside Shadrak’s head. “The timing is perfect.”

Shadrak glided past the open doors of the dressing rooms, no more than a shifting shadow. The clink of glasses, the shrill giggles of chorus girls followed him. He caught more than one glimpse of bare flesh as they flung down their costumes.

Perfect, my arse. Too much was down to chance. Nothing had been planned. The only way hits like this went was tits up.

Dame Consilia rounded the corner in front of him, a thin man on one arm, fat man on the other. Both were dressed in lilac togas, and both kept tripping over their own feet due to their eyes never straying from the dame’s flushed face. She wasn’t looking where she was going, either; eyes all teared up, lips pouting, chin quivering.

“Any news?” she said, loud enough that everyone in the dressing rooms would hear. “Koort. Take me to him.”

Shadrak brushed past, and if they noticed, they probably took him for one of the freaks from the warm-up act. Just the thought of it fired his blood. If he’d had the time, he’d have knifed them for the slight, imagined or not. Snobbish shogwits.

“Fellah,” Kadee’s warm voice spoke in his mind. Her presence was fleeting, no more than smoke in the wind. “It’s not them, it’s you.”

Like you don’t tell me every two minutes. It was all him. Always was. He knew she meant well, but being told you’re a paranoid scut was as helpful as shite on a mop head.

Course, there was no telling if it was Kadee or just his own shogged up thoughts. His brain hadn’t been right since she died. Maybe the Archon was playing on that. Thanatos! Yeah, right. Chances of her being there, if it even existed, were the same as for him being taken up into Araboth body and soul.

But the Archon had mentioned the creature—Thanatosian, he’d called it. Not something Sektis Gandaw had cooked up, then. That had been real enough. Shadrak still had an ache in his shoulder to prove it.

He pushed through the stage door exit onto the street.

The road was packed with legionaries decked out in bronze galeas with horsehair plumes. They should have been stationed round the gleaming black carriage waiting by the front entrance, but they’d been drawn by the clutch of goons hovering over Koort Morrow’s twitching body. There was a frantic flurry of activity as a man knelt by Morrow’s head, rummaging through a surgeon’s bag. Froth spilled from the guild master’s mouth. His eyes were white and vacant.

The crowds leaving by the main entrance were ushered to one side as Vatès emerged, a gray-robed aide on either side. They made a beeline for the carriage, and the door was held open for them by a big bald bloke in a leather jerkin. Hired muscle, no doubt, to keep well-wishers and the other sort at bay. Probably, he did a good job of it, normally, but with the commotion caused by Morrow’s poisoning, his eyes weren’t everywhere, like they should have been.

Shadrak slipped past Morrow’s goons and strode for the carriage as Vatès and his aides climbed inside. Without pausing, he slid out a punch dagger and rammed it into the hired-muscle’s kidney, dropping him like a stone. He rapped on the side of the carriage as he stepped inside. The driver was as distracted as the rest of them, and sent the horses into a trot.

Four pairs of startled eyes met his entrance.

He stabbed an aide in the chest, flung a razor star at the second, catching him in the throat. As the man bubbled and foamed at the mouth, Shadrak snapped his kneecap with a kick, then, in one fluid motion, whipped out a dagger and stuck it in his eye.

Vatès raised his hands and babbled of stream of pleading. Could have been a bribe in there, for all the good it did him.

Shadrak wrenched his punch dagger from the aide’s chest and stabbed Vatès in the guts. As the senator doubled up, Shadrak ripped his dagger free from the other aide. The eyeball came away with it, skewered like a kebab. Had to wonder if it saw anything as it plunged down into the bald patch atop Vatès’ head and lodged in his brain.

The carriage rattled and rolled along the street, causing Shadrak to throw out an arm to steady himself. His fingers were slick with blood; none of it his.

A girl whimpered.

The fourth set of eyes.

She was staring up at him from the far side of the seat Vatès was slumped on. Must’ve been four, maybe five. Vatès’ granddaughter, no doubt.

“Daddy,” she said on the crest of a sob.

Daughter, then, the lusty old dog.

He yanked his dagger free from Vatès’ head, and blood gushed out like water from a whale’s blowhole. The girl screamed and buried her face in her hands.

“Shut the shog up,” Shadrak said, grabbing her hair and exposing her throat.

“Shadrak…”

“Not now, Kadee,” he growled. “I’m working.”

“Shadrak!”

This time, her plea cut him dead. He stood glaring at the girl for a long moment, then he let go her hair.

“Fine. Shog it. Just keep your mouth shut, got it?”

The girl’s face was whiter than his. Her lips quivered, and then she managed a nod.

Sheathing his blades and reclaiming his razor star, Shadrak booted open the door and leapt out. As he hit the road and tumbled to his feet, the girl screamed.

“Shogging little scut!” Shadrak muttered.

The driver cried, “Whoa!” and the horses pulled up. As he climbed down from his seat to see what the noise was about, Shadrak took off for an unlit alleyway.

“Oh, my bleedin’…” the driver said. Then, in a voice like a trumpet blast, he hollered, “Guards! Guards! Over here!”

Dozens of legionaries broke off from the theater crowd and pelted toward the carriage. Worse still, another unit that must’ve been stationed farther along the road came pounding from the other direction.

“That way!” he heard the girl shouting. “It was a gnome or a goblin. It stabbed my daddy.”

Shog. She’d got a good look at him. Only person to have done so during a job that he’d not silenced. Damn Kadee. Why’d she have to go and prick his conscience?

No, not damn Kadee. Damn the Archon for forcing him to take Vatès out with no preparation. Doing it at all was bad enough. The truce between the Night Hawks and the Senate would be well and truly over now. But like this, with so much left to chance. That was the last he was gonna have to do with that fiery-faced shogger, threat or no threat. Kadee or no Kadee.

He reached the back of the alley and cursed.

Dead shogging end.

He started to climb the rear wall, but the footfalls of the soldiers were too near. He’d never make it. Dropping back to the ground, he spun round and flung himself into a pile of garbage, just as the first soldier entered the alleyway.

It stank like a Dreamer’s crotch, but it was the best he could do. Rats gamboled in and out of the refuse, but Shadrak tried not to notice. He lay face down, cloak pulled tight about him. They’d not see him till they were right on top of him, and if they were stupid enough to get that close, they’d never know what hit them.

Muffled voices came from the mouth of the alley. Shadrak peered out from beneath his hood. Two more soldiers had joined the first. They stood hesitantly, casting looks behind at the cordon of legionaries now encircling the carriage. He could hear the girl sobbing, the driver’s attempts at explaining what had happened.

Shadrak stiffened as the three legionaries edged deeper into the alley. One of them looked toward the rubbish heap and prodded its base with his spear.

“Shog, that’s rank,” he said.

“Shogging disgrace is what it is,” another said. “If I was First Senator, cleaning the shite off the streets would be the first thing I did, I tell you.”

“Yeah?” the third said. “Well, now maybe you’ll get your chance.”

“I’ll vote for you,” the first said, though his voice was riddled with sarcasm, and something else.

Fear, Shadrak realized.

He couldn’t blame the man. Whatever the Senate paid them, it wasn’t enough to get your throat slit. He let out a sigh of relief. These were his kind of soldiers, the kind that made a show of doing all the right things, but then put down failure to factors beyond their control.

“Come on, lads,” the wannabe senator said. “Nothing here. Reckon he’s long gone.”

“Yeah,” the first said. “Bloody driver took his sweet time calling us. Either he crapped his pants, or he’s in league with the killer.”

“You have to wonder,” the third man said. “It ain’t like Vatès didn’t have enemies.”

As they retreated back toward the carriage, a brilliant white orb flared into life above the theater and began to scour the streets.

Shadrak gritted his teeth and sighed. Magwitch the Meddler. He’d recognize the mad mage’s handiwork anywhere. It was no secret the Senate employed a raft of his security measures. The rate it was moving, he had fifteen, maybe twenty seconds before he was lit up bright as day.

He slid from the refuse pile and found a foothold on the rear wall again. When he reached the top, he turned for a last look as the orb’s light spilled across the entrance to the alley. A shape stepped into its radiance: a silhouette, tall and slender, long arms drooping almost to its feet.

Something tugged at Shadrak’s mind, slipped in between his thoughts, latched on.

A psycher!

Creatures of Sektis Gandaw the Senate held on to; used only in the most serious crimes. Unleash a psycher, and it would never give up, never let go. Once it had a taste of your mind, it was relentless.

Shadrak dropped to the street on the other side of the wall. The pressure in his mind eased as he ran. Maybe the stories were wrong. Maybe you could shake a psycher, after all.

“You have done well,” the Archon whispered. “And the balance has tilted once more in our favor. The secularist agenda has been stillborn. Already, Vatès and his supporters were looking to back to Gandaw’s reign as some sort of golden era.”

“Shog you,” Shadrak managed as he pelted onto 101st Street and found a drainpipe to shimmy up. “You pushed me into this one too fast.” He paused for breath as he reached the roof. “Need time to plan. This’ll cost me. Cost the guilds.”

“That is no loss,” the Archon said.

“No shogging loss? Four years, it took me to take control. Four scutting years.”

Something tickled beneath his scalp, and once more the pressure began to rise. He set off across the rooftop at a sprint, launched himself across the gap between buildings.

“I allowed it,” the Archon said. “So long as you did my work.”

“Did your murdering, you mean. What is it, afraid to get your hands dirty? You Nousian types are all the same.”

“I cannot act directly. You know this.”

“Yeah, well you’re gonna have to find someone else, because I’ve had it with you.”

“The contract, remember?” the Archon said. He shimmered into existence and glowered down at Shadrak from the depths of his cowl.

“Shog the contract. You wanna kill me for not sticking to it, go ahead. I’m right here.” His fingers twitched above the handles of his pistols. It was probably futile. The Archon had already said his old thundershot would have done nothing to him, but he was willing to give it a try. He’d had about enough of being controlled and manipulated. And besides, the faux flintlocks might have looked older than the thundershot, but when the plane ship had first given them up to him, he’d seen right away they were better: more powerful, and held more bullets.

The white fire beneath the Archon’s cowl flickered. He was rankled, undecided. It wasn’t much, but it was another clue. Sooner of later, Shadrak would know enough about him to take him down. It was just a matter of time.

“If not the contract, then what about Kadee?” the Archon said.

Needles of pain stabbed at Shadrak’s brain.

“It is close,” the Archon said. “The psycher. Hurry. You must survive this.”

“Tell me,” Shadrak said as he lurched toward the far end of the roof. “Kadee. Tell me how to find her.”

“One more kill,” the Archon said. “Then I will free you. Then I will lead you to her.”

“That a promise?”

The Archon glided closer and loomed over him. “That is a promise.”

Shadrak put his hands to his head, winced against the pain. Fighting back a growing wave of nausea, he gauged the distance to the next roof, took a few steps back, and prepared to jump.

“Fine. One more kill. Who is it?”

He ran for the edge and threw himself across the void.

As he caught hold of the guttering on the other side, the Archon’s voice was strong and clear in his mind.

“A tool of the Demiurgos. The single greatest threat to Aethir and Earth.”

Shadrak swung himself up onto the roof and glared out over the city. “Thought Shader already took Gandaw out,” he said, more interested in saving his skin than in the Archon’s next victim.

Queenie’s was two blocks away. If he could get there ahead of the psycher, grab his things…

“You mustn’t leave yet,” the Archon said, as if he could read Shadrak’s thoughts. “He’s already coming to you. He will ask of you a favor, and whatever happens, you must not grant it. There is no other way, Shadrak. You must kill him.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said. “So, you gonna tell me who it is, or is that some big shogging secret, like the rest of your scheming?”

The Archon reappeared in front of him, a reddish hue to the flames bleeding from his cowl.

“The Nameless Dwarf.”

 




END OF THE TRUCE

Time he got to Queenie’s, the pressure in Shadrak’s head had all but gone. Either he’d slipped beyond the psycher’s reach in his mad dash across the rooftops, or it was playing with him, lulling him into a false sense of security.

—The Nameless Dwarf.

He clamped down on the thought as soon as it reared its head.

No way. Not after what they’d been through together. Not after Sektis Gandaw and his shogging Unweaving.

—One more kill.

And then it would be over. No more doing what he was told. No more Archon’s assassin.

And then there was Kadee. Would he really see her again? Could he?

Nameless.

Closest he’d had to a friend all these years. A real friend, that is. Someone who had his back. Not at all like Albert.

Far as Shadrak was concerned, the Archon could go shog himself; only, he wasn’t ready to tell him just yet. He didn’t know enough; hadn’t worked out a way to stick it to him. How did you kill a god? He wasn’t even sure there was a way.

But the Archon claimed he wasn’t a god, didn’t he? So, however you looked at it, that increased the chances. It was just a matter of how long it would take.

Thing was, did he really give a shit about Nameless? Was he kidding himself that the dwarf gave a damn about him? They’d shared a few jokes—most of them made by Nameless. They’d faced danger together, more than once. But so shogging what? If it was a choice between Nameless and freedom, between him and Kadee…

It wasn’t like he’d chosen the situation. He was under contract. It was a job like any other. Just had to be professional. Just had to be pragmatic.

He slipped in through the back door, not even bothering to remove his cloak before going into the restaurant. What was the point? The game was up. He’d been seen; but more than that, he’d been “scented” by a psycher. So much for taking out Morrow and finally bringing the last of the guilds to heel. It was like the Archon was shogging with him, one minute giving him a long enough leash to get a stranglehold on New Jerusalem’s underworld, and the next snapping it back and leaving him with nothing. Because that’s what it amounted to. While there was a truce with the Senate—we won’t touch you, if you keep out of our business—the Night Hawks had been a nice little earner. But with the slaying of Mal Vatès, that truce was over. If Shadrak had been on the Senate, he’d have thrown everything he had at bringing the Night Hawks down, and he’d start with their leader, especially now he had a face.

“Shadrak.” Big Jake acknowledged him with a grunt. He was locked in an arm wrestle with Albert’s adopted savage, Ekyls.

Both men were red-faced, veins popping out on their necks. Ekyls was naked from the waist up, his wiry body a map of tattoos, most of them snakes coiling about one another. His lips were curled back in effort, yellow teeth bared and dangerous. His filed incisors looked like they could puncture all the way to the bone and inject more venom than even Albert could dream of.

There was a single customer seated at a table with nothing but a cup of water in front of him. Was it a child? He was dressed in a cloak of crow’s feathers, the hood low over his face.

Ekyls let out a gurgling growl that grew more insistent until it ended in a shrill whine. At that point, Big Jake rolled his wrist and slammed Ekyls’ hand into the table. The savage roared, his whole body tensing, as if he were getting ready to pounce.

“No shame in losing,” Big Jake said. There was warmth in his voice, but steel in his eyes.

Shadrak knew what was coming if Ekyls tried something. And Big Jake was right: there was no shame in losing an arm wrestle to him. Hundreds had come to test their strength, and all had failed.

“Not lose,” Ekyls said, pushing his chair back and rubbing his wrist as he stood. “You speak Shadrak. Me think wrestle finish.”

Big Jake stood, too, and leaned over the table. “So, my old mate, what you’re saying is, you want a rematch?” He cracked his knuckles and made as to sit down again.

Ekyls glared at him for a second, then lowered his eyes. “Boss here now. Me work to do.”

With that, he stalked off into the kitchen.

Why Albert thought a grime-covered savage should be in charge of washing the dishes had never sat right with Shadrak. Last he’d looked, the kitchens were awash with blood, from where Ekyls ate his food without cooking it. Word was, he caught it himself—rats, mice, or any bird stupid enough to get too close to the open window.

“Scut,” Big Jake said, frowning at Ekyls’ retreating back. Then he shrugged at Shadrak. “Can’t stand a sore loser.”

“Pack up, Jake,” Shadrak said. “We’re clearing out.”

The little man in the feathered cloak looked up at that.

Big Jake saw Shadrak noticing. “Sorry, matey. I was gonna tell you, your dad’s here.”

“Shog off, scut-breath,” Shadrak said.

He had a point, though. The man was more or less Shadrak’s height. With his head lifted, his face came into view. It was creased with wrinkles, and unhealthily gray. He had a wisp of white beard, and beneath curling white brows, there were beady eyes. When they turned on Shadrak, he felt exposed somehow, as if they saw too much.

Something about the man unsettled him. It was like that sensation he got when he thought he’d been somewhere before. He narrowed his eyes and tried not to look away from the man’s gaze. Finally, he broke off, feeling like his perfect memory had cheated him.

“Thought I knew you from somewhere,” he said. “But that ain’t likely. I never forget a face.”

“Memory can be trained,” the little man said.

He was right there. Shadrak’s was no accident, no freak of nature. He’d realized the need for a sharp mind, and recall of faces, facts, places, early on in his career.

“But from before the time a mind is trained, it is like the murk of a swamp.”

The stench of the Sour Marsh was suddenly rank in Shadrak’s nostrils. Brought with it a whole bunch of images: snakes; a man’s arms, heavily muscled and black as night; a man who was also a snake. He winced and tried to refocus. “Swamp? What—”

Big Jake cast a long shadow over Shadrak. “’Scuse me interrupting, Boss. Clearing out?”

Shadrak lowered himself into the chair opposite the little man, took in every last detail of his feathered cloak. Huntsman had worn something similar, but this was no Dreamer. Not only was he too short, and his skin lacking that dusky hue, but they were on Aethir. Sahul was a million miles away. Least, it might as well have been. The Archon said Earth and Aethir were different realities, each dreaming of the other or some shit.

“Grab your things,” Shadrak said to Big Jake, not taking his eyes from the little man. “And tell Ekyls to do the same.” Though shog knew what the savage had to bring with him, save for his knives and a bloody carcass or two.

Big Jake knew not to waste time with questions, and headed straight upstairs.

Next Shadrak spoke, it was to the stranger. “Why are you here?”

The little man tilted his head to one side and studied him. Darkness swirled across his eyes like ink on water. It was hard to tell if he was vacant or sad, or perhaps a bit of both. Finally, he lifted a finger to his lips and looked about the room, as if someone were listening.

“This is bigger than either of us, Shadrak. I beseech you to stay your hand until the patterns of play emerge.”

“Do you?” Shadrak said, leaning across the table. “Kinda familiar, aren’t we? Only, you seem to think it’s all right bandying my name around, while I don’t know you from shog.”

“You know me. You just can’t remember.”

Shadrak pulled a pistol and took aim. “You got two seconds to give me a name, or I’ll make one up for you. It’s likely to start with, ‘Where’s his’ and end with, ‘shogging face?’”

The little man didn’t flinch. Instead, his eyes hardened into obsidian. “Bird is my name.” He raised an eyebrow to see if Shadrak betrayed any recognition.

He didn’t.

“That why you wear the cloak?” Shadrak said, spinning the pistol on his finger and holstering it.

“It is not.” Bird clasped his hands together on the table and let out a sigh. “I came ahead of a friend of yours. He seeks a favor, and I hope you will cede it precedence over any other requests you may have received.”

He knew? About the Archon? How was that even—?

“You already knew he was coming, didn’t you?” Bird said. A ripple ran through his feathered cloak, and he cocked his head. “People are approaching. Many people.”

Shadrak strained his ears, and sure enough, the distant thud of footfalls was drawing nearer. The psycher hadn’t lost the scent, after all. By the sounds it, half the legions in New Jerusalem were closing in on Queenie’s.

He stood and went to the window.

“Shit.”

Dozens of soldiers had formed a cordon across the street with their shields locked, and behind them, a couple of phalanxes were hurriedly forming. Sunlight glinted off more than a hundred bronze helms and steel speartips.

He started to turn toward the kitchen at the back, but Ekyls emerged from it, hatchet in hand.

“Soldiers,” the savage said. “Many soldiers. You want me kill?”

Big Jake came stomping down the stairs before Shadrak could answer. “You seen what’s outside?” If he’d packed anything, he’d left it in his room.

“Yes,” Shadrak said, meaning it for Ekyls. “Go kill.” What did he care if the savage got cut to pieces in the process? Least it would make for a diversion.

The rattle of a carriage pulling up outside had him turn back to the window. Albert was waving frantically from the passenger seat.

“Second thoughts,” Shadrak said, “get out. Go with Albert. Tell him to meet me at the rendezvous.” If they could get out of the city. The Senate’s forces had moved alarmingly quickly, and with such coordination, he wouldn’t have put it past them to have the city on lockdown already. Still, if anyone could get out, it was Albert.

Ekyls pulled the door open and ran to the carriage. Cries of “Halt!” went up from the soldiers, and a group began to advance on the savage.

Shadrak drew both pistols and let off a few shots through the window. Glass shattered and fell tinkling to the floor. The soldiers faltered, and the carriage sped off with Ekyls half-hanging out the doorway. It was just like Albert not to wait.

“Hold the fort,” he told Big Jake, holstering his guns. “They’re after me, not you.”

There was a flutter, and Shadrak caught a glimpse of a raven winging its way outside. Of Bird, there was no sign.

Big Jake shrugged, like he saw this sort of thing every day. That was his way. Even in the middle of a fight, you’d think he was half asleep. “You coming back?”

“Unlikely. Least not for the foreseeable. Fargin’s in charge now. You know what to do.”

Shadrak ran for the stairs. As he reached the landing, he heard Big Jake’s rumbling voice welcoming the soldiers to Queenie’s. A gruff exchange followed. Hopefully, Jake wouldn’t do anything stupid.

Shadrak opened the window at the end of the landing and climbed out onto the drain pipe. Someone spotted him and yelled, but he scrambled up onto the roof and sprinted for the edge.

Pain exploded in his head, and he stumbled. Something rose up to his right. He reeled round, and there it was: the psycher, loping toward him with one arm outstretched, the other raised high and wreathed in black mist. It thrust its featureless head at him, and Shadrak screamed as white-hot needles stabbed into his brain. Images flashed up behind his eyes: Kadee, dried up and wasted, ulcerating bedsores weeping on the sheets; Bovis Rayn’s ruined face; Rhiannon’s fists hitting him over and over; and the thing that had attacked him on the rooftops before—a Thanatosian, the Archon had called it. It raised its gun too fast for him to even scream…

Shadrak tried to draw a pistol, but his fingers were numb, and he couldn’t grip tight enough to free it from the holster. He reached behind for the thundershot he kept tucked in the back of his belt for emergencies, but it wouldn’t budge. Cold crept into his bones, and the strength drained away from his body.

The psycher’s raised arm came down, and a fresh blast of pain ruptured Shadrak’s thoughts. His limbs shook, and his teeth rattled. Something warm oozed from his ears, and he could taste coppery blood in his mouth.

The psycher raised both arms this time, amid a swirl of charcoal haze.

Behind Shadrak’s eyes, Kadee wept—no longer wasted, but her eyes were wide with terror, and not all of it for him. Shadowy trees formed a backdrop behind her, and the skies above were swarming with dark shapes gliding down on leathery wings. Kadee’s eyes burned with intensity, and she yelled silently at him.

Something snapped, and Shadrak got a hold on the thundershot. It felt heavy. So heavy. It took two hands to raise it, and he couldn’t steady his aim. Summoning all his remaining strength, he pulled the trigger, and there was an answering boom. The psycher’s scream cut gouges through Shadrak’s mind, and he pitched backward over the roof.

He tensed against the impact with the ground, but when it came, it was softer than he’d imagined.

“Caught you, laddie.”

He opened his eyes onto a black great helm, flecked with green. Strong arms held him, cradling him like a child.

“Nameless!”

“Little birdie told me you had a spot of bother,” the dwarf said, his voice muffled by the helm.

Shadrak looked to the roof, but he couldn’t see the psycher. Had he hit it? Shog, he hoped so.

The tramp of many feet built to a roar around them. Nameless set Shadrak down and scooped up his axe from the roadside.

“Is this a bad time to ask for a loan?”

Shadrak holstered the thundershot, whipped out both flintlocks and sent a barrage of shots into the soldiers. Bullets pinged off shields, and the advance turned into a rout.

Nameless whistled from inside his helm and hefted his axe to his shoulder.

“Can it wait?” Shadrak said.

“Oh, there’s no hurry, laddie.”

Already, someone was barking orders, and the soldiers were reforming in disciplined rows. Shadrak stole a glance at the rooftop. Still no sign of the psycher.

The soldiers at the back of the phalanxes broke off into a broad cordon, fanning out to cover every avenue of escape. Shadrak turned to see more soldiers stepping out from Queenie’s. He caught a glimpse of Big Jake giving a shrug through the window.

“So, what’s the plan?” Nameless said. “I take it you do have a plan.”

Usually, he would have; would have seen this sort of thing coming. But the Archon had pushed him too quickly, too far. Take any assassination lightly, and you ran the risk of it blowing up in your face; but the whacking of a senator—and the First Senator at that—demanded the highest level of planning. Weeks, it would have taken him to prepare for a job like that, not mere seconds.

He knew Nameless would have a plan; the only plan he’d ever seen the dwarf use: bash his way right through the center of the enemy and keep on bashing. But going down in a blaze of glory was the furthest thing from Shadrak’s mind; and the idea of giving Nameless his head went spinning off from the whirl of thoughts he was rapidly considering.

If they could make it to the alley connecting 101st and 102nd streets, kick some poor bastard’s door in and go through to the other side… stick to the lanes and keep heading north and west…

He pointed a pistol at the shield wall to the right of the closest phalanx. Can’t have been more than two deep, and behind was a clear path to the alley.

“I shoot, you charge,” he said. “Then I’ll get your back.”

Nameless took a two-handed grip on his axe, rolled his shoulders. “Ready when you are.”

“Go!” Shadrak yelled.

He fired both pistols straight into the soldiers. This time, he wanted to do more than startle them, and he dropped four in quick succession. The rest buckled when Nameless barreled into them. A spear glanced off the dwarf’s helm. He weaved past a thrust, then hammered the axe head into a shield so hard, metal caved, and wood splintered on the inside. The soldier screamed and pitched to the ground, nursing his mangled arm.

Nameless was through, and before the soldiers could react, Shadrak unleashed another hail of shots, and they scattered for the shelter of the nearest buildings.

The phalanxes started to wheel; great lumbering things. Whichever idiot had ordered such a stupid formation was yelling to the four winds like it was someone else’s fault. As they started to break apart into a pattern that you could only call “every man for himself”, Shadrak singled out the commander and put a bullet through his gob. He half-expected a round of applause for shutting the shogger up, but instead, the men came at him in a seething, disorderly mob.

A few more shots kept open the channel between them, and then he was off on Nameless’s heels.

 




THE MAD MAGE

Nameless bent over and clutched his sides. His panting came heavy and fast, roaring like ocean surf inside the great helm. And shog, it stank in there. Everything stank: years of sour burps and hungry-breath that never seemed to dissipate through the eye-slit. When was the last time he’d cleaned his teeth? Aristodeus should have thought of that when he’d hatched his scheme to insulate Nameless from the black axe. Probably had. Probably thought it was funny.

“How many…?” His lungs burned, and a stitch like a spear-thrust lanced through his side. “How many alleys? Thought it was just the one.”

Shadrak was already halfway to the other side, no more than a shifting shadow in his hooded cloak. He hopped lightly onto the bottom step of an iron staircase that ran up the outside of a crooked building. One crooked building among many. Everything had taken on a twisted, bowed, and precarious look the instant they’d crossed into the wizard’s quarter.

“This is it.”

Nameless straightened up and pivoted so he could get a better look—another flaw with the helm. Most of the time, he could barely see where he was going, and he was constantly worried about embarrassing himself in a fight.

The buildings flanking the alley were tall and slender, kind of like the whores in Brink. Not that he’d been there—the whores, that is. He was a beard-man through and through. But the stonework: that was a thing in and of itself. Most of New Jerusalem had the kind of masonry he’d grown up with in Arx Gravis. New Jerusalem’s construction had been the parting gift of the dwarves to the first settlers; Maldark the Fallen’s final act before he vanished from Aethir. But the craftsmanship in the wizard’s quarter was as dwarvish as a shandy-drinking giant with no hair. There was a hodgepodge of misplaced buttresses, warped overhangs, and crooked lintels. Atop the roofs, tiles of different shapes and sizes glinted in the light of the suns. He caught his own reflection in a window of contorted glass. Made his belly look huge, and his arms as long as an ape’s. He knew it for what it was: some kind of illusion; but all the same, he sucked his gut in and pulled his shoulders back.

“You coming, or what?” Shadrak said, and bounded up the staircase to a round wooden door at the top.

“Just catching my breath, laddie,” Nameless said, taking a firm grip on his axe and lumbering up the first few steps. Iron creaked, and the railings shuddered. “This thing safe?” His hands found his belly again. “Think it’ll take my weight?”

Shadrak came down a step, eyes constantly moving, taking in every last detail on the rooftops, the ground, and back the way they’d entered the alley. “You need to get into shape. Now, hurry. Just because we lost the soldiers, doesn’t mean we’re out of this yet. They had a psycher, and it got my scent.”

“Well, there’s a thing,” Nameless said. Not the psycher. That was another thing altogether. It was the mention of getting into shape. “That’s what I came to see you about.”

“Too busy,” Shadrak said. “It’s a shogging struggle finding the time to keep myself trim, never mind training anyone else.”

“What?” The belly again. The midget was referring to his belly. Odd thing was, it felt solid as rock, carved from stone. He started to lift his chainmail hauberk but gave up when he couldn’t angle the helm enough to see.

“Not me. I’m fit as a fiddle, laddie. I want to train others. See, there’s this building in Brink that would make a perfect… What do you call it? Somewhere you can lift weights and spar…” Aristodeus had a word for it, though why Nameless had revealed his plans to that old coot, he’d never know. Well, he did. He had to pass the time somehow while he was being tube-fed.

“Can this wait?” Shadrak said. He turned back to the door and ran his hand over it.

“You know me, laddie.” Nameless clambered up behind. “No hurry. But there’s a need for it, I tell you. Not for the general public, mind. I can’t be done with all those whining fatties promising how much weight they’re going to lose and then tucking into a double-helping of pie and potatoes. It’s the soldiers I’m after. You might have noticed back there, but it’s the same all over: undertrained, out of condition. It’s no wonder I can put any five down without breaking sweat.”

“Only five?” Shadrak said, still very much focused on the door.

“Ten, then,” Nameless said. “Fifteen. Don’t want to be boastful. So, you think it’s got potential? Enough to make an investment? I was going to ask it as a favor, but seeing as you owe me—”

“Owe you?”

“For catching you, and for getting you away from New Jerusalem’s finest.”

Shadrak held up a hand. “No.”

“Oh,” Nameless said. That rather shat on his plans. “Thought you were some big guild-lord now. Surely a few hundred denarii—”

“I mean…” Shadrak pinched the bridge of his nose and shook his head. “Maybe. Later. Let’s discuss it later.”

He reached into a pouch and produced something tacky, which he rolled in his fingers for a few moments before pressing against the base of the door.

“What are you doing?” Nameless asked.

“Door’s warded with enough crap to keep an army out, and if I knock, he’ll just pretend he ain’t in.”

“Knows you well, then, does he?” Though what kinds of connections Shadrak had in the wizard’s quarter didn’t bear thinking about. Just being there made Nameless’s spine tingle and gave him the urge to find the nearest crapper.

Shadrak stood back and gestured for Nameless to do the same. He slipped a pistol from its holster, then took a black cylinder from one of his belt pouches and screwed it onto the end of the barrel.

Nameless tensed as Shadrak pulled the trigger, but there was no thunderous boom. Instead, there was a rushing, popping noise. Smoke billowed from the sticky stuff on the door. It fizzed and burned, gave off a muffled blast and a burst of flame. When the smoke cleared, the door hung in ruins, and someone coughed and spluttered from inside.

“Magwitch, you old tosser,” Shadrak called out. “No magic, got it? Else I’ll string you up by your balls.”

Nameless bobbed the great helm in a show of respect. “Can’t say fairer than that, laddie.” He always admired a plain-talker.

Shadrak tested the floor with his boot before stepping inside.

Nameless hesitated, shook his head, and followed him.

He couldn’t see a whole lot. Not just because of the helm this time; besides the dusty light from the twin suns spilling through the wreckage of the doorway, the only illumination was a gloamy haze that limned everything in red.

A man lay on the floor, muttering and moaning. Looked a lot like a scarecrow to Nameless. He was bundled up in a long, dark coat with dozens of red flecks about the collar. No doubt they would’ve been white out in the daylight; probably, they fell like snowflakes from his mussy gray hair whenever he scratched. Say one thing for him, though: he had a beard you could hide a mountain in. Made Nameless want to poke about inside it for a gift, like he and Lucius had done with the sack of secrets Pa brought home every winter-fest. Back in the day.

The man searched about on the floor until he found his twisted spectacles and jammed them on the bridge of his nose. The instant he blinked his eyes into focus, he gasped and almost choked, then frantically tried to scurry backward on his arse.

Shadrak grabbed him by the ankle. “Hold still, Magwitch. It’s me.”

“Oh my gawd, oh my gawd,” Magwitch said. “I ain’t done nothing. I swear it.”

“Never said you did.”

“But my door.” Magwitch kicked his ankle free, turned onto his front, and started to crawl like a dog.

“That’s because you never sodding answer it.”

“Don’t want no assassins here, thanking you very much,” Magwitch said. “A wizard’s house is his sanctimony.”

“Eh?” Nameless said.

Shadrak gave him a wry grin. “You get used to it.” Then to Magwitch, he said, “No one’s gonna harm you. We need your help.”

Magwitch stopped still and peered back at them through his legs. “And I’ve given it. More times than I care to remonstrate.”

“I know,” Shadrak said. “And it’s not been forgotten.”

“Without my wards, Plaguewind and his Dybbuks would have found and killed you long before the Night of the Guilds.”

“Maybe,” Shadrak said. He stiffened a little at that.

“He was a stygian, you know. Those nasty cretaceans have demons at their beck and callow.” Magwitch got his legs under him and stood on creaking joints. “So, it would be unjust in the extremities to silence me for what I know, now that the curtain has fallen on your last advocate.”

“I think he means adversary, laddie,” Nameless whispered.

If Shadrak heard, he ignored it. “You know about Morrow? About the theater?”

Magwitch tapped the side of his nose. “Know not to eat cherry pie, too. There’s nothing you can hide from me, Shadrak the Unseemly. I see all. Know all.”

Shadrak darted forward and thumped him in the fruits, doubling him up. “See that? See this?” He grabbed hold of Magwitch’s ear and twisted.

The wizard squealed, but green flames sprung up from his fingers. Shadrak showed no sign of having seen it, but Nameless did. He strode over, closed his hand over Magwitch’s, and squeezed.

The flames fizzled out, and Magwitch whimpered.

“Used to do a spot of arm-wrestling,” Nameless said. “Grip like this,”—he applied more pressure—“was enough to take the fight out of most men, even before these big boys came into play.” He raised the hand holding his axe and flexed his biceps. “Peaked like a mountain,” he said, though when he angled the eye-slit for a look, it was more of a rolling hill.

He gave a double cough and released his grip on Magwitch. Suddenly, Aristodeus’s word hit him like an arrow to the brain: gymnasium, wasn’t it? Gym. Sooner he had one of them, the better. This shogging liquid diet the philosopher had him on was making his muscles waste away to nothing.

“Shame you didn’t get to set foot inside Queenie’s,” Shadrak said. “I know someone who’d give you a run for your money. Best arm-wrestler in New Jerusalem, and just so happens to work for me.”

“Sounds like a challenge, laddie,” Nameless said. “If you’ve the guts to wager, I’ll take the winnings instead of a loan.”

Shadrak scoffed and turned his attention back to Magwitch.

“How’d you know? And don’t lie.” His hand hovered above the blades in his baldric.

Magwitch eyed him nervously, licked his lips, and said, “I worked for Morrow.”

“What?” A dagger danced free in Shadrak’s hand. “You work for me, shogger, and no one else.”

“I forgot,” Magwitch said in a pitiful voice. “By the time I ruminated, he’d paid for my services, and I was too scared to renegade on the agreeablement.”

Shadrak closed a fist about the wizard’s collar and raised the blade to his eye. “So, you shogged me over.”

“No, no. Not at all,” Magwitch said. “It was just obstetrics. Wizard eyes, that sort of thing. I could see him at all times, and warn him of danger.”

“But you didn’t,” Shadrak said. “He ate the pie.”

“Congruitious loyalties,” Magwitch said.

“What?”

“I think he means ‘conflicting’,” Nameless said.

“Yes, that,” Magwitch said. “You were my first, Shadrak; and if I hadn’t forgotten, my only.”

“Less you say about that, the better, laddie,” Nameless said.

Shadrak sheathed his blade and flashed Nameless a look with his unsettling pink eyes. “You taking the piss?”

“Wouldn’t dream of it,” Nameless said.

Shadrak stared at him long and hard. His fingers twitched above the handles of his pistols, and he worried his lip, like he was chewing something over.

Nameless couldn’t say he liked the look much. He would’ve glowered back, but the midget wouldn’t see it through the great helm. Instead, he casually hefted his axe to one shoulder and let Shadrak’s glare burn out against the scarolite covering his face. Finally, Shadrak relaxed, as if by an effort of will, and he looked back to Magwitch.

“Can you shield us from psychers?”

Magwitch’s eyes widened. “In here, yes.”

“Good, then we’re staying.”

Shadrak started to push past, but Magwitch held out his arms to stop him. “Not here, you’re not. A wizard’s house is—”

“Yeah, his sanctuary,” Shadrak said.

“No. Dangerous,” Magwitch said. “There are arcane forces aswirl in the eaves. Shadow people lurk in every cornice, and a plague of curses seeps insipidly into the minds of visitators.”

“Good,” Nameless said, barging by to take a look for himself. “Sounds like Kunaga’s Ale House back home. Oh, and laddie, it’s ‘insidiously’, unless you were talking about Ironbelly’s Special Brew.”

He ambled into a ramshackle room with floor-to-ceiling bookcases and a long table, upon which were all manner of  wizardy things: alembics, retorts, dishes of different colored powders, candlesticks, a knotted tangle of tubes, lengths of metal wire, and what looked like toe clippings. The ceiling was plastered with creased and brown-stained paper covered in strange symbols and letters.

Suddenly, the room brightened considerably, and the inside of the great helm burst with the light of a furnace. Nameless blinked until his eyes adjusted, then he turned back for an explanation.

Magwitch’s sores and flakes stood out in stark reds and whites. Either the fellow needed a good scrub with a rough cloth, or he should be banished to one of those colonies on the border with Qlippoth—the ones the untouchables were sent to on account of their incurable diseases.

“Now look what you’ve instimulated!” Magwitch yelled at Shadrak. “You’ve ratcheted my opus.”

Magwitch stormed into the room and started sweeping everything from the table.

“Weeks and weeks of experimentation ruinated because you didn’t have the brains or the courtesan to knock!”

“What happened?” Nameless asked, as the contents of the table crashed and clattered to the floor.

“Him, that’s what!” Magwitch pointed a grimy finger at Shadrak. “Stealthy Stan over there. Blows up my blooming door. Only takes a minute or two of daylight, and poof goes the dimminuting spell!”

“Which was needed for what?” asked Shadrak, taking in the mess with a sweep of his eyes.

“Imagos, picturesques. Things you simians couldn’t possibly compenetrate.”

Nameless perched on the edge of the table and looked up at the ceiling. He recognized some of the writing, but most of the symbols meant nothing to him.

“What’s with the Latin? Thought only the Senate used it. Well, them and an old friend of mine back at Arx Gravis.” Just the thought of Thumil made his guts ache. He refused to think about what he’d almost done to his oldest friend. Would have, if it weren’t for Thumil’s incomparable wife, Cordy.

“Oaf!” Magwitch said. He shoved Nameless off the table. “It’s not just the presbyopia of the Senate, you know. It is the linguae aeternitae. Them’s words of great precision; the only ones fit for the task.”

Magwitch plonked himself where Nameless had sat and raised a finger.

“There is an orderliness to Latin, a logistical, a harmonica that befits it to the quintessential arts of my craft. You have heard of the Eternal City?”

“Arnoch?” Nameless said. “Mythical” was the word he’d have chosen.

At the same time, Shadrak said, “Aeterna? On Earth?”

Magwitch rolled his eyes and took a deep breath. “The real Eternal City.”

“Which is?” Nameless asked.

Shadrak drew a pistol and jammed it against Magwitch’s forehead. “Cut the crap, Magwitch. We were talking about psychers, remember?”

“I was simply explicating…”

Shadrak cocked the trigger.

Magwitch licked his lips. “Gun.”

“Your point?” Shadrak said.

“A vile word, no doubt Verusian, but quite apposite.”

“Verusia?” Shadrak said.

Magwitch pushed the barrel away from his head with a finger. “Earth, too. Realm of the Liche Lord. See, a wizard is cognominate of many things. I also know what that dark country used to be called in the time of the Ancients, if you’re interested.”

Shadrak lowed the pistol, and Magwitch tracked it with his eyes.

“A weapon consisting of a metal tube from which missiles are projected by explosive force. Geriatrically, a gun, but a pistol, if we’re to be more exactitudinally precocious. Indeed, a flintlock, by design.”

“You’ve seen the like before?” Shadrak re-holstered the pistol.

“They’ve been a hobbling of mine, ever since Bark Donan’s water-bloated corpus showed up with a hole straight through the center of his craniota. I assume that was you? There are footprints of Earth’s Ancients omniwhere, if you have eyes to see.” He tapped the side of his nose, then seemed to realize the action didn’t match his words, and gave his spectacles a waggle instead.

He had a point there. About digging up the secrets of the past. Nameless only wished it weren’t so easy. Perhaps then Lucius would still be alive. Perhaps then he wouldn’t have learned about the black axe and gone after it. That would’ve saved a whole heap of trouble. He gave the great helm a tap to reassure himself it was still there, and wasn’t just some lingering nightmare. Would’ve saved a lot of lives, too. Countless lives.

“Look,” Shadrak said. There was a softening of his tone. “The whole shogging militia is after us.” He shot a quick look at Nameless. “Well, me. Long story short: Mal Vatès is dead.”

Magwitch’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “Was it a bullet?”

“Nothing so fancy. And no, it wasn’t my idea. Just happened, is all.”

Magwitch gave an exaggerated nod and tilted his head to one side. If he had an opinion, he wasn’t sharing it. “And psychers are involved, you say?”

“Just the one, so far,” Shadrak said. “Tracked me to Queenie’s. They anything to do with you?”

Magwitch guffawed. “Psychers are way below my ambulation. Leftovers from Gandaw’s experiments.”

“But the search light was you, wasn’t it?”

“I don’t decry it,” Magwitch said. “A wizard has to make a living somehow. But psychers! The mere suggestive is insulating.”

“And you can’t ward us from them, except in here?” Shadrak said. “Would’ve thought that was nothing for a wizard of your ability.”

“Psychers may be the progeny of inferior craft, but they are virtiginously impecunious to magical assailment.”

“That a fact, laddie?” Nameless said. “But can you still split them down the middle with an axe?”

“Dear, dear, dear,” Magwitch said. He rubbed his nose with his thumb and forefinger. “What a predicate. Or should that be pedicure? They won’t stop, you know, and even if you could stay here, which you can’t, you’d never be able to poke your nose out the front door.” A dark frown dropped over his face. “If I still had a front door. The way I see it, you have two optimates.”

There was a long pause, as if he expected somebody to correct him.

Finally, Shadrak said, “Well?”

“Kill every last psycher in the city, assumptioning you can find them, that is. No, maybe it would be easier to kill every last senator, or perhaps every soldier.”

“Why not the whole shogging city?” Nameless said. He instantly regretted saying it. Isn’t that what he’d tried back at Arx Gravis?

“And the second option?” Shadrak said.

“Leave and never come back. If it’s still posturable.”

“Well, that’s kind of why we came here,” Shadrak said. “First thing the Senate would’ve done is lock down the city. Every shogger guarding the gates will be looking for me; and frankly, I ain’t had time to get used to being Shadrak the Seen, Sketched, and Wanted yet. I’m guessing you know another way out.”

Magwitch held up a finger, and his eyes widened above his glasses. “Come with me, and prepare to be impregnated.” He pulled a white paper bag from his trouser pocket. “Chocolate truffle?”

Nameless reached for one, but then remembered the helm. His stomach growled.

“No?” Magwitch said. “All the more for me, then. Come on. To the roof.”

They followed him up an extending ladder through a trap in the ceiling. The tramp of feet, the bark of orders carried on the blustering wind, and in the streets below, for as far as Nameless could see, speartips glinted, and sunlight glanced off of bronze helms and shields.

“That’s a lot of soldiers, laddie,” he said to Shadrak.

It looked like the entire city was teeming with them, and there wasn’t too much sign of anyone else. A few traders hung about in the squares, but most people must’ve been told to stay indoors. Here and there, militiamen herded stragglers toward heavily guarded buildings. You could say a lot of things about New Jerusalem’s Senate, but at the end of the day, they ran a tight ship; least when it came to avenging one of their own.

“I was saying to the little fellow I met on the road,” Nameless said, “how slovenly soldiers are these days. Think he agreed with me, but it’s hard to tell with strangers. Especially the strange ones.”

“Bird?” Shadrak said. “I thought you knew him. Thought you sent him ahead.”

“Barely met him,” Nameless said. “So, you know him, do you?”

“Not really,” Shadrak said. “Just turned up at Queenie’s. Said you were on your way.”

“Did he now?” Nameless said. He was starting to get that queasy feeling in his guts, the one he always got when there was a whiff of magic or something else he didn’t understand. “Reminded me of you in some way.” He angled a glance at Shadrak, in case the midget took that as a slight. Apparently, he didn’t. “Funny thing was, I went off into the trees to do what a dwarf has to do, and time I got back, he was gone. Even funnier thing: there were no footprints.”

Magwitch dipped his head into the gale and fought his way to a dilapidated chimney stack. A long metal rod had been bolted to its side, and extended high into the sky. Tethered to the rod by a length of rope was a floating sheet of blackness the size of a bed.

“Help me haul her in,” Magwitch called over his shoulder.

Shadrak was still intent on the milling soldiers down in the streets below, but Nameless took a hold on the rope and reeled it in. As the floating sheet drew nearer, he saw it was solid, and flecked with green, the same as his helm.

“That scarolite, laddie?” It was a sizable chunk. You didn’t see scarolite like that outside of the mines near home.

“It is that,” Magwitch said. “Arcanistically aereogated.”

Shadrak sauntered over for a look. “Smuggled, if I ain’t much mistaken.”

“And a bargain, too, thanks to them Night Whores of yours.”

“Hawks,” Shadrak said. “And what bargain?”

“Before your time,” Magwitch said.

“Yeah, well it ain’t my time now, neither. Not anymore.”

“Oh?” Magwitch said. That could have been glee in his voice.

“Handed the guilds over,” Shadrak said. “Left Fargin in charge.”

“Buck Fargin?”

Shadrak nodded and scowled at the same time.

Magwitch rubbed his hands together. “He’s the one that sold me this.”

The sheet of scarolite tugged at the line as Nameless held it firm.

“It’s just a protozoan,” Magwitch said, “but she’ll get you out of the city.”

“Really?” Shadrak said. “Looks like a flying door to me.”

“It’s an air-raft,” Magwitch said. “If you bombusticate scarolite with… Oh, no. I’m not giving up my secretions that easily.”

“Just tell us how it works,” Shadrak said.

“Well, it doesn’t. For you, that is.” Magwitch popped a truffle in his mouth and chewed nosily. He offered the bag around, but when nobody took one, he gulped his down and said, “Hop on, then.”

Nameless nodded for Shadrak to go first. “I’ll hold on to the rope, laddie. Keep her steady for you.”

“There’s no seats, no straps,” Shadrak said. “We’ll fall off.”

“Not if I keep her level,” Magwitch said. He rolled himself onto the air-raft and seated himself with his legs dangling off the edge. Almost immediately, it stopped tugging against its mooring, and Nameless let go.

Shadrak vaulted onto the scarolite and dropped into a squat.

“Where to?” Magwitch asked.

“The boreworm tunnels,” Shadrak said.

At the same time, Nameless said, “The Perfect Peak.”

Both Shadrak and Magwitch said, “What?”

Nameless clambered aboard and rapped on the great helm. “I was heading there next. Need feeding.” He hated admitting it. It was an embarrassment. But what choice did he have?

“Oh, for shog’s sake,” Shadrak said. “How long’s that bald bastard gonna keep his hold over you?”

Before Nameless could answer, he was distracted by the flapping of wings, and a raven alighted on the edge of the air-raft. The air about it shimmered, and there sat the little fellow he’d met on the road, draped in his cloak of feathers.

“Bird!” Shadrak said, hand on a pistol that was halfway to being drawn.

“Shifter!” Magwitch cried, and then his startlement turned to excitement. “Oh, my, a shifter.”

“Maybe not much longer,” Bird said.

“Eh?” Nameless had no idea what he was—

“Aristodeus promised you a way to be free of the helm.”

“You know him?” Shadrak asked.

Bird shrugged, and kept his beady eyes on Nameless.

Nameless had seen eyes like those before, deep in the bowels of Gehenna. Stone eyes. Dark. Shifty. “But only if the power the axe has over me can be broken,” he said.

Bird nodded slowly. “There may be a way, but you will need Shadrak’s help. You will need a plane ship.”

“How’d you know about that?” Shadrak pointed a pistol at Bird, but Nameless held up a hand.

“You work for Aristodeus?”

Bird let out a low laugh. “I do not.”

“Then what’s your role in all this? What do you want?”

Bird’s neck pivoted to an unnatural degree as he looked behind at Shadrak. “I know who you are, Shadrak the Unseen. I know where you come from.”

“Bollocks,” Shadrak said, but his face was tight, and his pistol was shaking. If he’d had color to his face, Nameless reckoned it would’ve drained away.

“Give it time,” Bird said. “Give me time, and you will remember. It is necessary that you do.”

“Why?” Shadrak said. “What’s so shogging necessary that’s gonna stop me putting a bullet through your skull?”

“You are compelled against your will, are you not?” Bird said. He switched his gaze back to Nameless. “And the same could be said of you. Be patient with me. Tolerate my presence, and see if I can’t help you both.”

“You mean trust a homunculus?” Nameless said. Because he was sure that’s what they were dealing with: the spawn of the Demiurgos. Small, shifty, and utterly dishonest. Thing was, you could say the same about Shadrak, and yet there was something about the assassin, something Nameless was drawn to. He wasn’t all bad. Couldn’t be.

“We are not all the same,” Bird said. He climbed slowly to his feet, joints cracking like dry twigs. When he shuffled over to stand in front of Shadrak, his great age became suddenly apparent. Whatever magic allowed him to change shape must have been hiding his true appearance, until now. His face had deeper wrinkles than a walnut, and hair clung to his scalp and chin in thready white wisps. “We are not.”

Shadrak held his gaze for a long moment, then dropped his chin and holstered his gun.

“I keep thinking I know you,” he said.

“You do,” Bird said, resting a hand on his shoulder. “And you will. You are returning to the plane ship?”

Shadrak nodded.

“Good. You must take it and Nameless to the Perfect Peak. Do as Aristodeus bids, at least for now.”

Shadrak tensed and closed his eyes. Beads of sweat pearled along his forehead, and his lips moved silently.

Bird gripped his arm and said, “Your master disagrees. Ask him for time. What he demands of you is too much.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Nameless asked. “What master?”

The feathers on Bird’s cloak shuddered, and he whirled away from Shadrak. “Psycher!” He pointed at a neighboring rooftop, where a dark figure crouched. Its face was devoid of features, and as they watched, it thrust out a long, taloned finger.

Bird threw open his cloak, and hornets swarmed forth in a dark cloud. At the same time, Shadrak clutched his head and fell back against the scarolite of the air-raft.

“Go!” Shadrak screamed. “Go!” Blood was seeping from his nose and ears.

Magwitch just stared at him, paused mid-chew of a truffle.

But Nameless had seen enough. “Do it, laddie,” he said. “Now!”

The air-raft lifted straight into the air, and as its leash pulled taut, Nameless cut it free with his axe.

The psycher let out a piercing howl, and almost immediately, three more appeared on neighboring rooftops. Down below, shouts went up from the soldiers, and a team of archers hurried into position.

Bird waved his arms like one of the shadow puppeteers in Arx Gravis who used to tell stories with intricate movements of their hands whilst backlit by a brazier. The hornet cloud followed his directions and split into four snaking strands, each of which darted toward a psycher.

Arrows pinged off the base of the air-raft. One skimmed the edge and clattered harmlessly to the deck. Magwitch veered them away to one side, and the air-raft lurched.

Nameless clung on for dear life, but Shadrak fell overboard. Bird snagged hold of his cloak, and Nameless caught Bird’s wrist and anchored him.

Magwitch righted the air-raft as they sped higher above the city. The psychers were completely obscured by clouds of stinging insects, and the archers dropped out of range.

Shadrak flipped himself back onto the air-raft and wiped the blood from his nose.

“It’s stopped,” he said, tapping his temples. He gave Bird a hard look. “Thanks.”

Nameless rolled into sitting position as they passed over the immensity of New Jerusalem’s Cyclopean Walls and out into the open. “You’re welcome, laddie. You both are.”

No one was listening. Shadrak and Bird had their eyes locked on each other, and neither seemed about to give. Looked to Nameless like the assassin saw something in those inky depths; saw something and remembered. But when Shadrak broke off and took a position behind Magwitch to gaze out at the way ahead, Nameless reckoned he could have imagined it.

He turned back to gauge Bird’s reaction, but there was no one there.

A caw sounded from behind, and a raven beat its wings furiously for a moment, then spread them wide and soared in the wake of the air-raft.

 




RENDEZVOUS

“Must be getting old,” Shadrak said.

“Nothing this gym thingy of mine can’t put right,” Nameless said. He sounded distracted by the tiers of dust suspended in midair above the rocky ground.

“Not me,” Shadrak said. “The plane ship.”

An outline in dirt stretched away interminably, as if it coated an unseen mesa. Through where the walls of the plane ship must have been, there was nothing but darkening sky and patches of rugged earth picked out in the silvery light of Raphoe, the largest of Aethir’s three moons. Here and there, puddles of blackness pocked the ground’s surface. Shadrak knew them for boreworm tunnels. If Albert were to be believed, it was best to stay as far from them as possible.

Nameless poked a layer of dust with his finger. He recoiled and then tried again, this time rapping with his knuckles and earning a resonant clang in response.

“That’s one way of hiding it, I suppose. The dust is a dead giveaway, though.”

“Normally cleans itself, inside and out,” Shadrak said. “It’s what I meant. She’s getting old.”

Nameless followed a dust shelf for a dozen yards or so. “How big is it?”

“Shog knows. Very. Most of it’s underground.”

Nameless brushed a patch clean and plonked himself down on thin air. “So, this is how you got here from Earth.”

Shadrak nodded. “When it was under Sarum, the plane ship went on for miles. Big as a town. Maybe bigger. Part in the world, part out. Hurts my head just thinking about it.”

Nameless angled the great helm skyward, and tracked the distant speck of Magwitch’s air-raft as it sped back toward New Jerusalem. “Can’t say I care for it, myself, all this magic.”

“Ancient tech,” Shadrak said. “Gandaw’s stuff.”

“It’s all the same to me,” Nameless said. “Not natural. Like the Perfect Peak and all that junk Aristodeus keeps in working order. No good will come of it, if you ask me.”

“Yet you’re alive because of it.”

“The feeding tubes?” Nameless snorted and hung his head.

Shadrak guessed the conversation was at an end.

He ran his hand across an invisible wall till he found the bump of a control panel. Once he tapped it, the buttons blinked into existence, and he entered the code.

“Coming?” he said, as a rectangle of blue light rose up from the ground.

Nameless didn’t even look up. “Think I’ll wait here.”

“But the Perfect Peak…” Shadrak said. “You said you needed feeding.”

Nameless let out a long, world-weary sigh. “What’s the point? I’m starting to wonder. Wonder if there’s any way back.”

Shadrak was about to ask, “From what?”, but he already knew the answer. From the massacre at Arx Gravis. From the slaughter of the dwarves. What could he say about that? What could anyone? Truth was, if you took that much blood, there wasn’t any coming back. If you were a Nousian, like Shader, that meant an eternity in the Abyss for your sins; and if you were anything like Shadrak, it meant giving up the world of the normals and steeping yourself deeper and deeper in what you’d become.

“You gotta face facts, Nameless,” he said. Before he could add, “You shogged up, so now you gotta accept you’re a shogger, same as me,” a cloud of dust on the New Jerusalem road drew his eye.

“What?” Nameless said.

Shadrak guessed him to mean, “What facts?”, but he took the opportunity to evade the question. Thing was, he’d already said too much. It was all very well being practical and the like, but past experience had taught him it was better to shut the shog up and let people work things out for themselves. And besides, it wasn’t like Nameless had killed all the dwarfs, was it? Way he saw it, there were still enough of them left for Arx Gravis to go on being called a city.

“Albert,” he said, standing and visoring his eyes against Raphoe’s glare.

The two smaller moons were inching into the sky behind her. Out here, in the wilds, they had the feel of predators stalking their larger prey. Raphoe was already at her zenith, peering like a gigantic head above the horizon. A featureless face. A face as lucent as the Archon’s. When she sank back down, as she would in the next few hours, Ennoi and Charos would remain there, two hungry eyes.

He stood in the entranceway and watched the carriage approach. The driver offered him a two-fingered wave, and Shadrak nodded in return. Joag Berfik was his name; a brainless lump of muscle Albert used as a getaway driver. Never paid to forget a face.

Ekyls kicked open the carriage door and jumped down. He landed in a crouch, hands curled about his hatchet. Nothing on but deer-hide britches that were more holes than fabric. Anyone else would’ve cut their feet to shreds on the rocky ground, but Ekyls had soles like cured leather. They stank like a week-old carcass, too.

Albert rolled out next and patted the savage on the shoulder, as if to tell him it was all right to relax now.

Ekyls stood and folded his arms across his chest. He inclined his head at Shadrak then fixed a poisonous glare on Nameless.

“How the devil did you get here before us?” Albert said. “And please tell me you’ve not drunk that cognac I gave you. I’m parched, and all the excitement’s gone to my nerves.”

Drunk it? He had to be kidding. Nothing that came by way of Albert was going to pass Shadrak’s lips. Not ever.

“Touch it, and I’ll cut your hands off,” he said. It was the expected response.

“Charming,” Albert said. “Last time I give you anything. Chances of a trip back to Gallia to get some for myself are about as high as Joag’s intellect.”

“Eh?” Joag said, leaning forward from the driver’s seat.

“We’re taking the plane ship,” Shadrak said, gesturing with his thumb for the carriage to move off.

Albert raised an eyebrow. “Anywhere nice?”

“Not really, but it ain’t like we can go back. Least not for some time.”

“Queenie’s,” Albert said with a long drawn-out sigh. “Four years of work wasted.”

“Tell me about it.” Shadrak gave a sharp look at Joag. “Well, go on. What you waiting for? Shog off.”

“To the city?” Joag said.

“Like I shogging care. Just go.”

Joag snapped the reins, and the carriage lurched back toward the road.

Albert watched it go, as if caught between choices. Finally, he glanced at the brooding dwarf then back at Shadrak.

“So, what’s he want? Thought he’d moved to Brink.”

“Money,” Shadrak said. “Well, he did. Now he’ll probably just sit there till the suns come up and cook him.”

“His choice,” Albert said.

Ekyls nodded. Veins stood out on his neck, and his muscles were bunched and ready for a fight, as if he saw Nameless as a threat. He’d been the same way with Big Jake when they’d first met. The attitude hadn’t lasted long, though. Thing about Ekyls, he was like an untamed dog. Beat him with a big stick, and he’d be your best friend. How Albert had him so docile, though, was another thing altogether. He wasn’t exactly the stick-wielding kind.

“You two go inside,” Shadrak said. “I’ll deal with Nameless.”

Albert held out a hand, and Ekyls took it. The savage’s eyes were wide as plates, and they flicked about like a child’s who was afraid of the dark as they passed through the rent in the air into the metallic corridor beyond.

“Oh, and Albert,” Shadrak said with a nod to Ekyls. “Give him a room, but no blood, got it. And definitely no shite. Plane ship ain’t cleaning herself like she once did.” The thought occurred to him everything had worked fine until Albert had started using it. If he found out that scut had done something to screw it up, he’d cut his shogging throat.

A shadow flitted across the face of Raphoe. Shadrak followed its wheeling descent, then lost sight of it as it entered the pall of darkness settling about Nameless. Didn’t take no genius to know what it was, and it came as no surprise when Bird appeared beside the dwarf, draped in his cloak of feathers.

“He gets this way from time to time,” Shadrak said. He’d seen enough of Nameless’s moods over the past few years. Each time they ran into each other, there were periods of good humor, singing, and bawdy, but always one step behind were the bouts of depression, what Nameless called his “black dog” days.

Bird ran his eyes over Shadrak, like he was assessing him. It made Shadrak feel uneasy, guilty, even though he’d done nothing. Nothing to Nameless, that was. But Bird didn’t know that, did he? Didn’t know the thought hadn’t even crossed his mind. Least not since leaving the city. He wanted to say something, put the freak in his place, but how could he with Nameless so near? Last thing he wanted was to give the game away. What if he had no choice? What if he had to do the Archon’s dirty work for him? When the time came—if it came—it’d be a damned sight easier if the dwarf never suspected, never even saw it coming.

Bird chewed on his lip then nodded to himself before looking past Shadrak into the plane ship. He let on no sense of being overawed by Gandaw’s technology. If anything, he seemed casually familiar with it.

“We should take him inside,” Bird said.

Shadrak bit down on the retort that Bird should sling his hook. Instead, they both helped Nameless to stand. The dwarf cradled his axe like a child might a comfort blanket, and, with Bird on one side, Shadrak on the other, shuffled through the entrance.

It took an age getting him along the never-ending corridors and into the cubicle that took them to the main level.

Shadrak found Nameless a cabin and left him there with Bird keeping watch, then he took the route to the supply room the Archon had shown him shortly after their first meeting.

Thought occurred to him he was being a stupid shogger. What was his problem? If he moved now, did what the Archon wanted, he’d be free once more. But would it be that easy? Nameless might be out of it at the moment, but Bird… Shadrak had already seen what the homunculus could do, up on the rooftop against the psychers. He was an unknown, a random element. That’s why you had to be patient, know exactly what you were up against before you acted. If you acted. If you even wanted to.

Coming to a T-junction, he consulted the numerals on the lintels and turned right. All those years in Sarum, and he’d been sitting on a goldmine without having a clue.

He paused outside a door that would have been invisible to most. With practice, he’d developed the knack of spotting the hairlines of rectangles throughout the plane ship. He ran his fingers lightly down the side of the door, and a panel popped open. A quick tap of numbers, and the door slid into the wall with a hiss.

Concealed amber lights flickered on and settled into a soft glow. A whirring started up, followed by a loud rushing of air filling the circular chamber. One after another, clear glass plinths rose from the floor and settled at different heights. Well, it wasn’t glass. It was stronger and more pliant, with the texture of drowned flesh.

The air was still thin as Shadrak entered and broke the surface tension of a plinth, his hand disappearing up to the elbow. He’d seen a farmer do something similar to a cow once. It was a memory he could have done without. The plinth itself remained transparent, the shimmering amber wall clearly visible beyond, and yet Shadrak could no longer see his arm.

He felt the coarseness of cloth, scrunched a section and pulled it free. There was a plopping sound as his hand came out clutching a black shoulder bag.

That was new. New and useless. Bullets would have been better, or a new weapon. Besides the pistols, the plinths had given up the long-gun—rifle, the Archon had called it—that had taken out so many targets from a distance. That’s how he should’ve killed Mal Vatès. Would have done, if he’d been given the chance.

He tossed the bag on the floor and moved to another plinth. This time, he touched something hard and round.

Using both hands, he scooped out three spheres of darkened glass. Placing them gently on the floor, he reached back inside and felt around until he had twenty of the things, some black, some bottle-green, and others purple.

His first thought was, what the shog was he going to do with so many of them?—smoke bombs, bangers, sleep globes—but then he clapped eyes on the bag he’d discarded. He picked it up and dropped a globe into it; then another. Odd thing was, there was no clink. He shook the bag, but it was empty. More warily now, he placed another globe inside. This time, with his fingers still on the globe, he felt it touch against the others. When he withdrew his hand, though, the bag was still empty. He gave it a shake. No sound, besides the ruffle of fabric. He upended it, but nothing fell out. When he opened it wide and peered inside, he saw only blackness, the emptiness of the Void. Yet, when he put his hand back inside, he could feel the globes.

This had potential.

He folded the bag up and crammed it into his pocket. It took up no more room than Albert’s handkerchief. He pulled it out again, unfolded it, and reached inside. Still there. He removed a globe as solid and real as he was. He held it for a moment, considering. What if he could fill this thing with bullets, globes, all manner of equipment he might need in his line of work? Did it have a maximum capacity, or could he just go on filling it? How would he retrieve everything, though? Surely he could only reach so much. There had to be more to it; some way it was meant to be used that he’d not yet discovered. Still, even if it could just hold the twenty globes and some extra ammunition, it would come in handy.

He quickly put the rest of the globes inside.

From the other plinths, he withdrew cartridges of bullets, canned food, and a pair of dark goggles with a pliant band for securing them to the head. When he looked through the lenses, colors sharpened, edges came into focus, and something whirred and clicked as he shifted his field of vision.

No matter how much he placed in the bag, it still remained empty. As he folded it and crammed it in his pocket, the thought struck him: no matter what he’d lost back in New Jerusalem, with a bag like this, the possibilities were endless. Especially if he got into smuggling.

When he reached the control room, he wasn’t sure whether to be surprised or angry that Albert was already strapped into one of the half-egg chairs, sipping on cognac. Ekyls was in the seat beside him, rigid with wide-eyed fear.

Albert raised his glass. “Left the bottle in your quarters,” he said. “Had to break the seal. Surprised you hadn’t started it.”

“You’ve been in my quarters?” Because if you have, two can play at that game.

Albert took a sip and swilled his glass. “I assumed you were joking earlier. Did I do wrong?”

A long pause settled between them, but finally Shadrak said, “Do it again, and you’re dead.”

“You’re too kind,” Albert said, tipping his head back and draining the glass.

Shadrak bent over the control plinth and swiped symbols across the screen. The plane ship had a memory of sorts; that much he’d worked out. You only needed to find the right images, and it’d retrace previous journeys.

“So, where are you taking us?” Albert said.

Shadrak glanced from him to Ekyls. The savage was sweating and shaking in his seat. If they didn’t get moving soon, the suspense would probably kill him. Either that, or the stench of shite from his britches would kill everyone else.

“Remember how last time you didn’t get to see a whole lot of Gandaw’s mountain?” Neither had Shadrak. He’d been wounded by the Thanatosian, and Albert had been charged with getting him back to New Jerusalem.

“Oh…” Albert said.

Ekyls cursed under his breath.

The door slid open, and Bird stepped inside, leading Nameless by the hand. The dwarf pivoted his great helm to look around, but he passed no comment. Bird snapped his fingers twice, and two more chairs rose from the floor. Shogger knew the plane ship better than Shadrak did. He strapped Nameless into a seat and lay the axe across his lap. Then he settled himself into the other.

Albert’s look to Shadrak said, “Who the hell is that?”

Shadrak scowled and made the introductions. “Albert, Bird. Bird, Albert.” In response to Albert’s upturned palms, he said, “Bird’s some weirdo Nameless picked up on the road. Don’t worry, you’ll be quite safe. It ain’t like he can change shape and summon swarms of insects or nothing.”

“What?” Albert said, glancing from Bird to Shadrak.

Ekyls let out a low growl and curled his hands into claws.

Nameless started to struggle against his straps. Bird reached over; tried to calm him with a touch on the shoulder.

“What’s this?” Nameless said. “What’s going on?”

“Don’t you remember?” Shadrak said. “Dinner time at the Perfect Peak.”

“Must’ve slipped my mind,” Nameless said. “But what’s with the straps? Did I do something wrong?”

“Ton of things,” Shadrak said. “None of them recent.”

He swiped the symbols toward the bottom of the screen, and the air grew heavy. The chamber distorted and then started to ghost out of view.

Ekyls let out a wild and howling scream.

Albert chuckled.

“Oh, my bristling—” Nameless started, but his words were cut off by a violent heave and a gurgling rush. He coughed and spat and cursed. “My helm! I’ve puked in my shogging helm!”

 




THE THREE TASKS

Nameless was still spluttering and coughing up his gorge when they arrived. The noise was a sodding distraction. More than that, it was cudgel up the arse.

Shadrak swiped a couple of symbols till the screen flickered and revealed what was outside. Darkness, mostly. A huge sea of it. The plane ship must have reappeared in the shadow of the Perfect Peak.

He turned at the sound of restraints snapping open. Albert was first out of his seat, which sank back down through the floor.

“That sand?” he said, squinting at the screen.

“Bone,” Shadrak said. Reduced to dust over the centuries; all that was left of whatever was there when Sektis Gandaw arrived. He ignored Albert’s raised eyebrow and left him to work it out for himself. Knowledge was power, after all; only shogwits and scuts gave it away.

Ekyls growled and thrashed against his restraints. He was red with strain as his growling turned into a shrill scream, and he began to hammer the seat with his fists. Shadrak would’ve left him to it till steam came out his ears and his head exploded. That would’ve been worth seeing, like when Cadman tried out that fang of Eingana and splatted Jarmin the Anchorite all over the walls of his cellar. The memory almost brought a smile to Shadrak’s face, but then Albert went and ruined it, going to Ekyls’ aid like a doting mother.

Bird freed himself from his seat before helping Nameless up.

The dwarf tipped his head back then flung it forward, sending a torrent of vomit through the eye-slit of his helm.

Shadrak stiffened. He shogging hated puke. He waited a second, in case the plane ship’s army of cleaners decided to start working again, but nothing happened. Another couple of seconds, and still nothing. He found himself staring at the brown streaks across the floor, not knowing whether to yell or scream. His fingers took on a life of their own, first bunching then splaying over the knives in his baldric.

“You got a mop in here?” Nameless said. “One thing I can’t stand is a puke-stained floor. Especially when it’s my own puke. Do you know, even my burps stink like the Demiurgos’s farts since I’ve been tube-fed. Still, can’t complain. It’s not half as bad as the flatulence I got from those raw egg protein drinks Rugbeard used to sell before he left Arx Gravis.” He dipped his head in silence for a moment, remembering.

Shadrak scoffed quietly to himself. Way he saw it, Rugbeard had been a drunken sot. Probably would’ve survived the sentroid’s death-ray if all the alcohol in his blood hadn’t ignited. Bollocks, all that misery over the dead, in any case. Job like his, you grew hard to it, till you didn’t give a shog. He caught the lie even as he thought it. If it were true, the Archon wouldn’t have such a hold over him. Kadee would be nothing more than a worm-eaten corpse, and he’d think no more on it.

“Oh, and I’ll need a bucket of water,” Nameless said. “To fill this shogging helm up and swill it around. I refuse to spend the rest of my life breathing in the aroma of dried vomit.”

“Here, let me,” Bird said. He placed a palm over the eye-slit. Two of his fingers oozed free of his hand and slithered inside the great helm. “They’ll eat what’s left.”

Shadrak swallowed down bile. He could’ve sworn it was Bird’s two fingers that had broken free, but when he looked again, they were all still there.

Bird caught him gawping and gave a tight smile.

“What do I do with them once they’ve finished?” Nameless said. There was a tremor in his voice.

“I expect they’ll crawl in your ears and set to work on your brain,” Albert said. “Though, that won’t keep them sated for long.”

“Laddie,” Nameless said, “you’re not only a wit, but you’ve got guts joshing with me like that.”

Albert took a wary step back.

“A lot of guts,” Nameless said, jabbing Albert in the belly with the haft of his axe.

“Hilarious,” Albert said, and for a split-second, Shadrak saw that calculating look flit across his face. Probably, no one else noticed. Albert was too good for that. He turned on his most infectious smile and gave a good-natured laugh.

Nameless laughed along with him, a deep belly rumble that was suddenly cut off when the slug-things oozed back out of the eye-slit and plopped onto the floor like bloated sausages.

Ekyls hissed and raised his hatchet.

Albert whipped out his handkerchief and covered his mouth.

Bird, however, scooped them up and rolled them about in his hands until they vanished.

“Finished?” Shadrak said.

Bird nodded.

“Good, then let’s go.”

***

A small man was waiting for them outside. Small, but no shorter than Shadrak—or Bird for that matter. Shadrak turned his nose up at that. If he didn’t know better, he’d have said it was a shogging conspiracy; one that had started with that fat bastard Cadman calling him a homunculus. How many times had he heard it since? Heard it as an insult and barely stopped himself from gutting whichever scut had suggested it.

What struck him about the man wasn’t so much his glistening black hair, perfectly cropped and not a strand out of place; nor was it his pressed gray tunic and trousers, or the shoes that looked to be made out of the same stuff as his hair—because whatever it was, it wasn’t natural. It was the way he betrayed no surprise at them stepping out of thin air; the way he ran his beady eyes over the group like he was expecting them.

Albert lurked over Shadrak’s shoulder, breath thick with garlic and onions, and making Shadrak wish his sense of smell wasn’t so strong. Ekyls held back behind him, muscles so bunched it looked like he had no neck. Nameless was fussing with his helm, slapping it on the side to make sure Bird’s slug things hadn’t left anything inside.

Bird, though, glided across the bleached sand of the Dead Lands, cloak of feathers ruffled by the swirling winds. He clasped hands with the little man, and Shadrak didn’t miss the subtle pressing of Bird’s thumb to the other’s knuckle, the reciprocal tap of the little man’s pinky. Secret handshakes were second nature to a Sicarii, but neither of them struck him as an assassin.

“See that?” Albert whispered.

“Yeah, I saw it.” Shadrak fanned the air in front of his face.

Albert took the hint and stepped back, breathing into his cupped palm and sniffing.

Nameless trudged past, boots leaving deep imprints in the white dust. “Mephesch,” he said, with a nod at the little man. “We were expected?”

“Not exactly.” Mephesch looked toward the plane ship, as if he could see it clear as day. “The Perfect Peak got overexcited at the approach of the plane ship. Flashing lights, sirens, that sort of thing. His grandiosity was not best pleased. Right in the middle of calibrating a portal, he was, when the alarms went off. Stood up too quickly. Banged his head on the underside of the console. No hair to buffer it, either.”

“Oh dear,” Nameless said. “Shame. Wish I’d been there to see it. So, Mephesch, seems you already know Bird here. I brought some friends. Hope old baldilocks doesn’t mind. Well, I don’t give a shog actually. The dandy fellow in the suit’s Albert, and the angry savage is…” He looked to Shadrak for help.

“Ekyls.” Shadrak advanced on Mephesch. “And I’m—”

“I know,” Mephesch said. His eyes were shiny black pebbles, but specks of silver danced across their surface, like pinpricks of starlight. “But do you know?” He flicked a look at Bird, who shook his head then dropped his chin to his chest.

“Homunculi!” Nameless said, slapping Mephesch on the back so hard the little man stumbled and would have fallen, had Shadrak not caught him by the elbow. “Crafty bleeders, the lot of you. Last time I saw so many together was”—he cocked his thumb and turned it down toward the ground—“in Gehenna. Slippery shoggers, eh, Shadrak? Always telling you one thing then doing another.”

Did he know? Did he know what the Archon had told Shadrak to do?

Nameless clamped a hand on his shoulder, squeezed so hard Shadrak had to grit his teeth to stop himself stabbing him on instinct.

“Present company excepted,” Nameless said. “Come on, lads. Who’s for a tour of the inside of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain?”

Mephesch guided them to a dark circular dais that stood out from the sand. Flecks of green glinted on its surface. Scarolite, then. Enough to buy you mansion in New Jerusalem, if you were into such things.

Albert whistled.

“Step on, if you please,” Mephesch said.

Ekyls hissed and pulled back.

“Come on, Ekyls,” Albert said.

The savage shook his head and spat in the direction of the dais.

Albert folded his arms over his chest and frowned. “Bondsman, have you forgotten already?”

Ekyls’ eyes flashed with rage, but swiftly dulled when confronted with Albert’s expectant and unwavering stare.

What was it? What hold did Albert have over him?

Once Ekyls joined them on the scarolite circle, Mephesch tapped a vambrace on his left wrist, and the platform shuddered, then started to sink into the ground.

Shadrak bit down the queasiness in his stomach. He tugged his cloak about his shoulders and retreated into the darkness of his hood.

He’d only gotten as far as the roots of the Perfect Peak before, but he’d seen enough to recognize the technology. His heart began to hammer away with a will of its own. His shoulder throbbed, as if it remembered. Thanatosian, the Archon had called the creature that did it. Some kind of perfect killer from another world. He scoffed at that, more to relax himself than anything else. Hadn’t been that perfect. After all, he’d killed it, hadn’t he?

Nameless was humming a jaunty tune from within his great helm. Bird may as well have been out for a casual stroll. Ekyls, however, backed up against Albert, eyes wide, fingers gripping his hatchet so hard the knuckles looked like nubs of protruding bone.

After dropping through blackness for a minute or so, the disk steadied, and then floated horizontally. Blue light streaked past, as if they were speeding as fast as a bullet, but it felt to Shadrak like they were moving slowly underwater. There was a whirr and a click as the blue lights separated out into spaced dashes, and then they started to climb.

An aperture opened above them; the disk brought them through it and settled into the floor of an enormous chamber. Banks of screens, like those in the plane ship, only much bigger, wound their way up to the ceiling in ever-decreasing circles. They were all blank. Scarolite walls tapered to a point high above, forming the inside of an enormous cone. There were desks speckled with winking lights stationed in front of each screen. Chairs were tucked under each of the desks, but they were empty. Presumably, Sektis Gandaw had needed operators to man his center of operations, which now seemed as dead as he was.

Mephesch led them across the circular floor space to a hairline rectangle in the wall, which slid open as they drew near. The room beyond was a simple square of scarolite, with some unseen light source amplifying the glow of the green flecks in the stone. On the far side stood an arch made from blocks of scarolite roughly stacked on top of each other without any mortar. Aristodeus was on his back beneath it, staring up at the keystone through dark-tinted goggles. Teams of homunculi dashed this way and that, responsive to his every word.

“Shit!” Aristodeus cried, as blue sparks showered from the underside of the arch.

The homunculi all froze, some of them exchanging looks that were hard to read. Worry, maybe. Or perhaps mirth.

The spark shower reversed its course and disappeared back into the keystone.

“Eureka!” Aristodeus said. He sat up and slapped the block to his right. It answered with a low hum and a soft amber pulse. “How’s it look your end, Jezeel?” he asked a perfectly bald homunculus—a woman that Shadrak at first took to be naked and silver-skinned, till he looked again and realized she was wearing a very tight-fitting outfit of some shiny material.

“Calibrated, Techno… sir,” she replied.

“Aristodeus,” the philosopher said. “How many times?” He threw up his hands, shook his head, then reached inside his toga.

“Signal’s good from Londinium,” a bearded homunculus said, holding up a sleek gray rectangle, as if that proved his point.

Aristodeus popped a pipe in his mouth, fished about in his pocket some more and produced a box of matches. “Good,” he muttered around the stem. “Then we’re ready to…” He spun round and glared at Mephesch. His eyes widened as they took in Shadrak, Albert, and Ekyls, before coming to rest on Nameless. “You’re early; and no, this is not a good time.”

Nameless harrumphed, and he began to toss his axe from hand to hand. “A menu, if you don’t mind, laddie. And be quick about it.”

Aristodeus broke his match as he struck it against the side of the box. “What? Can’t you see I’m busy?” The second match took, and he lit his pipe, sucking at the stem till he had it going strongly.

“And you’ll be busy again, once I’m fed. Your idea, remember? If I’d had my way—”

“Yes, yes,” Aristodeus snapped. “You’d be a desiccated corpse in the bowels of Arx Gravis. “One day, my friend, you’ll thank me for sticking my neck out for you. There are some very powerful people who’d much rather you’d gotten what you wanted.”

You don’t say, Shadrak thought.

“Mephesch,” Aristodeus said, “I don’t have time for this. I promised the Ipsissimus I’d have the Britannia link up and running yesterday. Apparently, our two migrants have beasts of burden fouling up their portal chamber while they wait.”

Mephesch arched an eyebrow. “You want me to feed Nameless?”

“If it’s not too much to ask,” Aristodeus said. “Blasted portal was fried when I sent Shader and Rhiannon through that time. Since moving it from Aeterna, Silvanus has just let it go to wrack and ruin. Apparently, maintenance isn’t on the Templum’s list of priorities. At least, it wasn’t until they had someone they wanted to get rid of.”

Mephesch chuckled at that, then led Nameless back through the way they’d come in.

“The others, too,” Aristodeus said. “I can’t have distractions.”

Albert and Ekyls started hesitantly toward the doorway.

“Offer them a drink or something,” Aristodeus called after Mephesch. “Champagne, or wine. A snifter of cognac.”

“Cognac?” Albert said, quickening his pace.

As Shadrak went to follow, the door slid shut in his face. Brilliant light flashed, and he threw up a hand to cover his eyes.

“Not now!” Aristodeus yelled, jabbing his pipe stem at the vortex of white fire swirling in front of the door. “I’m…” He scrunched his eyes shut and sucked in a sharp breath. When he opened them again, the skin of his face was taut with frustration and a touch of resignation. “… busy.”

The Archon coalesced into view, flames suppurating from the cowl of his robe. “So, you have your plane ship at long last,” he said in a voice like crackling tinder.

“I do?” Aristodeus chewed on his pipe. He wagged two fingers at the homunculi standing around gawping, and they immediately went back to checking the arch and tapping away at their rectangular slates.

The Archon turned his glare on Shadrak. It was like standing in front of a furnace, but Shadrak wasn’t about to let him know that. He pulled his hood low and stood his ground.

“Ah!” Aristodeus said, removing his pipe and waving it like a baton. “The infamous Maze. Of course. Why didn’t I think of that earlier?”

A homunculus with ropey gray dreadlocks sidled up to Aristodeus. “You want to proceed with the plan, then?”

Aristodeus opened his mouth to answer, but then his eyes drifted to the Archon, and he faltered.

“No,” the Archon said. “Do not. You have already taken too many chances.”

“But this could free Nameless from the black axe,” Aristodeus said. “We could remove the helm, bring him back onside.”

“He is not necessary,” the Archon said, “so the risk cannot be justified.”

“Nonsense,” Aristodeus said. “Shader’s out of the race, like he said he would be.”

The Archon began to float around the edges of the room, feet a few inches above the floor. “He did what you created him for,” the Archon said. “The threat has passed.”

Created? Shader? Shadrak wanted to ask a dozen questions, but he knew he’d learn more if he kept quiet, lingered in the background while the Archon and Aristodeus had it out.

“The Unweaving, maybe,” Aristodeus said, “but not the real menace.”

The Archon stopped in midair and let out a sound like fat dripping on a fire. It could have been laughter. “You are too personally invested, philosopher. My brother’s threat has always been there, behind Gandaw, behind the Liche Lord, behind the black axe and the butchery at Arx Gravis—”

“And he must be stopped,” Aristodeus said. “Before the next evil arises in response to his beguilement.”

“You don’t care about that,” the Archon said. “This is about your own plight, is it not?”

Aristodeus dipped his head and sighed. “I don’t see anyone else opposing him. Do you?”

“The Templum—” the Archon started.

“Yes, yes, your hands and feet. Remind me again why it is you need them to act on your behalf. Fear, wasn’t it? Fear the Demiurgos might be freed by any direct action of yours. What is that, some kind of Supernal justice?”

“We fought before, and I won,” the Archon said, as if he were reassuring himself. The glow from within his hood dampened down.

Shadrak scarcely dared to breathe. They’d forgotten all about him. The more he could learn about the master who’d enslaved him, the closer he came to getting free. Free without having to murder the only real friend he’d had since Kadee’s passing.

“Hardly a victory,” Aristodeus said, a sparkle in his eye. “He survived in the Void; threw up the Abyss to preserve his essence by an act of pure will. I, for one, am impressed. I’d like to see you do that. Or me, for that matter.”

“And he has grown stronger in the intervening aeons,” the Archon said. “I am not proud. I know I could not stand against him, should he be released. But he has no way to free himself from the prison of his own making. Unless I break the rules.”

“By actually doing something?” Aristodeus said it with a sneer. “Are you really so important that a single act of yours could change the laws of reality? Gandaw was an arse, but at least he was a scientific one.”

Flames ruptured from the Archon’s cowl. “The laws of the Supernal Realm are as far beyond the laws of this cosmos as Gandaw’s science is beyond a savage’s superstition.”

“Is that so?” Aristodeus said. “Explain it to me. I’m not as stupid as I look.” He caught Shadrak’s gaze and gave the slightest of winks.

So, Shadrak wasn’t forgotten, after all. At least, not by the philosopher.

“We are linked, we three. The Aeonic Triad, the Templum fathers call us: myself, Eingana, and the Demiurgos. We cannot ever act truly independently. We are, in many ways, one. One in the Supernal Father, who you call Ain.”

“Not me,” Aristodeus said. “Do you call him Ain, Shadrak?”

The Archon spun round, clearly startled Shadrak was still there.

Good to know. He wasn’t all-knowing, then. He had lapses, and he could be surprised.

“Ain, Nous, it’s all the same to me,” Shadrak said. “Bunch of scutting hogwash.”

“Nous is Ain’s reflection in this cosmos,” the Archon said. “The difference is only in the begatting.”

“Thanks for that,” Shadrak said. “Something I’ve always wanted to know.”

“What I want to know,” the Archon said, drifting toward him, “is why your contract remains unfulfilled.”

Aristodeus came round the room at a pace to stand between them. “Contract? You’re working for him?”

Shadrak hawked up phlegm and spat at the Archon’s feet.

“One more kill, Shadrak,” the Archon said. “Remember?”

“Like I could forget.”

“Let me guess,” Aristodeus said. “Nameless?”

Shadrak sighed, and his shoulders slumped. “It ain’t right. I mean—”

“An assassin with a conscience?” the Archon said. “How novel. A conscience, however, can be malformed.”

“No, it isn’t right,” Aristodeus said. “Thank you, Shadrak. Thank you for confirming that I am not the only one left alive with a modicum of common sense. You kill Nameless, and the Demiurgos wins another piece. A big piece, even if he’s just a dwarf.”

Hushed words were exchanged by several of the homunculi. The others, though, maintained a stony silence, eyes fixed on the Archon with either awe or loathing.

“It is not a game,” the Archon said.

“Oh, but it is,” Aristodeus said. “A game of wits; of reading the signs, spotting the threats creeping from the shadows; of discerning allies from foes; of grasping opportunities when they present themselves. You saw what Nameless did at the Perfect Peak. Shader couldn’t have succeeded without him. You’re not proud, you claim, but neither am I. Shader was my plan. My masterpiece, but he would have failed without a missing element that came from without. You might think of me as a control freak, but at least I have the humility to admit I don’t have all the answers. What I do have is the eyes to see patterns in the game, and the ability to turn a weapon in the hands of the Demiurgos to our advantage.”

The Archon loomed over Aristodeus, glowering down at him. “Unless you are deceived.”

Aristodeus held up a finger, a smug grin splitting his face in two. “There is something about this dwarf; something that not even I expected. Mephesch…” He looked about the room then rolled his eyes. “Silly me. Sent him off to feed Nameless. The thing is, Mephesch informed me—”

The homunculus with the gray dreadlocks dropped his slate on the floor, and it shattered in a spray of sparks. Subtler than the handshake Bird and Mephesch had exchanged outside, the homunculus gave a barely perceptible shake of his head.

Aristodeus’s mouth hung open, but then a light went on in his eyes.

“You take the word of a homunculus?” the Archon said. “A creature of deception?”

Aristodeus puffed out his cheeks and looked momentarily flummoxed. As an actor, he was in a league way above Dame Consilia. “You’re probably right. Never believe a thing they say, eh?”

Many of the homunculi in the room smiled at that, like they’d been given the highest compliment.

“You are growing complacent,” the Archon said. There was an ominous churning of the flames beneath his cowl, and a low rumble passed through the room.

Aristodeus wagged his pipe, as if the Archon were some dimwit pupil. “One step ahead, is what I am. Always.”

“Desperate, is what you are,” the Archon said. “Tell Shadrak just how desperate.”

Sweat beaded on Aristodeus’s forehead, and his cheeks reddened, as if he’d suddenly been dropped into a furnace. Finally, he licked his lips and said, “Need-to-know basis. Last thing we want is any more wild cards.”

“But isn’t that what Nameless is?” the Archon said. “Do you really know what will happen if this plan of yours is successful?”

“The homunculi were instrumental in forging the black axe, no?” Aristodeus said.

The Archon conceded the point with a nod.

“And Mephesch is an ’omunculus, is he not?”

Another nod.

“Then logic dictates that, if anyone knows how to destroy the black axe, it is him.”

Silence.

Aristodeus pressed on. “Three quests. Three artifacts. Gauntlets of incomparable strength with which to break the axe. Invulnerable armor, to withstand the resultant discharge of energy, or any counterattack. And the Shield of Warding, to soak up any magical defense it may muster. This may be our only chance to free Nameless of its curse and remove the helm. With him restored”—he glanced at the homunculus with the dreadlocks again—“well, it will be a big asset. Huge, even. And if it fails, fine. Shadrak can take him out. Agreed?”

The Archon shimmered in and out of reality. “And if it is not possible? The dwarf is no helpless victim.” He looked at Shadrak for confirmation, but Shadrak remained stony-faced. “What if he should grow suspicious? Or more powerful with each artifact found? The risk is too great. He must be killed now.”

“So,” Shadrak said, “Nous is the reflection of Ain, and the Templum is his mouthpiece on Earth—”

“Mystical body,” Aristodeus said. “Whatever that means. It has all the semantic rigor of a pituri-smoking Dreamer spouting gobbledygook.”

Shadrak’s hand tightened around the grip of a pistol. Was the bald bastard taking the piss? Was he referring to Kadee? He started to draw the pistol, but the Archon saw and raised a hand for calm.

“Your point, Shadrak?”

“What is it Nousians have?” Shadrak said, relaxing his grip on the gun. “The Eleven Admonishments? Is that right?”

Aristodeus scoffed and shook his head.

Shadrak went on. “One reason I could never be a Nousian.” One among many. “Isn’t there an Admonishment against killing?” Least that’s what he thought Bovis Rayn had said, minutes before Shadrak had put a bullet through his skull.

“Figuratively speaking,” Aristodeus said with a sigh. “Try not to take it too literally, or you’ll start sounding like Shader.”

“Yeah, that’s a point,” Shadrak said. “Always meant to ask him about that. For a man of peace, he killed more than most assassins I’ve met.”

“The Admonishment is correct,” the Archon said. “It is the Supernal Father’s will that we do not take life, unless it is truly necessary.”

“Spoken like a true Sicarii,” Shadrak said. “Though it’s a bit different. We only take life when it’s truly profitable.”

The fire beneath the Archon’s cowl flashed red. A split-second after, so did the scarolite arch. The attendant homunculi all skipped back, rectangular slates held up in front of their eyes, as if they were looking at the arch through them.

“Well, if you’ve quite finished,” Aristodeus said, “that’ll be Londinium signaling they’re ready.”

“Adeptus Ludo?” the Archon said. “Silvanus is harsh to punish him thus.”

“Then replace him,” Aristodeus said. “I, for one, preferred Theodore. Granted me access to the best wine cellar in Aeterna, and even though he was mostly too ill to drink, he never denied me a drop. Oh, I forgot,” Aristodeus said. “You can’t replace him. That would require direct action. You’d get along with the dwarves of Arx Gravis like a house on fire.”

“Remember this, philosopher,” the Archon said, though his gaze was on Shadrak. “I, too, have free will. The day may be approaching when I decide that acting without intermediaries is less of a risk than allowing matters to proceed down the wrong path. Think on this, both of you. I have been patient, but my patience is not as limitless as Ain’s.”

With that, he vanished.

“Was that a threat?” Aristodeus said with a look of mock horror. He turned to the homunculi for a reaction, but their attention was firmly on the arch.

“Yeah, it was a threat,” Shadrak said. It was also a sign of frustration. Frustration born out of fear. More information to file away on the Archon for when the time was right.

The air in the middle of the arch turned black and rippled like water. A head poked through—a mule’s head. Its ears twitched, and its nostrils flared. It brayed and plodded forward, first one hoof striking the floor of the room, then another. With a sigh, Aristodeus strode over, took it by the rope looped around its neck, and pulled. The beast resisted, and Aristodeus reddened with effort as he heaved on the rope. More of the animal emerged. More than a few books poked out of the satchels slung over its back, and the ends of prayer cords dangled from bulging sacks. The mule brayed again and darted forward, sending Aristodeus flying back to land on his arse.

Jezeel, the silver-garbed woman, sniggered but swiftly suppressed it at a motion from the homunculus with the dreadlocks.

Next through the portal was a massive old man in a cassock. He had ears like sails, and spectacles perched atop a bulbous nose. His eyes bulged above them as he took in the room, then fell upon Aristodeus. There was a brief moment of indecision, and then he lurched forward and helped the philosopher up.

Then another man stepped through, this one leading a horse. A fine horse, by the looks of it: a black stallion with a polished saddle and gleaming brass on its bridle. This man was clearly a soldier. He wore a brocaded red jacket, buttoned tightly over a slight paunch that threatened to burst it wide open. His hand rested on the hilt of a saber hanging at his hip. Unkempt graying hair stuck up either side of a bald patch, but he more than made up for that with a bushy mustache and the thickest sideburns Shadrak had ever seen—muttonchops, they called them back in Sarum; at one time, the fashion among the councilors.

“Are you all right, Brother?” the man in the cassock asked as Aristodeus got to his feet and brushed himself down.

“Fine, Ludo,” Aristodeus said. “Though why you felt the need to bring a mule is beyond me. And a bloody horse, too.”

The soldier stiffened and took a step forward. “It’s Adeptus Ludo to you, old chap.” His voice was gruff and grating, like he had a mouthful of gravel.

Ludo silenced him with a raised hand. “My fault. I pictured us arriving in the middle of a barren wasteland. I even entertained a fantasy of evangelizing hordes of unwashed barbarians. It hadn’t occurred to me we might step through into…” He trailed off, taking in the dark walls of the room, the still-glowing archway.

“Wasn’t it obvious?” Aristodeus said. “Or did you think the Templum’s archway was an open-ticket to just about anywhere?”

“I hadn’t given it much thought, which I suppose I should have. You see, Galen,” Ludo said to the soldier, “it’s basically a corridor.”

Galen snorted and made a fuss of his horse, scratching behind its ear.

“But a corridor between what?” Ludo said. “Not points in space, surely.”

Aristodeus grinned and raised his eyebrows. “Very good, Adeptus. I can see you’re going to make the most of your exile.”

Galen clipped his boot heels together and stuck out his chest. “The Adeptus is here to proselytize, and I’ll thump anyone who says otherwise.” His eyes roved the room, taking in the homunculi, who were all fixated on their slates, as if nothing out of the ordinary were going on.

“Who’s this?” Galen said, with a curt nod Shadrak’s way.

“This,” Aristodeus said, is your guide.”

“What?” Shadrak said.

Aristodeus went on talking right over him. “Unless you want to wing it; cast yourself on Nous’s mercy and head out into the Dead Lands?”

“Dead Lands?” Ludo said. “That doesn’t sound—”

“And the Sour Marsh beyond,” Aristodeus said. “Shadrak here’s been there and lived to tell the tale, haven’t you, Shadrak?”

“Shithole,” Shadrak said.

Galen bristled at that.

“Full of giant maggots and the like,” Shadrak said. “You’d last all of two minutes.”

“You survived,” Galen said. It sounded like a challenge.

“Always do,” Shadrak said. He glared up at the soldier until he saw the discomfort his pink eyes caused, and Galen looked away.

“My view,” Aristodeus said, “my suggestion to help with your…” He glanced at Galen and then appealed to Ludo. “His Divinity gave me the impression you were to be exiled.”

Galen harrumphed, but Ludo let out a gentle sigh.

“We are to bring the light of Nous to new lands. It was presented to me as an honor, but there is truth in what you say. I overstepped the mark with—”

“Shader,” Aristodeus said. “And I’m grateful for that. The Judiciary might have failed to bring him into the Templum’s war with Hagalle, but I still entertain hopes of returning him to the real fight.”

“Oh?” Ludo said. “I think he’s left all that behind. It was a difficult road you sent him down. I trust it was worth your while.”

Aristodeus rubbed his beard and bit down on his lip. “It still might be, if only I could get him to see sense. And I will, believe me. Before long, he’ll be back here, ready to fight the good fight. And when he arrives, who better to keep him virtuous, eh?” He clapped Ludo on the shoulder.

Galen growled and said, “If you ask me, Shader’s a ruddy—”

“Now, now, Galen,” Ludo said.

“Not fit,” Galen said. “Not fit to wield the Sword of the Archon.”

“He won the tournament,” Aristodeus said. “And it accepted him. How many others could say that?”

Galen flinched, as if struck. “And he abandoned his post. The Keeper of the Sword is—”

“Redundant,” Aristodeus said. “Without the threat from Sektis Gandaw, there’s no more need for the Saphra Society, and no more need for the Keeper.”

“All the same,” Galen said, “any man who reneges on his responsibilities—”

“Galen, enough!” Ludo said. Then, in a gentler tone, he added, “Please.”

“Eminence.” A flush hit Galen’s cheeks, and he dipped his head.

“Well, I don’t know,” Ludo said. “We do have missionary work. I’m not sure we could—”

“This is missionary work,” Aristodeus said. “Believe me, the Ipsissimus agrees.”

“What?” Ludo said. “What exactly does His Divinity agree with?”

“He has a rudimentary outline of what I’m trying to do. But my point is, if you are to evangelize Aethir, you will need a guide, and transport.” He said the last with a look at Shadrak.

“Forget it,” Shadrak said. “Only work I take is for money.”

“And what about Nameless?” Aristodeus said. “How long do you think it will take for the Archon’s patience to run out?”

Ludo and Galen exchanged looks at mention of the Supernal being.

“Trust me,” Aristodeus said. “If all goes to plan, Nameless will be free of the axe, and—”

“And I’ll be up shit creek,” Shadrak said. “One chance is all I’ve got to be free of this bastard pact.”

“And you believe him? You believe he’ll leave you alone if you do his dirty work for him?”

Shadrak hadn’t thought of that. He knew he should have. Desperation was making him careless. He backtracked to where Aristodeus had said, “Trust me.” He’d sooner trust a mawg not to eat him raw. For that matter, he’d sooner accept a meal from Albert.

The door slid open, and Mephesch entered, followed by Nameless, Albert, and Ekyls. Albert’s cheeks had a rosy glow, and he stumbled slightly as he walked.

“Ah, good,” Aristodeus said. “Come, let’s go to my quarters. We’ll be able to talk there in more comfort.” He cupped his hands to his mouth and stage-whispered, “And it’s away from prying eyes and eavesdroppers. Not the animals, though. Last thing I need is a carpet of manure. Mephesch, see to it that they’re taken care of.”

Galen started to protest, but Ludo touched him lightly on the shoulder.

Aristodeus put his arm around Nameless’s shoulders and led the way back through the conical chamber with all the screens. “Remember the plan we spoke of? Well, Shadrak has agreed to help us, haven’t you, Shadrak?”

He hadn’t, but he couldn’t bring himself to say so. A confusion of emotions battled inside him, and he was already second-and third-guessing himself. Could the Archon be trusted? Could Aristodeus? Could he really kill Nameless? Would he? He felt himself dragged along by the current of Aristodeus’s persuasion. There were choices, to be sure, but none of them good. Obey the Archon, and kill the only person he had any sort of respect for; or betray him and side with the philosopher. One scheming git or the other, and he still didn’t know enough about either of them to make a move.

Kadee’s face sat like a warm glow behind his eyes. She smiled at him, let him know this was the right thing to do. Let him know he didn’t have to kill Nameless, at least not yet. As she started to fade, his heart leapt to his throat. But what did that mean for Kadee? If he didn’t do as the Archon said, she’d be left in whatever hellhole her spirit languished. On Thanatos, wherever the shog that was. That was the truth of it: the Archon was his only way of finding her.

 




THE MAN IN THE PIEBALD MASK

Anderida, Britannia, Earth

The marsh road ended at the ancient fort’s east gate. Heaped and jagged flint made up the outer walls that penned a scatter of sheep in the haze. A chill fog rolled in from the bay, smothering the dusk and laying to rest the last streaks of sunset.

Shader ducked beneath an overhang as it started to drizzle. With fingers numb from the cold, he did up the buttons on his coat and tugged down the brim of his hat.

The keep glowered at him out of the gloom. Beneath the quickening patter of rain, the waters of the moat sloshed against the buttresses, and he heard the occasional chink of metal, the low bark of voices. His eyes were drawn to the flickering glow of torches upon the parapet.

A spyglass had been mounted on a tripod and pointed out to sea; early warning, for when Hagalle’s ships set sail from Gallia. And set sail they would, sooner or later. Aeterna had fallen, and now it was only a matter of time.

Strange how Britannia, his childhood home, had become Nousia’s last stand, an island fortress against the surging tide of barbarism.

When there was a break in the shower, he followed the bridleway through the sleeping village. Silver shards of moonlight coming through the clouds picked out a cockerel atop the pitched roof of a templum—a weathervane, squeaking and rattling in the breeze.

He’d seen something similar as a child amid a field of winged statues. Their heads had lain broken in the tall grass, empty eyes glaring up at him, like he’d done something wrong. Like he was to blame. And maybe he was, in some small way. Hadn’t he gone farther afield than his parents permitted? Wasn’t it the same disobedience that had landed him in the Judiciary’s dungeons? His guts clenched with the recollected pain he’d felt that day as a child. Tears of anger still threatened to spill from his eyes, no matter how many years passed. That was the day Aristodeus had first come for him. That was the day his dog, Nub, had died.

His heels were angry sores against the tough leather of his boots, and his left leg was shot through with fiery needles. He rested a while on a low wall and rubbed his ruined knee. It hurt like the Abyss from where the ligament had torn on the rack. There were good days and bad, but at times like this, he doubted it would ever heal.

The rain started to crash down in sheets, and he saw no choice but to press on. He squinted up at the dark slopes of the Downs, knowing what it was going to cost him to cross them. Sucking in his top lip with resolve, he set one foot in front of the other, and moved off at a lurch.

A whisper of movement made him turn.

“Hold you still, or I’ll cut you!” a man’s voice growled.

A figure rose up from the graves at the side of the templum. Instinctively, Shader reached for his sword, but there was nothing there. Hadn’t been for some time.

“What’s yer name?” The man loomed closer, pointing with a curved blade. “Come on, give it breath!”

A snatch of moonlight splashed against a mask of black-and-white leather. The eyes were drowned in shadows, nothing but black creases. Recognition tugged at Shader’s awareness, but he couldn’t put his finger on it.

“I’ve nothing for you,” Shader said. “I’m a priest.” The words still sounded wrong coming from his mouth. Even at the ordination, when Adeptus Ludo had laid hands on him, it felt like it was happening to someone else.

With no sword to grasp, his fingers found the prayer cord hanging from his belt. He’d kept hold of it all these years, a present from his mother on his seventh birthday.

And then he remembered. He’d seen this man before, only in the distance, amid the trees on a high bank. That very same day, before Brent Carvin had killed his dog. Before the philosopher had come to tutor him.

“Name, I said! Mouth it!”

“Shader.” And then he mumbled, “Pater Shader.”

The masked man lowered his blade, let it hang loosely at his side.

“Pater, is it? Was expecting to find a Deacon.” He turned, made a short run, and then stopped to peer over his shoulder. He looked Shader up and down. “Sure you ain’t no Deacon?”

Shader felt like a fish off the hook that had just swum into a net.

… when the time is right, Aristodeus had said. I’ll call upon you.

Well, Shader had already given the philosopher his answer four years ago, after he’d stopped Sektis Gandaw’s attempt at the Unweaving of all Creation, and a dozen times since.

The man stepped between the brambles beside a grassy mound. Thorns clung to his clothes like the hands of corpses tugging him down to the loamy earth.

“Plague,” he muttered, nodding to indicate the mound. “Hundreds packed in beneath it, rotten and slimy. Least they was once. Nothin’ but bones now.”

He pulled clear of the gorse and pressed the tip of his blade to Shader’s chest.

Shader made a fist about the prayer cord. His heart thumped, urging him to act. The longer he stalled, the more it would clamor, until the fire surging through his veins turned to ice, and the will to fight petered away into fear.

“Ain’t this falchion you needs worry about,” the man said. “It’s a blade of another sort that’ll prick your heart.” He tipped his head back, letting the silvery light fall once more on the piebald mask.

“Let me guess,” Shader said. “Aristodeus sent you.” Truth be told, it wouldn’t have surprised him if it was the philosopher, hiding behind the mask.

The man’s black eyes flicked from side to side, as if he watched the play of pictures on the moon. “Bald bloke, is he, this Aristodeus? White robe an’ beard?”

Shader nodded. “Same answer as before. He’s wasting his time.”

The man chuckled—a low gurgling, like water draining from a ditch. “I ain’t no lackey of his. I know of him, but he won’t know of me. Mind like his, full to bursting, brimming with itself, don’t see the hidden things of the world. Ain’t just him; ain’t just them three as fell through the Void gets to weave fate. I was here before they came, and will be here when they’ve gone. And not just me, neither. We are like the insects in our numbers.”

Involuntarily, Shader took a step back. His mind was a torrent of implications, all of which shifted the earth beneath his feet, threatened to plunge him into a chasm of unknowing.

“I been watching you a whiles, Deacon Shader, e’en when you was just an unnatural child.”

“Unnatural?”

The man dropped his gaze from the moon, drank deep from Shader’s eyes, then looked back up again, as if he might otherwise miss something. “You did us right, when you stopped the Unweaving, for even we would not have been exempt. One good turn deserves another, I say.”

“We?” Shader asked. He couldn’t form a clear passage through his thoughts. He felt dazed, overwhelmed, buried beneath an avalanche of questions.

“Things is as they are, no matter what the likes of Sektis Gandaw say, nor your philosopher friend. That’s all you need to know. All you are capable of knowing. I see things fer you, Deacon Shader. In the soil of the earth. In the waves of the sea. In the face of the moon. E’en the Dreamers of Sahul speak your name. Aye, and a worldful of daemons, too, truth be told. Priest now, is it? Priest of—what d’you call him nowadays?—Nous, am I right? Not fer long, I say. Not fer long.”

Shader’s hand enclosing the prayer cord came up to touch the pendant beneath his tunic.

“The wolves are coming, Pater Shader. This Aristodeus won’t take no fer an answer. Find the piper; catch the running man; b’ware the snares of beauty. I will aid you, two days hence, atop the beacon.” He looked deep into Shader’s eyes, nodding slowly, then he glanced back up at the moon.

“Don’t fret about the girl, Pater Shader, least not now. She’s a paradox waitin’ ta be unwound. Saphra, her name is. You’ve heard it before.”

The Saphra Society? He’d heard that from Osric, the doomed knight of the Lost. An elect within the Elect, charged with protecting the Ipsissimus’s segment of the Statue of Eingana. Shader would have been inducted, the wraith-knight, Osric, had said, if he’d been faithful in his duties and not fled back to Sahul; for he’d won the Sword of the Archon in the tournament, and the Keeper of the Sword was the traditional head of the Saphra Society. So, what was this girl? A symbol, like the woman on his pendant? He looked at the masked man for an explanation, and once more had the feeling his thoughts were not his own.

“Yours and not yours, she is. Perhaps a savior, perhaps the doom of all. Look fer me in two days atop the beacon; you’re going to need my help. The folk o’ the Downs call me Heredwin.”

He slipped between the tombstones, dissolving into the darkness.

Shader forgot to move, until the cold air made him shiver.

Yours and not yours. What did it mean?

He shook himself and crouched down to pull his flask from his boot. Tilting his head back, he took a long draft, and warmth trickled through his veins.

Shader’s head started to thump. He took a shorter gulp of whiskey, then another.

Perhaps a savior, perhaps the doom of all.

A cloud smothered the moon, leaving the sky as black as the Void.

… atop the beacon…

At least there was no mystery there. There was only one place worthy of the name in this part of the South Downs. He’d climbed it often as a child.

Firle.

But he’d be damned if he was going. Anything he might need from this Heredwin smacked of manipulation, either by Aristodeus or the Father of Lies himself. If it was Aristodeus, then the answer was the same as before, and no amount of scheming was going to change it. If the Demiurgos, then you could do worse than follow the advice of Luminary Tajen and ignore it. Either way, he had plans of his own, and old friends didn’t take kindly to being stood up.

Especially old friends like Rhiannon.

Thrusting the flask back in his boot, he turned once more to the brooding Downs and limped into the night.

 




THE FENCIBLE

Town of Hallow, Britannia, Earth

Sweat trickled down Rhiannon’s back, stung her eyes, made her grip on the chinning bar slippery. Her forearms burned as if the scars crisscrossing them were fresh once more, and her heart thumped like someone had released a herd of kangaroos in her ribcage. She almost laughed, in spite of herself. Almost cried, too. Reminded her of home; but the chances of her seeing Sahul again were slim to none, even if she’d wanted to. The Emperor Hagalle was waging war against the world, and she was on the other side.

“One more, mate.”

Sandau always called her “mate”. Rhiannon guessed that’s how he thought all Sahulians spoke, and she’d’ve been hard-pressed to prove him wrong.

“No surrender, Ranny.”

She could see him pumping his fist in the mirror. He was so close, she could feel his heat.

“Give me one more. No surrender!”

“Jerk,” she grunted as she gritted her teeth and ground out another rep.

Fighting the impulse to drop to the ground and call it a day, she lowered herself slowly; painfully slowly, eking out every last inch of effort. Only way to do it, in her book. Most of the other soldiers in the gym had their systems, but there was no substitute for hard work. She’d learned that for herself; maybe the one thing she didn’t owe Aristodeus. That and Nous, but the bald bastard had well and truly flushed any pretensions she’d had in that realm down the crapper. No, not him. She’d done it herself by giving him what he wanted.

“Again!” Sandau yelled. Silly shogger actually sounded excited, like he was invested in her battle with herself. “You got an audience. The boys are watching.”

Watching her arse, most likely.

She pulled again, but her arms gave out. Sandau took hold of her feet, lent his support. “One more. I’ll help you.”

“Shog off. You do it.”

He laughed at that. Sandau was as muscle-bound as they got, but it was no secret he avoided chin-ups as much as squats and dead lifts. He claimed he was too heavy, but that just translated as too weak, or too lazy.

She dropped lightly from the bar, landing on the balls of her feet. Say one thing for Aristodeus: he’d gotten her lean and agile. It was hard stopping herself from back-flipping over to the squat rack. That would’ve been showing off, and it wasn’t like she needed any more attention. She tied her slick hair into a ponytail and walked there instead.

“Oi, I’m using that.” A bloke with no neck and pencil legs got in her way. He had a curling bar sitting on the rests, like he couldn’t be bothered to pick it up off the floor.

“Get lost, goat face.”

She lifted one end of his bar and sent it crashing to the floor. Heads turned. Some of the lads laughed. Others muttered and glared. What did they expect, shoggers?

“It’s a squat rack. You know, legs.” She ran her gaze over the twenty or so soldiers working out at various stations, all hitting chest or biceps, save one tub of lard doing hundreds of crunches, like that was gonna outrun all the pie he’d been eating. “Oh, of course. You don’t train legs, do you?”

She started to load up the bar, casting a smirk over her shoulder at No-Neck, who’d picked his weights up and was looking about for somewhere to lay them. He scowled at her, then slung down the bar and stormed outside.

“Come on, mate.” Sandau slapped her behind. “Buns of steel. I’ll spot you.”

“Last thing I need’s you behind me, you perv. Shog off and train yourself. You’re starting to get a gut.”

Sandau lifted his shirt to check, and one or two of the lads chuckled.

“Didn’t hear you complaining last night,” Sandau said.

Rhiannon closed her eyes; sucked on her lip. She’d been pissed again. Pissed and lonely. She was always lonely. “Yeah, well they say booze addles your brain. Shog knows what I was thinking.”

She ducked under the bar and lifted off.

Someone whistled from behind as she dropped into a full squat. She couldn’t help smiling. It wasn’t the first time, and it certainly wouldn’t be the last. She had the vague sense of a group gathering behind her. Must’ve been rarer than she thought, seeing someone use the squat rack the way it was intended.

“You guys want coaching?” she said at the top of a rep.

“No, we’re fine just observing,” Sandau said.

“That’s right, darling. Keep up the good work.”

Who was that? Dayn Barklin?—Sergeant Barklin now. Tosser. Another bad memory.

Every rep was greeted by clapping and whistling. Her thighs caught fire after six, but she was just getting started. Three more and she paused for breath, sucking in gulps of air and coughing. Groans sounded from behind her, but they turned to cheers when she squeezed out two more reps, breath ragged, arse so tight it felt ready to split. One more rep, and this time she almost got stuck at the bottom. Sandau stepped in, but she swore at him then forced the weight up with a roar.

The onlookers cheered and applauded as she lurched forward and ditched the bar onto the gun rack. Tensing her abs, she raised her vest to check her definition in the mirror.

More applause and cheering.

“Do you meatheads do anything here apart from leer?” She grabbed a towel from Puny Pete, mopped her brow, and dabbed at the rivulets of sweat running down her chest.

“Want some help with that?” Sandau said.

Whoops of laughter.

“Play with your own.” She glanced at his swollen pecs and tossed the towel back.

Pete surreptitiously raised it to his face but dropped his hand when he saw her noticing.

“Who’s for a run?” Rhiannon thrust her hands on her hips and looked for an answer.

“Nah, it’s arm day.”

“Shog that. It’s breakfast time.”

“You don’t wanna be running. Loses mass.”

“Wow,” Rhiannon said. “Britannia’s finest. Hagalle doesn’t stand a chance.” She gave them her practiced grin, full of teeth, and plucked the half-smoked cigar from behind her ear.

“Catch you later, Lieutenant.” Sandau saluted.

“Later, sailor boy.”

Outside, it was raining. Again. Rhiannon turned back to the shelter of the porch to light the stub. Someone was waiting in the shadows. The no-neck she’d dissed at the squat rack.

“Hey.” She forced a smile, as if to say, “No harm done.”

His fist crunched into her jaw, pitched her to the ground. Cold damp soaked into her pants. A puddle. He’d dumped her in a shogging puddle.

She pushed herself upright with one hand, rubbed her chin with the other. She grimaced, rolled her jaw to make sure it wasn’t broken. Her cigar floated in front of her like a… like a smoldering floater. It gave her something to focus on, remind herself how to act with this kind.

She pushed herself to her feet, shaking the grogginess out of her head. “Never hit me in the mouth.” Never hit her at all. Never even touch her.

“Oh, I got more where that came from, bitch.” No-Neck grabbed her shirt and pulled her into his snarling face.

“Shog, your breath stinks.” Rhiannon fanned the air beneath her nose.

“Back off, big man!” Sandau growled from the doorway.

The others were crowding behind him. They’d be loving this. They’d be expecting a whole lot more from Rhiannon, though, if she weren’t to lose face.

“Stay out of this, Sandau!” No-Neck’s spittle sprayed in her face.

“Hey, we’re fine, lads. Me and my friend just want to dance.” Rhiannon flashed a smile at No-Neck. “Isn’t that right, mate?”

She crashed her head into his nose, splitting it like a melon. Blood spurted in a high arc. Some got on her lips, and she spat it right back in his face. No-Neck let go her shirt to cup his nose in his hands.

“You broke my frigging nose!”

Rhiannon patted his head. “Ah, sorry, mate.”

She kicked him in the knee. There was a sickening crack, and No-Neck dropped face-first into the puddle. Blood from his nose swirled into the water, turning it pink. Made her think of Shadrak’s eyes. Made her think of what she’d seen him do on more than one occasion, of what he’d have done to this scut, too. Every muscle in her body clenched. She lifted her foot to stomp on the back of his head. It’s what Shader would have done, wasn’t it? How he’d acted with Gaston outside the Templum of the Knot.

“Ranny!” Sandau said.

Her boot came down—gently, in the puddle.

No. Shadrak, maybe. Almost certainly. But not Shader. And especially not nowadays, what she’d heard.

“Where’s my frigging cigar?’ Rhiannon patted herself down, and then she remembered the floater. “Shogging great!’ She kicked No-Neck in the ribs, and he screamed.

Sandau clapped a hand on her shoulder. She nearly hit him, too.

“What is it with you, Ranny? Couldn’t you just give him a warning? Poor bastard will be out of action for months.”

“He had it coming.”

Clipped footfalls came toward them; stopped just shy of the puddle.

“That’s it, Kwane. You’ve gone too far this time.” The words were quietly spoken through clenched teeth. Always did that, Colonel Stoner: spoke like a ventriloquist. A bad one, with a Great Western accent. The drawling southern kind that made him sound like he was chewing tobacco, even though Stoner was the last person she’d expect to do that.

“I’ve had it with you, Kwane. How the heck am I supposed to kick Imperial butt with you beating up on my men?”

“I guess you’re just gonna have ta teach them sarm manners, sir.”

“Are you mockin’ me, Lieutenant?”

“If I am, what are you going to do about it? Report me to the Fencibles? Maybe they’ll stop me volunteering.”

Rhiannon tugged her faded green jacket from her bag and shrugged it on. She winked and grinned at Stoner’s obvious disapproval. “What, no way to treat a uniform, Colonel? Maybe your wife could press it for me. When she’s sober.”

Stoner reddened, and the tic under his right eye started on cue.

Sandau stepped between them. “Carson started it, sir. We all saw.”

“When I want your o-pin-ion, Private, I’ll ask for it.”

“Sir!”

“If you take me in, you’ll have to take him, too.” Rhiannon prodded Carson with her foot. He rolled to his back, grimacing and moaning.

“She frigging broke my leg, sir. And my nose.”

“Get him out o’ here,” Stoner said.

Four of the gym rats helped Carson up and stood there like the gormless twats they were.

“What the heck are ya waitin’ for? The infirmary. Now.”

“Sir!” they shouted in unison, lifting Carson and carrying him off through the rain.

Stoner entered the puddle and glared down at Rhiannon. “I don’t wanna see you on army property again. Got it?”

“Where am I supposed to train?”

“Ask someone who cares. Head on back home to the shanty town like a good girl. Maybe you could get Reynolds to put in a gym for the Fencibles. Shogging disgrace, bunch of lard-arsed layabouts.” He ran his eyes over Rhiannon; apparently decided there wasn’t an ounce of fat on her. “And women,” he added, as if that were the bigger insult.

Rhiannon bit her lip to stop the tears coming. Tears of anger. Anything else was just weak. She turned her back on Stoner to stop him from seeing.

“Shog you, Stoner. Shog the lot of you.”

She walked away. When Stoner called her back, told her he hadn’t finished, she stuck a finger up over her shoulder without breaking her stride.

By the time she was out of sight, she broke into a jog, deliberately aiming for the puddles and calling out curses. Water soaked into her pants legs. Its coldness spurred her anger, but it did nothing for the rest of the emotions bubbling through her veins, seeking release. Not like blood. The scars on her arms itched at the thought. Not like blood released by Callixus’s black blade. She could feel it, drawing her like a magnet. Calling her home.

“Ah, shog it!” she said. Her bag. She’d left her bag on the ground. She couldn’t go back for it; not without blubbing.

Picking up her pace, she ran along the Terminus toward the sea. The road was busy with carriages—horse-drawn two-wheelers of Aeterna-tech design. Suddenly, everybody needed them. Apparently, people couldn’t walk anymore. At least not in Hallow.

Liquefying mounds of dung spattered the road, rain falling off them in thin brown streams. Another result of innovation. The place stank to high Araboth. Apparently, nobody could clean shit anymore, either.

Rhiannon dodged in and out of the traffic then made a beeline for the pier. They still called it the pier, but in reality it was a mass of twisted rusty metal thrusting into the waves. Once, it had served a purpose. Now it was just an eyesore, left there to remind folk of the greatness of the Ancients. What was it about antiquity that people thought was so good? Since the Templum’s exodus from the conquered territories of Nousia, more of the stored wisdom of the Ancients had been released, but what good had come of it? Besides piles of horse shit and a gym she could no longer use.

Even the Sahulians weren’t immune. The deeper they pressed into Templum lands, the more Ancient-tech they appropriated. She’d heard Hagalle now sat on his arse staring at moving pictures on a screen. Nobody saw him, unless they were summoned. Knowing Hagalle, he’d turned the Antiquus Dierum at the heart of Aeterna into a hideaway with bolts and padlocks on the doors. The wheels of the New Empire turned well enough without him having to do anything except hunker down in his wolf’s lair. She could imagine him fretting, blaming, cursing, probably afraid of the frescoes all around him; afraid to move. Just sitting there watching his moving pictures. Shader had a blade to his throat once, back in Sahul. Pity he didn’t use it.

She hit the promenade, skipped down some steps, and leapt to the shingle. Stones crunched as she slid and pounded her way eastward, calves burning, heart thudding. The groynes leading out to sea were slick with seaweed. She vaulted the first, hurdled another, then plowed on across the beach. If there was really an Abyss—and she’d seen enough to convince her there was—it was bound to be like this: slipping backward with every step; pressing on with superhuman effort but getting nowhere.

She clambered over another groyne and clawed her way to the next with long grueling strides. When she reached it, she sat breathing heavily for a minute before flopping onto her back. She opened her mouth to the rain, tried to imagine it was beer.

Ain, she hated Hallow. Hated Britannia, actually. The last bastion of Nousia: a dark and dismal island that was about as north as you could get without falling off the edge of the world. If Shader had slit Hagalle’s throat when he’d had the chance, she could have stayed in Sahul. At least it was hot there; and it hardly ever rained.

She stopped herself from thinking any more than that. She’d lost too much there: her folks, her friends. Shader, even, although that was ancient history. And Sammy, of course, but she couldn’t think about him without her shield of anger. How else could she deal with his rejection? Her Sammy. Her so-called brother.

She wrenched her thoughts back to her scut-infested present, looked up at the scudding clouds and pea-soup sky. Say one thing for Britannia, though: it was such a hole that Hagalle was halfhearted about its conquest. If the survivors of Nousia were safe anywhere, it was here.

Rhiannon rubbed her forehead, screwed her face up, and cringed. She’d done it again: steeped big sins upon little. It was the same every day: one cross word, one lazy thought, and then she was slipping and sliding down a scree bank into the maw of the Demiurgos. How many times had she betrayed Nous? Could she even call herself a Nousian any longer?

“Sorry,” she prayed out loud. “Sorry, sorry, sorry.”

She inhaled deeply, held her breath, and then let out a sigh. It was next to impossible being holy in Britannia. Especially surrounded by soldiers. And especially Great Westerners. Arrogant shits.

She winced at that, and was about to say “sorry” again, but what would be the point? The damage had already been done. The day couldn’t get any worse. Nous couldn’t be any more disappointed with her. She might just as well write this one off and try again tomorrow.

Least she was being truthful. About Westies, that was. Maybe they weren’t shits, but they were bloody arrogant. They had a long history of it, stretching way back to the Ancients. Even the few who managed to escape Hagalle’s forces were not quite humbled. People like Colonel Stoner. Sandau was little better. He was only friendlier because he wanted something from her. It was just her luck Hallow was full of Westies, so much so that she’d even started talking like them.

Maybe Shader would have some good news. Londinium had to be better than this. Maybe the Elect were taking women now. She allowed herself a little laugh at that. If they did, which they wouldn’t, they’d not want her. The choices she’d made, the things she’d succumbed to, ensured even the Templum of the Knot wouldn’t have her back now. Assuming there still was a Templum of the Knot, and that Hagalle hadn’t burned it to the ground and murdered everyone within. There was only one person to thank for the crap turns her life had taken: Aristo-shogging-deus.

Well, two, maybe. He hadn’t exactly forced himself on her. Not like Gaston. And Nous had brought some good out of it, hadn’t he?

Yeah, keep telling yourself that, Rhiannon, she thought. A daughter she couldn’t bare to be with. A little girl who spent more time with her minders than her mother. Poor Saphra, as unwanted as Rhiannon was by Sammy.

She tried to tell herself it wasn’t true, that she aimed to fix it as soon as the war was over. But did she? Did she really? And a war like this, that spanned the whole known world, wasn’t likely to be over for a very long time.

She rolled from the groyne and trudged to the promenade. The rain had slowed to a gentle patter, but the sea breeze still sprayed its saltiness in her face.

She’d need to wash her hair before he came. She didn’t want Shader seeing her like this. That was one thing you could say for Aeterna-tech: at least there were showers now. Public ones, for people like her with no real homes of their own, and she’d have to queue for ages. Not only that, but she’d have to bare the marks she’d given herself with Callixus’s black sword; endure the looks of disgust and fear. It’s why she seldom went. A bucket of seawater and an overused sponge sufficed for the most part, and rainwater did wonders for her hair. But not today. Today she had to do better. Today, she needed to be at her best. The way he remembered her. Anything less would cause him pain, and that was the last thing she wanted.

 




OLD FRIENDS

Rhiannon walked home from the shower, hair bundled up in a towel.

The rain stopped by the time she reached the shanty town that spread around the harbor like a scab. Mud-splattered, cold, and thoroughly miserable, she pushed her way inside the corrugated hut she called home. It was one of many on the site, which itself was one among many refugee villages in the South of Britannia.

The Britannish may have survived the first onslaught, but after the Battle of Anderida, the evacuees from the Great West, from Gallia, Latia, and the other territories, had nowhere to go. Ipsissimus Silvanus had swept aside the government (a bunch of feudal warmongers lacking the will to fight) and promised relief for the refugees.

Of course, there were excuses, the need for defense not the least of them. All the country’s resources were channeled into Aeterna-tech and the reinforcement of the Martello Line of heavily-armed towers along the coast. Rhiannon didn’t disagree, but surely more could be done for the people stranded here. What was the point of an island fortress, if those it protected were no better off than prisoners?

She had made the most of it. She even liked the rough-and-ready hut she’d been provided with. It wasn’t so different to life at the Templum of the Knot. A little less sanitary, maybe. The room—there was only one—was partitioned by a thick and dusty drape. The door opened onto a living space-come kitchen: a chipped and wobbly round table, a couple of crates to sit on, a bucket, and some cast iron pans.

She snatched a bottle from the table, took a swig, and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. The chill receded somewhat.

Leaving the bottle open on the table, she slipped through the drape and fell onto the pallet bed, pulling off her boots, unfastening her pants. She lay there for a while, staring at the cobwebs on the ceiling, letting thoughts and images gambol across her mind. The same ones as always, so she didn’t need to pay them much mind: Gaston, Sammy, Shader; the bloodbath atop the Homestead, still as fresh to her as if it happened only yesterday. And in among the memories, she saw Callixus’s sword, thrust into an island of tar that protruded like a pustule from a black river. It was always the central image, around which the others danced like Dreamers about a totem tree. It tugged at her, called to her in wordless whispers, brought out beads of sweat all over her skin. She grimaced and wrenched herself away from the vision. Something snapped—something almost tangible, like a thread of spider web pitched behind her eyes, and the earthly squalor of the hut settled back around her with all its fragile comfort.

She stood to pull off her pants, and flicked them with her foot across the floor. Yawning, she rolled her shirt over her head, slung it on the pile, and ran her hands over her belly.

Saggy.

It wasn’t. She could see that from the sharp lines of her abdominals, and her waist had grown so narrow, Sandau could fit his hands around it.

She twisted to check her butt in the mirror, gave it a squeeze; turned her nose up. Finally, she cupped her breasts, checked their pertness, and let them drop disdainfully.

That’s what a child’ll do to you. It didn’t help that the mirror told a different story; showed her to be hard and defined. Mirrors were like people. Good liars. Didn’t help knowing it wasn’t the girl’s fault, either. Aristodeus had seeded her; Rhiannon had borne her. And now, she was here, like it or not. Girl. The girl. Saphra, the bald bastard had insisted on calling her.

She rubbed olive oil into her skin and set about combing the knots from her hair. After that, she pulled on an old dress she’d worn in Oakendale when Shader and she were close. It used to be tight, but now the cut was perfect, hugging her waist and clinging in all the right places. She stepped into a pair of sandals, tugged the dress straight, and made adjustments to her hair in the mirror.

It would have to do.

She pulled back the drape and blinked against the sunlight now streaming through the window. Stoppering the bottle, she stashed it under one of the crates and then checked her supplies. Bread, honey, some dried strips of meat (it might have been rabbit). Aristodeus would bring more soon. It was his way of being responsible. Or rather, it was his way of keeping control of the girl. If it wasn’t for her, he’d have let Rhiannon starve, same as most of the other refugees.

Stepping outside, she threw back her head, tied her hair into a ponytail, and shut her eyes against the warmth of the sun. For a moment, it was like being in Sahul. Sammy’s face flashed behind her eyelids, round and ruddy, a big mess of golden hair covering his head. She smiled. Her little soldier. It didn’t last long, replaced by the smoldering ruin of their house, the bodies of Mom and Dad bleeding out on the ground. She clamped her jaw and winced. It still hurt like shog from Carson’s punch.

She snapped her eyes open as the clamor from the shipyard resumed. Sawing, hammering, hollering. It had been the same for months, all day, every day, except for the brief interludes when the shipwrights broke for a beer.

She walked toward the water. The jetties were bustling with sailors, the great galleons of the Southern Fleet low in the water, sails furled, yards groaning. She counted fifteen of the warships, their banks of cannons threatening carnage. Far in the distance, she could see Fair View Hill, the sloping gateway to the Downs that rose above High Mead. It was a long walk, but it would be nice in the sun. She could follow the Ancients’ fancy promenade all the way.

As she neared the barracks of the Sea Fencibles, though, she changed her mind. It wouldn’t do to be seen dressed like this. She had an image to maintain. A reputation.

She thought about it for a minute, but then flagged down a carriage—one of the two-wheelers she hated so much.

***

Rhiannon waited in High Mead for over an hour. It was her good luck the Druid was open, and she sat at a window table by the hearth. Didn’t matter how much she told herself not to do it, how much she tried to convince herself she didn’t care, she had to glance out the window at each shift in the light. Mostly, it was heavy clouds rolling in from the sea, putting a downer on that brief glimpse of sunlight.

The door flew open and banged against the wall. The barkeep looked up, eyes narrowed, then got back to wiping a glass when he saw it was just some punter used to shoving his way inside, and the mounting gale had done the rest.

The punter scanned the pub like he owned it, raised an eyebrow when he found her. Barely suppressing a scowl, she downed her pint and went to stand in the porch.

Wind shrieked, and icy rain sprayed in her face, like it had been waiting for her before it started.

With a muttered curse, she pushed her way out into the storm. Shader would never look for her in the Druid.

Her dress was already sodden, her hair a mess of clinging strands. Made showering seem a waste of time. Dressing up, too. She’d have been better off in her Fencible uniform. Although, the way her wet dress was hugging her curves, she might get a better welcome from Shader than the one she’d expected, assuming the seminary hadn’t involved mandatory castration.

He was halfway down Fair View when he saw her and waved. Even from such a distance, she could see how much he’d changed. He was ungainly, limping, stooped against the buffeting wind speeding him downward faster than he was prepared to go. He still wore the long coat, leather boots, the stiff, high-crowned hat with a broad brim that drowned his face in shadow. His clothes seemed blacker than she recalled. There was no white surcoat, no glint of armor. Made his face look gaunt and pallid. She almost sneered. Like a lanky version of Shadrak the Unseen. A leather satchel was slung over his shoulder, and a prayer cord hung from his belt.

It was an age before he reached her, and when he did, he averted his eyes. He seemed awkward, somehow. Like they’d never really been close. Either that, or he was trying not to look at her nipples pressing against the drenched fabric of her dress. Was that a sin, putting such a sight before a holy man? Shogged if she knew. Shogged if she cared. It wasn’t as if she’d planned to get soaked, and besides, he was more than likely thinking she was a fat cow, or mutton dressed as lamb, as Mom would’ve said.

“Rhiannon.” Shader’s voice was flat, lacking inflection. It had something of the insincerity of the pulpit. “Ain be with you.”

“Et cum spiritu.” The words sounded awkward, almost alien. She’d not spoken Aeternam since Sahul, and even then it was just parroted phrases. She raised an eyebrow to invite his reaction.

“You must be frozen,” he said.

Not even a wry smile. Not even a correction of her pronunciation.

“No, I’m fine.” She suppressed a shiver and unwrapped her arms from around her chest.

Shader shrugged off his bag, started to unbutton his coat.

“Said I’m fine.” He looked like he needed it more than she did. She nodded toward the Druid. “Fancy a pint?”

He glanced up at her, but only for a second. “It’s been a long journey,” he said.

No, then.

“And I need penance daily.”

“Confession?”

He nodded and looked off to the side.

She held out a hand, touched the tip of his finger. “Luminary Sylvea’s isn’t too far. Think you can make it?” Think you can wait that long? She hadn’t expected much, what she’d heard these past few years, but it was still disappointing. The Shader of old would at least have taken the beer first.

He accepted her arm, and they headed straight for the shelter of High Mead’s tightly-packed houses.

“You know,” Rhiannon said with feigned enthusiasm. “I’ve not been to confession for a while.” That was the understatement of all understatements. “Maybe I’ll join you.”

The corner of his lip curled up, as if he were smiling at some secret joke.

“Not in the confessional,” She added. Nous forbid. Last thing she’d want is him hearing what she’d been up to.

He was studying her face intently now, not a hint of discomfort showing. If anything, he looked… playful.

“You haven’t changed, Rhiannon,” he said.

“Yeah, well appearances can be deceptive.”

***

Rhiannon trembled as she crossed the threshold into the narthex. She’d not set foot in a templum since returning to Earth. Before that, even. Since she’d claimed Callixus’s black sword atop the Homestead, she realized. She’d not made the connection before. Hadn’t really given it much thought. It was only the times she left the sword behind that she could ever consider it with any degree of reason.

“Callixus…” She started to ask so quietly, the name barely passed her teeth.

Shader was halfway down the nave and hadn’t heard her. Probably just as well. The thing was, Callixus had been holy, from what she could glean, at least until Dr. Cadman had perverted his existence. He’d been an Elect knight, like Shader, the Grand Master of the Lost. But something about his sword creeped her out whenever she got any distance from it. In her hand, at her hip, it always felt good. It energized her, gave her courage, and she was sure it spoke with her in some wordless, imperceptible way.

But she’d cut herself with it, first off, that time in the Sour Marsh, and a hundred times since. The idea disgusted her now, but when she held the sword, it excited her. Thrilled her. The need welled up within her veins, a compulsion, and she only found release when she spilled her own blood.

Shader turned back and spread his hands. She shook off her doubts about the sword the same way she might adopt a fake smile to get what she wanted. That was something new, she suddenly realized. Or was it? Had she really been simpler, more straightforward, honest back in Oakendale? She narrowed her eyes at Shader. Maybe before he’d shown up, she had been. But even then, had she ever really been the uncomplicated farmer’s daughter she liked to think of herself as? Gaston hadn’t thought so.

An elderly priest emerged from the sanctuary and hobbled toward Shader using two sticks for support. Shader must have heard the tap of the canes, as he spun round. He looked edgy to Rhiannon. Like the years of fighting were ingrained in his nerves and making his every reaction an overreaction.

She gritted her teeth and walked down the nave. Shader limped toward the priest, apparently to help him toward the confessional. The old man glared and jabbed a cane at Shader’s hat.

“In this country, we remove hats when entering a templum.”

Shader looked to Rhiannon as she drew level with them, then back at the priest. “I’m sorry?”

The old man speared Shader with a look that would’ve earned him a smack in the mouth in Sahul. “In this—”

“This is my country.”

Rhiannon had heard Shader use that tone before. Maybe he hadn’t changed as much as she’d thought.

The old man’s lip curled. He looked around the templum pointedly, gauging his audience. There were a few people kneeling in prayer, and a long line of old women outside the confessional, faces obscured by lace mantillas. That kind of gave them away as Latian. Most half the country seemed to have left with the priests and what was left of the military. Say one thing for the influx of refugees: they sure had changed the face of Britannia.

The priest cleared his throat and tried a gentler tone. “Ah, well it is the custom among Nousians…”

Shader stiffened.

Rhiannon put a hand on his shoulder.

“Are you hearing confessions, or do you just want to talk about my hat?” Shader said. His fingers clenched and unclenched at his side. Maybe they expected to find a sword there. Instead, they curled around the prayer cord hanging where a scabbard would have been.

The old man reddened and abandoned any effort to sound conciliatory. “I am a priest, you know.”

Shader snorted. “So am I.”

The old man rapped one of his canes against the stone floor. He puffed out his pigeon chest and did his best to square his rounded shoulders. He opened his mouth to say something, then stopped, eyes goggling. “What did you say? Priest, is it?”

“That’s right.”

The old man struck Shader on the hip with one of his canes. “Then you should know better!”

Shader’s fist came up, trailing the prayer cord.

Rhiannon took that as her cue to pull him away. To her relief, Shader put up no resistance.

“Senile old bastard,” Shader muttered, loud enough to be heard.

The old man started to come at them with a fury, his cane tips galloping across the flagstones.

“Don’t!” Rhiannon jabbed a finger at him.

The priest stopped in his tracks. “I beg your—”

“Just don’t,” she said.

She turned Shader to face the door, and he couldn’t get outside fast enough.

“We’ll have to hail a cab to get to the next nearest templum,” Rhiannon said. Before she could stop herself, she yelled back at the priest, “Stupid old scut!”

“Forget it,” Shader said. “I’m not in the mood now. And besides, I was probably getting scrupulous.”

“You don’t say.”

“So,” Shader said, offering her his hand. “How about that beer you mentioned?”

 




SAPHRA

Rhiannon slapped a couple of bronzes down and carried the beers back to the table, spilling more than she’d care to admit. She’d lost track of time, and lost count of how many rounds they’d had. She could have sworn she’d been to the bar twice in a row. Maybe they weren’t paying Shader a big enough stipend. Either that, or the booze had pickled his brain, and he’d forgotten it was his turn.

Shader was on his feet, one arm leaning against the wall, examining a faded oil painting in a carved frame. When he spoke, his words were slurred.

“Some of these pictures pre-date the Reckoning.”

It was of a middle-aged woman in a claret gown with puffy shoulders. Her hair was twisted into buns that covered her ears, her face peculiarly long and angular.

“Most of them do. It’s the oldest pub in the South. Thought you’d have known that.”

There were plenty of locals proud of the fact. Nous only knew how many times she’d been forced to listen as penance for accepting a drink. The Agnus Dei had been refurbished throughout the centuries, its timbers replaced, walls re-pointed, but its foundations had weathered Huntsman’s cataclysm, not to mention the Great Wars of the Ancients. It had a wattle and daub exterior, and a sagging slate roof. The inside was white-washed, framed with black wood. The ceiling was low and heavily beamed, and warped floorboards peeked from the edges of a moth-eaten, once-red rug.

She’d picked the table beside the fire in the hope of drying her dress. Logs spat and crackled in the hearth, their heat stinging her face in a way that was both pleasant and painful. The tarnished plaque behind her head, she’d been told on many an occasion, was where “H.B.” once sat to smoke his pipe and debate faith, justice, and revolution. Some old coot had once explained H.B.’s proposal for increasing the private ownership of the masses to offset the divide between rich and poor. Struck her as the middle ground between the Nousian way of centralizing the wealth and meting it out in accordance with need, and unbridled Sahulian greed, where the toffs in Jorakum grew richer on the backs of their struggling subjects.

She sat back in H.B.’s chair, sinking into its soft leather cushion.

Shader nodded, as if she’d said something else. Maybe he was acknowledging what she’d said about the pub’s age after a beer-induced time lag. He guided himself into the chair opposite, one equally as regal as hers, with twists of carved and blackened wood, clawed feet, and sumptuous upholstery befitting a king. He pulled out a pipe and popped the curved stem into his mouth.

Rhiannon suppressed a giggle as he fumbled around with a pouch and stuffed some tobacco into the bowl. He patted his pockets and looked to her for help. She sighed, then returned to the bar and came back with matches and a cigar. Shader raised his eyebrows as she bit the end off and spat it into the fire.

“What? You can smoke, but not me?”

“No,” Shader said with a wry shake of his head. “It’s just, I was wrong earlier. You have changed.”

“We all have.” She struck a match and touched it to the end of her cigar. That could have been taken as, “The war with Sahul changed everyone,” but it’s not what she meant. She meant herself and Shader, the horror that had brought them together in Oakendale, the manipulation that had split them apart.

She slid the box of matches across the table.

She meant what Gaston had done. Mom, Dad, Sammy, and the things they’d faced inside Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. She meant a whole lot more besides, but now wasn’t the time to tell him about the girl, and she doubted there would ever be a right time to tell him about the father.

Shader tamped down the tobacco with a metal tool, and lit it with a slow circular motion of the match while taking shallow, rhythmic puffs. Shaking the match out, he once more took up the tamper and compressed the tobacco back to the top of the bowl.

Rhiannon grinned around her cigar, blew a cloud of smoke in Shader’s direction.

“It’s a fine art.” Shader struck another match and ran it around the bowl again, this time taking deeper puffs. “I’m just getting the hang of it.”

“The Deacon Shader I knew wouldn’t be seen dead smoking, and especially not a pipe.” It made him a younger version of Aristodeus to her mind, and that took him down another notch in her estimation.

Shader sat back comfortably, a dirty cloud swirling about his face. “I’m working on smoke rings, but they’re beyond me at the moment.” He pulled his hat over his eyes and slouched down in the chair. The hair splayed over his shoulders was streaked with gray, his chin rough and unshaven. It looked like he’d lost some weight, as well. Too much, if you asked her.

Without warning, Shader dropped a hand to his knee and winced.

“What is it with the leg?”

“What is it with the accent, Rhiannon? You sound like a bloody Westie.”

“Naughty, naughty. What would that crotchety old priest say?”

Shader sniggered. “Pater Podex, you mean?”

Rhiannon spluttered, and they both bubbled over with laughter. Shader had to put his pipe down as he rocked and shook with mirth.

“Are you crying?” Rhiannon jabbed a finger at his streaming eyes. She tried to sound serious, but instead spluttered and guffawed.

Shader wiped his eyes. “It’s the bloody smoke!”

Rhiannon picked up her glass and saluted him with it. “Bottoms up!”

She downed it in one.

Shader lifted his own glass and then hesitated.

“Go on,” she urged him. “Keep up.”

He shrugged and knocked his beer back. “Another?” He was already half out of his seat.

A group of squaddies spilled into the bar. Sandau was with them.

“Nah,” Rhiannon said. “I’ve had enough. Let’s walk it off.” She swayed as she stood.

Shader’s hand lashed out and caught her by the elbow.

“Still got the reflexes, then,” she said. For a long moment, their eyes locked. She couldn’t decide what she saw in his, but it was no comfort, whatever it was. She looked away, right into Sandau’s jealous glare.

Normally, she’d have told him where to go, and he’d have played along with her, but with her arm linked in Shader’s, more for mutual stability than anything else, all she could think of was to flash him her winningest smile. She winced the second they were outside. There was only one way he could take that, and it would do nothing to challenge her reputation as the cockiest, most callous bitch in the Fencibles.

***

“So, this is what they’ve done to the Martello Line,” Shader said, as they took refuge from the wind in the doorway of one of the circular towers. Atop the roof, he’d seen two soldiers huddled against the weather beneath a white flag bearing the red Monas. Across from the soldiers, pointing out to sea, was an immense cannon that dwarfed anything he’d witnessed during his stint aboard the Aura Placida.

The tower was built from hewn granite, and perhaps forty feet in diameter and sixty high. They were all virtually identical. He’d visited two or three as a child, when his father had been responsible for the coastal watch from Holy Head to Anderida. Back then, they’d been empty shells, left over from the time of the Ancients. Theory was, they’d been built to withstand an invasion by sea that had never come.

Maybe they’d gotten the dates wrong, he mused as he looked out across the churning waters, not for the first time wondering if it was Gallia he could see or just a low bank of cloud in the distance. By all accounts, the invasion was coming, and this time, there was nowhere left to run. At least, nowhere on Earth. That was both the strength and weakness of what Ipsissimus Silvanus was now calling “this island fortress.” The Nousians might have to dig in and fight for their lives, but it was going to be one hell of an uphill struggle for Hagalle.

“Tower number seventy-three,” Rhiannon said. “There’s seventy-two, and seventy-one.” She pointed down the coast. “And that’s the command center.”

There were perhaps five to six-hundred yards between the towers leading to the Redoubt, a colossal red-brick fortress with a high parapet and thick black barrels poking through the embrasures.

“There’s a twenty-four-pounder on the terreplein.” She cocked her thumb up at the flat roof above them. “We got to fire them in training. A crossfire from the neighboring towers covers incoming ships from every angle.”

Shader looked out to sea and then along the line of towers. “Do they have the range?”

“About a mile or so.”

“Doesn’t leave much time if the Sahulians come en masse.”

Rhiannon pulled him out of the doorway. “Nothing can get past our sea defenses, and even if they did,”—she flexed her biceps, and they popped out, sharp and defined. She’d hardened up since last he saw her, that was for sure. And in more ways than one—“they’d have to deal with the Fencibles.”

She led him in the direction of the Redoubt, letting the sea air do its best to sober them.

“The Ipsissimus doesn’t share your confidence. He was planning to send proselytizers to Aethir just before Hagalle took the Great West. There was to be another exodus, if Hagalle won here.”

“Aethir? How?”

“Ancient-tech? Something of Gandaw’s, maybe.” Or perhaps the explanation was closer to home. Rhiannon must have been thinking the same thing, judging by the look she gave him. After all, how had they gotten back to Earth after preventing the Unweaving? And Shader had known for years about Aristodeus having friends high up in the Templum.

Rhiannon shivered. The rain had slowed to a spit, but her dress was once more drenched and clinging in a way that made Shader uncomfortable. This time, when he offered his coat, she accepted.

They continued to walk, but the further they went, the more Shader’s knee burned. He paused a moment to rub it, felt the swelling.

“So, what exactly did happen to your leg?” Rhiannon said.

Shader winced at the memory of the rack, the anticipation of Shin’s iron spike poised to do even more damage. Thank Nous for Ludo’s last minute intervention. “I refused to fight.”

“For Aeterna?”

Shader nodded. “They saw it as sinful disobedience. Silvanus is a different kind of Ipsissimus to Theodore. I suppose he needs to be. Ain puts the right man in position for the times.”

“Was it the Judiciary?” Rhiannon shuddered, though it could have been from the cold.

Shader pressed his fist to his mouth and thought for a moment. “I don’t think they were meant to damage me quite so badly, but when the Investigator found out, he saw no reason to stop.”

Rhiannon squeezed his arm and tried to look him in the eye, but he wouldn’t permit it. Couldn’t. He didn’t want her to see the anger blazing there. The anger and the despair.

“Don’t worry, he muttered into his chest. “Adeptus Ludo got me out.”

“But you are still a priest?” Rhiannon asked. “You serve a templum? I assumed you were stationed in Londinium. I meant to find you one day, but there were always…” She trailed off and dropped her gaze away to the side.

Shader gave her a few moments, expecting she was going to tell him something, but when she didn’t, he let out a low chuckle. There was no mirth in it. “I am something of an itinerant these days. I go where I am sent, and if I am sent nowhere, I go wherever I damn well please.”

“That a fact?” Rhiannon asked, an impish glint in her eye.

Her mood seemed decided by the toss of a coin. He’d been starting to think the wind and the walk had sobered her up, but in an instant, she was drunk again, and far less awkward than he as she opened the coat to him and shared her warmth.

“Come on,” she said, “let’s get a cab.”

As they waited, Shader let his thoughts drift away from her closeness, her heat, the scent of her hair. He grasped at something to say, but their conversation had led him down a well-trodden path, and the words bubbled up of their own accord.

“Aristodeus came to me in Londinium.”

Rhiannon stiffened.

“He still wants me back on Aethir. Insists there’s an even greater threat than Sektis Gandaw, and that he needs me.” He shook his head. “It’s like, all that schooling, all that training, and now he thinks he owns me.”

Rhiannon nodded like she knew—really knew—what he was talking about. But how could she? How could anyone? “What did you tell him?”

“Same thing I always tell him. Same thing I told the Judiciary.” His look in her eyes this time was unwavering. “I’ve changed, Rhiannon. And this time, there’s no going back.”

***

They didn’t speak much on the ride down the coast. Shader lost himself in the rhythmic clop of the horse’s hooves as the two-wheeler carriage took them past the looming walls of the Redoubt and trundled on toward the shanty town that was just close enough to Hallow for supplies to be delivered or recruits to reach the fortress for their training, but far enough to discourage refugees from making a nuisance of themselves.

Rhiannon leaned her head on his shoulder, and by the time they pulled up outside one iron-roofed shack among many, she was fast asleep. Shader woke her gently and paid the driver as she stretched and yawned then went ahead to open the door. Her family home in Oakendale had been modest enough, but compared to this hovel, it was a palace.

She stood aside and gestured for him to go in. Her smile was ear to ear, and the sparkle had returned to her eyes.

“After you,” she said. “There’s booze inside.”

***

“Obedience is the rock,” Shader slurred, spilling whiskey over his hand as he tried to put the glass on the table. “It doesn’t matter if Silvanus is a despotic…” He couldn’t think of the word. Couldn’t think of much at all, the amount he’d had to drink.

“Dickweed?” Rhiannon said.

“Not that,” Shader said. He still had enough wares about him to know that would be sinful.

“Dog-breath? Dung-face?” She tried to look serious, but her chin quivered with suppressed mirth.

Shader shook his head. He knew he was wasting his breath, but he needed to finish his train of thought, for his own sake, if not for her edification. “My allegiance is to the Ipsissimal office, not the man. And whatever you or I might think of him—”

Rhiannon went to pick up her glass, misjudged, and knocked it on the floor. “Did you see that? It didn’t break.”

Liquor pooled under the table like she’d had an accident. She took up the bottle and drained it, stopped with it still pressed to her lips, and looked coyly at Shader.

“Sorry, it’s all gone.” She upturned the bottle to demonstrate.

“Then it’s a good job,” Shader said, triumphantly plucking his hip flask from his boot, “I always carry an emergency supply.” He unscrewed the lid and took a swig before passing it to Rhiannon.

She leaned across the table, grinning inanely.

What was it Shader had been saying? Whatever they might think of the Ipsissimus… “Silvanus is the right man for the times. No one else is going to stop Hagalle.”

“You could have.”

She must have meant before the Battle of the Homestead, when he’d pressed a blade to the emperor’s throat. Maybe he should have. Maybe not. Without Hagalle’s help, the Templum forces and the hybrids wouldn’t have lasted two minutes against Gandaw’s hordes.

Rhiannon fixed her eyes on his. There was a moment’s silence, and then she said, “Go on, admit it. You were tempted, weren’t you?”

He chuckled. “Lots of things tempt me, but that doesn’t make it right to do them.”

“Oh?” She slid and banged her crate closer to his. “So, Pater Shader, no one can persuade you to pick up your sword again. Is that what you’re saying?” She brushed the back of his hand with her fingers.

“Nope.”

“Not the Ipsissimus?”

“Nope.”

“Not Aristodeus?”

Mention of the philosopher sent his thoughts reeling in another direction, but luckily he was so drunk, they broke and scattered before he could latch onto them.

“Nope.”

She tilted her head and faked a sweet smile. “Not even me?”

She pulled him into a fierce kiss. Shader resisted, but she slid onto his lap and pressed her mouth to his again. This time, he responded. Her lips parted, and she gave him her tongue. She ran her fingers through his stubble and sighed, nibbled at his lip. She lifted his hand to her breast, made him squeeze.

He winced as his blood ignited; tried to push her away. She responded with a fierce grip around his neck and refused to release his mouth. His dream of making love to Rhiannon—the one he’d first had at Pardes; the one that had plagued him ever since—ghosted through his mind, blurred with what was happening, grew clearer, more tangible, until one became the other.

Rhiannon leaned back to shrug her shoulders out of her dress. She peeled it lower, arched her back to offer him her breasts. Scars crisscrossed her torso. The same with her forearms.

He grabbed her arms, forced her to look him in the eye. She snarled and went for his neck. As she sucked and murmured, his resistance waned. He looked passively beyond her at the ramshackle room. Her hand found his crotch. He was dimly aware of his arousal, but something arrested his vision. There was a sword leaning in the corner. The scabbard was his own. He’d given it to her on Aethir. But the hilt poking from the top, handgrip black and roughly knurled, the pommel obsidian…

“Callixus’s bla—”

She smothered his words with a breast, roughly pulled his face into it.

“Shut up,” she purred, grinding herself against the bulge in his britches. Her hand felt its way beneath her thighs and fumbled at his buttons.

Shader turned his face to the side and rasped, “No, Rhiannon. Stop.” This wasn’t what she wanted. Couldn’t be. And he, a priest. “Please, stop.”

Her hand wriggled inside, found him. He gasped and then met her lips again, this time with unbridled hunger. She slid back off his lap and dropped to her knees. Shader shut his eyes and trembled with anticipation. He felt the heat of her breath, braced himself as she brought her head down.

There was a sharp rap at the door.

“Hello?”—A woman’s voice.

“Shit!” Rhiannon leapt to her feet and pulled up the straps of her dress.

Shader fastened his britches, just in time, as the door scraped open.

A girl entered—no more than four or five, a plump woman behind her.

“Mommy.” The girl threw her arms around Rhiannon’s legs, pressed the side of her head to her hip.

Rhiannon stiffened, but then ruffled her hair.

“Same time tomorrow?” The woman’s eyes strayed to Shader.

He forced a smile and acknowledged her with a nod.

“Please,” Rhiannon said.

The woman let herself out.

Rhiannon put her hands on the girl’s shoulders and turned her to face Shader. “Darling,” she said. She sounded strained, awkward. “This is Mommy’s friend, Deacon.”

Shader stared dumbly.

“And, Deacon,” Rhiannon said, “this is my daughter, Saphra.”

 




THE VRAAJO

Vicinity of Mount Sartis, Aethir

Shadrak stretched out one leg at a time, shifted into a more comfortable position on the high branch. The wind gusted, sending leaves thrashing about his face. For a moment, he was blinded by the wafting smoke from the cook fire below. Fanning it with his free hand, he pushed his back against the trunk and raised his rifle.

Down on the ground, Nameless bellowed a bawdy song that resonated inside his great helm and boomed into the depths of the forest. He sat beneath a yew, tapping out a rhythm on his axe haft. Tongues of flame from the fire danced over his armor, set the green flecks in his helm aglow.

Albert was crouched over the spit, sniffing delicately, dipping his fingers into bags of spices and touching them to his lips. He’d turned Adeptus Ludo’s mule into a walking kitchen, laden it with pots and pans, black bread, dried fruit, and jerky. Galen had thrown a fit when Albert had dumped all the scriptures and prayer cords in the plane ship, but the adeptus had reassured him with some crap about the needs of the body preceding those of the spirit.

Every now and again, Albert would glance at the notes he’d scrawled on a scrap of paper, snippets of information they’d been given by Aristodeus relating to their mission. Shadrak didn’t need written notes; it was all filed away in his memory. The others had shown no sign they were even listening. Say one thing for Albert: he might have been a fat poisonous bastard, but at least he was a professional fat poisonous bastard.

Bird had left the minute Ekyls returned with the rabbit. He’d not been seen since. Gave the impression he was squeamish about the killing of rodents. Either that, or he was scared the same thing would happen to him if he turned into one. If he could. So far, he’d just done the raven thing.

Ekyls was somewhere about—his stench carried on the wind like a moldering carcass. How much could the savage be trusted now he was back to his own element? Chances are, he’d bugger off, no matter what hold Albert had over him. Bugger off or butcher the lot of them when they were asleep.

A blast went up from the volcano, singeing the treetops and swathing the sky in red. It was still a mile distant, its long shadow cooling; the steam from its core roasting.

Ludo shivered and clutched at the sleeves of his cassock.

Galen lifted his huge head, rubbing at his sideburns and looking pleased with himself. “Your move, Eminence.”

He took up his clay pipe and plucked a brand from the fire to light it. The breeze dislodged some thin strands of hair that had only just been meticulously wetted and combed over. He sat ramrod straight, all brawn and whiskers. Big dumb ox. Defenseless at that very moment. How easy it would be to squeeze the trigger.

Ludo bent over the chessboard, touching a finger to his lips. Shadrak focused in on him, twisting the tube until the crosshairs centered between the adeptus’s doleful eyes. His face was drawn and furrowed, the lips cracked but softly smiling. Shadrak reckoned Ludo was younger than he looked, probably in his fifties. He still had most of his hair, thinning curls feigning retreat but never quite leaving the field.

“I believe that is checkmate.” Ludo ran his tongue along the brown stubs of his teeth and put on his spectacles, as if that were an end to it.

Galen held the pipe in the corner of his mouth, eyes flicking over the board with the same rigorous scrutiny Shadrak had used on the combination locks of the plane ship. “Blimey,” he grunted, with the lift of a bushy eyebrow. “Caught me napping there, wot.”

Nameless launched into another song, louder and bawdier.

Ludo winced and started to pack away the pieces.

“Best of three?” Galen tugged his jacket straight; it was stiff and scarlet, heavy with epaulettes.

“Maybe later, Brother. But the Demiurgos does love an idler.”

Galen looked over his shoulder, as if he expected to see the Father of Lies there, goading him into another game.

Ludo picked up a leather-bound book from beside the chessboard. “Discipline is to do what we must, even when lost in the drama of competition.”

Apparently, Galen got his point. “Yes, yes. Quite.” He tapped out his pipe and fussed about in his jacket pockets. “Upon the hour, every hour.” He produced his own book and started to thumb through it. “Well, not quite, but thank you for reminding me, Eminence. Ora et labora, wot.”

Shadrak shifted his aim, scanning the tree-line, peering down at Galen’s black mare and the mule. The animals were nervous, dipping their heads into their grain sacks and swishing their tails, but every now and again throwing back their ears, nostrils flaring. The mare whinnied.

Nameless stopped singing, swiveled his helmed head, and then resumed, louder than before.

Ludo began to read to an imaginary congregation, in the Nousian secret language, as Shadrak thought of it; long drawn-out vowels and a sonorous tone.

Galen’s shoulders bunched up around his ears, and he closed his book. He muttered something beneath his mustache and stood, brushing down his white jodhpurs, stamping the dirt from his shiny boots.

“Pray with me, Brother.” Ludo looked up from the page.

“Quite right, Eminence. Quite right.” But Galen pocketed his book and went over to his horse, rubbing its mane and whispering in its ear.

Shadrak followed him with the crosshairs, looked beyond, into the trees; strained to listen. No mean feat, as Nameless was now in full flow above the chirping of the cicadas and the crackling of the fire.

—“My shogging fat wife with her head full of gin…”

—The hissing of fat falling on the flames.

Ludo continued to drone: “Quotidianum da nobis hodie…”

The horse nickered and stomped its hooves.

Galen did his best to calm her. “There, there, Beatrice. Easy, girl.”

Leaves rustled to the right. Shadrak swung the rifle around.

Ekyls.

The savage was crouching at the end of a branch high above the clearing. He was hard to see, his brown skin merging with the bark, the snake tattoos acting as camouflage. His yellow eyes flashed in acknowledgement of Shadrak.

“Come open the bar to us, let us come in…” Nameless sang.

Ludo was as insistent as the cicadas. “Sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris…”

“Easy, Bea.” Galen stroked along the horse’s flanks.

The mule sidled up and nuzzled Beatrice’s neck.

An owl hooted.

Ekyls pointed below.

Black fingers curled around the edge of a trunk. A head peeked out, long ears twitching, slitty eyes burning into Ludo’s back. Another crept into view behind Nameless, small, naked, its dusky skin scabby and blistered.

Albert shaved off a sliver of meat with his cheese-cutter.

Nameless stopped singing and curled his fingers around the haft of his axe. He stretched then pushed himself into a crouch beside the fire.

Shadrak held his breath as he focused his senses. A mephitic stench beneath his tree; the whispering of leaves; the faintest squelch of mud. There were at least four more of the creatures below. Goblins. Nameless had said to expect them. Said they’d been here when the dwarves of Arx Gravis had worked the volcano decades ago.

They tiptoed from the trees, jagged flints raised. Shadrak almost sniggered. For a moment, he could have been back in the theater, ogling Dame Consilia’s tits and yelling, “He’s behind you!”

Two of the goblins screeched and started hopping and holding their feet. A thorny branch snapped back across another’s face, just missing an eye but snagging skin.

Nameless spun, axe scything carelessly behind, slinging green blood across the forest floor.

More goblins poured from the trees, ululating cries howling from curled lips.

Galen slashed one across the throat with his saber—Shadrak hadn’t even seen him draw it.

Another hurled itself at Ludo, still seated, still praying.

Shadrak fired. The goblin dropped, blood the color of snot spurting from its chest.

The two hopping goblins suddenly stiffened and toppled over. The one struck by the branch clawed gouges out of its own face. Purpling veins spread from a series of tiny puncture marks left by the thorns. The goblin shuddered, went into spasm, and crumpled to the ground.

A dark shape sprang at Albert. It was a mistake to assume he was an easy target on account of his appearance. The poisoner stepped nimbly aside, wrapped the cheese-cutter around the goblin’s throat, and yanked with practiced efficiency. The goblin’s feet lifted from the floor. It kicked feebly, and then went limp.

Shadrak fired into the trees, hitting a goblin between the eyes.

Half a dozen more charged at Ludo.

Galen surged into them, hacked the legs from beneath the first, and skewered the second. Before he could free his blade, the others were upon him.

Ekyls dropped from his branch, rolled, came up, and brought his hatchet down, spilling brains.

Nameless seemed to glide as he cut down one, then another.

Galen let go his saber and delivered a fierce jab to the face of the last goblin. Its head snapped back, then it snarled and leapt at him. Galen’s right caught it on the chin, lifting it into the air and dumping it on its back.

Ekyls was on it in a flash, hacking at its neck repeatedly until the head came away. He lifted it proudly, let the green blood stain his face and lips.

“There was no need for that!” Galen roared. “Bloody savage!”

Ekyls leered at him, licked the blood from his lips, and squared up.

Galen thumped his fist into his palm and cracked his neck.

Shadrak focused in on them with the rifle’s sight. This was going to be worth a laugh.

Ludo got to his feet, brushed the dirt off, and was about to say something, when a tremor rippled across the clearing.

Those on the ground pitched to their arses, and Shadrak yelped as he fell out of the tree. He hit hard. Pain shot up his arm. The rifle bounced, discharged, and clattered against a trunk. Tears stung his eyes. Felt like someone had rammed a dagger through his armpit. He struggled to his knees, left arm hanging useless.

A shadow fell over him, as a looming figure stepped from the forest. How could he not have seen it before? Either he was getting careless, or there was more skill here than met the eye. Skill, or magic.

A mawg vraajo glowered at him before reaching down and picking up the rifle. It was missing an ear, and a black patch covered one eye. The other was like a speck of blood in a pool of piss. It towered over him—a huge misshapen bear with jutting jaws and rows of thorny teeth. Its knuckles dragged against the ground as it loped toward Shadrak, baring its teeth in what he took for a grin. It slapped the rifle against its flaccid breasts and grunted guttural noises. He’d heard that tongue before, in the Anglesh Isles, but he was shogged if he understood it.

He struggled to his feet and started to back away. The vraajo made a clutching movement with its fingers, and he froze. Movement behind him told him his companions were getting up, but the mawg made a sweeping gesture, and silence fell in an instant.

Options, Shadrak, options!

A cold clump of panic formed in his stomach, rose through his chest, and lodged in his throat. He began to wheeze and shudder, fighting for every breath.

He saw movement out of the corner of his eye. It was Nameless, barely a step behind, frozen in mid-stride, axe poised to swing but going nowhere.

With a grunt of effort, Nameless inched the great helm round till the eye-slit glared at the vraajo. He shook with the effort, barrel chest expanding as he filled his lungs. He arched his body toward the mawg, straining, straining.

“Eat… my…axe, you…shogging… hairball.”

Something invisible snapped, and Nameless catapulted forward. He swung the axe in a murderous arc. The mawg’s hand came up sparking, and Nameless was slung back across the clearing. There was a thud and a clang, the whuff of air leaving his lungs.

Shadrak couldn’t turn his head to see if the dwarf was all right—or the others, for that matter.

The mawg leveled the rifle at him and fumbled with the trigger.

Move, move, move!

Sweat poured into Shadrak’s eyes with the effort, but he was stuck. Dead in the water.

“Hey… crotch-face!” It was Nameless again, every word gasped with pain or effort. “Pick on someone… your own size. No, on second thoughts… just pick on someone… bigger than him.”

The mawg swung the rifle to a point over Shadrak’s shoulder. A clumsy finger settled on the trigger, but the gun was suddenly wrenched from its grip.

The mawg gawped, looked up. The rifle was amid the branches of a tree, suspended from a creeper wound around its barrel.

The crack of a twig had the mawg turning, but there was nothing there. It let out a whimper, then made a fist. Sparks danced across the knuckles, started to grow into dark flames. Flies swarmed from the trees and smothered them. The mawg squealed and stumbled back, shaking its hand until the flies streamed away to a single point in the air and vanished.

Shadrak’s eyes were rooted to that spot. So were the mawg’s. She even flicked a look at him, as if they now faced a common foe.

Bark, leaves, sky all melded together, bowed and folded, formed into a man no taller than Shadrak. The eyes took on more clarity: black holes that seemed to suck in all they saw. The leaves shook and became a cloak of feathers, beneath which vegetation wove itself into garments.

Bird walked from the forest, holding something in one hand, stroking it with the other.

The mawg roared, lips curling back to reveal row upon row of spiny teeth.

Bird cocked his head and gave it a disapproving look. He was stroking a mole with the tips of his fingers.

The mawg raised a hand, greenish light swirling upon the palm.

Bird made a peculiar clicking noise, and a tree lashed out, vines snaring the offending arm. More strands snaked out, wrapping wrists and ankles, and lifting the mawg spread-eagled into the air.

Ignoring his captive, Bird moved among the companions, clicking and growling deep in his throat.

Shadrak’s muscles twitched, and a thousand needles pricked at his veins. With a sigh, he sagged to the ground.

Groans, coughs, and murmurs came from the others as whatever spell held them was broken.

Shadrak tried to stand, but his limp arm overbalanced him. He shifted his weight and tried again, this time reaching his knees.

“You no say there mawgs.” Ekyls glared up at the vraajo and spat. “No smell, this one. Magic.”

Ludo knelt beside Shadrak and examined his arm. “That was quite a fall, Brother. May I?”

Shadrak winced as the adeptus gingerly took hold of his arm.

“Can you grip my hand?”

Shadrak could, but weakly.

“What about raising it?”

Dead as shog. All he got for his efforts was cold, stabbing agony.

“Galen, some assistance please,” Ludo said. He adjusted his spectacles on his nose, gave a nervous cough. “Just support him, will you?”

Strong hands gripped Shadrak from behind.

“Don’t worry, old chap. The adeptus used to be a field chaplain. He’s done this a thousand times.”

“Done what?”

Crunch!

Shadrak screamed. The ground lurched, but Galen held him firm. Nausea smothered him like a blanket, and he swallowed down bile.

“It will be sore for a while, and you may have some weakness,” Ludo said, “but, Ain willing, it will heal.”

Bird was staring at the roasting rabbit, lips moving silently. He made an elaborate gesture with his fingers before turning away.

Albert dabbed at the blood on his hands with a handkerchief. When he’d finished, he waved it around with a look of distaste. He looked like he was going to drop it in the fire, but instead he muttered something under his breath and pocketed it. He picked a bit of flesh from the spit and tasted it, sniffed dismissively, and then ambled over to the mule to forage through his packs.

Nameless watched Bird through the eye-slit of his great helm. He belched loudly, rubbed his guts, and strode from the clearing, axe over one shoulder.

Ekyls nodded his head after the dwarf. “He strong, that one.”

Bird looked up from stroking the mole, pebbly eyes moist and mournful. “Even for a dwarf.”

Shadrak felt the urge to question him. There is something about this dwarf; something that not even I expected, Aristodeus had said. He’d almost let that something slip, but the homunculus with the dreadlocks had stopped him.

Bird seemed to read Shadrak’s thoughts, and offered him a smile that was both reassuring and regretful. Before he could say anything, Ekyls raised his hatchet at the vraajo.

Bird’s voice cracked out. “No, Ekyls of the Mamba. This is not the law.”

Ekyls gnashed his teeth. “What you know of Mamba law, homunculus?”

Bird continued to stroke the mole, his black eyes inscrutable. “I know much of the Mamba. More, perhaps, than you.”

Ludo raised his palms to Ekyls and cautiously advanced.

“One more step, priest, and me chop you,” Ekyls said.

Galen pulled Ludo back by the shoulder and drew his saber.

“Mawg attack us,” Ekyls snarled. “Use magic. Now me smash skull.”

“You will do no such thing, bondsman. At least, not until we have questioned it.” Albert was back at the spit, slicing off strips of meat and sprinkling them with spices.

Ekyls sucked in a deep breath and then skulked over to the fire to sit cross-legged beside him.

The mawg let out a guttural growl that might have been laughter. Its bloodshot eyes rolled slowly around the scene, taking in everyone and everything.

Galen thrust his chin toward it. “Don’t suppose it’s with the ruddy giant, is it?”

“Stake my gonads on it,” Shadrak said.

Galen frowned.

They’d expected goblins, but if they’d known about the vraajo, the plan would have been different. Less haphazard. More certain. At least, Shadrak’s would have been.

“With the death of Sektis Gandaw, the mawgs run wild,” Bird said.

Shadrak nodded. “But a vraajo without its pack? That ain’t usual.”

Albert left the fire and hunted about on the ground until he found a metal caltrop. He cleaned it with a rag and dropped it into a pouch of boiled leather.

“Best to keep your distance until I’ve found them all.” He beamed as he scooped up another. “Enough poison on them to fell a horse.”

Galen glared at Ekyls, sheathed his saber, and hurried over to Beatrice so he could check her hooves.

Albert lifted the thorny branch that had struck the goblin out of the way with his thumb and forefinger. “Now that was rather nifty.” He looked around with a self-congratulatory smile.

Nameless emerged from the trees, fastening his britches. He took a long look at the mawg. “No sign of any others. Think we got the lot of them.”

“Moths to the flame, my dear,” Albert said. “Just like when I was a boy with my first love of lepidoptery. Hunt the hunters, eh? Best way to weed out goblins.”

Albert was right. Goblins were easily overcome in a straight fight, but that was not their way. They would harry their quarry, picking them off one by one. They were almost impossible to hunt: sly and stealthy, barely visible in the dark.

“So,” Shadrak said to no one in particular, “what are we gonna do with the dirtbag?” He flicked a look at the vraajo hanging from its wrists.

“The Mamba tribe knows the mawgs well,” Bird said. “They speak the language.”

“Surprised you don’t,” Shadrak said, eyeing the mole.

“Not natural,” Bird said. “Creatures of Sektis Gandaw, remember?”

“Bondsman,” Albert said.

Ekyls was sullenly drawing shapes in the mud with a finger.

“Do be a darling and ask the wretched thing where the entrance is.”

“And if there are any others,” Shadrak added.

“Entrance, goblins, mawgs,” Albert said, as if reiterating a shopping list to a child.

Ekyls stood without complaining, shouldered his hatchet, and strode over to the mawg. He made some low growling noises deep in his throat, and was answered by a snarl. Ekyls’ hatchet came down. There was a scream, a spray of black blood, and the vraajo spat teeth to the ground. New ones immediately slotted into the gaps from the rows behind.

“This is preposterous,” Galen said, covering Beatrice’s eyes and looking to Ludo for support. “Downright barbaric.”

Ludo shrugged, as if he were helpless to intervene.

Shadrak knew the sort. Always preaching nonviolence, but then turning a blind eye when it came to making a stand. He’d have a justification for staying out of it, and probably a bunch more for what Ekyls was doing. Some shit about the greater good, most likely.

He scoffed and turned his attention back to the torture. Compared to him, Ekyls was an amateur, but it’d be amusing, and they might even glean a snippet or two of useful information.

Ekyls bashed the mawg with fist and axe, over and over and over. Gore stained his arms to the elbows, spattered his face. The mawg’s howls of pain turned to whimpers. Its breath rattled and sputtered in gasps. In between beatings, it barked desperate responses to Ekyls’ questions. Shog lot of good it seemed to be doing the poor bitch, but you had to admit, it was a spectacle.

Albert jingled his pouch of caltrops and held up a glass vial to Shadrak. “Out of the two, this was the more effective. Scorpion venom blended with the poison from five different species of jellyfish from Portis. The other was a bit slow. Still, might be good ingested.”

Shadrak suppressed a growl. Couldn’t the fat shog see he was trying to concentrate. He knew better than to upset Albert, though, so he accepted the vial and squinted at the contents.

“Better than the mamba stuff?” He swirled the liquid inside.

“Oh, no. Good grief, no.” Albert pulled another vial from his pocket—a long thin tube this time. “Still holds its place as the philosopher’s stone of toxins.” He kissed the glass and tucked it back away. “As far as I know, it’s the only distillate of mamba venom on Aethir. All thanks to our dear friend Ekyls. Even in its natural form, it did for the other scouts the chief loaned me. Should have killed him, too. Would have done without my expertise.” He gave a slight bow. “I bet even Sektis Gandaw never found an antidote. And, do you know, it was surprisingly simple. Once you understand the basics of old Earth chemistry, of course.”

Shadrak handed back the vial. He’d heard it all before: Albert’s quest for the venom of a Malkuthian black mamba; his stay with the tribe; his display of “great medicine” in return for the scouts. The serpents were sacred to the Mamba tribe, the offspring of their snake-headed god.

Nameless approached and pulled Shadrak aside. “Did you see what the little fellow did? The other little fellow, I mean.”

That should have earned the dwarf a knife in the nuts. That, and the fact everyone and their mother seemed intent on ruining his entertainment. The rate Ekyls was going, there’d be nothing left of the mawg to chop off in next to no time.

“Bird?”

“Yes,” Nameless said. “Magic. That business with the trees; and I can’t say I’m fond of it. Had my fill of homunculi in Gehenna. It’s bad enough having to put up with them at the Perfect Peak. It’s why I go so long without feeding. Can’t stand the shifty shoggers, present company excepted.”

Shadrak snorted at the slight. Well, it would have struck him as a slight from anyone but Nameless. Made the whole thing more troubling, though. If Nameless thought it, chances were he believed it. That just added weight to the niggling idea virtually everyone Shadrak met put about: that he was one of the spawn of the Demiurgos. He shrugged off speculation in that department the same way he shut out the loss of Kadee, or the desire to know who his real parents were. There wasn’t anything he could do about it, so it didn’t need to take up valuable space in his mind, the way he saw it.

“Don’t look now,” Nameless whispered, “but the creep’s watching. Do you think he hears everything we say?”

Shadrak couldn’t help himself and looked anyway. Bird was studying him  with furrowed brows, the hint of a smile curling his lip. A gentle smile, maybe even tinged with sadness.

There was a long drawn-out gurgling and a sickening slosh. Shadrak spun back to face the mawg, just in time to see its head hit the ground and roll across the clearing.

Albert stopped it with his foot, then kicked it off into the trees. “No more questions, I assume.”

“No more need.” Ekyls was painted with dark ichor from head to toe. He gave a wide, jagged grin. “Mamba tribe know how to talk with mawgs. Goblins, all gone. Back to the clay. They just hunters for Sartis.”

Shadrak rubbed his shoulder. Already, the pain was no more than a dull ache. Nothing he wasn’t used to. “And the mawg? What was it doing here? Working for the fire giant, too?”

“Only mawg to serve. Outcast from pack. No more mawgs here.”

“Thank shog for that,” Nameless said. “Although, give me a dozen without the magic, and I’ll show you how to skin them with an axe.”

“And the tunnel?” Albert asked Ekyls.

Ekyls’ grin grew even wider. “Follow me, like old days. Before me undead.”

He scampered into the trees, not waiting to see if the others followed.

“What’s he mean undead?” Nameless leaned on his axe. “Sounds like a character from one of old Rugbeard’s tales.”

“Primitives,” Albert said, by way of explanation. “Ekyls and the other scouts uncovered a nest of mambas. Vicious little buggers, mambas. Kill a man in seconds. Ekyls was closest to me, so I tested my antidote on him. Should have brought a cart, as I jolly well had to carry him back to the tribe. Their witch doctor told me no one had ever survived a mamba bite. They believed it was impossible. So did Ekyls. Do you know the thanks I got for saving his life? The old coot put a curse on me, and the chief banished us both. I think they thought I was a necromancer. Still, every cloud… Ekyls thinks he’s a dead man walking, with me holding the strings. If I understand him rightly, he needs to do my bidding, be my bondsman, to earn the right of release into whatever dismal afterlife these savages believe in.”

Ludo peered over the top of his glasses. “Bondsman, indeed. I rather thought the age of servility was over.”

There was a rustling of leaves, and then Ekyls reappeared, gesturing for them to follow.

“Come. Too much talk. We go kill this Sartis.”

Maybe, Shadrak thought. That was the part of Aristodeus’s plan he liked least. His way of doing business was to know his target inside out. None of them had ever seen a giant, let alone fought one. It was leaving too much to chance.

Galen trudged past, trailing Beatrice’s reins behind him.

“Wait,” Albert said, bustling off to untie the mule. “Don’t forget Quintus.”

Shadrak waited for him as the others set off after Ekyls. “Quintus?”

“As in the poet. Met him once. Sold him a rare book that had come into my possession. Always thought he was a bit of an ass.”

Shadrak groaned and then looked over the camp. Where was Bird?

A quick scan revealed the mole burrowing back into the loamy soil, and above, perched on a high branch, a raven watched. It rolled its head, studying him with beady eyes. Then, it squawked and unfurled its wings.

Shadrak’s hand flicked out, and a razor star thudded into the bark beneath its claws. The raven hopped aside, and nearly fell from the branch.

“Don’t forget my shogging rifle,” Shadrak said. He nodded to where it dangled from a vine in a neighboring tree. “I ain’t climbing with this shoulder.”

 




AMONG THE WOLVES

Britannia, Earth

Shader crested the brow of the hill some way behind the others. The laughter of the girl wafted on the wind like the echo of a dream. He sat to remove a boot and dabbed at the puckered flesh of his heel, wincing and cursing. Sunlight danced upon his hip flask, which had dropped to the ground. He scooped it up, spun the top, and took a swig.

Rhiannon’s daughter was riding piggy-back on the skinny man, Pete, a Westie from the South, judging by his accent.

Saphra.

Don’t fret about the girl, Heredwin had said. So, he’d known about her; tried to prepare Shader to some degree.

She’s a paradox waitin’ ta be unwound. What did that even mean? And why tell him not to worry about her—least not now—? If he were honest, he couldn’t give a damn about her. No more than any other child, that is. So, he’d loved her mother once. That didn’t make her his concern. Or had Heredwin meant something else? Was there something about Saphra, something she might do, if not now, then at some future time?

And why Saphra? Why not some other name? More to the point, where had Rhiannon heard of it? As far as he could remember, he’d never mentioned what Osric had told him about the Society at the heart of the Elect. To his mind, that left only one possibility: Aristodeus.

Pete kept stopping to bounce the little girl, who giggled and shrieked, slapping his head and urging him onward.

Rhiannon walked a little in front, alongside a muscle-bound oaf called Sandau—the man who’d glared as they left the pub. Another Westie. All three were in uniform, the men with olive jackets and black britches, Rhiannon in the gray great-coat of the Fencibles, hand resting on the pommel of Callixus’s black sword swinging from her hip. He took another swig. What the Abyss did she think she was doing?

Thrusting the flask into his coat, Shader stood and tucked a boot under each arm.

Saphra jumped down from Pete’s shoulders and ran toward him, squealing. As Shader walked barefoot down the grassy slope, she gave him a haughty look and wagged her finger.

“Come on, slowcoach. Mommy’s waiting.”

Of course she was. She hadn’t even turned in his direction. Probably didn’t even know he was lagging behind.

“I’ll catch up.” He tried to smile, but she frowned back at him.

“You’d better, otherwise no food for you.” She scurried away and leapt into Pete’s arms as he approached. The idiot did his best to look concerned.

“You all right, buddy? Want me to call ’em on back?”

“I’m fine.”

“Ain’t a problem. I can run on over to them, if you like. Say, your foot’s bleeding.”

“It’s nothing. You two go on ahead.”

Pete worried his lower lip and frowned down at Shader’s foot. He nodded absently and gave the slightest of shrugs. “Just holler if you need anything.” He swung the girl onto his shoulders and started back down the hill.

Saphra turned her head to give Shader a malevolent stare. Once she was sure he’d noticed, she stuck her nose in the air.

The lightest puffs and streaks of cloud hung motionless in the washed-out sky. Dappled sunlight flecked the hills in tight beams. He used to muse about them being messages from Araboth. That seemed a long time ago now.

Rhiannon and Sandau disappeared into a copse of trees, Pete and Saphra close on their tails. Cursing his raw and stinging heels, Shader limped after them. They’d wait. None of them had trekked this way before, but he’d grown up on the Downs. If they’d known their way, Rhiannon wouldn’t have asked him along. He wished she hadn’t.

His face tightened at the thought. The girl he’d met at Oakendale was as dead as the parents she’d left behind. He tried to picture her face, thin and pale, almost sickly, had it not been for the lips that stood out like a streak of blood on a server’s alb. That first sight had never left him: her crumpled against the trunk of a karri, black hair plastered across her face, clinging to her naked shoulders; dress a lacerated mess, wet with blood, riding up her thighs, vaunting the pertness of a breast. The mawg crouched over her, sniffing, slavering, excited by her fear and her flesh.

She’d been the first one he’d saved. His first. He sniffed at the irony. If only. If only matters had been left to take their own course, not steered in another direction by Huntsman and Aristodeus.

Shader shook all thought of them from his head, but he couldn’t banish the awakened memories of that first meeting with Rhiannon.

The mawg had chased her from Oakendale, caught her at the border with Broken Bridge. She’d been trying to get to Elias Wolf’s house, but it’s doubtful the bard would have been able to save her. The timing couldn’t have provided better evidence of providence at work: a monk with a yearning to fight, driving the pack from the abbey’s surrounds and pursuing it across country; the farm girl who wanted to be a priestess, running for her life. You had to wonder at Ain’s purpose, filling the heart with a desire for peace and furnishing the flesh with a need for violence. It was a mystery, of course. Either that or a sick joke.

“Never again,” Shader muttered, tramping down the slope. He was a priest now. A priest and nothing more. Someone else could save her next time. The fight had finally left him.

“You want to try these?”

He was startled from his reverie by Rhiannon holding up a pair of thick woolen socks. “Pete thought you could use them. Always carries spares. He’s got terrible feet.”

Shader sat to pull them on. “Mine were more holes than wool. Don’t know what I was thinking, walking all the way from Londinium.” Sailing all the way to Sahul, too, when you looked at it that way. Twice. Restlessness, is what it was. Sit still for too long, and he might have to make a commitment to something. Of course, that was Frater Trellian talking; the sort of thing he’d said when Shader first joined the abbey. He was still chilled by the idea of Pardes being the last place he’d see on Earth, once he’d taken solemn vows.

“Whatever were you thinking?” Rhiannon’s grin cut across her face. “I would have thought a knight of the Elect could darn his socks.” She popped a cigar in her mouth and struck a match. “That better?”

Shader tugged on his boots and stood, testing out his heel. “Still stings like the Abyss, but I should be able to walk. Tell Pete, thanks.”

Rhiannon looked him over, head slightly cocked. “She’s not his, you know. And she’s definitely not Sandau’s, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

It was and it wasn’t. Both men had that same easy familiarity with her he’d once enjoyed. It didn’t mean one thing or the other. It could have just been soldierly bonding, but then again, that didn’t mean she wasn’t sleeping with one of them, or even both. The scars on her body and arms, the swearing, the booze—well, no, not the booze; she’d always had that. The cigars, then. He shot a quick look at the one hanging from her mouth as she finally got a match to take. They were all signs of change. Indications of how far she’d fallen.

“To be honest,” he said, “I’ve not given it any thought. What you get up to is your own business.”

Rhiannon rolled her head, puffed out smoke. “Don’t you care? Aw, was it just the drink last night, Pater?”

“Think what you like. The sin’s all mine.” Shader brushed past her.

“Deacon,” she called out, her tone more conciliatory. “I want you to know. Saphra…”

Shader held up a hand without looking back. “Tell it to your confessor. Come on. Haven’t you got an informant to find?”

Rhiannon shrugged her new persona back on and swaggered as she jogged to his side. She made an exaggerated popping sound as she pulled the cigar from her mouth. She looked at it for a moment, stubbed it out on the grass, and tucked it behind her ear.

Shader didn’t break his stride to wait for her, but she retained her bravado, bobbing along beside him like an excited child.

“I’m just along for the walk. The uniform’s to make it look official.” She wrinkled her nose and gave one of her annoying grins. “Between you and me, the boys are a bit dim. They’d never find him without my help.”

“And you’d run around in circles out here without me,” Shader said, gesturing across the valley and the horizon blanketed in thinning clouds. “Don’t worry. I’m under no illusions about why you asked me along.”

Rhiannon did her best to look hurt. “Thought you’d want to talk. About yesterday. About Saphra.”

Shader shot her a sideways look and picked up the pace. He’d seen the chink in her armor, the momentary dropping of her act. It was an open invitation to dig deeper, find out what was bubbling away beneath the veneer. But right then, he didn’t want to know.

“Sure you don’t want to slow down?” Rhiannon said.

He tried his best to look nonchalant. “Why? The heel’s fine.”

“I meant your age.” That fake smile again. “Plus, you probably don’t get much exercise now you’re a priest and all.”

Shader found himself irritated by her Westisms. They were as phony as the rest of her.

“Don’t be too sure. It’s been nonstop since we left Aeterna. Go here, go there. Never thought a priest could be in such demand.” Now he was lying. The Templum seemed to have all but given up on him; barely tolerated him as an itinerant… Itinerant what? He could hardly call himself a preacher, and when was the last time he’d presided over the rituals?

Rhiannon either swallowed the lie or played along with it. “Some things never change. Deacon Shader, always on the move; always looking for someone to save, some worthy—”

Shader stopped her with a raised hand. The sky was awash with cobalt, the clouds pulsing with light, rapidly dispersing to admit the fierce glare of two flaming orbs.

‘Rhiannon visored her eyes with a hand. “What is it?”

“Aethir.”

In an instant, the orbs vanished, and a bank of cloud swallowed up the lone sun. The Downs were plunged into shadow, and Shader pulled his coat tight against the sudden drop in temperature.

***

They caught up with the others on the far side of a thicket edging a copse of ash trees. Sandau was rummaging through his haversack. Pete stood on the brink of a dew pond staring out along the sprawl of hills. Saphra made feigned dashes at the water, shrieking as if the nixies were playfully trying to drag her under.

“Weather’s turning.” Sandau stood, cramming some jerky into his mouth and chewing noisily. “How much farther?”

Shader looked out across the lazy undulations of the Downs. Clouds were closing in overhead like vultures. There was smoke atop the sheer slope of Firle Beacon.

“Something’s coming,” he muttered.

“Say again?” Sandau said around a mouthful of jerky.

Rhiannon pointed up at the westernmost peak. “That it?”

Shader nodded and shifted his gaze to the surrounding downland falling away from their vantage point, shades of green and straw flecked with poppies, hedged with gorse. Yellow fields of rape splashed the receding hills. Long grass rippled and swayed, and an ancient lighthouse stood precariously atop the distant cliffs. He fastened his coat against the rising wind, tugged down the brim of his hat.

“Hardly seems worth it,” Pete said, squinting through a spyglass. “Ain’t nothing this fellah could tell us our boys don’t already know. The Channel’s been quiet for weeks, and I don’t see no invasion coming from the north, do you?”

Sandau shrugged his pack on. “Well, the bastard’s sure lit the beacon for something, and I dare say it ain’t dinner.” He flashed a smile at Rhiannon, who was struggling to relight her cigar.

Saphra trudged over to them, suddenly sullen and shivering. “Can we go now? I’m cold.”

Rhiannon flicked the cigar to the grass and took her hand. “Suits me.”

Pete passed Saphra the spyglass. “Here, honey, take a look through this.” While she tried it out, he said to Sandau, “Stoner says we should look into it. Ours is not to reason why.”

Sandau clapped him on the back and strode past manfully. “The fate of Britannia is in our hands, Petey boy. The fate of Nousia. Stoner says jump, and you sure better.”

Shader looked around uncomfortably as they slid down a scree bank into a shallow valley. The hills afforded some shelter from the wind, but the chill was starting to bite.

“What is it with this place?” Sandau shot over his shoulder. “Every season crammed into a day. I mean, for Crimeney’s sake.”

“Ah, stop whining,” Rhiannon said. “Or do you need a Fencible to teach you how to be a man?”

“How about right now?” Sandau said, pretending to undo his britches.

Rhiannon slugged him on the shoulder, and he roared with laughter.

They walked on in silence along a chalky track, heads bowed against the wind. Shader picked up the pace, ignoring the smarting of his heel, the throb of his knee. He entered a gully and scrambled up the slope at the far end to stand atop a plateau.

“If we keep this up, we should be there by first light.” He reached down to offer Pete a hand.

“Best be stopping for food soon,” Pete said, starting to wheeze.

Shader nodded. “You’re right, there. The little girl needs to rest.”

Pete flopped onto the grass and pulled some supplies from his bag. Sandau lifted Saphra onto the verge and clambered after her, Rhiannon springing up behind.

They sat facing the beacon, a pillar of fire rising to Araboth, black smoke roiling into the clouds. Pete had the spyglass in one hand, a hunk of bread in the other. Sandau shared out the water in metal cups, passed around the loaf for the others to tear a piece off. Rhiannon produced some cheese wrapped in cloth, and an apple for Saphra. The girl lay with her head on her mother’s lap, sleepy-eyed and miserable.

“That’s gotta be him,” Pete said, passing the spyglass to Shader.

There was a lone figure beside the beacon fire, hunched over a long staff—or was it a scythe? The back of Shader’s neck prickled, and a deeper cold seeped into his bones.

“You mean, you don’t know him?” he said.

Rhiannon snatched the spyglass and peered up at the hilltop. “Lit the beacon, didn’t he? What more do we need to know?”

Sandau took his turn squinting at the figure. “Has to be him. Stoner said he was creepy, but not to worry. Important thing is, he’s on the ball. Hagalle can’t even take a shit without us knowing.”

Saphra slapped him on the arm.

“Excuse my Gallish,” Sandau said.

Shader washed down a bite of bread with some water.

Rhiannon was watching him, as if he had all the answers. Thing is, he did, at least in part. It was difficult to be sure from this distance, but he could have sworn it was the man who’d accosted him in the graveyard at Anderida; the man in the piebald mask he’d first seen as a child.

Sandau tore off another chunk of bread and crammed it into his mouth, talking as he chewed. “Stoner says he’s some kind of hermit.”

“Whatever he is,” Shader said, “he’s more than a hermit.”

All eyes but Saphra’s were on him then.

“Oh?” Rhiannon said.

“If I’m right about this, I ran into him on the way to Hallow.” They didn’t need to know about his childhood sighting. That might be just a little too weird. “He said…” He looked out toward the beacon, but the figure was just a speck without the spyglass. “Said I was to seek him out. Here. He told me to come here.” He shuddered at the memory; couldn’t bring himself to say anymore. There were things Heredwin had said, warnings, prophecies that he could feel clawing at the back of his mind like a dog digging for a bone.

Find the piper, catch the running man; b’ware the snares of beauty.

Pete stood and brushed down his clothes. “Kill two birds with one stone, then.”

The wolves are coming…

A tense moment passed between them all, until Sandau said, “Two birds with one Stoner, you mean. Get it?”

“Not funny,” Rhiannon said. “Not even half.”

“I’ll take the two birds over Stoner any time,” Pete said with a leer.

“Birdies,” Saphra said. She was staring up into the clouds. “Where are all the birdies?”

“Too cold, honey,” Pete said. “Like me.”

As they packed away the food, Saphra gave a big yawn, caught Pete’s eye, and then ran giggling toward the far-off beacon.

“Hang on, honey,” Pete called as he slung his pack into place.

More laughter, moving further away. Shader lost sight of her in the crepuscular light.

They hurried after Saphra, following her shrill voice. No matter how much they called, how fast they walked, she always seemed to be getting away from them.

Shader cast a glance at Rhiannon. Her eyes told him she was thinking the same thing: It was like following the wisp light through the quagmires of the Sour Marsh.

“Saphra!” Rhiannon yelled, her anxiety sounding like anger to Shader’s ears.

A cobalt flare ripped open the gloom. Saphra giggled once more, and then there was silence.

“Saphra?” Pete said, though it was a whisper.

A growl sounded from somewhere up ahead, answered by a chorus of unearthly howls that stopped them dead.

“What the shog is that?” Sandau hissed.

There was a soft scraping sound as Pete half-drew his sword.

Rhiannon started forward. “Saphra!”

Sandau put a hand on her shoulder, drew her back. He spoke through gritted teeth. “We don’t know what’s out there.”

“I know!” She shoved him aside and ran into the darkness, voice growing shrill as she called to her daughter over and over.

First Sandau, then Pete followed her. Shader cursed and brought up the rear, half-jogging, half-limping. A sharp exhalation of breath stopped him in his tracks.

Even Rhiannon halted at that, and then she, Sandau, and Pete backed up till they stood with Shader.

“What was that?” Sandau stared into the murky blackness. “How’d it get so dark?”

Shader put a hand on Sandau’s arm for quiet. He shut his eyes, straining to hear.

A deep panting, a low growl to the right. Padding feet on the soft ground, a snort and a whuff.

“Who’s there?” Pete shouted. He pulled his sword all the way out and held it before him.

“Saphra?” Rhiannon said, voice almost a whimper.

More movement, this time from the left.

“They’re circling us,” Shader said.

A mangy stench carried on the wind.

“Who?” Sandau said. “Who’s circling us?”

“Wolves.”

The first of Heredwin’s prophecies.

Howling erupted from all around them.

Shader made a fist around his prayer cord. Sandau drew his sword, and Rhiannon was lit by a dark haze as she slid Callixus’s blade from its scabbard. On instinct, the four of them backed into a tight circle.

Shader could hear his heart pounding in his ears. Fancied he could hear the others’, too. His breath formed misty plumes in the darkness. He touched his fingers to his thigh, where a sword had hung for so long.

“Come on!” Sandau yelled. “Show yourselves, you bastards!”

A shadow pounced, snarling and roaring. A flash of yellow eyes, an exhalation of rank breath.

Sandau stepped across Shader and swung his sword. There was a muffled thud, then Sandau yelped and fell. The ragged mass on top of him growled and ripped. Sandau screamed, dropped his sword, and started pummeling the beast with his fists. Rhiannon hacked into it again and again.

Something moved behind Shader. He spun round as another shape hurtled out of the dark. Pete smashed his sword into its jaws. Shader fumbled his prayer cord and dropped it. He stumbled and turned, swayed and staggered. What could he do? Without a sword, what could he—?

Rhiannon grunted and flew back. She hit the ground on her back but somehow flipped herself to her feet in the same movement and darted straight back at the beast savaging Sandau.

Another creature loped toward the group, rising on two legs. It had the body of a man, only thickly furred, but its head was that of a wolf.

Shader backed away and tripped, sprawling on top of something warm and wet. Jaws came at him, amid a blast of fetid breath. Before they found his face, they shuddered and emitted a pathetic whimper. The wolf-man crumpled to the ground, Callixus’s black blade skewering its eye.

Rhiannon yanked Shader to his feet, left him reeling as she leapt to help Pete.

Something glinted—Sandau’s sword, clutched in a death grip. Shader reached for it, froze at the sight of Sandau’s mangled corpse. Behind him, the air was battered with screams and roars.

“Go! Now!” Pete cried.

Shader was dimly aware of Rhiannon breaking off and sprinting into the night. Pete desperately tried to hold the two wolf-men so she could flee. He’d given up trying to penetrate their fur, and was using his sword like a club.

“You, too,” he called over his shoulder. “Go!”

Shader looked from Pete to Sandau’s sword. He knew he had to act. Knew he had to—

A wolf dashed at Pete’s right, the other at his left. As Pete swung at the first, the second closed its jaws on his hip. Flesh ripped, and Pete screamed and went down.

Fire surged through Shader’s veins, burned red behind his eyes. He snatched the sword from Sandau’s grip. The hilt was sticky with warm blood.

Calm settled over him as he strode toward the wolves savaging Pete. They looked up in unison and rose from their meal, growling, steam pluming from their jaws. One sprang at Shader’s throat, but the other bounded in the direction Rhiannon had taken. Shader dropped to one knee and rammed the blade into the beast’s neck. It whimpered and hit the ground with a thud.

Pete coughed, words and froth bubbling from his mouth. “Help… her.”

Shader set off into the dark, nothing to follow but the wolf-man’s snarling. He saw Rhiannon in the distance, the eerie haze of her blade standing out against the unnatural night. The wolf-man bore down upon her, gathered itself, and pounced.

Shader lurched forward.

Rhiannon screamed.

The sky flashed cobalt, and Shader shielded his eyes from the glare. In an instant, the blackness returned, fading swiftly to the gray of dusk, the last glow of the setting sun limning the tops of the surrounding hills.

The wolf-man loped away toward a tangled copse. Shader struggled after it, but it picked up its pace and was soon lost to sight.

He stopped where the ground had been torn up by heavy paw marks and a smudge of footprints. There was a pool of blood on the grass, spatters dotting the ground all the way into the trees. Appalled that the thing was feasting on Rhiannon’s corpse, Shader swore he’d slice it into pieces while it still breathed.

The blood trail dried up within the copse. He hacked his way through dense foliage, scoured the fallen leaves. He called her name from tree to tree. Called for Saphra, too; tried telling himself he cared whether she lived or died. Tried telling himself she was a child, that she needed him.

He searched until he could search no more, then he backtracked to where he’d last seen Rhiannon; where the wolf-man had pounced and blue light had lit the sky. What did that mean? What did the darkness mean, too? And wolf-men, in Britannia?

He glared up at the distant peak of Firle Beacon and wondered. The wolves are coming, Heredwin had said. Aristodeus won’t take no fer an answer. Was that it? Was this his sick way of goading Shader to fight? If it was, he’d gotten it wrong. All those years of mentoring, and he still didn’t understand: No meant no, and if the philosopher was behind this, there’d be hell to pay.

He made his way back to the site of the initial attack. Pete was lying against the body of a wolf-man, clutching a bloody rag to his hip. His face was black with dried blood. There was a jagged gash beneath his eye. He tried to say something, but all that came out was a wheeze and a rattle.

Shader removed his coat and wrapped it around Pete’s shoulders.

“Is she…?” Pete rasped.

Shader sighed and shook his head. Was she dead? He had to assume so. Dead or missing. There was something going on, what with the light in the sky, but the outcome was still the same.

“Can you walk?”

Pete struggled to his feet, holding the rag in place and wincing. “Where…?”

Shader looked up at the silhouetted outline of the beacon, its pillar of flame now a dying smolder. It was nearer than Hallow; maybe the best chance Pete had. He just hoped Heredwin had some skill with healing, if, that is, he had the inclination to help them. It’s what he’d said, though, wasn’t it? You’re going to need my help.

Judging by his wounds, Pete didn’t have much time. If and when Heredwin gave his help, he was going to have some explaining to do—at the point of a blade, if necessary.

Shader scowled at the implication. It hadn’t taken him long to throw off his priestly pretense. And how it had happened! It was as though he didn’t have a choice. As though fate or destiny or whatever it was hounded him perpetually, just waiting for a moment of weakness, a good time to strike.

No, not fate or destiny, Shader quickly corrected himself. It was something far more insidious than that. Someone altogether more familiar. Because the more he thought about it, the more he realized there could be no other explanation for what had happened.

 




THE LAVA VENTS

Mount Sartis, Aethir

“I’m not leaving the ruddy horse, and that’s final!” Galen’s cheeks were as red as his jacket, and his eyes bulged from overburdened lids.

Beatrice scraped the parched earth with a hoof, shook her head and nickered.

Misty vapor streamed from the floor of the cave mouth, heavy with sulfur.

Shadrak patted his pockets, adjusted his baldrics, stroked the hilts of daggers, the grips of pistols. He rolled his neck, easing out the tension. If someone didn’t shut the mustached twat up, and soon…

All this delay, all this time pratting about reminded him why he preferred working alone.

Nameless was looking down the throat of a winding channel that had been burnt into the mountain by lava. Its surfaces were blistered, dripping with rock. A stalactite twisted from ceiling to floor. Brought to mind the tormented uvula of Jal Crimson, the cocky merchant Shadrak had done some dental work on.

“Stupid white,” Ekyls snarled. “Horse tell you this place no good.” He tapped his temples. “You no listen?”

Galen blew into Beatrice’s nostrils; patted her flanks. “When I want the opinion of a savage, I’ll bloody well ask for it.”

Ekyls hissed, baring jagged yellow teeth.

Galen stiffened and glared, one hand on the hilt of his saber.

The clangor of pots and pans broke the spell of the moment, as Albert led Quintus the mule between them.

“For once, Ekyls may have a point,” he said, nodding toward the tunnel. “These lava tubes are roiling with noxious gas; not good for the old nag’s lungs.”

Galen gripped Beatrice’s bridle. “What about the mule? What about the rest of us?”

“Poison gas like this is no worse than flatulence to Quintus here,” Albert said, rubbing the mule behind the ear. “And the rest of us”—he pursed his lips and scanned the group—“are hardly thoroughbreds.”

Shadrak’s shirt was damp with sweat, his cloak heavy with it. Even here, so close to the entrance, his breathing was growing labored.

Keeping close to a tuberous wall, he started to creep ahead. If they wanted to stand there all day and argue, then shog them. He wanted this over and done with. Besides, the racket they were making, the fire giant would be on them in no time, and they’d never even hear him coming. Shadrak didn’t intend to be there when that happened.

Behind him, Galen continued to complain. “I sweated blood to bring her to this infernal world, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to leave her here as goblin fodder. It is a principle of honor, don’t you know—”

“Honor’s not all it’s cracked up to be, laddie,” Nameless said. “Stay with the horse, or come with us. Makes no difference to me.”

“Last chance,” Shadrak said over his shoulder.

“Now look here,” Galen protested, but there was defeat in his voice. “Oh, for goodness sake. What is the point of talking with you people? Blackguards, the lot of you.”

Ludo put a hand on his arm and muttered something in his ear.

Galen sucked in a deep breath and let it go in a huff.

Ludo nodded encouragingly then stooped to study some rocks as Galen tethered his horse outside. “Fascinating.”

Shadrak turned back. “What is it?”

There were intricate patterns in blue and green across the surface of the stones. Higher up, bright pink shapes tattooed the wall with the intricacy of a spider’s web.

“Mineral deposits, at a guess.” Ludo stood and straightened his cassock.

Albert bent down and sniffed at the patterns, dabbed at one and tasted it. He made little smacking noises with his lips and rubbed his thumb and forefinger together. “Useless,” he muttered, “Utterly useless.”

The flapping of wings echoed along the tunnel as a large raven alighted on the rocks. It gave a long, drawn-out squawk, and the air  around it shimmered. There, where the raven had perched, stood Bird, swathed in his cloak of feathers, black eyes glinting as he said, “Bug shit.”

Ludo raised a bushy eyebrow and let out a breathy “Ah!” He wagged his finger, as if commending a clever pupil.

Albert puckered his face up and reached for a waterskin.

Shadrak’s eyes rested on Bird, noted how his clothes were already fading to reflect the gray of the tunnel walls. The little man was proving a bit of a mystery; much more of one than Shadrak liked, or could usually tolerate.

The black eyes rolled toward him, met his gaze. Bird gave an awkward smile, then quickly looked away.

***

The tunnel wound downward at a gentle gradient, its scabbed and noduled walls smoldering and glowing like dying coals. High above, there were broad shelves of sagging rock leading to twisting vents and natural steps.

The passageway narrowed to a vertical cleft, through which Nameless and Ekyls pushed the mule, while Albert pulled on the reins from up front. They emerged into a chamber like a hollowed-out column, its heights peppered with tunnels of varying sizes.

“Looks like the inside of a tree,” Ludo said.

“It is.” Bird stroked the wall; pressed his ear to it.

Shadrak could see it now: the perfect mold of an enormous tree, its wrinkled bark now permanently pressed in stone. The tunnels were nothing more than the impressions left by its branches.

“Magma surrounded the tree,”—Bird waved his hand to take in the chamber—“cooled at the edges, and burned away the wood and sap.”

“Incredible,” Ludo said. “The outer layer forms a crust around it and preserves the shape.”

Shadrak scurried down a gully made by the tree’s roots and entered a tube of reddish rock that snaked into the distance. Ludo clambered after him, coughing and spluttering.

Shadrak’s mouth was dry, lungs burning from the acrid air. He waited until Albert brought the mule alongside, and took a long draft from a waterskin.

Nameless was making hard work of it, boots scraping and thudding, breaths echoing from the great helm in rasping heaves.

On instinct, Shadrak offered him the waterskin, then realized his mistake and withdrew it.

Nameless snorted, and then chuckled, as if he wanted to give the impression he wasn’t suffering, but he must have been sweltering in that helm; beneath his hauberk.

Galen came up behind the dwarf, wringing the moisture from his mustache.

Ekyls crouched at the lip of the gully before dropping lithely to the ground. Rivulets of sweat streamed down his torso, and his tongue lolled from his mouth like a dog’s.

“Where now?” the savage asked.

“Down,” Shadrak croaked, and tried to clear his throat. “Toward the magma chamber, Aristodeus said. Apparently, the giant likes it hot.”

Nameless chuckled.

Albert tutted and shook his head.

Ludo tugged at Galen’s sleeve. “Do you know what this reminds me of?”

“No, Eminence, I do not.”

“Luminary Bertold, remember?” He looked around to make sure everyone was listening. “Bertold was a stout fellow, possessed of great strength and fortitude. Actually, not too dissimilar to you.” He wagged a finger at Nameless. “Yes, a strong man, and zealous with it. It is said he marched straight through the Abyss and out the other side. Right into the heart, he went, deep into caves of fire, where he glimpsed a gigantic figure entombed in ice.” He touched his forehead, and Galen followed suit.

Ekyls sniffed. “Fool, then, to go there.”

“He was serving the Lord Nous,” Galen said, as if he were reprimanding a small child.

Ekyls leered. “Nous foolish, too, if he allow fools to serve him. Mamba Tribe throw idiots into snake pits.”

Ludo smiled and shook his head. “One man’s foolishness is another man’s wisdom, eh Galen?”

“Pah!” Ekyls pushed roughly past them and loped down the tunnel, which suited Shadrak just fine. If there were problems ahead, he’d sooner the savage found them first.

Ludo tilted his spectacles so that he could peek over them. Even in the soft glow emanating from the rocks, he appeared gaunt, wasted. His head poked too far forward, like a chicken’s, and his back was stooped, as if he’d spent a lifetime hunched over a desk.

Baggage. About as useful as that bug shit at the entrance.

Ludo leaned conspiratorially toward Shadrak and beamed a crooked-toothed smile.

“I think we made some progress.” His eyes followed Ekyls. “A few words, small gestures.”

“What’s this, your civilizing the dumb savage routine?” Shadrak said. Try that on Kadee, and she’d have put you in your place. And right after, I’d have put you in the ground.

He grunted and wasted no time moving away. Ludo’s breath stank worse than a cat’s arse.

***

Ekyls was on his stomach, peering over the edge of a crevasse when they caught up with him.

Scalding air wafted up from the depths in dirty plumes. Shadrak covered his nose and mouth and risked a look.

Hundreds of feet below, a slick stream of magma sloughed through a gorge. Black pillows of crust scabbed the surface of the flow. On and around them, licks of flame wavered and danced. He withdrew quickly, face stinging with heat and sweat.

“End of road.” Ekyls spat into the chasm.

“You think?” Shadrak said. “Albert, chuck us some rope, and tie the other end to your ass—the one with the ears and a tail.”

Quintus brayed and stamped, refusing to move any nearer to the edge. He caught Albert with a hoof, sent him hopping away clutching his knee and whimpering.

Nameless raised a fist. “Stop being an ass, Quintus.” To Shadrak, he said, “I’m winking, laddie. Not as good as yours, but who’s keeping score?”

Albert was, judging by the sour look he gave Shadrak.

Bird glared at the threatened fist, but Quintus lowered his head and stopped struggling.

The dwarf uncoiled a length of rope and passed one end to Shadrak, tying the other firmly to the mule.

Shadrak looped his end around his waist and backed onto the edge of the precipice. “Pay it out each time I push off from the wall.”

“Right you are, laddie.”

“It’ll chafe,” Ludo said. “Perhaps some gloves?”

“Nothing he ain’t used to,” Shadrak said, and Nameless guffawed.

Ludo looked to Galen for an explanation, but it was lost on the dragoon, too. Wanker.

Shadrak stepped back and began to rappel in steady, easy jumps.

Sulfur filled his nostrils, made his eyes run. He held his breath as he descended a few feet, then took in a gasp of acrid air. Nameless let out a little more rope, and Shadrak dropped again. When he ran out of slack, he called up, “That all we got?”

Nameless’s great helm appeared above him. “Hold on, laddie. I’ll drag the mule closer.”

After a moment’s scuffing and braying, a bit more slack was paid out. Thankfully, it was enough.

Shadrak lowered himself to a narrow shelf. Untying the rope, he dropped to his hands and knees so he could peer over the edge.

Just below, there was an opening in the chasm wall that looked big enough to squeeze through.

He rolled from the shelf and hung by his fingertips. He could feel the heat coming off the lava flow through the soles of his boots. It scorched the seat of his britches like he’d sat on a hotplate. Sweat poured down his face, made his grip slippery.

He glimpsed what seemed a good handhold to his right, and started to pendulum-swing his legs. When he’d picked up enough momentum, he let go and flung his arm out. Rough rock cut into his fingers, and pain lanced through his bad shoulder, but he grimaced and held on. Once stable, he swung toward another knobby protrusion. From there, it was a case of shuffling hand over hand until he reached the opening.

It was a soot-blackened lava vent.

He squeezed in sideways, back scraping against one wall. The ceiling was an inch or so above head-height for him, so he was able to make quick progress all the way to a junction. There, things grew tighter, and he followed the left turn downward on his hands and knees. His legs were abraded raw through the rent fabric of his britches, and his palms were bleeding from scores of tiny cuts.

He emerged into a cavern bristling with rocky fangs that twisted from the ceiling and floor. Every surface was painted with the same vivid deposits they had seen at the entrance. A yellowish haze, like fetid breath, left the air thick and cloying, heavy with brimstone.

Shadrak walked among the stalagmites until he reached the banks of the lava lake. Its scabby ooze bubbled and seethed, coughed up gouts of dirty smoke.

He heard the others hollering, and looked up to see them peering over the brink high above. Ludo tossed down a coin to phwat upon the crust, sizzle, and slowly liquefy.

“Is there another way down?” Nameless hollered.

Shadrak doubted the dwarf could squeeze his shoulders into the lava vent, assuming he could even negotiate the handholds to get there. And as for the rest of them… Quintus the mule had more chance of making it. Except maybe for Bird.

Thought of the shapeshifter gave Shadrak pause. Scouting ahead would have been a cinch for him, if he turned back into a raven. Shog, the scut could probably become a cockroach. Odd that he hadn’t. Before his mind ran away with suspicion after suspicion, Shadrak put a lid on it. All he needed to do for now was register the fact and file it away for another time.

He signed for them to wait, be quiet, before he realized only Albert would recognize the hand signals. For brevity’s sake, he put a finger to his lips, made sure they saw it. Last thing he wanted was to bring the giant down on them, but with the racket they were making, it was probably already too late.

When he was sure he had Albert’s attention, he signed for them to stay put while he did a quick recce.

He searched around the walls of the cathedral cavern, ducked in and out of tunnels, and had climbed part way up a winding vent, when he heard cries from above.

“Scutting arsewipes,” he muttered. “What the shog now?”

Someone screamed—Albert?

A sound like the roar of flames. In its wake, the rumbling wheeze of air echoing through the lava tunnels. Was there a surge coming? An eruption?

Shadrak dropped back down into the cavern. He swirled his cloak around him and slipped behind a stalagmite. There was a shift in the play of light coming off the burning crust.

Steeling himself, he chanced a look.

A column of flame stood within the flow. It rose and fell. A second followed in its wake, wading through the magma, lifting, bending—

They were legs. Giant legs, wreathed in lava.

Slipping from one stalagmite to the next, Shadrak approached the bank.

Thunderous breaths blasted across the cavern. Laughter boomed and rumbled.

It was a man. A colossal man with charcoal skin and fiery veins. Heavy brows hung like outcrops of coal above blazing eyes. His hair was a raging conflagration, his beard a molten cascade. A tail of lightning skimmed the lake behind, and in his hands, held cupped before his face, were the bodies of Shadrak’s companions.

 




THE SWORD IN THE GRASS

Britannia, Earth

Crimson sunlight bathed the summit of Mount Caburn on the far side of the valley as Shader crested the rise of Firle Beacon. The livid skies above the Weald were streaked with ribbons of pink and amber.

A lone wolf-man loomed from the mist, its shaggy bulk shuddering with each muffled growl.

Shader lowered Pete to the dew-damp grass, slid Sandau’s sword from his belt.

Another figure materialized from the gray and placed a hand on the wolf-man’s head, stroking and patting it.

“Two days, I says. Two days afore you come to the beacon.” He sounded pleased. The only thing missing from his delivery was an “I told you so.”

The haze dispersed to reveal a piebald mask, the wisp of a cloak that swirled like cobwebs in the breeze.

Heredwin leaned on a scythe. In the half-light of dawn, he looked like an angel of death come to reap.

“You sent the wolves.” Shader pointed his sword at the mask.

The wolf-man bared its fangs and snarled.

“Not I, Pater.”

The title stung. Shader’s anger showed it for what it was.

He lowered his sword, found himself watching the sway of the long grass. “But you warned me.”

Heredwin gave the wolf-man a final pat before placing both hands around the snaith of his scythe.

“Be still,” he said in a voice like rushing water, and the beast settled on its haunches. “I told you they was coming, Pater, but I wished they wasn’t. Two of ’em gone back to the loam, and this one all alone.”

Shader tensed, felt the blood pounding in his ears. “And what about the man they killed? What about this man?” He used the sword to indicate Pete. He couldn’t bring himself to mention Rhiannon and Saphra. That would be an admission they were lost. That he’d let them down.

Heredwin stooped over the scythe. “Ain’t no blame here, least of all with the wolves. They don’t choose what they are. They don’t choose to play these games.”

The wolf-man whimpered and rubbed its snout in the dirt.

“Did you not see the sky, Pater Deacon? Did you not see it change?”

Shader nodded. “I saw Aethir.”

“You’re a man of the worlds, Pater. You’ve seen some measure of their secrets. Snares upon snares. Tricks and traps and deceptions. But you don’t have to go blundering into ’em. Least, not if you want to be your own man.”

Shader was growing sick of the riddles. Sandau was dead—Rhiannon, Saphra—and someone was going to pay.

“What the Abyss is going on here?”

“You already know, Pater,” Heredwin said. “He wants you back on Aethir. He’s at war with the Deceiver. Your victory over Sektis Gandaw was a pyrrhic one. Picked off a scab, but there’s a deeper wound beneath.”

Shader felt his chest constricting. A vein in his temple throbbed.  “Aristodeus.”

Heredwin looked into the sunrise, as if he were entirely innocent.

“Maybe I’ll do what he wants.” Shader ran a finger along the chipped and bloodstained blade of Sandau’s sword. “Maybe it’s time I paid him a visit.”

He was startled by a yelp of laughter from Heredwin, who doubled up over the scythe as if he were dying of mirth. “Now that I’d like ta see. But how’ll you get there?”

Shader’s mind grabbed at the image of the cave in the phony Araboth; relived the bloated spider-thing sucking the life from Jarmin the Anchorite’s corpse; saw again the swirling of the air, and Sammy reaching out to him from a portal.

“Ah, Huntsman’s apprentice.” Heredwin nodded, apparently aware of what Shader was thinking. “P’raps the boy could help you, if you could get to Sahul.”

Shader frowned. That was a journey of many weeks, even if he could evade the Imperial ships scouring the oceans. Still, Aristodeus was bound to come to him again, and when he did…

“Leave all the choices to him, would you? Seems ta me he’s running you ragged.”

“Then what?”

Heredwin drifted toward him, as if walking on the mist. “Your woman ain’t dead, is she boy? Only one killed was the big fellow.”

“Sandau. Sandau was his name. So, Rhiannon, Saphra—”

“He took ’em,” Heredwin said. “Reckons they belong ta him, I guess. Maybe they’re the bait that hooks the fish.” He emphasized the last word.

Shader’s hand went to the pendant the dying man had given him in New Jerusalem. He rubbed the contours of the woman’s image, and the words of the inscription—Causa Salutis—ran round his mind like a silent petition. “Then you must help me.”

Heredwin twisted his head like he was dangling from a hangman’s noose, took in the view of Caburn across the valley. “Me, or her?” he said whimsically. Before Shader could muster a reply, Heredwin continued. “Might need some help of my own first.” He swept his hand out over the long grass. “It’s a big job at my age.”

The wolf-man crawled a little way down the slope, nostrils flaring, eyes bright. It rolled its head to look at Heredwin, growled, and padded past Shader toward Pete.

Shader had all but forgotten the injured man, and reacted with a start.

“Don’t you be worrying about that’n,” Heredwin said. “He’s fer the turning. We’ll see him through it, then he’ll go where he’s most drawn, like they all do. The Weald’ll nurse him, for the sake of Old Nous.”

There was a taunt in those words, Shader felt certain. If not a taunt, then an invitation to probe deeper. Old Nous. What did that even mean?

Nous is not Nous, Dave the Slave once said. Whatever he’d meant by that, one thing was clear: Dave was certainly no Nousian, at least, not in any sense Shader would recognize. The hunchback had shown his true colors when he’d passed through the archway leading into Arx Gravis. Had the hunchback meant that, whatever Shader took for Nous wasn’t the real Nous? Aristodeus had told him as a child that Nous was real, but other than he seemed. Did that mean he wasn’t all good? That he wasn’t the son of Ain?

The inclination of Heredwin’s head implied he’d been following Shader’s internal monologue.

“Old Nous—true Nous—is a thing created.” He looked out across the Weald. “Consciousness. Intellect. The All-Mind. What you call Nous once went by another name. He is of a different order altogether.” He thumped the butt of his scythe into the ground twice in quick succession.

“He?” Shader asked. “What name?”

Heredwin wagged a finger. “Not my place. Knowledge men mislay is for them to rediscover.”

Pete moaned as the wolf-man lifted him from the grass. His face was pale and glistening with sweat. The beast nuzzled him, and then loped to the top of the beacon, cradling him in its arms.

Shader scratched at his scalp and frowned. Stiffness crept along his spine, knotted around his shoulder-blades. One hand slid into the pocket of his coat, fingers tracing the ridges of his Liber like a blind man identifying a corpse.

“Here,” Heredwin said, planting the scythe in front of him and guiding Shader’s hands to the snaith. “You’ll get what you need, soon as yer done.” He nodded in the direction of the rising sun over Caburn. “Dawn’s the best time fer mowing, especially following rain. Now, upend it. Put the blade to the grass. Careful, mind. That’s a preened edge, honed thin as paper.”

Shader gingerly took hold of a handle at the base of the shaft with his left hand, and the central handle with his right.

“Keep the edge toward you, arms out straight.” Heredwin adopted the stance and twisted his body to the right, gesturing for Shader to do the same.

Shader felt awkward, not quite sure where to put his feet; afraid he might slice them off.

“Not too low now,” Heredwin said. “Don’t want you soiling the blade. That’ll blunt it sure as anything. That’s right, just skim above the ground. Easy does it. Nice steady rhythm, sweeping your swaths and keeping them narrow.”

Shader forced the blade through its path, hacking a wide strip of grass and gouging up soil.

“Too close to the ground. Keep it nice an’ even now.”

He swung again, skimming and shaving the top of the grass to deposit it in a small pile at the end of the arc.

“That’s better.” Heredwin clapped him on the shoulder. “From here to the top, before the sun’s fully golden. Then I’ll give you what I can in the way of help.”

Heredwin tramped away toward the summit, leaving Shader frowning at the magnitude of his task. Shrugging, he stripped off his coat and rolled up his sleeves.

“You’ll be needing this.” A long whetstone thudded into the grass at his feet. “Use it regular now,” Heredwin shot over his shoulder as he disappeared from sight.

Shader paused to run his forearm over his brow, then picked up the whetstone. Standing the scythe upright, he took some grass to rub the blade dry. It’s what they used to do in the Seventh Horse whenever there was a shortage of rags. Next, he started to rub the stone along the edge toward the point in quick, hard strokes. With a curse, he snatched his hand away and sucked at a nick in his finger. It was more a scratch than a cut, but it served as a warning.

This time, he built up his rhythm slowly, until the stone was clanging and grinding against the iron, softening, blending, making it ring with a single musical note.

He resumed mowing, and after half a dozen mishaps, finally had the motion. His cuts grew smoother, more certain. He began to move around the hilltop steadily, each swish of the scythe barely missing the ground; every blade of grass falling to collect in neat piles at his side. His hands were raw with blisters, his back an agony of needle-stabs, knees fiery and swollen. He labored up onto the summit without one wasted movement, scything like a man skimming milk.

The blade struck metal, and he stopped, lowering the snaith and crouching down in the tall grass. Something glinted in the soil. He pulled aside the grass and scratched in the earth. It quickly grew visible: the hilt of a sword, followed by the scabbard. A short sword, just like—

Was it? Could it be…

He pulled free a gladius, keen-edged and shining, as if newly forged. He stood, went through the forms, thrusting and slashing, twirling the blade. It looked the same; felt the same. The balance was perfect, the weight featherlight. He peered closer at the weapon, noted the knobbed hilt with ridges for the fingers; the central channel. Then he remembered the inscription, lifted the blade to his eyes. There it was, punched into the steel:

VADE IN PACEM. Go in peace.

It had always summed up the paradox of the Elect for him: dispatching the enemy with a blessing.

A tremor ran through his every muscle. The cold clutch of the ineffable tightened around his chest. He could only describe it as dread; but dread of the unknown, the unseen, not of anything tangible.

Is this why Heredwin had enticed him here? Had he known two days ago? And did he know this was exactly what Aristodeus wanted: for Shader to find the Sword of the Archon and re-enter the fray?

“The ground is in a giving mood,” Heredwin said, snatching up the scythe. “A job well done deserves a reward.”

A reward? Is that what it was? And then Shader’s mind was tearing off at another tangent. The Archon’s sword. Was Heredwin… No. The Archon had shown himself to Shader before, that time in the Abyss. There’d been no need for disguise then, so why would there be now?

Shader stared at the gladius, shaking his head. “But it was lost. Taken from the worlds.” It had buried itself in the flesh of the great serpent, Eingana, and the two had vanished.

Heredwin touched the blade with a lover’s delicacy. “It was crafted as a safeguard, a receptacle for the Archon’s own power. A mirror of his essence.”

“But this is what Aristodeus wants,” Shader said. “For me to possess the sword.”

Heredwin withdrew his hand and leaned on the scythe. “The forgings of the Supernal Realm aren’t objects to be possessed. The Archon made it, but not as a slave. With the sword’s work done, it’s free to do as it pleases; like the wolf-men, to go wherever it’s drawn.”

But did it still have the same power? The power to heal, to fly as if held in an invisible hand? And what of the way it had protected Shader from the might of Eingana directed against him by Sektis Gandaw?

Heredwin scoffed, still reading Shader’s thoughts. “You miss that power?”

Shader didn’t know how to answer that. Part of him did, he was sure. But was that the part nurtured by Aristodeus? Honed to do his bidding?

“What do you see in your mind’s eye,” Heredwin said, “when you think of all you could have achieved with the sword? All you could still achieve?”

Shader shut his eyes and focused. He was immediately someplace else: an enormous cavern formed from coal. “A man—I think—a gigantic man, encased in ice.”

“Look closer. Describe him to me.”

Tingles of wrongness crawled beneath Shader’s skin. There was a tug on his umbilicus, a steady pressure dragging him toward the figure in ice. Quickly, he called out what he saw: “A shadow. A chiseled shadow. The features are obscured by the ice, but…”

“Yes?” Heredwin prompted.

Shader began to shudder. “The eyes. The eyes are violet.”

Heredwin let out a sharp hiss. “And what do you feel?”

“Numbness. Boredom.” And then he realized: “His boredom, but bubbling up from it, his bile, his rage.”

“And what do you hear?” Heredwin asked. “Soft words and caressing whispers? Promises in the dark, leading you home?”

Shader was about to say no, but then he became aware of it: an almost inaudible susurrus: invitations, enticements, reassurances.

He opened his eyes and sucked in air. How long had he forgotten to breathe?

Heredwin put a hand on his arm. The touch was soft and loamy, and the aroma of freshly-tilled earth filled Shader’s nostrils. When Heredwin laughed, it was like the chatter of a sparkling brook.

“Your ambivalence deafens you to the Demiurgos’s promptings,” Heredwin said. “You neither seek power nor shun it.”

Shader’s grip on the gladius slackened. “Why is the Sword of the Archon here?”

“Knows what it wants, I suppose. Reckon it sees right through you.”

“What—”

Heredwin cut him off. “It is here because it wants to be. P’raps even because it needs to be.”

“And you,” Shader wanted to ask. “What about you?”

Again, Heredwin betrayed the impression he was reading Shader’s thoughts. “I am the Weald’s as she is mine,” he said. “But in this cosmic drama you’ve been pitched into, know that I’ve chosen sides.”

“The Archon’s?” Shader said.

“Eingana’s. When she seeded the Earth after her rape, we was all affected. All changed. Just as this sword was changed when it lodged within her flesh.”

Heredwin stared off into the clouds for a long moment. When he next spoke, there was a hint of amusement in his voice. “And what of you, Pater? Which side will you take?”

Shader returned the gladius to its scabbard. “Rhiannon’s. Saphra’s. If they’re alive, I’ll bring them back. And if they’re dead, I’ll avenge them.”

“So, you will do the philosopher’s bidding, after all? You will travel to Aethir?”

Shader could do nothing about that. “Can you get me there?”

Heredwin shook his head, the white patches of his mask dazzling in the sun, the black lost in shadow.

“I have eyes and ears on Aethir but cannot pass there.”

“What about Sammy—Huntsman’s apprentice?” The boy had walked between worlds as if he’d been born to it. “Can you contact him?”

“Sahul rarely listens to the Weald.”

Shader ground his teeth in frustration. “Is that it? All the help you can give?” He was starting to resent the mowing, time he could have spent doing something—anything—that might bring Rhiannon back.

“I’ve heard,”—Heredwin cupped a hand to his ear—“that Aristodeus may soon have business in Verusia. You might say a little birdie told me.”

“He’s on Earth?”

Heredwin shook his head. “Has a group to do his bidding. Sent them to old Sartis on Aethir.” He let out a scornful laugh. “If the fire giant don’t eat them, they’ll be headed to the Schwarzwald next. Of that, I’m certain.”

How did he know? Why Verusia?

Shader shook off the swarm of clamoring thoughts and tried to focus on the practicalities. “So, they can travel between the worlds. Is it one of Aristodeus’s portals, a plane ship?”

“My point is,” Heredwin said, “that if they can get here, they can likely get back, if you follow what I’m saying.”

Shader did. The only problem was that Verusia was across the Channel and the other side of occupied Gallia.

He opened his mouth to say as much, but the words would have been redundant.

“This is the help I can give you.” Heredwin swept out his arm as a proud black stallion trotted over the brow of the hill, nickering and throwing its great head. It scraped the earth with its hoof and rolled its pearly eyes at Shader, studying him. He felt naked under its gaze, and not a little unworthy.

“Caledon will bear you as swift as a gale, and he knows how to evade Sahulian patrols.” Anticipating Shader’s next question, Heredwin went on. “The Ancients built a tunnel under the sea to Gallia. Caledon knows the way. You’ll be there before noon, trusting you don’t meet any adversity. He knows his way to Verusia, too. It’s to the heart of the Black Forest, you needs go. To the town of Wolfmalen.”

“Wolfmalen?” Shader said. “But that’s—”

“The home of the Liche Lord, yes,” Heredwin said.

Shader started to say no. Verusia was bad enough, after what he’d been through with the Seventh Horse. After Trajinot. But Otto Blightey’s doorstep?

“Aristodeus sees his lackeys as expendable,” Heredwin said. “Bar one. We do not feel the same way.”

“We” again. We are like the insects in our numbers.

Heredwin chuckled. “Plentiful but hidden. Forgotten by all but simpletons, lunatics, and poets; the transgressors of time; and the turncoats among the homunculi of Aethir, who share with us their scheming. Other than that, you could be forgiven for thinking we didn’t exist.”

“So, why me?” Why had Heredwin revealed himself to Shader?

“Why indeed? Ask yourself that again one day.”

“And what do you mean ‘bar one’? Who’s not expendable?”

“The dwarf with no name.”

“Nameless? He’s sending Nameless to the Liche Lord?”

“And others with him. A priest known to you. The soldier that watches over him. A tribesman of the Mamba, a pair of assassins, and one of our turncoats.”

Priests and assassins? With Nameless?

“They seek the Liche Lord’s armor. I fear for them. For them all.”

“This priest. You said he was known to me.”

“Ludo, his name is.”

“Ludo? But how? What’s he—?”

“And one of the assassins is pale-skinned and pink of eye.”

“Shadrak?”

What had Aristodeus done? How had he managed this? Brought them all together? Ludo had no place in his scheming. And Verusia… None of them should go anywhere near there. Evil like Blightey’s was best left well alone.

Heredwin was already walking away over the hill. “Wherever there’s meddling, evil’s not far behind. Watch for wolves in sheep’s clothing, and you might just save your friends. Might even get your woman back, too.”

My woman? Shader thought. Hardly.

But he would find Rhiannon, whatever it took. She’d suffered due to her involvement with him, and that made him responsible. Responsible for her daughter, too.

And then he would deal with Aristodeus.

Heredwin had gone, and Shader was alone with the stallion. The scent of fresh-cut grass filled his nostrils, and a light breeze caressed the skin of his cheeks. He touched his weathered face, felt the hotness left by mowing in the sun.

Taking a long look at the encompassing Weald, the rolling hills surmounting distant Hallow, he savored the moment, as if it were to be the last peace he would ever know.

 




THE FIRE GIANT’S OVEN

Mount Sartis, Aethir

Shog, it was darker than Ballbreaker’s Black Ale.

Stifling as a stout lassie’s chest hair, too.

There’d been heat. Tremendous heat, and then… nothing. Not strictly nothing: an acrid stench first. The sensation of being hoisted aloft as the glow coming off the lava swirled away to a pinprick, and then even that went out.

A hard floor pressed into his back. He swept his hands out, felt with his fingers. Metal. He turned his head for a look, but it was so heavy he cricked his neck. He groaned and let it drop back to the floor—with a clang.

“Shog,” he rasped, as if he’d gargled sand. He coughed, and phlegm came up, sooty and reeking of eggs.

He spat, but it splashed against something and dripped back in his face. Was he in a box? A metal box? Some kind of coffin? His heart skipped a beat then rattled off a drum roll. He only prevented it from growing to a full-blown military tattoo by telling himself the thought made no sense. He’d lifted his head, and it clanged when it struck the floor. That meant either—

What was that smell? It was the same stench he’d breathed in before passing out, only there was something else: residual vomit, maybe. Like when someone heaved in a beer hall, and they mopped it up with nothing but water. And there were other smells, too, vaguer, harder to discern. Sweat, perhaps. A hint of garlic? A fart? Yes, someone had most definitely ruptured the keg, as they used to say in Arx Gravis.

Now there was a familiar name. A name that begged the question: Who was he? Arx Gravis. Dwarves. The dwarves of the Ravine City. Yes, and they had beer halls. And that term—ruptured the keg—it was a euphemism for the malodorous flatulence associated with drinking Ironbelly’s Special Brew, a drink derided as piss by any respectable dwarf, but one guzzled with gusto when it was all they had left.

He brought a hand to the side of his head and gave a light rap. Metal again. Or stone. Or something in between. He was pretty sure he didn’t have a metal head. He remembered snogging any number of wenches; had felt their bristles brush against his own. So, it was on his head; around it. Some kind of casing. A helm, then.

Course it was. A black one, made of scarolite. That bald bastard had put it on him, back when… back when…

The Dodecagon. That was it: the place it had happened. The council chamber. The philosopher had been there—Aristodeus—along with Thumil and Cordy and, and, and… Which one was he? Couldn’t have been Cordy. She had breasts and hips and the finest golden beard. That left Thumil, which seemed about right.

Only it wasn’t, because he remembered looking out at Thumil and Cordy through the slit of a great helm and wondering how it had come to this; wondering who the shog he was.

Thumil’s hair—all patchy, coming out in tufts. He’d wondered back then if he was responsible for that, what with all the trouble he’d caused. But that was the thing of it: what trouble? He was shogged if he could recall his own name, never mind whatever it was he was supposed to have done.

In his mind’s eye, he strode to one of the Dodecagon’s stone doors. They were hermetically sealed, but he was imagining, and he’d seen what was on the other side of them many a time. Only, when he passed through the stone like a ghost, it wasn’t the fluted columns, the hexagonal brickwork, or even the statues of the mythical kings of Arnoch that caught his attention. It was the canal of blood flowing from deep within the ravine city itself, and bobbing in its crimson waters, grotesque islands made from the dismembered bodies of countless dwarves.

He tried to scream, but his throat was too dry. He shook and shuddered, gasped for breath, hoping against hope it would not come; that he’d suffocate in this tomb of darkness, and have all trace he’d ever existed expunged from the world.

Involuntarily, air squeezed down his throat, tickled the tops of his lungs, and left him panting for more. His skull was a burning agony radiating from a thudding pain between his eyes. His stomach knotted, reminding him it was still there. He tested out his legs, rolled from the hips, extended the knees.

He flapped his hands about, patting, reaching. His fingers found something, curled around it. A familiar weight scuffed along the floor as he pulled it closer. An axe. How come he knew it was an axe, but still didn’t know who he was?

The retreating red waters of his vision seemed to gurgle and say, “A butcher. Isn’t it obvious? Kin-killer, pariah, the most damned of all dwarven kind.” But he wasn’t Maldark the Fallen, that much he knew. He was worse, his crimes even greater. Was that his doom, his punishment, to eternally remember the horrors he’d committed without ever knowing his own name?

He sat, still half-expecting to meet pressed earth or the lid of a coffin. Rolling to his knees, he crawled ahead, pushing the axe in front of him. It stopped against something soft and giving. He poked with his fingers, gripped fabric, and shook. Someone groaned in response.

Peering into the darkness beyond whoever it was, he could see the hairline of a square etched in reddish light. He scrambled toward it until he reached a wall. It was warm and metallic like the floor. Tracing the edge of the square, he found a little purchase and pulled. There was an answering rattle, but it didn’t budge. A door, then, locked or bolted. He pushed, but there was no give. With a swell of curses pressing up against his clenched teeth, he began to pound at it with the haft of the axe.

People started to moan and cough. He stole a look behind. Yellow slits stared back at him through the dark. There was a low growl, a light patter as the devilish eyes drew nearer, and then a voice, harsh and throaty, the words barely formed.

“Calm… Nameless… No… fear.”

Nameless? That was… That was what Shadrak had called him, back then. In Arx Gravis, when Shader had awoken him in his cell. Yes, Nameless: the name that wasn’t a name. Identity dawned on him like a bad memory. And like memories, it was riddled with empty spaces—the things he couldn’t remember; the things he shouldn’t.

Pushing down on the axe haft, he stood. The blackness began to shimmer and dance with tiny lights—living lights that banked and twirled, drifted and hovered. More and more of the creatures swarmed into the air, casting their orange glow about the cramped room and the huddled bodies shifting and moaning on the floor. They were insects, fireflies, swarming from the gaping maw of a wolf, which trembled and panted, but never released him from its jaundiced glare.

There was enough light now to see that they were in some kind of iron chamber, a cell of sorts, with just the one outline of a door but no visible lock or handle. The walls were skirted with a thicker ridge of metal dotted with the mouths of tubes.

“Better,” barked the wolf, as the air around it buckled and folded, and Bird stood in its place. The little man scratched his bald head and drew his feathered cloak around him. Heavy lids drooped over his eyes, and beneath his hawkish nose, a faint smile played on his lips. His skin was dappled with the light of the fireflies, and deep grooves crisscrossed his face, giving him the appearance of one of the mummified councilors perpetually displayed in Arx Gravis’s corridors of power.

Nameless took a step toward him, but the rasp of cloth, the creak of joints brought him up short.

“Where the ruddy Abyss are we?” A bullish man in a brocaded jacket lurched to his feet. He had a bushy mustache and whiskers but no beard. There was a name for such people in the Ravine City, though Nameless was shogged if he could remember it. Something to do with goats and rutting. Before it could come into focus, another name muscled its way to mind: Galen. The oaf from the Perfect Peak.

Galen straightened his uniform and shook the grog from his head.

Behind him, a half-naked savage—Ekyls—hissed and rose to a crouch, sniffing the air and squinting. He still had his hatchet, which struck Nameless as odd, but no odder than him retaining his axe, and Galen his saber. Clearly, their captor didn’t see them as a threat. The thought could have been intimidating, Nameless supposed, but to him, it was a challenge, and one he would gladly accept, if ever he got the chance.

The old priest, or whatever he was, Ludo, was starting to rouse, hands clutching a black book.

The fat slimy one—Albert—was sprawled against the body of a dead mule. Their mule. Quintus, the poisoner had called him, after the poet. Seemed the poor beast’s luck was as bad as his namesake’s verse.

There was no sign of Shadrak. Nameless dimly recalled the assassin had been below when that monstrous face burst from the lava, its cavernous mouth spewing fumes over them.

He clutched his stomach as it gurgled and complained. It never shogging stopped. Surely it had gotten the message by now. Nothing solid had passed its way in months. Probably never would again, the way things were going.

“Right, now,” Galen said. “Observations.” No one said anything, so he pressed on. “Well, the way I see it, we’re trapped in a chamber of sorts—could be a cell.” He rapped the wall with his knuckles. “Iron, I’d say. Now, the first thing to do in a situation such as—”

“Shut your mouth, fool!” Ekyls gave him an eviscerating look, and Galen stuttered to a stop.

The savage was on his belly beside Nameless, scratching around the outline of the door.

With a snort that became a yawn, Albert rolled away from the mule, rubbed his thumb against his fingers, and sniffed.

“Rotten eggs.” He pulled a copper coin from his pocket and turned it over, examining it keenly before tossing it to Nameless.

There was a slight discoloration to the metal, nothing more. Nameless shrugged and flipped it back.

“Sulfur Dioxide.” Albert held the coin up, turning so the others could see. “It would seem our friend from the lava lake has a bad case of halitosis.”

“Bad breath?” Galen pulled a face.

“Stank like shit,” Ekyls growled, nose ferreting around the door.

Ludo didn’t appear to be listening. He licked his thumb and riffled through his book.

“Here we are!” He jabbed at the page as if he’d found the answer to all their problems.

Albert flicked a look at the cover. “What are you reading? Oh, of course. You’re one of them. Just thank your lucky stars we’re not in Sahul. I’ve seen people garroted for less and sent bobbing away down the Soulsong.”

Galen frowned and twiddled with his mustache, curling up one end, which flopped the second he let go. “What does it say, Eminence? Oh, you don’t have the new Liber, do you? Thought we weren’t to use Aeternam anymore.”

Ludo shot him a withering look. “I’ll translate as I go.” He found his place with a finger and read aloud:

“Tunc Nabuchodonosor repletus est furore: et aspectus faciei illius immutatus est super Sidrach, Misach, et Abdenago—Then was Nabuchodonosor filled with fury, and the countenance of his face was changed against Sidrach, Misach, and Abdenago.”

“The three young men?” Galen said. “What the deuce has that to do with what’s going on here?”

“Patience, Galen. You will see.”

“Poppycock!” Albert said, and turned to study the tubes around the bottom of the walls.

Nameless was starting to feel stifled again. It was bad enough being trapped in the helm, but this additional confinement was Arx Gravis all over again.

“Anagogic interpretation is what is needed,” Ludo was saying, peering over the rim of his spectacles at a red-faced and blustering Galen. “But it works best in the original tongue.”

“It’s a most parlous position you put me in, Eminence,” Galen said. “Ipsissimus Silvanus insists on the vernacular, and I am pledged to obedience.” He muttered something under his breath, which may have been, “As we all are.”

Ludo lowered the Liber to his lap and sighed. “Fads come and go, Galen. The Templum is old enough and big enough to live with them, but always the truth will out.” He sucked in his cheeks as he watched Galen’s discomfort. “But if it will save you conflict, Brother, I will follow the new rules. Perhaps you will report as much to His Divinity, if ever we are recalled.”

“You have my word, Eminence. And my thanks.”

Ludo gave a thin smile and went back to the text. “… and he commanded that the…”

“Furnace,” Albert interjected, rising from his inspection.

“You know the passage?”

“What? No, this is a furnace. See, these are gas vents. If I’m not very much mistaken—and I sincerely hope I am—we’re in a massive oven.”

The blood drained from Ludo’s face. “Oh, no… I chose the text for an entirely different reason. I meant simply to show the need for faith in such—”

“Be silent, idiot!” Ekyls was tense and shaking, eyes wide and fearful. “You get us out?”

Albert rubbed his chin. “I’ll do my best. The irony of the master chef becoming the main course is not altogether lost on me.”

He began to rummage around in the packs on the dead mule.

Nameless prodded the beast with his axe haft, just to be sure.

“Don’t waste your time,” Albert said. “The old boy’s snuffed it. Shame, really. Now you strapping lads will have to shoulder his burden.” He took in Nameless and Galen with a glance, but puffed his cheeks out when he got to Ludo.

Bird suddenly shook himself, his cloak parting like a cocoon.

“Those names you read…” His voice sounded harsh, his tongue thick with the words. “Sidrach—”

“Well I’ll be damned,” Galen said, looking to Ludo. “Isn’t that—”

“Shadrak.” Ludo closed the book. “Now that’s how the Liber speaks to us, unless you believe in synchronicity.” He squinted back at Galen over his glasses.

“Always was a shifty little devil,” Albert said, holding up a slim metal pick. “Us cooped up in here awaiting a roasting, and the midget out there, invisible, biding his time till he gets to pick over our charred and crispy carcasses.”

Ekyls brandished his hatchet and spat. “Me say he not be trusted.”

“Let’s not be so hasty,” Galen said. “Just because the ruddy fellow was canny enough not to get caught like the rest of us.”

Albert started to scrape around the edges of the door, inserting the pick as far as it would go and then trying further along. “Strange that the creature should strike just after he left us. Call me cynical, but what if that was the plan all along? It’s not like he’s been forthcoming with the details of this little escapade.”

“Thought you were friends, laddie,” Nameless said. He slapped the haft of his axe from palm to palm. “Or was I mistaken?” He’d not taken to Albert from the first, and now, finally, the poisoner’s lack of mettle was starting to show. He had all the makings of a dwarven politician, and that was nothing to boast about.

“I am,” Albert said. “We are. Need-to-know basis, I assume, with some of us needing more than others. Don’t worry. I understand. It’s the Sicarii way. I’d probably do the same in his position.”

“Aye, laddie, I’m sure you would. Last thing we need is second-guessing, or theology.” He turned his helm on Ludo. “If there’s one thing I can’t stand, it’s a lot of prattle about nothing. Less of the gab and more action.” He looked back at Albert. “Take my advice, and we’ll have that belly down to size in no time.”

Albert’s hands flew to his stomach. He gave a nervous laugh, but Nameless was astute enough to see it for what it was: a weak man’s attempt at a weak disguise. He was livid, and likely to exact revenge at some later date.

Nameless threw his axe over his shoulder so suddenly that Albert jumped back. “You,”—he jabbed a finger at Ekyls—“get on with your digging. It’s likely useless, but it’s still better then prattle.”

Ekyls snarled and gnashed his teeth. Nameless was sorely tempted to break them for him.

“Come, Ekyls,” Albert said. “We’re all friends here.”

Ekyls’ eyes narrowed to angry slits, but he backed down anyway. Most people did that around Nameless, and these savage types were as easy to dominate as dogs. It was all in the bearing, the posture. Of course, it didn’t hurt having the muscle to back it up.

“Looks like you’re in charge, then,” Galen said. “Can’t complain about that. I admire a man of action. Considered myself one, back in the dragoons. What are your orders?”

“We”—Nameless made sure Ludo was listening as well—“need to see if anything can be done about these vents.” Or, more likely, inlets that could very well start streaming fire at any moment. He was thinking of bashing them closed. Something needed bashing, that was for sure.

Bird rustled alongside him, head cocked, stony eyes peering into the great helm.

“I will look.” He warped and shrunk into a bright green bird, no bigger than an insect. His wings were a giddy blur as he hovered into one of the pipes.

Nameless stooped to examine an adjacent tube, and gave it a rap with his axe.

Albert let out a dramatic sigh. “If your aim is to draw attention, then by all means, carry on.”

Galen slipped out of his backpack and unfastened the straps. “The way I see it, if attention is drawn, we need to be prepared, wot.”

Nameless angled his helm at that. “Prepared how, laddie?”

Galen removed a tubular contraption, like a trumpet with a wooden stock and a trigger. Whipping out a handkerchief, he spat into it and proceeded to polish the metal, humming affectionately as he did so.

“Brother,” Ludo said, “that goes beyond the spirit of Berdini’s definition of proportionate resistance, don’t you think?”

Galen blew into the tapered end of the trumpet, coughed, and then upended the contraption to peer down its length. Satisfied, he gave it a shake and a pat, and then pulled a pouch from his pack.

“What is it the Luminary says, Eminence? ‘All things have their season. A time for war. A time to kill.’’’ He poured some black powder into the trumpet. Then, like he had all the time in the world, he unclipped a metal rod and used it to ram the powder home.

Ludo snatched off his glasses and rubbed them on his cassock. “‘Whatsoever a man soweth, that shall he also reap.’’’

“Duty, Eminence. Ordered by the Ipsissimus to protect you, and that requires the use of arms. His Divinity’s word, unless I’m very much mistaken, trumps even yours. The constitution of the Elect makes specific provision—”

Nameless brought his axe down hard on a tube-mouth and sheered right through it.

“Well, that’ll be a big help,” Albert said. He was scraping at the rust around the door.

Ekyls sprang up and stood rigid. “Something come.”

“Remember its breath,” Albert said, taking a couple of steps back. “When the door opens, cover your mouth and nose.”

Nameless flattened himself against the wall to one side of the door. If the vapors didn’t overcome him, he’d take one shog of a swing at that ugly face; maybe get lucky and crush the shogger’s nose, drive bone-splinters into its brain. He was starting to puff up with the anticipation of a fight, could feel his muscles filling with blood. He twirled the axe in his hands, and had to use all his willpower not to burst into song. The luck was upon him. He could feel it.

Ekyls crouched in the opposite corner, tense and ready to pounce. His fingers curled and uncurled around the handle of his hatchet. They were crusted with blood and dirt from his digging.

Albert squeezed in behind him. He was unarmed, hands clasped over his belly.

Galen waved Ludo to the far side of the dead mule and gestured for him to get down. When he was satisfied his charge was as safe as he could be in the circumstances, he swung back to the door and raised his trumpet-barreled weapon.

“This,” he said to Nameless in a stage-whisper, “is how we do it in Latia.”

“Praise be for Aeterna-Tech,” Ludo mumbled dryly from behind the mule. “I’ll eat my cassock if it works.”

A grating and clanking came from beyond the door. The metal chamber juddered, and wafts of rank gas rose from the tubes.

Ludo coughed and spluttered. Ekyls looked too angry—or frightened—to notice. Albert had a sly expression on his face; and Galen was stern as stone, eyes never wavering from the door. To Nameless’s way of thinking, he was as close to being a dwarf as a human could get at that moment.

More grating, and the screech of tortured metal. There was an agonizing pause, and then the door protested as it started to open outward.

“Steady,” Galen muttered like a ventriloquist. Only the twitching of his mustache gave him away as the speaker.

Gigantic fingers curled around the door.

“Steady…”

Smoke billowed into the chamber, but Nameless was already holding his breath. He shifted the weight of the axe, rolled his shoulders.

With a final scream of dry hinges, the door swung open, and an enormous head thrust into the entrance, eyes flashing from cavernous sockets. Lava sloughed around the mouth and nose, falling from the chin in a steaming beard. The lips were crusted magma, vapor spilling from them in swirls and puffs. As the mouth opened, a wave of scorching heat rolled into the chamber.

Galen pulled the trigger. Fire and thunder blasted from the funnel. The recoil flung him back against the mule. The giant bellowed as tiny craters spattered its cheek.

Nameless swung into the opening and crashed his axe into the giant’s nose, just like he’d imagined. Heat shot along the haft, singeing his palms, but he held on. A second chop opened a crevasse between its eyes.

Ekyls screamed and hacked at its nose repeatedly. Gouts of flame roared from the giant’s mouth, driving them back. The blade of Nameless’s axe was burning with white heat, the haft smoldering.

The massive head withdrew, and in its place, an iron-clad hand pushed inside, feeling about with splayed fingers, each as big as a sapling.

Albert stepped away from the wall. He glanced at a scrap of paper in his hand, then thrust it in his jacket pocket. “Sartis,” he cried out. “Sartis, Lord of the Jötunn, Son of the Flame, Rightful King of Aethir.”

Someone had been doing their research.

The giant’s voice erupted from a cloud of soot. “I am known? I am known! Ah, the aeons pass slowly. How many since my name was last spoken?”

Albert edged toward the opening, palms raised, head lowered. “I bring you gifts, o mightiest of the Jötunn.” He swept his hand out to encompass the chamber. “A feast of flesh, and with it, the finest culinary skills on Aethir.” He bowed deeply, as the flickering shadows of Sartis’s face fell over him.

Ekyls glared daggers at Albert. Galen struggled to his feet and tugged his jacket straight. He raised a questioning eyebrow at Nameless.

Ludo sat up, one arm resting on the mule. He seemed to have grasped the situation. His eyes narrowed with what looked like resignation, as if betrayal were always the inevitable outcome. He could have been right, too, but Nameless was willing to give Albert the benefit of the doubt, on account of the situation. If the shogger was indeed a turncoat, there was little chance of him outrunning a flung axe, not with a physique like that.

“How do you know of me, fat man?” the giant rumbled. “I thought the world had forgotten.”

Nameless studied the charred face, watched the flames lapping across its brow. Globs of magma formed around the pockmarks left by Galen’s weapon, the damage done by hatchet and axe. They seeped and rolled like quicksilver. Sartis ran a finger as big as a man through the conflagration of his beard.

“The world remembers, Lord Sartis,” Albert continued to fawn. “It remembers your stand against the Jötunn, the pain you endured.”

Sartis nodded and looked at his hands. They were encased in gauntlets of red-hot metal with wide flaring cuffs and articulated bands extending over the fingers.

“My people. Gone. No one left to withstand the Technocrat.”

“Your people fought Gandaw?” Nameless asked.

The giant rolled its huge head to look at him.

Albert scowled his annoyance. Maybe he had a plan, after all. Or maybe he just didn’t like being upstaged.

“What manner of creature are you, with your head encased in scarolite?” Sartis asked.

Any answer Nameless might have given bubbled up into his throat and tasted of bile. He felt exposed, vulnerable. His heart thumped out the rhythm of fear, but he’d long known how to change it to a more dwarven tune.

“You really don’t want to know, laddie.” He almost chuckled at that: him, a dwarf, calling a giant “laddie.” If only Thumil could have heard him. It’d make for a tavern tale worth the telling, that’s for sure. Except he couldn’t drink with the shogging helm on his head, and no dwarven tavern would admit him after what he’d done. The thought his Arx Gravis drinking days were lost forever twisted his mood a shade darker, and any trepidation he might have felt was swallowed up by a belligerence that had landed him in trouble more times than he cared to remember. “I asked about Gandaw.”

The giant’s eyes were clouded by steam, and a low rumble sounded at the back of his throat, its echo vibrating from the iron walls of the chamber. With a flicker of flame, his eyes cleared, and he said, “The Technocrat sent his metal men against me, once my people were out of the way. The heat of the lava vents hides me from them, and I dare not leave their protection.”

Nameless upended his axe and rested both hands on the haft. He gave a slight nod of respect for the giant’s honesty. No shame in admitting fear; it’s what you did next that mattered. The poor shogger had hidden away for centuries; probably didn’t even know Gandaw was dead, his soulless reign at an end. Sartis was no different to the dwarves cowering at the foot of the ravine, too afraid to act in case they got it wrong. And what Sartis had done to his own people… Nameless could relate to that. To his mind, the giant deserved an answer.

“I am”—was once?—“a dwarf, a discard of Sektis Gandaw. My people, too, have suffered.” He neglected to say, “at my hands”; already, shadowy fingers were tugging at the edges of his awareness. Stating his guilt aloud would only have tightened their hold, allowed them to drag him into the abyss of despair once more opening up within him. “This helm is both a curse and a blessing. Without it… Without it, I have no defense against the Deceiver.” And yet here he was taking the first step to having it removed. He couldn’t deny he wanted it off more than anything he could imagine; but at the same time, what if Aristodeus was wrong? What if there was no remedy for what the black axe had done to him?

Sartis nodded knowingly, then dabbed away the drying magma on his face to reveal perfectly restored flesh. “I rue the day his son made me a gift of these gauntlets.”

“The Demiurgos?” Ludo snapped his glasses off and looked from Sartis to Galen. “The Demiurgos’s son?”

“Aye, the god of Aethir,” Sartis said amid a billow of soot.

Albert made an attempt to regain center-stage. “The Cynocephalus, you mean? He gave you his gauntlets, so you could fight Gandaw?”

The giant laughed, a sound like a landslide, or the threat of distant thunder.

“The dog-head sees threats everywhere, not just from Gandaw. Most, he dreams into existence. He is the victim of his own nightmares. For a time, he viewed my people, the Jötunn, as his greatest menace.”

Ludo thrust his forefinger to his lips, brow knitting in concentration. “God of Aethir… No, no, that won’t do.”

“Excellency,” Galen chided, but Ludo waved him away.

“Creator, yes,” Ludo went on, as if working it out for himself, “but not the Creator, eh? Not the Concealed of the Concealed, the Ancient of Days, the Lord we call Ain.”

Sartis frowned, his eyebrows slanted jags of lightning. Either he had no idea what Ludo was talking about, or he’d heard something like it before and dismissed it as gobbledygook. Nameless was sure Thumil would have been in his element, debating with this priest, but the giant was having none of it.

“Powerful beyond all reckoning is the Cynocephalus. All Aethir owes its existence to him, but even so, he came to me in the semblance of weakness, tiny, like you—no more than a loping baboon with the head of a dog or a jackal. In such a guise of humility, he offered me these gauntlets, the strength to best the combined might of the Jötunn.”

“Clearing the way for Gandaw,” Albert said. “Which is what I was trying to say earlier.” He shot Nameless a withering stare.

Sartis inclined his head. “My people were once mighty, but they posed no threat to the Cynocephalus. He did not see it that way. He is a pitiful god, afraid his own creations seek to consume him. He desired only that they be removed, and in return, I was to have dominion over the world. It was a hollow promise, and you are right,” he said to Albert. “Gandaw filled the void left by the Jötunn.”

Ekyls tried to slink from the chamber unnoticed, but the giant’s beard was a cascading curtain of fire filling the doorway. Ekyls’ skin reddened and grew slick. At first, he was pressed back by the scorching heat, but then he covered his eyes with an arm and lunged for a gap. He might have made it, if he hadn’t slipped in his own pooling sweat.

Sartis flicked him back inside like an annoying insect, and he hit the far wall with a thud.

With slow deliberation, the giant turned his blazing eyes on Albert, as if he’d decided upon the choicest delicacy.

Albert inched away, until he tripped over the mule and fell on his arse. He scrabbled up quicker than a fat man should have been able to move. His cheek twitched, and his chin quivered as he tried to speak, but the words refused him.

Fear did that to a man. Nameless had seen it time and again in the Ravine Guard. He’d seen it when he’d returned from Gehenna with the black axe, too—on the faces of his former comrades, in the looks of unbridled horror he’d drawn when he’d begun to slaughter. He started to step between Albert and the giant; raised his axe.

“You are a cook, you say, fat one?” Sartis said.

Nameless held his breath; stayed his hand.

Albert gave a delicate cough into his fist and seemed to reset himself. It was a masterful switch, almost as if he sensed an opening and instantly changed modes to take advantage of it. “Not just a cook, Lord Sartis: a chef. The greatest who has ever lived, I think.” When Sartis didn’t respond, he added, “On Earth, I was a pupil of the magnificent—”

“Earth?” Sartis rumbled, and the chamber shook. “The dread world that spawned the Technocrat?”

The sound drew an answering moan from Ekyls, who pushed himself up on to all-fours, rolling his head and blinking his eyes into focus.

“Oh, he was just the dregs,” Albert said, mopping at his perspiring forehead with a handkerchief. “What you have to understand about Earth is the quality of the livestock, the traditions of its cuisines. You’ve not lived until you’ve tasted my coq au vin served with an appetizer of potage crème d’asperges.”

Nameless didn’t have a clue what that was, but something about Albert’s gusto, the way he closed his eyes and sniffed the air as if breathing in the most delicate aromas, set his mouth salivating. It hadn’t done that for as long as he could remember. At least not since Aristodeus had been tube-feeding him. He put a hand over his stomach as it growled.

“What are these words?” Sartis asked. “Demon-speak? Magic?” Something about his expression said he didn’t know whether to be angry or intrigued.

“You’ve not eaten Gallic before?” Albert said with a theatrical gape. He turned to the others, as if they would share in his astonishment.

Ekyls made it to his feet but swayed precariously. He put out an arm to steady himself on the wall.

Nameless merely shrugged. Before he could say he’d never heard of it, Albert pressed on.

“This,”—he indicated the chamber—“won’t do. It’s an oven, yes?”

Sartis gave the barest of nods, and steam plumed from the corner of his mouth.

“Won’t do at all,” Albert said. “Cooking isn’t just about setting things on fire, you know. It’s an art, a vocation. Now,” he went on, as if he were no longer on the menu, “might I suggest a starter, one at which I excel.” He gestured toward the dead mule, and Nameless had the feeling this was about revenge for poor Quintus landing him on his arse only moments ago. “Once your palate is primed, I will prepare the entree”—he indicated everyone else—“in a most exquisite sauce.”

Nameless knew he shouldn’t have been surprised by that, but it hit him like a punch between the eyes. The conniving shogger would kill his own mother if it benefited him in some way. Probably already had. And to think, Nameless had been about to step in and face the giant to protect him.

Sartis’s tongue flicked around his lips, forked and sizzling like sautéed beef. He reached into the chamber and picked up the mule.

Nameless had half a mind to wipe the self-satisfied smirk from Albert’s face. Ekyls looked to be considering something even worse.

Albert followed the giant’s hand out of the room, turning to nod curtly to his companions before the door clanged shut behind him. A bolt squeaked and snapped back in place with the finality of the grave.

“The ruddy scoundrel!” Galen said. His face was black with soot, whiskers singed and smoldering. “Knew from the first he was a blackguard.”

Ludo nodded impatiently, as if he were thinking about something else. He might just as well have buried his head in the sand as bury it in that shogging book of his. The only way they were getting out of this alive was through action, not reading, or thinking, or denying what was happening outside the cozy confines of his skull.

“Sartis thinks Gandaw’s still alive,” Nameless said. The poor shogger must’ve been too scared to leave his volcano hideaway. Mind, it was probably the only reason the giant had survived; the only reason he’d not been experimented on like that sorry-looking dragon Nameless and Shader had found in the laboratories beneath the Perfect Peak. Interesting, though, how a creature as big as Sartis had evaded the Technocrat all these years. And the goblins, too, although they’d always been slippery little buggers, and as cunning as the homunculi, in their own way.

Ludo, sucked in his cheeks and peered over the top of his glasses. “What do you suppose he’ll do if he finds it’s safe to come out?”

Nameless snorted at that. “If it’s speculation you’re after, laddie, you’re asking the wrong person.” He sat down and inspected the damage to his axe. The blade that had struck Sartis was cooling but looked like melted wax. The other was fine, just needed honing.

He rolled his head as far as the helm would allow. His traps were tighter than Rugbeard’s clutch on a wineskin—gods of Arnoch rest his soul—and the muscles around his shoulder blade felt like mangled laundry. Placing the axe on the floor of the oven, he tried to shrug out of his hauberk, but it wasn’t happening. Someone came up behind him and helped him off with it.

“You must be sweltering,” Ludo said. “I’ve half a mind to remove my cassock, but Galen would probably report me. Mind you, if Sartis took one look at my cachexic torso, I’d probably be off the menu.”

Nameless gave a wry chuckle. “Aye. Either that, or he’d toss you in the stock as giblets.”

The chainmail sloughed onto the floor with the sound of heavy rain on a tin roof, and he dumped the linen gambeson on top of it. He rubbed the sweat from his skin and stretched his aching muscles. The scarolite helm seemed to close in around his face. Felt like it was shrinking, compressing his skull, denying him breath. He shut his eyes and gasped in air. Shudders racked his frame, and his hands began to shake. He raised them to the sides of the helm, gave it a twist, just in case.

He heard the crack of knees as Ludo squatted beside him. Nameless forced himself outward, opened his eyes. By balling his fingers into fists, he was able to stop the trembling.

Ludo’s cheeks were sunken, slightly jaundiced. He looked little better than a corpse, although his eyes held a glint of mirth. He was watching Nameless with a look that may have been concern, may have been curiosity.

“Thanks, laddie,” Nameless said, “for helping me out of the armor.”

Across the oven, Galen harrumphed.

A thin-lipped grin split Ludo’s face, the crow’s feet around his eyes deepening, as if gouged with a knife.

“I used to be chaplain to the Elect. It’s not all prayers and homilies, you know.” For a moment, he stared off into some imaginary distance. With a barely suppressed shudder, he said, “Not out on the battlefield.”

Galen muttered beneath his mustache and set about examining the ruin of his trumpet-weapon.

“Old habits and all that.” Ludo flicked a look Galen’s way and shrugged. “Met a lot of good men—and a few bad. All a long time ago.” He took off his glasses and wiped them, chuckled to himself and sat.

Nameless was in no mood for conversation. He was in no mood for company, but choice was a scarce commodity when you were shut in an oversized oven with the rest of the main course. His muscles were stiff as stone, the veins feeding them silted-up streams. The rumbling of his stomach had quieted to a background groan, like it had given up; like it knew the only sustenance his body would get was by way of a tube. With a sudden burst of anger, he slammed the side of the great helm with his fist. Ludo didn’t even react. He may have guessed what Nameless was feeling. Might even have expected this.

Galen, though, was up in an instant, hand on his saber hilt. Ludo waved him off, and he slowly sank back down to his haunches.

Ekyls growled something unintelligible and proceeded to head-butt the iron wall, again and again and again. Either it was the savage’s way of rebalancing his brain from where Sartis had flicked him back inside, or he was feeling the same claustrophobic desperation Nameless got from being stuck inside the great helm.

The more he crashed his head against the wall, the louder Ekyls’ growled and shrieked and screamed. And then Nameless understood: the savage was making himself angry, raising himself to a heightened state, ready for action. Nameless had done it himself on many an occasion. Maybe not with the same ferocity, but he’d always used pain to shift his mood from depression to anger. He needed it now; needed some way to shake off the doldrums. If they didn’t act, and act soon, Sartis would fire up the oven, and they’d be toast. Unless Albert got his way, of course. In which case, they could look forward to being marinated, filleted, and diced into bite-sized cubes.

He rolled to his front and pumped out some press-ups, hoping Ludo would take the hint and leave him alone.

He didn’t.

“Used to be athletic myself, you know,” Ludo said. “Trained with the troops when I could. Don’t have the energy these days.”

Galen handed Ludo a hunk of bread, chewing noisily on a piece himself.

Ludo took it between his thumb and forefinger, as if holding a soiled rag.

Nameless began to launch out of each press-up, clapping in between.

Ludo shifted onto his side, resting on his elbow. He discreetly dropped the bread to the floor.

“Good days.” Ludo sighed. “Not entirely happy, but good. Full of purpose.”

Ekyls fell away from the wall. His forehead was a pulpy mess.  Bloody tracks ran down his face and were starting to ooze onto his chest. He looked better for it, though, and something like a malicious leer carved a gouge across his face. It froze in place as his legs turned to jelly, and he collapsed in a heap.

Nameless put one arm behind his back and continued to press out reps, muscles straining, sweat pouring off him. The effort was the next best thing to pain. If such a thing existed, it was healthy pain, the sort that drove his inner darkness back into the corners. He even felt compelled to throw out a few words to Ludo.

“No point dwelling on what’s past, as my brother Lucius would say. Now’s the only thing that’s real.”

“Your brother was quite right,” Ludo said. “Although I wonder what the present would be, had one acted differently in the past.”

“Regrets?” Nameless grunted as he shifted hands, the repetitions growing slow and hard. Ekyls was breathing, wasn’t he? It was hard to tell in the dim light.

“Oh no, not really.” Ludo was whimsical. “But it would be dishonest to say I didn’t miss the old days. It all gets so much duller with each promotion. The life of an adeptus is a far cry from that of a simple priest.”

Nameless paused. “It was that way with me. With the power—” The words dissolved into nothingness before he could finish what he was going to say. Something about how the black axe had made him feel: indomitable, but afraid. Afraid of the merest threat, the oldest of friends. Not only had it been terrifying, to the point that he’d doused it with rage, but it had also been… dull. Dull and so, so lonely.

“Promotion, power,” Ludo said. “It’s all the same, if you want it. Not saying that I did. These things just come to you in the Templum. You put your head down and get on with it. Always felt a bit of a fraud as an adeptus, like I should know things I didn’t, feel more, be bolder.”

Nameless stood and dropped into a squat, pushing through his heels until he came upright again.

Galen picked up Ludo’s discarded bread, dusted it off, and bit into it. He spoke as he chewed.

“Pretty bold thing you did that got us exiled. Bold but ruddy scandalous, and wasted effort, if you ask me.”

Ludo tutted and sighed, as if he’d answered the accusation a thousand times. “We are evangelists, Galen, not exiles.”

“Sent from Earth to proselytize?” Nameless asked. He doubted they’d have much success. Aethir was a hard world and a cruel one. Galen might adapt, but Ludo… He’d quickly end up the corpse he already looked. Nameless pulled on the gambeson and hefted the hauberk. Shogging thing felt like it weighed a ton after all those press-ups.

Ludo stood to help him. “Yes and no,” he said. “A bit of both, really. Galen is perhaps a bit negative in his assessment, but he’s also mostly right.”

“So, laddie, your mission here is a punishment?”

Ludo coughed into his hand. “Well, in a manner of speaking. But there are always two sides—”

“His Eminence thought he’d carry sway with the Judiciary; get one of the old boys released.”

“Which, indeed, I did. I only wish there was more I could have done, but it’s a fine line between obedience and conscience.”

Galen threw his weapon aside in disgust. “Useless piece of rubbish. Blunderbuss, they call it. Reckon they should have stopped at blunder.” He turned his bullish head toward Nameless. “Too much free-will in the Templum, I say. Has been since Ipsissimus Theodore. But it won’t last long. Silvanus is reeling them in, ruddy liberals.”

“Shader is certainly no liberal.” Ludo glanced at Nameless, looking for support, or perhaps gauging his reaction.

“Craven, then.” Galen said.

It took a moment for the name to register, and when it did, Nameless felt the loss of that brief friendship like a chasm opening up within him.

Shader had chosen to return to Earth after stopping the Unweaving. He’d made choices no man should have to make, taken the hard path when Nameless had pushed for the only one he knew: the way of violence, and if that failed, heap on a whole load more. But Shader had been right: it was his surrender, his refusal to keep answering power with power that had broken the deadlock with Sektis Gandaw, and freed the Archon’s sword to do what came naturally to it.

“Because a man refuses to fight, it does not follow that he is a coward,” Ludo said. “Galen here is still smarting from Shader beating him at the tournament for the Archon’s sword. Forgive and forget, eh, Galen?”

“Of all the infernal impudence!” Galen fumed, muscles bunching up around his ears. “He is a cheat and a cad, and you, sir, are a ruddy schismatic!”

“Be mindful of who you are talking to,” Ludo snapped. He took a single step toward Galen. His bearing changed in that instant: back straight, shoulders squared, and there was a tilt to his chin. It was the poise of a man born to authority, like those on the Council of Twelve who claimed descent from the founding fathers of Arx Gravis. “Always carping on about obedience. How about showing some, and a modicum of respect to boot?”

Galen dipped his head and spun on his heel. After a tense moment, his shoulders slumped, and he nodded to himself a few times.

“I’m sorry,” Ludo said to no one in particular. “Difficult times. We’re all under a lot of strain. Galen, do be a good chap and see to Ekyls, would you? I think he may have done himself an injury.”

Ekyls twitched, and a ragged snore ripped from his throat.

Nameless shifted inside the hauberk until the links stopped pinching the chest hair poking above the gambeson.

“This Shader of yours. He was once on Aethir?” He already knew the answer; knew it was the same man he’d fought with, come to respect.

“Yes,” Ludo said. “He mentioned you.”

Nameless almost asked what Shader had said about him, but he didn’t want to put Ludo in that position. He wasn’t proud of how he’d acted in those last moments of the struggle with Gandaw. If he’d had his way, it would have all been lost. Shader had praised his efforts, but Nameless knew when someone was just being kind. He knew what he was, what he’d done, and what he’d failed to do.

Instead, he asked, “He is well?”

“Very much changed from the man you would have known,” Ludo said. “Not everyone approves, least of all the Ipsissimus. The Templum Judiciary had him tortured, and would have continued until he broke or died, I imagine. I intervened. Our hierarchy doesn’t exactly encourage leapfrogging one’s superiors, so I was unopposed at the time. But, as is the way of things, word reached the Ipsissimus eventually.”

“And this exile is the price of your intervention?”

Ludo chuckled. “Galen likes to think so. Maybe he’s right, but it doesn’t help to dwell on it. I go where I am told, and he has orders to protect me. Of course, he gets above himself from time to time and seems to think his duties extend to mothering me.”

Galen drew back from tentatively tapping Ekyls on the shoulder. To his credit, he’d obeyed his superior and gone to check the savage out, but he wasn’t exactly committed to the task.

Nameless’s stomach knotted and grumbled, as if it had overruled the spark of interest Shader’s name had drawn from the ashes of his inner being. He wished, not for the first time, he had something solid to eat. It wasn’t so much a necessity—Aristodeus’s infusion would fuel him for weeks yet; it was more a need for fullness, for satiety, for the comfort of good food and strong beer; good company, too. These dullards weren’t much for singing. Galen was so puffed up with self-importance, he probably couldn’t even whistle in tune. And as for a farting contest, he was the sort who’d rather keep it in with a plug up his arse than let rip and reveal his base normality. Thing was, the buffoon always seemed to be eating, when he wasn’t fiddling with that ridiculous mustache. In one end, clogged at the other. Maybe that’s why his gut was so big. Just the thought of it made Nameless check his own through his hauberk. Part of him complained he had a bit of extra these days, but a quick tense of the abs convinced him it was all muscle. At least he had that to be thankful for. Even in his beer-drinking days with Thumil, his mid-section had retained the ridged definition of an iron breastplate. Carved from granite, he used to boast, but right now it felt like all his muscles were made from stone: heavy, and about as pliant.

If Galen had an opposite, it was Ludo. Nameless hadn’t seen the adeptus touch a morsel. He was always wrapped up in that silly black book, looking for inane passages of scripture and twisting their meaning until they seemed to illustrate whatever point he was trying to make. At least when Thumil had done it, he’d stuck to some sort of literal meaning and used it as a point of departure for a critique of the Council of Twelve’s endless procrastination. But Ludo seemed determined to make his holy balderdash the be-all and end-all of every subject under the suns. Not much of a farter, either, judging from his demeanor; and if he attempted to whistle, chances were his teeth would all fall out. Nice enough fellow, to be sure, but not fitted to the hardships of a quest like theirs. He’d likely last as long as a keg of ale at a baresarks’ piss-up.

Galen shook Ekyls a bit more vigorously now. It struck Nameless as a bad idea.

“Come on, wakey wakey. Wha—”

Ekyls’ hands caught Galen round the throat. Blue veins popped out along his forearms, and his mouth curled into a yellow, snarling slit.

Galen thrashed about, but Ekyls leaned in, as if he intended to bite his face off.

“Bloody heathen!” Galen growled. His fist crashed into Ekyls’ face, but the savage just squeezed harder. Galen caught him again, a solid blow in the mouth.

Ekyls spat blood, and a tooth clattered to the floor. With a surge of effort, Galen rolled him over and started to pound his already swollen face. Ekyls went limp, and Galen stood, tugging his uniform straight. He coughed up phlegm and rubbed his raw throat.

Ekyls struck like a serpent, biting into Galen’s ankle and pulling the legs out from under him. Galen grunted as his tailbone hit the floor hard. Ekyls leapt astride him, teeth straining for the jugular.

It was getting out of hand. The coccyx bruising was enough to bring tears to a dwarf’s eyes, but ripping a man’s throat out was against the rules, as far as Nameless was concerned.

He grabbed Ekyls by the hair and flung him against the wall. Ekyls sprang off of it with astonishing agility, and he twisted in midair, coming at Nameless with outstretched fingers. Dirty nails raked across chain links, seeking an opening. Nameless got one hand on Ekyls’ neck, the other on his groin, then he dipped and hoisted the savage kicking and screaming above his head.

“Have to warn you, laddie,” he said, trying to keep the effort from his voice, “I’m starting to get a wee bit irritable.”

Ekyls only struggled harder, and he spat a torrent of gobbledygook that had the flavor of abuse to it.

Nameless slammed him into the floor. Ekyls’ head hit hard, and he lay still.

“Did you see that?” Galen said to Ludo. “Damned barbarian tried to throttle me.”

“Well, you did startle him,” Ludo said.

Galen glared at Ekyls, raised a boot to kick him, thought better of it and lowered it. “Bloody savage!” He spun on his heel and thumped the wall instead. It answered with a resounding clang.

“Must I remind you, Galen, about your language?” Ludo said.

Galen growled something, caught himself, and snapped to attention. “Forgive me, Eminence. Always had a ruddy temper. Won’t happen again.”

The clanging from Galen’s blow continued longer than Nameless would have expected. He was halfway to giving a grudging nod of respect for such a display of force, when he realized it wasn’t just the one clang: it was a succession of them—from outside.

Something rattled; something scraped, and then there was the telltale screeching and grinding of a bolt being drawn back.

Nameless hefted his axe to his shoulder. He did his best to still the pounding of his heart by whistling a ditty he’d once heard in a tavern and never managed to get out of his head. He’d be shogged if he could remember what it was called.

Galen’s hand went to his saber, partially drawing it. He cast a look at Nameless; nodded that he was ready. “Give him ruddy murder, eh? Or go down fighting.”

Ludo shuffled to the rear, head bowed, lips moving silently. He hurriedly touched his forehead, the same way Shader used to. In his black cassock, he could have been mistaken for a necromancer preparing invocations for battle.

The door rattled and shook, but didn’t open.

Galen took a step forward, and his saber rasped as it came all the way out of the scabbard.

A fizzing noise sounded from outside. Greenish gas started to spill through the hairline gap surrounding the door.

Instinctively, Nameless held his breath and took up a position to one side. If he gripped his axe any tighter, he’d have snapped it in two. With a roll of the great helm and a sigh, he slackened off a little and chastised himself for acting like a new recruit. Maybe it was the long confinement at Arx Gravis, or the burden of guilt that sat like a mountain on his shoulders. Or maybe it was just the thought of being locked in a fire giant’s oven waiting to be cooked.

The fizzing petered out, and the gas dispersed.

Galen took another step—

There was a flash and a bang and the stench of sulfur.

A hole the size of a fist smoldered midway up the door. Nameless glimpsed movement through it, and a pink eye pressed up close.

“Are you scuts gonna just stand there gawping,” Shadrak said, “or are you gonna help me get this shogging door open?”

 




THE FIRST SHADOW

Shadrak lay face down at the opening of a lava vent, the aroma of spiced meat thick in his nostrils. His finger rested lightly on the rifle’s trigger. Any more, and it would be too much.

Twenty feet below, Albert’s fat face was quartered like a pie in the crosshairs. He stood atop a natural table of rock, stirring a stone cauldron that steamed and bubbled.

The shogger had it coming, any way you looked at it. Always up to something, and lately, Shadrak had the sense it was something that concerned him. It wasn’t his usual paranoia. It was intuition. Something about the way Albert looked at him. The subtle change in his delivery. The way Shadrak’s skin crawled in his proximity, as if the poisoner were a breeding ground for fleas.

Whatever it was, Albert was no mug. He’d bide his time, wait for the opportunity, then do what had to be done to make sure he held the advantage.

Shadrak had learned the hard way it was better to be safe than sorry. That’s why he always made a point of knowing every last detail about his victims, as well as his colleagues. Sooner or later, the two became one and the same. It was only a matter of time. What he knew of Albert, he was only surprised it had taken so long.

A wave of heat scalded Shadrak’s face as Sartis passed beneath the vent, the top of his head a forest of flames. The giant had paced relentlessly since Albert had started cooking. Likely, the poor bastard usually feasted on nothing but goblins he caught and tossed into his oven. Even Quintus the mule was bound to be an improvement on that.

Perhaps this was it: the moment Albert showed his hand. However he’d managed it, he was in with the giant, at least for the time being.

Albert offered the giant a taste, but the spoon was too small. Instead, Sartis bent down and tilted the cauldron. His lips sizzled as he pressed them to the rim, and he sighed like a parched man taking a cool drink.

“Not too much, now,” Albert said. “Needs more spice.” He produced a glass vial from his jacket pocket, shook it vigorously, and poured the contents into the broth.

That started Shadrak second-guessing himself. The herbs and spices for cooking were strewn about the pot. Whatever this new ingredient was, you could bet it wasn’t sage or marjoram. Which meant Albert might have been double-crossing Sartis. Either that, or he knew he was being watched and was just creating the impression of a double-cross.

“Ready now?” Sartis asked, licking the grease from his lips with his forked tongue. His tail snapped and coiled in anticipation.

“One last stir,” Albert said, “a pinch more salt, and voila, as they say in Gallia. All yours.” He stood aside and offered the cauldron to the giant.

“At last,” Sartis said, lifting the pot with ease and draining the contents in one gulp. “Good. Very good.”

Albert scrutinized him for a long moment, then he grinned. “Glad you like it.”

“Now I’m really hungry.” The giant patted his stomach. “Come, let’s fire the oven.”

“One should wait a while between courses,” Albert said. “Allow the digestive juices to… Wait, I thought we agreed they were to be sautéed. Do you have a skillet? A stone one would be fine. Other than that, I’d recommend—”

“Now!” Sartis slammed the cauldron back down on the table, causing the cavern to tremble.

Shadrak backed down the vent, paused at the opening to sling the rifle over his shoulder, and then dropped over the lip to hang by his fingertips. He found a foothold and swiftly started to descend.

“Laddie, what’s happening?” Nameless called up from below.

“Quintus is halfway to being a giant turd,” Shadrak said. He let go and dropped the last ten feet, landing lightly in a crouch. “Now, get a move on. They’re coming.”

Nameless led them back down the slope into the mouth of the cathedral cavern.

Ekyls was slouched sullenly beside the iron oven. A black and yellow lump stood out on his forehead, large as an egg. The rest of his face was a swollen mess. Ludo hovered over him like a guilty mother not knowing how to comfort a homicidal child. Galen stood some way off, sharpening his saber. He looked up expectantly as they approached, apparently bored of waiting and keen to engage the enemy.

“Positions, everyone,” Shadrak said, then scrambled up a natural ramp and clambered onto a high shelf.

“About ruddy time,” Galen said. He marched over to an enormous stalagmite and pressed his back into it. With a raise of his blade and a nod, he edged round the other side, out of view.

Ludo took up his place behind the oven with all the enthusiasm of a man going to the gallows.

Ekyls hissed and glared. “Stupid plan. Fight like a man, not hide like a boy.” He cast a sneering glance at the oven.

It was meant for Bird, Shadrak could see that. The little man had never come back from the tube he’d apparently flown into. Was he hiding, like Ekyls said, waiting till it was all over before he emerged to pick over what was left of the rest of them? It wasn’t like Bird owed them anything, and the way he’d just run into Nameless on the road didn’t exactly bode well. If anything, the creep had the feel of Dave the Slave about him: showing up when and where he wanted, and keeping his true nature a tightly held secret.

“Haven’t you learned your lesson, laddie?” Nameless said, angling his helm at Ekyls. “You’ve been told what to do, now move it.”

Ekyls glared back but then grinned—a sharp-toothed grin dripping with poison. It told Shadrak he’d do as he was told this time, but it was acquiescence lined with threat.

Ekyls loped off behind a natural plinth, dropped into a crouch, and twirled his hatchet. In an instant, he’d gone from sulking teenager to seasoned predator, and murder was writ large over his ruined face.

Nameless ambled to his position behind a boulder at the cavern’s entrance. He looked as calm and sure of himself as ever, but Shadrak doubted even he could stand against Sartis.

But what choice did they have? Even if they’d wanted to back out of the quest and leave empty-handed, the cathedral cavern was a dead-end. The only reachable vents all led to the cave with the table, and then on to the lava lake.

If it had been down to him, he’d have spent more time planning, observing. It was only because these bumbling idiots had gone and gotten themselves caught that they were having to wing it.

He should’ve come alone. Least that way, he could have taken Sartis out while he slept, and thieved the shogging gauntlets just like he used to thieve everything else, back in the old days.

Shadrak tested his sight, focused in on Nameless’s half-melted axe. He shifted his aim to the eye-slit, and for the merest instant was almost tempted. Take the money and run, they used to say back in the guild. Would that really be so bad? And it would get the Archon off his back, maybe even pave the way to him seeing Kadee again. But how could he face her, after murdering a friend in cold blood? Because, hard as it was to admit it, that’s what the dwarf was: a friend. Shadrak had no doubt what Nameless would do if their situations were reversed.

He swung the rifle toward the entrance instead. It still seemed suicidal, but they were committed now. Who knew, maybe they’d get lucky. Ekyls was a rabid dog, too crazed to know when he was beaten. And Nameless had that air of invincibility about him, like a child, oblivious to its own mortality. Both were confident, and even if they were deluded, it was the best chance they had. Galen was just a duty-driven ass who’d sooner die than retreat. That made him a rare breed and stupid to boot in Shadrak’s book. Ludo was just a waste of shogging space. They’d have been better off staking him out as bait, for all the use he was.

The ground began to shake with rhythmic thuds. Shadrak scanned the looming walls and reckoned he could reach a vent if the fight was going badly.

He could almost hear the voice of the Archon in his head, telling him to let Nameless fall and have done with it.

The cavern was bathed in shadow as the giant stooped through the entrance. Albert scurried behind, puffing and perspiring, small as a mouse in comparison. Or rather, a rat.

Sartis’s nostrils puffed out black clouds of soot, and flames licked about his lips. Sweltering heat and sulfurous fumes rolled off his charred flesh. Red streams of magma pulsed in the thick veins branching beneath his skin like fault-lines.

Sartis crouched before the oven and peered at the hole in the door. With a roar of rage, he ripped the door from its hinges and thrust a hand inside.

“Gone,” the giant rumbled. “Gone, gone, gone!” He surged to his feet, spouting flames toward the ceiling.

Shadrak rolled back from the edge. His lungs burned from the heat, and his beard was smoldering. He covered his mouth and nose against the fumes, and tried to find a part of the rifle stock that wasn’t too hot to touch.

“With a hey, Nonny, Nonny!” Nameless bellowed.

Sartis twisted at the sound, stooped to get a better look.

“I’m feeling rather bonny!”

The dwarf charged, smashing his axe deep into the giant’s ankle.

Sartis kicked out, but Nameless danced around his foot and chopped down on a toe, sheering straight through.

“With a hop and a hack, and a wench on her back…”

The giant screamed, and the ceiling shook in response. A stalactite crashed to the floor in a pile of dust and rubble.

Ekyls pounced at the other foot, hatchet rising and falling, rising and falling, great gouts of smoking blood spurting from the wounds.

Sartis stomped, splitting stone and sending a booming shockwave rolling across the cavern. Ekyls was flipped to his back, and Nameless bounced and clattered into the wall.

As the giant went to stamp again, Galen leapt beneath his foot, saber held high. Sartis bellowed as steel lanced through his heel amid a shower of molten blood.

Galen ripped the blade free as he dodged the steaming shower, but Sartis’s tail lashed out and sent him flying into the oven.

Shadrak rose on one knee and took aim. It had better be a good shot, because he was about to give away his position. He started to squeeze the trigger, but Nameless roared and ran back in, swinging his axe in a glittering arc.

Ekyls jumped up and hammered his hatchet into the giant’s calf.

Rubble cascaded from the ceiling as Sartis howled and raged.

Shadrak took a different tack, and got Albert in the crosshairs, but before he could fire, the giant’s tail undulated and coiled, leaving a hazy smog in its wake.

Sartis bent down and grabbed at Ekyls with iron-clad fingers. The savage was too quick, though, and sprang out of the way. The giant crashed his fist into the ground over and over, forcing Ekyls to leap and roll between the craters he formed.

The haze cleared, but Albert had ducked out of sight. Instead, Shadrak pointed the rifle at Sartis’s head.

The tail lashed out again, wrapped around Nameless’s chest, burning and constricting. The links on the dwarf’s hauberk turned red, then white. Nameless grunted and dropped his axe, legs thrashing, fists punching desperately.

Sartis rose to his full height and spun round—

—to stare straight down the barrel of the gun.

Shadrak fired.

A deafening crack resounded about the cavern, and a tiny hole appeared between the giant’s eyes.

Sartis blinked and put a hand to his head. The tail went flaccid, pitching Nameless to the ground with an almighty clang where the great helm struck rock. The giant rubbed a silvery smudge from his forehead and flicked fluid to the ground: the molten remains of the bullet.

Shadrak slung the rifle over his shoulder and leapt for the adjacent wall. Pain lanced through his injured shoulder, but he clung on, swinging from handhold to handhold, wincing against the thought of the giant’s fist pounding him into mush. He made it to a narrow ledge and rolled onto it.

Nameless was back up, swaying like a drunkard, hoops of partially melted links encircling his hauberk.

Ekyls poked his head out of a crater, snarling and hissing.

Sartis stumbled as he looked down at them. He clutched at his stomach and belched. Dirty yellow gas billowed from his lips, and his hands went to his throat. He coughed, staggered, and fell on his face. Dust spewed into the air, and fractures raced across the cavern floor. Cracks rent the ceiling. It groaned and sagged, then dropped a ton of rock on top of the fallen giant.

It took a while for the collapse to subside, but when it did, all that could be seen of Sartis was a gauntleted hand and the limp tip of his tail.

Shadrak climbed down from his perch and crunched over the rubble.

Nameless eased himself out from beneath a pile of rock. The black helm was coated with dust, but, incredibly, unscathed.

Ekyls was curled into a ball at the bottom of his crater, boulders all around him, but none seemed to have found its mark. With painstaking care, he straightened his limbs and tested them.

Albert emerged from behind a stalagmite and offered the savage a hand up.

Ekyls flipped to his feet, then vaulted over the lip of the crater. Before Albert could react, Ekyls screamed like a demon and came at him with the hatchet.

Albert deftly side-stepped and rapped a cheese-cutter around his throat. The hatchet clattered to the ground as Ekyls clawed at the wire, spitting and gurgling.

“It’ll take your fingers off, if you don’t cut it out,” Albert said. He turned to Shadrak and forced a smile. “It would seem I’m being blamed for something.”

Shadrak drew a flintlock. “Shrewd of you.”

Nameless salvaged his axe from the rubble and advanced on the poisoner.

“One more step,’”Albert squealed, “and I’ll finish him.”

The dwarf kept going. “Fine by me, laddie. He’s your bondsman.”

Shadrak couldn’t get a clear shot, as Albert kept tugging Ekyls in front.

Nameless didn’t seem to care. He stepped in, raised his axe.

“Stop! Wait!” Albert sounded like a girl who’d pissed her pants. “I was trying to help.”

“Try another,” Shadrak said, drawing the other flintlock to double his chances.

Albert retreated a step, taking Ekyls with him. Blood seeped beneath the cheese-wire, but whether it was from the savage’s fingers or his throat, it was hard to tell.

There was a flash of red behind, and then Galen crashed the pommel of his saber into the back of Albert’s head, dropping him like a bag of rotten apples.

“Spineless ruddy blackguard,” Galen growled.

Ludo crept out from behind the oven and tried to make himself useful by examining Ekyls’ wounds. The savage lashed out at him, snarled, and backed away, clutching his throat.

Galen rolled Albert over with his boot. “Should be out for a while. Heard the big chap fall. Terrific crash. Brought me to. Well done, everyone.”

“Damn fine shot, laddie,” Nameless said. “I’d buy you a drink, if there was a tavern close by.”

Shadrak scratched at his singed beard. There was something odd here. He’d hit the giant, sure enough, but the bullet had turned to molten mush the minute it struck. If it hadn’t done so, Sartis would have died in an instant.

He glanced at Albert’s prone form. What if the poisoner had been telling the truth, for once? What if there had been poison in the vial, just as he’d suspected? It was too late to worry about that now. Either Albert would recover from the blow to his head, or he wouldn’t. Problem was, if he didn’t have his sights set on betrayal already, he shogging well would now. Albert wasn’t the kind to forgive and forget.

“Best get what we came for,” Shadrak said, starting to roll the rocks from the giant’s body.

“I was just thinking about that,” Nameless said. “I’ve hands like shovels in dwarven circles, but there’s no way those gauntlets are going to fit.” Nevertheless, he set about digging with a will, shifting boulders with an ease that belied his size.

“You can tell Aristodeus that when we take them back to him,” Shadrak said. “Maybe then he’ll stop getting your hopes up, and we can forget about the other quests.”

Galen knelt down and began to stack the rocks into neat piles.

Ludo was obviously above such manual work. Either that, or he was too old. He thumbed through his book, presumably looking for some bollocks to account for their victory.

Shadrak paused for a second as Ekyls slunk back over and squatted down beside Galen. The knight held his gaze, and something passed between them. Galen coughed into his fist, then straightened the end of his mustache. He gave Ekyls the barest of nods and then continued to stack rocks.

“All we need’s the gauntlets,” Shadrak said. “Don’t worry about uncovering the rest of the scut. Just mind the heat.”

Nameless already had a hold of one of the iron fingers, and pulled with all his might. The gauntlet slid free, and the dwarf fell on his arse. “Cool as a whore to a pauper. Same goes for Sartis. Must be because he’s out cold. Get it?”

Shadrak snorted a laugh, but stopped abruptly.

Nameless sat up, holding a gauntlet no bigger than his own hand. Shadrak could only stare at it, as if the world had just turned upside down.

They worked together to free the other one, and it, too, shrank as Nameless pulled it off.

“Well I’ll be,” Galen said. “Have you ever seen the like?”

Ludo stopped looking through his book and touched his forehead.

Nameless hurriedly put the gauntlets on.

“Well?’ Shadrak asked. “Anything?”

Nameless clenched and unclenched his fists, splayed the fingers, clapped the metal palms together. He took hold of the tip of Sartis’s tail and heaved. Slowly, steadily, he drew the giant’s body from beneath the rubble. He shrugged, as if the deed were nothing. With a roll of his helmed head, he stooped to pick up a rock. Turning to Shadrak, he closed his fist around it. There was a crack, and rock dust spilled between his fingers.

Shadrak frowned. Three artifacts to break the spell of the black axe, Aristodeus had said. Three items that, combined, could thwart the Demiurgos and return Nameless to normal. Garner power to be freed from power. Made a certain kind of sense. Least it was a plan, and they were already a third of the way to achieving it.

Ludo shut his book. “The giant’s still breathing.”

Sartis’s body was beset with fine tremors. His fingers curled slightly, then his tail twitched.

“Not a one-shot kill, then,” Galen said. “Shame, that.”

“Held guts before he fall.” Ekyls looked at each of them in turn. “Seen before. Long time ago. Felt it, even. He cure me of it.” He jabbed a blood-soaked finger at Albert’s unconscious body.

“The vial,”’ Shadrak said. “I saw him put something in the broth.”

“Mamba poison,” Ekyls said.

Well that about shogging sealed it. It was Sartis Albert had double-crossed, not them.

“Oh,” mumbled Galen, staring down at the poisoner’s crumpled body. “Do you think he’ll be all right? It was quite a knock I gave him.”

“You might want to sleep with one eye open from now on,” Shadrak said. They’d all have to. “Come on, let’s get out of here.”

“Well, I’m not carrying him,” Nameless said. He bent down to pick up a far bigger boulder than the one he’d crushed.

“What, leave him behind?” Galen said. “Not the done thing, in my book.”

“Then you take him,” Shadrak said. “Now come on, before Sartis wakes up.”

Galen tugged down his jacket and started to stammer a reply, but he stopped when Nameless hoisted the boulder high and slammed it down into the giant’s head. Bone crunched, and steaming gore splashed the cavern floor. Sartis moaned, but Nameless hefted the boulder and brought it down, again and again and again.

Shadrak couldn’t take his eyes off the butchery. Neither could anyone else. Even Ekyls was wide-eyed and slack-jawed. Ludo sank to his knees, and Galen swallowed the same lump over and over.

Finally, the giant stopped moving, and Nameless stepped away, drenched in blood from head to toe.

“I…” Galen said. “I…”

Shadrak frowned so hard his head hurt. It wasn’t like he hadn’t done the same sort of thing in his time, but Nameless… Perhaps the dwarves of Arx Gravis had a point. Perhaps the Archon did. He had the feeling things had just slipped a little further from his control, and that fulfilling the Archon’s contract, if it came to it, was now going to be that much harder.

“Last of his kind.” A voice thick with emotion rose up from the rubble like an accusation.

The air shimmered, and Bird stood before them, black eyes damp, lips trembling.

Nameless snatched up his axe. “Perhaps if you hadn’t shogged off and left us…”

For a moment, it looked like he was going to take a swing at Bird.

The little man drew his cloak of feathers close, as if it could protect him from an axe blow.

The tension broke with an almost audible snap.

Nameless dipped his knees and sprang up to the vent fifty feet above. The others gawped at him, but Shadrak couldn’t take his eyes off Bird. He met the little man’s stony gaze and, for an instant, felt a familiarity, a communion, the sharing of a sadness welling up to despair.

Bird blinked, and the feeling lifted. One side of his mouth twisted into a smile, then he fluttered up beside Nameless in the form of a raven.

Albert moaned, flapped about in the rubble, and sat up holding his head. Ekyls scampered to his side.

“What’s going on?” Albert asked. “My head. I’m all woozy.” He blinked his eyes into focus on the blood pooling beneath Sartis. “Are we done?”

Shadrak looked up at the lava vent as Bird flew from sight. “Yeah, we’re done. Let’s go.”

Nameless stared down at them through the eye-slit of the black helm. One gauntleted hand grasped his axe; the other rapped out a steady rhythm against his thigh.

 




BENEATH THE WAVES

Tunnel between Britannia and Gallia, Earth

Caledon drew up sharp, drumming his front hoof on the track and snorting plumes of chill mist into the gloom.

Shader patted his neck and stood in the stirrups, casting a look over his shoulder and straining to hear.

Water dripped from a hairline fracture in the tunnel roof, pooling in a depression that had been eroded over the years. Drip, splash, echo. Drip, splash—

There! A hissing, rasping sound—like the last gasp of the recently deceased.

“It’s just the wind, boy.” The fact Shader didn’t believe his own words didn’t exactly matter to the horse. He only hoped calm and confidence were conveyed by his tone. He scratched behind Caledon’s ear and squinted up ahead.

Dirty light spilled from strips along the ceiling, casting piebald shadows on the twisted rails and rotting sleepers. He’d seen such things in the lands bordering Friston, grown over with weeds and moss. Same beneath Sektis Gandaw’s mountain, when Rugbeard had driven a mechanical cart along the tracks.

Pressing with his thighs, Shader urged the horse onward one clopping step at a time, skirting a snaking cable of thick braided metal, the only break in the miles of uniformity.

The Ancients had been engineers of bewildering skill, more so here than with the towering buildings of Sarum. The tunnel was wide enough for a dozen horses side by side, and just as high. It had been cast from broad segments of gray stone, steel wires overhead and broken track beneath. From time to time, he passed openings onto smaller, parallel tunnels, beside which were mounted metal boxes coated with flaking blue paint.

Caledon backed up as water belched from a crack in the ceiling. The lights either side of it flickered and buzzed.

Shader dismounted and led the horse around the shower, casting worried glances at the damp stone above and the network of fissures working their way across its surface. Dank mustiness clogged his nostrils—earthy, tinged with salt. He inwardly winced at the thought of all those tons of rock, chalk, and sediment crashing down on him as the sea washed away all trace of the Ancients’ hubris in daring to build beneath the waves.

There was a sharp crunch from somewhere behind, and a snarl. Shader had half-drawn the gladius before rationalizing the disturbance: air in the vents. It was the atmosphere down here causing him to misread every little sound.

Another crunch—this time from Caledon’s hoof pressing down on the ballast between the sleepers.

With a shake of his head, Shader continued on. Caledon nickered and swished his tail, but whatever had him spooked, he apparently preferred to keep on moving.

The track before them was mangled: a length of steel rail twisted upright, its tip a jagged threat. Blackness thickened in the gullet of the tunnel, coalesced around something massive.

Tethering Caledon to the upright rail, Shader edged toward the obstruction, tripped, and stumbled into a pillar of pale stone. Not stone, he realized as he grabbed it to steady himself: a great curved bone, arching up from the floor almost to the ceiling. In the patchy light from above, it looked like a detached segment of the tunnel, virtually indistinguishable from the joists, save for its pitted and mottled texture.

He swung himself around the bone only to be confronted with another, and then he saw that he stood within a gargantuan ribcage partially smothered with rocks and dust. The skeleton extended way back down the tunnel. The raised rail he’d tied Caledon to stuck up between two ribs. It was an image that seemed to sum up the whole bloody devastation of the Reckoning, as vivid and as tragic as that on the canvas in the Gray Abbot’s cell.

Shader followed the spine of the beast, ducked into its cavernous skull. Its jaws were clamped about a rusted metal carriage; a carriage that dwarfed the one beneath the Perfect Peak. Its chassis was as big as a cottage, warped and buckled under the force of that once powerful maw; perforated by teeth as long as swords. Shattered glass piled around a broad window in the front, sharp edges clinging to its border. Seated within was the skeleton of a man thick with mold. Strips of frayed cloth clung to his bones with a tenacity that belied the ages.

Shader pressed past and gasped, breathing in the dust and coughing. The carriage extended for over fifty feet, where it was coupled with another, skewed across the tracks. He could just about make out a third beyond it, wending into the distance.

On one side of the front carriage, a steel door was half-open. A skeleton was wedged between the door and the frame, one hand outstretched. Shader took hold of the handle and tried to slide it all the way open. It was stiff with rust, but with a jerk and a heave, it screeched and relented. The skeleton’s spine crumbled, and the torso clattered to the ground outside the carriage.

The dead inside were crammed into seats of faded gray cloth that looked as if it would disintegrate on touch. Their mildewed skulls were twisted at grotesque angles, lower jaws hanging slack from the barest threads of desiccated ligaments. Their clothes were caked in dust, heavy with cobwebs, but the material itself—some kind of silk, by the looks of it, striped, checkered, emblazoned with meaningless words or simple images—had outlived the flesh of their bodies. Science, no doubt, clothing the Ancients in an immortality that didn’t extend to them.

One of the skeletons was peering at a sleek gray slate in its hands. It reminded him of the devices the homunculi of Sektis Gandaw’s mountain used. As Shader pulled it free, brittle fingers snapped and dropped off.

The slate looked as if it were made of metal but felt much lighter. It was glazed and had black circular protrusions in columns at the bottom. He pressed his thumb against one, blinking as the glazed portion flickered and then glowed with a soft light. Words came into focus on its surface—the last the Ancient had read:

For if we have been planted together in the likeness of his death, we shall be also in the likeness of his resurrection.

Shader closed his eyes, remembering. Remembering resurrection, if that’s what it had been when he came back from the Abyss.

What had happened to Tajen and the luminaries after he returned to his body? Had they been real? Victims like him of an illusory Araboth? Were they but phantasms of his own imaginings, a near-death vision desperately fabricated by his dying mind as the Dweller smothered him?

When he opened his eyes, the slate darkened. He tapped it, and it flashed to life for an instant, just long enough for one more line to jump out at him:

For he that is dead is justified from sin.

It could have been a line from the Liber, but it wasn’t. The phrasing was different, and the surrounding sentences, what he’d glimpsed of them, were more… cohesive. Was this one of the texts Blightey had bastardized in his compilation of the Liber? Then the thought occurred to him it might even be the same scripture Thumil had promised to loan him at Arx Gravis, a promise that circumstances had stolen from his grasp.

But why would an Ancient have been reading scripture? Weren’t they all as faithless as the Technocrat who governed them? Only Sahul remained free from that soulless reign, but even there, besides the Pardes community established by LaRoche, and the superstitions of the Dreamers, life had been pretty much “what you see is what you get.”

Shader found himself studying the dead man’s skull, wishing for answers that could never be given. Had there been pockets of resistance to Gandaw’s atheism? Had these people been fleeing oppression? Or was it something even simpler, baser, more fundamental to human nature: had they seen the devastation of the Reckoning and turned to the old faith in desperation?

He wanted to know more. Needed to. If he could read on, see exactly what the Ancient had turned to in his final moments…

He jabbed each of the protuberances in turn. Nothing happened. He shook the slate, slapped it, but all the life had gone out of it. Whatever it had shown him, whatever snippet of the past had been revealed, was lost; as lost as the culture that had sired it.

He lay the slate back down on its owner’s lap.

Resurrection. “How did that work out for you?” he said to the skeleton. How had it worked out for Tajen and the luminaries? How had it worked out for Shader? He’d died, and he’d come back. But what had he come back as? And who? The thing that gave the lie to the idea he’d been resurrected in any real Nousian sense was what he’d come back to: more struggle, more doubt, and more bloodshed. Part of him still longed for the peace he’d briefly tasted in Araboth, before the Dweller had put paid to that particular illusion.

His eyes roamed the carriage, resting on each of the skeletal passengers in turn. Their lives had been brief and fragile; their deaths much more enduring. Although, judging by the state of their crumbling bones and rotted ligaments, even this morbid frieze of the Reckoning would be no more than ashes in a few hundred years.

Justified from sin.

But were they? Was anyone? Did death really wipe away all transgressions? Or more accurately, did the death and resurrection of Nous? Was there even any such thing as sin?

Yes, Shader had to answer. Yes, there was, if what he and Nameless had seen in Gandaw’s laboratories was anything to go by. If a man couldn’t call that evil, couldn’t condemn it as wrong, there was no hope at all, no sense to anything, no purpose.

So why keep going? Why not back out while he still had the chance? While away the rest of his life in obscurity, doing the only things that really mattered: eating, drinking… He allowed himself a wry smile. It could be so simple, to eat, drink, and make love. The only problem was, he couldn’t see himself doing it. It was all so temporary, a series of diversions, a staving off of the inevitable.

Shader shook his head at the Ancients wedged in their seats, waiting for their journey to resume but going nowhere. He reached for his hip flask, changed his mind and pulled out his Liber. The soft leather hung loose as he thumbed the curled and yellow-stained pages, looking for something inspiring, but settling—where he always did—on the Liturgy for the Dead.

***

Caledon flicked his mane and rolled his eyes as they passed from the access shaft into another vast tunnel with a track leading away into the distance. This one ran parallel to the former, which had been rendered impassable by the crashed carriages and the bones of more of the dragon-like creatures that had savaged it.

The roof here was in good repair, its overhead lights casting a warmer glow, and they made good progress as Shader thumbed the knots on his prayer cord, closing off one life-sapping train of thought after another, until he was acutely aware only of the moment: the blood flowing in his veins, the movement of breath in and out of his lungs, the steady beat of his heart. Gradually, that focus shifted outward, onto the uniformity of the tunnel’s walls, and before he knew it, he was counting off the sleepers between the rails.

Caledon whinnied and balked, shaking his head from side to side. Something scuffed on the tracks behind, but when Shader turned to look, there was just empty tunnel.

Shader rubbed Caledon’s flank and left him there, then crept to the intersection they had just passed. He pressed his back to the wall and let his hand stray to the hilt of the gladius.

There was panting coming from the shaft—rapid stabs of breath interspersed with a sucking, slavering noise. A low growl sounded, followed by a few soft pads.

Shader held his breath, touched his forehead, and then swung into the opening.

Yellow eyes burned through the gloom, blinking, watching him with the patience of a wary hunter.

Shader took a step toward it, sword rasping from its sheath. As the creature shifted, he caught sight of its shaggy bulk lurching back down the tunnel a few yards, before it stopped to stare at him again.

His heart thumped as the beast rose up and advanced with lumbering steps. Murky light fell on a long tongue lolling from powerful jaws. There was no doubting what it was now: a wolf-man, like the ones that had attacked them on the Downs.

“Back!” Shader growled, waving the gladius, but the wolf-man just dropped to its haunches, eyes fixed to his, thick drool leaking from its mouth.

It retained tatters of clothing hanging in ribbons around its hips and torso: a gray-green uniform, frayed stripes on the shoulders. It dropped its head to one side, watching him with sad eyes.

Shader took a step forward and slowly raised his hand. The wolf-man’s breath rattled as he touched its snout, felt the fur on its face. He knelt down and looked into its damp eyes. The slits of its pupils seemed hard and alien, but they pulled at him, as if they were begging, yearning. Then, the realization hit him.

“Pete?”

The wolf-man let out a long, torturous moan and slumped to the floor, head resting on its forearms. It started to whimper, the only language left to it.

It was too much to take in: Pete, here. But how?

He’s fer the turning, Heredwin had said. We’ll see him through it, then he’ll go where he’s most drawn; like they all do.

“You following me?” Shader said.

The wolf-man’s head rose, and the panting resumed.

Shader stood and brushed the dirt from his clothes. What did it want? Was it his scent—the only familiar smell left to it? Had Heredwin sent it? Or did it want something else? Food? Company? To find a cure? For an instant, something like jealousy gripped his heart. Maybe it was Rhiannon. Maybe Pete was looking for her, and Shader was the best chance he had. He dismissed the feeling as soon as he became aware of it. So what if Pete had a thing for her? It was none of Shader’s concern. Not now. And even if it were, the prospects were bleak at best. Even if they found Rhiannon, she’d changed so much these past few years, Shader was starting to wonder if she had a heart anymore. If it was a happy ending Pete had come looking for, an acceptance of his altered state in the name of romantic love, he was going to be bitterly disappointed.

“Come, if you like,” Shader said, more harshly than he intended. “But don’t spook the horse.”

The wolf-man stood, looked down at its hands, and then at Shader. It hung its head as it stalked after him.

The craziness of the situation had Shader chuckling to himself. What was he doing, traipsing through tunnels beneath the sea with a wolf-man in tow, all so he could get to the realm of the Liche Lord and hitch a lift back to Aethir?

Perhaps he and Pete had something in common, other than Rhiannon. Perhaps that was what all this was about.

Shader’s thoughts turned to the violet skies of Aethir, to the Perfect Peak, and to the meddling philosopher always interfering with his life, knowing him better than he knew himself, and thwarting his every desire.

Shader’s fingers tightened around the hilt of the gladius—the sword Aristodeus had coached him to win since childhood. He glanced back at the wolf-man loping at his heel.

Perhaps they both wanted revenge.

 




WAYS OF THE FATHER

The Perfect Peak, Aethir

Rhiannon ran along a corridor of flame. Her hair was on fire, her skin a mass of blisters. Her screams came out raw and smoking, and white-hot stabs of pain lanced through her chest.

She ripped open her shirt without breaking stride. Her heart was a smoldering coal within the bare bones of her ribcage. She started to choke on the sooty breath clogging her throat, and then, without warning, plunged headlong through an open doorway.

It was dark inside, and she shivered. The blazing heat gave way to the crisp coolness of shadows. A corona of red light bloomed into existence, then another, and another.

She was in a room within a house of shadows. Columns materialized out of the gloom, each ridged and topped with a bulbous knob that poked against the crimson drapes drooping from the ceiling.

A couch appeared in front of her, and upon it, a muscular black man reclined, sipping from a silver goblet. He peered at her over the rim with violet eyes.

“Drink?” He offered her the goblet.

She reached out a hand. Her throat still burned. Something cool, something…

People the size of ants wailed and swam in circles around the inside of the goblet. The liquid was dark like coffee, and it had the aroma of musk and pepper.

“No?” the man said. “Then how about this?”

Somehow, his hands crossed the distance between them, found the back of her head. She was suddenly on her knees before him, his hardness seeking entrance to her lips. She thrashed and struggled, pushed back against his grip, but he was too strong, relentless.

“Taste and see that it is good,” the man said. “I am the drinker of souls, but you shall drink of me.”

Rhiannon tried to twist her head to one side. A scream built within her, but she dared not let it out, in case it gave him the opening he wanted.

“You know you desire it,” the man said. “Give in. Give—”

Hands—different hands—took hold of her by the shoulders, wrenched her away.

“You!” the black man said. “I am hers now. She is mine.”

“No.” It was a whisper with the trace of a Latian accent. “I will not permit it.”

Rhiannon knew that voice; had heard it cry out atop the Homestead when she’d gone to the Ipsissimus’s aid. She turned, expecting to see a black great helm and embers for eyes, but the helm she saw was silver, and the eyes were golden. In place of a mildewed surcoat was one of pristine white, emblazoned with the red Monas of Nous.

“Callixus?” she breathed.

“Go, now,” the knight said, as the black man slid off the couch and loped toward them. “The sword—” he started, but a fist crashed into his helm, and then the two were locked in a grapple, while all around them laughter shrieked and howled.

***

Rhiannon started awake. She was drenched with sweat, and her arm was dead from her lying on it. She sat up, rubbing the blood back into circulation.

She was on a bed in a silver-walled room. Light spilled in through a doorway, where a man stood—a dwarfish man, no taller than Shadrak. Pebbly eyes studied her from beneath thick brows. He was dressed in a gray tunic and britches and carrying a tray. His hair was a tangle of what looked like seaweed. One of Sektis Gandaw’s homunculi. One of Aristodeus’s.

“Wakey, wakey,” he said, as he set down the tray on a nightstand. Was that derision in his tone, a sneer on his face? “Tiring dream?” He raised an eyebrow. “It was certainly noisy. Aristodeus is a snorer, but you”—he offered her a glass of water—“are most definitely a screamer.”

She gulped it down, if only to help her speak. She turned her nose up at the dry bread on the tray and then gasped as she realized she was naked. She tugged a sheet over her shoulders and stood, towering over the little man.

“Where are my clothes?”

He made a mocking sort of a bow and gestured to a neat pile stacked on top of a chair.

“My sword?”

The homunculus gave a nod and a wink, then indicated it propped in a corner.

Callixus’s sword.

He’d been in her dream, only different. When he’d fallen to that gargoyle thing on the Homestead, he’d been a wraith, a creature of wispy darkness; but the man who’d saved her in the dream had been restored somehow. Had Nous spared him for his last act of self-sacrifice?

Yeah, right, she thought. The cold thrill of realization dawned on her almost immediately: The thought wasn’t her own.

Her eyes remained fixed on the black sword, and something like an invisible thread tugged at her chest.

“I have been assigned to you.”

She was dimly aware the homunculus was speaking, but her mind was elsewhere.

Flames. She remembered the flames, and the house of shadows. Her stomach rebelled as she pictured the man on the couch; what he’d tried to make her do.

Then Callixus had come. Why? What was she to him, save… save the bearer of his sword? It made no sense. Callixus was bad news, wasn’t he? Or was that just what Cadman had done to him?

“I am Bezaleel.” The homunculus’s voice seemed to come from a great distance. “I said, I am—”

“Tell someone who cares,” Rhiannon said. “Now shut up. I’m thinking.”

Her blood boiled, and her heart thudded at the annoyance. If he said another word… With a long, deep breath, she steered her mind back to Callixus. He’d tried to tell her something:

The sword—

The blade was definitely evil, of that she had no doubt. Shader had said as much, but so shogging what? The whole world was evil, as far as she was concerned; at least the crap it threw at her was. Not just Earth, either: Aethir, as well. Probably the whole shogging cosmos. The way she saw it, the black sword just evened the odds in her favor, gave her the means of gutting the next shogger who dared lay a hand on her. Or the next shogging homunculus to interrupt her train of thought. And anyhow, she’d had it since the Homestead, hadn’t she? It’s not like anything bad had happened. She was the same Rhiannon she’d always been, and she’d rearrange the face of anyone who said otherwise. More bitter, maybe; thicker-skinned. More irritable. Losing your family will do that to you. Being a refugee in a crazy world war, too. Having a child. It wasn’t like she’d asked for it.

She saw a flash of Saphra’s face, felt a moment’s pity at the longing in the little girl’s eyes. Saphra hadn’t asked for it, either. It wasn’t her fault. She drew back from that thought before it led her somewhere she didn’t want to go. It was bad enough admitting she had changed. It didn’t matter how or why.

The homunculus started humming to himself. Rhiannon gritted her teeth and tried to pretend she’d not noticed.

But what was it about Callixus? What had changed him? Had it just been a dream? Had her mind manufactured the good Callixus as a defense against the thing she feared most: being powerless to prevent the abuse of her body, of her, of what she was? It made a perverse sort of sense, given what Gaston had done to her. Aristodeus, too, in a manner of speaking.

Or had she really looked into the Abyss? Because where the shog else could she have been? It should have come as no surprise to see Callixus there, but not the way he’d appeared. His last act protecting the Ipsissimus must have counted for something with Nous, freed him from damnation. But then why would he be in the realm of the Demiurgos? To save her? It made no sense.

The question was, what had turned him bad in the first place? He’d been an Elect knight, the grand master: the best of the best, if Shader were to be believed. Was it Cadman’s magic? Maybe, but why hadn’t it done the same for the other wraith—Osric—who Shader said had accompanied him to the Anglesh Isles? He’d remained loyal to Nous, by all accounts, despite his crumbling certainties. And the other knights of the Lost had been little more than mindless automatons. There was just the one thing that set Callixus apart from the rest:

The sword—

Had he been trying to warn her about it when the black man struck him, and she’d awoken from her nightmare? Did he know something she didn’t? She’d known from the start it was screwing with her, making her cut, and making her need it more than she needed booze. But she’d chosen to live with that need, and she’d done a bloody good job of keeping things in check. The second it got out of hand, she’d ditch the sword, no worries, the same way she could give up the drink if she wanted to. She was about to add, “When was the last time I even had a drink?” but that would have made the case against her. Was it yesterday she’d got pissed with Shader, and he’d almost broken his vows? Nous, it all seemed such a long time ago. So much had happened since then.

The homunculus gave a polite cough.

“Shut it, Bezaleel.”

“So, you were listening, then.”

She gave him a look that should have burnt him to a crisp, and he lowered his eyes.

The real issue was, if she gave the sword up, what good would she be? She’d just go back to being another humdrum bitch from the arse-end of nowhere, and that wasn’t happening. Not ever.

It hit her like a thunderclap, then. She couldn’t go back anyway, even if she wanted to. She was something now, with or without the sword. At least to Saphra, she was. She might not have felt how a normal mother would, but that didn’t change what Saphra felt for her. What she needed her to be.

Still clutching the sheet over her breasts, she turned to ask—

“I expect you’re wondering where you are,” Bezaleel said.

“No, I’m not.” That was just a bit too obvious. “I’m wondering when you’re going to tell me where my daughter is.”

“Aristodeus has her safe.” The homunculus ambled over to the door. “Once you are dressed, I’ll take you to him. I’m sure you have lots to talk about.” He touched something on the wall, and the room was bathed in stark light.

“See,” he said, pointing at the pile of clothes stacked on the chair. “Not a stain, yet they were spattered red and thick with muck when you arrived. Thank you so much for washing them, Bezaleel,” he threw over his shoulder as the door slid shut behind him. “Don’t mention it,” he answered himself from the other side.

Rhiannon waited until his footsteps had retreated before dropping the sheet.

A line of black stitches puckered the skin on her left arm in a long ridge from shoulder to elbow. She extended her forearm, wincing as the thread pulled. Her fingers still worked, which was something, but her upper arm was a dirty yellow bruise and looked set to get a whole lot worse before it got better.

She remembered very little—the snarling face of a wolf-man, a filthy claw. It was like Oakendale all over again, when the mawgs had come. Only this time there had been no knight in armor to save her, just a useless bastard she used to know, who’d sooner watch his friends die than be anything other than a priest and a drunkard.

The wolf-man savaged her arm; she went down. There had been a flash of violet in the sky, and then nothing. Until the dream.

At least there had been a knight in her dream, though what it meant was too confusing. Was it a warning he’d tried to give her, or did he just want his sword back? If he did, he had another thing coming.

She checked her reflection from every angle in the burnished steel of the walls. Besides the bruising, she was holding up pretty well. She flexed her abs and they popped, and the tie-ins between her shoulders and chest were sharply defined. She smiled at that. Sandau would have loved it, the old perv. He’d always called her his work-in-progress, just because he’d been the first to get her into the gym. It was certainly an improvement. Made her look harder, stronger. Then, with a snort of contempt, she thought how the bald bastard Aristodeus would like it, too. But he could go boil his head, the sleezebag. No amount of champagne was getting her that drunk again. The only thing she’d be giving him was a pair of broken balls if he tried it on.

He was already trying it on, by the looks of the room. Some effort had gone into making it homey: a plush beige carpet; the molded bed with its square-cornered sheets and soft blanket. A large dresser stood against the opposite wall, intricately fashioned from dark wood, with a hinged mirror framed by intertwining vines. An antique, no doubt stolen from the past or pretentiously crafted by some servile lackey.

She bared her teeth for the mirror, gave a smile thick with malice. It shocked her how messed up she looked. How spiteful. But when she softened her expression, the whole edifice crumbled, exposing vulnerabilities she’d never thought to look in the face. Empty, was how her reflection struck her. Empty, lost, and broken. Even her eyes were lifeless, pools of darkness that drank in all the light.

She turned away and set her jaw, then threw on her uniform and fastened the sword belt. She reached for whatever the homunculus had pressed to open the door and paused. There was a panel set into the wall, but it was a lot more complicated than she’d expected. Numbers and letters in green light stood out from its surface. She pressed one at random, and nothing happened. She pressed another, then two, then three in succession. Still nothing.

She kicked the door, and it buckled. Grinning and grimacing at the same time, she pounded it with her fists. Each strike left its own dent. She probably could have punched a hole through the flimsy piece of crap had it not slid open with a succession of judders.

Bezaleel stood there, hands raised, brow knitted with either worry or annoyance.

“Peace, peace,” he said. “You only have to call if you need anything. Here.” He indicated the panel. “1, 2, 3.” He tapped some buttons, and the door shuddered shut. “The same to open. They’re all keyed to the same code, otherwise he can’t remember them. The silly fool was once locked in his study for a week. We thought he was in one of those ‘do not disturb’ moods, but he was tearing his hair out—figuratively speaking—and scratching at the door like an animal. Odd how captivity can make a brute of a man, and one so scholarly, too.”

Rhiannon would have liked to have seen that. She flashed a smile at the little man, and he frowned, as if he didn’t know how to take it. “Well,” she said, “I’m dressed.”

“So I see,” the homunculus said. “Then, if you don’t mind, I’ll lead the way.”

***

Aristodeus’s bald head was awash with the flickering glow coming off the screens that wound their way up to the top of the conical chamber. Thousands of pinpricks of light danced within wires snaking all around the spiraling walkways.

He was seated in an armchair, slurping tea with his pinkie raised, while discoursing with his usual condescension, oblivious to Rhiannon’s entrance.

That was nothing to write home about. He didn’t give a damn about her, only what she could do for him. All the training, all the unwelcome attention, had been in his own interests, and that included Saphra. Was it any wonder she could barely bring herself to look at the girl without cringing?

Bezaleel backed out of the chamber with a bow and a flourish. He seemed relieved to be shot of his charge, at least for the time being. Rhiannon could hardly blame him, the way she’d treated him. But shog him, anyway. There was only one person to blame.

She wasn’t ready for a confrontation yet, though. She needed to get her bearings, acclimate to her surroundings. It had been more than four years since she’d been inside Sektis Gandaw’s mountain. It wasn’t somewhere she’d envisaged ever returning to.

So, Aristodeus had got the Perfect Peak’s control room up and running again; though he hadn’t gone so far as to deck it out with kryeh. Instead of the winged women hunched over their work stations, homunculi scurried about all over the place, checking screens, twiddling knobs, tapping away at their gray slate tablets.

There were others in the room, too.

An old man in a priest’s cassock was the only one showing he was listening to the philosopher. He nodded with enthusiasm, eyes bulging over the tops of his spectacles. His ears were so big, he could probably fly with them.

A bluff-looking soldier hovered at his shoulder. He had the most awful comb-over, and a face bristling with whiskers. He wore the red jacket and white jodhpurs of the Elect dragoons. Which begged the question: what the shog was he doing here? The dragoons were supposed to be the latest military innovation against Hagalle’s hordes, but they’d fared no better than anyone else. What could horsemen do against the largest navy the world had ever seen? If the Templum really did have all the secrets of the Ancients locked away in the Aeternam archives, they had made a serious misjudgment. They really ought to have taken the next step, assuming there was one, and ensured their armies were more than a match for anything Sahul could throw at them. Instead, by playing it safe, they’d ceded Aeterna to Hagalle, and shog only knew what he’d do with all that Ancient lore once he deciphered it.

A scowling savage, brown-skinned and tattooed, prowled around the perimeter, hissing with impatience. His face was a pulpy mess, like it had been a doormat for a stampede. He received the occasional warning wag of a finger from a smart-dressed man with a tonsure and a gut. She was about to pass over him when she did a double take. It was the chef from that shithole of a diner in New Jerusalem. Albert was his name, she was sure of it: the bastard who’d given her a bad dose of the shits as a remedy for a hangover. And wasn’t he something to do with…

Her eyes were drawn to a cloaked figure no bigger than a homunculus, perched on the edge of a bureau. It was him all right: Shadrak, the pallid little scut.

He seemed to sense her watching, and flashed her a look of his pink eyes. He acknowledged her with his middle finger and a curl of his top lip, then went back to scanning the room, like he was expecting some invisible assassin to strike at any moment, the paranoid prick. Irony was, he was the one most likely to be doing the killing, not anyone else. He rubbed his clipped beard, then made a show of looking interested in Aristodeus’s lecture.

There was another homunculus type seated on a footstool that went with Aristodeus’s armchair. She’d not seen him at first. He wore a feathered cloak like Hunstman’s that blended near-perfectly with the background. Couldn’t say the same for his face, though, which looked like sun-scorched leather. He had a hooked nose and the sort of black beady eyes she’d come to expect from a homunculus. Not at all like Shadrak’s. Either the assassin was some kind of defect of the race, or, as she liked to believe, he was just a stunted human who looked like he had a bad case of consumption; that, and he’d given himself permanently bloodshot eyes from ogling too many kiddies.

On the far side of the chamber, a stout figure stood brooding over a long crystal casket. She knew it was Nameless straight away from the black great helm and the well-used battle axe resting on his shoulder. One of its twin blades looked melted. Could have been the blacksmith was pissed, she supposed. Banded iron gauntlets made his hands seem too big for his arms—and they were by no means small. If anything, the dwarf was more heavily muscled than when they’d last met. If she’d been working out, he must have been taming some serious iron.

She quelled her initial hope he’d turn and see her. For some reason, she thought he’d be disappointed: disappointed with what she’d become. It was nonsense, of course. She can’t have looked much different to the last time they’d been here together, in this very room. But the difference was on the inside; she was starting to see that now, and people like Nameless—people with that earthy quality; real people, good—they could smell change a mile off.

She curled her fingers around the hilt of the black sword. The throbbing pulse it sent up her forearm had the feel of laughter, and a voice that was not quite a voice prodded her to go look in the casket Nameless was rapt by. She took half a step toward it, then stalled. What was the point? She’d seen it last time she was here, when it was suspended in midair in Aristodeus’s office.

Something about how Nameless was fixated on it worried her. An inaudible whisper told her not to be so stupid. She felt the tug of the sword at her hip; felt inclined to follow its lead, but she couldn’t shake off Callixus’s parting words to her. More and more, they had the ring of a warning.

She wrenched her gaze away, looked up at the apex of the conical chamber, remembering how the walls had once descended into the floor, revealing the chaos of the Unweaving out on the bone-dust of the Dead Lands. So much had happened back then, in such a short space of time: She’d challenged Gandaw at Aristodeus’s bidding, and she’d failed. Shader had almost failed, too, when he arrived. Would have done, if not for Nameless. If not for her, as well, in her own small way. They’d all played their part. The only question was, their part of what?

Aristodeus was blathering on about lovers and skulls, the black stain at the heart of Verusia. “… counselor to Ipsissimi, the conscience of Nousia. The list goes on. A name once lauded in every corner of the known world, and now everywhere reviled. Even here on Aethir.”

The priest with the big ears shrugged one shoulder and let out a sigh. “Yes, yes. Sad, really, when you think about it.”

“Way of the world, Eminence,” the dragoon said. “Assuming any of it’s true.”

“Oh?” Aristodeus said, setting his teacup back on the saucer with a chink and holding it out for a homunculus to take. “And you have reason to believe it’s not?”

The dragoon gave a double cough and started fiddling with his mustache. “Wouldn’t put it past that blackguard Hagalle to muddy the Templum’s name, sully the reputation of the luminaries. Kick a man when he’s down, wot. Downright scandalous, if you ask me, to insinuate such a thing.”

Aristodeus leaned forward, with that “checkmate” look in his eyes. “It’s historical fact, Galen. Even your own scripture scholars admit to Blightey’s influence in the compilation of the Liber.”

Galen took in the old priest with a glance. “Being a scholar of scripture doesn’t make you right. Templum’s always had its share of heretics, wot. That’s why we have the Magisterium, to sort the wheat from the chaff.”

“So, you deny Blightey ever really existed?” Aristodeus countered.

“Well—”

“In which case”—the philosopher scented blood in the water—“who was it they launched the whole might of Nousia against in the forests of Verusia not so long ago, in the grand scheme of things? Surely, a man of your zeal and military prowess would have been there, seen firsthand.”

“Well—” Galen stammered, but this time it was the priest who cut him off.

“There were other borders to be maintained, men to train, that sort of thing. But you are quite right: the Liche Lord is real. LaRoche is clear about that in his history, and he should know. He was present when Blightey was burned at the stake.”

“Hah,” Galen said, as if somehow that proved him right. “Nothing to worry about, then. Let’s get on with it. Suit of armor, you say? To go with the giant’s gauntlets.”

“He came back,” Rhiannon said.

“What?”

It was Galen that spoke, but everyone turned to look at her.

Aristodeus’s face was a war of emotions, but he finally settled on a fake smile and a raise of his eyebrow. “Recovered, I take it? Well rested?”

She ignored him and answered Galen instead. “In the song.” Elias had played it on occasion, usually when he’d wanted to scare the living crap out of someone after they’d smoked too much of his weed. Apparently, it was worth it for a laugh. “The Ballad of Jaspar Paris and Renna Cordelia.”

“Oh, please,” Albert said. “Quintus bloody Quincey. His ass of a namesake wrote better verse with his overflowing rectum.”

So, Elias didn’t write that one, after all. Figured. A bard was a collector, he always used to say, not necessarily a composer. In truth, he’d been a bit of both, and never bothered much about citing his sources.

“Not sure I’ve heard that one,” the priest said. “Ludo, my dear,” he added for Rhiannon’s benefit. “Adeptus, if you go in for titles.”

Albert laughed out loud. “I’d be surprised if you had heard it. Quincey’s generally performed as a warm-up in brothels and beer halls.”

“I’ve heard it,” Shadrak grunted.

“Now that I find hard to believe,” Albert said. “Last I heard, brothels had height restrictions.”

Rhiannon would have laughed, if she’d been in the laughing mood. Shadrak didn’t seem to see the funny side, either. His thoughts were as palpable to her as a jagged shard of glass ripping open Albert’s paunch.

With ice in her voice—ice that was reserved for Aristodeus—she said, “I don’t remember much, only that Jaspar Paris is in love with Renna Cordelia, but then some woman lures him away and seduces him. Renna tracks them down, finds them at it, and chops the bitch’s head off. But it wasn’t out of revenge or anything like that—”

“No,” Aristodeus said, sounding suddenly serious and very, very somber. “It was a purely soteriological act.”

“Shog’s that?” Shadrak asked.

“She came to save him, I assume,” Ludo said. “Though the term is usually reserved for doctrine.”

Aristodeus was irritated by that, but he grinned, as if to say he knew.

“Well, I’m not sure this is a fit subject for an adeptus’s ears,” Galen said. “Nor a lady’s lips.” The glower he shot Rhiannon was riddled with disapproval.

“I want to hear it.” Nameless’s voice reached her from behind. It was muffled by the helm, but there was warmth in it; something she so badly needed to hear. “Out with it, lassie. Don’t be shy on my account. I’ve seen more than my share of beer halls, yet it’s a tale I’m not familiar with. Arx Gravis is somewhat incestuous as regards entertainment. Most other things, too.”

She craned her neck and gave him a grateful smile. Actually, it felt bashful, like she was a shy little girl once more, and he a kindly old grandparent. Not that she’d tell him that. He’d either die laughing or lop her head off for the slight.

She turned back to Ludo, the only other person not radiating contempt or hostility, and recited what she could:

“The maiden Jaspar rode until,

Her head fell on the floor;

Cordelia’s blade now slick and still,

A saving grace no more.

The skull did rise in curling flame

To fix poor Renna in;

That deathly grin, that leeching pain

That drew her soul to him.”

It was deathly quiet for a moment, until Aristodeus said, “That’s what you will be up against, if you agree to take this to the next level.”

“A flying skull?” Galen said. “After that ruddy giant, shouldn’t take more than a solid stomp of my boot to shatter it into a thousand pieces, wot.”

“It’s invulnerable,” Ludo said. “At least, according to LaRoche it is.”

“No way to kill it, then?” Nameless said. “Sounds like a challenge.”

“It is,” Aristodeus said. “A great challenge. Probably the greatest there is. If you can avoid a direct confrontation, I would advise it.”

“And if not?” Shadrak said. “What then? What can we do against a scut that can’t be killed?”

“I see,” Aristodeus said. “Then I was wrong to bring you all together. Wrong to think there was a way to free Nameless from his helm.”

“But it’s not just about me, laddie, is it now?” Nameless said. “There’s more to this than you’re letting on. True, I want to taste beer again, and true, my teeth are furrier than a rabbit’s arse from where I can’t get to clean them, but if I’m to put these folks in danger, I’d like to know what’s really at stake.”

Aristodeus’s eyes glazed over. Rhiannon had seen that look before. He was in his own head, scrabbling about for an answer; the answer that would best suit his purposes. “It is necessary,” he said when his focus once more shifted outward.

“Try again,” Nameless said. He took a fraction of a step forward, but it was so filled with menace that Aristodeus did a quick rethink, and then he wagged a finger toward the crystal casket.

“When you went after the Pax Nanorum, it was a trap, a deception of the Demiurgos.”

“Tell me something I don’t already know,” Nameless said.

“Until then, until your brother went and uncovered its secret in the Annals, you were set to be something… something…”

“Something what?” Nameless inched forward, but the threat had left him. Now, he seemed almost childlike, bewildered.

“There is a war afoot, Nameless,” Aristodeus said. “Call it spiritual, if you will, but in some instances, it is much more than that. There are times and places the Abyss coincides most forcibly with the worlds beyond its nebulous borders.”

“This is about you, isn’t it?” Rhiannon said. “It’s always been about you.”

Aristodeus shot her a look like a guillotine, then carried on as if she’d not spoken. “You were to be an important player in this war, Nameless, for reasons I cannot go into.”

“Go into them,” Nameless said, some of his ire returning. “I insist.”

“If only it were that easy.” Aristodeus let out a world-weary sigh. “There are forces at play, whole histories, time, space, an elaborate network of causes and effects, that should I let go one strand, should I utter one wrong word to the wrong person at the wrong time…” He shook his head, and perspiration beaded his brow. “Let’s just say, if you thought Sektis Gandaw was bad, what I have to deal with day in, day out, is a darned sight deeper, darker, and infinitely more insidious.”

“Then don’t look in the mirror so much,” Rhiannon said.

“Stay out of it!” Aristodeus thundered. He leapt from his chair and loomed over her. “You’re nothing but chattel in all this, understand? No more than a breeding-cow.”

Rhiannon’s fist crunched into his teeth, snapping his head back, and dumping him into the chair.

“Where’s my shogging daughter?”

The bald bastard was white with shock, the gaps between his teeth stained red. He tried to stand, but she slammed him back down, and tipped the chair over, sending him arse over head.

“I say!” Galen took a step toward her, but Rhiannon turned on him, and gave him her sickliest, coldest grin. The idiot stammered something about Nous-forsaken harlots, and looked to Ludo for what he should do next.

Aristodeus got to his feet, red-faced and fuming. “I will not tolerate this kind of—”

She aimed a kick at his head, but this time he was ready. Swift as lightning, he pivoted, caught her foot and flipped. Rhiannon rolled over her shoulder as she hit the floor and came up facing him. The black sword rasped free of its scabbard with scarcely more than a thought.

“Saphra, you shogger! Where is she?” She touched the tip of the blade to his throat. Black flames flickered about his beard. If they burned, he didn’t show it, and she didn’t care.

Aristodeus’s blue eyes clouded over like a winter sky. His face was twisted into a grimace that he struggled to control. He tensed, shifted his weight to the balls of his feet. He touched the tip of one finger to the blade at his throat, gingerly pushed it aside, and stepped away from her. His eyes narrowed, and he held out a hand to Shadrak, whose interest now seemed genuine.

“One of your blades, please,” Aristodeus said.

“Go shog yourself,” Shadrak replied. He went up a notch in Rhiannon’s estimation.

“Here, use mine.” Galen handed over his saber.

Aristodeus twirled the blade, made a few practice strokes in the air, and instantly regained his composure.

“You are no natural with a sword, my dear,” he said in his most parental tone, “but under my tutelage, you have become passable. That doesn’t make you a challenge for me, though, even if I were to fight left-handed.” He flipped the saber from one hand to the other.

Rhiannon feigned a stab at his heart, twisted her wrist, and sliced across his belly. Steel met steel, as Aristodeus deftly turned her blade and thrust the saber toward her neck. She rolled aside, hacking at his head. He parried with ease, switched hands, and flicked the saber out, tearing through her coat and stinging the flesh of her thigh.

She chopped down at his wrist, missed, and back-slashed across his chest. Aristodeus danced away, his blade a dazzling blur, darting and deceiving, cutting the air so close to her skin, it almost kissed her.

She lunged at his groin, but the saber was there; tried to rip a seam from his belly to his beard, but it was there again. With a scream of frustration, she battered his blade aside, and swung two-handed for his face. There was a streak of movement, the clash of steel, and a spray of sparks. Her sword shot across the room and should have clattered against the wall, only it sank to the floor like a feather.

Aristodeus pressed the tip of Galen’s saber to her throat, just hard enough to nick the skin.

“Laddie,” Nameless rumbled. Rhiannon felt rather than saw the weight of his presence. “That’s enough.”

Aristodeus’s cheek twitched, and his eyes narrowed to unwavering slits of gray.

For a moment, Rhiannon actually thought he was going to do it, but then the blue of his irises came back into a hard, chill focus, as if a cloud had passed from in front of them. He reversed the blade and handed the saber back to Galen.

“Nice weapon. Exquisite balance. Cavalry man?”

“Dragoon. Ipsissimus’s own regiment.”

Aristodeus took in Galen’s red jacket, as if he’d only just noticed it. “Of course. The elect of the Elect, eh?”

Galen shrugged and sheathed his saber.

Rhiannon took a fistful of the philosopher’s toga, but he swatted her hand away.

“Do not try my patience, woman. I would have thought one beating was lesson enough, even for you.”

Rhiannon threw a punch with her other hand, but this time metal fingers caught her wrist and held her like a vise.

Nameless gave a bob of his great-helm, which might have been reassurance, and then released her.

“I had my chances,” Rhiannon muttered. “You’re not as good as you think.”

Aristodeus smiled. “But I am good enough. Whatever you might believe, I am not only a better fighter, but I am also a better thinker, and, as if I need to point it out, a better parent.”

“Try telling that to Saphra. Why do you think she stays with me?”

“Because I allow it.” Aristodeus pulled out his pipe. “Or rather, because I used to allow it.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

He started to pop his pipe stem in his mouth, but she lunged at him.

This time, Nameless stepped aside, but Aristodeus stopped her with a glare. The threat in his eyes was palpable, and somewhere inside, she knew it was true: he was better than her. Not only faster and stronger, more skilled with a blade, but better.

“You knew it was coming.” The pipe reached his mouth at last, but before he could go through his ritual of patting down his toga for a light, a homunculus stepped out of the wall, lit it for him, and bowed obsequiously as it backed away again. “You only have yourself to blame.”

Rhiannon wanted to tell him to go shog himself; wanted to rip his eyes from their sockets, but she couldn’t move. It was nothing he was doing to her; it was the fact he was right. She had no answer for him.

“Do you honestly think I’d entrust the upbringing and education of my daughter to you? She is far too precious for that.” He might just as well have said, “far too important.”

“You don’t care about Saphra,” Rhiannon said. Her voice came out as little more than a whisper. “What is it you want her for?”

“And you do?” Aristodeus leaned in and jabbed the smoking bowl of his pipe in her face. “You care? Mind showing us how you care?”

She shook with the restraint it took not to leap at him and tear his shogging face off. The trembling hit her chin, her cheeks, her lips. She felt the sting of tears building but refusing to fall. She couldn’t let them. Wouldn’t.

Ludo laid a hand on her shoulder. She slapped it off without thinking. She’d not even heard him approach.

“Sorry,” he said, flinching, as if he’d touched a naked flame. “Forgive my presumption. May I?” He nodded toward Aristodeus.

Rhiannon stared at him blankly, but the priest rounded on the philosopher and pushed his glasses down to the tip of his nose.

“This talk of good versus evil, the Liche Lord and all that, is all very well, but what about the moment we are in? What about practical morality? I, for one, would be in much better conscience if you would deign to answer the young lady’s question.” Ludo turned a look on Galen, who was nodding as if he agreed, then suddenly came to attention with a red flush to his cheeks. The shogger had gone along with Aristodeus’s humiliation of her, but now it was clear Ludo didn’t approve, he did his best to look impartial.

Aristodeus glowered at Rhiannon, rubbed his beard thoughtfully, and nodded. “You wish to see her?”

She felt the tears coming, forced her wide grin and showed her teeth. “Demand is the word you’re looking for.”

He sneered at that. “My wish is your demand, eh? I’ve no issue with you seeing—”

“You’re nothing like him, you know that,” Rhiannon said. “Nothing like Shader. You might have trained him, tried to mold him, but he’s everything you’re not.” Even now? Even with a bottle tucked inside his boot? That wasn’t her point, though. She was just saying it to rile Aristodeus.

He knew it, too, and dismissed her with a roll of his eyes.

But Ludo wasn’t finished. “I’ve a question of my own, if you don’t mind.”

“Well, I do,” Aristodeus said.

“Me, too,” Shadrak said. He was picking under his fingernails with the tip of a razor star. He cocked his head to fix Aristodeus with a look that said he wasn’t shogging around.

“What?” Aristodeus said through his teeth. “What is this, ask Aristodeus? If it’s knowledge you want, go to New Jerusalem, enroll in the Academy, if they’ll take you.”

Shadrak’s gaze didn’t falter as he slid the razor star back in his baldric.

After a tense moment, Aristodeus looked away.

“What this is,” Shadrak said, whipping out a pistol, “is a promise. Tell me what I want to know, or I blow your shogging brains out.”

Aristodeus started to roll his eyes again but stopped when Shadrak cocked the trigger.

“Excuse me for grabbing your attention,” Shadrak said. “Now, what I don’t get, is how the fire giant’s gauntlets, a suit of armor belonging to Otto shogging Blightey, and the other thing—”

“Shield, laddie,” Nameless said. “In Gehenna, isn’t that what you said?”

Aristodeus pinched the bridge of his nose, took a long breath in. “It’s more on the cusp of the Abyss, but yes, close enough.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said, waving the barrel of his pistol. “But how do you know they’ll work? I mean, so far, all I’ve seen is old dwarfy here with the strength of ten men, but even with that, he can’t get the bucket off his head.”

“Twenty,” Nameless said. “Or half a dozen fire giants, I’d say.” He flexed his bicep, as if that were evidence.

Shadrak’s eyes flicked to Nameless then back to Aristodeus. “My point is, why should any of us put ourselves at risk—I mean, the scutting Liche Lord, for shog’s sake—if there’s no gain?”

“There is for me, laddie,” Nameless said.

Shadrak shook his head. “How do you know? How do any of us know this is worth it? Tell me,” he said to Aristodeus. “Convince me as to why I should go to Verusia.”

Aristodeus eyed him coolly now, as if he’d seen a way to turn the tables. “Oh, you have your reasons, Shadrak. Don’t you?”

Whatever was communicated between them elicited a scowl from Shadrak, but he holstered his pistol and muttered under his breath.

Rhiannon caught Albert with a half-smile on his face, but he quickly lost it when he saw her looking. Instead, he clapped his hands and drew everyone’s attention.

“Well, I for one am not averse to a trip to the Schwarzwald. I’ve been meaning to go to Verusia since my Gallic days. They have this black bread, you see—”

Aristodeus cut across him the second he realized Albert had nothing of value to add. “It’s not the helm that’s at issue here.” He gestured across the chamber at the crystal casket. “It’s the axe. I could remove the helm right now, if I wanted to. But if I did, I suspect we’d all be dead in an instant, wouldn’t you say, Nameless?”

Nameless turned away, and his shoulders slumped.

Aristodeus sighed. “I had hoped to avoid this. It’s a hard enough burden without him being constantly reminded of it. You want answers,”—he scanned everyone in the room, lingering a little longer on the homunculus in the feathered cloak, who was now listening attentively—“then fine. The helm insulates Nameless from the power of the axe. Without it, he is defenseless. He’ll become a monster again, a butcher.”

“If he does…” Shadrak said, then closed his mouth. He tapped both pistols holstered at his sides so he wouldn’t have to say it where Nameless could hear.

Aristodeus shook his head and waved his hand. “No, no, that wouldn’t work. You’d have as much chance as…” His eyes flicked to the dwarf and back. “It just wouldn’t work.”

“Destroy the axe, then,” Galen said, looking round to see who thought he’d just had a brilliant idea.

“Can’t be done,” Aristodeus said. “At least, not by any mundane means. It’s of Supernal construction. The axe is the stuff of deception, like the homunculi themselves, begotten by the Demiurgos. These three artifacts are similar: the stuff of the Cynocephalus, the son of the Demiurgos. They are, in essence, Supernal beings, living things with their own personalities, and their own powers. Together, Mephesch believes they can destroy the axe, and then I can remove the helm.”

“So, they’re alive, then,” Rhiannon said.

“That is what I said, yes.” Aristodeus didn’t even look in her direction. He merely sighed, as if she were the class idiot.

“And you plan to use them, like you use everyone else?” Like he used her, and her daughter.

Ludo caught her eye, and he half-smiled with what she took to be sympathy. She opened her mouth to say something, to tell him where he could stick his sympathy, but he spoke first, and it wasn’t to her.

“Three artifacts, you say, and the black axe makes four. Is that all there are?”

“No one knows,” Aristodeus said.

“Maldark had a hammer,” Nameless said. “At least, according to the legends.”

“He did,” Rhiannon said. She’d seen what it could do. “It was like an earthquake when he struck the ground with it.” It made her wonder about her sword—Callixus’s sword; how had that been forged? And by whom?

“And then there’s the Pax Nanorum—the real Axe of the Dwarf Lords,” Nameless said. “Not that evil copy.”

“That is a myth, Nameless,” Aristodeus said with a show of sorrow. “I suspect it was inserted into the Annals as part of a long-term trap to get you or someone else to go into Gehenna to retrieve the black axe. It’s no more real than the Lords of Arnoch, or any of the fairy stories Earth-folk tell themselves to make them feel special, important, higher than the beasts.”

“So, it’s true, then,” Nameless said. “My people are nothing but the discards of Sektis Gandaw. All the stories, all the glory…”

“Bags of chemicals like the rest of us,” Albert said. “Welcome to the real world.”

“Shut it, tubby,” Rhiannon said.

The look Albert gave her told her he had her marked. She swallowed the lump in her throat, dismissed him with a murderous glare of her own. Apparently, he saw right through that and inclined his head, giving her a tight-lipped grin.

“All cultures have their legends,” Aristodeus said, “their foundation myths. Gives a sense of unity, or purpose.”

Ludo yawned loudly and covered his mouth. “Sorry. Must be the heat in here.”

“Heat?” Aristodeus said. “But the air conditioning is…” He stopped short as he caught sight of the priest’s smile.

“You know, science has its legends,” Ludo said. “Philosophy, too. We all have our frames for making sense of the world around us, but identifying them says nothing about what is true and what is not.”

“Are you wanting to debate me?” Aristodeus said.

Before Ludo could answer, Shadrak said, “No, he’s wanting you to shut the shog up before I debate you with my scutting fist up your arse.”

“Darling,” Albert said. “I didn’t know you had it in you.”

Aristodeus pounced at Shadrak like a rapid dog. The midget backflipped once, twice, three times until he was clear, and came up in a fighting crouch with a dagger in either hand.

The homunculus in the feather cloak was on his feet, eyes riveted to Shadrak. Galen’s hand went to his saber, but he was looking to Ludo for what to do. The old priest simply put his head in his hands and sighed. Albert raised an eyebrow and folded his arms across his chest. If he’d had a chair, Rhiannon could have seen him sit in it, put his feet up, and order a drink for the show.

“We’ll go,” Nameless said. It was quietly spoken, but stilled the room like a thunderclap.

“Why?” Shadrak said. “What’s the shogging point?”

“I ask myself that every morning,” Nameless said, “before I get out of bed. And to be honest, I’m starting to doubt there’s an answer. But what I did back there, to that poor bastard, Sartis…” He sighed within the great helm, and a long silence ensued. Glances were exchanged, but no one dared to speak. “It demands some meaning. It demands completion. Otherwise, I have to concede old baldy’s point, and the day I do that is the day I stay in bed and never get up.”

What had he done? Rhiannon wondered. She looked to the others for a hint, for an answer, but no one met her gaze.

Aristodeus relaxed, and Shadrak sheathed his knives but continued to glare.

Nameless shifted the weight of the axe on his shoulder, looked down at the gauntlet covering his free hand. He waggled the metal fingers, clenched them into a fist, then dropped his hand to his side.

“Fine,” Rhiannon said, “then I’m coming with you, as soon as this wanker gives me back my daughter.”

“This is why I am reluctant to grant her wishes, gentlemen,” Aristodeus said. “I have impressed upon you the unparalleled dangers of this quest, and yet she feels it appropriate to bring a child along. Hardly the responsible action of a doting mother.”

And there it was: the slightest chink, the merest opening, and he was on it, turning every word, every action, every situation to his advantage.

“You piece of shit,” Rhiannon said. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it.”

Ludo came between them. “But he is right, I fear.”

Rhiannon whirled on him and raised her hand to strike. Galen strode toward her, but Nameless cut across his path and hit him in the breastbone with the palm of his gauntleted hand. Galen flew across the room and smashed into the wall. He sagged to the floor, muttering and dazed.

“Lassie,” Nameless said, showing no concern for Galen climbing to his feet and swaying back toward them. “I don’t like this any more than you do, but stay here, for your girl.”

Why? Rhiannon wanted to shout. It’s not like I even wanted her? She flinched internally, clutched at her belly as if it had been mangled out of shape. She knew what it was, knew it was tearing her apart. Her head resented the girl, despised her; but her body, her flesh, the substance of what she was… And it wasn’t Saphra’s fault. She was beautiful. She was everything a daughter should be. Surely, nothing else mattered. So, why did it hurt so damned much?

Nameless didn’t know that; couldn’t have known, and yet, the way he gripped her shoulder, gently, despite his newfound strength, Rhiannon felt he did know. Felt he knew her inside out. If it had been anyone else—even Shader—she’d have recoiled from the vulnerability, closed herself off to his empathy. But instead, his touch steadied her, made her feel she was not alone.

Barely able to breathe, she tried to gasp a response, then simply nodded.

“Good,” Shadrak said, “then let’s shog off before I castrate the bald tosser and feed him his own fruits.”

Galen grunted and lunged at Nameless, but Shadrak stuck his foot out and tripped him. Before Galen could rise again, Ludo crouched down beside him and whispered something in his ear. The dragoon didn’t like whatever it was, but stood and dusted himself down. To his credit, he gave a curt nod to Nameless, and an even curter one to Shadrak, then he touched his forehead in the Nousian manner. Rhiannon had seen that sort of thing before at the Templum of the Knot. She’d seen it from Shader, too. Nousian humility, imposed with iron discipline on those with the least aptitude for it.

Aristodeus straightened his robe and made an effort to look unfazed, as if he were squarely back in control. “I find myself in agreement. Too much time has already been wasted.” He turned to Rhiannon. “Bezaleel will take you to our daughter, but she is not to leave the Perfect Peak. I cannot have you placing her in danger again.”

Bezaleel stepped into Rhiannon’s peripheral vision, as if he’d been back and waiting for a long time.

“Put her in danger!” Rhiannon said. “It’s not like I knew there were bloody werewolves on the Downs!”

“Now, there’s a point,” Aristodeus said. “Bezaleel, take her to my study first. We should run some tests. I’ll join you shortly.” He turned back to the others.

Bezaleel ushered her away. “Always someone else’s fault, eh?” he whispered. “That’s how he thinks. If he knew about the wolves, he expects you to as well. Doesn’t seem to understand that we’re not all omniscient.”

Rhiannon scoffed at that. Aristodeus was proud to be a know-it-all and expected everyone else to be the same. That kind of figured.

Wait a minute…

“He knew about the wolves?”

Bezaleel gave a conspiratorial wink.

“A lot more than you’d believe.”

 




BIRD

Plane ship between Aethir and Earth

Shadrak gripped the edge of the half-egg chair tightly as the room juddered and tilted. The silver walls ghosted in and out of existence, and he caught glimpses of snow-dusted pines through them.

He’d never gotten used to the disorienting way the plane ship moved from place to place, but it wasn’t that different to any other stress placed on the mind or body: the more you did it, the easier it got; same as with running, tumbling, climbing, the hardness of heart you needed to cultivate to slit someone’s throat, scut or no scut.

His eyes roved over the others: Ludo, eyes shut like he was praying for it to be over; Galen corpse-rigid and muttering under his mustache; Ekyls curled around the control plinth, whining like a dog; Bird strapped into his seat in some kind of trance, feathered cloak closed over him like a shroud; and Albert, absorbed in his book, as if he did this sort of thing all the time. Course, the poisoner had traveled by plane ship before, and he was a master of growing used to discomfort. You only had to think of the months of gut-wrenching sickness he’d endured building tolerance to all the poisons at his disposal. All save one: there was just no possibility of developing resistance to Albert’s infamous “sausage poison”, some kind of culture he scraped off decayed meat. Odd he should have seen fit to bring some aboard before they’d set off for Mount Sartis. Odder he hadn’t felt the need to mention it. Made no difference to Shadrak. He made it his business to know exactly what everyone brought aboard, as soon as their backs were turned.

Nameless was the only one missing. He’d stayed in his room, despite being warned about what could happen if he wasn’t strapped in and the ship took a lurch. Apparently, he didn’t care. His mood had plummeted the moment they’d come aboard. Whether it was from concern about where they were going, or more ghosts from the ravine city butchery, Shadrak didn’t dare to ask. At times like this, Nameless was like an eruption about to happen, and although Shadrak could go toe to toe with anyone, there was something about the dwarf that said he wasn’t just anyone.

A klaxon sounded, then choked off mid-wail. The plane ship shook, and a panorama of white hills, thickly forested, strobed through the walls. Ekyls shrieked and wrapped himself even tighter around the base of the plinth. Ludo’s prayer left his lips in a stream of ejaculations, and Galen vomited down the front of his jacket. The feathers of Bird’s cloak ruffled, and one onyx eye opened.

Albert looked up from his book. “Are we there yet?”

Shadrak released the restraining harness and stood, his chair sinking into the floor as he stepped away from it. Careful not to tread on Ekyls—though he was tempted to kick him—he peered at the control plinth, frowned at the numbers scrolling across the black mirror.

“Think we just bounced. She’s still trying to find a way through.”

The background hum of the plane ship resumed like a gentle snore.

“I see.” Albert buried his head back in the book. He’d taken it from Aristodeus’s library at the Perfect Peak. Whether the philosopher knew was anyone’s guess. Always researching, Albert. Always prepared. He’d been the same before the trip to the volcano, soaking up every bit of information he could gather about Sartis and the history of the Jötunn.

“Ekyls, be a darling and fetch me some tea,” Albert said without looking up.

The savage uncurled himself from the plinth and scuttled over to the backpack beneath the poisoner’s sear. He pulled out a cylindrical flask, unscrewed the cup that was its lid, and poured into it.

“Splendid,” Albert said as he took the cup and raised it to Shadrak. “Excellent idea, these flasks. Makes me wonder what else you’ve got stowed away in here.”

Wonder all you like, Shadrak thought as he shot Albert a wink and a smile.

Whatever it was that was keeping them from landing was starting to worry him. Something similar had happened on the way to the Perfect Peak that first time, when some kind of shielding had dumped them in the Sour Marsh. Course, Albert had been aboard on that occasion, too, though no one had realized at the time. Least not until the plane ship had vanished, and the poisoner just happened to show up in New Jerusalem, on an entirely different world to where Shadrak had last seen him.

You had to wonder if it was Blightey, wise to what they were up to, and using whatever dark power he had to thwart them. If what they said were true, and he’d once been pally with Sektis Gandaw, stood to reason he knew all about plane ships, maybe even had the science to stop them.

Shadrak looked over his shoulder at the rasp of restraints being released.

Galen stood, stretched his arms above his head, then went over to a panel on the wall. He jabbed at it with a finger, huffing and puffing when nothing happened.

“Need to check on Beatrice,” he said by way of explanation.

Shadrak clenched his teeth to hold in a sigh. He went over and opened the door for him. When he turned back to the plinth, Bird was in his way. Shadrak hadn’t heard his strap release, hadn’t heard even the hint of a footfall.

“We should talk now,” Bird said. “In case we do not get the chance again.”

Shadrak looked long and hard into his dark, stony eyes. There was intelligence there, mystery, a hint of something primitive that would make even Ekyls seem civilized by comparison. But there was something else, too: concern, warmth… familiarity.

Galen broke the spell with a cough. He raised his hands in exasperation. “How do I open it again, from the other side?”

Galen had converted the room beyond into a makeshift stable, stacked wall to wall with hay Aristodeus’s homunculi had procured for him. His horse was chewing lazily, oblivious to the fact that they were somewhere between worlds, riding the spaces between dreams and reality, as the Archon had once put it.

“Here,” Shadrak said. He punched in a new sequence. “I’ve set it to stay open. Just make sure the nag doesn’t get out. Last thing I need’s a control room full of horse shit, got it?”

“Indeed,” Galen said. He glanced over Shadrak’s head, and Shadrak looked behind.

Ludo stood up from his seat and repositioned his glasses on his nose. “I assume we’re safe to walk about now.”

“Shog do I care?” Shadrak said. Probably, they should have stayed strapped in till they arrived, but it was no skin off his nose if the plane ship banked and sent the others sprawling in a pile of broken bones. He had the agility to avoid that, and even if he didn’t, he was a quick healer. After that creature had shot him beneath the Perfect Peak, he’d been cartwheeling and doing push-ups within a matter of weeks.

Ludo shrugged and then raised an eyebrow at Galen. “Well?”

Galen grimaced and came to awkward attention. “About what happened back there,” he said to Shadrak. “When that ruddy woman—”

Ludo coughed.

“When Rhiannon had that altercation with Aristodeus and I… Well, I’ve already told the dwarf I forgive him, and—”

“And now you want to forgive me for tripping you up?”

“Uh hum. Ah, yes,” Galen said.

“Well,” Shadrak said, “I ain’t no Nousian. The way I see it, forgiveness is for ponces and shitters. If it helps, I’d trip you again, for a laugh. Stick you with a knife, too, if you get in my way.”

Galen blinked ten to the dozen and looked to Ludo for help. The old priest raised his fingers and nodded approvingly.

“And another thing,” Shadrak said. “Make sure you muck the horse out. If I even get a whiff of dung when I get back, there’ll be trouble.”

“Where do I put it?” Galen asked, with an anxious look at the improvised stable.

“Don’t tempt me. Plane ship’s as big as a city. I’m sure there’s somewhere for dumping shite. Just make sure you find it before I’m done talking. Coming?” he said to Bird. “Albert, you’re in charge. Call me if we ever arrive.”

***

“So, let me guess,” Shadrak said as the door to his room slid open and he ushered Bird inside. “You’re going to tell me we’re the same: a couple of shit-stirring homunculi spawned straight from the arse of the Demiurgos. You ain’t the first.”

Everyone from Cadman to Nameless, and even the Archon, had said as much. Shadrak wasn’t stupid. No matter how much he kicked against the idea, it forced him to look at questions he’d gladly left unanswered all his life: such as why he was so shogging small compared to everyone else; where he got his sense of smell, his quick healing; and most of all, where the shog he came from; who his parents were. He’d always known Kadee was his foster mother—they resembled each other as much as fire and ice; but he’d assumed he had a real mother somewhere. And a father. He’d always told himself he didn’t give a shog; that parents who’d give up a child weren’t worth the effort of finding. Unless they were dead, of course, but Kadee would have told him, if they were. That said, Kadee hadn’t told him a whole lot, except some cock-and-bull story about the gods of the Dreamers bringing him to her.

Bird seated himself on the edge of the bed. It was a shogging liberty that would have earned him a stab in the face under normal circumstances, but Shadrak needed to hear what he had to say.

“Do you ever wonder about this ship?” Bird’s eyes rolled about the room. “How you came by it? You, and no one else?”

It was a matter of blind chance, nothing more. He’d been fleeing for his life and scurried down a filthy hole that turned out to be the entrance to the sewers.

“Guess I was just lucky,” Shadrak said. He stood awkwardly for a moment, then settled himself cross-legged on the floor. “I was out scavenging for food, is all, and these things chased me. If I hadn’t come across the ship…”

Bird was shaking his head and smiling.

There seemed no point dwelling on what might have happened if the ghouls had caught him. He had a sense that would be missing the point.

“You found it when you needed it, Shadrak, because deep down,”—Bird tapped his forehead—“you remembered it was there.”

“No,” Shadrak said. “Because that makes it sound like I knew about it and forgot; but I never forget.”

“You remember your infancy?” Bird said.

Shadrak drew a blank.

“Seeing Kadee for the first time?”

He shook his head.

“Memory is a skill, one you have honed over time.”

He was right there. Shadrak had treated it as a muscle, like any other: practiced all manner of exercises until he could take in everything about a place, a person, a mission in an instant, and play it back in his mind when he needed it.

“It’s how you survive in the guilds,” he said. “Have to know what everyone’s doing, where they live, who’s said what to who.”

“Yes, yes,” Bird said, “but before you learned the skill, your recollection was as flawed, as patchy, as anyone else’s, yes?”

It seemed a fair point. Shadrak nodded.

“Children seldom remember much,” Bird said, “and a child of trauma even less.”

“Really?” Shadrak said. “You seem to know a whole lot about me. Stuff I don’t even know about myself. How’s that, then?”

Bird looked away, covered his mouth with a hand. He drew in a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. “Kadee was good to you, was she not?”

“No one better.”

Bird faced him again, a sad smile curling his lips. “Mamba chose her. I doubt many women would have taken in a sickly-looking child with such unnerving eyes. Even your own people, even the homunculi, rejected you.”

A sudden weight filled Shadrak’s skull, and he held his head to stop it from crashing into the floor.

“We are both homunculi, Shadrak. Children of the Demiurgos from the deeps of Gehenna.”

“Lies,” Shadrak said. He tried to stand, but swooned and would have fallen had Bird not sprung from the bed to catch him. “Kadee is my mother, Kadee is my mother,” he said over and over. Didn’t matter that it wasn’t true. The alternative was just too crazy.

“Your foster mother, yes,” Bird said. “And a good one. But you have no real mother. None of us do. We are begotten, not made. We are like scales sloughing from the essence of the Demiurgos.”

“The Father of Lies,” Shadrak said. “Isn’t that what they call him? What’s that make you?” What does it make me?

“Deception runs thick in our blood,” Bird said. “But some of us have chosen to swim against the tide.”

Shadrak eyed him intensely. “What does that even mean?”

“We are a race to whom trickery and betrayal are second nature. We work our father’s will beyond the confines of the Abyss. It was the homunculi who brought science to Sektis Gandaw, and we have influenced a thousand others besides. This ship is of our design. Without it, Gandaw would have perished on Earth during the first uprising, long before the time you call the Reckoning.”

“You saying that’s why I do what I do?” Shadrak said. “Why I’m a thief and an assassin? Because it’s in my blood?”

“What I’m saying,” Bird said, “is that what we are does not have to determine what we choose to become. Just because we are spawned from the stuff of the Deceiver, does not mean we lack free will.”

Shadrak flopped back onto the bed and shut his eyes against the pounding in his head. “I ain’t even gonna pretend I know what you’re talking about.”

Bird hovered over him, and when he spoke, he might just as well have been talking to himself. “Even the Demiurgos was created, Shadrak. Freedom to choose is not contingent upon his wishes.”

“So, let me get this right.” Shadrak opened his eyes so he could see Bird’s reaction. “You’re some kind of rebel, some kind of naughty child who won’t do your daddy’s bidding?”

Bird chuckled. “Not just me. There is a group of us.”

“Who else?”

“Another time. Perhaps one day, you might—”

“Join you?” Shadrak rolled over and looked the other way. “Yeah, right. Like I ain’t got enough on my plate without pissing off the Demiurgos.”

“You may already be pissing him off,” Bird said, sounding decidedly uncomfortable using Shadrak’s term. “What do you think these quests are all about? And what about your involvement in bringing down Sektis Gandaw?”

“Who’s to say these quests aren’t what he wants?” Shadrak countered. He was staring at the wall, staring at his own distorted reflection in its burnished panels. He felt numb, blank, disinterested almost.

“Mephesch doesn’t think so.”

Shadrak turned back over. “Aristodeus’s pet? What if he’s just hoodwinking you? After all, he’s a shogging homunc… Wait a minute, he’s one of your lot, isn’t he?”

“The Sedition. We are called the Sedition, and Mephesch is our leader, the first to realize there was another way.”

Shadrak pushed himself up onto one elbow. “Hang on. Nameless said he was there before, when Gandaw was still in charge. You sure you can trust him?”

“It’s one of the reasons I know I can,” Bird said. “Who do you think delayed the start of the Unweaving? Gremlins in the machines? It was Mephesch, also, who inspired me to seek my own path above ground in Qlippoth.”

“Aethir’s nightmare realm? That had to be fun.”

Bird chewed his lip and cocked his head before he answered, “I learned a lot there. Assimilated, you might say. If I had not done so, I might have passed you by when you were taken from Gehenna as a babe and left to the elements.”

“What?” Shadrak said. He should’ve asked why? Who did it? But it was too much, too soon, and he still didn’t know what to believe; whether he could trust Bird as far as he could throw him. “You mind telling me how you just happened to run into Nameless on the road? Or was it a coincidence, and you were both coming to see me at the same time?”

Bird eyed him for a moment, then bobbed his head, as if pleased Shadrak had thought to ask the question. “I had wanted to approach you for a long time, Shadrak, since my brother Abednago mentioned an albino of our race leaving Arx Gravis with the Nameless Dwarf. It was never the right time back then. Our eyes and ears were focused on what Nameless might do. With the finding of the black axe, he became the chief threat to our cause, but encased in the helm, it was difficult to say how he would turn out. Aristodeus felt he could still be used against the Demiurgos, if only the black axe could be destroyed. Your friend, you see, is more than he seems; more than any of his kin in the ravine city.”

“Pity the Archon doesn’t agree,” Shadrak said. “You know he wants me to kill Nameless?”

Bird nodded. “But you must stay your hand. Give this a chance. Mephesch says these three artifacts we are after were crafted by the Cynocephalus himself. If anyone has reason to hate the Demiurgos, it is him. Just think, freed of the axe’s evil, and in possession of the combined might of the gauntlets, the armor, and the shield, Nameless could wade through the waters of the black river and smite the Demiurgos frozen in his tomb of ice.”

“If you’re not mistaken,” Shadrak said. “If you’re not deceived. My way, you need to test every step of a plan, know your enemy’s every move, before you overcommit.”

“Ordinarily, I would agree,” Bird said. “But Aristodeus does not. His reasons are his own, but suffice it to say, he has good reason for haste.”

“Oh?” This was interesting; just the sort of thing Shadrak liked to know about people—especially those who were starting to get up his nose.

“He is not the free man he seems, Shadrak. He believes he needs Nameless, but more than that, he needs the knight who prevented the Unweaving.”

“Shader? I heard he went back to Earth. Can’t say I blame him. This was all supposed to be over once Gandaw was stopped.”

Bird dipped his head. He looked genuinely sorrowful for a moment, but when he looked up, there was a fierce sparkle to his stony eyes. “Gandaw was just the beginning. Gandaw was always the beginning.”

“Beginning of what?”

“My father’s wiles surpass even the knowledge of the homunculi. He strategizes perpetually in his prison of ice. It has ever been thus, since he, the Archon, and Eingana fell through the Void. At first, he had free rein, until he was cast back into the Void by the Archon. That was all a very long time ago, before even the first histories of the Earth. Every age, every generation, has fallen prey to his deceptions, felt his unquenchable urge to destruction.

Mephesch speculates that his goal is freedom. Freedom for revenge; freedom to visit himself once more upon his sister; perhaps even freedom to return to the Supernal Realm and usurp the All-Father’s throne. But he cannot act directly unless his brother does, and the Archon, fearful of open conflict, is reluctant to break the stalemate. It is a long game, and the players are patient. They both only act through intermediaries. Every now and again, a crisis comes, and always it is brought about through a pawn. When Gandaw attempted the Unweaving the first time, Aristodeus was the only one to oppose him.”

“What, old baldy stopped him singlehandedly?”

“He did not. He failed.”

Shadrak eased himself back to the edge of the bed and let his legs dangle over the side. “So, what happened? Shouldn’t the worlds have ended?”

“You would have thought,” Bird said. “A chasm opened up in Gandaw’s control room, and the philosopher fell into the Abyss. He tells us his mind was strong enough to resist the perils my father torments the damned with. He says his intellect found ways to survive, to harness the powers of the Abyss, even its fundamental timelessness.”

“You’re losing me,” Shadrak said. He rolled to his feet and started for the door. “I need to check what’s happening. This trip is taking longer than it should.”

“Do not be concerned,” Bird said. “Plane ships have a degree of sentience. It is probably navigating the safest path into Verusia, the most discreet. The last thing we want is to alert the Liche Lord.”

Shadrak narrowed his eyes. “How’s it know to do that? Who told it to? You?”

“It seemed prudent,” Bird said. “You need not worry. What’s more important is that you hear me out.”

“Then make it plain. You reckon I’m a homunculus, but I was brought up by a pituri-smoking Dreamer on the mean streets of Sarum. Shit about time and stuff shogs up my brain.”

“The Demiurgos is trapped in the mouth of the Void,” Bird said.

“Yeah, I get that.”

“And Aristodeus is trapped by him—”

“In the Abyss.”

“Yes.” Bird said, obviously pleased he was getting through.

“So,” Shadrak said, “how come he’s at the Perfect Peak? How come the bitch landed him a good one in the face? Not only that, he keeps showing up all over the place. Shog, I nearly took a pop at him on that walkway over Arx Gravis.”

“It is perplexing,” Bird said. “He is trapped, and yet he is not. We, too, have troubled over this. We also have speculated over Shader.”

“Shader? What’s he got to do with it?”

Bird shrugged. “Perhaps everything. Perhaps nothing. But we go too far. We must not fall into the trap of trying to see all things clearly. That is a strategy the Demiurgos frequently employs, and people like Sektis Gandaw, and even Aristodeus, have often fallen for it.”

“So, what do we do, then? Stumble around blindly, doing whatever the Archon or Aristodeus tells us, and just hope for the best?”

“For now,” Bird said, “we keep Nameless alive.” The homunculus whispered the last, as if afraid the Archon might hear. “Be warned, Shadrak, your friend Albert has been contacted.”

“By the Archon?” He knew it. Knew something was up. He’d had nothing tangible to go on, just feelings, intuitions. Albert was always a shifty bastard, but there had been something different about him, something niggling away at the back of Shadrak’s mind. “Does he want Albert to take over from me, get the job done quicker?”

Bird shrugged one shoulder, then the other. “I only know that they have been speaking. I see things.” He put one thumb over the other and flapped his hands like a butterfly’s wings. “But they are discreet. There is no talking out loud. What I must ask you is, would Albert do it? Or would he come to you first?”

The Albert Shadrak knew would kill his own mother if there was profit in it. Word is, he had done just that, although he’d also heard profit wasn’t the motive. Question was, what would he stand to gain if he trumped Shadrak and took Nameless out first? With a sudden realization, he let his eyes rove around the room: the plane ship. That was more Albert’s style: he’d not only kill Nameless, he’d take Shadrak out as well. Well, two could play at that game.

“Thanks for the warning,” he said. “Think I can handle it from here.”

“You’re going to kill him?”

“Not yet. Not unless I have to.” But it never hurt to be prepared. And he already was. Had been even before Bird’s mention of Albert’s meetings with the Archon.

“Shadrak.” Bird lowered his eyes and hunkered down inside his cloak. “I wish… Will you allow me to show you what is missing? From here.” He reached out and touched two fingers to Shadrak’s forehead. “I learned many things in Qlippoth, and I would use my abilities to help you understand who you are, where you came from.”

“What makes you think I give a shog?”

When Bird looked up, a single tear tracked its way down his cheek. “Indulge me. Please.”

Shadrak knew he was grimacing, knew he was biting his lip. Every muscle in his body felt twisted, taut, ready to snap under the strain. It was as though the black hole that had swallowed up his infancy was rising from the deepest depths of his mind, threatening to spill its contents. Either that, or threatening to consume him utterly this time.

“I don’t know,” he said. “What if I don’t want to see it?”

“You should,” Bird said. “To be whole. I would not show you anything you could not handle. For me. Please. For my sake.”

Shadrak’s eyes locked to those black pebbles set too far back in Bird’s face. He started to say no, that he didn’t care about being whole; didn’t give a damn about Bird’s sake, but he already knew he’d come too far; and somehow, in some forgotten place within, he did give a shog. He cared. He cared a great deal.

Bird’s fingers slid down Shadrak’s face to his cheek, and he leaned in closer, doleful eyes becoming swirling tunnels. Bile rose in Shadrak’s throat. He tried not to blink, but slowly, like the coming of sleep, he gave in.

Rain came down in sheets, spattered against leaves as big as shovels, and splashed in dirty puddles. Angry shouts pursued them, and streaks of silvery flame zipped past or sent up sprays of steaming mud. He held the bundle close beneath his cloak of feathers. He felt its warmth against his chest. Not his chest, he realized as the world lurched: he was the one being carried. Being carried, doing the carrying, and watching all at the same time.

His guts rebelled against the unnaturalness of it all, threatened to spew their contents all over… all over…

Then the sensation was gone, and he knew he was the child cradled within the cloak of feathers. A baby, but he knew it; had the words to describe everything he felt and heard and saw.

He was placed beneath a bush. Rain cascaded from the leafy ceiling. The sounds of pursuit: hoarse cries, angry. Leaves rustled. Insects—lots of insects, their collective buzzing rising to a deafening drone. Dark flecks swarmed into one undulating shape. Someone screamed; then someone else. The cloud of insects swooped and dived, climbed and roiled in pursuit of dozens of shrieking voices.

Leaves rustled again. Hands grabbed him, and he was held tight against drenched, cold clothing. The cloak of feathers settled over him once more, then he was jostled violently as the one carrying him slipped and slid through the mud, dodged in and out of mangroves.

Rain continued to pelt them with the attrition of a thousand arrows, and thunder rolled across the darkening sky.

They entered a blanket of mist. He could smell stagnant water and rotting vegetation. The sharp stabs of insects harassed his skin.

The one who bore him waded out into the swamp, oblivious to the things that rolled and gyred through its waters. There was a rasp and a hiss, then a gleaming silver door appeared in midair. It slid open, and they entered.

Stark blue lights winked into life along the ceiling of a corridor extending into the distance. Heavy footfalls pounded the metal floor, coming for them. Coming.

A shadow fell over him. He glimpsed something sinuous and writhing. His carrier held him out, and he looked right into the slitted eyes of a gigantic black snake.

Then he realized it wasn’t a snake, just the head and neck of one atop a man’s body.

It reached for him with enormous hands, cradled him to its cold, hard chest with monstrous arms. Its jaws opened, and a forked tongue flicked through fangs like scimitars. It narrowed its crimson eyes and bobbed its head.

The one who’d carried him here gave a single, somber nod in return, and drew his feathered cloak about him. With a rasp and a hiss, the metal door came between them, and the snake-man bore him away along the corridor.

Bird’s face came into focus, half warm smile, half empty blackness.

Shadrak tried to turn away but couldn’t move.

Bird reached out with a talon-like finger and tapped his forehead.

Shadrak’s knees buckled, and he would have fallen had not Bird held him. He coughed, sucked down air. Spasms ran through his muscles. He clung to Bird’s cloak, anchored himself in the familiarity of its feathers.

“It was you,” he croaked, meeting Bird’s eyes, which had resumed their old solidity, round like pebbles, moist and glistening. “You were carrying me.”

Bird helped him back onto the edge of the bed. He seemed reluctant to speak, to say anymore than he’d already shown.

“Why?” Why were they fleeing? Why come here, to the plane ship? And the snake-man: like the one he’d seen atop the Homestead. Were they one and the same?

Bird seemed to have anticipated the unspoken questions. He took Shadrak’s hand in his own, gently stroked it. “You were different, Shadrak. People are afraid of difference, even homunculi. Pink of eye, pale of skin. They saw only weakness, sickness, and despite all their lore, their science, they viewed you as a curse.”

“A freak, you mean.” He’d gotten the same in Sarum. They’d called him corpse-boy, unclean, demon-child. After a while, he welcomed it, used it to build his reputation. But he never forgave the initial sting of their taunts.

“The homunculi are a hard race,” Bird said. “They have no place for illness and deformity. The newly begotten are checked for defects. Those deemed no good are fed to the seethers and the other things that dwell in the deepest chasms of Gehenna. I was tasked with checking you. I was supposed to throw you to the seethers.”

“But you didn’t.”

Bird sat beside him on the bed. “Qlippoth changed me. There, amid the nightmares of the Cynocephalus, I glimpsed what that poor creature is afraid of. Together, the denizens of Qlippoth are like a fractured mirror, revealing the face of the Demiurgos. Seeing this for myself, I was repelled. Repelled, and ashamed of what we are; what I was.

I had seen beyond the shadows on the walls of Gehenna, and upon my return, I no longer fit in. I tried. I tried, because I had nowhere else to go, but when I saw you, rejected for being different, I felt… I felt only kinship and the need to get away.

I knew there were dissenters among the homunculi. Knew and never approved, until that moment. I took you to them, to Mephesch and Abednago and the others, and they arranged for your escape.”

“So, you gave up your people for me?” Shadrak said. “I don’t get it.”

“Where’s the profit, do you mean? Where’s the gain?”

Shadrak shrugged. That was the world he moved in. No one did  nothing for nothing.

“I glimpsed a truth among the horrors of Qlippoth. When you stare deception in the face like that, it gives perspective; gives form to that which is other than you have known. The Demiurgos lives to disperse, to sow discord, disharmony; yet in having that clearly before me, I glimpsed another way, another power in the cosmos.”

“The Archon?”

Bird laughed at that. “No, not him. Not even Eingana, though they both mean well. There is something more, though, something beyond even the Aeonic Triad.”

Shadrak’s brain raced to connect all the inferences. “You mean Nous?” The god Shader believed in. The god the Templum imposed on most of the Earth outside Sahul.

“Ah, that is a name steeped in deceptions of its own, but yes, I think it points in the right direction.”

“Kadee said—my foster mother—she said something similar. She had her gods, the gods of the Dreamers, but she always said beyond them was something greater.”

Bird sighed and smiled at the same time. “She would have gotten that from Mamba, the snake-headed man who brought you to her.”

Shadrak didn’t need to ask about the snake-man: his question must have been written all over his face.

Bird pressed his hands together over his lips. “The Dreamers see Mamba as a god,” he said in a hushed tone that might have been mocking. “Others would call him a freak.” He peered at Shadrak.  “A hybrid. But he has more kinship with the beings of Qlippoth than any others, though his people are older—the firstborn of the Cynocephalus, you might say. The dog-head shed them like the Demiurgos shed the homunculi, and while there is antipathy between our races, the Sedition and the hybrids have a common aim: we would both see the Cynocephalus freed from fear, and his mother, Eingana, avenged for the rape visited upon her. One other thing unites our races: neither is the work of Sektis Gandaw.”

There was so much more Shadrak wanted to ask, but his mind was a blur of competing questions, thoughts, realizations. And how did this new knowledge affect what he was to do about Nameless? Should he cooperate with the Archon, or did he need to go beyond that, hunt out the truth of things for himself?

Shog, that would make him as bad as Shader. No offense, the bloke was a great fighter, but his head was shoved so far up his arse he couldn’t see where he was going. No, this was too much. Too much for him to take in, too much for him to give a stuff about. He was a doer, not a thinker. Not strictly true: he was a thinker in terms of planning, and then he put into action whatever it was he’d decided upon. But this was different. This knowledge wasn’t anything he could use. It just introduced confusion and indecision, the kinds of things that could get you killed.

“So,” he said, “now that you’ve filled my head with all this garbage, what am I supposed to do with it? Take orders from you? From Mephesch? Because I bet the Archon will have a thing or two to say about that. I get that you don’t want me to kill Nameless, but what if the Archon keeps pushing? What do I do then?”

“Listen,” Bird said. “Watch. Discern.”

“Big shogging help. Thanks a bunch.” Shadrak stood and thumped the wall.

“There is only truth and deception,” Bird said. “My wish is simply to be the less deceived.”

“So, it’s a game, between you and the Demiurgos, right?”

“Not a game, and not just for—” Bird raised a finger. His eyes rolled to one side, and he cocked his head, listening. “We have arrived.”

Sure enough, the background hum of the plane ship had stopped. It was enough to snap Shadrak back to the task in hand.

With the singleminded focus that had kept him alive all these years, he shut down all inner chatter about Nameless, Nous, the Archon, and all the other cosmic crap Bird had dumped on him. With scarcely a thought, he set his fingers to checking over the blades and razor stars in his baldric, down to the handles of his pistols.

The door had barely slid open a foot when he slipped through it and headed for the control room, followed by the flutter of tiny wings.
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The air in the control room was thick with anticipation.

Shadrak entered, the butterfly that was Bird trailing him like a wasp on honey. The others looked up expectantly, then their eyes tracked the butterfly’s arcing descent to the floor, where the homunculus grew from the dissolving particles of its wings.

Nameless was back, which was an improvement from him moping in his room. The giant’s gauntlets were clenched into fists like mace heads. One was wrapped around the haft of his part-melted axe. He pivoted the scarolite helm toward Shadrak. His movements seemed stiff, and if he had anything to say, he kept it to himself.

Ekyls was hurriedly stowing Albert’s pots and pans and other paraphernalia into a bright yellow backpack. Shadrak didn’t bother asking where they’d found it. Didn’t take no genius to guess Albert had been snooping while he was busy speaking with Bird. Probably, it came from the same place Shadrak had found his goggles and the never-full bag. He just had to hope the poisoner hadn’t found anything else: anything he might use when the time came to make his move.

Galen hovered by entrance to the makeshift stable, holding Beatrice’s reins. The horse was frisky, treading her front hoof against the metal floor and shaking her head.

Bird swirled his cloak of feathers about himself and went to nuzzle her, all the while cooing at the back of his throat. Sounded nothing like horse-talk to Shadrak, but it seemed to do the trick, and Beatrice settled.

“You should read this.” Albert held out his book.

“The Ballad of Jaspar Paris?” Shadrak took it and turned his nose up. “Ain’t that what the bitch was talking about? Why, think it might help me sleep?”

Ludo looked up from his Liber. “My only concern is that it was taken, not borrowed.”

Albert sneered. “I’m sure Aristodeus has better things to do with his time than read Quintus Quincy. I’m only enduring it for the sake of our quest. I just hope the sacrifice is appreciated.”

Shadrak riffled through its dog-eared pages then handed it back. “Not my kind of thing, romance.”

“Ah, but the pay-off comes right at the end,” Albert said. “I found it rather validating. Never trust a woman—especially one who’s all lips and breasts.” He shuddered and made a sick face.

“Whatever.” Shadrak punched in the door code and strode for the cubicle that would take them to the exit corridor. He didn’t wait to see if they followed him. He knew they would.

Somewhere at the back, he heard the clopping of hooves, and Galen muttering sweet nothings into his horse’s ear. Stupid shogger. If Shadrak had his way, they’d chop the nag up and salt it for rations.

He almost did it, too, when they all crammed into the cubicle along with the horse, and he got a face full of arse and tail. One whiff of flatulence, one hint of manure, and Beatrice was dead meat.

Time they reached the outer door, the horse was trembling. Could have been the cold. The temperature had dropped massively, and Shadrak could feel ice eating at his bones even beneath his cloak. Could also be that Beatrice had read his mind. Could have been something else, too. There was no mistaking it: the atmosphere. No one spoke, but he could see the worry on their faces—all except Nameless’s, that is. But even the dwarf seemed hesitant, reluctant to leave the safety of the plane ship.

Shadrak entered the code, and the outer door opened onto a wall of ice. He rapped it with his knuckles, then wiped its surface with his palm.

“Well?” Nameless said.

Shadrak scratched his head. “Bottom of a frozen lake? Middle of a glacier?”

“How did you manage that?” Albert said.

“Plane ship had trouble, remember. Something was blocking us. She must have found another way.”

“Well, that was handy,” Albert said, “seeing as we can’t even get outside.”

“What the shog do you want me to do about it?” Shadrak fought back the urge to gut the fat bastard then and there; save himself the trouble later. But that would be impulsive, and nothing good ever came from unplanned actions.

“Is this the only way in and out?” Ludo said.

Shadrak rolled his eyes and sighed. “No. No, it is not.”

He pushed past and headed back to the cubicle, and of course, they followed him like obedient ducklings. They were starting to remind him of the journeymen that gone with him to kill the mawgs beneath Sarum. Didn’t help his mood recalling how that had turned out. Useless bunch of scuts.

Back in the control room, he swiped shapes across the dark mirror on the console until a ceiling panel flapped open, and a steel ladder dropped down.

Ekyls was on it in an instant, lithely climbing up out of view like a man who’d been buried alive. An instant later, he started back down again, shivering.

“Freezing,” Ekyls said. “Walls, door-thing are ice. Me go back down.”

“No, laddie,” Nameless said, taking the first rung below him. “Back up is where you’ll go. You’ll get used to it. They say there’s nothing like cold to toughen you up.”

Ekyls snarled, but Nameless slapped him on the rump with the flat of his axe, and that was enough to send him up again.

“What about Beatrice?” Galen said. “She can’t climb up there.”

“Leave her in the stable,” Shadrak said. “Just remember what I said about no shit on my floor.”

Shadrak climbed up after Nameless. At the top, Ekyls was bashing his shoulder against the outer hatch, and when that didn’t work, he used his head.

“Laddie, laddie,” Nameless said with a sigh. “Out of the way.” He grabbed Ekyls by the arm and yanked him back from the hatch. He held onto a rung with one hand and lowered Ekyls behind him with the other. Shadrak backed down the ladder to make room.

“Is there a lock or something?” Nameless asked, craning his neck to scan the ceiling through the eye-slit. “Can’t see one of those panels.”

“Opens when the ladder comes down, normally,” Shadrak said. Either they were beneath more ice, or the shogging piece of crap wasn’t working properly. Thing is, who was there to repair it?

“Must be iced up,” Nameless said. “You should have pushed harder, laddie,” he called down to Ekyls. With the slightest of shoves from one of the giant’s gauntlets, the hatch burst open, and half a mountain of snow dropped on Nameless and everyone below.

Shadrak cursed and brushed ice from his beard and hair.

“Ah, the crisp air of winter!” Nameless declaimed.

Whistling a jaunty tune, he climbed up through the opening like a child sensing the prospect of snowballs.

***

Snow-dusted pines shone silver in the light of the waning moon—just the one moon, not the three of Aethir. It looked odd and alien to Shadrak after so long away.

He shifted the rifle on his back for the thousandth time, touched both his pistols, and the thundershot wedged in the back of his belt. Did the same with his blades, every contact assuaging some unspoken, irrational fear that bad shit would happen if he didn’t check they were all there.

The forest dropped down toward a dark artery that oozed along the valley floor. To the west, clusters of ghostly lights cut through the mist like a warning. Beyond them, a jagged tower jutted above night-blackened walls with battlements like teeth. Atop its turret, a flag shimmered argent in the moon’s glow.

Shadrak rummaged about in his bottomless bag and pulled out the goggles with the pliant strap. Fixing them in place, he focused on the lights of the settlement.

The darkness brightened to a soft green tint, and he could now see squat houses as if he were up close to them. They were arrayed about a domed structure in perfect circles, each with a hanging lantern marking the entrance. Broad concourses divided the dwellings like the spokes of an enormous wheel, every avenue leading to hub that was the dome.

Raising his eyes to the castle, Shadrak could see hazy red figures passing between the merlons, ascending and descending the steps coiling around the tower.

The flag came into sharp focus next, its frayed and stained fabric bearing the emblem of a cross.

He lowered his gaze to the rocky plinth at the base of the curtain walls. There were scores of spikes thrust into the ground, sacks or rags hanging from them like an army of scarecrows.

“Place puts a creep in my crotch, laddie,” Nameless said, breath misting through the eye-slit of the great helm. “What can you see?”

Shadrak lifted the goggles and left them pressing against his hair. “Wolfmalen.” He pointed at the town, which had reverted to pinpricks of brightness against the still black of night.

“In the heart of Verusia’s Schwarzwald,” Ludo said, squinting into the distance, arms hugging his chest. His lips had the faintest tinge of blue, and the moonlight etched his face with deep crevasses and pools of shadow.

Galen stood at his shoulder, refusing to be cold, whiskers and eyebrows bristling with ice.

Albert sucked in his cheeks and shivered. He looked miserable, but at least the cold might numb his inclination to do the Archon’s bidding. “Couldn’t we go back to the plane ship, see if we can find some coats? Either that, or a cup of cocoa.”

“Should have thought of that last time you went snooping through my stuff,” Shadrak said.

“Your stuff?”

“My plane ship, ain’t it?” Or maybe the poisoner had got ahead of himself and considered it his already.

Albert huffed and sighed but said no more.

Shadrak did his best to ignore him. He could guess the sort of look he was getting, but it made no difference. The poisoner had no idea he knew, unless of course Bird was a double-crossing son of a scut.

He glanced at the homunculus, who was on his knees, scratching about in the snow.

Ekyls was crouched beside him, still naked from the waist up. Ice formed crystals on his chest, fringed his forehead, but he seemed not to notice.

“What is it?” Shadrak said. “What are you up to?”

Bird sniffed at the air, tilted his head this way and that. “I hear nothing,” he whispered.

The sweet scent of the pines washed over Shadrak as he strained to listen. Something rank mingled with it, made him put a hand over his nose.

“Sorry, laddie,” Nameless said. “It’s the muck old baldy tube-feeds me. Plays havoc with the intestines.”

“Shush,” Bird said, holding up a finger for quiet. When he spoke, his voice was little more than a gasp. “Nothing. No life in the trees, in the air, below ground.”

He was right. Save for the merest breeze swaying the tops of the pines, there was no movement, and the only sounds were those they made themselves.

“Wait!” Bird said, pressing his ear to the snow. He made quick, clutching movements with his fingers. “Something to dig with.”

Ekyls passed him his hatchet.

Bird slammed it into the hard earth again and again, dislodging soil and stones until he’d made a small hole. Passing the axe back to Ekyls, he wormed his hand into the ground, winced, and made a sharp clicking sound.

“Got you!” He stood and withdrew his hand.

At first, Shadrak thought he held a chunk of metal between thumb and forefinger. It was roughly ovoid and no bigger than a coin. As he peered closer, though, it moved. Legs like strands of silver wire uncurled; wings shook above an armored carapace; mandibles keen as scalpels clacked together.

“Don’t touch,” Bird said, palming the creature and cupping his free hand over it. “It can pierce steel, grind rock into dust. We are standing above a nest.”

Everyone stepped away, eyeing the ground nervously.

“And you’re holding it?” Galen said. “Silly risk to take, if you ask me, wot.”

“May I?” Ludo said, balancing his spectacles on his nose and peering at Bird’s clenched hands.

“No,” Bird whispered. “We must not alarm it.” He lowered his hands to the hole, and the insect scuttled back inside. He piled earth and snow over it then stood, rubbing his palms together. “Stone-eaters: leftovers from Sektis Gandaw’s Global Technocracy on Earth.”

“So, you didn’t get to chat,” Shadrak said. “Seeing as they ain’t natural.”

“A little,” Bird said. “They are not meldings like the mawgs. Enhanced, but still very much beetles.”

“Nasty looking fellow,” Albert said. “Don’t suppose they’re venomous, are they?”

The air shimmered, and Bird was gone. A white owl glided into the trees without so much as a sound.

Shadrak patted his pouches again, touched each of the knives in his baldric in turn, and then started off down into the valley. He’d given up worrying what Bird was up to. Way he saw it, they had a job to do, and the sooner they got it done, the sooner they could leave.

“Keep up,” he called over his shoulder. “Let’s not hang about this shithole any longer than we need to.”

“Quite right.” Galen’s gruff voice came from behind. “Can’t ruddy argue with you there, wot.”

***

The sun was coming up, a single bloodshot orb in a slate-gray sky, as they entered the town. A wide avenue, paved in the herringbone style, cut through box-houses of neatly mortared bricks. Slatted shutters were closed against the dawn light, but smoke plumed from chimneys, and Shadrak thought he could smell bacon.

“There has to be somewhere half-decent to eat around here.” Albert patted his paunch. “Because I, for one, am famished.”

“Thought you had your slave bring your pots and pans,” Nameless growled.

“And what are we going to do for fire?” Albert said. “Rub two snowballs together and hope they spark?”

Nameless’s laughter rumbled from deep within his helm, then he looked up at the castle overshadowing Wolfmalen.

“What’s that?” He pointed his axe at the tall spikes Shadrak had seen earlier, forming a palisade around the base.

Shadrak pulled the goggles over his eyes. The spikes stood in sharp relief against the lime hue imparted by the lenses. The rising sun cast them in silhouette, but even so, he was starting to suspect they weren’t scarecrows.

A red blur emerged from the gatehouse and headed toward the town, and other red shapes patrolled the parapets.

He raised the goggles and offered Nameless a shrug by way of explanation.

Somewhere beyond the houses, a rooster crowed as a beam of pale sunlight pierced the slurry of clouds. Almost immediately, shutters clattered open, radiating outward from the center of town in quick succession. Heads poked out from windows, faces flushed with health and looking far too awake for so early in the day. Voices rose in greeting, doors swung wide, and men in feathered caps leaned against the jambs, lighting pipes and exchanging platitudes.

“Now that’s more like it,” Galen said, striding over to a mustached man with woolen socks gartered below the knees and a billowing smock rolled up above the elbows. “Morning, sir. Could you tell us where we might break our fast?”

The man’s eyes bulged, pipe stem halfway to his lips.

“Hilda,” he yelled through the open door. “Come quickly! We have guests! Wonderful, wonderful guests.” His voice was thickly accented, and the words sounded forced, unfamiliar. But it was the same common tongue spoken everywhere on Earth.

A plump woman appeared behind him, mousy hair wound in buns beneath a straw bonnet. Her face was broad and plain; an honest face, it seemed to Shadrak. Like Kadee’s, only white; free from care, free from worry.

“Oh,” she cried, rushing toward Galen and embracing him like a long-lost son. “Oh, oh, oh!”

Galen blushed and looked to Ludo for help. When Ludo turned his palms up and shrugged, Galen coughed and said, “Breakfast, madam.” He managed to disengage himself and straighten his jacket. “Is there somewhere in town?”

“Oh, but you must come in.” She began to lead him by the hand. “Come in, all of you. There’s food a plenty for guests. We’d be honored to share our home. Honored!”

“We ain’t got time for this,” Shadrak muttered under his breath.

He glanced up at the forest of spikes beneath the castle. In and out, was how he’d thought it would be. Quick as you like. But once again, no one had bothered to plan, least of all that scut Aristodeus. He shook his head. They’d need time to scout the castle, find a way inside without being seen.

Galen and Ludo were first through the doorway, and Albert was close behind. You’d have thought the poisoner would have learned from his own practice that the surest way to catch a man off guard was through his stomach. Was Shadrak the only one who sensed it? The only one who thought these people were just a bit too shogging happy, a bit too welcoming of strangers.

Nameless waited in the doorway. “I like it even less than you, laddie,” he said. “The sooner we’re back on Aethir, the better. I don’t know what Shader and Rhiannon see in Earth. To be quite honest, I’d sooner take a stroll through Qlippoth than spend another minute in the shadow of that castle.”

“I was expecting worse,” Shadrak said. “Liches, dead-shit that walks, maybe even witches. I should be relieved, but I ain’t.”

“In my experience, that’s a good thing,” Nameless said. “Always keep your guard up, but don’t let anyone know you’re doing it. It’s a philosophy that’s got me a long way.”

“Yeah, well mine’s got me a long way, too: cut a shogger’s throat before they cut yours.”

***

With hot food in front of him, Shadrak felt his suspicions dwindle. Not all the way; just enough to let him wolf down his eggs and bacon without imagining himself choking on it. Not enough to unstrap the rifle from his back, even if it mean he had to stand rather than sit at the table. Course, their hosts assumed it was on account of his short legs not being able to reach the floor from a chair. Scuts.

On the other side of the table, Galen wiped yoke from his chops and stroked breadcrumbs from his mustache.

Ludo sipped water beside him, plate untouched. He tried to deflect their hosts by feigning interest in their pathetic little lives, as if he gave a shit about local culture and the pastimes of market gardeners, or whatever the shog it was these people did.

“May I?” Galen swapped plates with Ludo without waiting for an answer, and tucked in with gusto.

Ekyls stabbed at his food and glared at anyone who might have noticed.

Nameless brooded by the door, palms resting on the haft of his axe.

Their hosts continued to fawn and smile, pouring tea and talking about the weather.

Shadrak pushed his plate aside and nodded his thanks. Hilda handed him a cup and saucer. Her husband, George, hovered over him with a bowl of sugar lumps.

“You are too kind.” Albert slurped the dregs of his tea and held his cup out for a refill. “A splendid repast. Wunderbar, as I believe they used to say before the Templum taught us all how to speak correctly.” He tapped his nose at that and winked.

Hilda and George exchanged glances, then, as if on cue, laughed politely.

“Don’t worry,” Albert said. “They have the same problem in Gallia, only there, when there are no Nousians about, there’s seldom a word of the lingua vulgaris uttered.”

“Thank you for your kindness, sir,” Hilda said, pouring Albert more tea.

“Thank you indeed,” George said. “All of you.” He plopped a sugar lump in the cup, raised an eyebrow, and plopped in another one when Albert held up two fingers.

“What I’d like to know,” Shadrak said, stirring his tea with a silver spoon, “is what those spikes are around the castle.”

Hilda coughed and spluttered then started to wheeze.

George took her by the shoulders and led her to a seat. “Sets her off,” he explained. “Not breakfast table talk, but you weren’t to know, not being from around here.”

Hilda dabbed at her lips with a handkerchief. “Sorry. It’s my heart. Always been weak, hasn’t it, George?”

“Always been weak.” George put his arm around her. “The gentleman didn’t mean anything by it, dear. It is natural to ask, is it not?”

“Natural,” Hilda said.

George ducked his head and put a hand to his cheek. There was a pause, as if he were deliberating what to say, and then he flicked a quick look at Shadrak. “There have been… bad folk in these parts. We are all still a little on edge.”

“Bad folk,” Hilda said.

“Raiders, they say. Troublemakers. Terrorizers. It’s all the same thing. Happens from time to time. All dealt with now, isn’t it Hilda? Safe as houses.”

“Safe as houses, George. Thanks to the Prior.”

George turned to the window, where the brooding bulk of the castle dominated the view. He touched his forehead, chest, and both shoulders. “Praise be.”

“This Prior of yours,”—Ludo leaned across the table, eyebrows dancing atop his spectacles. “That’s a somewhat antiquated title. Do you see much of him?”

Hilda pushed down on her thighs and rolled out of her seat to start collecting cups and plates. “See him? See the Prior? Well, I don’t know!”

“Have you been up to the castle?” Ludo said.

Hilda dropped a saucer. It crashed to the tiles and split clean in half. Both halves wobbled noisily for a moment, all eyes upon them until they clattered to a stop.

“No one goes up to the castle.” George was all grim seriousness. “Not decent folk, anyway. Not without an invitation, and they don’t come often.”

“There’s a lottery,” Hilda said. “Once a year, at Easter. Only others that go that way are sinners.”

Albert leaned back in his seat with a smug look on his face. “So, a faceless watcher, your Prior, keeping an eye on you from his castle on the hill. It’s so—what’s the Ancients’ word for it?—feudal.”

“Oh no.” Hilda crossed herself the same way her husband had done earlier. “Not at all.”

“Nothing wrong with a distant ruler.” Everyone started at the boom of Nameless’s voice. “Keeps up the mystique of power. All part of good government.”

Hilda and George shook their heads, tutting and muttering.

“There are no rulers here,” George said.

“That’s right,” Hilda said. “No rulers. This isn’t Aeterna, you know.” This time, they crossed themselves in unison. “None of that Ipsissimist tyranny here.”

“None in Aeterna nowadays, either.” There was nothing amiable about Galen’s tone. He lay down his utensils, pulled a half-chewed rind of bacon from his mouth, and dropped it on the plate.

“None?” Hilda said. “In Aeterna?”

“You’ve not heard?” Ludo said. “The Sahulian Emperor Hagalle drove the Ipsissimus from the Eternal City. The heart of the Templum has moved to Londinium.”

“Ruddy scandalous,” Galen growled.

“No Templum of ours,” George said. His tone had changed, too. Now, he was all brusqueness, like he couldn’t wait to get rid of them. He pushed past Nameless and held the door open. “Good day.”

“Thank you so much for your hospitality.” Albert sneered as he pushed his chair back and stood. “A most serviceable breakfast. I hope to return the favor some day.”

They filed out of the house, and George slammed the door behind them. The lock clicked, and bolts were slammed in place.

Shadrak looked over the rooftops, beyond the huge dome at the center of town, and up at the castle and the spikes set beneath it. He had a nasty feeling he knew what they were now.

Ludo must have read his mind. He towered above Shadrak, squinting in the same direction. “Doesn’t bode well,” he said, whipping off his glasses and wiping them on his cassock. “Only sinners going to the castle, for the most part. Poor old sinners, eh? But what if the rules are different from the norm here? What if good is bad and bad is good? What then? I’m assuming this Prior is Blightey, and it’s no secret he has a passion for impalement.”

Shadrak swallowed thickly. The thought of that being done to him was… disturbing. But all the same, he felt compelled to get a closer look; see for himself.

“And Easter,” Galen said like a condemnation. “Did you hear them mention Easter, for goodness’ sake?”

“I did,” Ludo said. “An archaism from the earliest fragments of the Liber that Ipsissimus Silvanus would most assuredly not approve of.”

“Heathens,” Galen muttered, scowling his contempt. “And to think I ate their food. Gurrgh. Two ruddy portions of the muck!”

An owl hooted, and then Shadrak saw it glide down and settle atop the great dome. At least one of them was keeping watch, and not led astray by the grumbling of his stomach.

 

 




THE FLAMING SKULL

Verusia, Earth

Even vengeance freezes, if it’s cold enough.

Shader’s fury at Aristodeus no longer held the heat to sustain itself. It would come back, he kept telling himself, if ever the warmth in his limbs returned. Once his frozen hands could grip a sword, it would come back.

He slumped over the frosted pillow of Caledon’s mane in the vain hope of dredging a little body heat. The stallion was tiring, each slowing step sinking deep into the snow.

The endless plains of empty white had finally given way to a sprawling forest of firs and pines. Here and there, glistening silver beeches were bowed in frozen arcs, encased root to branch in ice; entombed in it, like the Father of Lies at the heart of the Abyss.

Overhead, charcoal skies buried the world in perpetual twilight. A brighter smudge told him there was still a sun, but whether it was rising or falling, he could no longer tell. It may even have been the moon. Time itself held no meaning beneath the crepuscular pall.

Shader slapped his hands against the horse’s flanks, felt the pricking of blood trying to flow. He clenched and unclenched fingers that no longer seemed his own.

Caledon bore him along the banks of an iced-over river that split the forest like a gash. The wolf-man, Pete, loped behind, fur stiff and flecked with snow, the crimson remains of his last meal smearing his maw.

That had been two days ago, his last hunt in the thickets on the Gallic border. The further they passed into Verusia, the deeper they cut into the forest, the less wildlife they found. Even the birds were silent here, and such sounds as they heard were muffled by the omnipresent blanket of whiteness.

Shader’s rations had run out the day before, and the flask in his boot was empty. Fasting made you used to the hunger, but it could never prepare you for so much cold. A hot broth, the satiety of warm bread taunted him more acutely than an oasis in a desert.

He sat up in the saddle, face taut and stinging. Dark crags poked above the trees in the distance. Not crags, he realized: the teeth of battlements, the jags of spires and turrets. He blinked and shook the torpor from his head. There had been nothing on the horizon last time he had looked. It was as if the castle had silently burst through from the underworld. Either that, or he’d failed to notice the dreary progress through the forest, the blurring of the hours.

Pete sat on his haunches and howled. Scenting the air, he set his jaundiced eyes on a furrow between the trees and scampered off.

Caledon whinnied and pulled the other way.

Shader patted the horse’s neck, whispered soothingly into his ear. He could smell smoke, and then he saw thin plumes of it above the treetops in the direction Pete had gone. He needed to see this, whatever Caledon might have felt about it.

He dug his heels into the stallion’s flanks and shortened the reins. He couldn’t afford to pass up the chance of a meal in this cursed place.

The furrow turned out to be a snow-covered track that opened onto a swept cobblestone path between white hedges. The wolf-man stood erect, glaring over a gate at a thatched cottage. An orange glow warmed the windows, and smoke swirled from the stub of a chimney.

Pete snarled as Shader drew alongside and slid from the saddle.

The front door was ajar. Pete whimpered and dipped his snout toward it. There was an arm trapped between the door and the frame.

Shader wrapped Caledon’s reins around a gatepost then closed numb fingers around the hilt of the gladius. Frost burned his palm. For a second, he hesitated, recalling how the sword had rejected him that time in New Jerusalem; how it had chastened him for his slaughter. With resolve born of shame, he forced his fingers to take a firm grip. The stinging cold spread to his forearm, but he refused to let go. With a fierce jerk, he freed the gladius from the film of frost holding it like a vise in its scabbard. It came out dull, amid a scatter of ice. He half-expected it to glow, to unleash a golden conflagration to drive back the cold, but if it was the same blade that had served him during the time of the Unweaving, it was now dormant, maybe even dead.

He approached the door warily, moving in a wide semicircle. The wolf-man let out a low growl, eyes flitting from Shader to the arm, as if he were considering which to eat first.

Shader pulled the door wide, stepped over the body of a man.

In the hallway behind the corpse, two more bodies were sprawled atop a shagpile carpet. One was a girl, no more than four or five years old, hair fanned out around her head in an auburn halo. The other was a woman, her pleated skirt riding up milky thighs. The head was twisted at an unnatural angle, and a mass of blonde hair obscured the face.

Shader rolled the man over with his boot. Air rushed from dead lungs, and he leapt back, heart scudding about his ribcage. He berated himself for being foolish. How many corpses had he seen in his time? How many had he been responsible for? They all let out breaths and gases. They all did, and yet this one unnerved him.

The face was sunken and gray. Desiccated. He stooped to close the eyes, but drew back. There were no eyes: just black holes with angry blisters around the sockets.

Shader sucked in a sharp breath, looked over his shoulder at Pete still standing by the gate, watching.

The little girl’s eyes were the same: hollow as the void, scald marks around the cavities. But as he swept the hair out of the woman’s face, an eyelid fluttered, and there was a glint of white beneath. She emitted a soft moan, turned her head toward him.

Shader winced, anticipating the snapping of the neck, but there was none. Maybe he’d been mistaken. Maybe it hadn’t been as bad as it looked.

She gazed blearily at him, and her lips parted a crack. “Eddie?”

Instinctively, Shader knelt by her head. She threw an arm out, grabbed his coat. He helped her half-sit, half-lean against his chest. She nuzzled into him, one limp hand falling on top of his.

“Oh, Eddie, you’re alive.” She began to sob, caught herself with a palpable effort of will, and started to breathe in harsh gulps and sighs. She lifted her hand from his, as if scalded, and sat up by herself.

“Kara? Oh, Eddie, where is…”

Shader stood and backed away as she saw the child; looked past her to the corpse beyond.

“I’m not Eddie,” he said needlessly. “I am… I’m a priest.” He fretted about what reaction that might evoke out here in Verusia; wondered if they even had priests. He needn’t have worried. She showed no signs of having heard him.

She crawled to the girl, prodded her with the tips of shaking fingers. “No,” she moaned. “No, no.” She reached out a hand to the dead man’s leg, dragged herself along it until she could see his face. “Oh, Eddie.”

Over her head, through the open door, Shader saw the wolf-man shake its fur and pad off back into the woods.

Caledon stood with the patience of a statue, watching him with baleful eyes.

***

The warmth from the hearth fire brought Shader scant comfort, and sent a prickling sensation beneath his skin as the circulation returned. He’d never thought heat could be so painful—except maybe in the Judiciary’s dungeons. Thankfully, Ludo had come for him before things had gone that far. He stretched out his injured knee with a sharp click, rubbing at the joint and kneading the surrounding muscles.

The woman was sleeping soundly on a couch in front of the fire. Her light snoring was interspersed with inchoate mumbles, fragments of speech that seemed disconnected and made no sense.

Shader had done the best he could with the bodies of her husband and daughter: shallow graves out front, already piled high with snow. He’d do better later, once she was ready. If she was. What had happened, she still had not said, but how someone came back from such loss, whether they even could, was beyond him.

Caledon was stabled in a lean-to at the rear of the cottage, with enough hay to restore his strength. Pete, though, had not returned. Shader felt a pang of disappointment. The wolf-man might not have been capable of speech, but he’d been a welcome presence on the long trek across Gallia and into Verusia.

Rising from his armchair, he stooped over the woman and pulled her covers up. Her scent hit him like a blow—he’d not noticed it before: cloying musk that made his head swim. It threw up images of Lallia that time in Sarum. He quickly quashed them.

His eyes traced the pulsing vein in her neck, to where it intersected a thin white line that had probably been the result of wearing a necklace in the sun. Not that there was much in the way of sunshine. Shader doubted Verusia had seen anything but the gray of winter for a very long time. It had been the same at Trajinot, when he and the Seventh Horse had learned the hard way how to survive the extreme temperatures; how unnatural enemies could lay in ambush beneath a snowdrift; how ice could render a cavalry charge more hazardous than anything the foe could throw at them.

He tried to imagine the landscapes he’d passed through since Gallia in the vibrant colors of spring, or with a clear summer sky above, but he couldn’t quite manage it. Somehow, any season other than winter seemed incompatible with Verusia.

The woman rolled her head, lips curling into a smile as she dreamed. Perhaps she’d just stay there, in the land of slumber, rather than wake to face the nightmare.

Her mouth parted to offer the merest hint of polished teeth. Her eyes opened languidly, almond-shaped and turquoise, the color of the ocean in Sahul. His breath caught, and he fought an involuntary urge to kiss her. He coughed into his fist and drew back.

“You said you were a priest.” She reached out and touched the back of his hand. “You said you could…”

“Out front.” He’d read the Liturgy for the Dead before he shoveled dirt and snow over them. It had helped him more than them, though not the way he might have expected. It had brought back his anger. Not just against Aristodeus this time: it was a simmering rage that threatened to boil over in the face of any more senseless suffering, any more needless deaths. The kind of person who would do such a thing—the kind of creature—deserved… deserved… He slammed the door on that particular train of thought. That was a slip too far; a precipice he might never come back from.

“I prayed over them,” he muttered, as if he were embarrassed. Just saying it brought to mind her needs. Nous, he’d done little more than clean up the mess and hide the reminders of what had happened in the front yard. What if she needed to see them? To say goodbye? To commend them to whatever god Verusians believed in. He only hoped it wasn’t the Liche Lord.

“Thank you.” Her eyes closed again, and she drew in a long, shuddering breath. “A good man.” Shader started to correct her, but she wasn’t talking about him. “A beautiful daughter. But life goes on.” Her face darkened for an instant, as if she were reliving the horror.

Shader watched her awkwardly, then asked, “Do you remember what happened?”

She threw the covers off and swung her legs from the couch. “No. But it’s not hard to guess.” Her voice was tinged with bitterness, and something else. “But you must be starving. Let me make you something to eat.”

“No, I couldn’t.” Not now. Not after burying her family. “And you should talk. What you’ve been through, you need to—”

“Nonsense. Something hot to warm you inside. Do you like stew?”

Shader’s stomach rumbled, and she put her hand on it and giggled like a child. The incongruity struck him dumb, and he was helpless to resist as she led him by the hand to the kitchen.

“Lips may lie,” she said, “but tummies are steeped in virtue.”

***

“What happened?” Shader asked again, mopping the grease from his bowl with a hunk of bread.

He suppressed a pang of guilt that he had accepted the meal, allowed the woman to cook for him when she should have been grieving. But there was no sign of grief. Now that he’d buried the bodies and cleaned up the mess, no sign that anything untoward had happened.

The salt from the stew turned his mouth dry. He licked his lips and reached for the water.

“Uh, uh,” she chided, rising from the table and bending over to reach for something at the back of a cupboard.

Shader averted his eyes, but not before he’d noticed the curve of her buttocks, the sweep of her hips. He should have touched his forehead, invoked the aid of Nous, but his nostrils were inflamed with her scent, and the food had anchored him, set his feet firmly back on the ground and forced his head to follow.

For once, he was a simple man, with simple needs; but he was wary enough to recognize that slippery slope for what it was. Eating to stave off hunger and the cold that had seeped into his bones was one thing, but indulgence in one pleasure opened the floodgates to others. He was a Nousian, he reminded himself with hollow conviction. He was a priest.

She turned with a fanfare. “Ta ta! Château de Chevaliers, courtesy of our neighbors across the border.”

Good intentions scattered like dust in the wind.

Shader took the bottle and read the label. “Is it any good?”

She slammed a corkscrew down on the table. “Why don’t we find out?”

He could feel her breath on his neck as he uncorked the wine. He poured a little into a glass and offered it to her to taste. She threw back her head and downed it in one.

Shader chuckled. “You remind me of someone else.” He should have winced at the memory of Rhiannon; of how close they’d come before her daughter had returned home. Her daughter.

She reversed a chair and slid onto it, glass tilted for a refill. “Do tell. I just love hearing the secrets of priests.”

Shadow frowned. Not because of what she wanted to know, but because she seemed to have forgotten about her husband and daughter, buried beneath the snow, nothing but blistered cavities where their eyes had been.

He filled her up and poured himself one. “Nothing to tell. Just an old friend.”

Her eyes widened, prompting him to say more.

“Really, it’s nothing. On another note,”—he swilled some wine around his mouth and made an appreciative grunt—“you haven’t told me your name.”

“Thecla.” She gave a bashful smile. “Thecla Cawdor.”

Her eyes glistened like precious stones, her lips a succulent gash around teeth that could have been carved from ivory.

Shader’s mouth hung open as he took in the full impact of her beauty. It was like she’d been hiding it before: the gentle slope of her shoulders; the creamy skin of her breasts plumped up enticingly above her unlaced shirt; the shimmering golden curls. Must have been the numbing effect of the cold, the shock of the way he’d found her.

“More wine, Pater? I said that right, didn’t I? That’s what you Nousians call your priests, isn’t it?”

Shader hadn’t realized his glass was empty.

Her eyes didn’t leave his as she poured, then she set the bottle down and licked the drips from her fingers. Her voice wafted over him like a summer breeze.

“Do you mind me calling you Pater? Or should I use something else? Are you a priest?” Her hand slipped into his lap. “Or a man?”

Wine splashed their clothes as Shader pulled her toward him. She sucked at his lips, and their tongues rolled about each other. She placed his hand on her breast, pushed it inside her shirt to cup soft flesh. She offered him her neck, gasping as he bit into it, clawing at his groin, shifting her hips to grant access to his probing fingers. They toppled to the tiles. Thecla rolled on top of him, tugging at his britches. Shader sighed with the anticipation, pulled her hips down—

Glass shattered. Shards rained over them, nicking, cutting.

A dark shape burst through the window.

Slavering jaws ripped into Thecla’s neck. Hot blood splashed Shader’s face. Like he’d been punched in the stomach, he couldn’t breathe; couldn’t move. All he could do was stare dumbly as the wolf-man tore out Thecla’s throat and left her head dangling by a sinewy strip.

“No!” Shader screamed, tugging up his britches and scrambling for his sword, then realizing he’d left it in the other room.

The wolf-man, Pete, roared and snapped at Thecla’s shoulder. Her arm swung down, chopping into his great head. Her other hand crunched into his jaw, smashing teeth.

Thecla lurched and then steadied herself, her head swinging over her breasts on a string of flesh. Her eyes burned red, and steam plumed from their sockets. Her lips curled back, cracked and blistered, and the skin of her face began to melt and slough away.

Pete backed up, snarling, but Thecla pounced, slamming him into the wall. The wolf-man whimpered and sagged to the floor.

Shader edged away around the table, transfixed as flames reduced Thecla’s head to ashes, which fell away to reveal a bleached skull with blazing rubies for eyes.

The body took a step toward Shader, arms extended like a blind person’s. The sliver of flesh that connected head and torso finally snapped, and the skull clattered to the tiles. The body shuddered and lurched. The knees buckled, and it pitched into the table. Blood pumped from the stump of its neck.

The skull scraped and grated on the tiles. It began to rock.

Thunder pounded in Shader’s ears as he backed round the table, edging his way toward the living room.

Pete was breathing in ragged pants, trying to lift his head and finding the effort too much.

One more step.

The skull hopped, cracking a tile as it came down hard. It rasped as it swiveled round to face Shader. Crimson fire blazed from its eyes as it began to rise, its demonic gaze locked to Shader’s.

He couldn’t look away, no matter how much he struggled. Nous, he couldn’t look away.

The skull drifted above the table toward him, eyes aswirl with carmine, hungering, hungering, hungering.

Shader felt the eyes tugging at him, sucking at the back of his mind. Faces accompanied every gasp of breath: Rhiannon, Jarl, Gaston. Vortices of red flame burgeoned from the eyes, latched onto his. Shader stared haplessly along their length toward a terminus of blackness. In his mind’s eye, he saw Heredwin shaking his head atop the beacon. Barek Thomas. Maldark. Poor lost Maldark.

The skull pressed close to his face, and the blackness grew till it became an all-encompassing maw, as full of the promise of oblivion as the Void. Shader felt a sickening jolt that ran all the way from his heart to his head; felt his spirit dredged to the surface, dragged relentlessly toward the dark.

Something golden flashed in the corner of his eye.

The skull’s jaws chattered in a frenzied death-rattle. Flames singed the flesh around Shader’s eyes.

He screamed.

Something pressed into his hand. His fingers curled around it, brought it between him and the skull.

Tremors down Shader’s arm: the stuttering puissance of ancient theurgy. Aureate brilliance flared—

—from the blade of the gladius.

Shader glared at the flaming rubies drinking his soul and shouted his defiance. Sizzling force blasted from the Archon’s sword and hurled the skull through the broken window.

Shader ran across the room to peer out.

The skull rolled about the ground, melting deep channels in the snow as it struggled to right itself. It pivoted to stare at him, eyes ablaze with all the ire of the Abyss, full of threat, full of promise.

And then it rose spinning into the air, trailing fire in its wake, and shot toward the distant castle like a comet.

“No!” Shader yelled after it.

Caledon, by the garden gate, whinnied as if he’d been called but was reluctant to come.

“No!’ Shader cried again. “You do not scare me. You hear? You do not scare me!”

He fell forward, put out one hand to steady himself on the window frame. He barely noticed the glass tearing into the flesh of his palm. Barely noticed the golden dweomer of the gladius suffusing his body, soothing, calming, healing.

He had lied, he knew it; but the alternative would have paralyzed him. He was frightened, true enough. More frightened than he knew it was possible to be. Ain, he’d come so close! So close to perishing under that ghastly stare.

—b’ware the snares of beauty.

Was that it? Thecla Cawdor: had she been the second of Heredwin’s prophecies to come true? But what of the piper? What of the running man? Were those horrors still ahead of him? Because that’s all he’d had so far: horror. What had he gotten himself into? What the hell had Aristodeus started this time?

He lifted his hand, slammed it into the wall beside the window; let out a torrent of curses that should have excoriated his Nousian soul. But they didn’t. They bolstered him; made it possible for him to remain standing. And he’d need more: more cursing, more anger, more sublimated terror. Because he knew what he’d just faced; knew how lucky he was to be alive. He knew the stories well enough: Otto Blightey, the Liche Lord of Verusia. A skull that borrowed bodies and drank souls. A skull that could not be destroyed.

But he was going to do it. If there was a way, Shader was going to find it. Evil like that… Even as he thought it, he felt as though maggots were writhing beneath his skin, burrowing into his brain. Ain, Blightey had been Thecla, or somehow assumed her flesh. And Shader had… he’d almost…

He doubled up and vomited. When he’d finished, when his guts were empty of the food that now seemed like ordure, he wiped his mouth on his coat sleeve and turned back to face the castle looming over the horizon.

He’d made a decision. A decision as uncompromising and as radical as his priesthood. Pointing the sword like a threat at the highest tower rising above the saw-toothed battlements, he made a promise; took a new and irrevocable oath. From now on, evil was his prey. His alone. Wherever it hid, he was going to find it, root it out, smite it. It didn’t matter how long it took, how far he had to travel, he was going to eradicate every Nous-damned iota of evil, right the way to the heart of the Abyss.

Behind him, he heard a rattling breath, a tormented wheeze.

Pete! He’d forgotten—

Shader half-lurched, half-ran to the wolf-man’s side, but before he got there, he already knew he was too late. Something like a sob threatened to shatter his newfound rage. But it was a protective rage. He couldn’t risk that. Couldn’t allow it, in case he lost his resolve and crumbled.

His Liber was already in hand, and he was automatically turning the pages for the Litany for the Dead, but he stopped himself, put it away.

That part of him, the part that mourned, the part that ministered, the part that felt each loss like an amputation was dead, buried beneath the horror of what he’d almost done; of what the Liche Lord had made him do.

He turned his back on Pete. “Let the dead bury their dead,” the Liber said. He’d never fully understood what that meant, until now. Because now he had a purpose honed keener than any blade. No more paradox, no more confusion. It was as if Nous himself had reached down and etched it into Shader’s soul with the tip of his ineffable finger; told him exactly what he needed to do.

And first up, he was going to start with Otto Blightey.

 

 




ONE AND THE SAME

The Perfect Peak, Aethir

Rhiannon lay back in the recliner as Aristodeus placed a cold metal cylinder over her eye. Light flashed, and he squinted through the other end.

“No sign of the turning,” he said.

“That’s a relief, then.” Whatever the shog he was talking about. She knew what he was up to: delay tactics, so he could work out how to keep her from seeing her daughter.

Aristodeus replaced the instrument in its case. He stood holding it for a moment, let his eyes roam around the octagonal room he’d taken for his study following the defeat of Sektis Gandaw. His gaze lingered on one of the three walls crammed floor to ceiling with books. He was in front of the shelves in two long strides. Setting the eye-instrument on a side table, he stooped to run a finger over the burgundy spines of half a dozen volumes that were grouped together. He half-slid one free, revealing a gray cloth and board cover, but then he checked himself and straightened up. With an almost palpable wrench, he turned his attention back to Rhiannon, as if he’d just remembered she was there.

“You’re lucky I found you,” he said. “If Bezaleel hadn’t cleaned and treated the wound… Lycanthropy is incurable, once it takes root.”

“Shog’s that?” Rhiannon rolled down her sleeve; scratched at the stitches through the fabric.

“Wolf-men from Qlippoth, that’s what. Beings that have no business crossing the Farfall Mountains, let alone turning up on Earth.”

“Perhaps you should have considered that before you sent them.”

Silence.

It lasted longer than was comfortable, but Rhiannon wasn’t going to make it easy for him.

Eventually, Aristodeus sighed and folded himself into a seat. He watched her for a moment, eyes cold and impassive. “Bezaleel talks too much.” He screwed his face up into something resembling a smile. “But it is of no matter. The important thing is that our mutual friend is back in the game.”

“Bully for you. That’s the kind of screwing with other people’s lives that made you the tosser you are today.”

The hint of a snarl curled Aristodeus’s top lip. “Difficult decisions have to be made. Deception is rife, and the odds are stacked against us. Every weapon we have must be thrown into the fray.”

“That include Saphra? Is that why you snatched her, so you can do to her what you did to Shader?” What he’d done to Rhiannon, too: all those months—or was it years?—of physical training in the timelessness of his ivory tower. Had he really hoped she could take down Gandaw after Shader had seemed so lost? Or was it just about getting her into shape to bear his child? Probably both, knowing the philosopher. It was seldom just one thing or the other.

Aristodeus closed his eyes, the picture of tranquility, like some sham holy man. “Sacrifices are necessary.”

She laughed out loud at that. “As long as it’s not you, eh?”

“I have already sacrificed enough,” he said. “Now it’s for others to step up and do their bit.”

“And you get to choose who, right? What’s that make you, Nous all-shogging mighty?” She winced internally at the slur on the holy name. It was an involuntary reaction left over from her lessons with Soror Agna, her time at the Templum of the Knot. She quashed it with a sneer and a quick glance at the black sword lying atop Aristodeus’s desk. Ancient history now. She was beyond that.

“Think what you like,” Aristodeus said. “Your part in all this is over. You have given me what I need. As far as I’m concerned, you can go back to drunkenly rutting with soldiers and vomiting in your beer glass. I’m sure your parents would be proud, were they still among us. Your brother Sammy, too.”

Rhiannon’s head started to pound, and a burning sensation crept over her scalp. She wanted to retort, wanted to strike back, but he’d touched a nerve; a nerve that paralyzed. With surgical precision, he’d cut to the heart of her shame, her losses, her emptiness.

“We both face the same foe, Rhiannon. We all do. Deception has been there from the beginning, prompting, pulling, promising. It does not belong to the natural order of the cosmos. It is… other. Alien, you might say. Even Gandaw knew that, in his own way, which is one of the reasons he tried to create all things anew. Makes you wonder, though, if he realized at the last, he was the most deceived all along.

“It’s the same for everyone: choices are heaped upon choices. With some, we sink deeper into the mire, yet with others we soar free and get a bird’s-eye view of the enemy.

“I’ve made my decisions with great care and exactitude, and I’ll stick with them. But what about you? Since our… coupling, you’ve been quite the changed woman. One minute the virginal Nousian, the next a bellicose Fencible with more heat than a nest of fire ants. That’s some transformation, though I don’t doubt I am partly to blame: a whispered word here and there, all those sparring sessions. I’d initially thought you could replace Shader if he failed, and maybe you could have, if there hadn’t been other forces at play. You see how easy it is for the best of intentions to turn out badly. But never mind. Every cloud has a silver lining, as they used to say. In this case, it’s Saphra. The Templum had its Saphra Society, its last line of defense against Gandaw, and now I have my secret weapon against the Father of Lies.”

Rhiannon’s eyelid twitched, and white-hot irons stabbed at her brain. She raked fingers through her hair till they caught in the knots. “She’s mine,” she mouthed. Then, in barely a whisper, “She’s mine.”

“I don’t think so,” Aristodeus said. “Not the way you’ve been neglecting her, and more than that, neglecting our arrangement. What was it?” The philosopher was relentless. “Couldn’t quite find the mothering archetype? Disillusioned by love?” He touched his hands to his heart and gave her a wounded look. “Or was it the fall of Aeterna, and with it the unmasking of the lie that Ain takes special care of Nousians? All that history, all that power, shown for what it really is by a tinpot emperor with no ambition beyond his own survival. The great Zaneish dynasty! Hagalle can’t even wipe his arse without checking the paper for poison.”

“No.” It was a weak contradiction, but she had to say something. She couldn’t let him roll right over her without putting up some resistance, even if it wasn’t herself she was defending. “Hagalle’s more than that. We saw, atop the Homestead. Whatever else he is, he’s no coward.”

“Fear turned to rage is still fear,” Aristodeus said. “And don’t presume to tell me about Hagalle. I’ve known him a damned sight longer than you have; tutored him since he was a child.”

“What?” Who hadn’t the philosopher influenced? Who wasn’t marching to his tune?

“Difficult times call for difficult choices, and an enormous amount of preparation.”

“So,” Rhiannon said, “you wanted Hagalle to conquer the world, destroy the Templum?”

“Not at all. He’s still his own man, you know. I just had to make sure he was where and when he was needed. I don’t mind telling you, it was no sure thing getting him to the stage where he could take the field without pissing his pants.”

“And this is where it’s led, where all your preparation has taken him? You made a shogging tyrant, Aristodeus. Tell me how that’s not playing into the enemy’s hands.” Hot tears spilled down her cheeks. She was fuming, wasn’t she? So why was she crying?

“Oh, please!” Aristodeus said. “Power corrupts? Is that your thesis? Do try to come up with something original.”

Rhiannon wiped her eyes and stood, hands on hips, daring him to make one more comment. “Just take me to my daughter.”

Aristodeus’s shoulders slumped. He looked genuinely sad for a moment, but it didn’t last. He assumed a condescending frown and rolled his eyes theatrically. “As you wish. But she stays here with me. Understood?”

***

She was seated on a low stool the other side of a wall of glass: Saphra.

My Saphra.

Even thinking it sounded wrong. Saying it would have been fraudulent. And yet Rhiannon had said as much to Aristodeus, staked her claim on the girl she’d never wanted; the girl who’d clung to her like a shadow, despite the lame apologies, the excuses that kept her at arm’s length—or in the care of a minder whenever possible.

Saphra. Always such a sullen child, except when there was company, and then she was a tangle of joy and attitude that would have sat better with a teenager.

Mephesch stood before her, reading from a book—not the kind of kid’s book Rhiannon would’ve read to her, if she’d had the time; it was a thick tome, big as the Liber, and probably just as dense. Gray cloth and boards with a burgundy spine, like the ones in Aristodeus’s study.

Saphra. Restless, needy, frenetic; and yet here she was sitting primly, head slightly inclined, taking it all in, nodding, mouthing questions Rhiannon couldn’t hear.

Another homunculus was combing through the girl’s wet hair—hair that had started turning darker this last year, shifting almost imperceptibly from tow to auburn, just as Rhiannon’s had done before finally settling on black.

She should have been the one combing it. Not that it had bothered her before. But now, with a barrier between them, and strangers more intimate with her daughter than she’d ever been, the want, the need, the compulsion built within her like the urge to cut.

Acid or ice formed in her stomach. Perhaps it was both. She could hear the hollow thump of her heart. Her mind struggled to make sense of what she was feeling, to give it some sort of name. She glanced at Mephesch, who’d paused in his reading to answer a question—her daughter’s question that she was not party to—and she remembered Gaston, remembered Aristodeus’s champagne, remembered the goading thrill of the black sword, what it made her do to herself. All three coalesced around her self-loathing, and she looked unblinkingly at the girl on the stool, Mephesch filling her head with Ain-knows what, the other homunculus combing out her hair…

Aristodeus pressed his face up against the glass beside her, breath misting on the surface. She glanced at him watching with approval; looked back at Saphra, and then she had her word:

Violation.

As if she could hear her mother’s thoughts, as if she could sense her through the glass, Saphra’s head jerked round, and she caught Rhiannon’s eye. A frown swept her forehead, tightened her lips, but then she smiled and waved.

“What’s this?” Rhiannon said through clenched teeth.

“Schooling. Nurture. The sort of thing you’d expect a mother to provide.” Aristodeus waggled his fingers at Saphra, and she beamed in reply. “Oh, I don’t blame you. Not entirely. You had other things on your mind. Other priorities.”

The look he gave her said, “Like cock, booze, sweating it out at the gym.”

He turned straight back to the scene on the other side of the glass. “Time lost can easily be made up, when you know how.”

Mephesch raised an enquiring eyebrow at Aristodeus, who nodded that he should continue.

“No better teachers than the homunculi. They have a knack for making knowledge stick. That, coupled with the better part of her genetics, our girl will make up lost ground in a matter of days.”

“Days?” Rhiannon pressed both palms to the glass and touched her forehead to it. Weakness entered her limbs, and even her eyelids slumped shut.

“With a little augmentation.”

“What?” It was like a scorpion’s sting, rousing her from her stupor. The implication of what he’d said was a creeping venom.

“Nothing you need worry about. Sektis Gandaw wasn’t all bad. Deluded, yes, but not wrong on every account. Did you know the homunculi taught him most everything he knew about science? Yes, of course you did: the bard and his tales. What was his name again?”

He knew. He always knew. Always knew everything.

Sensing her reluctance to play, Aristodeus said, “Elias. Yes, that’s it. Elias Wolf. Surprisingly accurate, his historical verse, but then it would be, wouldn’t it? Seeing as he lived through the Reckoning.”

Rhiannon’s shoulders bunched up about her ears. When she let out of rush of breath, she expected a torrent of tears, but none came. She was done crying; all dried up.

“Not a lot of people know,” Aristodeus continued, as if she weren’t already beyond breaking; as if she were somehow more than an empty sack of skin, “that the homunculi were visiting Earth in their plane ships long before the Reckoning. Long before Sektis Gandaw and his Global Technocracy, too. If not for them, humanity would still be skulking about in caves, grunting over who gets the last banana.”

Rhiannon swiveled to face him, but still she dropped her chin to her chest, kept her eyes shut. Each word she spoke came out like the grate of tortured metal. “What… are… you… doing… to… my… daughter?”

“Saving her,” Aristodeus said with as much finality as a door slamming shut. “From you. From squalor. From alcoholism, random fornication, temper tantrums. From a life of abject misery, purposeless, banal, and devoid of all meaning.”

Rhiannon’s gasps as he drove each condemnation home were no more than shudders localized in her throat. With each, she sagged a little. With each, the ground dragged her toward it, until she slumped to her knees in desperate need of sobbing, but no longer sure how.

Saphra’s head pivoted her way, but there was no reaction on her face. Within a second, she was listening to Mephesch’s reading once more.

“But not just saving her,” Aristodeus continued. “Maybe more.”

He went quiet for a moment, and Rhiannon lifted her head. “You mean you, don’t you? You’re using her to save yourself.” Extricate himself from the trap he’d fallen into.

To her surprise, he dropped into a crouch before her, cupped her chin in his hand so that he could look right into her with those gray-blue eyes. “Me, yes, but maybe you also. Maybe everyone. You see, this war with the Demiurgos doesn’t end with me winning a skirmish. For each move, there’s a counter. He gets ahead, I leapfrog over him. He thinks he has me, and yet I slip under the radar, so to speak, popping up here, there, and everywhere.”

Rhiannon had never figured that out. Neither had Shader. “You fell. Sektis Gandaw said as much. You fell into the Abyss.”

Aristodeus clenched his teeth; grimaced with what looked like exasperation. “And I found a way out. Simple.”

“How? How did you get out?” And even if he had, that didn’t explain why he’d taken her there. “Sektis Gandaw thought you were in two places at once, remember? Is that it? Are you here and in the Abyss at the same time?”

His face tightened in refusal to answer. He may not have known the answer.

“And what’s with the tower? Your base behind enemy lines?”

“It is a defense. My defense. It insulates me from the brunt of his malice. You, too, if you remember. Hence the prohibition on opening the door.”

“So, why’d you need it? If you’re free, why’d you need the tower?”

Aristodeus’s chest filled like a bellows as he drew in a long, slow breath. His eyelids flickered, and he pinched the bridge of his nose.

“It is a limited freedom I’ve won. I can go so far, do so much, and then I’m whipped back. It’s like the recoil from a rubber band that’s been stretched taut. You have rubber bands? I forget. It’s so difficult to keep up. The important thing is, I have room to maneuver, and he’s none the wiser.”

“Unless he wants you to think that.”

Aristodeus wagged his finger and opened his mouth to shoot that idea down, but then his eyes took on that inward focus, like he hadn’t considered the possibility. He swallowed and gave the barest of shrugs. “Perhaps. But I don’t think so.”

“And why’s that?” Where’s the evidence? the philosopher might have said.

“We cannot keep second-guessing ourselves. That way lies an infinite loop of self-doubt and mistrust. That’s the sort of paralysis that cripples the dwarves of Arx Gravis.”

“But it could be true.”

“Yes, it could. It could equally be false. I have no way of knowing, but I take on board what you have raised and will meditate upon it.”

Well, that was a first. What struck Rhiannon, though, was how obvious the idea seemed to her, and yet the great philosopher hadn’t even considered it. Had the Demiurgos blindsided him, or was it simply his own egotism getting in the way?

“Not just meditate, mind,” Aristodeus said, as if he’d shelved that particular dilemma and found a way to press ahead. “We must never be afraid to act. It is deeds rather than thoughts that will win the war. And we must not simply react, either. Sometimes, we need to spring surprises of our own, do things he will not expect.”

“And if you get it wrong? Take the wrong action?”

Aristodeus turned his palms up. “It’s a high-level game. Two tacticians head to head, thinking outside the box, subverting each other’s wishes. It is taxing, but no more than for a virtuoso musician, one who steps aside and allows his instrument to perform in and through him. My mind, my intellect, is my instrument. At times, I must simply let it soar. When it comes back to earth, when its purple patches are spent, then I must strategize, meditate, mobilize my pieces.”

“So, you’re a genius.” Twat. “You really think you’re smarter than the Demiurgos?”

“Not at all,” Aristodeus said. “I’m sure he’d like me to think so. He is the sower of chaos, of lies, of destruction. Hubris is often the door he enters by. Why do you think Gandaw acted the way he did? Did he really believe he could create ex nihilo and still exist himself? He was just a vessel, a conduit for the Demiurgos’s will; the will to disperse, to separate, and ultimately to destroy.”

“OK, so now we’ve got that straight,” Rhiannon said in a tone dripping with sarcasm, “what’s it all got to do with my daughter?”

“My daughter,” Aristodeus said. “Ours. Perhaps nothing. Perhaps everything. The Deceiver’s wiles have seeped into our cosmos since the fall of the Aeonic Triad. The Archon’s presence here limits him. Neither can act directly without ceding ground to the other. It’s sobering, don’t you think? Two Supernal beings locked in an impasse, first warring over their poor benighted sister, and now competing over us: our world; our cosmos. Makes you wonder why they fell in the first place. Makes you wonder if they were pushed. Because that’s what I’d do, if I had the means: send them both back where they came. Eingana, too, if I could find her, but I suspect she’s already made that journey of her own accord.”

“That tells me nothing,” Rhiannon said. She pushed down on her thigh, lunged into a standing position. She threw a look at Saphra beyond the glass, then glared at Aristodeus. “She’s a girl. A little girl, not some weapon in your cosmic drama.”

“I assure you,” Aristodeus said, “it’s not just my drama. It’s not just my war. Look at what Gandaw did on Earth. And before him, Blightey. How do you think the Liche Lord came to be what he is? Voices from the Abyss, is what. The whisperings of the Dweller—and that monstrosity is little more than the Demiurgos’s lapdog. And let’s not forget about the dwarves of Arx Gravis, what Nameless did to them under the sway of the black axe. No one is safe, Rhiannon. Nowhere. There is an army arrayed against us. Against all the living. Someone”—he stood now, and tugged his toga straight—“needs to organize the defense, lead the counterattack.”

Rhiannon fought back a sneer. “Who elected you? I didn’t vote for you.”

“It’s not a matter of democracy.” Aristodeus looked up at the ceiling, as if he were imploring its support. “It’s a matter of vision. Who else has seen the patterns? Who else has come so close to the chancre they can almost touch it?”

In her mind, she was back in the tower of ivory, heat radiating from the door.

“You mean, who else got suckered into the Abyss?” she said. “Who else is trapped there, with nothing but some imaginary tower between him and the flames?”

“What?” As if in response, sweat beaded on his forehead.

And she’d dreamed of fire. And coercion. And Callixus.

“No.” She felt a surge of confidence and certainty now, and it restored her lagging resolve. “I’m not buying this cosmic shit. Well, I am, for what it’s worth.” For what difference it makes. “But this is all about you. You screwed up. You bit off more than you could chew. Admit it: you thought you could take Sektis Gandaw down that first time, didn’t you? You, and only you, could stop the Unweaving. Well, listen up, baldy, because I’ve got news for you. You messed up. You messed up big time, and now you want my kid to get you out of shit creek. Am I right?”

She expected to see anger in his eyes, a confusion of emotions writhing across his face, but instead, he just laughed. Not the maniacal laugh of a bullshitter who’d been found out, but the self-assured mirth of someone who was always right, and knew it.

“But I did prevent the Unweaving, ultimately,” Aristodeus said. “I admit, it was a close-run thing, especially with the setback first time round. But as any good general will tell you, adversity can be turned to advantage, if you’re willing to take risks.”

“It wasn’t you,” Rhiannon sniped back at him. “It was Shader.” And her, and Nameless. But she knew giving credit to Shader would hurt Aristodeus most: the pupil outshining the master. After all, Aristodeus had boasted he’d made Shader, hadn’t he? Taught him all he knew, prepared him for the end of all things.

There was a gleam in Aristodeus’s eyes that hit her with a barb of doubt. Quick as it had come, her sense of triumph evaporated like mist.

“You scut,” Rhiannon said. “Even that, even what Shader did, what he risked, what he lost: it was all part of your master plan? Is that what you think?” Had it all been for nothing? All her own struggles? And Nameless… what he’d endured just to get Shader there, so he could confront the Unweaving.

“Oh, I don’t blow my own trumpet quite so loudly,” Aristodeus said. “Yes, for the most part, it was the choices I made, my planning, my preparations, but it was by no means certain. We work with the tools we are given. Or we forge our own. But I am not like Gandaw. Every instrument has its imperfections, and I have to admit, Shader drove me close to despair on several occasions. But he came through. Whether that’s because of his upbringing, my lessons, the path I set before him, who can say? The important thing is, I took a calculated gamble, and it paid off.”

“You used him, you mean. You took a child and you honed him into a tool to do your own dirty work. Shog, you even gave up on him, tried to make me into a quick-fix substitute. Tell me why that’s better than the Demiurgos. Tell me why I should give a damn about you and what you think, you callous piece of conniving shit.” Tell me why I should let you near my daughter.

“And I thought you’d guessed,” Aristodeus said. “About Shader.” He let out an exaggerated sigh and let his eyes drift to Saphra, who was now taking apart one of the gray tablets the homunculi were always using. Mephesch watched over her, nodding encouragement, as she extracted tiny crystals, filaments of copper, and strings of goo that hardened and set the moment she placed them on the table.

The homunculus who’d been brushing her hair fussed about by an opening in the opposite wall, then returned to Saphra with a circular tray. He set before her a glass filled with lurid blue liquid, and a scatter of tablets of various sizes and colors.

Rhiannon forced her mind back to the conversation, but her repeated glances must have revealed her distraction.

“What about Shader?” she asked. What had she missed? Aristodeus said he’d told her all there was to know: about him being fostered, his tutoring, the mystery surrounding his real parents. Even as she recalled it, she knew that was what it was: Aristodeus was the know-all to end all know-alls, and yet he’d basically admitted he didn’t know who Shader’s real parents were. She flashed him a fierce look. He’d been lying.

“Optimal nutrition,” Aristodeus said, doing his best to ignore her as he watched Saphra take the pills with gulps of the blue drink. “Excellent teachers, and the genetic jackpot.” He spread is hands and grinned. He ran his eyes appraisingly over Rhiannon then cocked his head in disappointment and shrugged one shoulder. “Give or take,” he added.

Rhiannon refused to take the bait. Instead, she pressed her face back against the glass in time to see her daughter popping the last of the pills and finishing every last drop of her drink. That was a first. At home, Saphra ate like a bird, and there were half-empty cups strewn all over the place.

Without looking away, she asked Aristodeus, “Why the glass?”

Aristodeus rapped it with his knuckles. “More than just glass. One of Gandaw’s innovations in the early days of Global Tech. Made him a lot of money, I can tell you. But to answer your question, you are far too feisty, Rhiannon. I will not have you fight me over her. Especially now. Especially when she’s starting to learn, and she’s at such an impressionable age. You wanted to see her, and here she is.”

“A prisoner,” Rhiannon said. “No, a specimen.”

Aristodeus shook his head like some benign old grandfather. “Safe, is what she is. Safe and in good hands. Satisfied?”

Rhiannon imagined smashing his bald head into the wall; wondered if the glass would shatter, or if his skull would crack. She clenched her fists at her sides, then remembered the black sword at her hip. His eyes tracked her fingers as they stroked the pommel. A thrill tingled along her forearm in response. She tapped it once, twice, three times, then withdrew her hand.

“Why did you send the wolves?”

Aristodeus backed away from the glass and pulled a pipe from his pocket. He began to fill it with tobacco.

“Do you?” he said, holding up the pipe. “No, of course you don’t. You’re a cigar woman, aren’t you? I’m afraid I don’t keep any. Can’t be done with those humidors. Something for you to look forward to when you get home.”

“You seriously think I’m going back without Saphra?”

Aristodeus produced a box of matches like the ones Elias used to use when his Zippo was out of gas. The philosopher had obviously given up looking for his own. He lit the pipe and took a few shallow puffs to get it going. “I’m certain of it.”

He struck another match and passed it around the bowl, singeing the tobacco and drawing on the stem with little sucking noises. “As for the wolf-men, you have Pater Shader to thank for that. I’d forgotten how insufferably stubborn he could be. Nothing like a bit of terror and the loss of a loved one to bring out the combatant in a man. For all his posturing, Shader could never resist a good fight. I remember the time a bunch of wharfies set upon him back in—”

“So, he’s here?”

Aristodeus grinned and blew a smoke ring in her face.

She didn’t give him the satisfaction of coughing. “And my friends?” she asked. “Pete and Sandau. Are they here, too?”

“Haven’t the foggiest. My only interest was in Shader and the girl.”

“And me. You brought me here. Why? Because you trained me to fight? You still need me?”

“Hah!” Aristodeus guffawed around the stem of his pipe. “Call me sentimental, if you like, but I had hoped there might be some small role for my child’s mother.”

She couldn’t let the philosopher get to her; had to rise above the disparagement. If she went at him head on, she might never see Saphra again. The thought hit her like a hammer blow. She shouldn’t have cared. Shouldn’t have given a damn. It wasn’t like she’d exactly bonded with the girl. Wasn’t like she’d even wanted to. Did she care only because she didn’t want Aristodeus to have Saphra? Was that it, just some childish jealousy?

Saphra looked round again, and a smile lit up her face. She held up the remains of the gray tablet, as if to say, “Look, Mommy! Look what I did!”

Tears finally came. Rhiannon wiped her eyes; tried to fix a false smile in place. She stuck out her tongue, and Saphra did the same back at her. Rhiannon almost laughed. Wished she could. With a blown kiss that was arthritic in its awkwardness, she pushed away from the glass.

Aristodeus waited for her with the patience of a seasoned chess player. He even showed her the hint of a smile at the interaction with Saphra, but it passed in an instant.

“As regards Shader,” he said, “I think we can safely say my ploy was successful. He has been spurred into action.”

“So, he is here.” After what he’d witnessed on the Downs, he’d be livid, once she told him all she knew about Aristodeus’s involvement. “Good. Then he’ll cut your shogging head off and save me the trouble.”

Aristodeus erupted with laughter, coughing and spluttering amid a cloud of pipe smoke. “The thought of it! How wonderful! What do you suppose would happen if he and I were to fight?”

“You’d get a sword through the guts, and I’d get my daughter back.”

Aristodeus regained his composure. “Then it’s a good thing he’s not on Aethir. I felt it prudent to leave him on Earth for a while, let him make his own way back. I’ve made it possible for him, but it comes at a cost, and hopefully by the time he arrives, the anger will be out of his system.”

Rhiannon’s head whirled with all the implications. Shadrak, Nameless, and the others had been sent to Earth. Was that Shader’s way back to Aethir: the plane ship?

“Oh my shog,” she said. “You’ve sent him to Verusia, haven’t you?”

Aristodeus’s silence was all the confirmation she needed.

“How’s he going to take that, do you think? Didn’t he tell you what he’d been through before?” On the fields of Trajinot. He’d told her. Told her what he’d seen, what he’d done, to the extent that he could. Her impression was that the horrors he’d witnessed in the Liche Lord’s realm were unspeakable, the stuff of nightmares; pockets of Shader’s mind that were closed off, sealed from the light of day.

Aristodeus cocked his head and blew out another smoke ring. “He’s a changed man since the Seventh Horse days. And they’re going to need him, the others, if they’re to succeed. They’re going to need all the help they can get.”

“And yet you still sent them? What if he doesn’t make it to Verusia? It’s a long shogging way from Britannia.”

“He’ll make it or he won’t.” Aristodeus shrugged. “As for the others, there really isn’t much choice. The black axe must be destroyed.”

“So Nameless can get the helm off?”

“The black axe must be destroyed,” Aristodeus said again. His eyes strayed to Callixus’s sword at her hip, as if he were thinking, “And then we’ll have to see about that thing.”

It was too much. Too intense. Too incomprehensible. Rhiannon looked back at the glass for refuge.

Saphra was now reading to Mephesch—the same thick tome he’d read to her. He nodded encouragingly, while the other homunculus was back to paying attention to her hair, plaiting and winding it into twin buns at the sides of her head.

“My own treatise on Clear Thinking.” Aristodeus gave Rhiannon a smug look. “One needs to understand an argument before it can be refuted. Reason your way to a position, and then reason your way back out again. The rest of the series awaits in my study.”

“She’s four years old.”

Aristodeus’s head bobbed enthusiastically. “Just think what she’ll be capable of at your age.”

Her newfound affection for Saphra wilted in an instant. The girl was a project: Aristodeus’s project. He wanted a genius, and shog knows what besides.

Rhiannon looked from her daughter to the philosopher. Ain, the bald bastard had even named her; insisted on the name. Some secret bloody society at the heart of the Templum, he’d said. His secret weapon. What was he planning for his daughter? Because right then, that’s how it felt: Saphra was his daughter. He was the sire of this prodigy. Like he’d said in the control room, Rhiannon was just the breeding cow.

Rage surged through her like lava. She smacked the pipe from his lips. It clattered against the glass and hit the ground. The stem snapped and skittered away from the still-smoking bowl.

She tensed as Aristodeus slowly brushed flakes of tobacco from his robe.

“My first pipe.” He sounded like he was speaking at the funeral of a dear friend. He bent down to pick up the pieces and tried to fit them back together. “Sad,” he mumbled as he shuffled from the room. He paused in the doorway but didn’t turn. “You may remain another hour, and then you will be sent back to Earth.”

She glared vitriol as he left. With a cry of outrage, she swung back to the glass. Mephesch was watching her out of the corner of his eye, lips curling in a slight smile.

Rhiannon ran her fingers through her hair, fought back the tears of frustration. If she gave in to them, she’d collapse, be good for nothing. And so she drove them back the only way she knew how.

“Don’t walk away, you bald scut!” she screamed as she marched out into the corridor. “I’m not finished with you!”

Her words were muffled, muted, as if the air swallowed them. Heat prickled her face. There was a flash of brilliance. She threw up her hands.

Where did he get such power? How could he do this to her?

Her hands blazed incandescent, and for an instant she saw bones beneath the skin—

—Fire!

A curtain of fire blocking her path. Fire again. Like in her dream, only… these flames were white. And they did not burn.

They dispersed, and she dropped her hands.

A cowled figure stood directly before her. At the urge of a soundless prompt, she reached for the black sword.

Streamers of argent suppurated from the figure’s hood in response. They died down when Rhiannon withdrew her fingers from the pommel.

“It is fruitless to argue with him further,” the figure said. It was a man’s voice, though rasping, almost sibilant, like the wind whistling through a forest. “Even I have given up.”

Rhiannon shielded her eyes from the glare beneath the cowl. Her joints felt unhinged, and she barely resisted the compulsion to kneel. Only her residual anger toward Aristodeus kept her standing. That, and an overwhelming sense of awe that defeated even her body’s need for prostration.

“You’re… You’re the Archon.”

“And you are Rhiannon Kwane, sister of Samuel.”

“Sammy?” Thrill and disappointment wrapped themselves around her innards, competing for her attention.

Sammy? Was he all right?

Shog him, he’d left her, hadn’t he? Left her like she was nothing. Her little brother. Did he need her now? Was she forgiven? Because it sure felt like he blamed her for what Gaston and the White Order did to Mom and Dad. Did he have any idea what Gaston had done to her, too? No, of course he didn’t: she’d not told him. You don’t tell kids that sort of thing.

“He and I had an understanding,” the Archon said, “but he is no longer bound. Your brother guides the Barraiya people now, in Huntsman’s stead. He is the hands and feet of my sister’s chosen land, Sahul.”

“Your sister…” She racked her brains for the connections. It was all in there, she knew, from all the tales Elias had told her; from his epic masterpiece, which she’d endured in rehearsal, even if she’d been pissed senseless during the show. “Eingana.” The snake goddess. The statue Sektis Gandaw had used to power his Unweaving. The giant serpent who’d found her life again and swallowed the Technocrat whole.

“Yes, I see the resemblance,” she said. It was no good: despite her attempt at humor, her legs were only supporting her because she’d hit on exactly the right point of balance. She was trembling all the way up to her cheeks, and her teeth chattered.

“Appearances can be deceptive,” the Archon said. There was a lightness to his tone, which might have been amusement.

“So,” Rhiannon said, “you didn’t show up to tell me Sammy’s missing me?”

He held her gaze squarely, though he dimmed the conflagration of his cowl so she could bear it. “Sammy is lost to you. He is unmade and made anew, as are all Clever Men of the Dreamers. It is necessary, so they can hear the breathing of Sahul, connect with the spirits of the hybrids like the strands of a web.”

Sammy.

It took a moment for the waves of sorrow to break over her, until the implications of what the Archon said tugged at her incomprehension, gave her an escape route from grief. “Sahul is alive? Really alive?” Like Huntsman seemed to believe.

The slightest movement of the Archon’s hood conveyed what she took to be a shrug. “It was seeded by my sister after her violation, as was all your Earth. Few have the ears to hear, especially in the wake of Sektis Gandaw’s reign. But I did not come because of Sammy. I came because of your daughter.”

A renewed surge of anger steeled the muscles in Rhiannon’s legs, tensed her arms all the way to her fists. “Well, she’s right here,” she said, flicking a look behind at the door, which had closed behind her. “Go in. Help yourself, because everyone else does.”

“If I were free to act,” the Archon said, drifting closer until Rhiannon’s back was pressed to the cold metal of the door, “I would have killed her at birth.”

What? Like a hammer blow to the head, the Archon’s words robbed her of the power of speech. Killed her? Killed my daughter?

This time, the sword didn’t wait for an invitation. It leapt from the scabbard to her hand. Black flames danced in mockery of the Archon’s white. They seethed with her anger, swelled, streamed off the blade in ribbons of fuligin.

The Archon flinched and drew back. “Be wary of your allies, Rhiannon. Power must be paid for, sooner or later.” He raised a hand. It was porcelain-white beneath the billowing sleeve of his robe. With the merest wave of his fingers, he quelled the black sword’s ire, and a sob—or was it a mew?—echoed silently in Rhiannon’s mind.

Slow as she could, assuaging her rage with every measured breath, she re-sheathed the blade.

“Shall we?” the Archon said, indicating the door.

Rhiannon punched in the code Bezaleel had given her. True to his word, it worked, and the door slid back.

She strode straight to the glass wall, but her daughter was gone. Only one of the homunculi remained, tidying up the books and gadgets that had been Saphra’s education for the day.

She could feel the Archon’s blaze on her back, not scorching, as it should have been, but excoriating her all the way down to the bone. She faced him once more, perched herself on the edge of the desk.

“She’s a child.” She could have been chastising herself.

“And a child should have a mother, should it not?” the Archon said, as he glided into a slow orbit around the room. “Not a user, an abuser, a manipulator. Not a philosopher.”

“Try telling him that.”

“I have done. He and I disagree on many things.”

“And he always gets his own way?” Rhiannon said. “I thought someone as high and mighty as you might put him in his place once in a while.”

The Archon chuckled. “Let us just say our aims converge, his and mine, though for different reasons. But in some things, our actions take divergent paths. We disagree on the dwarf, for example.”

“Nameless? What, do you want to kill him, too?”

The Archon stopped his circuit and hovered closer to her, the hem of his robe mere inches above the floor. “Sometimes, not to act is a far greater crime. On occasion, the candle must be snuffed out before it starts the house fire, which next becomes a burning city, maybe even sets the surrounding woodlands ablaze. There are no foreseeable limits to the devastation one small flame might cause.”

“But you can’t do that, can you?” Not if what Aristodeus had said were true. “You can’t kill him yourself—”

“I didn’t say I can’t. But I won’t, unless I have no choice. Like power, action has its costs, and for some of us they are equal and opposite. All that I do thaws the ice that holds the Demiurgos a little and cedes his will more reach into the worlds. I have found, given the disasters that have followed each new act of mine, and my brother’s counter, that it is better for me to do nothing directly.

“But I mentioned the dilemma of the Nameless Dwarf only as an example of how Aristodeus and I differ in our opinions of what should be done. What needs to be done. Ultimately, however, we are at war with the same foe.”

“Yeah, I figured that much. What I don’t get is, if you stopped the Demiurgos before”—assuming Elias had his facts right, which was by no means certain—“why can’t you do it again?”

The Archon waited a moment before he replied. He may have been surprised by the question, or maybe he was still vexed by his failure to defeat the Demiurgos for good.

“I prevented him from further ravaging my sister, but when I cast him into the Void, he endured. It should not have been possible. Supernals have, from time to time, traveled from our world to yours, but for the living, there is no return. Only the dead of your cosmos may travel the other way, though their passage has long-since been blocked by the emergence of the Abyss. He should have perished.”

“But instead,” Rhiannon said, “he threw up the Abyss about himself, is that right?”

“First the ice,” the Archon said. “It surrounded him like armor. I can only surmise it was his abject fear of the Void that gave it being.”

“That makes no sense,” Rhiannon said. “How can ice exist in the Void? How can anything?”

“I cannot answer—”

“And what would have happened to you? You cast him there. You acted directly, didn’t you, in order to kill him?”

“Yes, but…” Flames guttered within the Archon’s hood. He let out a sound like a gasp. “It was me! All these aeons, and it has taken a…” He waved a porcelain hand at Rhiannon, as if he didn’t know how to say “useless bitch”. Finally, he said, “woman. It has taken a woman to intuit what I should have seen from the first. I assumed the Demiurgos’s will is what kept him in existence: a will stronger even than the hunger of the Void. But now I see it: there can be no will in the Void. There can be nothing. It was my direct act against him that awarded him the justice our balance demands. But rather than my death in return, his dread of oblivion granted him the paradox of perdurance in the heart of nothing. It made for him a breathing space, one he has inflated with each new act of mine. And each soul, each tormented soul that seeks passage to the Supernal Realm, is caught within his web, adding its own substance to the reality of the Abyss. Every new death becomes a defiance of the Void.”

“Glad I could be of some help,” Rhiannon said. “But what the shog has that got to do with my daughter?”

The Archon reeled away from her, then recommenced his circuit of the room. “You have given me much to think on; much to ponder. Alas, you have also given me cause to rely more than I would like on the machinations of the philosopher. There is no other of this cosmos positioned to oppose my brother as he does, though I believe him to be overmatched. Perhaps the Liche Lord has the lore, but he lacks the will. I rather think my brother’s wiles suit Otto Blightey’s penchant for cruelty.”

Rhiannon pushed herself away from the table and stalked after the Archon. “So, you’re going to leave Saphra alone now?”

The Archon stopped abruptly. “It is more a matter of what you are going to do. I had hoped, given your indifference to the child, you might see the wisdom of nipping her life in the bud, before things are allowed to go too far.”

“You want me to kill her? Are you shogging crazy?”

“It is likely that you will. I see many possibilities, but in each of them, either your world is annexed to the Abyss, nothing more than dust and smoldering ashes, or one of you slays your daughter: you, or the girl’s father.”

No, Rhiannon cried silently. She stumbled into the wall of glass. Not me. I couldn’t. Wouldn’t.

“Fine,” she suddenly said, her old fury filling her veins like vindication. “Tell you what, I’ll stick it to the bald bastard instead. I’m never killing my daughter, do you hear? But he might, and I don’t plan on giving him the chance.”

She was halfway to the door with the black sword in hand, when the Archon’s voice froze her mid-stride.

“Do you know who he is? Do you even know who this father of your child is?”

Like she’d been concussed by a thunderclap, Rhiannon couldn’t speak; couldn’t articulate a single clear thought.

She felt the warmth of the Archon’s approach. “What has he told you, Rhiannon?”

Everything. He said he’d told me everything.

She felt the air pressure behind her alter. It grew dense with the threat of an explosion, and the warmth turned to heat.

“How he failed to prevent the Unweaving that first time?”

She whimpered that she knew.

“How he fell into the Abyss?”

She dipped her head.

“How he can come and go as he pleases?”

He’d said as much while they watched Saphra with the homunculi, but he said there were limits, that he got snapped back.

“Did he tell you the Abyss is timeless, by virtue of its proximity to the Void?”

“Yes,” Rhiannon managed. “In his tower. He trained me for months, but when we left, only hours had passed.”

“Did he tell you he can visit the past? Never the future; always the past.”

The champagne! Oh, Nous, he said something about the champagne, about where he’d got it from—

—Mine comes, you could say, fresh from the wreck.

The champagne that had allowed him to—

“He wanted a second chance, Rhiannon. I call it hubris. He calls it necessity. He really believed he was the only one capable of stopping Sektis Gandaw. When he fell, he saw deeper into the true nature of the evil he confronted; caught a glimpse of the puppet master. But still, Gandaw had to be stopped, else all the worlds would fall—all this side of the Void, that is. I agreed with him. I agreed, and we planned together, but then he went too far. In his arrogance, he claimed he’d been close to victory, and that it was only the Technocrat’s harnessing of my sister that thwarted him: he could not withstand the power of a Supernal. He begged for my sword, wanted so urgently to wield it in a second attempt to stay Gandaw. When I relented, it burned his hand. It rejected him. Which tells me his morality is deeply suspect.”

“I thought you’d be just fine with that, seeing as you want my daughter dead.”

Rhiannon hoped he’d react. She even turned to face the eruption, but instead he calmly explained, “It’s a matter of proportion, Rhiannon. The needs of the many—”

“Don’t you dare!” she said. “Don’t you dare feed me that crap from the Liber!”

“Forgive me,” the Archon said, withdrawing a little. “And forgive me for what I must now tell you. Aristodeus isn’t just trapped in the Abyss yet able to appear here, in two places at the same time. He is also two people.”

Rhiannon’s head swam with the idea. That didn’t make any sense. Two people? Like Nous and Ain were supposed to be one and the same, though father and son? She opened her mouth to ask, “What do you mean?” but her jaw locked, and all she could do was stare blankly.

“Aristodeus is also Shader. They are one and the same.”

The eyes! The chill blue, swirling to gray.

Oh, Nous—

The set of the jaw, if you took away the beard. Shader’s widow’s peak that would one day thin into baldness.

Ain—

Even their height, their skill with a blade. Only the accent was different.

“Physically, they are the same,” the Archon said. “And they are the same soul.”

Oh no. Please, no.

Rhiannon’s head was a hive of stinging insects. She tried to grasp a thought, a word, some tangible chunk of reality. Storm winds skirled about her skull.

“From the same womb,” the Archon said. “With the same father. Conceived at the same time.”

But Aristodeus was Graecian. Shader had been raised in Britannia. Hence the accent. But how? How could they be the same? They couldn’t even be twins: the philosopher was old enough to be Shader’s grandfather.

The glare from the Archon’s cowl dimmed to a benign glow. “He visited his own birth, snatched the babe, and gave it over to the care of foster parents in Britannia.”

Jarl and Gralia. Shader’s mother and father. The warrior and the luminary.

“But,” she stammered. “But if he took the baby,”—if he took himself; had himself raised as Shader—“he shouldn’t exist, should he?” The life he’d led would never have happened. But then, how would he take the infant, if there was no Aristodeus to take it?

The Archon shook his head. “It is the kind of paradox the Demiurgos loves. I warned Aristodeus at the time, but he would not heed me.”

“So, it’s a trap. Shader’s a trap. An illusion. Another deception.” Like Dave the Slave.

“An abomination, yes,” the Archon said. “A desecration, even. But he is quite real. They both are, at least for now. What you see of Aristodeus is real, too, as far as the flesh goes. But the ground of his soul is tormented, running in circles, yet he does not even know it. I suspect, were his true essence—that which is mired in the Abyss—ever to converge with Shader, the paradox would be unbound, and only one would remain.”

“So…” Rhiannon’s mind was a racing maelstrom. “Does that make Shader Saphra’s father?” She was half-joking; but it was the joke of a woman who’d lost her grip on sanity.

“Genetically,” the Archon said. When she frowned she didn’t know what that meant, he added, “Same parents, same person, same flesh. So, yes: that which impregnated you was Shader in all but memory and experience.”

Shog.

Shader… A father. And yet he’d never… at least not to her knowledge, and not with her. Almost, on one or two occasions, but not quite.

But how could she tell him? Should she? And what about Aristodeus? She knew with absolute clarity that if she could have brought them together, Shader and the philosopher’s core or essence, she’d have done it. Done it and hoped the one still breathing was the one who deserved it most. She had no doubt that was Shader.

Then she had another thought: “What if I kill him? What if I cut the bald bastard into pieces? What then? Would Shader die, too?”

“I do not think so,” the Archon said. “But we stray from my purpose in telling you all this. Sometimes it takes an avalanche of knowledge to restore clear sight. It is my hope that you can see now why you must get Saphra away from Aristodeus. At least then you may in some small way mitigate her doom.”

Her doom? “What do you mean, ‘her doom’?”

“Every action, every use of power comes at a cost. Did I not say this before? Saphra’s conception is a tangle of violations, and the laws that govern the worlds cry out for restoration. Order has been perverted. Time has been turned in on itself. Ancient balances have been disturbed, and all this draws the gaze of the Demiurgos. He sees in her his likeness. He would have her for his own.”

“Between a rock and a hard place,” Rhiannon said. “Damned if I do, damned if I don’t, is that what you’re saying?” When the Archon didn’t answer, she pressed on. “If I leave her with Aristodeus, he’ll use her for Ain-knows what end; but if I get her away from him, the Demiurgos will come to claim her? So, what’s he been waiting for? I’ve raised her for four years and there’s been no stink of sulfur.”

The fire in the Archon’s hood was now no more than a pearly haze. “My brother is a master of the insidious.”

Even as he said it, Rhiannon felt the weight of the black sword at her side. Her drinking, her cutting, her nights away. Her endless excuses and rejections. They would all take their toll, sooner or later. Saphra was a sponge, soaking it all up, owning it, personalizing it, feeling that she was to blame.

“Saphra,” she croaked. Then louder, “Saphra!”

She hefted the sword in two hands and ran at the glass wall. The homunculus inside looked up, shock written all over his gnomic face.

But before she could strike, the Archon drifted between her and the glass. Porcelain fingers grasped her wrists, and slowly, little by little, she lowered the sword.

“Won’t that cost you?” she muttered. “Wasn’t that a direct action?”

“Sometimes it is necessary to cede a little ground,” the Archon said, though he swiftly released her. “The girl is too well guarded here. The homunculi are small, but their lore is vast. And the philosopher will be expecting you to try to take your daughter.”

“Good. Least he’ll know why I’m going to cut his shogging head off.”

“He is too skilled,” the Archon said, like Rhiannon needed reminding. “You will require the aid of others to get Saphra back.”

“Who? Shader? Nameless?”

“Shader, perhaps, but there is one other who could help: Adeptus Ludo.”

The priest with the big ears? What could he do? “You’re joking, aren’t you? No disrespect, but Aristodeus would run him through in the blink of an eye.”

“You misunderstand me,” the Archon said. “Ludo is precious to me. Perhaps the most gifted of all the Nousians. Certainly, he is the closest to the truth. Should he find it, a new spring will revive the Templum, restore it to what it ought to be: a bulwark against the Demiurgos. A mind like that might sway even Aristodeus, were he granted a chance to debate. And if he should fail, then by all means, turn to Shader for aid, if he will give it.”

If he will?

“But not Nameless? Why not Nameless?” He was her best bet, any way you looked at it. Shader might best Aristodeus in a duel, but Nameless would positively crush him.

The Archon seemed reluctant to answer. Finally, he said, “If the opportunity presents itself. But let’s hope it does not come down to that. Ludo is your best hope, and yet he has been placed in peril by Aristodeus’s madcap quest. I cannot lose him to the evil lurking in Verusia. You must go after the others. Ward him, with your life if necessary.”

“You want me to babysit your favorite? So, that’s what this is all about? You don’t give a damn about me or Saphra. You’re desperate, aren’t you? Afraid to act yourself, and afraid to lose one of your pawns. What is it you want him for? The next Ipsissimus?”

The Archon’s fire went out for an instant, then it blazed back white and hot. “He must purify the Templum, excise the errors sown by Blightey. It can be a rock again. A last bastion against deception.”

“Then maybe you should ask Shader. According to Baldy, he’s already on his way there.” She scabbarded her sword and folded her arms across her chest. “Because he might just give a shog.”

“Shader’s purpose in Verusia is unknown to me, and in any case, I fear he may be too late. Go, Rhiannon. I can send you there in an instant.”

“And how’s that not acting directly? You sending me there? You get to play with magic, what does your brother get in return?”

“I have fathomed the consequences and found them favorable. Such a minor act will strengthen the Demiurgos only slightly. And think, when you return, you will have Ludo’s mind to pit against the philosopher’s. That, and the might of grateful companions. But if you do not go, I fear Ludo will do something foolish. He has the intellect of a genius, but the wisdom of a child. He is an idealist, who sees no limit to what might be accomplished by love. I fear he does not know the full extent of Otto Blightey’s evil, of his uncompromising cruelty. More than that, he could not guess that it is utterly willed; that Blightey is as familiar with the ways of love as any luminary, yet it is the familiarity that breeds contempt. Perhaps more troubling, is the Liche Lord’s belief that he is beyond redemption, that there is no going back, whatever Ludo believes about the limitless mercy of Ain. Though I do not share his reasoning, the Liche Lord is a far more accomplished theologian than any the Templum can boast. Greater even than Ludo.”

The pure fire of the Archon’s cowl blazed to engulf him. He gave way to a ball of radiant whiteness that swirled bigger and bigger, until its center seemed to merge with snow. Mist hung thickly between the trunks of pines, and high above, the sun wavered with the pallor of sickness from ashen skies.

Tingles of dread clawed their way up Rhiannon’s spine, yet she was drawn, in spite of herself, toward the vista.

“Go, Rhiannon,” the Archon’s voice sounded from far off. “Keep him safe, and your daughter will be restored to you. Have faith.”

Reflexively shutting her eyes, she stepped over the threshold. Cold bit into her shins, soaked through her britches. Her eyes snapped open. She’d plunged into snow up to her knees. Almost instantly, she panicked and tried to turn back, but the Archon’s fire had gone. Where it should have been, a dense pine forest rolled away into the distance. The sun leered down at her, and the cloying mist whispered her name. She started to draw Callixus’s sword, but stopped as the Archon reappeared before her.

He gestured that she should look behind. When she turned, she saw a scatter of people dressed in furs trudging toward her on snow shoes. In the distance beyond them, against the slate-gray clouds, she could just make out a castle on a hill.

She spun back to the Archon. “What is that place? Who are those people?”

The cold in her shins seeped into her thighs, her belly, her arms. Save for the crunching approach of the snow shoes, all she could hear was the thump, thump, thump of her own heart. There was no other sound. Nothing. Like the life of the forest had been smothered.

“Remember,” the Archon said. “Faith is ofttimes dark.”

“Shog faith! Get me out of here! I’ve changed my mind.”

The Archon sighed and pulled back his hood.

Rhiannon threw up her hands, but too late.

The force of the conflagration flung her to the ground. Everything turned white. At first, she thought she was face down in the snow, but she couldn’t have been: the cold was greatest at her back.

“Keep Ludo safe,” she heard the Archon whisper inside her mind. “And look to your reward.”

She thrashed about on the ground, trying to find him, but all her remaining senses told her he was gone. She started to whimper, a cry that welled into a scream.

Hands grabbed her, lifted her roughly. She blinked furiously, tried to see, but all remained white.

She was bustled along at a brisk pace, feet dragging furrows in the snow. She had no sense of direction, where they were taking her, who they even were. Ice clutched at her stomach, wound its frosty fingers around her ribs.

“Ain help me,” she whispered over and over again as the horror started to sink in.

She was blind.

 

 




VICTIMS OF THE LICHE LORD

Verusia, Earth

Curiosity might have killed the shogging cat, but Shadrak couldn’t help it: he needed to see; needed to know he was right; needed to know what made this Prior tick. Because Ludo was almost certainly right: how many lords of the castle could there be in Wolfmalen? It had to be Blightey, and the spikes skirting the curtain walls were his handiwork.

Galen hadn’t stopped muttering to himself since they left the settlement. He took the lead up the incline that rose in slopes and steps to the castle.

Albert seemed more concerned about the cold, and the ruinous effect trudging calf-deep in snow was having on his Gallic trousers.

Ekyls scampered beside him, refusing the hardship, refusing the bluish tint that had seeped into his skin.

Ludo’s long legs were made for the deep snow, but his spectacles kept frosting over. He repeatedly took them off to wipe the lenses on his cassock.

Nameless trailed the group, trudging sluggishly, axe slung carelessly over one shoulder, like he’d seen this sort of thing a thousand times and really couldn’t be bothered.

Shadrak had to work at it to keep ahead of him. He was by far the shortest, and the snow came up to his thighs. He spotted a depression to the left of the footprints the others left for him to follow in. Didn’t take much to figure the snow might be thinner there. He fought his way toward it, lifting one foot high, setting it down again as far in front as he could manage; repeating with the other.

“Laddie?” Nameless called from behind. “What are you doing?”

“Better ground,” Shadrak growled through gritted teeth.

He lunged for the depression… and plunged into snow up to his waist. He let out a torrent of curses that had Galen turn round and scowl. Ludo backed up to offer him a hand. The cold was too damned leaching to climb out by himself, so Shadrak felt no shame in taking it.

Thankfully, the higher they climbed, the more the snow thinned out. Cold damp clung to his britches, but it was getting easier to walk.

Scudding clouds marbled the white ground with shadows. Up ahead, the sun lent a sickly corona to the castle’s highest tower.

A skirl of the breeze brought him the whiff of putrescence: pungent, rank, tainted with the stink of blood and shite. It only got worse as they drew closer. A couple of hundred yards from the spikes, and he had all the confirmation he needed. They were bodies all right. Bodies impaled arse to mouth on wooden poles whittled to vicious points.

“By all that’s holy!” Galen bent double, heaving and puking. Time he was done, his breakfast was a spatter of yellow and brown all over his crimson jacket. Tears bled from his eyes, and oysters of snot clung to his mustache.

Leaving the dragoon to clean himself up, Shadrak pressed on ahead, vaguely aware the others were following at a reluctant pace.

Up close, the smell was even worse: ordure and rotting flesh; ammonia wafting from the pools of piss and gore slickening the bases of the spikes.

“Forest of the dead,” Ekyls said. He licked his cracked and cyanosed lips, and glared defiantly at the carcasses, as if any sign of weakness he showed would bring them down from their stakes to tear him limb from limb.

“Think that’s going to scare me, shogger?” Nameless muttered, as he stared up at the castle. “I still aim to have your armor, and if you get in my way…” He slammed his axe into the ground at the base of a spike.

“He’s not trying to scare you,” Albert said, studying the bodies with detached fascination. “This is for the townsfolk, I’d say. Keeps the sheep penned in.”

Shadrak shared the fascination. He only wished he shared the detachment. What if it was him hanging there? Or someone he cared for? No one came to mind, save Kadee, but she was mercifully already dead.

He moved from one grisly corpse to the next, craned his head to look up at the blood-soaked tips of the stakes jutting from gaping mouths. He drank in every detail, as if studying the horror, subjecting it to the same scrupulosity he applied to his work, could ward him from having to experience it himself. Chins encrusted with gore, jaws forced open past the point of no return, eyes rolled up white, facing skyward like a vain plea to the deaf, dumb, and mute lord of Araboth, or whatever the poor scuts had believed in.

Ludo was fumbling through his Liber with shaky fingers. He tried to read something, but his eyes kept leaving the page, drawn relentlessly to the bodies on the stakes.

Albert bent down to examine the insertion point on one of them. He nodded, as if acknowledging fine craftsmanship. “Astonishing.” He looked around to see if he had everyone’s attention. He didn’t. They were all held by some dark spell, even Galen, who’d obviously been rubbing snow into his mustache and jacket in an attempt to clean them. “Whoever did this found a way from the rectum to the mouth without asphyxiating the victim.”

“Enough, Albert,” Shadrak said. He didn’t want to think about it any more than he had to.

“But imagine,” Albert went on. “Who could do such a thing?”

“Your mother?” Nameless grumbled.

“Besides her,” Albert said. If he was offended, he didn’t show it. If anything, he seemed amused by the idea. “I mean, the poor sods probably hung there for hours, maybe even days, like fishes on hooks. Every limb paralyzed, windpipe almost totally occluded. What do you suppose the cause of death was?” He looked to Shadrak. “Loss of blood? Perforated bowel?”

The wind turned again, and carried with it voices from back the way they’d come.

A gaggle of locals had gathered at the foot of the incline. Heads were shaken, and then someone pointed up at the castle.

Shadrak spun round to look. Scores of black shapes were pouring out of the gatehouse.

“Sweet Nous,” Galen said. “What are they?”

Ludo closed his book and stared. His face had the same gray cast as the sky. “At Trajinot, the Liche Lord’s legions were said to be undead.”

Shadrak pulled his goggles on. Instantly, the figures turned to blotches of vivid red. “These scuts are living, right enough.” As his eyes adjusted to the goggles, the blurs took on greater focus. “They’re men, dressed in black, head to toe; and those things they’re carrying are staffs—some kind of fighting sticks.”

“Crowd control?” Galen asked. “Same as they use in Aeterna on holy days of obligation?”

Shadrak lifted the goggles. “Let’s go.” He started down the bank toward the crowd and the town beyond.

“And leave empty-handed?” Nameless said.

“We’re scouting, remember?” Shadrak said. “Gathering information, so we can plan. Why is it so hard for people to get that?”

Nameless yanked his axe free and swung it at the base of a spike. He sheered right through, and both pole and corpse toppled toward him. “Oops,” he said, throwing out a gauntleted hand to hold it up. With an effortless shove, he sent it back the other way, where it crashed into another spike, which fell into another, until up to a dozen were leaning at precarious angles or half-buried in the snow.

“Stay, if you like,” Shadrak said. “But I’m off.” In his line of work, you didn’t take chances. He’d hoped to learn something useful, something that might teach them about who and what they were facing; give them some clue as to how they were going to steal the Liche Lord’s armor without having spikes shoved up their arses. Last thing they needed was a pitched bloody battle with an enemy they knew nothing about.

Nameless shouldered his axe and strode through the impaled dead toward the horde swarming down from the castle. He’d need an army at his back to stand a chance, but he either hadn’t thought about that, or he didn’t care.

Ludo followed Shadrak as he started down the bank. Albert had a head start on them, Ekyls hot on his heels. Galen drew his saber and went after Nameless.

“Galen!” Ludo cried in a voice that carried like an actor’s. “We need to leave.”

“Leave, I’ll be damned!” Galen called back. “I’m a dragoon first, Eminence, your servant next. Never leave a man behind, we always say.”

Going down was far quicker than going up. Shadrak stumbled, slid, and tumbled through the snow drifts, gathering speed near the bottom and hitting the flat at a run.

The crowd parted as Albert and Ekyls headed straight for them. Albert was no fool; he knew the difference between wolves and sheep, same as Shadrak did. Scuts like this were timid as shog without a sheepdog.

Shadrak was next through, with Ludo close behind.

A flurry of movement in the town made him falter, then stop. More figures in black were streaming out of the domed basilica and advancing along the main concourse. They looked identical: every inch of their bodies was covered in black, their heads wound in strips of cloth with only the narrowest slit to see out of. Shadrak had known men like this all his life: thugs or assassins. Henchmen. Goons. Thing that made him wonder was their weapons: the same long sticks the others wielded. There were any number of better things to kill with. Maybe the aim was to capture. Maybe they were seeking new victims for the spikes.

“Oh, cripes,” Albert said. “Tits up one way, fanny fart the—”

Shadrak cut him off with a pistol blast. He got one of the goons smack bang in the middle of his face. Dropped him like a big black turd in the snow. The rest of them balked for a moment, then started to fan out.

“Back to the slope,” Shadrak yelled, drawing the second pistol and letting rip, both guns bucking in his grasp. Two more turds, then two more. He risked quick glances behind, to make sure the others had got the start they needed.

The townsfolk ran for their homes, covering their ears against the thunder-cracks.

Albert and Ekyls veered off the beaten track, weaving away to the right. They skirted the hole Shadrak had fallen into and disappeared behind a snowdrift.

Ludo made a beeline for Galen standing shoulder to shoulder with Nameless among the impaled dead.

Shadrak blasted relentlessly till he ran out of bullets. He holstered both guns, then reached behind for his old thundershot. A black-garb grew cocky and came at him with a stick, but all he got for his troubles was an eruption of brains out the back of his head.

And then Shadrak was off up the hill, treading in the furrows they’d made coming down mostly on their arses. Behind him, an angry cry went up. He glanced back; confirmed the goons were coming, and coming fast: a swelling tide of blackness spewing out onto the white-coated ground.

Nameless was still facing the castle when Shadrak made it back in among the stakes. The dwarf was leaning on his axe and whistling tunelessly from within the scarolite helm. Galen stood ramrod stiff beside him, saber hanging loose in is grasp. Both a study in calm. Both relaxed and waiting. In Nameless’s case, it was like he’d been born for such things; but with Galen it seemed more a sense of duty; the learned stoicism of a professional soldier.

The roars behind were drowned out by those in front, as the horde from the castle surged down the slope like an avalanche.

“Hold positions,” Galen barked, as if he had an army to command.

Shadrak thrust the thundershot in the back of his belt; drew out two cartridges from a pouch and slammed them into the butts of the pistols.

“Hold…” Galen said, a waver of tension in his voice. “Hol—”

Nameless tore into the front ranks, crushing his axe through ribs and cleaving a man in two at the waist. The ferocity of his blows stunned the attackers at first. They’d clearly never seen anything like the strength the giant’s gauntlets gave him.

But quickly, they recovered and came at him en masse. Wood clattered on scarolite, sticks thwacked into chainmail.

A black-garb rolled past Nameless. Galen cut him down. More fanned around the sides, but Nameless powered on as if it didn’t matter.

“Your flanks, man!” Galen yelled, butchering one attacker through the clavicle and punching another in the head. Both went down. “Give a little. Keep them before you!”

A goon flung himself on Nameless’s back, arm locked about where the helm was welded to the skin of the dwarf’s neck. Another tackled him round the middle. Nameless staggered under a barrage of stick blows, and he almost fell as one took him on the back of his knee.

Shadrak shot two out from behind the dwarf, but didn’t want to risk aiming at those still trying to wrestle Nameless to the ground. One got an axe haft in the head, and he dropped like a sack of shit. Then Nameless reached behind his shoulder, grabbed the other by the scruff and hurled him like a javelin—a flailing, floppy rag doll of a javelin that screeched like a girl. The goon cannoned into his comrades, and cut a swath through them at least ten ranks deep.

Nameless started to swat men aside with sweeps of one arm, even as his axe resumed its relentless rise and fall. Blood stained the snow, spattered the great helm. It seemed to Shadrak the dwarf was gone, and in his place a murderous demon had come to destroy, to dismember, to butcher.

A goon got past Galen’s defense of Nameless’s back. Shadrak shot him. Another scut was going for a wide flank. Shot him, too.

Albert popped up from a snow pile to the right and flung a spray of darts, each finding its mark. The victims tore them free with disdain but promptly went limp and dropped.

Ekyls launched himself from the ground beside the poisoner, snow cascading from his tattooed frame. It showered from his hair as he charged, howling like a wolf. Black-garbs turned away from Nameless to meet him. Ekyls ignored the smack of a stick and buried his hatchet in the man’s skull. Another caught him on the back of the head, but Shadrak gunned the shogger down.

“Look out behind!” Ludo cried in his actor’s voice.

Shit! Shadrak had forgotten the ones from the town.

He holstered one pistol, reached into a pouch for a glass sphere. When the mob was within twenty paces, he lobbed the sphere into the front ranks. Some twat swiped it out of midair with a stick. Big mistake. There was a boom, a blinding flash. Bodies were hurled skyward, and those behind flung themselves face down in the snow.

Something struck Shadrak on the head. He tried to turn, but he was hit hard on the cheek and sent reeling to the ground. A fist caught him in the face before he could fire. His vision swam. He tried to roll away, but someone fell on top of him. He threw out an elbow, heard something crack. The man rolled off, but before Shadrak could stand, another dived. Shadrak got his foot up in time, booted the goon overhead. Two more came, sticks swinging down—

Something dark got in the way.

—Ludo.

The priest didn’t fight. Nor did he attempt to block the blows raining down on him. But he’d created an opening, and Shadrak sat up blasting. One man flew back in a spray of gore. The other grabbed Ludo round the neck and used him as a shield.

“Shog,” Shadrak growled.

He sprang to his feet and ran at the priest, seamlessly holstering the pistol and palming a dagger. At the last second, he sprang, vaulted over Ludo, and flipped in midair. Before the goon could react, Shadrak landed softly behind him and plunged the blade through his kidney.

In the thick of it, Nameless was obviously being too successful. More broke away from him and Galen and rushed at Ludo and Shadrak.

Shadrak skimmed a couple of razor stars into them. One took a shogger in the eye, but the other thudded harmlessly into the top of a stick.

He drew the second pistol and backed away firing at two targets at a time, keeping Ludo behind him.

Galen’s balding head showed above the fray for a moment. “Eminence! Eminence, I’m coming!”

He dropped down beneath the throng, but then he roared, and black-garbs fell back into each other.

Galen emerged from the pack like a raging bull. Nameless had his back now, hacking left and right, armor slick with blood, the black helm a devil’s head, bobbing and weaving, swiveling to keep the next victim in sight.

Shadrak fumbled with two more cartridges, got one half in a pistol butt, when a black-garb dived at him. He swayed out of the way and punched the scut in the ribs. Before the goon recovered, Shadrak hammered the pistol butt into his head, and the cartridge clicked into place. He spun the gun on his finger and fired.

One man went down. The second swore and clapped a hand to his thigh. A third shot put a hole in his head.

Galen dragged Ludo away from a stick blow and almost decapitated the assailant in response.

The goons from the town found their balls once more and charged from the rear.

Shadrak let off a flurry of shots, till one pistol clicked empty, then the other. He holstered them, reached for the rifle on his back, but he’d left it too late: they were too close.

Galen blocked a stick with his saber, and his back-slash was rewarded with the slop of steaming entrails hitting the snow. Another leapt at him, but Shadrak flicked his hand out, and a razor star sliced into the man’s bindings near the neck. The goon staggered back, but Shadrak flung another, spitting an eye, and that did for him.

Ludo grunted as a stick caught him on the temple. Shadrak kicked the legs from under the attacker, but another was there instantly. He thrust with his palm, felt the man’s nose snap; drew his punch daggers, ducked under a stick, and punctured the living shog out of a shogger’s lungs.

A dozen more pressed toward him.

Galen stepped in front, blocked one, gutted another.

On the other side, the horde from the castle showed no signs of thinning, no matter how many Nameless put down. They just kept streaming out of the gatehouse like there was no end to them. And what if there wasn’t? It wasn’t like Shadrak could tell one apart from another. They were all exactly the same.

Nameless sang something in a booming bass that seemed more suited to one of those wanky shows in the city, where they spoke in songs, and twats in tights cavorted around the stage. It got the goons’ attention, though, and the front ranks faltered for a second. It gave the dwarf room to raise his gauntleted fist high and bring it crashing down on the ground. There was a crack like the rending of a mountain. Chunks of rock and snow flew, and a shockwave rolled on through the goons before Nameless, pitching them to their backs.

“Ha!” Nameless cried. “Got the idea from the lassie. She said Maldark did the same thing with his hammer.”

The town-goons lost their nerve momentarily, but as soon as they realized the attack was only focused on their comrades from the castle, they let out a cry and advanced.

“Ah, shog it!” Shadrak said. Anything Nameless could do… What did it matter if he used up all his globes? It’s not like it would matter if they all ended up dead.

One he lobbed high, so it came down near the rear of the pack. The next, he threw close to the front. As the first exploded, and the black-garbs that weren’t caught in the blast ran forward, the second went off, and the front ranks were decimated. Body parts and snow arced high into the sky, and the air was filled with sulfur and charred flesh.

Ludo started to protest, but already, the third and final globe was sailing toward the center, where the survivors of the rear collided with those from the front.

Boom!

And then the shoggers—those that were left—were running.

—Right into Ekyls, who had somehow worked his way behind them like a jackal stalking its prey.

The hatchet came down once, twice, three times, and the ground was stained crimson. The dozen or so left standing scattered for the town.

Up top, though, it was another matter. Nameless had only stunned the castle-goons, and already they were getting up and coming on again. And still, more were streaming out of the gatehouse and down the hill.

Nameless halfheartedly raised the axe again, gave a “What’s the point?” shrug, and stepped in to meet the renewed attack.

Galen growled and moved to join him.

A big group of black-garbs broke off from the main body. At first, Shadrak thought they were trying to outflank them, but then he saw Albert scampering away through the snow in a wide arc back toward the town. Shadrak smiled and shook his head. The poisoner had never been one to miss a chance to save his own skin. Only, this time, it didn’t look like he was going to make it.

Ludo loomed behind Shadrak, alternately gasping and exclaiming, “Nous!” or “Ain preserve us!” He was enthralled by the main fight, no doubt seeing how hopeless it was.

Galen’s saber trailed ropes of gore as he swung it almost lethargically now. Even Nameless seemed to be ebbing, though the gauntlets still gave him the strength to knock a man flying if he strayed too close.

When Shadrak looked back, Albert had gotten himself surrounded, but that only made him more dangerous. He jabbed and feinted, a stiletto in his right hand, a notch-edged blade in the left. Funny that. They looked identical to the spares Shadrak kept in his cabin.

Slow as you like, Shadrak unslung the rifle from his shoulder, took aim, and fired. The head of one of Albert’s attackers exploded in a spray of red.

“There,” Shadrak muttered. “Don’t say I never do nothing for you.”

A stick swung at Albert’s face, but he caught it between the notches of the sword-breaker and skewered the man with the stiletto.

Ekyls came loping across the snow to his aid, having finished with the survivors of Shadrak’s explosions. The savage was drenched head to toe in blood. He was on the goons surrounding Albert in a whirlwind of hatchet blows and snarls.

Albert took advantage of the panic, stabbing like a maniac, too far gone to care about the bloodstains ruining his fancy suit.

Shadrak dropped another goon for him, and then Ekyls and Albert broke free and ran hell for leather back up the slope. A few more shots from the rifle had the pack chasing them diving for cover, and then Albert and Ekyls were clear.

Galen staggered back from a stick blow to the jaw. He hacked down at the hand holding it, lopped it off at the wrist.

A goon charged Nameless head on, but it was a feint. Two more leapt at him from the sides and bore him to the ground.

Shadrak ran in, brained one with the stock of the rifle; swung it like a club in the other’s face.

Ekyls came barreling into the man who’d charged Nameless, hopping and chopping like some demented demon.

Nameless found his feet, bought them some time with another earth-shattering thump that pitched a score of black-garbs on their arses.

“It’s no good,” Albert said. He was bent over, panting heavily. “Too many. Have to get back to the town.”

For once, Shadrak agreed with him. They were only five. Five fighting men—and Ludo—against a sea of black that never seemed to abate.

“Are they even human?” Galen said, readying himself for the next assault as the goons started getting to their feet.

“Have to wonder who makes all the outfits,” Albert said as he wheezed and coughed. “Local haberdashery must be minted.”

The ranks continued to swell, but those in front held back for now, seemingly content to wait until all the men they had lost were replaced.

Nameless took a staggering step toward them. “I can do this all day long, laddies. Come on, who’s next?”

If he’d expected to intimidate them, he was sorely disappointed. With a series of ululating cries, the whole mob swarmed forward.

“Run away!” Albert yelled, already slipping and sliding down the slope toward town.

“Never!” Galen roared, as he stepped alongside Nameless.

“Bollocks,” Shadrak said, shooting a goon in the chest. “Fall back.” He swiveled the barrel, blew the top of another’s head off. “Come on, Nameless. Don’t be a wanker.”

“You first, laddie,” Nameless called to Galen.

“Not me,” Galen said, as he sliced and parried. “You first.”

Shadrak slung the rifle over his shoulder and started down the slope with Ludo in tow.

Ekyls seemed undecided for a moment, then he turned and sped after Albert in leaps and bounds.

“Put me dow—Waaaaagh!” Galen cried, as he came skimming down the slope on his front.

And then Nameless came thundering after him as fast as his stumpy legs could go.

Behind him, the entire horde came on like a landslide.

Shadrak slipped and tumbled. Tucking his legs in, he spun over and over till he reached flat ground just ahead of Albert.

Ludo helped him up, and they kept moving toward the outermost buildings.

Nameless somehow kept his feet and accelerated off the bottom of the slope to overtake the rest of them. As if he realized what that implied, he drew up sharp and turned back, waiting for them to catch up. “Dwarf legs,” he explained. “Built for hills and mountains, and you’ll never see a dwarf slip in the snow. Except maybe once. And that was a long time ago, and I’d had more than my fair share of grog.”

“Keep up,” Galen said, taking the lead at a sprint.

Ludo kept pace with him at little more than a jog, but Albert was exhausted and perspiring, even in the cold. Ekyls hung back with him, snarling over his shoulder at the oncoming mass.

Shog ’em, Shadrak thought, pressing on and fully intending to leave them behind. But of course, Nameless had to go back for them. Maybe that was a good thing. Maybe he should leave the dwarf, too. Let the black-garbs or their master do what he couldn’t bring himself to do. Least that way he wouldn’t have to fret no more, and it would appease the Archon. He took a faltering step, started to turn, wavered.

An owl hooted, then swooped overhead.

In its wake, a colossal roar went up from somewhere ahead of Galen.

The black-garbs hesitated.

Albert seemed to stop breathing as he leaned his hand on the nearest house, legs no longer able to support his weight.

Ekyls growled at the goons, glanced the other way, and growled again, like he expected it to frighten off whatever beast was coming.

Except it wasn’t a beast.

Another shout went up. A challenge. A battle cry, followed by the tramp of a hundred pairs of boots.

Shadrak rolled his eyes, and decided which house to break into. Couple of hostages, a long drawn-out siege…

Nameless, though, danced a little jig as the owl circled above them then spiraled down to the road. As the homunculus Bird sprang up in its place, the dwarf said, “Ah, laddie, I knew you hadn’t left us.”

Before he’d finished speaking, dozens upon dozens of men and women poured out of the side streets, flanking the black-garbs. They were swathed in animal pelts, and wielded spears, swords, and wooden shields. The men were long-haired and bearded, the women tall with blonde hair twisted into ropes that whirled about their heads like flails as they ran.

The newcomers smashed into the black-garbs with uncompromising ferocity, hacking, cleaving, thrusting with spears.

The initial attack was devastating; but swiftly, the fallen black-garbs were replaced by more trickling in from the back.

Shadrak groaned. Against an endless sea, even a force of—what?—upward of a hundred would ultimately tire and fail.

A monster of a man, bearded to the waist, and wielding a long single-bladed axe broke away from the fight and ran toward them.

“Follow me,” he said in a voice like a bear’s growl. “The others will pull back once you’re safe. The Prior’s henchmen won’t pass the borders of the town.”

“They won’t?” Nameless said.

“Why?” Shadrak put in.

“Buggered if I know,” the big man said. “Either following orders, or they can’t. Like most things in this hellhole, they ain’t exactly natural.”

“You can trust Lorgen,” Bird said, barely audible over the clangor of battle. He put a claw-like hand on Shadrak’s shoulder. “We share a common foe.”

“Move it,” Lorgen said, striding toward the far side of town. “I don’t want to lose any more of my people than I have to, and I don’t like the look of that.”

Shadrak followed his gaze, to where streamers of smoke were spilling from the castle and drifting toward them against the wind.

He didn’t need any further prompting.

A glance at Albert was met with a nod that the poisoner was ready to go on.

Ludo, Ekyls, and Nameless were already setting off after Lorgen.

Bird gave a grim smile before once more taking to the air in the form of an owl.

Shadrak cast a final look at the clashing forces. Lorgen’s people had already lost their advantage and were starting to fight a withdrawal. And beyond it all, closing with terrible swiftness, tendrils of mist were coiling about each other, thickening, coalescing, darkening into a vile brume that threatened to smother the sky.

Then Shadrak was running for the edge of town, hoping against hope Lorgen was right, and they’d be safe once they reached the trees.

 

 




THE MIST

Tendrils of mist felt around the edges of the promontory, kissed the nubs of rock poking through the snow, then recoiled as if that wasn’t what they were looking for.

Because they were looking, Nameless was sure of that. He’d watched them questing, snaking, creeping through the trees since the setting sun had tinged the clouds with red. Watched them intertwining, tips meeting as if conferring, and then separating back into plumes and wisps.

At first, the mist had come on fast, harried them from Wolfmalen in the wake of the battle, but then it had slowed in its pursuit, as if it had lost them. For hours, it had seeped through the pines, systematically, leaving no stone unturned. And it was getting closer. So close it made Nameless’s skin crawl with a thousand invisible insects.

He took a step toward it, axe gripped tight in the giant’s gauntlets. Better to face a thing than to fear it, he’d always said. What you run from today will be twice as frightening tomorrow. Same as with the black-garbs streaming down from the castle. He knew he should have gotten out of there when Shadrak said. Knew he’d placed his companions at risk. But it was fear that made him stand and fight. Fear he was no longer himself. Fear he was growing afraid. Fear he was relapsing. Because he’d felt something similar, only far, far worse, when he’d been under the spell of the black axe; when he’d been the butcher: a terror that could only be assuaged by blood.

Was it the gauntlets? He splayed the fingers of one hand, held it up to the eye-slit of his helm. Made no sense. They’d granted him the strength of a giant. More, even: for they’d made Sartis the mightiest of all the Jötunn, given him the power to destroy his kin. The stronger you got, the less you had to fear. It was as plain as plain could be. But Sartis had been afraid, hadn’t he? Afraid enough of Sektis Gandaw he’d hidden for centuries in the roots of the volcano. And the maker of the gauntlets, the Cynocephalus: wasn’t he said to cower in the bowels of Gehenna, right on the brink of the Abyss? A trembling god. A paranoid one, terrified even of his own shadow.

“Anything?” Lorgen said as he came up the hill from the camp.

Seemed his people had scores of similar hideaways scattered throughout the woods. They kept themselves in small groups, the better to avoid detection, and employed runners in snow shoes for communication. More than that, Nameless hadn’t picked up. He’d not been in a listening mood.

“Nothing I can get a good swing at, laddie.” And maybe that was the problem. While he’d been in the thick of the fighting, he’d not had time to worry; time to wonder what was up with him. But here, in the relative safety of Lorgen’s camp, all they had been doing was waiting. Waiting for the mist to find them. Waiting to be picked off like sheep.

Lorgen laughed deep down in his belly. It sounded good-natured enough, but that didn’t mean it was. “Did your fair share of swinging earlier, I’d say, for all the good it did. Kill one of those black-garbed pieces of dung, another replaces him. Seen it before, I tell you. There’s no end to them. Theurgy, if you ask me. Black theurgy. Same kind that brings the dead to life and conjures this bastard mist.”

“The Prior?” Nameless took a step away from the ghostly carpet still inching toward him. Talking had cost him his resolve.

“Aye, that’s what the lackwits in Wolfmalen call him. To the rest of us, he’s still Otto Blightey, the Liche Lord.”

“And what is it with the townsfolk, laddie? I found them a little…” Nameless struggled to find the right word. “Odd” wasn’t specific enough, and “pathetic” seemed just a tad unfair.

“Docile?” Lorgen offered.

“Yes, that’s a good way of putting it.”

“Deluded? Beguiled? Because I tell you, they weren’t always that way. They were our people. They were free folk, till the Liche Lord put a glamor on them. Fodder’s all they are now. Well, not all. There’s more going on, but I can’t fathom it. Has them all believing he’s some holy man; some tinpot Ipsissimus like they have in Aeterna.”

Shader had mentioned an Ipsissimus, the supreme head of his religion on Earth. “You think he’s starting a rival faith?”

“That’s just it,” Lorgen said. “To do that, he’d need more devotees, but Wolfmalen’s population never changes. No children, no newcomers, and no one dies.”

“Doesn’t sound so bad,” Nameless said. There was an appeal in the idea of all that stability. And not dying… Did that mean they had no fear? Not from what he’d seen at George and Hilda’s. They’d seemed afraid of the castle. Afraid of the Prior himself. Though, it was akin to the fear of children not wanting to be punished.

He swiveled the great helm so he could watch Lorgen for a response. Had to tilt his head quite a bit, because Lorgen was a big bastard. Big, and ugly with it: face more scars than skin; outcropping forehead, and a beard even dwarves would have found ostentatious. He had an axe, too: a long-hafted single blader. Should have been hard not to like him, on account of that alone. But Nameless was caught up wondering if that axe would be used on him; if he could take the big man down, if it came to it. Why? he asked himself. Why think that? Lorgen had come to their aid; been nothing but friendly. But other thoughts wormed their way into his mind: That’s how it always starts. Where do you think he got those scars? Are the giant’s gauntlets going to be enough, if he starts on you?

“I’ve a question for you,” Lorgen said.

He hadn’t responded to Nameless’s comment. Hadn’t elaborated on what he’d said, either. What did he mean there were no children? That no one dies? Remarks like that demanded an explanation. Unless he was hiding something.

“What brings you to Verusia?” Lorgen said. “Because you’re clearly not local.”

“Oh, laddie?” Nameless said. “And what makes you think that?”

Lorgen stooped to look down at him. “Your height, for one thing. Yours and the little fellow’s who came to me for help; not to mention the pale-faced one in the cloak. Then there’s your accents.”

“Bird came to you, you say?” Nameless said. “I mean, I knew he led you to us”—in the form of an owl—“but how did he come to find you?” How did he know he could trust you? Come to think of it, how could Nameless trust Bird? What if this was all some elaborate ploy. After all, the shogger was a homunculus, wasn’t he? As honorable as thieves and assassins, and twice as duplicitous. Which made him wonder about Shadrak, who was clearly both: spawn of the Demiurgos and a cutthroat to boot. A friend, yes, but did that really count for anything? How could you know? How could you really know?

“You have to wonder,” Lorgen said. “And I don’t mind telling you, he gives me the creeps, what with the way he changes form and all. Though, in a strange way, that’s what persuaded me. Persuaded me he wasn’t from Blightey. The Liche Lord disguises himself, right enough, but he’s no changeling, and few are the animals that will come within a hundred miles of his presence. This Bird said there was trouble brewing. Said you’d wandered too close to the castle. That made you either stupid or ignorant, far as I’m concerned; but no one deserves to be tortured and impaled for either. But the other one, the one with the pink eyes, I’ve not seen hide nor hair of him since we reached camp. He’s not foolish enough to go back there, is he?”

“Shadrak?” Nameless shrugged. “I wouldn’t call him foolish. He takes too many precautions for that, and he makes a virtue out of being unseen. Told me he was going back to retrieve his weapons.” He chuckled at that. He knew how obsessional the assassin was. The thought of him cursing as he ferreted through the snow looking for every last razor star would have been a sight to behold. “Then he was planning to return to our…” How should he put it? “… transportation to pick up some more supplies.” Shadrak was a planner, and he always liked to be prepared. He’d been shaken by the attack, same as they all had. He’d flung everything he had at the black-garbs, and still they’d kept on coming.

“But if we could return to my first question,” Lorgen said. There was a hint of steel in his voice. Ordinarily, Nameless admired that in a man, but now all he heard was implied threat. He may have misread the tone, because Lorgen was standing relaxed, and his gaze was roving over the encroaching mist, as if he didn’t really expect an answer.

“Business with the Liche Lord,” Nameless said.

Lorgen stiffened, and his fingers tightened around the haft of his axe. “Aye, and what business is that?”

“Steady, laddie,” Nameless said. “His goons were attacking us, remember?”

Lorgen said nothing, but he managed a slight nod.

“He has something we need,” Nameless said. “And we aim to take it from him.”

“A friend?” Lorgen said. He almost gasped as he said it, and the scars on his face were pulled tight as he grimaced.

“No, not a friend, laddie. Just something.”

The tension visibly melted from Lorgen’s muscles. “Good. Well, not good. Any business with the Liche Lord tends to end in suffering. But it is good you have lost no one to him. At least, not yet.”

“And you have?” Nameless asked. He regretted it almost instantly.

Lorgen shut his eyes and turned his head aside. He drew in a long breath and let it out in a sigh. When he opened his eyes, he looked down the slope at the mist.

“It’s receding. It hasn’t detected our camp. We only moved a few nights ago. The old site was compromised last time the mist came.”

“This is a regular occurrence?” Nameless said. “I thought we’d triggered it by straying too near the castle.”

“You probably did. But it’s a frequent menace, wafting through the woods, looking for us.”

“But why?”

Lorgen rolled his shoulders and looked off into the last ribbons of bruised sunlight creeping beneath the horizon. “Because we are his.” He sneered. “All of Verusia is his. Mostly dead. Mostly undead. But the Liche Lord maintains a sizeable stock of the living.”

“Then leave,” Nameless said. “I know I would.”

“Getting in is all very well,” Lorgen said, “but you try getting out, and you’ll find the Gallic border patrols much more zealous. Not only that, but Blightey has things out near the fringes. Things that make sure no one tries to leave.”

“And this is better?” Nameless said. His imagination was running riot with the implications. What if they hadn’t got the plane ship? Would they have been trapped? Would he? He knew it shouldn’t have bothered him; knew he’d have normally risen to the challenge, but he wasn’t right. Something felt wrong. Idly, almost absently, he pulled at one of the gauntlets, but it wouldn’t come free. It seemed to have shrunk; shrunk so much it chafed. He grew desperate, pulled harder, but desisted when Lorgen shot him a look.

“We survive. In pockets of resistance, we survive. And we grow. The laughter of children graces our camps. Maybe one day, if we hold out long enough…” His voice trailed off, as if he lacked the conviction to continue. When he resumed speaking, it was in fits and starts, until he brought his tongue under control by some colossal act of will.

“Shit on him. Shit on Otto Blightey.” He may have been warding himself with curses. “Never want to look on that demon again. Three days I was in his dungeons with nothing for company but the sounds of screaming.” He winced and closed his eyes. “My daughters. My wife.” He shook his head. “Think hard before you go there. Think very hard. Evil shogger. Evil.”

“Not sure I have a choice, laddie,” Nameless said. His own voice came out tremulous. Lorgen’s words had moved him, but he didn’t know what to say. What could he say?

But he did have a choice, didn’t he? He’d survived well enough trapped in the great helm, and he’d done no more harm. It might have been a shogging inconvenience traveling to the Perfect Peak to be fed, but compared with the alternative…

He had to wonder: was that how the dwarves of Arx Gravis felt about him? The way Lorgen did about Blightey? The Ravine Butcher had slaughtered their loved ones, stuck their heads on spikes. The familiar cramps of despair gripped his innards. There was no coming back from what he’d done. No forgiveness. No atonement.

So, why was he risking his companions’ lives on some madcap quest to free himself from the helm? Free himself from the lure of the black axe? He had no right. No shogging right.

He gave the other gauntlet a surreptitious yank, but it, too, was stuck. Like the helm. Had he lost his hands as well as his head? Was that the philosopher’s plan? To obscure him one bit at a time? To encase him in scarolite and steel? Why would he do that? Plots and possibilities whirled about his mind. None of them made much sense, but all of them made him wonder.

He pulled his shoulder blades together until his back popped. He was knotted up with tension, head to toe, but there was shog all he could do about it.

“It’s heading out toward the crags,” Lorgen said, his focus back on the mist. “Where our old camp used to be. Guess it’s a good thing we moved.”

A chill deeper than that the snow had to offer insinuated its way into Nameless’s bones. He couldn’t tell if it was coming from the retreating mist, or the fact he couldn’t get the gauntlets off. He’d felt something similar in the darkness of Gehenna, when he’d gone after the black axe: an innominate dread that gave rise to whispers of thought, promptings, threats, warnings. He had no defense against that sort of thing. An enemy he could stand toe to toe with, no matter how big, how strong, had never bothered him. If you could hit it, chances are, it would bleed; and if it bled, it could be killed. But intangible fears, be they born from powers he did not comprehend, or his own inner demons, pierced him sharper than any blade; cut him right to the marrow.

“Come,” Lorgen said, starting off back down the slope. “Least we can chance a cook fire now. I don’t know about you, but I’m starving.”

Always, Nameless wanted to say. Always shogging starving. Not so much from the need for sustenance, because Aristodeus’s muck took care of that, but for the taste of food. And of beer. If nothing else, a pint would settle his nerves, and get him feeling like a dwarf again.

***

There was more than one fire back at camp. Most of them were little more than smoldering wounds on the surface of the white ground. They brought back memories of the fire giant’s face, where Galen had shot it. And gut-clenching images of its pulped and caved-in head.

Lorgen’s people hunched about the fires, roasting skewered strips of meat over the flames. Whatever it was they were cooking, it was charred beyond recognition, and smelled vaguely of chicken.

The canvas shelters they’d erected around the perimeter were almost invisible under their blankets of snow. A couple of men were finishing off putting up new tents for the companions. It seemed likely these were the shelters of those who had fallen, or those who had been taken.

Such unexpected kindness, such consideration of total strangers, thawed the doubts Nameless had been having about their rescuers. Why go to all this trouble? Why come to their aid in the first place? Why the hospitality, if they bore any ill intent?

“Thought you said there were no animals close by,” Nameless said, indicating the food being passed around. “What do you do, hunt afar and salt them?”

Lorgen leaned in, as if he were going to answer. He appeared to chew over a reply then discard it. Instead, he indicated a fire much bigger than the rest: a fire that clearly didn’t give a shog if it was spotted.

Albert glanced up from whatever he was roasting on a long stick. Looked like sausages. “Went with Shadrak back to the ship,” the poisoner said. “Picked up some supplies. I assume you’re hungry.” As if he’d forgotten, Albert waved apologetically and tapped his head. “Oh, of course, you can’t eat in that thing, can you? Never mind. All the more for me.”

Lorgen settled himself with a clutch of his people. A woman offered him some meat, but he shook his head. The low hubbub of voices greeted his arrival. Probably, they had a lot to talk about.

Nameless couldn’t help wondering if he’d said something to offend the big man. If he had, though, he had no idea what it was.

He did his best to shrug the feeling off and went to sit next to Bird on the far side of Albert’s blaze. The homunculus had his head turned pointedly away from what was cooking. Clearly, he wouldn’t be eating, either.

Ludo had his nose in his Liber. He looked ashen, and thinner than he had mere hours ago. Must have been an effect of the firelight sending flickering shadows over his face. If he was hungry, he showed no sign of it, as if all the nourishment he needed could be dredged from the words on the page.

Galen was sharpening his saber with a whetstone—short, sharp licks and the occasional long, slow stroke all the way to the tip. Seemed he’d already given what was left of his hair the same meticulous attention, the way it was plastered over his scalp in finely combed strands. Why he didn’t just face facts, was anyone’s guess. It wasn’t like he was fooling anyone. At least Aristodeus was honest about being a bald bastard. Although, you had to wonder if that skimpy little box beard was just to deflect attention from his barren pate.

Still, one thing Nameless had to say for Galen: the man was no coward. Never leave a man behind, he’d heard the dragoon say.

Not even me.

Galen acknowledged Nameless with a quick look. “We took quite a beating back there, but gave as good as we got, eh?”

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said, trying to inflect some good cheer into his tone, and suspecting he failed miserably. “That we did.”

Galen tested the edge of his blade, licked his finger, and went back to his honing.

Ekyls was seated as close to the dragoon as you could get without touching. Wasn’t so long ago they’d been poised to rip each other’s throats out. The savage must have seen it, too, that quality Nameless most admired in a man:  the refusal to withdraw while even a single friend was in peril. That made Galen the pack leader in Ekyls’ eyes.

Ekyls was covered in bruises of every possible color: yellow, brown, black, blue, all splashed about his swirling tattoos. There was hardly an inch of untinted skin on him. He saw Nameless watching; hawked and spat into the flames. When Albert handed him a sausage, he glowered at it for an instant, then relented and ripped into it with jagged teeth.

“Shadrak not back?” Nameless asked no one in particular.

Bird might have flinched, but Albert was the only one who indicated he’d heard the question.

“Nope. Not that that’s anything unusual. Left me to lug the supplies back by myself and slunk off to do his thing, whatever that might entail. Do you think I should save him one?” He held up a sausage, wrinkled his nose, and took a bite out of it. “Probably not much point.”

“Ho, Lorgen!” a man’s voice called from somewhere back in the trees.

Conversation around the camp died in an instant, leaving only the sound of spitting and crackling from the fires.

Fat sizzled loudly from one of Albert’s sausages, but he swiftly snatched it from the flames.

Lorgen rose to his feet, peering into the dark. Others started to stand also, but when a man in a bulging fur coat stepped into the clearing, they relaxed. He wore long wooden snow shoes, and an animal hide hat with flaps that covered his ears. As he tugged off a glove, he nodded acknowledgment to Lorgen, then gestured with his thumb behind.

Three more figures emerged from the trees: two men leading a woman by the arms. Her long coat was frosted over with white, and her dark hair was dusted through and through with it. Nameless didn’t miss the hilt of the sword at her hip, poking out from the front of her coat. He was on his feet and rushing toward her before he realized he’d even stood.

“Lassie?”

It was Rhiannon, sure enough, but there was something different about her, something about how she held her arms out in front of her when the men let go.

“Nameless?” There was a quaver in her voice. It might have been the cold. She pivoted left and right, trying to find him.

And then he understood. She couldn’t see.

“What happened, lassie? To your eyes?” There were no wounds, as far as he could tell; least not in the dim light coming off the campfires. But she had no focus. Even now, with him standing right in front of her, her gaze never settled.

She found his helm with her fingertips, lowered her arms till she gripped his shoulders.

The crunching of snow announced Lorgen’s arrival. He spoke to the man who’d first stepped from the trees.

“Who’s this? Where’d you find her, Eugen?” He raised an eyebrow at Nameless.

“It’s Rhiannon,” Nameless said. “She’s a friend.”

He started to lead her to the fire, but Ludo was suddenly there, putting his arm around her shoulders, leaning in to console her like an old woman.

Nameless started to object, but stopped himself. Ludo might not have known her well; might not have fought with her during the Unweaving, but he seemed to know how to offer comfort. It was a damned sight more than Nameless knew how to give. More than that, though, Rhiannon seemed relieved to have found him.

“Adeptus Ludo?” she said, feeling his face with her fingers and almost dislodging his spectacles. “I need to speak with you.”

“With me?” Ludo glanced at Galen, who was standing by the fire, saber in hand, Ekyls at his heel brandishing his hatchet.

Bird was watching passively, firelight reflected in his dark eyes.

Albert was the only one seemingly not paying attention. He was munching quietly on the last of the sausages and taking sips from a flask.

“The Archon,” Rhiannon said. “The Archon sent me.”

A patch of darkness seemed to unfurl behind her as Shadrak glided away from a tree, letting his cloak fall open. His pink eyes blazed red in the firelight. He shot a glare at Albert then looked back at Rhiannon.

“What’s that?” the assassin said. “The Archon?”

Rhiannon ignored him and spoke only to Ludo. “We need to talk.”

Ludo frowned; swallowed thickly. “I see. At least, I think I do. Alone? We are among friends.”

“I don’t know,” Rhiannon said. “Maybe.” She sniffed a few times, inclined her head toward the fire. “Is that food? Shog, I’m starving.”

“Sorry,” Albert said, with a barely suppressed belch. “All gone, I’m afraid.”

“Alone,” Rhiannon said to Ludo. “At least, at first.”

Nameless wanted to ask about her eyes again, but he couldn’t speak, couldn’t move toward her. It was as if he no longer existed. He was nothing to her. Nothing to any of them. They knew what he was, what he’d done. You could read it in their faces. Even Rhiannon. She’d seemed relieved to find him at first, until someone else had come along.

“Your eyes,” Ludo said, confirming there was no need for Nameless to say anything. “What happened to your eyes?”

“I changed my mind,” Rhiannon said. “About coming here.”

Shadrak insinuated himself between her and Ludo. “And he made you come all the same.” He gave a derisive snort. “What’s he do, blind you with his face?”

“What the shog would you know about it?” Rhiannon said.

Albert was studying them both now, a frown or a slight smile tugging at the corner of his mouth.

“You know what this sounds like, Eminence?” Galen said.

“No, Galen,” Ludo said. “I don’t.”

“I’ll tell you what,” Galen said. “Ruddy heresy, is what.”

Ludo silenced him with a raised hand. “The Archon, you say, my dear? The Archon from the Liber? I know you’ve been through a lot—that’s clear from the state of you—but are you quite sure about what you think—”

“Save it,” Shadrak snapped. “The Archon’s real enough. Trust me.”

This time, it was Bird who glanced at Albert, but the poisoner was licking sausage grease from his fingers, as if the whole conversation bored him.

“And he did this to you, you say?” Ludo lowered his spectacles on his nose and peered into her eyes. “I can’t see clearly in this light,” he said, looking around in vain.

“Here,” Shadrak said, taking a slim metal tube from his belt pouch and twisting one end. A beam of illumination keen as starlight sprang from it.

Ludo took the tube and shone it in Rhiannon’s eyes. She didn’t even flinch. “Oh,” he said, stepping back. “Now that is unusual. It looks like scales. Silver scales.”

With a ruffle of feathers from his cloak, Bird bustled in among them. He waved the light aside and stared deeply into Rhiannon’s eyes. “No injury. Nothing to heal. It is akin to glamor.”

“Glamor?” Galen said. “Glamor?”

“You changed your mind?” Ludo said. “Is that why the Archon did this? In punishment?”

“He said faith is dark,” Rhiannon said. “Must be his idea of a joke.”

“Ah,” Ludo said. “Faith. It might be a message. No, a proof. A proof of who he is. We should pray.” Already, he was thumbing through his Liber.

“Like we got time for this,” Shadrak said.

“Galen will tell you,” Ludo said. “In scripture, there are dozens of people struck blind for their lack of faith. Sadly, in this case, the lack may be more mine than your own reluctance to come here. You say the Archon is real.” He looked from Rhiannon to Shadrak. “But to me, he’s just a symbol. A poetic device. Same with his sister, Eingana.”

Hearing that name gave Nameless his voice back. “Oh, she’s real, too,” he said. He’d seen firsthand beneath the Perfect Peak. “And I’ve a fair intimation the Demiurgos is, too.” The touch of the black axe had confirmed him in that conviction.

“The literal truth, Eminence,” Galen said like a chastisement. “It’s what I was saying.”

“Well, this changes things,” Ludo said, more to himself than anyone else. “Assuming there’s not another explanation.”

“Laddie, it’s in your book, you say,” Nameless said. “And you’re a priest.”

“Adeptus,” Galen corrected him. “More than a priest.”

“Are you saying you don’t believe your own scriptures?” Thumil did. Right down to the last letter. Not at first, maybe. But he’d come to believe his holy books only made sense if they were literally true. You either reject the whole, he used to say, or swallow it hook, line, and sinker.

“I do believe,” Ludo said, though he didn’t sound convinced. “I do, only this is… This is quite unexpected.”

“Tell me about it,” Rhiannon grumbled.

“What is it he wants from you?” Ludo said. “You say he sent you to speak with me.”

“To protect you.”

“He has me for that,” Galen said. His sneer seemed to say, “What would he need you for?”

Nameless asked, “Protect him from what, lassie?”

“I think I know,” Ludo said. “If the Archon is all the scriptures make him out to be, my thoughts are open to him.”

“Oh,” Shadrak said, “and what thoughts are they?”

“Mine,” Ludo said. “Nothing any of you here need be concerned about. Now, if the Archon really did this to you,” he said to Rhiannon, “it must be a sign, a proof. In scripture, blindness is the result of a lack of faith, but sight is restored by Nous alone. According to the Templum, Nous only acts through the medium of his priests, which is why there are prayers for the restoration of sight in among all the other petitions for healing.”

Galen snorted, and Ludo turned on him. “You’re the one who believes the literal truth. What, doesn’t that extend to petitionary prayer?”

Galen dipped his head and muttered into his mustache.

“It will work,” Bird said with a conviction that brooked no argument. How a homunculus would know such things was a mystery to Nameless. But then, they were the stuff of the Demiurgos, and he was supposed to be the Archon’s brother. So, maybe it followed Bird would know a thing or two. Assuming, of course, he was telling the truth.

Ludo flipped the pages until he found what he wanted, and then he began to drone on in Latin. Or rather, it sounded like Thumil’s Latin to Nameless, but he’d heard Shader call it something else, and right now he couldn’t for the life of him remember what it was.

Ludo shut the book when he reached the end of the prayer. Everyone was watching Rhiannon attentively. Even Lorgen and his people had drawn closer. A wide circle of them had blossomed around the companions without Nameless hearing or seeing a thing. Instinctively, he clutched his axe.

“That’s it?” Rhiannon said. “It’s not working.”

“I’m sorry, my dear.” Ludo pulled off his glasses and wiped them on his cassock.

“So, it’s permanent?” A tremor had crept into Rhiannon’s voice. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“Maybe it’s me,” Ludo muttered. “Maybe I’m to blame.”

He broke off and wandered away from the fire. The circle parted to let him through.

“Oh, that’s just shogging great,” Rhiannon called after him. “Now what am I supposed to do? I knew it was all bollocks; smoke and shogging mirrors.” She gasped and bent double, like she’d been punched in the stomach.

Nameless caught her by the arms. “What is it, lassie? Are you all right?”

Her breaths caught in her throat: swift, shallow rasps. She started to whimper, and would have dropped to her knees if he hadn’t held her. Tears streamed down her face.

Nameless wanted to say something consoling; tell her he knew what it was like to lose something. But he’d only lost his name, not his sight. He couldn’t even begin to imagine what that was like.

“Saphra,” Rhiannon sniffed. “How… if I can’t even see, how will I get her back?”

Nameless gripped her arms tighter, mindful not to crush her with the strength of the gauntlets. “I’ll get her, lassie. Soon as this is over. You have my word on it.”

“No,” Rhiannon almost wailed. “I have to do it. Keep Ludo safe. That’s what he said. What the Archon said.”

Nameless swiveled the great helm toward Bird. “So much for your conviction, deep gnome. Was that just another of your deceptions? Is that why you’re along for the ride? To lie, and trick, and cheat?”

“He’s all right, Nameless,” Shadrak said.

“Oh, is he now, laddie? But you would say that, wouldn’t you?” Nameless stepped away from Rhiannon and shouldered his axe. “What is he, your dad?”

Shadrak’s eyes simmered, and his fingers danced over the handles of his pistols.

“Stop it!” Rhiannon cried. “Stop it. I can… sweet Nous…” She was blinking ten to the dozen. “I can see.”

“Eminence!” Galen roared over the heads of Lorgen’s people. “Eminence, your prayer worked!”

Albert sniggered and shook his head.

“Yeah, right,” Shadrak said, still glaring vitriol at Nameless.

Ludo pushed back into the circle and took Rhiannon’s face in his hands. “Thank Ain,” he said, and then drew her into a hug. “Oh, thank Ain.”

Nameless couldn’t tell if he was pleased for her, or relieved that his faith hadn’t been shown to be a complete sham.

The giant’s gauntlets sent a prickle of heat through his hands. The shadows of the forest grew suddenly longer, and the flickering flames of the cook fires cast eerie patterns on the faces of each of his companions, and on Lorgen’s people watching them. Shadrak’s took on the leanness of a skull, and his albino eyes blazed like embers.

“Are we going to be all right, laddie?” Nameless said, striving to keep the fear from his voice. First sign of weakness, he was a dead dwarf. He knew that for a fact. Why hadn’t he seen it before? The assassin had it in for him, he was sure of it. And the others: the way Galen was staring at him. The raise of Albert’s eyebrow. Even Ludo’s pretend concern as he asked, “Nameless?”

Ekyls prowled behind Galen like a threat. And Rhiannon. Even Rhiannon looked like she was in on some big shogging secret.

Shadrak nodded; did his best to soften his face with a smile. He lowered his eyes and said, “Yeah, we’re all right, mate.” Under his breath, he may have muttered, “Never shogging better.”

 

 




THE FOOLISHNESS OF OLD MEN

It was a shog sight warmer in Lorgen’s tent, but Rhiannon didn’t miss the thickness of the tension that rolled off the big man. The shadows of his people gathering outside danced on the canvas like black flames. Probably, they just wanted to listen in, but she couldn’t be too sure. Callixus’s sword seemed to yell at her to get out while she still could. When she glanced at Nameless for reassurance, the way he gripped his axe told her he was thinking the same thing.

Albert gave the impression of a truculent schoolboy who’d been caught doing wrong, and didn’t give a damn.

The dragoon—Galen—folded his arms over his chest, like a man about to confer with a fellow general—not that he was a general. Far from it. Rhiannon knew her soldiers, and he was a grunt, through and through.

The tattooed savage skulked behind him like a dog that knew its place.

Shadrak stood with the little man in the feathered cloak. Together, they reminded her of a couple of evil dolls.

Ludo was the only one who appeared unaffected by the atmosphere. He was as tall as Lorgen, though wiry where the other was broad and densely muscled. His eyes widened above his glasses, an encouragement for Lorgen to say what was troubling him. Because something was. His entire body shouted it.

When Lorgen spoke, Rhiannon was taken aback, because he addressed her.

“This protection you speak of providing,”—there may have been derision in his tone—“am I to understand your aim is to ward against the Liche Lord?”

Ludo shook his head.

Before Rhiannon could frame a reply, Lorgen pressed on.

“And this ‘something’ you seek,”—now he was speaking to Nameless—“it must be very important to you. To you all.”

Albert let out an exaggerated whuff.

Nameless said, “Well, I wouldn’t—”

“So what if it is?” Shadrak said.

“Now, now,” Galen said. “Hear him out. What is troubling you, Lorgen?”

Lorgen chewed over his reply before he gave it. “Whatever you think you’re doing, messing with Otto Blightey, let me tell you, it is folly.”

“Shog you,” Shadrak said.

Lorgen stiffened, but Galen’s voice lashed out. “Shadrak!”

The midget flashed him a glare and pointedly raised one finger, like he was counting.

Galen coughed, and for a moment, he wavered. But then he licked his lips and said, “Lorgen, we are all grateful for your help, but what you need to understand is—”

“What I understand,” Lorgen said, “is that your presence here imperils my people. We are hunted. Continuously. What happened at the castle, though, is certain to intensify the Liche Lord’s efforts. The last thing we need is for you to provoke him further.”

“So,” Rhiannon said, “we should just leave, is that what you’re saying?” That suited her fine. Least then she’d have kept her end of the bargain: made sure Ludo was safe. Maybe that would be enough for the Archon to deliver on his part. “Not a problem, as far as I’m concerned.”

“Nameless?” Ludo said. “After all, this is about you.”

Rhiannon caught Shadrak watching the dwarf intently, like a big shogging deal hinged on how he answered.

“I put you all at risk back there,” Nameless said, turning the eye-slit of his helm on each of them, until it came to rest on Rhiannon. “And I’ve no wish to drag you into my problems, lassie.”

“So, this has been a waste of my shogging time?” Shadrak said. “Is that what you’re saying?”

“Not just yours,” Albert put in.

“That’s not what I’m saying.” Anger tinged Nameless’s voice, but he swiftly tamed it. “I would say we should turn back now. Your lives are too precious to risk in pursuit of… of what? A half-baked plan to free me from this helm? So I can get back some sort of life and pretend it didn’t happen? That Arx Gravis didn’t happen? You see, I’m not even sure I want what Aristodeus says I should want. This is what I deserve.” He rapped the helm with his knuckles. “The only thing is, I think I may already have come too far.”

“It’s never too late to turn back,” Galen said. “Least not till battle is joined.”

Lorgen grunted his assent, but worry swept his brow.

“What do you mean too far?” Rhiannon said.

Nameless held up one gauntleted hand. “I can’t get them off.”

“So?” Albert said. “It’s not like you were planning to do needlecraft, is it?”

“And I’ve started to change.”

“Change how?” Shadrak took a step toward the dwarf. He was trying to look concerned, enquiring, but something about his bearing told Rhiannon there was more to his question than he cared to show.

“I’m not myself, laddie.”

“Tell me about it.” There was no humor in Shadrak’s voice.

“I don’t think I can go back,” Nameless said. “And I can’t stand what’s happening to me. It’s kill or cure now. I have to go on, but I don’t expect anyone to come with me.”

“Then you are decided?” Lorgen said.

“Indeed,” Albert said. “I’ll just gather my things and scoot on back to—”

“Aye, laddie,” Nameless said. “Is that going to be a problem?”

Lorgen’s chest heaved, making him seem even more massive.

Rhiannon’s fingers curled around the hilt of the black sword. Go on, it seemed to urge. Gut the shogger.

“Then I ask that you give us time,” Lorgen said. “To break camp, and separate our path from yours.”

“We will, laddie,” Nameless said. “Or rather, I will. The rest of you should go back.”

When Shadrak started to protest, Nameless said, “I’ll pay you for lost time.”

“With what?” Shadrak said. “Forget it. I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

It wasn’t clear if he was being funny. Nameless seemed to think so, and gave a hollow laugh.

“Thank you, laddie. And forgive me for my earlier mood. I’m not myself. It’s good to know who my friends are.”

The corner of Shadrak’s mouth twitched, but he said nothing. Instead, he drew his cloak about him, as if it had suddenly grown cold in the tent.

“But we can still go?” Albert said. “Wait for you at the plane—”

“Not a chance,” Shadrak said. “You even think of taking my ship again…” He stopped himself, but the look Albert gave him was sharper than any blade. “We all agreed to this, and we’re all going to see it through.”

“Fair enough,” Galen said.

Ekyls growled.

The little man in the feathered cloak steepled his fingers in front of his nose. His black eyes were inscrutable, but nothing about his demeanor said that he objected.

Ludo, though, took off his glasses and gnawed thoughtfully on one of the arms. “There has to be another way. I won’t pretend to understand your need, or the philosopher’s,” he said to Nameless, “but I can see that it is great.”

The helm bobbed, and Nameless’s shoulders slumped. He seemed somehow diminished by the admission.

“But what do we know about the peril we face?” Ludo said. “What do we really know?”

“Shog all,” Shadrak said. “Which is kind of my problem. I thought that’s what we were doing earlier: getting a look at those spikes; checking out the castle, not fighting the shogging battle to end all battles.”

“Know your enemy, wot?” Galen put in.

“Exactly,” Shadrak said. “Know him better than he knows himself, then cut his balls off when he ain’t looking.”

Lorgen scoffed at that. “You have no idea what you’re up against, do you?”

“I think that I might,” Ludo said. He resituated his glasses on his nose and let out a long sigh. “But still, I would caution against demonizing the foe. We have to understand the enemy, not merely revile him. We have to know what makes him tick.”

“Then I’ll make it easy for you,” Lorgen said. “Pain. Suffering. Sadistic pleasure. Blightey is evil to the core, and anyone who thinks otherwise will quickly learn the truth. It’ll be a sharp lesson, I can tell you. A stake up the shogging arse.”

“Ah,” Ludo said with a wag of his finger, “but Blightey wasn’t always that way. None of us starts out bad.” He swept the tent with his gaze.

Rhiannon flinched when she thought he was singling her out, but if anything, his eyes lingered longest on Nameless, or maybe even Shadrak.

“Bollocks,” Lorgen said. “Think what you shogging like, but my people are out of here come sunrise. “Keep the shelters Stane and Yardy put up for you. Least if you’re intent on dying, it won’t be from the cold. I don’t want that on my conscience.” He took a step toward Ludo; looked right into the adeptus’s face. “You’re a clever one, right enough. I can tell that from the way you speak, that book you read; but let me give you a word of advice: dance with the demon, and he’ll drink your soul; guzzle it down along with every last dreg of hope, humanity, and dignity remaining to you.”

Ludo swallowed and glanced at Galen for support.

The dragoon was nodding his agreement with Lorgen, but quickly came to attention and narrowed his eyes.

“Your funeral,” Lorgen said, and then he strode to the tent flap and held it open. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’d like to catch some sleep before we break camp.”

***

Outside, Lorgen’s people must have heard all they needed to, and were ducking into their tents, grumbling and shaking their heads. Any goodwill they might have had guttered like the fires left untended around the camp.

“Miserable scutting shoggers,” Shadrak said. “I say we get this over and done with. Coming?”

“No, laddie,” Nameless said. “We wait until morning. I gave Lorgen my word.”

“Whatever,” Shadrak said. He stalked off to one of the newly erected shelters and slipped inside.

“Am I bunking down with you?” Albert said, scurrying after him.

“Shog that,” Shadrak said, coming out again. “I’d sooner find myself a tree to kip in.” He held the flap open for Albert, then glided into the forest like a wraith.

Galen and Ekyls entered another tent together. That left only one more.

Ludo raised his eyebrows at Rhiannon. “An adeptus must be beyond reproach,” he said with a grin. “It’s yours, my dear. I’ll take my chances with Albert. But before you go, we should talk.”

Rhiannon nodded, and they went to sit by the remnants of the largest fire, the only one still giving off any warmth.

“I need to know what is at stake,” Ludo said. “Galen and I have been quite swept away by events since stepping through Aristodeus’s portal. It’s all still very new to us. Even here, so close to home.” He looked up at the cloud-choked sky, where the moon was little more than a corona of filth. “Three moons on Aethir,” he mused. “Who’d have thought?” Suddenly, he speared her with a look. “You know he still talks about you, don’t you?” When she looked blankly back at him, he said, “Shader.”

“Shader?” She was about to ask how the shog he knew about Shader, when it hit her with a jolt. “Ludo! He mentioned a Ludo who helped him get away—”

“I used to teach him,” Ludo said. “First during his Elect formation; later at the seminary. One of my best pupils. Sharp mind. Keen as a blade.” He peered over the top of his glasses to highlight his little joke.

Rhiannon clenched her jaw and willed him to go on.

“Got himself into a terrible twist over Bernini’s paradox, I can tell you,” Ludo said. His face glowed as he remembered, but it was quickly plunged back into shadow. “I’m sorry. I’m probably confusing you.”

“I know about Bernini,” Rhiannon said.

“You do?”

“I was a postulant, in Sarum.”

“Ah,” Ludo said. “I see. And then the child.”

Rhiannon looked away and muttered, “I left long before that.” Long before the flight from Sahul and the fall of Aeterna. Even before that first fateful sip of champagne in Aristodeus’s ivory tower.

Ludo respected her need for silence. After an age, he said, “So, he told you about the Judiciary. Told you what they did to him.”

“He told me,” Rhiannon said. On that fateful reunion at Hallow. If nothing else, it had confirmed her in the choices she’d made. Turned her back even more fully on the Templum.

“I probably shouldn’t have gotten involved,” Ludo said.

“You regret it?”

He dipped his head in thought for a moment, and then said, “No. But the right road is seldom traveled without a toll.”

“You’re not wrong there.”

“This,” Ludo said with an expansive gesture, “is my penance. Well, more accurately, Aethir was to be my punishment, a kind of exile. Oh, they dressed it up as more than that. Said it was an opportunity to evangelize, but the Ipsissimus and I know each other well. I’m under no illusions as to what brought me into this. The only wonder is the magnitude of what I’ve gotten into. This business with Nameless: I’ve picked up a little, but I don’t even know the half of it. And coming here, to Verusia. To Blightey. It’s like entering the world of a fairy story. Only…” A haunted look came into his eyes. “Only, there are no fairies. Just a dwarf, Shadrak and Bird, and…” He shut his eyes and took a few short breaths. “Bodies on spikes.”

Rhiannon leaned in, touched the back of his hand; withdrew when he flinched.

He turned his head to look at her. “And the Archon is real. At least, that’s how it seems. Is this part of Shader’s thing? Is he caught up in this?”

Rhiannon did her best not to sneer. The only thing Shader was caught up in these days was a bottle. If he’d been more than a drunkard, more than a useless scutting priest, he might have done something; might have prevented Aristodeus from snatching her and her daughter.

“No. No, Shader’s nothing to do with this. He gave up on Aristodeus and his scheming a while back. Now the bald bastard’s just screwing with the rest of us.” Not strictly true. He was still trying with Shader. The wolf-men were testament to that.

“I see,” Ludo said. “But what I don’t see, is what interest the Archon has in me. I mean, I’m nobody, so to speak. Why should he care what happens to me? And more to the point, why send you when I’ve got Galen? How many guardians does one old man need?”

“You’re asking the wrong person,” Rhiannon said. “I’m here for one reason, and one reason alone.”

“Your daughter. Yes, I caught that part.”

“That’s the deal,” Rhiannon said. “Keep you safe, and the Archon will get Saphra back for me.” Though shog only knew how. “Thing is,” she said, suddenly feeling like she was in a confessional and needing to bare her soul, “I’m not sure I even cared… about my daughter, until that scut took her from me.”

“Ah,” Ludo said. This time, he was the one to touch the back of her hand. “Because of the father?”

To her ears, it was a word of power: Father. A word of force that punched a hole in her defenses. A sob burst through. Then another. And then she was racked with sobbing.

She expected Ludo to pull her to him, let her cry into his cassock, but he did not move. Her just sat there, studying her calmly, hand still touching hers, as if to say he was with her. But just that: sitting there, waiting for her to bleed out in front of him, and then what? Put her the shog back together again, like a Nousian resurrection?

She shoved his hand aside, drew back, wiped away her tears.

Ludo cocked his head, and this time, when she found his eyes, they were not as cold and clinical as she’d first thought: they glistened with moisture, and he was watching her not with detachment, not with judgment, but with empathy, as if he felt what she felt. Felt, and suffered with her.

But of course he couldn’t. Couldn’t have known what she knew. Couldn’t have known what the Archon had told her.

“Shader,” she managed, dipping her eyes before he saw too much.

“I don’t understand,” Ludo said. “I thought Aristodeus was—”

“He is,” Rhiannon hissed. “But he’s… he’s…”

“He’s what?” Ludo said. “He is the father, isn’t he? That’s what I thought he—”

“He is Shader.” Rhiannon stared at him now. Dared him to laugh at her.

Ludo’s face was a study in plaster. It didn’t move. Even his eyes showed no reaction. He was struck dumb by what she’d said. She may as well have spoken in a foreign language.

“He is Shader,” she repeated. “Aristodeus and Shader are—”

Ludo clamped his eyes shut, held up a hand for time to think.

Rhiannon let out a long and ragged breath. Her heartbeat was a succession of muffled plops, like the sound of pebbles being dropped from a bridge into a river.

“One and the same,” Ludo murmured. “Ain and Nous. One nature in two persons.”

“No,” Rhiannon said. “In every way. The same in every way. The same person.” Except memory and experience, the Archon had said. Nous, she didn’t get it, even after the explanation. How could she expect Ludo to?

“Shader is the father of your daughter?” Ludo said.

“Yes… and no. I mean, I don’t know. I think so.”

Ludo opened his eyes and removed his glasses. He looked about to wipe them on his cassock, then seemed to forget he was holding them. “But Aristodeus is? Definitely?”

Rhiannon tucked her chin into her chest and sighed through her teeth. When she was able to look Ludo in the eye again, her remaining defenses melted. She told him everything the Archon had said, all the while watching him for any indication that she was mad, or that he just didn’t believe her. Once or twice, he looked up at the moon, as if he could glean understanding there. She poured out all she knew, and when he kneaded his forehead with a knuckle, she took that as a sign he believed her, even if he shared her own lack of understanding.

When she’d finished, Ludo took her hand in both of his and said, “What else?”

She frowned her incomprehension.

“When day breaks, we may all be in grave peril,” Ludo said. “Nameless, it seems, has no choice but to go on. Galen won’t stand for leaving him, and Shadrak has made it clear he’s staying. And so the rest of us must stay and see this through. If the others are right about Blightey—and I’m not ready to concede that point yet—there may not be another chance.”

“For what?” Rhiannon said.

“For confession.”

She wanted to say she was done with that. Done with Nous and his Templum. She could almost hear the black sword spit and curse, but there was something about the way Ludo held her gaze, the way his eyes reflected hers, filled her with uncertainty.

Soror Agna’s face sprang to mind, and the oily film of shame seeped from every pore of Rhiannon’s skin. She recalled her vows—not the solemn ones the priests took for life, but they were still vows, promises before Nous. She thought of her mom, her dad, and Sammy. She thought of Gaston, felt a spasm in her stomach, and retched.

Still Ludo watched her, waiting for her to start, like she had no say in the matter. Slowly, falteringly at first, she began to talk, accusing herself of drinking too much, blaming herself for Gaston. Ludo sniffed at that, but let her go on. She told him of the soldiers she’d been with. She tried to count them all, but Ludo said it wasn’t necessary. She told him about her cursing, her fighting, the no-neck at the gym she’d beaten the living daylights out of. She told him about the champagne and Aristodeus. And she told him about the little girl she’d done her best to pretend didn’t exist. She told him about Saphra.

She didn’t cry anymore. This wasn’t about self-pity; it was about exposure, digging away the layers of snow and ice and revealing the dung pile beneath. She sat, scarcely breathing, waiting for the words of absolution. The pause was so long, she thought he’d decided not to absolve her; that her sins were too many. Too great. But then Ludo recited the formula, as if she weren’t the wickedest woman in the world. As if she weren’t a neglecter of children, a whore, and a drunkard. As if she were forgiven.

And then she wept, silent, warm tears that thawed her cheeks more than the dying campfire. She wept and smiled and felt the heat of her gratitude rising from her guts to encompass the whole of her body. She wept, and she saw nothing but Saphra smiling down at her, thankful to have her mommy home.

At her side, the black sword had grown silent, no more now than a sullen presence.

“You see,” Ludo said. “No one is beyond the mercy of Nous. No one at all.” His knees cracked as he climbed to his feet. “Now, I should leave you to pray for a while.”

Rhiannon almost nodded, but then she leapt up and grabbed the sleeve of his cassock. “Not so fast, Eminence.” She bowed her head a little out of rediscovered respect. “From now on, I’m your shadow, remember?”

“Then it’s a good thing your tent is so close to mine,” Ludo said.

They walked together in silence until Ludo reached the opening of his tent. “Let’s just hope Albert isn’t a snorer.”

“I’d be worried about a sight more than snoring, if I were you,” Rhiannon said.

Ludo chuckled, but he made no move to go inside.

“Well, good night, my dear,” he said. “And don’t worry. I’ll be quite safe.”

“If you say so,” Rhiannon said. “Don’t go wandering off. Wake me, if you need anything.”

“I will,” Ludo said. “And Rhiannon, have faith. This business with Shader and Aristodeus: pray on it. Nothing can separate you from the love of Nous.”

“Yeah, well,” she started to say. I don’t know about that. But at least she didn’t feel compelled to think about it at that moment. The absolution was holding, and she felt sleep coming on without the need for a drink, or the compulsion to cut. She’d not felt that way for a very long time. Before she could ruin the moment, she said goodnight and ducked inside her tent.

***

It was the black sword, right enough. Only, Rhiannon wasn’t wielding it. Monstrous talons griped the hilt; all that had yet emerged from the gloom. The stench of sulfur was thick in her nostrils. Throughout the murk, rills of lava weaved a web of flame across a floor of gnarled coal.

The tip of the blade took aim at her heart. She felt its hunger; felt what it wanted from her and recoiled. Dark flames flared like lengthening shadows. A thunderous footfall. Then another. A scaly forearm came into view; then the crags of a biceps, a shoulder. Pectorals like tectonic plates came next, then above them, a death’s head the texture of storm clouds. Ram’s horns curled away from its temples. With a ruffle and snap, bat’s wings unfurled, blotting out what little light remained, until all she could see were eyes like fangs that gleamed with malignancy.

From where Rhiannon should have been, a skull rose into the air. With a jolting disorientation, she now saw from the demon’s vantage; stared with horror at the pooling blood of the skull’s gemstone eyes.

The sword bucked in her taloned grasp. She let it go so she could cover her face, but the skull’s searing glare cut through her defense like a beacon through fog. The sword dropped like a feather, spinning languidly in its interminable descent.

The torrent of her being poured through her eyes, streamed into the eyes of the skull. Every rasp of breath diminished her. Every clack of the skull’s teeth echoed the stuttering beat of her heart. It was drinking her in. Drinking. She gave vent to an endless, silent scream.

The sword’s infinite drift suddenly switched to a plummet. It struck stone with a clang. Stone, not coal: flagstones, edged with furred-up grout.

Sulfur gave way to dank and mold, the cloying taint of blood. Screams assailed her like a gale, echoed along corridors from unfathomable chambers.

Another jolt. This time, her hands were mottled bone. She felt the overwhelming dread, the panic, the need for flight. A carriage at night. An ocean crossing. The further she fled, the more her emaciated frame was wreathed in fat, wrapped up in it like she might once have snuggled into a comfort blanket. She counted for calm. Each time she reached five, the scene reset, and she started again.

A heave of vertigo, and she stood before the obese bulk of Dr. Cadman as he handed her the sword. She had no defense as it leached the last dregs of humanity from her. Could not refuse the corruption of its touch.

“I was denied the grace you have received.” Callixus was before her now, radiant like the luminaries. “Have faith. Avail yourself of your absolution.”

“Your sword,” Rhiannon said. “Take it back. I’m not strong enough.”

“Avail yourself—” he started to say again, but a voice like the shattering of mountains blasted him aside.

“One task, I gave you!” the Archon raged. “And you have failed at the first.”

Hands grabbed her roughly by the shoulders, shook her.

“Wake up!” It was Galen.

—Shog! What was he doing in her tent? She sat bolt upright, blinked her eyes into focus.

“He’s gone,” Galen said.

Outside, she heard Albert say to someone, “If anyone had slept in my tent, I’d have known about it. Always sleep with one eye open.”

“Ludo?” Rhiannon said.

“You were with him last,” Galen said. He may as well have added, “You were supposed to be watching him.”

“I saw him to his tent,” Rhiannon said. “To Albert’s…” But she’d not seen him enter. As a sinking dread gripped her, she uttered, “Lorgen and his people?”

“Left at dawn, like he said they would.”

“Could they have taken him?”

Galen shook his head. “They headed west. Shadrak found a single set of footprints going in the opposite direction.”

“Toward the castle?” Rhiannon said. Already, the warmth of absolution was giving way to the chilling grip of shame. “He gave me his word.” But he hadn’t, had he? He’d merely agreed to call her if he needed anything. No wonder the Archon had yelled at her in her dream. He’d been right to. She’d failed before she’d even started.

“But why?” Galen said. “Why would he do such a thing?”

No one is beyond the mercy of Nous.

Rhiannon gasped. Ludo had not just been referring to her. But this was crazy. More than that, it was suicide.

“He thinks he can save Blightey,” she said. “And by doing so, save us in the process.”

Galen looked too dumbfounded to speak at first, but then his eyelids drooped shut, and he swallowed thickly. “Oh, Eminence.”

Shadrak poked his head through the door flap. “It’s Ludo, right enough. The prints enter the mist. He must’ve lost his shogging mind.”

“Damn it,” Galen said, but the glare he shot Rhiannon gave the true meaning of his words: “Damn you. Damn you, you useless shogging bitch.”

“Let’s go,” Nameless called from outside.

“No,” Shadrak said loud enough for the dwarf to hear him, but his pink eyes were fixed on Rhiannon. “There’s been enough shog-ups already. I’ll go. Give me a couple of hours. If I ain’t back by then, come running, and tear that scutting castle to the ground till you find me, ’cause no one’s shoving a spike up my arse.”

“This is my fault,” Rhiannon said. “I need to go.”

“We all do,” Galen said.

“Fine,” Shadrak said. “But still give me a head start. Stealth first, hammer later.” And with that, he ran off toward the trees.

One task, the Archon’s voice reverberated around her skull. And you have failed at the first.

He was wrong. He was shogging wrong, and she was going to prove it.

 

 




WOLFMALEN CASTLE

Shadrak retraced Ludo’s footprints to the fringes of the mist that lay like a blanket over the snowy ground. Wispy tendrils snaked toward him, but he skirted around them.

The sun slid from behind a cloud; was swiftly smothered again. A sinuous rope of mist separated out from the main body and quested in his direction. Others followed, sprouting like insubstantial branches to block his advance and forbid his retreat.

Shadrak backed away and then broke into a run. A feeler lashed at him, but he tumbled beneath it and kept on running, boots crunching through the snow. Others slithered in pursuit, and behind them, the entire carpet of mist changed its course like the turning of the tide.

A tendril tried to trip him. Shadrak leapt over it, swayed aside from another coming at him head-height. He danced between two more strands, twisted and backflipped over a third, and kept on flipping feet over head until he made the tree line.

Once there, he glided from trunk to trunk. Mist seeped over the roots, always just a heartbeat behind. Breaking into a sprint, he slipped and slid down a low bank. Vaporous threads curled over the ridge, as if uncertain, then began to worm their way down after him.

Shadrak backed away, rummaging in a belt pouch for a glass sphere. He palmed it for a second, then threw it at a tree. A flash of brilliance lit up the gloaming, and the mist recoiled.

Plumes and streamers thrashed and intertwined, writhed and conferred. They began to feel every inch of the tree’s bark, as if they might find some trace of their elusive prey there.

That was all the distraction Shadrak needed to creep away unheeded. He cast fleeting looks over his shoulder, but the mist seemed to have lost him. As they fell away from the tree, the individual tendrils retracted into the swirling smog already rolling away across the forest floor. He lost no time making a beeline for the town.

Wolfmalen was eerily silent as he entered the main street. Either the people had been told to remain indoors in the wake of the battle, or some other fate had befallen them.

Pink stained the snow piled up along the road, but there were no carrion birds, and no bodies. Given the sheer number of black-garbs they’d killed, Shadrak would have expected it to take days to clear them all away. It was as if the dead had simply dusted themselves down and walked off.

The stench from the forest of impaled victims carried to him on the rising breeze before he’d made it halfway up the slope on the other side of town. This time, he gave it a wide berth, angling toward the castle in the cover of snow drifts and outcroppings of rock. He pulled up his hood and drew his cloak tight, trusting he’d appear nothing more than a shadow in the perpetual gray that passed for daylight.

In the shelter of the curtain walls, he edged around the perimeter, pausing only to listen, then moving off again. All his senses strained for the merest glimpse of movement, whisper of noise, waft of smell. Once or twice, he thought he heard muffled screams from deep beneath the foundations of the castle.

The smell of blood and shit coming off the forest of spikes never left his nostrils, but here, it was absorbed into the general odor of decay. It was the same smell that had haunted Kadee’s bedroom in the months after her death. The same smell that had finally forced him to leave and find a new home.

For a moment, the recollection fired his anger, fueled his resentment that the Archon had used Kadee to get him on board. If it hadn’t been for that scut, and if it hadn’t been for Aristodeus and his plans for Nameless, none of them would have dreamed of setting foot in Verusia. It was almost enough to make him turn his back on Ludo, refuse to play other people’s games anymore. It wasn’t like he owed the idiot anything, and no one had made Ludo come to the castle by himself, like a lamb to the slaughter.

But the memory of Kadee still had hold of him. Images of her cancer-wracked frame gave way to the glimmer that had never left her eyes, up until her last breath. It seemed to Shadrak she pleaded with him from whatever shadowy jungle surrounded her specter like an infestation of darkness; pleaded with him to go on, not to lose out on what the Archon had promised: that he’d see her again; that in some way, she endured after death.

… where the innocent dead are trapped, the Archon had said all that time ago in the Anglesh Isles. Thanatos. But of course, the Archon wasn’t saying where that was. Not until this was all over and Shadrak had kept up his end of the contract.

He came to a low wall that jutted out from one of the buttresses. On the other side, it fell away into a pit. At the bottom, a tunnel mouth led like an open wound beneath the castle.

Shadrak dropped into the pit and pulled on his goggles, blinking as they whirred and clicked into focus. He peered into the tunnel, seeing its bricked cylindrical walls in stark green outline. He didn’t delay entering. The sewers beneath Sarum that led to the Maze had been his habitat for years; and he’d always favored the hidden ways in and out of any place. It beat climbing the walls, and he wasn’t stupid enough to walk up to the barbican and knock. Ludo, on the other hand, probably was.

The floor was packed with broken rock and strewn with dead rats that looked like they’d been throttled. Most had missing limbs.

So, there were animals in Verusia, after all; although apart from Bird’s impression of an owl, and the stone-eaters he’d unearthed, Shadrak still hadn’t clapped eyes on anything living.

The air was dank and musty. The walls sweated water and slime, and the rubble on the floor was slick with drenched moss.

Walking was so treacherous, he took to his hands and knees, until he came to a grille blocking the passage from floor to ceiling. A slender pick made short work of the rusted padlock holding it shut, and then he pushed the latticed iron open a crack and slipped through.

The floor was smooth on the other side: gray flags, neatly mortared and flanked with fluted pillars that were truncated by the low ceiling.

His footfalls here were hollow, muted, but their echo was unnaturally loud. When he moved more stealthily, the scuff and scrape of his boots sounded like a man shoveling snow.

He followed the corridor for long, tense minutes, until it opened onto a vaulted chamber. Three ribbed archways, left, right, and center, led from it to spiral staircases. Guttering torches were ensconced either side of the arches. They threw flickering shadows across a mosaic floor depicting the Nousian Monas.

Shadrak raised his goggles, the better to see now there was some light.

A plinth occupied the site of the Monas’s central eye, and chained to this, one leg clamped in a heavy iron band, was a living gargoyle. Its long face terminated in a snaggletoothed beak. Rough nubs atop its head were all that remained of horns. Wings like a bat’s—though cruelly lacerated—were furled upon its hunched and spiny back. The stub of a scorpion’s tail hung beneath them. The tip seemed to have been severed some time ago, and had healed over as a misshapen club of scar tissue.

Shadrak slid a pistol free and cocked it.

He’d seen this creature atop the Homestead, just before he’d put a bullet in Cadman’s—Sektis Gandaw’s—skull.

He edged closer, expecting the thing to pounce at any moment. It had enough slack in its chain to reach him.

That’s when Shadrak noticed it wasn’t a plinth it was secured to; it was a spool for yard upon yard of chain. On the top was some kind of ratcheting crank. With someone to turn the handle, the gargoyle had enough chain to get to the mouth of the tunnel, maybe even the pit. Probably, it was allowed there to feed on the limbs of rats from time to time. But why not the whole rat? Either rodents’ legs were its favorite delicacy, or it had the appetite of a sparrow.

The gargoyle tracked him with shark’s eyes: deader than a corpse’s. When Shadrak was a pace away, it curled in on itself and shuffled back. Strings of black blood clung to its beak, which remained clamped tightly shut.

“What are you?” Shadrak said. “Blightey’s guard dog?” He waved his pistol at the tattered wings, the tail, the horns. “Had one too many scrapes with intruders, or did he do this to you?”

The gargoyle let out a whimper and tucked its face into its chest. It brought the remnants of its wings overhead and hunkered beneath them.

“So, why are you still alive? Why’s he keep you chained up down here, and not outside the walls on a spike?”

It rocked back and forth but said nothing. Shadrak started to feel stupid for assuming it could speak.

He stepped in, lifted its beaked face with the end of his gun. He could almost hear Kadee telling him to take pity. But pity wasn’t going to do anything for the poor scut. It was a wonder the gargoyle was still alive, the state it was in. And pity wasn’t going to find Ludo, either.

“Don’t suppose you know if Blightey had a visitor in the night, do you?”

The wings fell aside, as if the gargoyle no longer had the strength to hold them in place. They appeared to drag it into a deeper stoop as they drooped to the floor like a cloak that was too long.

“Can you understand what I’m saying? Because if you can, I need some answers.” Shadrak prodded its beak with his pistol, tried to wedge it open.

The gargoyle pulled back, but Shadrak grabbed the stump of a horn and held it in place. He shoved the gun past a curled fang, levered it up and down.

With a squawk of pain, the gargoyle stopped resisting. Its beak split like a gash, and it vomited forth dark blood.

Shadrak snatched the gun away. Shrill cries interspersed with wheezing breaths squeezed their way past something that was blocking the gargoyle’s throat. Shadrak felt bile rise as he stared, transfixed. Lodged at the back of the gargoyle’s mouth was something vaguely pear-shaped; only the pear had petals—metal petals—that were open and flush against its palate and tongue. Protruding from the center of the pear was some kind of corkscrew with a wing nut at the end. The wing nut was moving, turning in response to—what? A change in resistance, now the gargoyle had opened its beak? A quarter turn, and the petals pushed deeper into the flesh of its mouth. Another, and the creature shrieked as its tongue ruptured in a fresh spray of blood. The shriek turned into staccato, sobbing moans as the petals forced its beak ever wider. Something snapped, and the lower part of the beak flopped to one side. Still the wing nut turned, and still the petals continued to open.

The gargoyle’s sobbing devolved into ragged gasps.

Shadrak stood spellbound by the black eyes staring at him. Imploring him.

And then he understood. There was no need for words.

He raised the pistol.

The gargoyle shook its head, sending a spray of gore to the flagstones. It angled a tortured look up at the ceiling.

Someone would hear. Blightey would hear.

The gargoyle started to spasm, and the skin of its face around the beak ripped open.

Kadee’s voice cried to Shadrak from unfathomable depths. It roared like Mount Sartis erupting, and burst from his lips in a violent curse that was more of a scream.

He whipped out a knife and slashed it across the gargoyle’s throat. The creature shook violently for a few seconds, then its head fell to one side, and it dropped to the floor.

Shadrak’s hands trembled. He felt empty, riven by his reaction.

And then he realized: if a gunshot could be heard, then so could a scream.

He wiped the knife on his cloak and returned it to his baldric, then, gun in hand, he headed for the central staircase.

Cobwebs thick with dust hung like drapes from the ceiling beyond the archway. The stairway hadn’t been used for years. Centuries, even. The same with the one on the right, but the left-hand staircase showed signs of recent use: a rent through the clog of webs, and footprints in the dust covering the steps, going up and down. The same footprints, by the looks of them, but more than one trip. No doubt the master descending to the dungeon to feed his dog. Either that, or to deliver fresh mutilations.

He followed the tracks upward, past niches set at intervals in the walls. They were veiled by curtains of web, but he could still make out statues within: a robed woman clutching a rose; a child riding a lamb; a man stretched out on a cross. What kind of sick art was that?

Shadrak cleared the cobwebs from in front of it with the barrel of his gun. The detail was graphic: lacerations from head to toe, like the victim had been flayed alive. Nails pierced his hands and feet, and a wreath of thorns had been wedged over his head. Shadrak had a thick skin for all kinds of torture, but even he wouldn’t have gone so far. At least he liked to think he wouldn’t. He didn’t know what was worse: the impalements on display outside, or this. There was no need for Kadee to tell him to hurry up and find Ludo. No one deserved this, not even a Nousian.

He continued up the winding stairwell until he reached a corridor at the top. It was paneled with dark wood and lit by the ghostly glow of oil lamps suspended from curling brackets. Gilt-framed canvases hung over the panels: portraits in oil, the dark pigments scraped and deeply layered, glaze crumbling from neglect. The subjects were dressed in all manner of styles: a chocolate habit and hooded white cloak; a black gown and a flat board for a hat; hats like Shader’s, buckled and broad-brimmed; hats like chimneys or round like a bowl; coronets and crowns; epaulettes, plumed helms; smocks and tunics; puffed sleeves and somber clothes; men with hair like women, flowing in ringlets over their shoulders; a man with a headband and dark spectacles, and a jacket and britches of the same blue fabric the bard of Broken Bridge had worn beneath his rabbit skin coat that night at the Griffin. They all blurred into an impression of the ages as Shadrak crept by on the balls of his feet until he reached an intersection.

Straight ahead, the floor was carpeted with cockroaches. Many of them were dead, but others scuttled among the desiccated corpses of their kin as if they were feeding on them. The cobwebs were thicker here, drawn like curtains.

The right-hand passage was similar, only its ceiling had sagged in places and was dark with water stains and black mold. It gave off the acrid stench of pepper mixed with stale piss.

Once more, the only signs of activity were to the left. But even here, the corridor was not clear of filth and infestation. It was just that the frayed and tattered carpet had a depression worn into its center from decades of use.

Shadrak lingered at the junction, fighting back the urge to turn and flee. He steadied his nerves with a few deep breaths, and shrugged himself further into his cloak.

Unseen.

He was Shadrak the Unseen. Blightey should be afraid of him, not the other way round.

But he didn’t like it. Didn’t like reacting to other people’s stupidity. To Ludo’s. Besides the rumors—Liche Lord, holy man, impaler—; besides the spikes, the tortured gargoyle, he knew less than shog-all about the foe, and that wasn’t the way he worked.

Still, Cadman had been a liche, and he’d not been so tough. But what was with the holy man reputation? How did Blightey go from being a shogging luminary to a monster who shoved spikes up people’s arses for pleasure?

Shadrak needed more time. Needed time to observe, work things out for himself; time to get to know his enemy, probe for weaknesses.

Even as he thought it, he suspected that was the last thing he needed. He’d already seen enough to haunt him for as long as he lived. Delve any deeper, and his memories would be a hive of stinging pestilence. And what if it changed him? What if there was no limit to the horror and the depravity? What if it was addictive, and he needed to see more?

He shook himself free of the trance that was settling over him. The castle seemed to hold a macabre fascination for him. At once, it both appalled and intrigued; cautioned him and urged him to press on, uncover all its terrible secrets.

He patted each of his belt pouches, touched the blades in his baldric, felt for the grip of his second pistol, reached behind to check the thundershot was still tucked into the back of his belt. He closed his eyes briefly to center himself on Kadee’s face, but she wasn’t there. There was no room for fond memories amid all the images of suffering that had imprinted themselves on his brain. Either that, or even ghosts were afraid of this place.

Creeping on the balls of his feet, he edged along the corridor toward the door at the end. The walls here were hung with animal heads and display cases filled with spiders and scorpions. One held a cross like he’d seen on the stairwell, only this had a preserved frog nailed to it. Beneath the frog’s feet, a scrap of paper bore writing in a child’s hand. From what Shadrak could make out, it was scrawled in Aeternam, but he didn’t have a clue what it said.

The door was of heavy oak, banded with iron. Some sort of glyph had been burned into the wood: an octagon surrounding an eight-pointed star. There were blocky letters along each of the sides, but they were in a script he didn’t recognize.

He pressed his ear to the door and listened. Nothing. He put an eye to the keyhole. It was dark inside. He tried the handle, but as he suspected, it was locked. He selected a slender pick from his tool pack and felt about inside the keyhole—just in case. There was a faint click, and a tiny needle dropped to the floor.

Oldest trick in the book. One of Albert’s favorites.

Switching to a snake rake, he slid it past the pins repeatedly, bouncing them until they reached the shear line and there was a resounding clunk.

He opened the door a hair’s breadth, waited exactly ten seconds, and then slipped inside, closing it behind him.

The room was black as the grave, silent and chill.

Goosebumps stood out on his forearms, and there was a prickling at the back of his neck. He tugged the goggles back down, illuminating the room in hues of green.

He was before a wide dais upon which stood a semicircle of outlines. They could have been pillars.

The dais formed an island in the middle of the sprawling checkerboard floor. There was a door opposite the one he’d come in by, but a massive statue had been placed in front of it. It resembled a man, perhaps ten feet tall, with full-bellied muscles shaped into the stone. The goggles revealed darker veins of green running through the surface. The face was broad, the jaw square and set in a grotesque leer.

Shadrak edged around the room. He kept flicking looks over his shoulder at the statue as he inspected the adjacent wall, tapping, prodding, listening, but finding nothing until he came to a freestanding rack bristling with weapons: a spear, a guisarme, a halberd, a bill-hook, and other polearms of exotic design. Then there was a jewel-studded scimitar; a curve-pronged sai; punch daggers; sword-breakers; a trident and a morning star. An immense greatsword hung from the wall behind the rack, its outsized blade serrated along one edge.

Turning back to the dais, Shadrak saw that what he’d taken for pillars were, in fact, statues of men and women in various styles of dress. He’d been mistaken due to one grisly oddity: they had no heads.

As he approached, he adjusted his goggles. The lenses whirred and clicked until they settled into a new mode. The rest of the chamber blurred out of focus as the red light of burning coals suffused the statues.

Not statues, Shadrak realized, reaching out to touch one, feeling the pliancy of flesh: bodies. Decapitated bodies. Still warm. Tremors ruffled their clothing, as if somehow, without heads, they continued to breathe.

There were twelve in total. The largest was that of a man over seven feet tall, encased in plate armor that glowed orange through the goggles.

A thud came from outside the door he’d entered by.

Shadrak ducked down behind the plinth and peeked around the edge of the platform. The goggles registered a reddish blur through the wood of the door. The handle shook violently, then clattered to the floor. There was a howl of wind, and the door flew open.

There were no footsteps, but Shadrak felt something enter the room. A cold thrill ran beneath his skin, and fingers of ice crept over the back of his neck.

He waited, counting once more to his obligatory ten, and then he chanced a look.

A ball of crimson flame hovered in the air above the headless bodies.

Shadrak ducked down and raised the goggles. Whatever it was, it was kicking out a lot of heat. The blackness of the room was bathed with a flickering glow. Licks of orange, yellow, and red reflected from the weapons in the rack, limned the stone statue, bathed the bodies on the dais.

Holding his breath, Shadrak peeked again. This time, he fell back, heart pounding, blood like the roar of a waterfall in his ears.

It wasn’t a ball of fire hovering over the bodies. It was a skull. A skull with blazing rubies for eyes.

He heard a clacking sound and looked again. Its jaws were opening and closing as it moved from one headless body to the next, considering.

It circled behind them, and finally stopped directly above the armored colossus.

Shadrak could see the armor clearly now: intricately fluted plate, its dark metal embossed with swirls and leaves that wound about its surface like a strangler vine. He didn’t doubt for an instant this was what they’d come for: the Liche Lord’s armor, crafted by the Cynocephalus in the bowels of Gehenna. Armor that rendered its wearer utterly invulnerable to attack.

Slowly, purposefully, the skull started to descend. As it sunk onto the stub of neck protruding above the gorget, its jaws clacked maniacally, and then it pivoted once, twice, three times, as it screwed itself in place.

Waxen skin seeped up from within the armor to coat the skull. Black dots pushed through its scalp, sprouting like weeds and forming a mane of dark hair that fell limply over the ornate pauldrons capping the shoulders. Almost immediately, the hair faded to gray, and then white, and yellowish stains streaked through it like the ravages of disease. Pallid hands textured like the water corpses floating in Sarum’s sewers came up to twist the head from side to side, making sure it was secure.

Serpents writhed through Shadrak’s guts, and insects stung and bit beneath his skin. Waves of freezing air rolled off the armored figure, sent shivers deep into his bones. He pressed himself close to the floor, praying to Kadee not to let him be seen. He almost prayed to Nous, too, just in case, but then called out silently to the Archon instead. At least he might do something; might take pity and get him out of there.

But nothing happened. The Archon’s pity was as empty as his own had been for the gargoyle. As empty, and as useless.

Metal plates grated and squeaked. It was moving. Had it spotted him?

He started to crawl on his belly to the statue by the door. Behind him came the chink of metal on stone. It was over by the weapons rack.

He slid behind one of the statue’s tree-trunk legs, rolled to his knees, lunged for the door handle.

There was a cracking sound—like the unbinding of arthritic limbs—and something cold grabbed the back of his neck, pinning him to the floor. He gasped for air, thrashed and twisted. He managed to wriggle onto his back, but fingers of stone curled around his throat. The dull eyes and implacable face of the statue glared down at him, and its leer now looked more of a self-satisfied grin.

“Howzat?”

The voice came from behind the statue, lisping, almost whispered, but with the force of thunder.

Metal scraped on stone. One step, two steps.

A shadow fell over Shadrak, and the same voice said, “No one laughs at cricket jokes these days. What’s the world coming to?”

Shadrak’s heart lurched. Maggots wriggled up from his guts. The statue slackened its grip just enough for him to turn his head toward the voice.

The armored man loomed over him, ruby eyes excoriating, blue-tinged lips twisted into a sardonic smile.

“A homunculus.” He leaned on the hilt of the greatsword. Blue veins webbed the back of his hands. “And an albino. Surprised they didn’t dash your brains out at birth or throw you to the seethers. The worlds are full of surprises. I, for one, am surprised you triggered the ward on the door. Oh, the poison needle was just a bit of fun, but a magic sigil… Even a defective homunculus should have detected that. After all, it’s your people I stole the idea from.”

He arched an eyebrow, waiting for a response.

Shadrak squirmed beneath the stone hand, fingers straining for his belt-pouch. The statue hoisted him into the air by the throat. He kicked and gasped as the armored man leaned in close, his breath rank with rot and old damp.

“I’d like a name, if that’s not too much to ask.”

Shadrak tried to say, “Shog you,” but he choked instead. Stone fingers squeezed, and his airways started to constrict.

“Perhaps, as your host, I should go first. Blightey. Otto Blightey. I have a thousand-and-one titles, but we can dispense with them. There. Now you.”

Blightey gave a slight nod, and the statue let go.

Shadrak landed in a crouch, then immediately put a hand to his throat. He wheezed and coughed, made sure he could still breathe, then said, “The Liche Lord. I know who you are.”

“Not one of my favorites,” Blightey said. “I’ve always found ‘Liche Lord’ somewhat melodramatic. You know, the locals here call me Prior. I like that. It’s both quintessential and ironic. The kind of paradox truths are made from.” He lifted one hand from the sword hilt and waved his fingers at the statue. “Good boy. Back to your post. I don’t think our visitor is going to be any trouble.”

Shadrak was already raising his pistol.

“Are you?” Blightey snapped.

The pistol slammed home in its holster before Shadrak knew what he was doing.

“I do so like these artifacts of Ancient-tech that crop up all over the place,” Blightey said. “Utterly ineffectual against this armor, and even if it weren’t, the body is not my own.”

“Wasn’t aiming at the armor,” Shadrak growled.

“Ah, head shot,” Blightey said. “Very sensible. But equally futile. The best of the best have tried to destroy this old noddle,”—he tapped his head—“but even the Archon”—Blightey enunciated the name as if he knew; knew Shadrak was working for him—“gave up trying and dumped me in the Abyss. Not a good move. There are things I had access to there I will be eternally grateful for. A trifle boring after a few centuries, but all in all, not as bad a destination as they’d have you believe; not once you put the frighteners on a few principle demons.”

Shadrak reached toward a belt pouch, found himself grabbing his crotch instead.

“Now, now,” Blightey said. “Less of that, if you don’t mind. It’ll make you blind.”

“Where’s Ludo?” Shadrak said, snatching his hand away.

“Did you know it means ‘I play’ in Latin?” Blightey said. “No? Don’t they teach Latin in homunculus school anymore? Oh, of course, you didn’t go to homunculus school, did you? You’re a reject. But never you mind, we’re all rejects here, one way or another. You could even say, I’m the ultimate reject.” He gazed up at the ceiling and touched his forehead, chest, and both shoulders, then grinned widely at Shadrak, as if he’d made some private joke.

Every instinct screamed at Shadrak to get out of there, but his legs wouldn’t obey him. Paralysis held him in its invisible grip, prevented him from reaching his weapons, for all the good they would do. He began to shake, felt the urge to plead well up from inside him, but he wasn’t giving Blightey the satisfaction. He fought against it with a lifetime of threats and intimidation.

“I said ‘where’, you shogger. I don’t give a rat’s arse about the meaning of the scutting name.”

“My, you are testy,” Blightey said. “I can see we’re going to have lots of fun together. Your friend—I’m assuming you are friends; or is it more than that? It wouldn’t be the first time a consecrated Nousian has succumbed to the temptations of the flesh. Indeed, only hours ago I witnessed for myself how fickle are a holy man’s claims to celibacy.” Blightey’s eyes flashed scarlet, and a frown crossed his face. He banished it in an instant. “No? No romance? Do you mean to say this friend of yours is truly holy? How novel. How stimulating. And what a fitting subject for our first bout of fun together.

“Yes, he’s here. Bold of him to come knocking at the front door, so to speak. Courtesies like that intrigue me. Most visitors don’t make it past the barbican. Trips and traps, you know the sort of thing. You can never be too careful. I was just making a start with him when you set off the ward. Poor chap must be freezing down there without any clothes on. Come on, you can lend me a hand. I’ve not clapped eyes on a homunculus in donkey’s years. I just love all that conniving. I’d almost go so far as to say I find it invigorating.”

Blightey crossed to the door Shadrak had tried to flee through, and held it open. “After you.”

Shadrak tried to resist, but his legs had a life of their own.

He glanced at the statue on his way out. It was still once more, nothing but inanimate stone.

“Come along,” Blightey said, following Shadrak onto a landing with stairs leading down at the other end. “Let’s not keep him waiting. I had the impression he wanted to give me a serious talking to, you know, about the error of my ways, the limitless mercy of Ain, that sort of thing. Last person who tried that was some itinerant friar or other, centuries before the Reckoning. I was young. I was heartless. But he had gumption, I can tell you. Poor fellow was still blabbing about forgiveness around the bloody tip of the spike protruding from his mouth. Well, maybe not blabbing. Gasping and frothing, more like. Let’s just hope, for your friend’s sake, that age has mellowed me.”

 

 




THE MOAT

Nameless glared up at the curtain walls either side of the barbican while he waited for Albert to pick the lock. In his experience, outer doors like these, heavy and iron clad, were usually barred from the inside, but the poisoner had to have his own way.

Rhiannon watched over Albert’s shoulder, as if she could hurry him up through force of will. She had the black sword out and ready, eager for the fight; eager to make up for what she’d failed to do. It looked an evil weapon to Nameless, little better than the false Pax Nanorum.

“No sign of them still,” Galen said. “I don’t like it.”

Nameless felt his looming presence behind; stifled the impulse to turn. He had nothing to fear from the dragoon. Did he?

Ekyls growled, maybe in agreement with Galen. The savage prowled about the crest of the hill they’d climbed, an open invitation for who or whatever was inside to come out and fight.

For once, Bird stood with the group, rather than taking off and doing his own thing. Nameless didn’t know whether to be  thankful or concerned. He was a shifty shogger, to be sure, like the rest of his cursed race.

“Guess they didn’t like the taste of my axe last time round,” Nameless said, doing his best to sound grim and dour. Let on he was worried, let on he was suspicious, and it might be all the encouragement these so-called friends needed. Nothing like the scent of blood to reveal hidden intentions.

Galen grunted. Likely, he’d seen through the ruse. He’d been there, back at the forest of spikes; knew what really happened. Truth was, Nameless was relieved the black-garbs hadn’t come streaming out of the barbican a second time. Relieved, but also bewildered. Why hadn’t they come? There’d been no end to them before. What if they were holed up inside, waiting for the companions to enter, and the doors to close behind them?

“How long’s this going to take?” Galen said.

Albert cursed under his breath. “Hold on. It’s no easy matter, a lock this size.” He rummaged about in his pack for a bigger pick.

Rhiannon tutted, and that drew a scathing look from the poisoner.

“There are wards on the door,” Bird said. He was staring at the wood, eyes flicking left to right, as if he were reading.

“Do I need to care?” Nameless said.

Bird made a series of sweeping gestures with a claw-like hand, and muttered incomprehensible words. When he’d finished, he said, “No. They are gone.”

Albert stepped back from the lock. “Voila.”

“Eh?” Galen said.

“It’s Gallic for, ‘You may thank me for my brilliance.’”

Galen put his shoulder to one of the doors, but it didn’t budge.

Nameless pressed his gauntleted hand to the wood and shoved. It flew open as easy as a tent flap.

“See,” Albert said. “No bar. Told you.”

“But there’s a portcullis just inside,” Nameless said. A wrought-iron lattice from ceiling to floor, and whatever mechanism opened it somewhere on the other side.

Albert sighed and shook his head.

Done with wasting time, Nameless strode up to the portcullis and took a grip low down, as if he were dead lifting. Still not used to the power of the gauntlets, he heaved a bit too much and sent the portcullis flying upward with a clash and a clang. He half-expected it to come crashing down again, but when he looked up, he could see the metal was buckled beyond repair and lodged in the vertical grooves cut into the walls that housed it.

“Who needs wards with subtlety like that?” Rhiannon said, but if she objected, she didn’t let it stop her from striding ahead.

The barbican opened up onto a courtyard that formed a snow-capped island around the keep. The outer walls blocked what little sunlight eked its way through the cloud cover, and threw long shadows over the ground.

Nameless had to jog to keep pace with Rhiannon, who headed straight for the bridge that crossed a narrow moat encircling the keep.

The courtyard was deserted, and there was no movement atop the walls. Even the perimeter towers seemed devoid of life. The black-garbs had known there were intruders amid the forest of spikes the day before, and Shadrak had seen shapes on the walls through those goggles of his. The fact there was no one in sight now only served to make Nameless paranoid. He felt like a mouse walking into a trap, with Ludo as the cheese to bait him.

He slowed as he reached the bridge and angled a look at the moat below. He’d always been nervous around water, because he couldn’t swim. He’d never learned back in Arx Gravis; his ma had died before she could teach him, and the training of infants was woman’s work for dwarves. Besides, the only significant body of water had been the Sanguis Terrae and the canals it sent like veins throughout the lower levels of the ravine city. According to the Annals, its source was deep down in Gehenna, and shog only knew what kind of effluent floated up with it from the realm of the homunculi.

The moat oozed black. A large fin broke the surface and arced back under. On the other side of the bridge, Nameless could see more fins circling, and once or twice, stubby snouts bristling with serrated teeth burst free of the tar.

“Keep up,” Rhiannon called from the far side. She was already in front of the door to the keep, a slab of stone three times her height and wide enough to drive a cart through. At its center was a massive carving of a lion’s head, jaws parted not in a roar but a scream.

Nameless focused on that image of anguish so he didn’t have to think about the moat and the things swimming within its murk.

Galen passed him, as urgent as Rhiannon to find Ludo. He’d have seen it as a failing, too. After all, he’d been charged with the adeptus’s protection long before she had.

Ekyls followed on his heels, and Albert was next, practically skipping over the bridge as if it were on fire.

Nameless risked another look down at the dark sludge, found himself imagining what it would be like to be ripped apart by those jaws. He lurched, and steadied himself with a hand on the railing. The bridge juddered, and for a moment, he thought he’d misjudged his newfound strength again. He could have sworn he heard mocking laughter, the distant roll of thunder. There were voices, too: whispers, snide remarks; people talking about him. They coalesced into a single voice, calling out his name.

“Nameless!”—It was Galen. “The bridge!”

The surface beneath Nameless’s feet shuddered, and then he heard it crack. A line appeared between his feet and started to widen as the bridge split in two, each section dropping away toward the moat. He lunged for the side nearest the keep, reached for Galen’s outstretched hand… and fell.

 

 




THE LIMITS OF MERCY

Ludo was spreadeagled naked on a rack, head toward the ceiling, streaks of blood smearing his forearms and shins. He twisted his neck as first Shadrak and then Blightey entered. His eyes widened at the sight of the Liche Lord’s armored frame, and then he frowned in confusion.

Seeing the adeptus like that brought home the full horror of Shadrak’s helplessness. Even if Blightey permitted him to draw a weapon, what would be the point? Even if he could have penetrated the Liche Lord’s armor, the skull was all that was left of Blightey, and that was invulnerable. The body was as expendable as an old coat. Destroy that, and the skull had already shown it could fly. And if it needed another set of arms and legs, it had plenty more headless bodies waiting upstairs.

First rule in any situation, Shadrak reminded himself, trying to reclaim an iota of professional calm: locate the exits.

There was a door on the far side, opposite the one they’d entered from. He gave it only a cursory glance; didn’t want Blightey to know he’d seen it. It was bound to be locked, and even if it wasn’t, he suspected his legs wouldn’t obey his command to flee.

Beside the rack holding Ludo, a thing like a man stood. It was flayed head to toe, nothing more than blood-slick muscle and sinew. Tatters of flesh failed to hide the pulsating black heart in its warped and twisted ribcage. Bloodshot eyes bulged from mushy sockets, perpetually terrified.

It dipped its grotesque head at Blightey and backed away, trailing crimson across the flagstones. Gore dripped like melting wax from its fingers, and Shadrak made the connection: the blood smears on Ludo’s limbs were not his own; they were the marks from where this thing had touched him, held him down, and stretched him out.

“Sorry to keep you,” Blightey said to Ludo as he clattered and creaked into the chamber. He propped the great sword against a wall. “I took the opportunity to change.”

From hooks in the whitewashed walls, all manner of implements hung: pincers and prongs, saws and hammers, clubs and flails. There was a selection of manacles and thumbscrews—all the regular gear the guilds employed when someone crossed them, or they needed answers no one wanted to give. There were bullwhips, a cat-o’-nine-tails; there was a brazier filled with hot coals, a set of scalpels laid out on a wooden bench; rats in cages—these ones were living; glass tanks containing snakes, spiders, and scorpions. In one corner, an iron maiden stood. Its door hung open, revealing wicked-looking spikes inside. A gibbet hung from the ceiling; something rotted within. Clamps and bear traps were scattered about the floor, along with chains in sloppy piles. Stacked neatly against a wall were half a dozen stakes like the ones outside the castle.

“Ah, I though you might notice them,” Blightey said with a touch of pride in his voice. “It’s something of a passion. You saw my little display on your way up, I take it? I’ll teach you how it’s done, if you like.”

Ludo rolled his head forward and angled a look down at Shadrak. His eyes bulged above his glasses—he still wore his glasses, if nothing else. His black cassock was folded neatly upon a chair with his sandals on top. His Liber lay open on the bench nearest the rack. Bloody prints smeared its pages.

“We were practicing lectio together,” Blightey said, “until you interrupted us.” To Ludo, he said, “Do you still call it lectio? Lectio divina? I do, but I’m so out of touch, I expect the nomenclature’s changed since my day.”

The flayed monstrosity shuffled toward the book, but Blightey waved it back. “You are no longer needed. See?” He held up his hands. “Quite capable of riffling through the pages myself now.”

“Pray,” Ludo gasped. He licked dry lips and swallowed thickly. “You pray lectio.”

“Not me,” Blightey said. He looked at Shadrak with raised eyebrows. “Do you pray it? No? Thought as much.” He turned back to Ludo. “He doesn’t pray it, either. But let’s just call it a semantic difference.” He turned back to Shadrak and whispered, “That’s how you talk to these academic types. They love words like ‘semantic’.” Then to Ludo, he said, “What’s that other word you scholars are always slinging about? ‘Disjunction’. Yes, that’s it. Always makes me think of torn ligaments for some reason. Now, my little homunculus,”—he placed icy fingers on Shadrak’s shoulder—“help me out, if you will. Frater Ludo here—it is Frater, isn’t it?”

“Adeptus,” Shadrak said, almost to himself. “He’s an adeptus.”

“Is he now?” Blightey said. “Well I never. They all look the same with their clothes off. But as I was saying, I could use your help on this. The adeptus and I were having a little chinwag about scripture. I stand accused of doctoring it and obscuring the original meaning, and he thinks I have the wherewithal to remember which bit came from where so that I can—what’s the academic word for it, Ludo?—deconstruct it and reveal what he terms the ‘Golden Thread’. Well, I’m buggered if I can recall the warp and woof of what I did, so we embarked upon a debate about what is really essential to the spirit of said original. We had reached an impasse, and I was hoping you might adjudicate.”

Shadrak’s brain was a scramble. He clutched in vain at threads of thought that might tell him what to do. His fingers twitched over his guns, but he could not draw them. He wanted to run—after all, Ludo had gotten himself into this mess—but his legs wouldn’t obey. Every word Blightey spoke, every piece of utter crap, captivated him. He had to listen, just like he’d had to listen to the bard’s spellbinding music at the Griffin all that time ago, and yet every instinct screamed at him to cover his ears, close his eyes, and curl up into a ball.

“Take this, for example,” Blightey said. He picked up Ludo’s Liber, licked his finger, and thumbed through it till he found his place. “‘Of mankind, we may say in general they are fickle, hypocritical, and greedy of gain.’ Now, the adeptus here says this can’t be part of the Golden Thread, and yet I say it is the truth, and so it must be.”

The chains holding Ludo to the rack clinked as he struggled to shift position and failed. When he spoke, he kept his voice soft, as if he were exercising patience with a slow student. “There is a pattern of giving, of generosity, of love that runs throughout the scriptures. This is what constitutes the Golden Thread. Before your alterations, there was one unified holy book.”

“Was there?” Blightey said, with a conspiratorial wink at Shadrak. “Was there now? A single tome extolling the virtues of love? Theologians liked to think so, but even back then, it was an exercise in picking and choosing. I should know: I was like a boy in a candy store myself, memorizing all the phrases that brought me comfort, and studiously ignoring those that didn’t. It was only after life itself had tutored me in the truth that I afforded the other passages equal attention. How, for example, do you account for this—I’m quoting from the original—? ‘And ye shall eat the flesh of your sons, and the flesh of your daughters shall ye eat.’ Or how about this? ‘And I will make your cities waste, and bring your sanctuaries unto desolation.’ Or this: ‘And I will set my face against you, and ye shall be slain before your enemies: they that hate you shall reign over you; and ye shall flee when none pursueth you.’ Does that sound golden to you?” he asked Shadrak. “The scriptures I recall were more gristle than grist, but we understood that. In the midst of the black death, or the Shoah, or the cold reign of Global Tech, the scriptures held up a mirror to life in all its cruelty. If anything, my modified version softened the image.”

“The Golden Thread doesn’t obscure suffering,” Ludo said. “It reminds us of the context of suffering; weaves a path of hope, of love, of redemption through what otherwise would be unbearable. Any horror life holds derives from our fallen nature.”

“Yes?” Blightey said. “Go on. Oh, before you do, Shadrak, do be a dear and fetch one of those stakes. I would do it myself, but this armor makes me so clumsy. You might ask why an invulnerable skull needs a body and armor? I ask myself such things all the time. But after an encounter I had out in the sticks, then the skirmish beyond the walls, and now you two arriving without so much as an invitation, you’ll understand the precaution. There are only so many options open to a skull. It’s amazing the difference a stout pair of arms and legs can make.”

He waggled his fingers, and tongues of shadow sloughed off them, leaving trails of fuligin in the air. With a flick of his wrist, Blightey flung the shadows.

The flayed man stiffened and began to putrefy. He let out a gurgling cry of pure anguish, then collapsed in a pool of slime. Another wag of Blightey’s fingers, and fire consumed the mess, leaving nothing but dust and ash in its wake.

“Come on now,” Blightey said to Shadrak. “Chop chop.”

Shadrak did as he was told and fetched a spike. Even without the display of magic, he doubted he’d have had a choice; Blightey had already demonstrated more or less total control over Shadrak’s limbs. It was as if the Liche Lord wanted to foster the illusion he might refuse, if he’d not been such a coward.

“Sorry about that,” Blightey said to Ludo. “Please, go on. You have my undivided attention.”

Ludo’s eyes tracked Shadrak’s return with the stake, but at the same time, he pressed on, as if he took hope from Blightey’s words. “Ain created man, out of all creatures, with free will.”

“Ain means ‘nothing’,” Blightey said.

“No-thing,” Ludo countered. “The infinite no-thingness that preceded the primal manifestation of Nous and the subsequent creation of all things.”

“Touché,” Blightey said. “So, you have cleared the first hurdle. Well done. Most people assume, when I tell them, that the meaning of Ain affirms them in their lazily reasoned atheism. There is, as you have so articulately asserted, a being who is not a thing like the rest of us things; or rather, the ground of all being, the unmoved mover, that which has no need or cause. Do you know what we used to call such a being?”

Ludo nodded. “The Templum forbids the use of the name.”

“Oh, pish,” Blightey said. “God is not a name. It’s a descriptor. Now, there was indeed a name it was forbidden to utter, but it was brought to the light of day anyhow and dissected, permutated, and made the basis for interminable conjurations. But the reason for me dropping ‘God’ from the Liber was purely political: as a word, it was about as popular as smallpox. You can credit that to the efforts of my erstwhile pupil, Sektis Gandaw. Do go on.” He nodded enthusiastically at Ludo, and at the same time waved Shadrak closer to the rack with the stake.

Ludo licked his lips and again tried to shift position. Blood seeped from beneath the manacles holding his wrists and ankles. Despite the impression he tried to convey, he was struggling. Like Shadrak, he was terrified. He opened and closed his mouth several times, as if he didn’t know what to say. Eventually, he said, “So, you believe in Ain?”

“I do not,” Blightey said. “Ain was my little joke. I believe in God, though. It may also come as a surprise to you to learn that I agree with your basic analysis about free will giving rise to the fall that produced so much cruelty and suffering. And yes, I accept the argument that the anger, the wrath, the vengeance attributed to the Creator is all a matter of gradualness, of imperfect understanding and attribution on behalf of the writers. What was it they used to say? God writes straight with crooked lines?”

“And His mercy?” Ludo said. There was a rasping quality to his voice, like he was almost holding his breath. He reminded Shadrak of nothing so much as player of seven-card, trying not to let on he held a hand that would trump Blightey’s.

“Yes, yes,” the Liche Lord said. “The ocean of forgiveness, in which we all swim.”

“All of us?” Ludo said. He was watching Blightey like a hawk.

“It has its limits.”

“Ain’s mercy is infinite.”

“No, it is not.” Blightey’s tone remained affable, but there was a finality to his words. Ludo started to protest, but Blightey held up a hand for quiet. “A moment, please, Adeptus. This is crucial.”

He stood at Ludo’s feet and beckoned Shadrak to join him.

“There,” Blightey said. He spread Ludo’s thighs wider with his palms. “You see the sphincter? Bring the top of the stake here. That’s it. A little to the right.”

Shadrak’s hands shook with the effort to pull away. His guts twisted and writhed, and pressure built within his head.

“Nothing is beyond Ain’s mercy,” Ludo said. His voice had gone up in pitch. “No one.”

“God and I no longer speak,” Blightey said distractedly. “My own view on mercy is somewhat at odds with His. Experience has taught me that people are seldom merciful, and so they must either be indulged or utterly destroyed. If you offend them, they do not forgive; they retaliate. It therefore stands to reason that you must injure them greatly, then they can do nothing in return. Now, I need you to remain quiet for a second. Ready?” he asked Shadrak.

Shadrak growled and tried to resist. He cried out to Kadee in his mind; to the Archon, but there was still no response. There was just him, and Ludo, and Blightey. And only one of them had the volition to act.

“Gentle now,” Blightey said. “Easy as she goes. Don’t want to rupture the bowel.”

The manacles holding Ludo’s ankles rattled and shook. His breathing quickened into staccato gasps that swelled into labored heaves. The tip of the spike touched puckered flesh, started to enter, and Ludo screamed.

 

 




THE LION’S MAW

The last thing Nameless saw was Galen’s hand reaching for him but not quite getting there. He pitched backward and dropped like a stone toward the water. He bellowed, a cry too primal to be a word; tensed against the pending splash, the snap of vicious jaws—

—and then talons gripped his shoulders; hoisted him aloft. The beating of enormous wings, the sound of their thwop, thwop, thwop was a balm for his stuttering heart.

The talons dumped him on the snowy ground at Galen’s feet. There was a violent flutter, cries of relief from his companions, and then Nameless found himself on his back, looking up into the gnarled face of Bird.

“Laddie?” he croaked. “Was that…”

Bird pulled his cloak of feathers tight. “Hazards abound,” he said, with a flick of his head toward the bridge. “And the next is before us.”

Nameless rolled to his knees, followed Bird’s gaze to the door.

“You all right?” Rhiannon said, stooping to offer him her hand.

Nameless took it and climbed to his feet. “Better now, lassie.” Then to Bird he said, “The door is trapped, too?”

Albert was already running his hands over the stony surface. “No lock. No mechanism. If it’s trapped, it’s nothing I’ve come across before.”

Ekyls approached the lion’s head, growling softly in the back of his throat.

“No, don’t touch,” Bird said, sweeping past Nameless to come before the savage and the door.

“I say we look for another way in,” Galen said, eyeing the battlements atop the keep as if he planned on climbing.

“Here,” Bird said, indicating the lion’s gaping maw. “Optical illusion. See.” He placed his hand in the mouth. The darkness beyond was so complete, the hand disappeared, as if it had been amputated at the wrist. When Bird withdrew it with all his fingers intact, Nameless breathed a sigh of relief.

“An old homunculus trick,” Bird said. The lion’s mouth was so large, it could have swallowed him whole. Any of them. “It is a portal. Probably, the walls are impregnable, and there are bound to be more traps atop the battlements. I could fly up and check.”

“No,” Rhiannon said. “No time. We need to find Ludo.” She didn’t need to add, “Before it’s too late.” Everyone seemed to get that.

Galen said, “She’s right.” He sucked on his mustache, chewed, and spat, as if agreeing with Rhiannon were somehow distasteful.

“Fine,” Nameless said, striding toward the door. “Me first.” It wasn’t what he wanted, but there seemed no other choice. Either he faced his fears head on, or he remained outside, cringing like a child afraid of the dark. It was galling to admit. He’d never been so scared in his life. Except the one time. Except when he’d been under the sway of the black axe.

“Wait,” Bird said.

Nameless suppressed the urge to punch him. He needed to do this now: get inside, confront Blightey, before he was reduced to a quivering jelly.

“In Gehenna,” Bird said, “portals such as this lead to one of two places: where you expect them to go, or into oblivion. My people leave clues as to which, but sometimes the clues themselves are traps.”

“Shogging homunculi,” Nameless grumbled. This was all he needed.

“This is not one of ours,” Bird said, running his hand around the edge of the lion’s mouth. “But it is similar. The Liche Lord is known to our people. We have both aided and opposed him, as is our way.”

“He got this idea from you?” Galen said. “So what do we do?”

Bird shook his head. “With no clues, it is a gamble.”

“Fifty-fifty,” Albert said. “Seems reasonable. Ekyls.” He gestured to the opening, but the savage pressed up close to Galen and glared venom at his former master.

“It’s my fault,” Rhiannon said. “I should—”

“No,” Galen said. “It is not. His Eminence was my responsibility first and foremost.” He twisted the end of his mustache and set his jaw. “Duty demands that I…”

He trailed off as Bird pulled himself over the lion’s bottom lip and disappeared into the void of its jaws.

Nameless counted the beats of his heart, willing Bird to reappear.

One, two.

Galen turned a worried look on him.

Three, four.

Ekyls snarled and backed away a step.

Five.

“Oh, well,” Albert said. “Can’t win them all.”

Rhiannon spun toward the poisoner, black hair a wimple of shadow.

Six.

Bird’s head poked out of the darkness, and he said, “Come.”

He ducked out of view again, and one by one, the companions climbed in after him.

Nameless was the last to go. He hesitated longer than he knew he should. Voices whispered at him to turn back, find another way across the moat. He could live with the great helm. Being fed through tubes wasn’t so bad. And it wasn’t like any of them were really his friends, was it? He barely even knew them.

He hated himself for even thinking such a thing. Rhiannon was a friend, wasn’t she? And Shadrak was in there somewhere. He had to be.

He fought down the voices telling him he was mistaken, that you couldn’t trust assassins and thieves. Or women, for that matter. But it wasn’t helpful thinking that way. This wasn’t what he did, who he was. Self-doubt was for the beardless. And as for fear, it was a simple enough trick to turn it to anger. He’d been doing it most of his life. He just had to think about what his people had done to Lucius to prevent him from finding the black axe; then to relive what he’d done himself when he’d retrieved it in his brother’s stead.

Livid, and with a new resolve, he clambered over the lion’s lower jaw and rolled into the pitiless dark of the opening.

Dizziness swamped him, and his guts lurched into his mouth. For an instant, a new terror overcame him: the thought that he might once again vomit in the great helm. But then he was standing on solid ground, the pounding of his heart keeping time with a steady drip, drip, drip.

It was still dark, but not the absolute blackness of the lion’s mouth. Here, it was murky, gray, sepulchral.

Rhiannon was already pacing the floor, looking for some hint of which way to go. Albert, Galen, and Ekyls were looking about with hushed awe, or horror; and Bird seemed more intent on Nameless than on their new surroundings. Was it concern or something else? You never knew with his type.

They were in some kind of mausoleum. Ancient sarcophagi were nestled in crumbling alcoves behind spiderweb veils. The ceiling was high and vaulted. A single chandelier as big as a boat hung like a threat above them. It shed no light. Its candles had long since burned to nothing. Three steps stretched from wall to wall across the opposite side of the tomb. Rhiannon had already climbed them. She turned, silhouetted in the flickering glow coming from the hallway at the top, and gestured for the others to follow.

Nameless looked warily about, eyeing the stone-carved coffins as if they might open at any moment.

The others made their way to the steps, but their tension was palpable. Nameless didn’t linger any longer. He felt exposed on his own. Vulnerable.

They followed Rhiannon along a hallway flanked with burning braziers. The cloying scent of incense was heavy in the air, and beneath it lay the odor of dankness and mold.

Albert began to hum to himself, and quickened his pace to catch up with Rhiannon. She frowned at him, but then slowed and let him take the lead.

Almost immediately, Albert stopped and held up a hand. He whipped out a handkerchief and mopped his brow, even though the stale air in the hall was as cold as the grave.

“What is it?” Rhiannon asked.

Galen turned to keep watch behind them, Ekyls at his side, eyes roving the dark. Bird was cocooned in his cloak. He merely looked on through bead-black eyes and nodded knowingly.

Nameless made his way alongside Rhiannon as Albert crouched down to inspect the floor. Nameless saw it in an instant. He was a dwarf: stonework was in his blood.

“The flagstones,” he said. It was an old trick the Ravine Guard employed for defense, should the city ever be invaded.

“I spotted it first,” Albert said. He stood and addressed the group. “One foot on it, and you’ll likely feel nothing. Two, and it collapses. If the fall doesn’t break your neck, there’s bound to be something else down there that’ll get the job done. Spikes is most usual, wouldn’t you say?”

“Aye,” Nameless said. “Though sometimes snakes or scorpions. But this is the Liche Lord’s castle, so I’ll go with spikes.”

“Poison tipped, no doubt,” Albert said. “I wonder what he uses.”

“So, what now?” Rhiannon said, her haste apparently curbed.

Albert cocked an eyebrow at Nameless. “You take one side, I’ll take the other? The rest of you can follow in our footsteps.”

Bird dissolved in a flutter of wings and flew ahead as a bat. When he resumed his own form at the far end of the hall, he pointed to three spots on the floor. “Pits there, there, and there.”

“Or not,” Albert said, as Rhiannon made a beeline for Bird.

Nameless shrugged and went after her. Albert whistled as he followed, and Galen and Ekyls brought up the rear.

The hall terminated in a wall with a staircase in the left-hand corner spiraling upward, and a gigantic painting set dead center. The canvas was mottled with black mold, but Nameless could clearly make out any number of men seated at table sharing a meal.

“There’s a door here,” Albert said from over on the right.

It was small enough to be a dwarf’s door, oak paneled, and with a barred window.

“There’s steps beyond,” Albert said. “Twisting down.”

Bird was studying the painting, as if it offered a third possibility for further progress into the keep.

“It’s like the wedding feast of Nous and all His luminaries,” Rhiannon said. She stepped toward it, reached out to touch the canvas, but snatched her hand back at the echoing sound of a scream.

“Eminence!” Galen said.

Rhiannon’s face was a mask of horror, or shame.

The poisoner was already working on the lock. “It came from down here,” he said. “Oh, look, I’m getting faster.” The lock clicked, and he pulled the door open.

Galen shoved him aside and barreled down the stairs. As he rounded a corner out of sight, his saber rasped clear of its scabbard. Ekyls faltered for a moment, then went after him.

“Don’t mention it,” Albert said.

Rhiannon stood frozen to the spot.

Nameless felt the same way, but he refused the fear gnawing at his nerves by taking a stranglehold on his axe. It wasn’t right. He used to revel in adventure, look forward to the prospect of a good fight. Verusia had changed him. Or was it Mount Sartis and the fire giant’s gauntlets? Something had changed him, that was for sure, and he didn’t like it one little bit.

He carefully put a gauntleted hand on Rhiannon’s shoulder, implored her to look into the eye-slit of his great helm. She met his gaze, must have seen something there Nameless didn’t feel, and snapped into action.

“Come on,” she said, holding the black sword out before her and taking the stairs.

Bird shrunk and morphed into a rat, then scampered down into the dark.

With a deep breath and a hammering heart, Nameless went next.

Behind him, the door clicked shut, and when he cast a look back over his shoulder, there was no sign of Albert following.

 

 




THE COST OF LIVING

“Easy now,” Blightey said. His graveyard breath was an icy chill on Shadrak’s cheek. “Realign and push.”

Shadrak’s hands shook with refusal, but it was wasted effort: he pushed anyway. He was compelled.

Ludo’s screaming went up a notch. It didn’t seem possible. Every inch the spike went in was a whole new level of pain. Shadrak felt it every bit as much as Ludo did. His innards recoiled like disturbed vipers. Feverous sweat poured off him, as if he fought an infection. And maybe he did, though not of the physical kind.

“Again,” Blightey said with a rasp of pleasure.

Shadrak’s hands obeyed. Something ruptured. Blood and filth slopped over his forearms, and the stench made him gag.

Ludo’s scream ripped apart into shreds of agonized wheezing. Crimson froth bubbled from his mouth.

“Ah,” Blightey breathed. “Almost there. Three quick shoves now: one, two, three.”

Ludo shuddered uncontrollably. His wheeze became a gurgling choke.

“Steady,” Blightey said. “Steady. One last decisive drive on my mark. And… push!”

Shadrak gave it more force than he wanted to. He tried to look away, but invisible hands held his head in place.

The tip of the spike burst from Ludo’s mouth in a spray of gore.

Blightey stepped in and closed his hands around it. Dark fire sprang up, then poured down Ludo’s throat. The adeptus screamed with his eyes, but the blood gushing from his mouth dried up almost instantly.

“Cauterized all the way to the point of insertion,” Blightey said. “Prolongs the agony. You should thank me.” He patted Ludo on the shoulder. “Everything a Nousian could ever want to learn about suffering packed into two, maybe three short days. Now, we just need to arrange for you to be taken out—”

Heavy footfalls cut him off. Running steps, from beyond the door on the far side.

Ludo let out a low moan from somewhere deep in his chest. His tormented eyes bored into Shadrak, imploring him.

Something thudded against the door, once, twice; and then came the sound of muffled voices, clipped and urgent.

“Your friends?” Blightey said. “I was so caught up in the impaling, I’d quite forgotten about them. And no guards on the walls, too. I must be getting old.” He cupped a hand to his mouth and called, “Sorry, we’re not in.” Then to Shadrak, he said, “Idiots. They’ve as much chance of opening that door as—”

An iron-clad fist smashed through the wood in a shower of splinters. It withdrew, and then the door flew apart as Nameless came crashing into the room.

If he registered the horror on the rack, he didn’t let on. Instead, he slung his axe over one shoulder and said, “You must be Blightey.” There may have been a quaver in his voice. Next time he spoke, though, the words came out in a booming cadence, like he was on the verge of bursting into song. “Well, if you are, I’ve a bone to pick with you.”

A rat scampered between the dwarf’s legs and dashed under a bench.

Galen slipped through the wreckage of the door and circled away to the right, saber in hand. The savage, Ekyls, came next, snarling like a rabid dog; and then Rhiannon entered, both hands wrapped around the hilt of her black sword. She took in Shadrak with a glance, but when her eyes found Ludo, all color left her face. Of Albert, there was no sign. Now there was a surprise.

“Eminence!” Galen cried. He ran toward the rack.

Blightey splayed his fingers. Purple motes swirled about their tips and shot toward the dragoon.

At the same instant, the rat emerged from beneath the bench and swiftly grew into Bird. Even before the transformation was complete, a swarm of bees gushed from beneath his feathered cloak to intercept Blightey’s magic. There was a deafening drone, a succession of fizzes, and then the smoldering husks of insects carpeted the ground. Blightey’s magic died with them, though, and not a single mote touched Galen.

Chains fell away from Shadrak’s mind. He slid both pistols from their holsters and let rip with a barrage of bullets. Each shot ricocheted from the back of Blightey’s armor. He aimed for the head, and was rewarded with a spurt of blood, but it may just as well have been a flea bite for all the effect it had.

Blightey whirled on him, but before the Liche Lord could so much as raise a hand, Nameless barreled into him. Blightey flew across the room and crashed into a workbench, splitting it clean in two.

Shadrak had a feeling that wouldn’t be enough. Swirling his cloak about him, he slipped behind the open door of the iron maiden.

Rhiannon remained frozen on the threshold of the room, eyes aghast, still riveted to Ludo.

Ekyls moved in on Blightey like a hyena come to feast. Bird waved him back as the Liche Lord got to his knees, but Ekyls leapt and brought his hatchet down.

Blightey’s hand lashed out and caught him by the wrist. Ekyls screeched as black veins coursed along his arm. Blightey lunged to his feet, holding the savage aloft with ease. Ekyls writhed and kicked, as dark tendrils crept up his neck and across his face. He punched Blightey with his free hand, split open his nose.

Nameless swung his axe in a murderous arc. The blades shrieked across the fluted breastplate without so much as a scratch, but the force made the Liche Lord reel and stumble. Ekyls dropped from his grasp. Half the savage’s body was webbed with black, and he seemed in excruciating pain. Nevertheless, he switched his hatchet to his good hand and hacked Blightey in the mouth. Blood sprayed, but the hatchet shattered against the Liche Lord’s teeth.

Blightey grabbed Ekyls by the throat. The savage’s face turned to coal in an instant, and he crumbled into dust.

Galen’s saber crashed into the back of Blightey’s head. A chunk of scalp splatted against the wall, exposing the unscathed bone of the skull.

Nameless hit from the other side, putting the full strength of the giant’s gauntlets behind his axe. Blightey slammed into the wall and slumped to the floor. This time, he was at least winded, and struggled to rise.

Rhiannon took courage from that and charged across the room, the black sword trailing flame like shadow.

Blightey flung a bolt of darkness at her. She batted it aside with ease; but then another bolt came, and another. Soon, Rhiannon was backing away, deflecting Blightey’s magic with her sword, desperate not to let it touch her.

Nameless and Galen came at Blightey from either side. The saber sliced an ear off, and Nameless delivered a decapitating blow that was stopped by the gorget. This time, the force sent the Liche Lord skimming across the floor. He crashed into the great sword he’d left leaning against the wall, sent it clattering.

Galen charged, but the flanged blade came up in Blightey’s fist, and Galen’s saber went spinning through the air. Galen went for a punch, but Nameless called out, “No!”

Realizing the risk of contact, Galen backed away as Nameless’s axe swept down. Blightey blocked with the great sword, but the dwarf had the strength of giants. Beneath its pauldron and vambrace, Blightey’s arm went limp, and the sword fell from his grasp.

Blightey made a fist of his other hand, then opened it. Two tiny shadows hopped from the palm and quickly swelled to the size of men. One grabbed Nameless by the right arm, the other by the left, and he froze at their touch, axe clutched tight in a death grip.

Rhiannon sliced through one of the shadow men with the black sword. The thing dissipated like smoke. She dispatched the other and dragged Nameless back.

Blightey’s face was a mess of bloody tatters, and here and there the invulnerable bone of his skull showed through. He glared from Rhiannon to Nameless to Galen, but he had forgotten about Bird.

A raven swooped down and ripped out an eye. Blightey hurled jags of lightning after it, but the raven banked away then landed in the form of the homunculus.

Where there should have been an empty eye socket, an angry red ruby burned out of Blightey’s face. His injured arm hung useless, but the other plucked a cloud the color of bruises from the air and sent it drifting toward Bird.

But Blightey had also forgotten someone else.

Shadrak held both guns in one hand, and with the other threw a glass sphere at the Liche Lord’s feet. A concussive blast swept the chamber, and Blightey bounced off the ceiling, then hit the floor with the clunk and clatter of armor.

And still he rose.

The cloud advancing on Bird drew back around Blightey, circled him faster and faster, until the Liche Lord stood at the eye of a raging vortex.

Shadrak did a quick check of his companions. Nameless was rolling his shoulders, gauntleted fingers clenching and unclenching around the haft of his axe. Rhiannon’s face was a mask of horror and frustration. Galen had taken up a position in front of the rack, as if he thought he might still protect Ludo.

Bird shot Shadrak a glance, then nodded to himself. He stepped in front of Nameless and Rhiannon, then dropped to one knee. He spread his arms to hold open his cloak of feathers. A sound like the chipping of stone rose from the floor. It grew louder: cracking, crunching, clacking.

The swirling storm occluding Blightey contracted suddenly, then belched forth in streamers of mist.

Shadrak instinctively flung himself into a backflip. He heard Nameless cry, “Shog!” but as he landed, he saw Rhiannon holding the black sword in a shaky grip, and the mist coalescing around the blade. With a swipe, she flung it back at Blightey.

The Liche Lord sighed and gave a lazy wave, and the mist dispersed.

The ground in front of Bird began to vibrate as a noise like an earthquake rose to a crescendo.

Blightey sneered and held up a finger. The sound ceased in an instant. Chains once more clamped down on Shadrak’s mind. Nameless lowered his axe. Rhiannon re-sheathed the black sword at her hip. Galen threw down his saber. And Bird hunched over beneath his cloak.

“Well, that was fun,” Blightey said. “I was loathe to curb your enthusiasm. I find it quite exhilarating, but not a patch on the pleasure your friend has given me.” He indicated Ludo with a flourish. “So, what do you think?”

Galen’s face was creased with strain. Rhiannon’s, too. Nameless seemed rooted to the spot, no more than a helmed statue. Bird was hidden beneath his cloak, but down on one knee like he was, he looked cowed, utterly compliant.

Shadrak tried to raise a pistol. Perhaps a shot would distract Blightey, weaken his hold. He moved it an inch, but then found himself holstering both guns against his will.

“You,” Blightey said to Shadrak, “are a naughty homunculus. I had considered taking you as an apprentice, but now I think you deserve the spike. As do you,” he said to Rhiannon. “You’ll probably like it. And you.” He leered at Galen. To Bird, he said, “I wonder how a shapeshifter will respond to impalement. I can hardly wait to find out. And then there’s you,” he said to Nameless. “You have annoyed me more than I’m used to being annoyed. I’m going to have to find a bigger—”

“Shogger!” Nameless growled. He shook with effort as he raised his boot a smidgen and scuffed it forward an inch. It was the same as he’d done against the vraajo in the woods surrounding Mount Sartis.

Something about this dwarf, Aristodeus had said.

Nameless moved another inch, then another. “I’m coming… for… you… scut-breath!”

Like he’d been straining against bonds that had suddenly snapped, Nameless hurtled toward Blightey.

A ball of fire burst from the Liche Lord’s fingers, punched into Nameless’s helm.

Shadrak winced, but nothing happened. It was as if the helm simply drank in the impact.

“Scarolite!” Blightey said.

And then Nameless swung his axe.

Flames erupted from Blightey’s head, and Nameless froze, suspended in mid-strike. The skin of Blightey’s face sloughed away until all that remained was the skull, its ruby eyes blazing.

Blightey pressed up close to Nameless, glared straight into the eye-slit of the great helm. Smoke spilled out in response. Nameless began to shudder and shake. He dropped his axe and began to paw at the sides of the helm with the giant’s gauntlets, desperate to get it off, as if it were filled with maggots.

“Archon!” Rhiannon cried. “Where the shog are you? Do something!”

Blightey’s eyes bathed Nameless in their infernal glow. The dwarf began to rattle and groan.

A door crashed open—the one Shadrak had entered by. He tried to look but could not turn his head.

Gold streaked across his vision, slammed into Blightey’s back.

Instantly, the spell was broken.

Shadrak whipped out a gun, got off a shot, hoping against hope it would be enough to save Nameless.

But Blightey was already turning, as whatever it was that had struck him retraced its course through the air.

“Shader!” Rhiannon said.

The knight caught his gladius. The blade was aflame with gold. Without pause, without looking at anything else, Shader ran straight at Blightey. He drew the gladius back to strike.

Nameless sagged, caught himself, and thumped the Liche Lord in the back. As Blightey pitched forward, Shader hit him with a thunderous chop to the skull—

—but the gladius rebounded.

Shader glanced at the blade, not quite believing it.

Blightey gave a slight shrug and clacked his jaws.

Galen snatched up his saber and flung himself at the Liche Lord, striking glancing blow after glancing blow.

Shadrak fired repeatedly, not caring if anyone got in the way. He was beyond that. Things were too desperate.

Blightey ignored Galen, and his eyes blazed carnadine.

Shader must have been expecting it, for he tipped his hat to cover his face, and spun a web of gold before him with the gladius.

Nameless wrenched the Liche Lord away from Shader, bashed him skull-first into the floor, over and over and over.

Galen hacked uselessly at Blightey’s back with all his prodigious strength. Anyone else would have had a thousand broken bones, but not Blightey. The Cynocephalus had made his armor too well.

The air above the Liche Lord was rent, and a black-garb materialized. Shader cut him down, but instantly, another appeared, then another.

Galen stopped hitting Blightey to defend himself, as dozens of black-garbs appeared out of thin air.

Shadrak shot one, even as he realized the futility. They had to stop them coming. Had to—

Two black-garbs ran at Bird. The homunculus was still hunched beneath his cloak, oblivious. He seemed focused on the floor, which was once again vibrating amid a fearsome din.

Rhiannon stepped across him and cut both black-garbs down. She moved with skill and agility, as if she’d taken courage from Shader’s arrival.

Shader, though, was on the back foot, pressed hard by a swell of black-garbs. A group of them buried Nameless and pulled him off of Blightey. The dwarf flung them from him with the giant’s might, but that was all the time Blightey needed to resume his feet.

More and more black-garbs appeared around the Liche Lord, smothering him in a protective phalanx.

A lightning bolt streaked from within the press of bodies and struck Shader’s sword. The gladius flared golden, and the lightning rebounded, arcing from black-garb to black-garb and dropping them in smoldering heaps. For an instant, Blightey stood exposed—

—and Bird thrust out a palm.

The ground at the homunculus’s feet ruptured, and thousands of silver beetles swarmed toward the Liche Lord. Not beetles, Shadrak realized: stone-eaters.

Blightey stiffened as the swarm reached his armored feet and rolled over him in a seething carpet of argent. As he vanished beneath the tide, the remaining black-garbs winked out of existence.

Bird stood, directing the stone-eaters with sweeping motions of his hands. More and more poured from the fractured floor, swelling the mass that covered Blightey. Shadrak could do nothing but watch with bated breath. Would it work? Had Bird found a way?

Slowly, one step at a time, Bird advanced, until he stopped before one of Blightey’s solleret-clad feet protruding from the mound of insects. He kicked it, and nothing happened. Satisfied, he lowered his arms, and the stone-eaters drained away from the Liche Lord’s prone body like water. Within moments, they had swarmed back through the fissure in the floor.

Shadrak stepped in for a closer look. The others did the same.

Blightey’s skull was rocking gently off to one side. It had been separated from the neck of the borrowed body. Then Shadrak saw that there was no neck. The stone-eaters had devoured it, along with every other scrap of flesh and bone beneath the invulnerable armor. They must have squeezed through the gaps, gotten within and did what only moments ago had seemed impossible.

Even as the others let out a collective sigh of relief, Shadrak saw the danger.

The skull lifted into the air and came straight at Bird. Its ruby eyes blazed like hellish coals.

Shadrak fired, but his bullet ricocheted off.

Bird screamed as his eyes began to smoke. Shader stepped in, but Blightey’s skull flared incandescent, and he was driven back, shielding his face against the glare.

Bird flopped to the floor beneath his cloak of feathers, and Blightey’s skull pivoted toward Nameless.

Rhiannon swung for it, and where the sword’s black flames touched, the skull’s conflagration went out. But still it came on unperturbed, and Nameless had no choice but to back away.

Shader darted between the Liche Lord and the dwarf, held up the gladius like a talisman. The skull veered around the blade, swooped under the brim of his hat. The glare of gemstone eyes bathed Shader’s face in scarlet.

Rhiannon stopped swinging. She looked lost, devoid of hope, paralyzed by the inevitability that the rest of them would be next.

Galen dropped his saber, tried to grab the skull, recoiled with singed fingers.

But he had the right idea.

Holstering his pistols, Shadrak pulled out the never-full bag from his pocket, opened it wide, and brought it down over the skull.

There was no resistance. Nothing. And the bag remained flat, as if the skull were no longer there. He clutched it tight and held it at arm’s length.

“Laddie?” Nameless said. “Is it—?”

Shadrak handed him the bag and knelt beside Bird.

Immediately, tears spilled down his cheeks. Warm tears. Hot. Any other time, any other place, he’d have knifed anyone who saw, but he couldn’t stop himself. Didn’t want to. He didn’t care.

Bird had carried him as a child. That much he’d learned, but there must have been more. Bird had deemed him worthy of being saved, and had disregarded the homunculi’s desire to throw him to the seethers in the chasms of Gehenna. It was Bird who’d taken him to the snake-man in the plane ship, and so it was Bird who had ultimately sent him to Kadee. For that act alone, he deserved to be eternally thanked. And yet Shadrak hadn’t thanked him. He’d barely had time to process what little Bird had told him. And there was so much more to ask. It was the same with everything in his life—his blood-drenched, throat-slitting life: everyone he should have cared about took second place to the task in hand; then second place again to the next task. And it never stopped; he just kept on doing what he did, as if stopping would be the death of him.

Metal fingers pressed down on his shoulder, squeezed with a gentleness that belied their strength. He looked up into the eye-slit of Nameless’s great helm. He didn’t need to see the face to know what the dwarf was thinking, what he was feeling, what he was trying to offer.

Shadrak put his hand on top of Nameless’s gauntlet and nodded that he understood, that he was grateful. And in that moment, he knew beyond all shadow of a doubt, the Archon could go shog himself.

The agonized moan Shader let out opened Shadrak to pain that was not his own. It was something he’d not felt before: a bond of suffering, the disturbing clutch of empathy.

Shader’s hand hovered over Ludo, as if touching the adeptus might infect him. But then Shadrak realized he’d been wrong: it was horror that made Shader falter, not fear. Horror bordering on despair.

Nameless let go of Shadrak’s shoulder. Rhiannon drifted to his side, as if she had no place at Shader’s, or didn’t have the stomach to stand with him, feel what he felt.

“Ain,” she breathed. “Oh, Ain.”

Galen lurched to the other side of the rack from Shader. His chest rose and fell with suppressed sobs. His fists clenched and unclenched, and his face was hot with blood.

Ludo’s hand twitched, and he touched Shader’s lightly.

Galen’s shoulders slumped, and he stooped against the edge of the rack.

Shader leaned in as Ludo gurgled around the spike sticking out of his mouth, but he was beyond all speech.

Two days, Blightey had said. Maybe even three.

Shadrak pushed himself to his feet with a wispy streamer of rage. He took a step toward the rack. Then another.

Shader whispered to Ludo, but the room had grown so still, Shadrak heard every word like he was hearing voices: “A life is an orchard.” Shader paused to swallow. “You told me that once, after a lecture. I don’t remember what it was about, but I remember my frustration, the way that I could never settle.”

Ludo tapped the back of Shader’s hand, telling him to go on.

Shader looked into his bloodshot eyes for a long moment, then nodded.

“Perfect fruits come like gifts. They ripen, they fall, but they do not linger.”

He stepped back and raised the gladius.

“No!” Galen yelled. “What are you doing?”

Shader froze, looked helplessly at the dragoon.

Rhiannon rushed to Shader, reached out a hand, but he shrugged it off.

“How?” Shader asked Galen. “How did he come to be here?”

“Because he helped you, that’s how,” Galen said. “He was exiled because of you.”

Shader’s sword arm dropped.

“That’s unfair,” Rhiannon said. “This is Aristodeus’s doing. He sent us all here. This is down to him.”

“For me,” Nameless said. He trudged to the foot of the rack. “For my sake.”

Shader’s face furrowed in confusion.

He turned back to Ludo. “He was my teacher.” The timbre of his voice said the adeptus was so much more to him, a part of who he was.

“No,” Shader said. It sounded like a refusal of what was before his eyes, but then it became clear he was talking to Nameless. “You are not to blame, my friend.”

“I was sent to protect him,” Rhiannon breathed.

Galen glared at her.

“Pete is dead,” Shader suddenly said.

Rhiannon reeled. “Pete?” She supported her weight on the black sword.

“He came with me,” Shader said. “Blightey—”

“And Sandau?” Rhiannon asked.

Shader shook his head, and she hung hers.

“We lost Bird,” Shadrak said, like they didn’t already know. Maybe he just needed to say it.

“And Ekyls,” Galen said, but his eyes were rooted to Ludo, to the gore-drenched spike the adeptus should have been choking on.

Rhiannon straightened up with a start. “And where the shog’s Albert?”

“So, you noticed,” Shadrak said. He should have been angry about it; should have clung to his anger over Bird, too; but like Galen, he was powerless to avert his gaze from the abomination on the rack.

“Are you sure?” Shader said to Ludo, as if they were holding a private conversation only the holy could hear.

Ludo tapped the back of his hand again, and Shader closed his eyes. This time, when he raised his sword, Galen stared at him blankly but did nothing.

Shader’s arm shook. He licked his lips, opened his eyes, blinked rapidly.

Shadrak pushed past him, palmed a pistol, put it to Ludo’s head, and pulled the trigger.

The crack of the gun was a deafening roar that echoed off the walls, fled through the ruined door Nameless had smashed apart, and reverberated down the corridor in muffled retorts. Finally, it found its peace in the cold air outside the castle.

“Come on,” Shadrak said. “Let’s get out of here.”

He turned toward the doorway he and Blightey had entered by, the doorway Shader had appeared from like an avenging angel.

Shader’s fingers clamped around his arm. Shadrak spun on him, ready to fight, but the look he saw in Shader’s eyes gave him pause. He saw sorrow there, but more than that, he saw gratitude.

“What about the armor?” Rhiannon said.

Nameless handed Shadrak the bag containing Blightey’s skull and ambled across the floor to where the plated mail lay. “Go on ahead. I’ll bring it.”

Numbly, Shadrak headed for the door. When he reached it, he looked back.

Nameless began to remove his hauberk, like he intended to put the Liche Lord’s armor on there and then. He caught Shadrak watching from the doorway. “Don’t worry, laddie. It’ll be all right. Can’t have all this sacrifice in vain now, can we?”

Shadrak wasn’t so sure. As Nameless started to buckle on Blightey’s breastplate, he suspected the Archon was right to be worried. More and more of his old friend was being hidden beneath craftings he could only guess the nature of: first the scarolite helm; then Sartis’s gauntlets, and now the Liche Lord’s armor. Would that cling to him like the gauntlets did? Would he be unable to remove it, like the helm?

Bit by bit, Nameless was becoming as obscured as his name.

As Rhiannon went to help the dwarf with the backplate, Shadrak knew it would be his last opportunity for a shot, before Nameless was as impregnable as the Liche Lord had been.

What if Aristodeus was wrong, as the Archon believed? What if this was just another trap, a deception of the Demiurgos?

After all, the armor and the gauntlets had been forged by the Cynocephalus, and he was the Demiurgos’s son. And the scarolite helm: had Aristodeus designed it, or had he borrowed from the lore of the homunculi, who now seemed to serve him, as they had once served Sektis Gandaw? Children of the Deceiver, they were. As riddled with deception and betrayal as the Father of Lies himself. But wasn’t Shadrak the same? Isn’t that what Bird had tried to tell him?

His gaze wandered to Bird’s corpse on the floor, eyes no more than burnt-out cavities. Maybe Bird would have known what to do, because he was shogged if he did.

He shouldered the bag rather than fold it and put it in his pocket. Although there was no bulk, no indication of the monstrosity it contained, he wanted it where he could see it.

As to what he was going to do with the skull, he hadn’t thought it through yet. All he knew was he couldn’t leave it here. Last thing they needed was for someone or something to set Blightey free so he could come looking for them.

Galen had his head bowed in prayer beside the rack.

Probably, Shader should have been doing the same, but he was already striding toward Shadrak as if he couldn’t wait to leave this place behind; as if there were nothing here to detain him. His eyes burned with a purpose Shadrak had not seen in them before. Purpose, or anger you’d not want to be on the receiving end of.

Shadrak turned and left the room. He didn’t need to see Nameless armored head to toe. Didn’t need to see his friend lost behind all that eldritch metal.

He heard Rhiannon call out, “You know he sent the wolves, don’t you? Aristodeus sent the wolves.”

“Yes,” Shader said from close on Shadrak’s heels. His voice had the cut of cold steel. “I know.”

 

 




A LIFE LIVED TWICE

The Perfect Peak, Aethir

The stench of Ludo’s death clung like gall to Shader’s nostrils. Even the astringent air of the Perfect Peak did nothing to assuage it.

Sektis Gandaw’s control chamber, now Aristodeus’s, was somewhere Shader had vowed never to return to, and yet here he was. If it weren’t for the armchair, the footstool, the other assorted pieces of furniture, the china tea set, and the background odor of pipe tobacco, it would have been easy to imagine Gandaw was still alive, still in control, and still a threat to all the worlds.

Aristodeus looked up from his book as Shader entered. Conflicting emotions crossed his face, and for a moment he looked flustered. But that was quickly exchanged for a self-satisfied smirk.

Shader glared as the others trudged into the room behind him and began to find their own spaces in which to grieve. After what they’d witnessed, what they’d been through, proximity to each other brought the threat of cross-infection. It was enough to deal with one’s own tattered emotions, never mind empathizing with someone else’s. They had triumphed, in a way; defeated the Liche Lord. But too much had been lost. Shader’s only wish was that he could have exchanged his childhood teacher for the man he’d loved and respected above all others. That Aristodeus was impaled on a stake in place of Ludo.

Some sixth sense told him Shadrak was watching him, but it wasn’t criticism he saw in the assassin’s eyes. There was no irritability, no anger, and certainly no hint of a threat. If anything had alerted Shader, it was the intensity of the assassin’s guilt. Complicity was written all over his face, even though he’d had no choice. Blightey had controlled his limbs, he’d told them, and no one had contradicted him. They had all experienced the same impotence under the Liche Lord’s theurgy. Shadrak had scrubbed at the bloodstains until his skin was chafed raw, but he still wrung his hands in the shadows beside a bank of screens.

Aristodeus chewed his lip as he studied Shader, then having apparently made up his mind, he approached Nameless and made a show of examining the Liche Lord’s armor.

Rhiannon glanced at Shader, but he looked away. He had no comfort to offer her. No words that would have been genuine.

His eyes found Albert, instead. The poisoner had been waiting for them inside the plane ship, and no one had said a word to him on the journey back to Aethir. He appeared to be watching Shadrak discreetly, all the while fidgeting with discomfort. He looked every bit a man who needed to make his confession, but Shader doubted he was the type.

Galen, the dragoon Shader had beaten in the tournament for the Archon’s sword, cut a forlorn figure. He seemed diminished by Ludo’s death, stooped to half his size. The most he’d done since Verusia was stable Caledon alongside his own horse in a room off the plane ship’s control center.

Aristodeus allowed the tension to build to a pitch, but before its bubble burst, he turned away from Nameless and pivoted on the spot to take everyone in. He said, “I can see this has been hard for you all, and that some of you…” He paused dramatically and drew in a long breath through his nose. “Some of you did not return. At times like this, it is usual to have a debriefing, then a period of mourning, but these things must wait. One more quest. One more, and then Nameless will be free, and we will be that much closer to turning the tables on the enemy.”

“Your enemy,” Rhiannon said. “Not ours.”

Galen grunted.

“Everyone’s,” Aristodeus said. “This is not just about me. The Demiurgos has his claws into everyone in this room. Everyone in all the worlds.”

“Sound familiar?” Rhiannon said. She directed the question across the room at Shader.

“Does to me,” Shadrak said. “Now Sektis shogging Gandaw’s out of the picture, you have to go roll out a new nutjob.”

“To deflect attention from himself,” Rhiannon said. “If you want my opinion, he’s been the problem all along.”

“Well, we don’t,” Aristodeus said. “We are dealing with reality here, not the immature prattle of a—”

“A what?” Rhiannon said. She advanced on him, pressed her face up close. “A breeding cow? Is that what you were going to say?”

She cocked her head at Shader. “Oh, didn’t he tell you, Deacon? Remember what you did to Gaston after I told you what he’d done? Well,”—she stepped away from Aristodeus—“what this shogging pervert did was a whole lot worse. And it affects you, too.”

Dread and confusion took away Shader’s tongue. Not that he’d spoken much since leaving Blightey’s domain. He’d lacked the words. But Gaston… Gaston Rayn had raped Rhiannon. Was she saying that…?

Aristodeus blanched and started to stammer a response.

Shader knew the philosopher well enough to see he was weaving a lie. With a surge of white-hot rage, he strode across the floor between them and grabbed Aristodeus by the front of his toga. The time for tolerance, the time for niceties had passed when Blightey’s flaming skull had streamed from the cottage in Verusia, leaving a dead family in its wake, and Pete. Leaving the thin veneer of Shader’s purity exposed for what it really was, in all its ugliness.

When they came, his words were almost guttural. “What have you done?”

Aristodeus’s eyes met his, unblinking. The philosopher seemed to force himself to relax with a supreme act of will. Without glancing at Rhiannon, he asked her in slow, deliberate words, “Affects him how?”

“Don’t pretend you don’t know, you shogger,” Rhiannon said. “Don’t you dare. Not after what you’ve just put us through.”

Galen was watching intently now. So was Shadrak. And Nameless edged closer, following the exchange through the eye-slit of his great helm. Only Albert seemed unaffected. He was making an idle circuit of the control room, studying the consoles and screens.

“It’s the black sword making her act like this,” Aristodeus said to Shader with a roll of his eyes. “I have a nasty feeling about where that thing comes from. Don’t you, Nameless?”

“What I feel about it is beside the point,” Nameless said. “But Shader asked you a question, and I for one would like to hear the answer.”

“And what about my question?” Aristodeus said, though his newfound equanimity was starting to fray. “Affects him how? I asked.”

“Fine,” Rhiannon said. “You want to play it that way, I’ll tell you. You see, your little secret’s out, Baldy.” To Shader, she said, “Saphra’s his. That’s the first thing you should know.”

Shader’s grip slackened on Aristodeus’s toga. “Saphra? But…” He looked at Rhiannon, as if he might find clarity in her face. Instead, he saw only tightly controlled rage.

“No, it wasn’t a soldier,” she said. “Sorry to disappoint. But wait, there’s more. Tell him about the champagne,” she said to Aristodeus. “Go on. What was it, Demon Blue or some shit?”

“Diamant Bleu Cuvée”

“That’s the muck. Tell him where from. What year.”

“1907.”

“Know what that is?” Rhiannon asked Shader. “Ancient calendar, is what. Before the Reckoning.”

Shader shook his head. None of this made any sense. There was something missing. Something he just wasn’t grasping.

“You see,” Rhiannon said. “He travels a lot. Back in time.”

Aristodeus scowled, and his eyes flashed with suppressed violence.

“Not just to fetch champagne from a shipwreck,” Rhiannon said. “He shifts back to change things, to cover up his mistakes and failures. Isn’t that right, Baldy?”

He glared at her and said, “Who told you this? Mephesch? One of the others? Bezaleel?”

“Why don’t you shoot higher?” Rhiannon said. “Like Archon higher.”

At the same time, Shader, Aristodeus, and Shadrak said, “The Archon?”

Galen said, “The Archon told you to protect Ludo.” If it was meant to be an accusation, it didn’t sound like one. The same as Shader, the dragoon was trying to fit all the pieces together.

“She’s working for him,” Shadrak said.

“Hardly,” Rhiannon said. “Just jumping through hoops to get my daughter back.” Then she speared Shader with a look full of pity, pleading, and loathing all mingled together. “Your daughter.”

“No,” Aristodeus said. “Stop right there.”

Shader let go of the philosopher and implored Rhiannon for her meaning. “My daughter?” Was she delusional? He’d never—not even with Lallia that time in Sarum. Not even with Thecla Cawdor. Just the thought of what had happened in the cottage set his guts writhing. But certainly not with Rhiannon. Huntsman had made sure of that, and he’d only been doing the philosopher’s bidding.

“He’s you, Deacon. Don’t you see it?”

“I said enough!” Aristodeus snapped.

Nameless put himself between the philosopher and Rhiannon. Galen edged closer, too. Shadrak circled behind Aristodeus, fingering the daggers in his baldric. Even Albert was listening attentively now.

“Deacon, he’s you,” Rhiannon said again. She reached for his hand, but he snatched it away. “When he failed to stop Sektis Gandaw that first time, he was plunged into the Abyss. From there, he found a way out, a way to use its timelessness or something. I don’t understand it all, but I know enough from what the Archon told me, and the little scraps of information this bald bastard fed me to keep me onside.”

Aristodeus let out a world-weary sigh and said to Shader, “I had hoped it would not be necessary to tell you. This changes everything, puts the future in great jeopardy.”

“He changed the past, Deacon,” Rhiannon said. “His own past. Yours.”

Shader’s head felt ready to explode. He could hear the words, string them together, but they held no meaning. It was as if the world had been turned inside out.

“I traversed my own timeline,” Aristodeus said. “Back to my birth. I took the babe destined to be me and transplanted it from Graecia to Britannia, found new parents, Jarl and Gralia, and the rest you know.”

The transgressors of time.

Is that why Heredwin had revealed himself to Shader? Because he was a breaker of the natural law? An aberration to be kept an eye on?

Shader staggered with the enormity of what he was hearing. He’d always known there was something. Something about his upbringing, something about the philosopher. The niggling feelings that had plagued him for some time came into sharp focus. Aristodeus had chosen his parents: Jarl the warrior, Gralia the luminary. Had the philosopher deliberately introduced the conflict, the paradox at the heart of Shader’s life? Before he even formulated his next question, Rhiannon answered it.

“So he could wield the Sword of the Archon. So you could. You are the same person.”

“Not entirely,” Aristodeus said.

“You’re right there, laddie,” Nameless said. “Shader is a friend, a man of honor and courage.”

“Precisely,” Aristodeus said. “Unfortunately, the qualities needed to hold that blasted weapon. But the physical qualities, the intellect—in nature if not in nurture—are all my own.”

“And the seed,” Rhiannon said, as if she were swallowing vinegar. This time, she took hold of Shader’s hand, and he was too dazed to resist. “Saphra is yours.”

“Rubbish,” Aristodeus said. “In some loose genetic sense, maybe, but—”

Shader pushed Rhiannon away from him, and in the same motion drew the gladius. Aristodeus backed away, but Shader followed. The philosopher stumbled and dropped into his armchair.

Saphra? Rhiannon’s little girl? Shader had assumed she was Pete’s daughter, or Sandau’s. Or any one of a hundred soldiers. But Saphra was Aristodeus’s? And Aristodeus was… No, it made no sense. But at the same time, he knew it was true, and it was a truth he needed to cut away like gangrene.

“Deacon,” Aristodeus said. “My boy. You’re not hearing the whole—”

Shader thrust with the sword. Aristodeus squealed, but the blade penetrated the fabric of the armchair beside his head.

“A weapon,” Shader growled to no one in particular. “Give him a weapon.”

“Shog off,” Shadrak said. “I ain’t giving him one of mine. Just stick the scut where he sits.”

“This any good?” Albert said, holding up a cheese-cutter.

“Take mine,” Galen said, drawing his saber and handing it to Aristodeus. If he was hoping the philosopher was going to make up for his humiliating defeat at Shader’s hands in the final of the tournament, he had another thing coming.

“Don’t do this, Deacon,” Aristodeus said, nevertheless making a couple of practice swipes to gauge the balance of Galen’s saber. “Don’t let anger rule you. It’s what the Demiurgos does. It’s what he wants.”

“No,” Shader said, stepping back and beckoning Aristodeus to stand. “It’s what I want.” He’d made his decision: to cut down evil wherever he found it, and there was nothing more evil than this; nothing worse than what Aristodeus had done. Not only had he abused Rhiannon, but he’d abused the very laws of nature, damning Shader in the process.

“Kill me,” Aristodeus said, “and you kill yourself.”

“So?” Shader said. Anger took away his ability to care about that, and besides, how did he know Aristodeus was telling the truth? It seemed more likely the philosopher had as little idea as anyone else what would happen if either one of them died. Just being here together in the same room shouldn’t have been possible, and yet Aristodeus had tutored him since childhood and been there every step of the way.

“Suit yourself,” Aristodeus said. “After all, you are no longer indispensable. The threat of the Unweaving has passed, and now Rhiannon has exposed my secrets, you are more likely to be an aid to the Demiurgos than a hindrance. All this rage, this anger: you are already under the sway of his deceptions.”

“The only deceptions I’ve fallen prey to,” Shader said, “are yours. Now, shut up and defend yourself.”

Aristodeus did the opposite: he lunged, but it was a feint, and Shader saw right through it. The philosopher immediately aimed a head-kick, but that was also a ruse. He corkscrewed his body over his striking leg and went for a hamstringing cut with the saber.

With the barest of pivots, a deft flick of his wrist, Shader blocked. Aristodeus spun on his heel as he landed, slung out an elbow. Shader swayed aside—right into the path of the saber as it sheered round. The gladius deflected it before his mind caught up, then he was parrying left, right, up, down as Aristodeus launched a blistering sequence of attacks.

The philosopher established a frantic rhythm that allowed Shader no opening to counter, and then he brought his legs into play, kicking low, driving with his knees. He was fast, and more skillful than when he’d been Shader’s tutor. There was something preternatural about his ability, as if he’d honed it over the course of many lifetimes.

Shader’s anger cooled the instant he recognized he was outclassed. Instead, he gave the gladius its head, let his sword arm respond as if it had a life of its own. He danced, around the kicks, absorbed the knees as best he could, accepted the pain with growls and grunts. And all the while, he watched the philosopher’s eyes, bored into their fierce concentration, studied each flick, each shift of focus.

Aristodeus would begin to wonder why his saber blows weren’t getting through; why Shader was parrying with such poise and calm. A good defense will only buy you time against a competent attack, the philosopher had never tired of telling him. Sooner or later, you’d mistime a block, and then it was all over.

But that was only if it was defense with no other purpose.

Aristodeus’s pupils dilated a fraction, and Shader knew he had him. Rather than blocking this time, he grabbed the philosopher’s sword arm, and flung the gladius at his unprotected face.

Aristodeus screamed, and his eyes bulged—

—And metal-clad fingers snatched the blade from the air a hair’s breadth from finding its mark.

Nameless turned and offered the Archon’s sword back to Shader.

Shader was momentarily stunned. Not so much by the speed with which the dwarf had caught the blade, but by the fact he was able to hold it at all. Everyone else who’d touched it had been burned. Even Shader had, after massacring the soldiers back in New Jerusalem, when the sword had rejected him. He started to wonder why Aristodeus hadn’t used Nameless all along, if he could wield the Archon’s sword, if he had the necessary purity of heart or purpose or whatever it was.

Aristodeus had said something before, hadn’t he? About Nameless being the perfect choice, but for his brush with the Demiurgos. The malignancy of the black axe had conflicted him, left shadows in its wake. Had that changed now? Had the corruption passed?

But then he realized: it was most likely the gauntlets protecting the dwarf. Gauntlets made by the son of Supernal beings.

“I understand your anger, my friend,” Nameless said. “I feel the same way myself. But don’t let Ludo’s death be for nothing. Or Bird’s, or the doggy-chap’s.”

“Ekyls,” Albert said.

Galen grunted agreement.

“Yes, Ekyls,” Nameless said. “Do this right, Shader. Do it for them. Do it for yourself. And if you can’t, then do it for me.”

Shader’s calm had left him. In its place, he trembled with anger, wanted nothing more than to put down the sword and beat Aristodeus to a pulp with his fists.

The philosopher, though, regained his poise in an instant. He held out the saber for Galen to take, and nodded sagely at Nameless, like he wanted to give the impression he’d planned this all along; that he’d not for a single moment been terrified.

“One more quest,” Aristodeus said.

Shader threw a punch, but Nameless caught his fist.

“I need you to try, laddie. Please.”

Shader’s rage swelled within him, but none of it fell on the dwarf. Slowly, inexorably, it drained away, as if absorbed by the scarolite of the great helm. He knew it was more than that. Knew he could never fight with Nameless. Even if he could win, he wouldn’t want to. Nameless was a true friend, honest even when it hurt. And he was the bravest person Shader had ever met; if ever there was, a true hero.

Nameless released Shader’s fist, watched him through the eye-slit of the great helm, and then sighed. “I can’t remove these gauntlets. We took them from the fire giant, Sartis. They give me unimaginable strength, but my own hands are buried beneath them. And now, I can’t remove the Liche Lord’s armor. I knew it while I was putting it on, but something made me wear it all the same.”

“Hope,” Aristodeus said. “Hope that if you reach the finish line—”

Nameless carried on speaking, as if Shader were the only other person in the room. “I’ve already come too far. I allowed myself to be persuaded to make the attempt. To find a way to remove this helm. But each step I take on this path, I grow more uncertain. More afraid. It’s as if I need the gauntlets, the armor to protect me, though I don’t know what from. A voice keeps telling me if I find one more thing—this Shield of Warding the Cynocephalus is said to cower beneath—all will be well. The black axe’s hold over me will be broken, the helm can be removed, and the armor and gauntlets will slough away like old skin. But I don’t know, laddie. I don’t know truth from illusion right now. I don’t know good from evil. But you do. You always have known, and I see it in you now, clearer than ever. Come with me, laddie, this one last time.”

Shader looked away from the eye-slit. Looked about at the others.

Albert was cleaning under his nails with the cheese-cutter.

Galen nodded encouragement, but there was a hollow look in his eyes. He appeared to Shader a man devoid of purpose now Ludo was gone. Or a man in need of one. In need of some way to expiate the guilt he felt at failing the man he was sworn to protect.

Shadrak’s arms were folded across his chest. He, too, was nodding, though he was watching Nameless, and the nods seemed to be for himself.

Rhiannon—

Rhiannon’s eyes were averted, like she was too ashamed to face Shader. Too ashamed, or too angry he hadn’t finished Aristodeus off. The black sword hung at her hip, as wrong as cancer. He wanted to rip it from her, but he had no right. The old Rhiannon was still in there somewhere, he was sure of it. Like Nameless, she had to make her own stand, cast out her own demons. Only if she didn’t, if she couldn’t, would he step in and do something.

“Saphra,” he said, turning a glare on Aristodeus. His daughter? Theirs?

“Go with Nameless first,” the philosopher said. “Help him, and then we’ll talk. We’ll all talk.”

Rhiannon opened her mouth to protest, but Nameless said, “You, too, lassie. I need you, too. And then,” he said to Aristodeus, “you’ll give the girl back.”

Aristodeus’s eyes hardened. “We’ll see. But first things first—”

“No, laddie,” Nameless said. “You will.”

“Fine,” Aristodeus said. “Whatever. But before you go, assuming you are all going, and not just planning to hang around here debating, there’s something I think you should take.” This he said to Shader.

He produced a stoppered glass vial from within his toga and held it out. Something black and misty swirled within.

“First, you’ll be heading back to Earth, to the Great West. There’s a facility in the city of… I forget what they call it now, but it used to be Chicago. My homunculi have repaired a huge piece of Ancient-tech there, a particle accelerator; focused it so that it opens up onto the Abyss.”

“Why not just take the plane ship?” Shadrak said.

“Because the Abyss is no mere location,” Aristodeus said. “It’s not one plane among others. It is a state, an extension of being, of the mind of the Demiurgos himself. Even the accelerator you will be using would not be enough on its own. But calibrated by the homunculi, beings begotten from the Deceiver himself, it can open a passage. Other than that, the only doorway is death.” He gave a withering look at Shader.

It wasn’t something Shader ever wanted to repeat. He’d been utterly deceived, convinced he was in Araboth. And when the truth had been revealed, he would have been lost anyway, save for Sammy Kwane appearing under his own power and showing the way.

Aristodeus pressed the vial into Shader’s hands. “The Cynocephalus never lets the shield out of his sight. He’s sunk so far into his nightmares, his womb at the heart of Gehenna has subsided, until it is little more than an embolism in his father’s realm. If you are to retrieve the shield,” he said to the group, “then you must enter the Abyss.” To Shader, he added, “Deeper than when you found yourself in that illusory Araboth.” He held Shader’s eyes, beseeched him to understand, to forgive and move on.

“And this particle thing,” Albert said. “We’ll be able to come back the same way?”

Shadrak was shaking his head, eyes narrowed at the poisoner.

“Yes,” Aristodeus said. “But it will not be stable. In and out, quick as you can. If the accelerator fails, it’s game over.”

“Great,” Rhiannon muttered.

“Remember,” Aristodeus said, “this is not just about Nameless, and it’s not just about me, either. If we do nothing, if we don’t take the fight to the Demiurgos, his storm head will advance unimpeded, until Sektis Gandaw and his Unweaving will seem no more than a spell of light drizzle in comparison.”

Shader lifted the vial between thumb and forefinger. The misty substance within pressed up against the glass. He stared closer, then looked to Aristodeus for confirmation. It had two eyes. Pinpricks of crimson.

The philosopher nodded. “If you are going into the Abyss, you will need a guide, someone familiar with the ways of the dark. Deacon, my boy, allow me to reacquaint you with Dr. Ernst Cadman.”

 

 




A GAME OF COGNAC

Plane ship between Aethir and Earth

The plane ship’s sterile interior was anything but the sanctuary Shadrak usually found it. It felt more like the executioner’s cart taking him to the gallows. Not only that, but its silver walls acted as mirrors, showed him what he really was. Not that he’d minded in the past: he’d always been one to check his appearance, ensure his weapons were all properly situated upon his person. But now he didn’t see the perfect assassin he’d always thought himself to be. Now he saw a homunculus. Now he saw the pale skin and red eyes that marked him as a reject, even among his own kind.

The others had taken to their cabins, leaving him alone in the control room. No one, it seemed, wanted to talk. Talking only made it more real: they were going to the Abyss. But first, they were going back to Earth, this time to the Great West.

Shadrak had never been there. Never wanted to. The way he heard it in Sahul, the Westies were loud-mouthed braggarts who thought they still owned the world, in spite of the Templum putting paid to that particular boast centuries ago. Kadee said they brought it upon themselves, according to the stories the Dreamers told. Said they grew fat and lazy, and when the war came, they could barely get their lard-arses out of their chairs, never mind take up arms and fight. You’d never catch that happening to Shadrak. Even now, even with his world turned upside down, and him not knowing who the shog he was anymore, he still had his discipline, and he still kept up a training regimen that would have killed lesser men.

That said, he was bone weary. Verusia had taken it out of him. If it wasn’t the cold leaching away his strength, it was Blightey, and the insidious effect of his evil. Which reminded him: he’d left the bag containing the Liche Lord’s skull in his cabin. He needed to check on it. Again. There was no indication Blightey could do anything from within the bag’s limitless depths, but you could never be too careful.

Trepidation built as he made his way along identical corridors, navigating by the numerals on the lintels, and relying on his near-perfect memory. When he reached the door to his room, his anxiety blossomed, and his heartbeat sent ripples through the fabric of his shirt. Tugging his cloak about him, and resting his hand over a holstered pistol, he punched in the code, and the door slid open.

“I wondered how long you’d take,” Albert said.

The poisoner was seated in the half-egg chair beside the cot bed, glass in hand. There was another glass and a bottle of cognac on the table sprouting like a mushroom from the floor.

“That the one you gave me?” Shadrak asked. The one he’d warned Albert never to touch again. The bottle was half-empty.

Albert made a show of reading the label. “I knew you wouldn’t mind, not really.” He took a sip, closed his eyes, and swilled the cognac around his mouth before swallowing.

“Why are you in my cabin?”

Albert poured cognac into the other glass, set the bottle down, and tapped his foot twice. In response, a second chair rose from the floor.

“That’s not how you do it,” Shadrak said.

“Works for me.”

“You’ll break something.”

Albert lifted his foot, studied the floor beneath it. “Do you think so? I was quite gentle.”

Shadrak drew in a deep breath, held it as he waited for Albert to answer his question. After a while, he sighed and said, “Well?”

Albert cocked his head and worried his bottom lip. “We need to talk.” He gestured to the other chair. “Will you?”

Without taking his eyes off the poisoner, Shadrak sat.

Albert lifted his glass to his lips for another sip. Shadrak was half-inclined to warn him, but decided against it. Whatever the poisoner had to say, he’d grown too dangerous, too much of a liability.

When Albert pushed the other glass toward him, Shadrak held up a hand and said, “Just talk.”

“It’s quite safe,” Albert said. “See.” He took a big gulp of his own.

If only he knew. Shadrak had been expecting something like this, though he hadn’t set a time on it. The first thing he’d learned about Albert was never to accept food or drink from him. He’d seen any number of Albert’s so-called friends die at his hand, usually over a gourmet meal or a drink. He was a cunning shogger. Sly. But not sly enough. After Albert had helped himself to the cognac that first time, Shadrak had taken precautions, slipped in a little something of his own. Well, not his own, strictly speaking: a sprinkle of Albert’s infamous sausage poison, for which there was no immunity. No known cure.

Shadrak chuckled. He tried to make it good-natured. “Just because you’re drinking it, doesn’t mean it’s safe. I know you, Albert. Know you spend weeks and months building up your tolerance to all the crap you use.”

“Well, you clearly don’t know me as well as you thought,” Albert said. He drained his glass and refilled it. “And I have to say, I’m deeply wounded.”

Shadrak shook his head. “So, what is it you want to discuss?”

He was expecting Albert to try to talk him out of going to the Abyss, or to apologize for his absence during the fight with Blightey. Albert had already done his best to convince the others he was sorry, that he’d heard something and gone to investigate. That when he’d gone back, the door was locked shut, and this time he could do nothing to get it open, as if it were held by magic.

“In a word,” Albert said, “or rather, two: the Archon.”

Shadrak forced himself not to react, not to give anything away, even the fact he was surprised Albert was willing to risk bringing the subject up.

“He approached me,” Albert said. “At first, I didn’t know what to do, so I just listened. But now, with all that’s happened, with all that’s currently happening, I thought I should confide in you. It doesn’t pay for there to be secrets among friends. Not when the stakes are so high.”

That was the whiff of bullshit Shadrak was waiting for. Albert always had secrets, same as the other Sicarii. Same as Shadrak himself. Assassins were loyal to an extent, but only so far as it carried them. First sign of trouble, and they’d stick a knife in your back. Or wrap a cheese-cutter round your throat.

“What did he say?”

Albert leaned across the table conspiratorially. “That you’re supposed to kill the dwarf.”

“And?”

“And that he doesn’t think you’re going to do it.”

Shadrak leaned back in his chair, let his cloak fall open to reveal a pistol at his hip. “So, he asked you to get the job done?”

Albert nodded.

Now, there was another surprise.

“What else?”

A frown crossed Albert’s face, and he closed his eyes.

“What else?” Shadrak repeated.

Albert held up a hand, puckered his lips, and screwed his nose up. He swallowed thickly a couple of times and then belched. “Sorry. Drank that last one a bit too fast. Are you sure you won’t?” He offered the other glass once more.

Shadrak raised an eyebrow and waited for Albert to continue.

“Now, understand, I’m only telling you this to cement our trust-based relationship.” Albert glanced around the room, then lowered his voice. “Can he hear us? I mean, does he know what we’re saying? What we’re thinking?”

Shadrak shrugged. He didn’t think so. Not all the time, in any case. But it was always better to be cautious, and so he liked to assume the Archon could.

“Well,” Albert said. “He’s hinted that, if you don’t act soon, by which I think he means before Nameless gets all three artifacts, I am to step in.”

“What makes him think you would do that?” What was the Archon offering?

“Maybe I’ve already said too much.” Albert eyed the glass untouched on the table.

“Unless I join you in a drink?”

“It’s about trust, Shadrak. Bonding. You know the sort of thing.”

“I know what happens to those who trust you, Albert. I wasn’t born yesterday.”

Albert put a fist to his mouth and belched again. “I’m fully aware of that. This isn’t easy, you know. I’m secretive by nature. We all are. But I don’t mind admitting, I’m out of my depth. Fine. Go ahead. Think I’m trying to poison you, if you like. But know this: I’ve been looking out for you, keeping the Archon off your back. He’s angry, Shadrak, and it’s all I can do to keep him at bay. You want to know more? Well, I’ll tell you more. He wants me to kill you. First Nameless, and then you. It seems you’ve become something of a loose cannon in his tidily ordered universe. An assassin is meant to assassinate. Empathy, or whatever it is that’s staying your hand, doesn’t fit the profile.”

Albert winced and clutched his stomach.

“What’s up?” Shadrak asked. “Didn’t build up an immunity to your own poison?”

Albert’s cheeks puffed up to twice their normal size. He leaned forward as if he were going to vomit, then flung himself back in his chair, wiped sweat from his forehead, and finally let out a colossal burp. “For the last time,” he said, swaying to one side. “I did… not… pois…” He slumped over the side of the chair. A stream of foul-smelling vomit splashed onto the floor, and when the torrent stopped, Albert was dead as a doornail.

“Yes,” Shadrak muttered. “But I did.”

He picked up the cognac bottle, peered at the dregs within to see if there was any trace of sausage poison discernible.

He wondered if Albert had tampered with the cognac. Wondered if he’d been telling the truth, if he really had been coming clean. There was no point speculating on it. Scuts like Albert lied so much, they didn’t know what the truth was anymore. It could have been he was being honest, for once, only to trick Shadrak into swallowing another lie. But with Albert, there was no way of knowing if he was bluffing or double bluffing, or even triple bluffing. Even if there was a way, Shadrak couldn’t be shogged with it right now. Albert had always been a danger, and with what Bird had said about him speaking with the Archon, the time had come for preemptive action. That’s how it was done in the guilds. The worrying thing was that Albert seemed to have forgotten. Either that, or he took Shadrak for a complete moron. Not that it made any difference now. He was out of the way, and that just left the Archon to deal with.

Shadrak pushed himself out of his seat. It sank back into the floor as he swiped shapes on the panel next to the bed. It’s what Albert should have done, rather than tapping his feet on the floor. Of course, Bird had used some other method, presumably only open to homunculi. At least those that weren’t pink-eyed and white-skinned.

Beads of quicksilver condensed out of the floor and oozed over Albert’s corpse, the same as the stone-eaters had smothered Blightey. Within minutes, there would be nothing left of the poisoner. The plane ship’s army of cleaners was more efficient than an acid bath.

 

 




THE PORTAL MACHINE

There was a rap at the door to Shader’s cabin.

He lay still on the bed, hat covering his face, as if it could hide him from the world. From what he’d seen in Verusia. From the abomination on the rack.

Aren’t you going to answer it?—a Britannic voice, clipped and piping. Cadman’s voice, only it was inside Shader’s head.

He peeked from under his hat at the glass vial on the nightstand. Threads of blackness intertwined within. Crimson eyes pressed against the glass, watching him expectantly.

There was a second knock at the door. It may as well have said, “I know you’re in there.”

Shader sighed and rolled from the bed; straightened his hat on his head.

It was bound to be Rhiannon, he thought, as he tapped out the code Shadrak had taught him.

The door slid open with a hiss.

It wasn’t Rhiannon.

It was Galen.

The dragoon didn’t meet Shader’s eyes as he said, “Thought you might want to see to your horse.” As if he feared sounding critical, he added, “I was on my way to feed Beatrice; muck her out. Shadrak gets uppity if I don’t.”

There was more, that was plain. More Galen wasn’t saying. But then, when you looked at him, all bluff and stiff beneath that mustache, beneath the brocaded red jacket of the dragoons, what could you expect? Whatever the details, Shader detected a note of apology, though for what, it was difficult to say.

Without a word, he returned to the nightstand and pocketed the vial, then followed Galen outside.

They passed along a succession of silver corridors that all looked the same. Silence grew thicker than smog until they entered the control room, and Galen opened the door to the makeshift stable.

Beatrice nickered and immediately nuzzled the dragoon’s chest. He patted her flanks, ran his fingers through her mane, then led her to the back of the room, where he opened a bag of oats.

Caledon was more reticent. Clearly, he didn’t approve of being cooped up. Shader was only surprised the horse hadn’t winked out of existence the second he turned his back. Caledon had served his purpose, after all, bringing him to Verusia.

“You should have gone home,” Shader said, rubbing behind Caledon’s ear. “Back to the Downs. Back to Heredwin.”

Caledon whuffed. He gave the impression that was the last thing he’d be doing. In spite of himself, in spite of all that had happened, Shader let out an involuntary chuckle.

“What’s up?” Galen asked over his shoulder.

“Nothing,” Shader said. “Just never look a gift horse in the mouth, I guess.”

Galen gave a double cough, as if he were clearing his throat. “Surprised you still have it in you. To laugh, I mean.”

“Trust me,” Shader said, “there was no humor in it.”

Galen stood back from Beatrice and turned around to study Shader. He seemed awkward, fidgeting with the end of his mustache. He also looked older, more hunched at the shoulders, and there were streaks of gray in his thinning hair Shader hadn’t noticed before.

“Do you think he’s a luminary?” Galen asked.

“Ludo?”

A frown wriggled its way across Galen’s brow.

“Adeptus Ludo,” Shader added.

He thought about it for a moment. Thought about the man who had taught him at the seminary. Thought about Ludo’s obsession with the Golden Thread, the truth running throughout the Liber. Thought about the big ears, the glasses, the wag of the finger, the bulge of the eyes. But the specter of Verusia lurked behind every memory, robbed them of any lingering warmth they might have had.

“If anyone is,” he said.

He led Caledon to the stacked bags of oats and split one open with the gladius.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

It was a good question. What was any of it supposed to mean? After the illusory Araboth with its deluded luminaries, Shader had a hard time knowing fact from deception. After Blightey, he had a hard time believing in anything but the inherent cruelty of the universe. But he’d already made his decision, chosen his new orientation—his fundamental option, as Ludo would have said. But that didn’t give him the right to diminish whatever comforts Galen still took from the faith.

“I mean, of course he is. I don’t know of anyone better. Do you?”

Galen nodded, satisfied. And then he moved on. “Ruddy marvelous, this ship,” he said. “Endless supplies of oats, canned food, and Ain knows what else. Shadrak even left us these.” He grabbed a pitchfork and handed another to Shader.

“He keeps a tidy house,” Shader said.

“You can say that again. Have you seen the way he continually checks his weapons?”

Shader had. The assassin was positively obsessional. “You can bet he spends hours in front of the mirror trimming that goatee of his.”

“Could have been a military man,” Galen said, a note of respect in his voice. “If only he were taller.” He leaned on his rake, stared off into some imaginary distance. After a long while, he dragged himself back to the moment. Turning an eye on Shader, he chewed one end of his mustache as if he had something to say but couldn’t quite get the words right.

“What is it?” Shader prompted.

“I… The tournament… in Aeterna.” He indicated the Sword of the Archon hanging from Shader’s belt, then coughed a couple of times. “I acted…” He coughed again, and then filled his lungs with air. “I was a blackguard. Just wanted to say I’m sorry.” He nodded curtly, as if to conclude, “There, I’ve done it.”

Shader had the impression it wasn’t so much for his benefit as for Galen’s: some sort of penance he did in memory of Ludo. He struggled for something to say in return. He’d not been expecting this, but mercifully, the door to the control room slid open and Shadrak came in, tailed by the others. All except Albert.

“You’ll have to do that later,” the assassin said, indicating the horses. “We’ve arrived.”

“The Great West?” Galen said, setting his pitchfork against a wall and stepping from the stable.

“No, pixie land. Where do you think?” Shadrak said.

Rhiannon looked serious as hell, one hand clasped around the hilt of the black sword, the other on her hip. She shook her head repeatedly, as if she were arguing with herself.

Nameless was a sullen presence, no more. Maybe he was having second thoughts. Or maybe he was just like the rest of them: still reeling from what they’d been through at the castle. Buried beneath the great helm and the Liche Lord’s armor, he looked more metal monster than dwarf. More like one of Sektis Gandaw’s machine men than a creature of flesh and blood.

“Come on,” Shadrak said, heading back into the corridor. “Let’s get this over with.”

“Where’s Albert?” Shader said.

“Does it matter? It’s not like he’d stick around if things turn nasty.” With that, Shadrak strode off, apparently expecting everyone else to follow.

Rhiannon stopped shaking her head; raised an inquisitive eyebrow at Shader.

He gave the slightest of shrugs. “Maybe he’s resting?”

Rhiannon scoffed, and this time, when she shook her head, Shader knew exactly what she was thinking.

Fat chance.

***

They left the plane ship by one of its many side doors, stepping out into stark light that came from overhead strips. All about them, homunculi scurried with their gray slates in hand.

They were in a hall of some sort. It was so vast, Shader could only see the nearest wall: perfectly cut gray bricks, neatly mortared, studded with heavy doors painted cyan. There were yellow signs with black symbols on each of the doors. The floor had been reduced to rubble, apparently dug up to reveal an immense circuit of interconnected pipes, each wide enough for two horses side by side. They were made from some sleek red material, and followed a series of twists and turns until they terminated at the foot of a metal archway.

Mephesch, the homunculus who’d been Sektis Gandaw’s righthand man, was beneath the arch inspecting the wires that connected it to the pipes. Suddenly, he looked up and raised a hand. The other homunculi—there must have been upward of thirty—seemed to glide to the walls and melt away from sight.

One of the doors opened, and a man came in. He was armored in splint mail and carrying a spear. But it was the fist symbol on his shield that gave him away. That, and the trailing black cloak. He was one of Hagalle’s. He was Sahulian.

The soldier turned his eyes on the companions, opened his mouth to shout, but a homunculus emerged from the wall behind him. There was a fizz, a buzz, a flash of violet light, and the soldier collapsed in a heap.

More homunculi stepped away from the walls to drag him deeper into the room, which is when Shader saw there was quite a pile of dead soldiers. At this rate, it was only a matter of time before the Sahulians realized something was wrong and came in force.

“Step this way,” Mephesch said. “Once you are all beneath the arch, we will fire up the…” He hesitated, searching for the right words. “Portal maker. You must be alert. The transition will be disorienting. You will be as close to the cavern of the Cynocephalus as I can get you without waking him. Make haste, for the portal will not be stable. Grab the Shield of Warding and don’t look back. If the Cynocephalus wakes, run, and don’t stop running. Any questions?”

“How do I know this isn’t a trap?” Nameless said. “Another deception?”

“It’s a bit late to back out now,” Mephesch said. “And besides, I’m a homunculus. Any answer I give is likely to be tinged with trickery. Isn’t that what they say in Arx Gravis?”

Nameless turned the eye-slit of his helm on Shader. “Laddie?”

Shader nodded, and together they got into position beneath the arch. Rhiannon came next, and then Galen.

“Now,” Mephesch said into a vambrace on his wrist.

The drone of a thousand insects ripped through Shader’s eardrums. White light strobed all about him, and then he was falling.

 

 




SON OF THE DEMIURGOS

Threshold between the Abyss and Gehenna

“Four years without a cigarette. Back home that would be 1,460 days, or 35,040 minutes, or well over 2 million seconds (2,102,400, to be precise). On Aethir, God knows how long it’s been since my last smoke. Do you know? Does anyone? Are you there? Hello?”

Shader groaned and tried to tune the mumbling out, but beneath it there was a rhythmic growl, a reverberating rumble. He was hot. Too hot to sleep. And what was that smell? Something was burning.

He sat bolt upright. Only he didn’t. He was already standing, and the act of trying to sit threw him off balance. He stumbled and almost fell.

There. Ahead of him: the orange glow of flames. Sulfur was thick in his nostrils, and smoke heavy in the air, so dense he could barely see. He coughed on instinct, and around him others coughed in response.

Behind them came the stark blaze of the portal. It formed a cavity of blinding brilliance in the dark rock of a wall.

And then he remembered. He’d not been sleeping. It must have been the disorientation Mephesch had warned them about. They had passed through the portal. They were in the Abyss. And the portal was already flickering, as if ready to fail.

“Two plus one plus zero plus two equals five. Blast! Ah, but add the four and two more zeros and you have nine, divisible by three to make three times three: the perfect number. Huzzah!”

That voice again: Cadman’s voice. Only this time, it wasn’t inside Shader’s head. He heard it through his ears, as if the formerly fat doctor were standing right beside him. He checked, but all he saw was Nameless wobbling precariously on his feet; Rhiannon down on her knees; Galen turning on the spot and gawping at the fiery glow behind the smog. A heavier pooling of the shadows told him Shadrak was there, wrapped in his cloak.

Shader felt about in his coat pocket and found the glass vial Aristodeus had given him.

“About time,” Cadman said, clear as a bell.

“That voice,” Rhiannon said. She swayed as she rose, but Nameless caught her arm.

Shader produced the vial and held it up.

Rhiannon’s eyes widened. “It can speak?”

“It?” Cadman said. The roiling wraith within pressed up close to the glass, red eyes glaring. “It?”

“It’s really him?” Rhiannon said. “Really Cadman?”

“I’m afraid so,” Shader said.

Rhiannon snatched the vial from his hand and held it aloft. “Good. Then we smash it.”

“Yes!” Cadman said.

“No.” Shader grabbed her wrist. “We might lose him.”

“So?” Rhiannon said.

“So?” Cadman echoed.

“We may need him.”

“Oh, the utility,” Cadman said. “Is that compatible with Nousian unconditional love?”

Shader pried the vial from Rhiannon’s fingers, meaning to put it back in his pocket.

“Wait,” Cadman said. “Let me take a look.” The black mist swirled around the vial. “Well, well, well. Isn’t that a thing? I should be petrified. I should be screaming with dread, but I feel quite calm. Now why do you suppose that is? I’ve spent a lifetime—considerably longer—doing everything in my power to avoid the Reaper’s scythe, because I had a nasty feeling I’d end up in the Abyss. And yet, here I am, still not quite dead, and not nearly as afraid as I probably should be. It’s something of a revelation.”

“A fear faced is a fear halved,” Nameless said.

“Quite,” Cadman said. “All my fives have turned to two-point-fives. It’s an advertisement for bravery, any way you look at it. Do you suppose, if I tackle the two-and-a-halves head on, they’ll turn into one-and-a-quarters?”

Galen shuffled closer, treading carefully over nubs and gnarls of coal.

They were atop a promontory formed from igneous rock that looked down upon a smoke-wreathed river.

Shader squinted against the stinging fog, saw that the river oozed rather than flowed; that it was tar rather than water, like the polluted moat that surrounded the Perfect Peak, and the one around the keep of Wolfmalen Castle. It gave off an odor that was overwhelming. He drew in a breath through his nostrils, trying to identify the mephitic stench, but was rewarded with dizziness and the urge to jump in.

“Aren’t you going to unstopper me?” Cadman asked. “Let me get a whiff?”

Galen put a hand on Shader’s arm, pulled him back. “That noise,” he said. “The rumbling. What is it?”

“Ah,” Cadman said. “Isn’t it obvious? No? Well, I suppose I have the advantage of being a medical man.” He made the sound of mock snoring.

“The Cynocephalus?” Nameless asked.

“Bravo!”

“And now can we ditch him?” Rhiannon said.

Shader pocketed the vial.

Cadman’s voice came out muffled now: “Fat lot of good I’m going to be if I can’t see.”

“How come he can talk?” Rhiannon said. “I mean, he’s just a black swirly thing.”

“Yes, I was wondering that, too,” Cadman’s muted reply came. “The telepathy earlier was all me. It’s amazing what hidden recesses of the mind you can tap when stuck in a test tube for four years. I even started to build my own imaginary world, but I stopped when I realized that’s exactly what the Demiurgos had done. That’s how this place came about. Now, will you please remove me from your pocket? If I’m to be of any use, I need to be able to see.”

“Fine,” Shader said, removing the vial once more and holding it up.

The wraith’s eyes were minute beacons staring off into the gloom.

“Quite crepuscular, isn’t it?” Cadman said. When no one responded, he added, “Gloamy? Bordering on twilight?”

“Come on,” Nameless said, heading toward the source of the rumbling. He sounded grim as death.

“Must we?” Cadman said. “I mean, so soon? If this is to be my last gasp of life, couldn’t you at least take pity, pop the stopper, and give me a sniff of nicotine? No? Then what about cognac? Just a smell of the stuff will do wonders for my spirit. Anyone?”

“Shut the shog up,” Shadrak said, slinking after Nameless.

“Lovely to see you again, too, Shadrak,” Cadman said. “What, not even a ‘hello’ for old times’ sake?”

Shadrak raised his middle finger and kept on walking.

“Charming,” Cadman said.

A keening wail echoed along the tunnel through which the black waters sludged. It was quickly followed by a maniacal cackle, and what sounded like the chatter of a thousand monkeys.

“Yes, well, perhaps the dwarf is right,” Cadman said. “My vote is that we follow.”

With as much haste as they dared make over the uneven surface of the promontory, they caught up with Nameless and Shadrak.

The dwarf had stopped before rough-cut steps that led down to the level of the river. The rumbling snores were louder here, and they merged with the slop, slop, slurp of the black waters pouring over the lip of a chasm in a parody of a waterfall. A narrow bridge that appeared to have been woven out of dried strands of tar spanned the river, and on the far side, there was an immense opening in the wall. It was at least seventy feet tall and half as wide. Two obsidian megaliths flanked the opening, and atop them sat a capstone inscribed with glyphs and sigils in cobalt, the same hue as Aethir’s sky.

A shriek sounded from somewhere behind them, and then came the crunching steps of an army, or the banging of a hundred drums.

“Keep going,” Shader said. “In and out, remember?”

“No shogging way to work,” Shadrak grumbled, but he still followed Nameless down the steps to the bridge.

The dwarf had barely reached halfway, when the surface of the river broke in five places. Dragon heads atop sinuous necks streamed into the air, belching fire, lightning, fluid, gas, and a funnel of rock dust. Most of it struck the Liche Lord’s armor and the scarolite helm and did no harm. Nameless swung his axe, but the monster vanished, as if it had never been there. He hurried across to the other side.

When Shadrak reached halfway, an ancient crone appeared, floating in the air before him. Her hair was bound in dreadlocks, beaded with crystals. Her rheumy eyes had been taken over by her pupils. She was naked, all wrinkles and sags, with flaccid breasts like empty wineskins. Bones showed through her paper-thin skin, and she was disfigured by weeping sores.

“Kadee!” Shadrak reached for her.

She smiled: the loving smile of a parent for a child, and then she, too, was gone.

Shader was next. To him appeared a woman robed in Nousian white. Raven hair hung to her waist, and at first he thought it was an image of Rhiannon. But then he saw the eyes: inhuman eyes of electric blue. The eyes of Sektis Gandaw.

Rhiannon gasped. “I thought it was my mom. But it’s not. I think… I think it’s Saphra.”

“Saphra?” Shader said, even as the phantom dispersed. But she’s—”

“Saphra?” Cadman said. “Who the deuce is Saphra?”

“My daughter,” Rhiannon said. She’d still not stepped onto the bridge.

Shader almost added “ours”, but he wasn’t convinced. He had no way of understanding what Aristodeus had done; whether it was even possible.

“You don’t look old enough,” Cadman said.

“I’m not,” Rhiannon said. “Saphra’s only four.”

“Only—?” Cadman was cut off by a tall man materializing on the bridge. A man with an aquiline nose, yellow-stained gray hair, and thin lips that bespoke unimaginable cruelty. “Blightey!” What promised to be a scream ended up as a quavering whisper. So, Cadman was still scared of something.

The Liche Lord looked different to Shader, but then he would, wouldn’t he? He’d worn a borrowed body when he’d been Thecla Cawdor, and another when they’d battled him in the castle.

Galen roared and pushed past, aiming a saber blow at Blightey’s head. As it connected, the Liche Lord turned to smoke and mingled with the fog coming off the river.

Ludo appeared in his place, as he had been before Verusia: tall, kindly, ungainly. He peered at Galen over his glasses, smiled. And then blood erupted from his mouth as the spike came through, and Galen moaned.

Shader felt it, too, though his dismay was washed away in a new wave of anger. He breathed deeply of the noxious fumes from the river, put a hand on Galen’s shoulder, and led him the rest of the way over the bridge.

Rhiannon was last. When she reached the middle, Shader half-expected to see Gaston, or maybe her parents bleeding out in front of their home. Instead, Sammy appeared, half-naked in the Dreamer style. His tanned torso was marked with white patterns that made him look like some macabre skeleton. His eyes blazed with a fierce intensity, and he glared at Rhiannon as if he’d never known her.

“Sammy?” she said like a supplication, but he was already gone.

“Phantoms of the mind,” Cadman said. “Memories, old hauntings.”

“But Saphra,” Shader said. It could only have been the future. Or at least some wild imagining his mind had thrown up.

“And the dragon,” Nameless said. “It had five heads. Only time I ever clapped eyes on a dragon was with you, Shader, beneath the Perfect Peak. And that had only the one head.”

Shader remembered: half its brain had been exposed, and metallic worms wriggled in and out of it.

“We are in the Abyss,” Cadman said. “Where there is no time. Perhaps we have glimpsed what is to come, as well as what has passed.”

“Or maybe it’s just so much bullshit,” Shadrak said. “The Demiurgos is the Father of Lies, they say. My opinion: ignore the crap out of everything, and just get the job done.”

“I’m with you there, laddie,” Nameless said. He started toward the looming entrance.

“I wouldn’t,” Cadman said. “At least, not yet.”

Nameless stopped dead.

“These symbols engraved into the lintel,” Cadman said, “are actually words written in the Enochian tongue. I learned it from Blightey, and he in turn got it from a Dr. John Dee in London. If I’m not very much mistaken, they form a ward, probably to keep out whatever’s on this side. You see, we are on the threshold, the meeting place between Gehenna and the Abyss.”

“And we’re on the shit side, I suppose,” Shadrak said.

“Indeed.” Cadman’s eyes blazed from within the vial, as he strained to read the letters on the lintel. “To the Cynocephalus on the other side of the entrance, we are no more than demons of the Abyss, a threat, a nightmare.”

“So, what happens if we just walk through?” Rhiannon said. She drew her sword, as if that’s what she intended.

Cadman whistled. “Now there’s a happy stroke of serendipity.”

Rhiannon frowned at him.

“Your sword,” Cadman said. “Or rather, Callixus’s.” He sighed. “He came through in the end, didn’t he? After all I did to him, and that infernal blade, too. For a Nousian, he was a good sort, and his faith was a thorn in my side that simply refused to go away. When it came to the crunch, it proved too strong, even for a demonic sword.”

“Demonic?” Shader said. He’d had his suspicions, but hearing them confirmed, he just wanted to rip the blade from Rhiannon and cast it into the black waters.

“I stole it from Blightey when I took my leave of him,” Cadman said. “I suspect that’s why he hounded me all those years. That, and his perverse need to inflict pain upon his most promising disciples. According to his grimoire—he referred to the biographical sections as his ‘autohagiography’—he took the sword from a demon he slew in the Abyss. I believe it happened after the Archon slung his skull down here, having failed to find a way to destroy it.”

“A demon’s blade,” Nameless said. “Lassie—”

“No,” Rhiannon snarled. “You’re not taking it. None of you are.”

“Perish the thought,” Cadman said. “I was merely going to say, you may have inadvertently facilitated our progress. Stuck in this test tube, I can hardly perform the somatic components of any half-decent spell. And even if I could, even if I had limbs again, the reciprocal draw upon my body would be excruciating. A while back, I was introduced to the method of using a conduit. I don’t know why it never occurred to me before. My assistant, back then, was a denizen of the Abyss, some kind of gargoyle—”

“I met him,” Rhiannon said with scorn in her voice.

“Me, too,” Shadrak said. “He’s dead.”

“Oh,” Cadman said. “Poor Ikrys. How sad. What I am wondering, however, is whether I might try the same technique with the sword. It, too, is a being of the Abyss. Would you mind holding it up?”

Rhiannon did so, and Cadman began to make low, droning sounds that caused the air to vibrate. The black flames limning the sword swelled and flickered, then sent out dark streamers to merge with the glyphs on the lintel. When they recoiled into the blade, the glyphs had gone.

“Splendid,” Cadman said. “As easy as pie. My dear, we really must talk about your last will and testament. Should you come a cropper, as they say, I’d be honored to take care of that sword for you.”

“Shove it,” Rhiannon said.

“My,” Cadman said. “Now you sound like Blightey.”

The thunderous approach of drums or marching feet increased tenfold. The tunnel walls began to judder, and chunks of black rock fell from the ceiling into the river, sending up splashes of viscous sludge.

“The ward must have been restraining whatever is making that racket,” Cadman said. “I urge haste.”

Shadrak was already disappearing through the maw of the entrance. Nameless followed him, with Galen, Rhiannon, and Shader next.

The din from outside grew faint, muffled, as they entered a smooth tunnel veined with scarolite. From up ahead, though, the fitful growl of the Cynocephalus’s snoring rolled toward them like a landslide. Blasts of hot air slammed into them, made them work for every step, every inch of progress.

Shadrak was a shadow against the left wall. Nameless dipped his head and took the brunt of the expulsions of breath. Shader drew the gladius, its blade a radiant streak of gold in the half-light, a counter to the necrotic aura coming from Rhiannon’s sword. Galen’s saber rasped from its scabbard, dull and utterly mundane.

Shader took the lead alongside Nameless. Shadrak was now nowhere to be seen. Purplish light splashed the scarolite floor in front of them, where the passage opened up onto a vast cavern. As Shader reached the entrance, Shadrak stepped away from the wall and gestured with a pistol.

The cave was roughly bell-shaped, and stretched as far as the eye could see. The ceiling was domed, awash with rainbow hues, a misty dweomer that rippled as one color replaced another in soothing succession. The walls were furred with velvet moss in shades of mauve and crimson. Patterns of intertwining snakes wound about them in yellow and orange, and a sibilant hissing seemed to come from them. The air was fragrant with lavender. At the center of the cavern, curled up beneath a massive black shield, was a gigantic baboon with slick black hair and patches of green-tinged scales, that gave it the appearance of organic scarolite. Its snaggletoothed snout protruded from the edge of the shield, purplish tongue lolling, lips curled back in a grimace that could have been pain, could have been a different kind of torment. It must have been close to fifty feet tall when standing, with limbs as big as tree trunks, and teeth that could rend boulders.

Oddly, the snoring seemed softer here, dampened by the soft coating on the walls.

Shader took a step into the cavern.

Shadrak held up a finger, pointed it at the gladius.

He was right, the glare coming off the sword might be enough to wake the slumbering giant. Shader sheathed it. It wasn’t like a sword would be much use against such a monster.

Shadrak circled the Cynocephalus, silent on the balls of his feet.

Galen came alongside Shader. He spoke in a half-whisper. “How are we going to move that shield, let alone carry it?”

“The gauntlets and armor shrank, remember?” Rhiannon said.

“I may have a way,” Cadman said.

Once more, he commenced a low chant, but this time, there was no answer from Rhiannon’s sword.

“Odd,” Cadman said, “it’s as if something’s nullifying my magic.”

“That’s what it does, laddie,” Nameless said, indicating the shield with his axe. It was big enough to fill a small room, or two of the monks’ cells at Pardes.

“Of course,” Cadman said. “The Shield of Warding, silly old me. Well, then, I guess we’re buggered.”

“Perhaps if we all took an edge…” Galen said.

“No, laddie, I won’t risk it,” Nameless said. “Won’t risk you all. If that thing wakes up—”

“It will,” Shadrak said, gliding back toward them, having completed his circuit. “One eye’s half-open, and its breathing changed subtly when we entered.”

“So, what do you suggest?” Shader asked. He meant the question for Shadrak, but it was Nameless that answered.

“Head back to the portal. I’ll grab the shield, and then run as fast as these stumpy legs can carry me.”

“You and whose crane?” Cadman said.

Nameless held up a gauntleted hand. “These should give me the strength to move it. And let’s hope Rhiannon is right: if it’s anything like the other artifacts this beastie made, it’ll shrink the instant it’s away from him and in my grasp.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Rhiannon said.

“Then I guess you’ll all be going home, and I won’t,” Nameless said.

“Then we all stay,” Galen said. “Never leave a man behind, I say.”

Shader nodded. “We’ve come this far together. And if there’s any chance this is going to help Nameless…”

“I don’t think there is,” Nameless said. “But it’s too late me worrying about that now. Let me do this alone. I couldn’t stand losing anyone else. Not a single one of you.”

“We stay,” Rhiannon said.

“The bitch is right,” Shadrak said. He added a grin for Rhiannon’s benefit, and she almost smiled.

Nameless studied each of them in turn, pivoting to catch them in the ambit of the great helm. “Thank you. But the plan remains the same. I grab, we run. Agreed?”

“Meticulous,” Cadman said.

“You can say that again,” Shadrak grumbled.

“It’s all we have time for,” Shader said. “In and out, Mephesch said. I have a feeling he wasn’t joking.”

“Right, then,” Nameless said. “Would you?” He passed his axe to Galen, then strode with a purpose to the sleeping form of the Demiurgos’s son.

Shader pressed his back to the wall by the entrance. It felt soft, spongy. Galen positioned himself on the other side, and Shadrak and Rhiannon moved back into the tunnel.

All eyes were on Nameless as he neared the shield. Shader’s hand fell to the hilt of the gladius. Shadrak already had two pistols drawn. Rhiannon’s grip on the black sword was double-fisted, and Galen looked like he was prepared to fight with an axe in one hand, saber in the other, if he had to.

Nameless reached the shield. It hung above him, too high for a man to reach, let alone a dwarf. He looked back at the group and spread his hands. He was going to have to climb.

He took a grip on the hair of the Cynocephalus’s back and started to pull himself up, hand over hand, with consummate ease. The dog-heaped ape didn’t so much as move. Nameless climbed under the shield and disappeared from sight.

Long seconds passed. Shader exchanged a look with Galen. The dragoon merely hefted Nameless’s axe, made a practice sweep with his saber.

The shield began to rise. Slowly. Painfully slowly. It wobbled at first, but then Shader glimpsed Nameless’s legs beneath it, shifting for balance. And then the shield was above the dwarf’s head, and already shrinking, until it was small enough for him to thrust his arm through the straps.

The Cynocephalus tossed and turned. Nameless started to fall, but he got his legs under him and bounded high into the air. He landed in a crouch on the floor and broke into a run.

“Go!” Shader cried to Rhiannon and Shadrak, and they were off down the passage.

“You, too,” he told Galen.

The Cynocephalus roared, and the cavern shook. A huge fist slammed down, sending a shockwave across the floor. Nameless flipped into the air, landed hard, flat on his back. The Cynocephalus found its knees, then its feet, and reared up to its full height.

And Galen charged.

The Cynocephalus reached for Nameless with enormous fingers, but the dragoon got there first, hacking with the dwarf’s axe, slashing with the saber. The blows bounced off, and in a flash, the hand grabbed Galen and hoisted him into the air.

Nameless got up, just in time to catch the axe that fell from Galen’s grasp. The Cynocephalus roared again. Something cracked, and Galen screamed.

Shader ran in, pulling the gladius from its scabbard. Cadman protested, but his voice was lost in the din.

Nameless shook his axe, raised the shield, and yelled, “I’m coming, laddie!”

“No!” Galen cried. “Don’t you dare.” He arched his back to glare down at them. Blood bubbled from his mouth, stained his whiskers. “Go! Don’t let it… be for nothing…wot.”

Shader knew he was right. Knew, and hated himself nonetheless.

He grabbed Nameless by a pauldron, spun him round, and propelled him toward the passage. And then he followed, eating up the ground in quick, long strides.

Nameless faltered at the entrance, started to turn back, but Galen yelled, “Keep goi—”

His voice was cut off by a sickening crunch.

“No!” Nameless cried, but Shader hooked an arm under his and kept him moving.

They tore along the passage with the roars of the Cynocephalus close behind. Its thunderous footfalls shook the walls.

Hot breath blasted Shader’s back. He felt rather than saw enormous fingers reaching for him. Still holding onto Nameless, he dived beneath the lintel, and the dwarf came with him.

From the other side, Shadrak fired a shot, and the Cynocephalus howled with rage. Not because the bullet had injured it, but because its prey had moved beyond its reach, and its precious shield, its last defense against evils real and imaginary, had been taken.

The dog-headed monster stood the other side of the lintel, as if it feared to cross over into the Abyss. For an instant, its haunted eyes caught Shader’s. He saw anger there, but more than that: he saw horror, and the forlornness of an abandoned child.

“What are you waiting for?” Shadrak said.

He was right, but before they’d gone halfway across the bridge, the Cynocephalus’s roars turned to sobs that echoed away down the black river, and the marching-drumming clamor they had heard before resumed ten times as loud.

No illusions assailed them this time. Either the magic that cast them had been dispelled along with the wards, or they had already performed their task as deterrents to entry, but not egress.

Shadrak flowed rather than ran up the steps. Rhiannon took them two at a time, moving with an agility she’d not possessed before Aristodeus had gotten his claws into her. Nameless pounded up them. Armored head to foot, and bearing the obsidian shield, he looked more like a denizen of the Abyss now, than a dwarf.

“Keep up,” Cadman wailed. “Don’t leave me here.”

Shader reached the top after Nameless. Shadrak was already at the stuttering light of the portal. He hesitated at the threshold, then entered the flickering brightness.

“Go!” Shader shouted at Rhiannon.

She cast a worried look further along the promontory. Shadows were gathering, swelling toward them, and the beat of drums or feet rose to a deafening crescendo.

Shader’s legs were burning with exertion. Every breath drew fetid smog into his lungs. But he was almost there. Almost…

Nameless reached the portal, pushed Rhiannon through before him.

The tide of shadows was almost upon the dwarf. Shader could see differentiated shapes within it: winged demons with ebon swords; armored corpses, all mottled bone and rust; and towering above them, goading them with flaming whips and eyes like lightning, pallid giants with fangs as long as daggers.

Nameless took one step into the portal, held out an arm to Shader running toward him.

“Go!” Shader yelled, and Nameless stepped into the light.

Two more steps, one—

The portal blinked out.

Shadows flew overhead. Whips cracked, and the demonic army bore down upon Shader with the force of a tsunami.

“Jump!” Cadman yelled from the glass vial. He instantly started chanting, and the gladius responded with aureate brilliance.

The smell of rot rolled over Shader. Black blades came at him, rusted axe heads fell—

“Jump!” Cadman screamed.

And this time, Shader obeyed, turning from the horde and flinging himself head-first into the black river.

 

 




THE ARCHON’S ASSASSIN

The Perfect Peak, Aethir

The plane ship ride back from the Great West was silent. It was a wake for Galen, and for Shader. No matter how much Shadrak threatened, the homunculus Mephesch said nothing could be done. The accelerator had burned out, and more than that, an entire contingent of Hagalle’s soldiers was on its way. While it was at least possible Shader might have survived, he was lost to them. Lost forever.

When they reached the Perfect Peak, Aristodeus seemed indifferent to the news. He made a pretense of mourning Galen, but he could barely bring himself to say Shader’s name. If anything, he was relieved. Relieved that his doppelgänger had perished, while he was still very much alive.

Alive, and back in control.

Two homunculi carried the crystal casket containing the black axe across the control chamber and set it on a table beside Aristodeus’s armchair.

The philosopher sipped tea from a china cup, as if this were an everyday occurrence for him. As if he really didn’t care about the result. He’d done his part, no doubt: hatched the plan, tried a new strategy. If it didn’t work, it was no skin off his nose. It was becoming clear Nameless was no more than a tool to him. A pawn. They all were.

The dwarf stood rigid before the casket, glowering through the crystal at the axe that had ended his old life as assuredly as the lives of those who’d fallen beneath its twin blades.

Rhiannon watched from her perch on the edge of a workstation.

Shadrak remained by the cubicle they’d entered by, where he could keep everyone in sight, but he kept a special eye out for the philosopher. It was a shogging effort not to put a hole through that bald head right then and there.

“Ready?” Aristodeus said to Nameless, setting aside his teacup and standing.

“You’re sure about this?” Nameless asked. “Sure it will be safe? Maybe everyone should leave, in case it goes wrong.”

“The theory’s sound,” Aristodeus said with a dismissive wave. “Either the three artifacts combined will grant you the power to destroy the axe—”

“Or?” Rhiannon said.

“Or they won’t, and we maintain the status quo. After all, the helm provides a buffer against the axe’s influence. You see,” he said to Nameless, “it’s a win-win situation. I don’t gamble with people’s lives, whatever she might say.”

Rhiannon’s eyes iced over. She was as close as Shadrak to killing the scut.

“How do I open the casket?” Nameless said.

Aristodeus snapped his fingers.

A homunculus stepped up to the crystal, tapped away at his gray slate, then slunk back again.

“You don’t,” Aristodeus said. “Just put your hands in.”

Nameless raised the gauntlets, splayed the fingers, looked at them long and hard.

“Enough!”

The Archon appeared in a whirling conflagration. His hooded robe was aflame with fire that did not burn, and his face was an explosion of brilliance.

“Not now,” Aristodeus said. “You agreed, remember?”

“Not to losing Ludo, I didn’t. Nor his dragoon guard. Nor any of the others, not even your Shader.”

“Even Albert?” Shadrak said.

The Archon turned on him. “I’ll deal with you later.”

“All things come at a cost,” Aristodeus said. There was sorrow in his voice, but how much of it was genuine was anyone’s guess.

“No,” the Archon said, switching his ire back to the philosopher. “Not this time. The cost has been too high. It stops here.”

“So much for nonintervention,” Rhiannon said. “Might as well get me back my daughter, while you’re at it.”

“You’ll get everything you deserve, woman,” the Archon said, “when that sword you bear drags you kicking and screaming back to the Abyss. You failed me. Failed me utterly. My favored one is dead, and you will wear the guilt of his passing for as long as you live.”

“She will not, laddie,” Nameless said. “Or are we going to have a disagreement?”

“Do not think to challenge me, dwarf. That armor you wear, those gauntlets, the Shield of Warding: they might make you mighty beyond belief among mortals, but they were crafted using Supernal lore. I am a Supernal.” Flames gouted from him as his voice took on the cadence of thunder. “I can snuff you out with but a thought.”

“Then do it,” Nameless said. Nonchalantly, he lay down his axe and turned back to the casket. His hands sank into the crystal as if it were water.

“No!” the Archon stormed. “I forbid it!”

Nameless hesitated for a second, and then his iron-clad fingers encircled the haft of the black axe.

Silence fell.

Even the Archon seemed to wait with bated breath.

Slowly, inch by inch, Nameless drew the black axe from the malleable crystal of the casket. He held it before the great-helm’s eye-slit, studied it, as if he dared it to do something.

“That’s it,” Aristodeus said. He licked his lips, circled away to Nameless’s left. “Focus now. Grip it tight. Use the full force of the gauntlets to break the haft. Don’t worry if it kicks back: the armor will protect you. And if it tries something else, something magical, you have the shield to soak it up. Concentrate now. Everything you’ve got. Everyth…”

Nameless turned. Crimson burned from the eye-slit of the great helm. In his hands, the black axe throbbed, and flames of fuligin flared about its length. Inky threads crossed over to the gauntlets, the armor, the shield, and even the helm.

“You see!” the Archon said. “Its evil spreads like a contagion. Did I not warn you?”

“Deception,” Aristodeus breathed. “But I was certain.” He visibly wilted, looked around for support, but found none.

“The axe is Supernal, too,” the Archon said. “Crafted by the homunculi under the direction of the Demiurgos himself, and far greater than anything forged by his cowering son. It harnesses the power of the other artifacts; uses it to overcome the wards of your scarolite helm. You leave me no choice.”

He raised a porcelain hand. It blazed with argent.

“Yeah,” Shadrak said, drawing both pistols. “And you leave me no choice.” He opened fire.

The bullets melted before they made contact, and the Archon countered with bolt after bolt of silver lightning. Shadrak backflipped out of the way, but where the Archon’s blasts struck the floor, they sent up chunks of debris, and the force of the explosion slung him across the room. He hit the wall hard, dropped both guns, but he wasn’t finished yet.

Nameless roared—a spine-chilling, demonic howl of madness. The black axe came up with murderous intent, but the Archon turned on him and unleashed a storm of lightning. Nameless blocked with the axe, but the lightning arced around it, formed a sparking net about the dwarf. Nameless fell to his knees as the net began to contract.

Shadrak was up and running at the Archon, reaching into the never-full bag at his shoulder.

Holding the net of lightning steady with one hand, the Archon took aim at Shadrak with the other. Silver streaked, but Shadrak tumbled beneath it and came up holding Blightey’s skull. Mottled jaws clacked, hellish eyes hungered with crimson ire—

—And the Archon screamed.

He raised his blazing hands to shield his face, and the silver web fell away from Nameless.

The skull ignited with its own conflagration, and Shadrak let go, flinging himself out of harm’s way.

For a moment, there was a frantic war of flames, but Blightey’s fire was stronger, more demanding, insatiable. His ruby eyes glared, scorched, excoriated. In their scathing light, the skull appeared to leer, as if the Liche Lord knew he had won.

With a cry of rage, the Archon blazed hotter than a small sun. Fissures of quicksilver ran through Blightey’s skull, but still he didn’t waver in his death-locked gaze.

The Archon shrieked, as the fire beneath his cowl stuttered and went out. In its place there was blackness. The blackness of oblivion. The skull jerked toward it, as if tugged by some invisible force. Its jaws opened wide in a silent scream, and then it shot into the darkness beneath the Archon’s hood and vanished. The Archon’s empty robe dropped to the floor. Within seconds, it was nothing but ash.

“No,” Aristodeus said. “What have you done? You’ve destroyed the balance. The Archon was the only thing checking the Demiurgos.” He trembled like a man who’d at last lost control.

And then Nameless powered into the philosopher, flung him aside like a rag doll. Before anyone could think to act, he let out a harrowing cry and ran at the wall of the control room.

“Stop him!” Aristodeus cried as he tried to rise, but sagged down again.

Shadrak whipped out a pistol, got off a shot, but it bounced off an armored calf. A second ricocheted from the backplate.

Nameless launched himself at the wall and swung the black axe in a terrific arc. With a boom like an exploding star, the axe head sheered clean through scarolite, and smashed a hole out onto the bleached dust of the Dead Lands hundreds of feet below.

Nameless turned to face Shadrak. The red glare from the eye-slit cried murder, and Shadrak took a step back. The fire giant’s gauntlets trembled on the axe, as if the dwarf were exerting tremendous pressure restraining it.

“Friend,” Nameless said. His voice grated with the effort of getting that single word out.

But Shadrak understood. He nodded, and lowered his gun.

Then, with a howl of utter anguish, Nameless leapt through the hole in the wall.

Shadrak cried out. He rushed to the opening, glanced down.

Nameless landed in a squat, recovered as if it were nothing to fall so far, and set off at a sprint toward the Sour Marsh.

Rhiannon reached Shadrak’s side, peered out with him. “What’s he doing? Where’s he going?”

Aristodeus staggered to join them, clutching his ribs. He took in Rhiannon and Shadrak with a look of pure horror. His face was as ashen as the bone-dust below. When he spoke, it was in a voice devoid of hope; the voice of a man who’d thought himself smarter than everyone else, and then realized he’d been hoist by his own petard.

“We must warn them. Warn the dwarves. The butcher is returning to Arx Gravis.”

The story continues in

Shader: Book 5: Rise of the Nameless Dwarf

 

 




GLOSSARY

ABEDNAGO,

Homunculus. Member of the Sedition.

ABYSS, the

The creation of the Demiurgos. A realm of deception, demons, and tortured souls. The Abyss is accessible from Aethir via the gorges that lead down to Gehenna. Hangs over the mouth of the Void like a gaseous spider web.

ADEPTUS

Nousian clerical title, beneath Exemptus but above a priest.

AEONIC TRIAD, the

The three Supernal beings who fell through the Void: the Archon, Eingana, and the Demiurgos.

AETERNA

The Eternal City in Latia. Heart of the Nousian Theocracy.

AETHIR (EE-theer)

The world created from the Cynocephalus’s dreams, one side (Malkuth) light, the other (Qlippoth) dark and populated with creatures of nightmare.

AIN (Ay-in)

Father of Nous. The Source. The Concealed of the Concealed. The Supreme Being in Nousianism.

ALBERT

Assassin from Earth and colleague of Shadrak the Unseen. Former Sicarii, now a Night Hawk in New Jerusalem. An accomplished chef and poisoner.

ALPHONSE LA ROCHE

See the Gray Abbot.

AMIDIO PODESTA

Captain of the Aura Placida until deposed by Cleto (book 2: Best Laid Plans).

ANCIENTS, the

The people of the pre-Reckoning civilization on Earth.

ARABOTH

Paradise. The future world. The afterlife in Nousian belief.

ARCHON, the (Arkon)

Supernal being. Servant of the All-Father. Believed by the Templum to be an angel of Nous.  Carried an enchanted Sword through the Void—Vade in Pacem. Used it to cut the Cynocephalus from Eingana’s womb.

ARISTODEUS (Aris-toe-day-us)

A philosopher, originally from Graecia on Earth.

ARNOCH (Arnok)

Mythical lost city of the ancient Dwarf Lords.

ARX GRAVIS (Arx Grah-vis)

“The Heavy Citadel.” A dwarven city within a ravine.

AURA PLACIDA, the

The ship Shader traveled back to Sahul from Aeterna aboard.

BALADIN

Legendary hero of the Elect.

BALLBREAKER’S BLACK ALE

Strong dwarven dark ale, brewed in Arx Gravis.

BARDOL SHIN

Investigator of the Templum Judiciary. Killed in Sahul by Deacon Shader in Book 1: Sword of the Archon.

BAREK THOMAS

Knight of the White order from Oakendale.

BARTHOLOMEW SHIN

Grand Investigator of the Templum Judiciary. Son of Bardol Shin.

BEATRICE

Galen’s horse.

BENT HORRIGAN

Poet and playwright.

BEZALEEL

Homunculus.

BIG JAKE

Member of the Night Hawks in New Jerusalem. Formidable arm-wrestler.

BIRD

Homunculus shapeshifter.

BRINK

Town in Malkuth on Aethir.

BROKEN BRIDGE

Village in Sahul, neighboring Oakendale.

BUCK FARGIN

Guild-member of the Night Hawks. Father of Nils.

CADMAN, Dr. Ernst

A liche. His body was taken over by Sektis Gandaw in Book 2: Best Laid Plans. His essence was sealed in a test tube within the Perfect Peak.

CALEDON

Horse given to Shader by Heredwin.

CANE, Exemptus

Elderly Exemptus of the Templum. Based in Aeterna.

CARSON

Soldier of the Great West, stationed in Britannia.

CAUSA SALUTIS

“The cause of our salvation.” Inscription on the pendant Shader was given by the dying “Fish” in New Jerusalem (book 3: The Unweaving).

CHAROS

A moon of Aethir.

CLETO

Crewman of the Aura Placida.

CORDANA (CORDY)

Dwarf woman. Old friend of Nameless, and wife of Thumil.

CYNOCPEHALUS, the (Si-no-seph-alus)

Dog-headed ape. Son of the Demiurgos and Eingana. Creator of Aethir and the hybrids. Maker of Gauntlets of Strength, a Shield of Warding, and Armor of Invulnerability, with which he sought to protect himself from his own nightmares, and his father, the Demiurgos.

Afraid of the Jötunn, giants he dreamed into being, he gave his gauntlets to Sartis the fire giant, who used them to destroy his own kind.

The darkest recesses of his mind open up onto his father’s abode, the Abyss. He was once terrorized by the Liche Lord, Otto Blightey, who stole his armor.

DAME CONSILIA

Society beauty, past her prime, from New Jerusalem. Appalling actress. Married to the guild boss, Koort Morrow.

DAVE THE SLAVE

Mysterious hunchback who claimed to be the Voice of Nous. Killed at Arx Gravis by Deacon Shader in Book 3: The Unweaving.

DAVY FANA

Brother of Ilesa.

DEACON SHADER

Former knight of the Templum Elect. Shader was born in Britannia and educated by the philosopher, Aristodeus.

DEAD LANDS, the

The desert of bone dust that surrounds the Perfect Peak, Sektis Gandaw’s mountain.

DEAD MAN’S TORCH

A beacon tower in Sahul. Used as a hideaway by Dr. Cadman.

DEMIURGOS, the (Demi-ur-gos)

The Deceiver. The Father of Lies. Fell through the Void with Eingana and the Archon. Raped his sister, Eingana. Father of the Cynocephalus. Driven to the brink of the Void by the Archon for his crime against Eingana. Sustained himself with the creation of the Abyss, where he is frozen in ice.

DREAMERS

Indigenous people of Sahul.

DREAMING, the

“Visionary” world of Sahul’s Dreamers. The world of Aethir.

DWELLER, the

A demon of the Abyss. First-begotten of the Demiurgos.

DYBBUKS, the

Guild of rogues in New Jerusalem. Led by Master Plaguewind.

EDDIE

Thecla Cawdor’s husband.

EINGANA (Ay-in-gar-ner)

Creator Goddess of the Dreamers. Sister of the Archon and the Demiurgos. Takes the form of an enormous snake. Also worshipped as a goddess of death, believed to hold all beings in existence by a thread.

Gave birth to the Cynocephalus by the Archon cutting her womb open with the Sword, Vade in Pacem.

Fled from the Technocrat Sektis Gandaw in the form of a snake. Protected by the Hybrids and the dwarves led by Maldark. Betrayed by Maldark to Sektis Gandaw and was petrified in amber.

The Statue of Eingana was used by Huntsman to inaugurate the Reckoning.

EKYLS

Savage from the Mamba Tribe of Malkuth, Aethir.

ELIAS WOLF

The Bard of Broken Bridge. Former hippy musician from the Ancient world. Entrusted with the body of the Statue of Eingana, which prolonged his life. Killed by Dr. Cadman in book 2: Best Laid Plans, when the liche opened up a chasm to the Abyss, and Elias rode his motorcycle into it.

ELECT, the

Order of fighting monks within the Templum.

ELGIN

Knight of the White Order in Sahul.

ELPIDIO

Young lad. Crewman on the Aura Placida. Killed by mawgs in book 2: Best Laid Plans.

ENNOI

A moon of Aethir.

ERLSTEIN

Legendary hero of the Elect.

EUGEN

One of Lorgen’s Verusians. A tracker.

EXEMPTUS

Clerical title in the Templum. Second in rank only to the Ipsissimus.

FENCIBLES

Volunteer army. Home defense force.

FISH

Derogatory term for practitioners of “the Way” in New Jerusalem.

GALEN

An Elect Dragoon assigned to protect Adeptus Ludo.

GASTON RAYN

Leader of the White Order. Killed by the Sicarii in Book 2: Best Laid Plans.

GAUNTLETS OF SARTIS, the

Made by the Cynocephalus to double his own strength, but later given to the fire giant Sartis to enable him to destroy his own race.

GEHENNA

Underworld on Aethir that reaches to the core of the world.  Gateway to the Abyss. Accessed through gorges across Malkuth and Qlippoth.

GEORGE

Resident of Wolfmalen in Verusia.

GILBRUM

Elf from Qlippoth charged with slowing the spread of the Sour Marsh into Malkuth.

GLADIUS

Short sword. The Sword of the Archon is a gladius.

GLOBAL TECHNOCRACY

Sektis Gandaw’s corporation on Earth.

GOBLINS

Creatures of Aethir dreamed by the Cynocephalus.

GORDIAN KNOT, the

A complex knot on the Nousian prayer cord that is considered impossible to untie. Nousians meditate by undoing knots of various degrees of difficulty, but the Gordian knot’s primary purpose is to maintain humility.

GORD PELHAM

Oakendale lad. Member of the White Order.

GRALIA SHADER

Foster mother of Deacon Shader.

GRAY ABBOT, the

Formerly Alphonse LaRoche. Founder of the Abbey of Pardes in Sahul. Rapidly aged and died in Book 1: Sword of the Archon after Callixus took his segment of the Statue of Eingana.

GREAT WEST, the

Large continent on Earth.

HAGALLE

Emperor of Sahul.

HEREDWIN

A daemon connected with the South of Britannia.

HILDA

A resident of Wolfmalen in Verusia.

HOMESTEAD, the

Tabletop mountain in Central Sahul. Most sacred site of the Dreamers.

HOMUNCULUS (plural, Homunculi)

Creatures of the Demiurgos. Begotten, not made. Sometimes called “deep gnomes”.

HUNTSMAN

Dreamer shaman. Formerly Adoni (“the Sunset”). Inaugurator of the Reckoning using the power of the Statue of Eingana to unleash the creatures of Qlippoth upon the Earth.

HUSKS

A name Malkuthians use for the nightmare creatures from Qlippoth.

IGNATIUS GRYMM

Grand Master of the Elect. Killed by one of Sektis Gandaw’s “metal men” at the Battle of the Homestead (book 2: Best Laid Plans).

IKRYS

A gargoyle of the Abyss.

ILESA FANA

Shapeshifting assassin from Portis. Member of the Dybbuks guild in New Jerusalem.

IPSISSIMUS

Title of the supreme ruler of the Nousian Theocracy and undisputed head of the Templum.

IRONBELLY’S SPECIAL BREW

A notoriously bad dwarven beer.

JAL CRIMSON

Merchant from New Jerusalem.

JANKSON BRAU

Long-lived mage and unofficial head of the bandit communities outlying Malfen.

JARL SHADER

Foster father of Deacon Shader.

JEZEEL

A homunculus.

JOAG BERFIK

Albert’s getaway driver. A Night Hawk.

JORAKUM

Capital city of Sahul. Heart of the Zaneish Empire.

JÖTUNN, the

Race of giants on Aethir. Creatures dreamed by the Cynocephalus.

KARA

Thecla Cawdor’s daughter.

KEEPER, of the Archon’s sword

Title of the Elect knight who wins the tournament for the Sword of the Archon. Head of the Saphra Society.

KELVIN, Brother

A friar of Brinwood Priory, Britannia.

KOORT MORROW

Guild boss in New Jerusalem. Married to Dame Consilia.

KRYEH

Meldings of Sektis Gandaw: women with bat’s wings.

LACUNAE (Lah-koon-ay)

Void stuff. Creatures of nothingness. Empty spaces.

LATIA

A country in Nousia. Home to the City of Aeterna, heart of the Templum.

LICHE

A powerful undead creature who has defied death by magical means.

LICHE-LORD’S ARMOR, the

Made by the Cynocephalus to ward off all attacks below the head. Utterly invulnerable. Stolen by Otto Blightey, whom it enabled to walk through the Black River of the Abyss.

LIZARD-MEN

Meldings of Sektis Gandaw, half human, half lizard.

LONDINIUM

Capital city of Britannia.

LORGEN

Leader of the rebels opposed to Otto Blightey’s rule in Verusia.

LUDO, Adeptus

Nousian cleric and a former tutor of Deacon Shader.

LUMINARY

Title for a Nousian saint.

MAGWITCH THE MEDDLER

A mad magician from New Jerusalem. Magwitch ekes out a living supplying magical security systems and inventing contraptions from scraps of Scarolite he scavenged from the Perfect Peak after the fall of Sektis Gandaw.

MALDARK THE FALLEN

Dwarf of Aethir. Leader of the Guardians of Eingana. Betrayed Eingana to Sektis Gandaw. Later realized his error and helped to rescue her. For his penance, sailed through the Abyss and passed through a portal to Earth. Continued to sail the waterways for hundreds of years. Killed by mawgs when he came to the aid of the Templum fleet (book 2: Best Laid Plans). His hammer concealed a piece of the statue of Eingana.

MALKUTH

The Light Side of Aethir. Divided from Qlippoth by the Farfall Mountains. Home to indigenous creatures of Aethir who are the dreams of the Cynocephalus. Also home to those Sektis Gandaw kidnapped from Earth.

MARESMEN

Husk hunters, entrusted by the Senate of New Jerusalem with preventing incursions from Qlippoth into Malkuth. The maresmen themselves are part husk.

MAWGS

Meldings of Sektis Gandaw. Flesh-eating creatures who flourish on the Anglesh Isles of Earth.

MEPHESCH

A homunculus. Leader of the Sedition.

MILO

A luminary.

MOUNT SARTIS

Volcano on Aethir. Home to Sartis.

NARCUS

A luminary.

NEW JERUSALEM

The capital city of Malkuth on Aethir, and once considered the last bastion of the free against the rule of Sektis Gandaw. The city’s gigantic Cyclopean Walls were a penance and parting gift of the dwarves following their betrayal of Eingana and the whole of Creation. New Jerusalem is presided over by an elected Senate, and fashions itself to a great extent on the mythical past of the city of Aeterna on Earth.

NIGHT HAWKS, the

Guild of rogues in New Jerusalem.

NILS FARGIN

Son of Buck Fargin from New Jerusalem.

NOUS (Noos)

Deity. The Son of Ain. Worshipped by the Templum under the Patriarchate of the Ipsissimus. Individual worshippers are known as Nousians. Symbolised by an endless knot, said to contain all the mysteries of Creation—all eminently reasonable, but beyond human ability to unravel in their entirety. Wisdom only comes through the Sword of Faith, which cuts the infinite knot.

NOUSIA

The combined lands of the Nousian Theocracy. The Templum Empire.

OAKENDALE

Village in Western Sahul.

OTTO BLIGHTEY

The Liche Lord of Verusia. First of the Nousians. Once a contemplative in the Old Religion at the time of the Ancients, roughly equating to our middle ages, Blightey had a succession of dark visions (having penetrated the veil between Earth and Aethir through the austerity of his devotion and contemplation). The dreams showed him ways to draw upon the magic that spilled forth from Aethir’s dark side, and whispering voices promised him great power and eternal life. He had heard the voice of the Dweller, the first begotten of the Demiurgos.

Blightey prolonged his life at the expense of others—initially tentatively, leaching on their psychic energies, but finding his needs ever greater, until he needed their deaths. He left the Old Religion to pursue his hunger—both for lives and for wisdom. He discovered much of the nature of things through alchemy and later science. He also discovered something of the ontological secrets of the cosmos.

Due to his wisdom, he became the most respected thinker in the Templum that emerged from the ashes of the Old Religion in the aftermath of the Reckoning. He brought in elements from other religions and esoteric traditions, claiming the Old Religion had perished because it was false.

Although the Templum still sought the truth of Nous, Blightey’s amendments buried the perennial wisdom beneath layers of obfuscation. The Templum stuck with Blightey’s reforms as they were seen as strengthening a once weak religion with elements of popular appeal and a ladder of grades for the more ambitious.

Betraying the trust the Templum held in him, Blightey murdered the Ipsissimus and the Keeper of the Sword of the Archon. Taking the Ipsissimal Monas and the Sword, he used their combined power to render his skull impervious to attack, but before he could do the same for his body, he was captured and burned at the stake. The skull had learned to suck the souls from the living, and so it was locked in a casket made from scarolite that the Archon brought from Aethir. The casket was taken to Aethir and cast into Gehenna, falling into the Abyss.

Blightey escaped from the casket, killed a demon, and took its body, along with the black sword it wielded. He terrorized the Cynocephalus on the threshold with Gehenna, and stole his armor.

Hundreds of years passed, during which Blightey whispered dark secrets from the Abyss to an Old World scientist called Sektis Gandaw. With the help of homunculi from Aethir, Gandaw constructed a portal machine and used it to bring Blightey through. Gandaw, however, did not remain subservient, having grown beyond superstition and magic. He rebelled against Blightey and used technology to drive him into the forests of Verusia.

PARDES, the Abbey of

Nousian Abbey founded in Sahul by the Gray Abbot.

PAX NANORUM (Nan-or-oom)

“Peace of the dwarves.” A black battle axe etched with sigils, formed from the essence of the Demiurgos by the homunculi. Also known as the “false” Pax Nanorum.The true Pax Nanorum is the mythical Axe of the Dwarf Lords, which features in the legends of Arnoch.

PERFECT PEAK, the

The mountain of Scarolite designed by Sektis Gandaw and built by the dwarves and the homunculi.

PETE

Soldier from the Great West, stationed in Britannia. “Puny Pete.”

PLAGUEWIND, Master

Leader of the Dybbuks guild in New Jerusalem. Wears a mask at all times. Rumored to be a stygian sorcerer from Qlippoth.

PLANE SHIP

A dimensional ship used by the homunculi and Sektis Gandaw to travel between the worlds.

PORTIS

Fishing town on the shores of the Chalice Sea in Malkuth, Aethir.

PROJECTION GAUNTLET

Sektis Gandaw’s instrument for generating and controlling a gigantic black hand.

QLIPPOTH

The dark side of Aethir. The land of nightmares.

QUEENIE’S FINE DINER

Formerly Dougan’s Diner. Albert’s restaurant in New Jerusalem. Named after his mother. Headquarters of the Night Hawks.

QUINTUS QUINCY

Foppish poet and playwright from New Jerusalem. An utter failure who spends his days drinking. Also the name Albert gives to Ludo’s mule.

RAPHOE

Largest of Aethir’s three moons.

RECKONING, the

The cataclysm that destroyed the world of the Ancients on Earth more than nine-hundred years ago (2,256 AD). Faced with the destruction of his people, the Dreamers—the last humans not to succumb to the technological despotism of Sektis Gandaw—Huntsman used the power of the Statue of Eingana to tear open the veil between Earth and the Dark Side of Aethir. The creatures of the Cynocephalus’s nightmares poured through and destroyed the known world. Sektis Gandaw escaped to Malkuth, on Aethir, in a plane ship.

The dark magic of Aethir gradually withdrew like the tide going out, but not until the technological achievements of the Ancients lay in ruins, their secrets consigned to the archives of the emerging Templum.

REYNOLDS

Commander of the Fencibles in Hallow, Britannia.

RHIANNON KWANE

Farmer’s daughter from Oakendale, Western Sahul. Former postulant of the Templum of the Knot in Sarum. After the Nousian flight from Sahul, becomes a Sea Fencible in Britannia. Possesses the black sword of Callixus, which she acquired during the Battle of the Homestead in book 2: Best Laid Plans.

RUGBEARD

Dwarf, originally from Arx Gravis. Former teacher of the Annals. General jack-of-all-trades. Left Arx Gravis during the Ravine Butcher’s first massacre. An alcoholic resident of New Jerusalem. Killed by a sentroid beneath the Perfect Peak in book 3: The Unweaving.

SABAS

Chef on the Aura Placida. A Numosian. Killed by mawgs in book 2: Best Laid Plans.

SAHUL

Country in the southern hemisphere of Earth under the rule of the Zaneish dynasty. Last bastion of the rebels against Sektis Gandaw’s Global Technocracy before the Reckoning. One of the few countries still to defy Nousian hegemony.

SAMUEL (SAMMY) KWANE

Rhiannon’s younger brother. Apprenticed by the Dreamer Hunstman in book 1: Sword of the Archon, and now Clever Man of the Barraiya People in Sahul.

SANDAU, Private

Soldier from the Great West, stationed in Britannia.

SAPHRA

Daughter of Rhiannon.

SARTIS

Fire giant. Last of the Jötunn. With the gauntlets given him by the Cynocephalus, he destroyed his own people.

SARUM

Port city in Sahul. Was the capital before Jorakum was built.

SCAROLITE

Black and green ore, harder than steel, and with seemingly magical qualities. Originates in Gehenna, but strains can be found closer to the surface. There are scarolite mines outside the dwarven city of Arx Gravis.

SCHWARZWALD, the

The “Black Forest” in Verusia.

SEDITION, the

Group of homunculi, led by Mephesch, who are opposed to the Demiurgos.

SEKTIS GANDAW (Sek-tis Gan-dor)

Born in the Old World of the Ancients in England in AD 1568, he was a student of Dr. Dee and studied alchemy and occult science. Otto Blightey spoke to him in his dreams from the Abyss, when the Liche Lord had been cast there by the Archon. He was introduced to the homunculi, and developed technology to prolong his life.

He became Professor of Science at a leading university, and selectively released his technological secrets to build an international corporation, forcing his rivals out of business and monopolising all areas of the technology industry. He expanded his empire until his Global Tech corporation dominated the whole world, and only the Dreamers and a scatter of refugees in Sahul held out against him.

Blightey remained his shadowy advisor until Gandaw succeeded in bringing the Liche Lord back from the Abyss. Gandaw, and the world, had moved on, however, and Blightey proved something of a disappointment. Their ideas conflicted, and a power struggle ensued. Gandaw had been preparing for such an event, and used his technology to force Blightey into the forests of Verusia.

At the time of the Reckoning, Gandaw fled to Aethir in a plane ship. After the Reckoning, when Blightey rose to a position of great influence in the new Nousian religion of the Templum, Gandaw started to rebuild his power on Aethir. Using plane ships, he kidnapped humans from Earth and experimented on them, forcing evolution into each and every direction in an attempt to gain control over the building blocks of life. Technology alone had failed: this time he would learn to unweave Creation and rebuild it—better than before—in his own image.

He spent centuries improving his technology, creating new variants of DNA, and seeking the power to un-create—power he had learnt was to be found in the grandmother of all life on Aethir: Eingana.

Devising machines to draw the essence of Eingana from the world, Gandaw pursued her until she fled in the form of a snake.

He created a new race of dwarves to mine the scarolite the homunculi had revealed him. With the patience of the immortal, he sent them out into Aethir to build their own civilisation and left them clues as to the ‘real’ source of their life—the Serpent Goddess, Eingana.

Eventually the dwarves found the hybrids who were sheltering Eingana. Gandaw attacked, but some of the dwarves betrayed him and joined the other side. Eingana evaded him, until he fooled the leader of the dwarf Guardians of Eingana, Maldark, into delivering her to him.

Gandaw petrified the snake with his machines, and immediately set about harnessing her power in order to begin the Unweaving. of all Creation.

Maldark and his Guardians realized their mistake and tried to set things right. They stormed Gandaw’s mountain with the hybrids and stole back Eingana’s statue. Maldark was the only Guardian to survive, along with four out of hundreds of hybrids.

Centuries later, Sektis Gandaw reacquired the Statue of Eingana (book 2: Best Laid Plans) and once more attempted the Unweaving. This time, he was opposed by Deacon Shader, the Nameless Dwarf, and Rhiannon Kwane. Eingana was restored to the form of a giant serpent and consumed Sektis Gandaw whole.

SENTROIDS

Spherical robots of Sektis Gandaw, used for security and hunter-killer missions.

SEVENTH HORSE, the

Cavalry of the Elect. At one time, Deacon Shader was their captain. Honored for their valor at Trajinot, when their charge broke the Verusian line and won the day for the Templum forces.

SHADRAK THE UNSEEN

Diminutive albino assassin. Onetime Sicarii in Sarum, now leader of the Night Hawks in New Jerusalem.

SHIELD OF WARDING, the

Made by the Cynocephalus to ward against magic.

SICARII, the

Assassins guild, with members in every major city of Sahul.

SILVANUS, Ipsissimus

Successor of Ipsissimus Theodore. Supreme ruler of the Templum.

SKEYR MAGNUS (Skeer Mag-nus)

Lizard man. Magnus escaped the Perfect Peak, having stolen a projection gauntlet.

SOLOMON JONAS

Oakendale lad. Member of the White Order.

SOUR MARSH

Sentient swamp that originates in Qlippoth but flows beneath the Farfall Mountains and infects Malkuth.

STANE

One of Lorgen’s Verusians.

STONE-EATERS

Beetles enhanced by Sektis Gandaw. Can eat through rock and metal.

STONER, Colonel

Officer from the Great West, stationed in Britannia.

STYGIANS

Husks from Qlippoth, renowned for their dark sorcery.

TAJEN

A luminary.

TECHNOCRAT

A title of Sektis Gandaw.

TEMPLUM, the

The People of Nous on Earth, presided over by the Ipsissimus. Servants, of Truth and Love. Bound by the Virtues and guided by scriptures from before the time of the Ancients collected in the Liber.

TEMPLUM JUDICIARY

The Templum’s enforcers of orthodoxy.

THANATOS

Mysterious roving planet that harvests the dead.

THANATOSIAN

Creature from Thanatos. One was captured and experimented upon by Sektis Gandaw (book 3: The Unweaving). They have hollow bones, and membranes beneath their arms, which enable them to glide. Preternaturally fast, and with advanced senses. Perfect killers.

THECLA CAWDOR

A Verusian woman.

THUMIL

A dwarf. Member of the Council of Twelve in Arx Gravis. Formerly Marshal of the Ravine Guard, and a friend of the Nameless Dwarf. Married to Cordana.

TRAJINOT

Town on the border of Gallia and Verusia. Site of a major battle between the Nousian Theocracy and the forces of the Liche Lord, when Deacon Shader led the Seventh Horse in a decisive cavalry charge.

UNWEAVING, the

Sektis Gandaw’s plan to unmake all of Creation using technology powered by the Statue of Eingana.

VADE IN PACE

“Go in Peace” The inscription on the Sword of the Archon.

VAMBRACE

Devices worn on the forearm. Used by Sektis Gandaw and his homunculi for remote control and communication.

VERUSIA (Ver-oos-ee-ah)

Country on Earth, under the control of the Liche Lord, Otto Blightey.

VOID, the

The empty place. The eternal dark that divides the world of Creation from the Supernal Realm.

VRAAJO

A mawg witch doctor.

WHITE ORDER, the

Order of Nousian knights established by Deacon Shader in the village of Oakendale.

WOLFMALEN

Town in Verusia’s Schwarzwald. Wolfmalen Castle is the base of Otto Blightey, the Liche Lord.

YARDY

One of Lorgen’s Verusians.
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