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PROLOGUE




Graecia, World of Urddynoor, Time of the Ancients







Eumelia checked on the the baby again. She knew from the snuffling, little Aris was fine tucked up in his furs, but she still had to look. 

With her husband, Vassilis, not yet back from the Plains of Fire, her nerves were frayed. The army had been victorious, but still the stragglers were coming home. Every time the hoplites went out, she was a tortured mess until Vassilis walked through the door and seated himself by the hearth. Without either of them needing to utter a word, she would tend his wounds and pour him wine. Any other man might have stopped off at a tavern to get drunk and boast of bloody deeds on the battlefield, but not her Vassilis. He’d learned his manners and his morals at the Academy. His duty was to his family first, and the city-state next. Anything that got in the way of either was dross and vanity, to his way of thinking.

Aris stirred when she pulled his covers up, but he was soon lightly snoring once more. Eumelia turned down the oil lamp, leaving the alcove that served as the baby’s bedroom wreathed in flickering shadows from the hearth fire. With a will, she took herself across the hut’s single room and straightened the bed she and Vassilis shared for the umpteenth time. After the stress of battle, the last thing he needed was to return to an untidy house.

She moved from the bed to the hearth, threw on another log. Filling Vassilis’ goblet with watered wine from a jug, she set it on the low table by his chair. The act of doing so made it easier to believe he was coming home. She entertained the thought of taking a sip to calm herself, but Vassilis would taste it on her lips and accuse her of intemperance. Once he was deep in his cups, he’d encourage her to do the same, and then they’d fall upon the bed until he’d spent himself, so long as the baby didn’t wake up.

Green light flashed through the lone window, and she crossed the room to see what it was. Outside, the dusking sky was an unbroken sheet of gray. In front of the house, the top of the olive tree swayed in the gathering breeze. Eumelia was about to close the shutters, when she noticed a pooling of the darkness beside the trunk. The window misted from where she pressed her face to the glass. 

There was a figure beneath the tree. 

A man. 

It had to be Vassilis, but why was he just standing there? 

With a sudden rush of dread, she realized he must be injured.

She ripped open the door and ran to him. Within ten paces, she slowed and came to a halt. It wasn’t her husband. This man was older. Much older. Vassilis had developed a widow’s peak these past few years, but the old man was bald and bearded. He wore a toga in the style of the philosophers at the Academy. Green light limned his frame. It flared briefly then guttered and died.

He licked his lips as he met her gaze. Eumelia took a step back. His eyes were smoldering embers. He advanced, and she threw an arm across her face.

“Calm, Eumelia,” he said. “I mean you no harm.”

His voice… It could have been her father speaking, only he’d been dead more than ten years.

She lowered her arm and looked again. The fire fled his eyes, to be replaced by icy blue. They were Vassilis’ eyes, and the nose, the cheekbones. But she knew her husband’s father Demetrius, and there had been no mention of Vassilis having an uncle.

“Who are you?” Eumelia asked. Frost-formed ants skittered across her skin.

“A ghost,” he said, brushing past her and gliding toward the house.

Eumelia stood staring at the olive tree for a long moment, but then she remembered the baby, and charged back through the front door.

“Get out!” she screamed, but the words lodged in her throat.

The old man crossed to the alcove and leaned over the sleeping child.

Eumelia tore across the room and flung herself at him. With a deftness that belied his age, he swayed aside and clamped an arm around her neck. With his free hand, he applied pressure to her head. She choked and gasped. Her vision began to blur.

“It is not my intention to hurt you,” the man said.

A shadow fell across the room.

“Wish I could say the same.”

It was Vassilis.

 Eumelia only saw his ragged silhouette against the half-light outside. He drew his sword and strode toward them.

The old man swung Eumelia in the way, but Vassilis still raised his blade. In that instant, the old man released his choke hold and turned to snatch up the baby. Eumelia screamed and fell to her knees.

“Please,” she begged. “My baby. Please.”

Vassilis pushed past her and swung his sword. The old man ducked beneath its arc, holding little Aris against his chest. Vassilis went for a punch, but again, the old man was too quick. He slammed his shoulder into Vassilis and tripped him as he pushed past. 

Eumelia made a grab for the hem of the old man’s toga, but he spun and kicked her in the chin. The room careened, and she slumped to the floor.

Vassilis made it to his feet and charged. This time, the old man held the baby under one arm, and struck Vassilis in the sternum with the palm of his free hand. Vassilis grunted and dropped like a stone.

“My baby!” Eumelia wailed. “Where are you taking him?”

The old man looked at her, eyes full of pity.

“Another place, another time. But there is no need to worry. I have it all planned out for him, Mother. It’s for the best. Trust me.”

A corona of green light flared around him, and then the old man and baby Aris were gone.

Eumelia shuddered with sobs that refused to come. Her head swam from where he’d kicked her. Beside her, on the floor, Vassilis groaned and rolled to his back, gasping for breath.

Her baby…

Baby Aris was gone.

But the thing that struck Eumelia like a knife to the heart was the uncanny feeling that she knew this man who had taken her child from her, this man who had called her Mother.


TRACES OF THE ANCIENTS







Isle of Maranore, Urddynoor, Year of the Reckoning: 878










Sunlight lanced through golden leaves, dappling the loamy earth that sucked at Deacon’s new boots. Scarcely out of their brown paper wrapping, they were already spattered with mud. A sweet scent wafted from the vining honeysuckle in the hedgerows that marked the bounds of home. Twenty yards from the garden, and you were beneath the roof of oak and alder; thirty, and you were in another world. 

Friston Forest in the autumn was the only place in the whole of Urddynoor he wanted to be right then. It would have been perfect, if his father hadn’t been up on Craven Head with the Coastal Watch, patrolling the cliffs in search of reavers. It was the first time Jarl Shader had missed his son’s birthday.

Deacon’s bulldog, Nub, yipped and was off into the bracken with a waggle of his stumpy tail. Deacon cast a worried look back toward the garden gate. His mother, Gralia, wouldn’t know if he went a bit farther than he was allowed, would she? It wasn’t like she was keeping watch, and anyhow, he was seven now. All the other kids his age went about the forest by themselves; he could hear them laughing and screaming from his bedroom window after they came back from the schoolhouse.

He touched the prayer cord dangling from his belt. That had been Gralia’s gift to him on waking; that and the boots she was going to scold him for now. He fingered one of the knots you were supposed to unpick when you prayed. It was best way to grow closer to the Lord Nous, his mother had told him. The thought flooded him with warmth, quickly replaced by a tinge of guilt. 

His eyes flicked between the big hedge at the back of the house and the undergrowth the bulldog had disappeared into. It wasn’t just the rule about not wandering off that was worrying him; the tutor was coming today, just like they’d always known he’d come. Seven was the age they’d set, his mother and father. It wasn’t fair. The other kids got to learn together down in the village. Why did he have to have some old philos… He could never say the word. All he knew was that a man no one had seen for years was to teach him, and that was an end to the matter. 

It was finally Nub’s growl that made the choice for him, and Deacon was off through the thicket, briars snagging at his jerkin, branches whipping back in his face. He ducked beneath an overhang and stepped onto a faded trail. His heart lurched, and his breaths whistled in and out of his lungs.

Sucking in a gasp of crisp autumn air, he hollered, “Nub! Here, boy!”

The rustle of bracken told him the dog was in the thick of it, so Deacon broke himself off a dry branch and used it to beat a path after him. He felt like the explorers Jarl sometimes spoke about by the fire on those nights he was home, the ones who’d made their way to Sahul on the other side of Urddynoor. They’d gone to talk sense into the savages that lived there, the heretics who hated Nous. Not that Jarl was much for the faith of the Templum; he just put up with it for Gralia’s sake.

Nub’s shabby butt poked above a grass clump. The tufted tail of a gray squirrel flashed past him and scurried up a tree. Nub waddled to the base of the trunk, barking like he did at dinnertime. His open jaws made him look such an ugly mutt, which Deacon supposed he was: squat and muscly, with a face that was all wrinkles and sags. Slobber sprayed from his mouth, and his hindquarters wagged furiously. 

Nub stopped and sniffed the air. He looked at Deacon with his watery eyes, gave a hesitant yap, and then he was off again, back the way he’d come.

Deacon followed him out onto the trail, and this time, Nub stuck to it, scampering ahead and stopping in fits and starts to check Deacon was still behind him. The dog turned a circle, chasing his own tail, then cocked his head, whining insistently. When Deacon tried to calm him, Nub snarled and darted through the trees. He kept on running, faster and faster, and it was all Deacon could do to keep up. For a moment, he thought he heard voices—kids laughing and yelling—but it was so far off, he could have imagined it. 

Nub scampered across a clearing and straight up the bank of a grassy knoll. Deacon balked at the base. The place gave him the shivers. It was a tumulus, one of the burial mounds Jarl spooked him about on the Night of the Spirits. Rabbits had made their burrows in the sides, and chunks of flint riddled it like the fossilized scales of some long-dead dragon. 

Nub went over the top and let out a peal of barks. Forgetting his fear, Deacon scrambled up and spread his arms wide, like he’d conquered the world’s tallest mountain. But then he swooned, and the eggs he’d had for breakfast came back up his throat. He dropped to his haunches and clutched the grass to steady himself. 

Keeping low to the ground, he scrabbled down the other side on his butt, until he got halfway and felt brave enough to stand and run. His foot snagged in a burrow, and pain shot through his ankle. He flipped into the air, coming down hard on his shoulder and tumbling the rest of the way. He hit a slick patch of mud and went skidding into a tree trunk, bouncing off and ending up face down in the dirt. 

Everything hurt, his pounding head most of all, but he was more worried about Nub. 

The dog had stopped barking.

Deacon could hear a faint whimper deeper into the copse. He rubbed his aching shoulder, spat out a mouthful of dirt, and stumbled after the sound, wincing each time he put any weight on his bad leg. His britches clung to him, caked in mud.

He picked up another trail, this one barely visible. It didn’t look like anyone had come this way for a long time. His ankle loosened with each step, until the pain was little more than a dull throb.

The track snaked through the trees till it reached a steep bank. He caught sight of Nub slipping and sliding to the bottom, but Deacon had to go more slowly, grabbing onto the thin trunks of saplings to stop from falling. 

At the foot of the drop, a brook chattered and tinkled, and Nub ran up and down its length, looking for a way across. Hard-packed earth formed a natural bridge a short way upstream, and they went over it together, the dog nuzzling Deacon’s leg.

“Maybe we should turn back, Nub,” Deacon said, crouching to pet him behind the ear. He felt sick to the stomach. There was something about this place that pricked at the base of his skull. He told himself it was the quiet, or that it was because he’d disobeyed his mother by straying so far from home, but the feeling refused to go away.

Nub licked his hand and went on ahead. Deacon let out a long sigh and listened for the children he thought he’d heard playing. 

Nothing. 

Silence. 

He couldn’t even hear the scurrying of squirrels in the branches, the chittering of birds. Then, from somewhere deep in the forest, came the muffled rat-tat-tat of a woodpecker.

Nub had stopped at the edge of a broad clearing and was scratching away at the earth with his paws. As Deacon drew nearer, he could see a large mossy stone poking up from the ground. He knelt beside it and helped Nub scrape away the soil. Bit by bit, he uncovered the top of a weathered cross. The earth became too hard to dig it all the way out, but as he cleared some of the mud from its surface, he could just about make out numbers at the cross’s center and letters above them. His reading wasn’t good yet. They were saving that for the tutor, but he knew numbers well enough and sat down to squint at them: 1815-1837. They had to be dates from the time of the Ancients, because the Nousian calendar his mother taught him only went up to 878. So, this was what had got Nub all upset. He must have sensed there was evil here. 

Deacon stepped away from the half-buried cross. Things like this were why he wasn’t allowed to wander far on his own. It wasn’t just the burial mounds he had to watch out for; his father had told him there were reminders of the Ancients’ world poking up out of the ground all over the Downs. Gralia said they were demons, the Ancients; that they never even knew Nous. 

Something tickled the hairs on the back of his neck. He shot to his feet and spun round. 

Back up the slope, a shadow moved between the trees, and a chill seeped beneath Deacon’s skin. He caught a glimpse of a masked face—piebald like a cow. He stood for a long time, staring at the spot he’d seen the figure, scarcely daring to breathe. There was nothing now: no sight, no sound. It could have been a ghost or a spirit, but then again, it could have been his mind playing tricks on him.

Nub barked and sped across the clearing. Deacon couldn’t help himself; he had to follow, if only to catch the dog and carry him home. He knew he was pressing his luck. Gralia might have been a soft touch, but if Jarl got to hear about him going off alone, there’d be the Abyss to pay.

Nub scampered toward a pile of rock. As Deacon caught up, he realized it was the ruins of a flint building. The grass all around was littered with broken stone crosses. Those that had been uprooted had triangles for bases. 

A snigger cut through the stillness. Nub grew excited and ran back to investigate, but Deacon was far too interested in the rubble to care.

He clambered over what was left of the foundations. The roof had collapsed and fallen off to one side. A flat metal bird caked in rust jutted from beams of rotted wood. It was perched atop an arrow. To the rear of the wreckage, there were long stone boxes set within tangles of weeds and creepers. The lids of a few were cracked clean in half, and set among them were winged statues of robed men and women—all of them headless. The heads stuck out of pockets of wildflowers, covered with lichen and crawling with snails. Deacon drew back when he caught one staring up at him with empty eyes—eyes that had probably not seen a living person in hundreds of years. 

And that was a thought: why did no one come here, not even the grown-ups? The track was so faint, it can’t have been trodden for ages, and yet the ruin was only a stone’s throw from the village with all its families and roving children. Someone must have known it was here.

Nub’s yipping reached his ears. It was shrill, mixed in with taunts and laughter. 

“Nub?” he called.

He heard the bulldog rip out three or four sharp barks. There was a muted thud, and then Nub whimpered and went quiet.

“Nub!”

Mocking voices answered from where he’d last seen the dog headed: “Nub! Nub-Nub. Here, doggy, doggy.”

It was Brent Carvin and the Dolten girls.

Deacon clenched his fists. Why couldn’t they leave him alone? Every time his mother took him into the village, they’d start. She thought they were just playing, but he knew better.

He ran toward the laughter but froze when he came back round the ruin and saw a lump amid the shrubs. Brown fur twitched, and he knew right away it was Nub. Tears spilled down his cheeks as he lurched toward his dog. Bright blood speckled the blades of grass Nub had fallen on, and there was a gushing hole between his eyes. 

Brent Carvin stepped from the tree line brandishing a slingshot. The Doltens followed, like the sheep they were, and behind them came Rob Marlin and his brother Mik.

“Ah, shog, mate,” Brent said. “Was that your dog?”

Deacon knelt by Nub, stroked him gently behind the ear. A red-stained rock lay in the grass a few feet away. Nub shivered, and his breaths came in gurgling rattles. 

“Is,” Deacon muttered, wiping away a tear.

“What’s that?” Brent said, stepping toward him.

The girls giggled, and the Marlin boys sniggered.

“Is my dog,” Deacon said, glaring. He didn’t care that Brent was older and bigger.

“Not for much longer, mate,” Brent said, smirking at the Marlins. “Not the way it’s breathing. Still, you have to admit, it is one ugly son of shog.”

“Yeah,” Lucy Dolten said. “You can’t blame Brent. We thought it was gonna bite.”

Her sister stuck out her pointy chin. “It was gonna attack us, weren’t it Brent? Weren’t it Mik, Rob?”

“That’s right,” Rob said. “Macy’s right. You shouldn’t be letting that thing run wild out here.”

Deacon pressed his nose to the dog’s. Normally, Nub would have licked his face, but he just didn’t have the strength. He whimpered and shook, and then his sad brown eyes rolled up into his head.

Someone scoffed; Deacon didn’t see who. He made a fist around a clump of grass.

“Aw, don’t cry,” Lucy said. “It ain’t like it was Brent’s fault.”

Brent loomed over Deacon. “Yeah, it weren’t my fault, so shut up with the baby tears, right?”

Deacon flashed him a look, dried his eyes with his sleeve, and stood. Don’t back down from a bully, Jarl always said. Gralia didn’t agree; she said to walk away, pray for them. That’s what Deacon always did, ever since he could remember, but he didn’t see much good coming from it. Nub deserved better than that.

“He was a bulldog,” he said. “Maybe the last.” Certainly one of the last, if Jarl was right. The Ancients had bred them that way, for some odd reason, but people these days needed real dogs: dogs that could hunt and fight.

“Shogging pig-dog, if you ask me,” Mik said, and Rob snorted out a laugh.

“So, what’s your point, Momma’s boy?” Brent said. “Don’t matter what kind of dog it was; it’s a dead dog now. Maybe you and your loony mom should light a candle and say some prayers to make everything better.”

Deacon’s fist came up, but his arm was rigid with tension, and it just stayed there, a threat no one was going to take seriously.

“Go on,” Brent said, sticking his chin out. “Put it right there, holy boy, or are you gonna piss your pants like last time?”

He hadn’t. That wasn’t true. He’d run, that’s for sure, but only so he didn’t have to fight. Better a coward than a sinner, Gralia always said.

—So why does your father fight?

He clamped down on the thought as soon as it arose. It was the Demiurgos messing with his mind, trying to make him doubt, but he would give no ground to the Lord of the Abyss.

“Shut up,” Deacon muttered under his breath. 

“What’s that?” Brent said.

—Why’s he fight, if it’s a sin?

“Shut up,” Deacon said more firmly. He meant it for the niggling voice of the Father of Lies, but Brent didn’t see it that way.

White exploded in Deacon’s head as Brent’s fist smashed into his nose. A second punch split his lip, and he tasted blood. 

With a roar that seemed to come from afar, he grabbed Brent by the throat and drove him back. The other kids scattered out of the way as Brent’s arms flailed about wildly. Fire surged through Deacon’s veins. He slammed Brent against a tree trunk and pressed tighter with his thumbs. The slingshot fell among the roots, and Brent’s eyes bulged as he grunted and choked. Deacon saw himself bashing the boy’s head against the trunk till his skull cracked and his brains splattered the bark. Saw himself punching and punching till Brent’s ribs snapped like dry twigs; saw himself snatching up a jagged rock and pounding it into Brent’s face, over and over and over… 

But instead, he let go. 

Brent was on him in a flash, thumping, kicking, snarling. After the first few blows, Deacon didn’t feel much; he was dimly aware of each jolting impact; he knew he was on the ground with Brent on top, swinging and pounding. But the tears burning his eyes weren’t from the beating: they were for the Lord Nous—for the sin of rage that had so offended Him. 








PRAYERS FOR NUB







Deacon cradled Nub in his arms as he pushed through the garden gate and let it squeak shut behind him. His cuts were stinging, his arms numb from the bruises that were already turning yellow. But at least the tears had stopped, and maybe he’d done enough for Nous to forgive him.

He could see two shapes through the kitchen window, and his heart skipped a beat. It was Jarl, back for his birthday, after all. 

He took a lunging step and then faltered under the weight of the dead dog. He couldn’t face his father like this, covered in bruises, without a single one on Brent; and Gralia would cry and hug him and make it all a whole lot worse. And what about Nub? What would they say about Nub?

Gralia peeked out the window and then opened the door. She covered her mouth and stared with wide eyes. There was a flash of white behind her, a hand on her shoulder. Only, it wasn’t Jarl: it was an old man, bald and bearded, and he was wearing a white robe that hung over one shoulder. His blue eyes sparkled, keen as stars on a cloudless night. The barest hint of a frown tugged at the corner of his mouth.

“Sweet Nous!” Gralia brushed the old man’s hand off and ran to Deacon. Together, they lowered Nub to the ground, kneeling over him like the two sages over the Nous child in the crib on the mantelpiece.

Gralia pressed her forehead to Deacon’s, wiped at the fresh tears spilling from his eyes with her thumb.

“Oh, my boy, what happened? Who did this? And Nub—”

“Dead, Mother. Nub’s dead.” Deacon’s body was racked with sobs, and soon Gralia was crying with him.

The old man loomed over them, and he rested a hand atop Deacon’s head.

“But you won’t say who did it, eh, lad? Seems you are right about him, Gralia: the makings of a luminary. Nous must be delighted. I bet Jarl’s none too happy, though.”

Gralia looked up, her sobs dying in her throat. She drew a sleeve across her damp eyes. “Then you don’t know him as well as you think,” she said. “My husband’s a fighter, true, but he’s not against me on this.”

“And neither am I, my dear,” the old man said. “Quite the opposite. You have laid the foundations, but we must not neglect the strengths of the father, if young Shader here is to be the man he should be.”

“It’s Deacon, not Shader,” Deacon said, rolling his head away from the old man’s hand. “Father’s Shader.”

The old man gave a long studied look at Nub’s lifeless body and chewed his lip. When he spoke, it was almost to himself, as if he didn’t really care if anyone was listening. 

“Under my tutelage, you are Shader, as would your father be, were he my student. It’s how we did it in the old days, and it’s how we’ll do it now.”

Deacon hefted Nub into his arms again and stood, finding Gralia’s eyes. He shook his head, wanting so much to say, “It’s my birthday, Mother. Do we have to do this now?”

“Maybe he’s still too young,” Gralia said, ruffling Deacon’s hair.

“Seven is what we agreed,” the old man said. “You, me, and Jarl. It’s the perfect age. The age of reason.”

“But, Aristodeus—”

The old man stepped in close and put a finger to her lips. “Seven,” he said with an air of finality.

Deacon pressed himself into his mother’s hip, hugging Nub tight to his chest.

Gralia sucked in a breath through the gap in her teeth and gave a resigned nod.

“But,” Aristodeus said, “do bury the dog first.” He took a pipe from the folds of his robe and let it hang from his mouth while he patted around for something else. “Don’t suppose you have a light, my dear?”

Gralia narrowed her eyes and shook her head. She fetched a shovel from the shed and then led Deacon back down the garden and through the gate. 

Clouds had rolled in from the coast, bringing the threat of rain, and so they hurriedly set about finding a good spot that would be Nub’s last, and Gralia dug while Deacon rocked his dog as if it were a sleeping baby, and ran through all the prayers he’d learned by heart.





THE PHILOSOPHER’S EYES







Aristodeus was seated by the hearth when Deacon and Gralia came inside. He was using a smoking twig from the kindling to relight his pipe, sucking on the stem and puffing in quick succession. He had a package in his lap, something long and thin and wrapped in oilcloth, and there was a sword in its scabbard hanging from the back of his chair.

Gralia excused herself, saying she needed to go upstairs to wash her hands and change her clothes after the digging. Deacon made as if to follow her, but the old man coughed in the back of his throat, and Gralia nodded that it was all right.

“Remarkable restraint,” Aristodeus said.

Deacon stood dumbly for a moment.

“Sit.” Aristodeus indicated the chair on the other side of the hearth. “I meant you taking a beating. Self-regulation’s what it’s all about, eh?”

Deacon sat on his hands on the chair. He wasn’t sure what to say yet, if anything. He didn’t know what the rules were.

“You’re tall for your age,” Aristodeus said, “and there’s fight in your eyes, but you’ve got it under lock and key. I’m sure if you’d wanted to,”—he leaned over to fling the twig into the fire—“you could have given as good as you got. Probably even better.” He settled back in his chair and blew out a smoke ring.

Deacon felt his cheeks burn, and he caught himself on the verge of a smile. He pressed his lips tightly together and tried to look like he’d never given it a thought. Aristodeus was watching him, as if he already knew the truth.

“Last time I saw you, you were just a babe,” Aristodeus said. “And here you are almost up to you mother’s shoulders. Another blink of the eye, and you’ll be a man, bigger, stronger than your father, unless I’m very much mistaken.”

Deacon didn’t know how he felt about that. Jarl was a warrior, through and through. He was the epitome strength, and there weren’t too many who’d stand up to him in a quarrel.

“You have a good mother,” Aristodeus said. There was something smug in his tone, but he quickly moved on. “Pure and holy.”

“I am blessed,” Deacon said. It was the truth. Nous had been kind to him.

“Indeed.” Aristodeus popped the pipe from his mouth and used it for emphasis. “Couldn’t have picked better myself.” He grinned, but there was something unsettling about it, some hidden joke he wasn’t sharing. “A man is the sum of his parents, and a great man is the sum of all he learns and experiences without them. Most people are like iron.” He reached over his shoulder and tapped the pommel of the sword hanging from his chair. “The years weaken them, morally and physically. Rust sets in—flaws and decay. You, young Shader, must be like steel. First, the impurities must be removed from the iron—excess carbon, silicon, phosphorous. In your case, that shouldn’t be such an arduous task. Your mother’s done most of the work for you.”

Deacon scrunched his face up, trying to concentrate. He didn’t understand most the big words. For all he knew, Aristodeus could have been talking about magic, rather than steel making. The thought got his guard up.

“Then you need to add the alloying elements,” Aristodeus said. Catching Deacon’s blank look, he explained: “Manganese, chromium, nickel, and vanadium. Oh, I don’t expect you to understand yet; but I will do in time, and I’ll expect a whole lot more, too. You must be tempered, young Shader. Trained body and soul, so that you are hard as steel and pure as a dove. And your mind,” he added with a jab of his pipe to Deacon’s forehead, “must be a sword against the world.”

A thrill ran along Deacon’s spine. He thought he was starting to get the point at last. “Against the Demiurgos? Strong against his wiles?”

Aristodeus’s eyelids drooped shut, and he leaned back with a long sigh. “Yes, against the deceptions of the Abyss.” 

“Why?” Deacon said. “Why do I need training? I thought only the grace of Nous could save us from the evil one.”

Aristodeus opened his eyes and focused them on the crackling hearth fire. A string of smoke coiled up from his pipe and glowed briefly in the light of the hanging lantern before it vanished. When he finally answered, his pipe had died.

“It is necessary.”

The creaking of the stairs broke the spell of the moment. Gralia walked to the back of Deacon’s chair and put her hands on his shoulders.

Aristodeus smiled at her and then abruptly stood, holding up the oilcloth-wrapped package. “Know what this is?”

Deacon shrugged.

“Your birthday present!” Aristodeus flung it at him.

Deacon caught the package in both hands, shocked at its weight.

“Happy birthday, Shader,” Aristodeus said, watching intently and raising his eyebrows.

Deacon struggled with the string binding the oilcloth and looked round at his mother. She took a knife from the drawer and cut it away. 

Deacon unwrapped the cloth and gasped.

“A sword…” He looked from Gralia to Aristodeus, not knowing how he should feel.

Aristodeus winked. “Brought it back from the Eternal City, just for you.”

“Aeterna?” Gralia said. “You’ve been to Latia? Did you see the Ipsissimus?” There was awe in her voice.

“Briefly,” Aristodeus said, as if it were nothing to meet the supreme ruler of the Templum. “But the main reason for my trip was to speak with the Grand Master of the Elect.”

Gralia reeled away from the chair as if she’d been slapped. Deacon was up in a flash, letting the sword clank to the tiles as he clung to her skirt.

Aristodeus raised his palms, and for a moment, he looked genuinely sorry. “They will accept him as a knight, Gralia, but not until he’s turned thirteen, and not unless he’s proficient with a blade and fluent in Ancient Urddynoorian.”

Gralia’s breaths came in great heaves. She shut her eyes, lips working silently over a prayer. After a moment, she planted a kiss on Deacon’s head and sighed. “Six years, then.”

Aristodeus nodded. “Six more years. He’ll be well on his way to manhood by then, Gralia, and I’m sure the last thing you and Jarl will want is a teenager on your hands.”

Gralia blinked back tears, and she shuddered as she drew in another breath. Deacon knew what she was doing: offering it all up to Nous in reparation for her sins and those of all Urddynoor.

Aristodeus stooped to pick up the sword and hand it back to Deacon. “Come on,” he said, grabbing his own sword from the back of the chair and drawing it from its scabbard. “No time like the present. Let’s get started.”

With a hesitant look at Gralia, Deacon followed him outside. 

It was still spitting, but there was a growing patch of blue sky coming from the north as the clouds blew out to sea. The sun shone through the passing haze, and a half-rainbow hung above the trees of the forest. 

Gralia followed and lingered in the doorway.

“I’m to join the Elect?” Deacon asked. Was that Nous’s will for him—to fight demons?

“Few are chosen,” Aristodeus said, and then, with a smirk, he added, “and even fewer are squeezed in by men of wisdom and influence.” He gave a mock bow.

Deacon tested the balance of his sword, imagining he was a knight going to do battle with the unnatural monsters of the Lich Lord in Verusia.

Aristodeus put a hand on his wrist, forced the sword down. “It’s not just demons they fight, you know. It’s men you have to watch out for: changing allegiances, broken oaths. I may not share your faith, lad, but the Templum brings order out of chaos, and sometimes order comes at the tip of a sword.”

“But, Mother,”—Deacon turned to implore her with his eyes—“you can’t serve Nous and the sword. That’s what you told me.”

Gralia touched the Monas pendant around her neck, enclosed it in her fist. Deacon had always seen the Nousian symbol as a stick man with horns on his head, but whenever he said as much, his mother just smiled and said it was all right for a child to think such things, but as a man, he would come to see all that the Monas truly represented.

You can’t serve Nous and the sword…

Jarl said the same; said he knew what kind of man he was and accepted he couldn’t be anything else. He was respectful when Deacon and Gralia prayed, and he drank beer with the monks at Brinwood Priory, but he was clear about one thing: to be a Nousian, he’d have to give up fighting. Anyone who told you otherwise, he said, already had one foot in the Abyss.

“The Elect have been Nous’s warriors for centuries,” Aristodeus said. “Since the Templum rose from the ashes of the Reckoning.”

“But—”

Aristodeus clanked his blade against Deacon’s. “A little thing called malicide.” He chuckled, as if he’d make a joke. “Perhaps we’ll make it the subject of your first philosophy lesson.”

Deacon frowned at him dumbly.

“Yes,” Aristodeus said, raising his sword. “Uses and Abuses of Theology, I think we’ll call it. But that’s for another time. I’m sure I come across as somewhat long in the tooth, a pontificating ivory-tower philosopher, but the things I aim to teach you are by no means limited to the mind. Heads up!”

He lunged, but Deacon dropped his sword and scampered out of the way. 

“Wait. I can’t. I mean, I thought the Elect battled against monsters, like they do in the stories. They can’t kill people. Mother, tell him. They can’t.”

Gralia shook her head.

Aristodeus rammed his sword into the ground and put his hands on his hips. “Erlstein does. I take it you’ve heard of him?”

Deacon had. Erlstein was one of the greatest heroes of the Elect. He was the one who’d knocked out the Demiurgos’s tooth and turned it into an arrowhead that never missed the mark. He’d also faced down a horde of dragon-riding devils with nothing more than a bone club.

Aristodeus seemed to read Deacon’s thoughts and laughed. “Remind me to lecture on legends and their embellishment. For now, you’ll just have to trust me: Erlstein is a great luminary, in his own way, but he’s indomitable and as ungiving as… well, as steel. Now, pick up your sword, and let’s gauge your reflexes.”

As Deacon bent to retrieve his sword, Aristodeus whipped his own from the earth and came at him, batting him on the shin. Deacon stumbled and fell, but Aristodeus was on him in an instant, blade raised high for the killing blow.

Gralia screamed, and Aristodeus whirled on her. 

“No, Gralia, you will not interfere! Now, make yourself useful, and go cook us up a meal. I’m sure we’ll both be famished by the time this is over.”

The sight of his mother’s terrified face, then of her obediently doing as she was commanded, filled Deacon with rage. He kicked out at the old man’s knee. As Aristodeus staggered back, cursing, Deacon rolled across the grass, coming up with his sword. He swung it in a wild arc, but Aristodeus blocked it with casual disdain. Deacon hacked and stabbed and sliced and bludgeoned, but each attack was turned aside, as if the old man were out for a leisurely stroll.

“Good,” Aristodeus kept saying. “Good. Now all we need to do is channel the ire we’ve awoken. Who knows, if you’re everything I hope you are, a few years of this, and you’ll stand a chance.”

Deacon stopped, doubling over and panting heavily. “A chance of what?”

“You’ll know soon enough.”

The old man’s eyes flared, and for a moment, Deacon thought they reflected the light of the sun, but already another bank of cloud had rolled overhead, and the day was swallowed up by a far too early dusk. When he looked again, flames swirled around Aristodeus’s pupils, and Deacon was drawn into their depths. Shadows flickered in the blaze, and a terrible keening filled his head.

And then he was running through burning streets. Torrents of lava flowed in great walls to either side of him, and geysers of fire spouted high into a sky of acrid smoke. His skin bubbled and blistered, and his lungs were filled with scorching fumes. Behind him, there was such screeching, as if all the souls of the damned were coming to tear him to pieces. He pushed himself faster and faster, screaming at the leering horrors shambling from every twist and turn of the fiery maze. 

Must keep running, he told himself. Keep running!

“Shader?”

It was Aristodeus’s voice, muffled behind the roar of the flames.

“Deacon!”

A sharp slap rocked his head to the side. He stumbled and fell. The instant he hit soft grass, his melting flesh grew chill, and he started to shake.

“Gralia!” Aristodeus called. There was a tremor in his voice. “Gralia, now!”

Feet padded toward Deacon. He heard his mother gasp, felt her hands pulling him into an embrace. She cradled him against her breast, and next thing he knew, he was plummeting, spinning in a never-ending spiral. A wailing scream gushed up from his stomach, but it crashed against his clenched teeth and went echoing around his skull. He tensed every muscle against the impact that was bound to come. 

Any second now. 

Any second. 

But instead, a blanket of darkness smothered him, and his unvoiced scream ebbed away to nothing.


FIRST STEPS







Deacon was aware he was in bed; he could tell by the softness of the mattress, the familiar smells, the reassuring creaks of the floorboards as someone—most likely his mother—moved about on the landing outside his room. He drifted between sleeping and waking. A curtain of gray hung behind his eyelids. From time to time, it parted to reveal a rippling watery surface. His chill blue eyes reflected down at him, narrowed with concern. But then a face would form around them, and it was not his own; it was Aristodeus’s.

He woke fully to Gralia mopping his brow with a cold, wet cloth. She smiled with her lips but nothing else. Inch by inch, she washed him where he lay, toweling each area dry before moving on to the next. When she’d finished, she wound his prayer cord around his wrist. Its closeness comforted him, and he slipped back into sleep.

Later, she held his head up and spoon-fed him broth. It was salty and lightly spiced. There were chunks of beef, which he couldn’t chew and let fall from his lips.

Jarl looked in on him once or twice, but he never came closer than the doorway. To Deacon, he was a brooding presence, a reminder of a life that was all-too swiftly slipping away. The thought saddened him. His father might not have made it back for his birthday, but at least he still cared.

“He’s just had a turn, Gralia,” he heard Aristodeus say at some point. “There’s no fever, and his heartbeat is steady. Leave us alone for a while. He’ll be fine, you’ll see.”

The door clicked shut, and Aristodeus settled himself on the edge of the bed. He propped Deacon upright with pillows and made him look at the nightstand, where a checkerboard stood with two rows of figurines lined up facing each other: Ancient-world warriors with round shields and spears, mounted knights, field-chaplains, archers. At the center of one formation stood the unmistakable figure of the Ipsissimus dressed all in white. Opposite the supreme ruler of the Templum was a coal-black giant with painted violet eyes: the Demiurgos, Lord of the Abyss.

“Strategos,” Aristodeus said. “I was surprised to learn your father hadn’t taught you to play, but never mind; your incapacity affords you plenty of time to grow proficient at the game.”

“Game?” Deacon said. His voice came out thin and reedy.

“More than a game,” Aristodeus said. “Consider it a foundation, one to be applied to the battlefield and to the machinations one will be confronted with in a den of vipers like Aeterna.”

Deacon stiffened. That was no way to talk about the Holy City.

Aristodeus smiled down at him. “Don’t concern yourself about it now, but rest assured, not all the rigor and piety of Nousia can change human nature even a jot. Pray, by all means, and remain pure, but never leave guile by the wayside. It goes without saying, even the holiest of causes are best backed up with the sword.”

Deacon tried reaching for a piece on the Strategos board. His fingers trembled, and his heart pitter-pattered in his chest. It was an effort even to draw breath, as if his lungs had not yet grown accustomed to alien air.

“I’ll move for you,” Aristodeus said. “Just tell me where. But first, I should explain how each piece is used and what its strengths and weaknesses are.” He whipped out his pipe. “Do you mind if I smoke?”

Without waiting for an answer, Aristodeus filled the bowl with tobacco and proceeded to light it with swirling motions of a flame that sprang up from a silver cylinder.

“Is that magic?” Deacon asked, fearful of the answer. Instinctively, he fiddled with the prayer cord about his wrist.

“No such thing,” Aristodeus said. “Magic always yields to science, once the subject in question is properly dissected and scrutinized.”

“Science?”

“In Ancient Urddynoorian, scientia, from scire, which means ‘to know’. You may think of it as the wisdom of the Ancients, if it helps. Even the sorcery and beasts that destroyed the old world during the Reckoning have a scientific explanation, if only you look hard enough.”

“And you have looked?” Deacon asked.

“Not systematically, but there is a man who almost certainly has. Have you heard of Sektis Gandaw? They used to call him the Technocrat. He’s someone you should study in depth, my boy, because he’s going to play a major part in your future, and in everyone else’s.”

For the next few days, Deacon learned the mechanics of Strategos. At first, the concentration hurt his head, but after a while, he began to enjoy the game. Occasionally, he would grow excited at the prospect of winning, only to discover Aristodeus had set a trap for him. Each time, he felt the bite of anger, but the philosopher taught him to remain calm in the face of defeat, to learn from it, and use it to his advantage at a later date.

Deacon grew strong enough to move the pieces himself, and that seemed to aid his concentration. But no matter how competent his play became, how well-thought out his strategies, he could never finish Aristodeus off. After losing for the hundredth time, any consolation he might have drawn from failure gave way to disinterest and a desire to get up and leave the confines of his bedroom.

Aristodeus agreed it was time to move on. Gralia’s face betrayed nothing but passive acceptance, but her eyes glittered with pent-up disapproval that she would no doubt keep locked away till she made the trip to Brinwood Priory for confession.

When they resumed work with the sword Aristodeus had brought Deacon as a gift, Jarl explained he wouldn’t be around much for the next few weeks. There were rustlers on the prowl, and he still had the Coastal Watch to organize. He’d be home at nights, but he expected Deacon to be asleep by then. The look Jarl shot Aristodeus said that he had better be.

The philosopher was relentless with the forms his pupil had to adopt, and drilled him for hour upon hour, day after day, with posture and footwork before Deacon even got to swing the sword. By the time he did, his feet were blistered from the constant back and forth, pivoting and shuffling. His hands faired no better, as they went through the sequence of blocks hundreds, if not thousands, of times, and only then did the lessons proceed to thrusts, slashes, feints, and counters.

In between sessions, they would sit and talk, while Gralia brought them food and drink. Mostly, it was history: the times before the Reckoning, the early Theocracy, but eventually they touched upon what Aristodeus called “the building blocks of reason”. Deacon didn’t grasp it initially. They did a lot of taking apart ideas and stripping them down to their basic elements, until they arrived at the root of whatever problem they were working on. Aristodeus was intolerant of any degree of sloppiness in Deacon’s reasoning, and would punish lazy thinking by making him run circuits of the yard.

When Deacon’s head was abuzz with concepts he couldn’t even begin to grasp, they would switch to wrestling and boxing. It didn’t matter how tired he became, or how many times Gralia complained that he was just a boy, Aristodeus pushed him to his limits and beyond: mind, body, and spirit, the philosopher said, but in reality, it was Gralia who tended to the latter, leading Deacon in morning and evening prayers, and taking him with her to the priory on the frequent occasions Aristodeus disappeared on other business.

A month into the training, Deacon and Gralia arrived home from Brinwood to find Aristodeus waiting with a pony outside the barn.

“If you are to be an Elect knight, young Shader, you are going to have to learn to ride.”

Gralia said nothing and went indoors.

Deacon could hardly wait to begin.

“Before you do, though,” Aristodeus said, “I must teach you how to groom a horse, how to saddle it, and most important of all, how to muck it out.”

He handed Deacon a spade and gestured him inside the barn, while he chuckled and pulled out his pipe.

The following morning, after Aristodeus talked Deacon through caring for the pony, and after a grueling hour of swordplay, the philosopher seated himself on a hay bale and made Deacon sit cross-legged before him on the ground.

“Answer me this, young Shader: What’s it all for?”

“Magister?” It was what Aristodeus insisted Deacon call him: the Ancient Urddynoorian word for “master.”

“My time, this training. Anything worth doing must have a goal, otherwise, where does it all lead? What is the point?”

“To give glory to Nous,” Deacon answered.

“That’s your mother speaking, boy. I was asking you.”

“Being a knight?”

“In part.” Aristodeus rummaged about in the folds of his robe, frowned, and went on. “But there are knights and then there are knights. The Elect are the best of the best, but you, young Shader, must aim higher than that. Tell me, in the stories your father reads you, have you heard mention of the Sword of the Archon?”

Deacon shook his head, not just because he’d never heard of the sword, but because Jarl’s stories had stopped the moment his training with the philosopher had begun.

“Of course you haven’t,” Aristodeus muttered. “Knowing Jarl, he probably tore those pages out. Your father is as Nousian as a turnip—something he and I share in common. Has your mother never mentioned it? No, don’t answer that. ‘Sword’ is probably a banned word in her lexicon.”

“I know of the Archon,” Deacon said.

“Oh?”

“Yes, from the Holy Liber. He’s a servant of the Lord Nous, an angel or something.”

Aristodeus wrinkled his nose at that. “I wouldn’t describe him as an angel, but you are right: he is mentioned in the Liber, which is because the Archon has been around for a very long time. As has his sister, Eingana, and his brother…” He watched Deacon carefully now, before concluding, “the Demiurgos.”

Deacon touched two fingers to his forehead and murmured, “Nous protect us.”

“Indeed,” Aristodeus said.

“And the Archon has a sword?” Deacon asked. “A magical sword?” He immediately regretted his choice of words, and thought about changing it to “a scientific sword,” but Aristodeus got there first:

“What did I say about magic, young Shader?”

“No such thing.”

“Exactly. The Archon’s sword, however, is undeniably unnatural, at least in terms of this cosmos.”

Deacon looked at him blankly, and Aristodeus waved off his unspoken question.

“Don’t worry about that for now. Education is a slow process. I must build layer upon layer until you have any semblance of wisdom. It will come, but we must both be patient. As your mother keeps reminding me, you are only a child of seven, and so let me pitch my lesson about the Sword of the Archon at a more suitable level: a story, with monsters and damsels and heroes, and a sword that, in the context of the tale, you could be forgiven for thinking was magical. Listen intently, young Shader, for this is the goal of all our work. One day, if you are to fulfill your destiny, you must come to wield the Archon’s sword.”

“Is it real?” Deacon asked.

Aristodeus nodded. “And it may only be claimed by the the greatest warrior—and the most pious—among the finest fighting men on Urddynoor: the Elect. It is in the possession of the Keeper of the Sword of the Archon, who stands beside the throne of the Ipsissimus in Aeterna.”

Deacon gasped, and felt his mind throwing up all manner of fantasies in which he was that Keeper, defending the Templum against all the evils of the Abyss. He opened his mouth to ask why Aristodeus wanted him to be the one to wield the sword, but the philosopher talked right over him.

“In the beginning was the Void,” Aristodeus said, quoting the Liber. “On one side of that impassible divide blossomed Araboth, the Supernal Realm of Ain, the All-Father of Nous, and on the other, all that stupendous glory was dimly reflected; you could say its diseased roots stretched and coiled into the mire of chaos, forming the foundations of this, our world.” 

Deacon tried to suppress a yawn, but Aristodeus noticed.

“I take it you already know this?”

“That’s in the Liber.” 

“And your point is?” Aristodeus narrowed his eyes to slivers of sapphire.

Deacon looked away. He didn’t want to chance them turning to flames again; didn’t want to end up running through the Abyss, and then spending days more recovering in bed.

Aristodeus seemed to read his mind.

“Don’t worry, young Shader; you’re quite safe. Whatever happened last time was an anomaly. Think of it as an adjustment. I’m sure you have acclimated to my being here by now.”

Deacon risked a glance at the philosopher, but swiftly lowered his eyes. His flesh crawled in the old man’s presence, and every instinct recoiled from an unfathomable feeling of wrongness.

“Would you like me to continue?” Aristodeus asked. “Maybe I’ll skip to the parts that aren’t in the Liber.”

Deacon expected his mother to storm out of the house and condemn them both as heretics. He caught sight of her at the kitchen window, but she was paying them no attention. She looked to be preparing lunch.

“There was a war in Araboth,” Aristodeus said. “You see, Ain was surrounded by mighty beings of his own making, and the most powerful were the Aeonic Triad: the Demiurgos, the Archon, and their sister Eingana. Don’t ask me why, but the Demiurgos grew obsessed with his sister, and his sole purpose in life was to violate her.”

Deacon frowned that he didn’t understand.

“Suffice it to say, the Demiurgos wanted to harm his sister. The Archon refused to permit it. He forged a sword of incomparable power and infused it with his own essence. The Sword of the Archon is, in a manner of speaking, his imprint or his double. It is not, however, his slave. The sword is, if you will permit me saying so, its own person. 

“Together, sword and maker assailed the Demiurgos while he was in mid-clinch with Eingana. The three siblings plunged into the Void, and Ain preserved them so that they emerged the other side unscathed. 

“Nothing, understand, can enter the Void and continue in existence, but these three did. You might question why Ain permitted this, and believe me, theologians have quibbled about this very point for centuries. Either he couldn’t bear losing his greatest creations, they say, or he had some far-reaching and unknowable purpose in afflicting our cosmos with their presence. If the latter, it casts all manner of aspersions on the loving Ain of the Liber, but that need not concern you.

“The fight between the Archon and the Demiurgos continued on our side of the Void, while Eingana fled among the stars. The Archon succeeded in flinging the Demiurgos back into the Void, this time without Ain’s protection. But rather than wink out of existence, the Demiurgos threw up the Abyss around himself with the sheer force of his will. He is preserved there to this day, trapped at the heart of the infernal realm in a tomb of ice.

“Meanwhile, Eingana had fallen pregnant following her brother’s unwanted attention. The child she bore was so malformed, it could not exit her womb, and so the Archon slit open her belly with his sword and delivered the aberration. It had the head of a dog and the body of a baboon. Needless to say, Eingana was horrified and abandoned the child, as did the all-caring Archon, who then came here to Urddynoor to guide the old faith in the ways of the Supernal Realm. After the Reckoning, he continued by steering the path of the fledgling Templum. As a sign of his protection, he entrusted his sword to the Keeper in Aeterna, who is tasked with averting the greatest of all evils that the Demiurgos sends against us out of spite for his brother.”

Deacon’s head spun with all that he was hearing. The Liber touched upon the war in Araboth, but it was quiet on the details.

Aristodeus gave him room to think, and then finally, Deacon returned to his earlier unspoken question:

“Why me?”

“You believe in fate?” Aristodeus said, once more rummaging through the folds of his robe and growing increasingly irritated.

“No.” Gralia said it was a sin to think such things.

“Neither do I,” Aristodeus said. “If it helps, consider yourself uniquely created by Nous for a task that no one else can do. Of course, my own view is that there is no substitute for innate aptitude coupled with hard work, discipline, and the guidance of an exceptional teacher. It will be made clear to you one day. For now, all you need do is listen, learn, and do as I instruct. The very worst that could happen is that you will be a great swordsman, a brilliant thinker, and a pious luminary. Is that so bad?”

“No,” Deacon said, unable to keep the weariness from his tone.

“You might sound a bit more enthusiastic.”

“I am.” But for Deacon, the half-lie set him teetering on the brink of a sin. All he really wanted was Jarl’s stories back, his mother fussing over him, and the chance to go to the schoolhouse with all the other children, even at the cost of a bloody nose from Brent Carvin once in a while.

Aristodeus sighed. “I expected a degree of gratitude, but then, what do I know? There is a gulf of years between us, young Shader. It may be that I need to modify my approach. Tell you what, let’s take a short break.” He patted down his robe. “Don’t suppose you’ve seen my pipe, have you?”

Deacon shook his head. 

At least he didn’t voice the lie this time. In his mind, that made the sin less serious. He’d hidden the pipe earlier, knowing the philosopher would grow too irritable to teach until he’d found it.

“Must have left it indoors,” Aristodeus said. “Take an hour to yourself. When we resume, let’s go at it with a little more gusto, shall we?”

“Yes, Magister.”

The second Aristodeus disappeared inside the house, Deacon slipped through the garden gate and set off at a run through the woods.

An hour later, he found his father coming down from the hills that sheltered Friston from the sea. Jarl looked tired and haggard, every bit like a man who’d been away from home too long and badly needed a good meal, a hot bath, and bed.

“Deacon?” Jarl said, stumbling into a run to meet him. “Aren’t you supposed to be studying?”

“Got the day off,” Deacon lied, wincing at the sins mounting up. Next visit to Brinwood Priory was going to be a long one.

“So, you came to see your old pa?” Jarl’s face softened, and he ruffled Deacon’s hair. 

It was rare for Jarl to look anything but stern, except at nighttime, when he read to Deacon or made up ghost stories around the hearth fire.

“I’ve… I’ve missed you, boy.” 

He never called Deacon “son” and only rarely used his name. But at the same time, it was Jarl who encouraged Deacon to call his mother and father by their given names, which is something none of the other children were allowed to do. Gralia berated him about it from time to time, but all she got for her efforts was a huff and a grunt.

“Then make Aristodeus go away.” 

The words came out more harshly than Deacon intended, and he realized then just how unhappy he’d become.

“Can’t do that,” Jarl said.

A horn sounded, and Jarl looked off up the hill he’d just come down.

“The alarum,” he said. “The Watch must have spotted something. Tell you what, why don’t you tag along?”

No sooner had they crested the rise, than a man came tearing across the coastal path that ran atop the Downs.

“Reavers, Jarl!” he yelled before he closed the distance. “Three ships in the Channel.”

Jarl glanced at Deacon, then they jogged toward the man. 

“Gallic?” Jarl asked. 

Most trouble came from the province of Gallia across the Maranorean Channel.

The man drew up panting before them. Deacon had never seen him before, but that didn’t mean a thing. Besides the families of some of the local children, he rarely got to see anyone; his mother wouldn’t allow it on account of the risk of corruption.

“Either that or the Isles,” the man said. “You want us to fire the beacons?”

Deacon let his gaze run along the line of hills receding into the distance. Atop the highest were set pyramids of wood that could be doused with oil and torched at the first hint of danger.

“Not yet,” Jarl said. “Let’s get a look at them first.”


REAVERS







Atop the clifftop of Craven Head, the wind skirled in hazardous gusts. Deacon blinked against the icy spray coming off the Channel and tried to focus on where his father was pointing. The sea tilted, the ground lurched, and he swayed out toward the edge. Behind his eyes, a corridor of flame opened up. His knees buckled. A yawning black funnel tugged at him, invited him into its depths.

Strong hands steadied him and led him back a pace. He glanced up at his father’s face, saw the concern in his eyes.  

The hard-men of the Coastal Watch nodded and grumbled. Some of them unconsciously stroked the hafts of spears and axes. Others wrapped fingers around the hilts of scabbarded swords.

“See them now, boy?” Jarl said. 

Dark smudges lay behind the ocean spray. Deacon squinted until he could make out the black sails of three ships plowing through the surf, white horses leaping away from their keels.

“Them’s reavers, right enough,” Jon Mori’s father said. He was a big man, as wide as he was tall. With his breastplate hitched up over his paunch, he looked like the comedy knights in the morality plays. “Carracks, if I ain’t very much mistook, but they ain’t from Gallia, of that you can be sure.”

“Where then, Konin?” Jarl said.

“That flag they’re flying’s ‘The Impaled Man’. Only scum that will sail under it are from Verusia.” Konin touched his forehead with two fingers in the Nousian manner. 

It came as a surprise, seeing as Jon Mori said his father shat on Nousians; said they were milksops and cowards who hid weakness behind piety. It didn’t make any difference how often Deacon pointed out it was a weakness that had won the Templum most of the known world.

“Verusia?” Jarl said. There was hesitancy in his voice, as if he didn’t want to believe what he was hearing. “You sure? Bit out of the way for the Lich Lord’s minions to come pillaging, isn’t it?”

“I tell you, that’s their flag, Jarl,” Konin said. “I got a bad feeling about this. We should send word to the Templum.”

Jarl shook his head. “Templum don’t care about us. Maranore’s the arse-end of the Theocracy, far as they’re concerned. And, anyhow, who they gonna send? The nearest garrison’s Londdyr. Unless you sprout wings and fly there, it’d take days to get a message to them, and longer for them to make the march, even if they could be bothered.”

“So, what, then?” a gap-toothed old warrior said. “We evacuate?”

“That ain’t what I’m saying, Gurn.” Jarl switched his gaze to Deacon and said, “Boy, you best get home. Tell Aristodeus… Just tell him. If anyone knows what to do, he does.”

Deacon nodded and started back from the edge. Before he’d gotten out of earshot, someone asked, “What have we got that the dead want, Jarl? I mean, it ain’t like any of us has anything worth looting, and even if we did, what would they do with it?”

Deacon paused just long enough to catch his father’s answer.

“If what the Gallians say about Verusia is true, they ain’t here for plunder; they’re here for our men, women, and children—fodder for the Lich Lord. So, let’s get busy, lads. Light the beacons.”

Deacon had never been afraid for his father before. Jarl was a brute of a man, and noble with it. He’d stand toe to toe with anyone and likely get the better of them. But something like dread had crept into his voice, and it seeped beneath Deacon’s skin like an infection.

He ran along the clifftop a ways then followed the dirt trail down into a gully overlooking a secluded bay. Waves lashed the shore in violent breakers hundreds of feet below. Riding them toward the beach was a fourth ship. 

Deacon’s heart lurched, and he took a faltering step back up the trail, meaning to tell his father; but when he looked again, the ship had gone.

He shuddered. There had been a black sail, so ragged it could have been woven from cobwebs. He could still almost see it, a phantom against the squall; but the harder he looked, the more he grew convinced it was a trick of the light amplified by his fear. 

It’s not what he was supposed to feel. Fear was weakness. He had a message to deliver, one his father had entrusted to him. Aristodeus would know what to do, Jarl had said. It was the first time his father had acknowledged the philosopher’s worth. Deacon could tell the two of them didn’t get along, and for Jarl to admit he needed Aristodeus’s help was as surprising as it was unsettling. The Coastal Watch had been formed to deter reavers, and until today, no one had doubted their ability to keep the people of the Downs safe. It was mention of Verusia that had gotten Jarl worried. All Deacon knew was that Verusia bordered Gallia, the lands across the Maranorean Channel. No one spoke of it much, and whenever they did, it was in hushed tones and with a touch of the forehead, even for those who did not love Nous.

When he reached home and pushed through the garden gate, he paused to say a quick prayer at the grave he and Gralia had dug for Nub, then entered through the kitchen door.

Aristodeus looked up from the dining table, the stem of his pipe wedged in the corner of his mouth, pungent smoke pluming from the bowl. Any ire he’d felt at losing the pipe had apparently vanished now it was back in his possession.

Gralia crossed the room so quickly, Deacon flinched, as if she were going to hit him. He knew he was being stupid: she’d never laid a finger on him, and neither had Jarl.

She took him by the shoulders and looked him in the eye.

“Where have you been? And didn’t you hear the alarum? Aristodeus has been worried sick.”

Deacon glanced at the philosopher. He didn’t look worried, leaning back in his chair, blowing smoke rings.

“There’s reavers in the Channel, Mother.”

Gralia turned to Aristodeus. 

The philosopher stood and moved to the hearth to tap out his pipe. “The beacons have been lit?” he said over his shoulder.

“Father’s orders,” Deacon said.

“How many reavers?”

“Three ships. From Verusia, they said.”

Gralia touched her forehead. Her lips began to move in silent petitions to Nous. She released Deacon’s shoulders and fished her prayer cord from her skirt.

“I thought there was a fourth ship coming in alone,” Deacon said, “but I was just seeing things.”

“Were you now?” Aristodeus collected his sword from where it leaned beside the hearth. “What else?”

“Never you mind,” Gralia said. “Jarl’s lads will see them off.”

“Ordinarily, I’d agree with you,” Aristodeus said. “A fourth ship, you say, young Shader, but you couldn’t be sure?”

“It was like a ghost, Magister. I reckon it was my mind playing tricks again, like when I was ill.”

Aristodeus shook his head.

“Father told me to find you, tell you what was happening. He said you’d know what to do.”

“You see, Gralia,” Aristodeus said, “Jarl doesn’t hate me. He’s just envious of the time I spend with the boy. Go on, young Shader, grab your sword, and you can show me where you saw this mysterious fourth ship.”

“No,” Gralia said. “It’s too dangerous, and he’s just a boy.”

“He’ll be with me,” Aristodeus said. “Do you really think he’ll be any safer here if the reavers make shore? Go on now, boy, time’s a wasting.”

Deacon ran upstairs to his room, pulled his sword out from under the bed, and hurried back down again.

Aristodeus was already out in the back yard. When Deacon squeezed past his mother to get through the kitchen door, she didn’t move; she was distracted by her unpicking of the knots on the prayer cord.

Before Aristodeus and Deacon had made it down the garden path, a scream went up from the direction of the village square. Gralia gasped and paused in her unpicking. Aristodeus stiffened and inclined his head, listening.

Deacon counted his heartbeats, hoping he’d been mistaken, and that the sound was the cry of some strange bird.

One beat, two, and then the scream came again. This time, it was joined by countless others.


THE FOURTH SHIP







The village square was empty when Deacon and Aristodeus reached it. Window shutters had been closed on all the surrounding houses, and the trestle tables of the market traders had been abandoned.

Aristodeus tapped Deacon on the shoulder and drew his attention to the east.

The ghost-ship from the bay was gliding down the sheer slope of Heredwin Hill, its prow rearing and pitching through a sea of grass, an unearthly wind ruffling its shredded sails.

The blood in Deacon’s veins turned to ice, and his teeth started to chatter.

“Here!” someone cried from the big barn the traders stored their wares in. It was Gerrick Marny, the fat old man who ran the merchant’s guild. Behind him, through the crack of the doors, Deacon could see dozens of people crammed inside.

Aristodeus tutted. “You’re only making it easier for them,” he called to Gerrick. “What do you think, young Shader? Is it a sound strategy?”

Deacon thought about it for a second, eyes flitting between the barn and the approaching carrack.

“They’ll be trapped. The reavers could burn the barn down.”

“You think that’s likely?”

After a moment’s hesitation, Deacon realized he’d been sloppy in his reasoning. “They’ll be captured, taken to Verusia.”

“Indeed, and I wouldn’t wish that on my worst enemy. Do you know what the Lich Lord will… No, we’ll save that for when you’re older. Your mother would never let me hear the end of it, if I set your mind in that direction.”

As Aristodeus strode over to the barn to speak with Gerrick, Deacon stood transfixed by the ghostly ship entering the outskirts of the village and drifting along the main road. Its hull was rotten, encrusted with barnacles and slick with algae. The frayed tatters of its mainsail had the consistency of clouds. Men hung from the rigging by their necks, heads twisted at impossible angles. More were packed onto the forecastle, staring straight ahead with ember eyes. The entire ship was cloaked in a dirty miasma the shade of bruises, and a rancid stench rolled off of it. 

The creak of the barn doors made Deacon glance over his shoulder. A couple of dozen villagers, women and old men among them, edged outside holding pitchforks, scythes, shovels, and knives. They were petrified, but Aristodeus must have convinced them to at least put up a fight. It was a case of simple logic, Deacon had learned that much: hide and be taken, or make a stand and create a chance for yourself, no matter how slight. Some of them started to go from house to house, knocking on doors, banging on shutters, hollering for those inside to come out and join them in defending the village. A few people emerged warily, but the majority didn’t respond.

“I was hoping your father might have finished with the other ships by now and headed back,” Aristodeus said, returning to stand with Deacon and casting an appraising look over the carrack. “It could be that I overestimated the Coastal Watch.” He raised an eyebrow.

The philosopher knew more than he was letting on. He’d been unruffled by news of the reavers, and not at all surprised by mention of the fourth ship. As he stepped across the square to confront the carrack, he showed no fear, not the slightest hint of concern. 

Deacon felt the heat of shame sting his cheeks. He might have only been seven, but if he was going to be an Elect knight, he had no business being afraid. The Grand Master would never stand for it. He tightened his grip on his shortsword so much, his knuckles turned white.

The carrack came to a halt with its prow jutting into the village square. Dark mist curled away from the ground beneath its hull. A gangplank was lowered, and men came lumbering down it. They were dressed in rags beneath rusted mail. Some wore helms that bore the dents of the blows that had killed them. For there was no doubt these reavers were dead, even though they were moving. Yet it was no natural gait they had: they lurched, shuffled, and shambled, stiff with rigor. Their eyes were smoldering coals that glared hungrily. Strips of gray flesh hung from yellowish bones, and skeletal fingers clutched the pommels of swords brown with corrosion.

Despite his new resolve, Deacon started to tremble. His hand grew numb from gripping his sword too tight. He told himself to relax, but his fingers refused to obey. 

He glanced back at the villagers, who were inching forward in a half-circle. There was fear in their eyes, but grim determination in the set of their jaws. They knew what was at stake if they fled or did nothing. Most of these folk had children in the schoolhouse, or elderly parents stowed away behind locked doors. They advanced only as far as Aristodeus and Deacon, then just stood there, as if they hoped the reavers would change their minds and leave them alone. Deacon knew they wouldn’t. That wasn’t the way of the world. He’d learnt as much from Aristodeus, and his experience with bullies like Brent Carvin only served to confirm it. 

But he did know his father would have charged before the undead had a chance to fully disembark. Deacon would have done the same himself, if only he’d been bigger.

Aristodeus was watching him with narrowed eyes. The hint of a smile formed on his lips, and he nodded approvingly, as if Deacon had just voiced his thoughts out loud.

“I see the lessons are paying off, young Shader. That look in your eyes is what I’ve been after: calculating, seeking the advantage, strategizing. I’d even go so far as to call it ‘predatory’. Not the usual hallmarks of a seven-year-old, which I’d say makes you somewhat exceptional. We’re off to a good start.”

“Why don’t the people attack?” Deacon asked. “We could bottleneck them on the gangplank.”

“For myself, I was just waiting for the command,” Aristodeus said. “Every army needs a commander, even one as fragile as ours.”

The rush of blood pounded in Deacon’s ears. His hand on the sword hilt was slick with sweat. It was no good looking at the villagers for help; they were half-watching Aristodeus, half-watching the undead forming up in front of the carrack.

“Timing is of the essence,” Aristodeus said, nodding toward the foe.

“But…” Deacon said. Why don’t you do something? Why doesn’t anybody?

If not for the slow, lumbering movements of the reavers, it would have all been over already. As more and more shambled down the gangplank, and the decks showed no signs of emptying, Deacon realized there was no need for the the undead to hurry; they would advance like the tide coming in. Either the villagers would be overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers, or they’d turn tail and flee, and to the Abyss with those locked up indoors.

“Deacon!” his mother cried from across the square.

He spun round to face the way he and Aristodeus had come. Gralia waved him toward her, eyes wide with horror. He knew what she was thinking, what she always thought: Something bad was going to happen to him. Well, for once, she was probably right.

But it was a sin for an Elect knight to leave the field…

Turning his back on her, he yelled, “Charge!”

He started toward the undead massing in front of the ship, but Aristodeus yanked him back and ran forward himself.

The villagers exchanged worried looks with each other, and then they charged. 

Tendrils of purplish mist streamed down from the deck of the carrack, splitting and dividing again until each connected to the head of a reaver. Deacon followed the tangle of threads upward, where they emanated from splayed, bony fingers.

Leaning out from the forecastle was a skeleton swathed in mildewed tatters. A coronet of tarnished silver sat atop its cracked and crumbling skull. It waggled its fingers, sending ripples through the tendrils, and the eyes of the reavers blazed crimson. Jerky movements grew suddenly swift and sure. Rusted weapons swept down. Pitted blades shattered on impact with farm tools, but not all were blocked. Blood sprayed, and swords ripped through flesh, slinging gory arcs in their wake. Villagers screamed. A dozen or more went down.

“Lich!” Aristodeus cried, pointing his sword at the skeleton on the forecastle. “Kill the lich, and the rest will crumple.”

Deacon’s vision narrowed as the swell of battle pressed in around him. Every thud, clash, and cry blasted through his skull with the force of thunder. A corpse with livid flesh and burning eyes lumbered toward him. He stepped back, and his sword clattered to the ground.

“Deacon!” his mother cried from somewhere behind.

Aristodeus glanced round, but he was heavily engaged by a cluster of reavers. Shock and despair registered in his eyes.

The corpse drew back its sword, and at the same time, Deacon raised his prayer cord. Garbled petitions fell from his lips of their own accord. The reaver stiffened, and Deacon’s plea for Nous’s aid swelled to a torrent. Fire fled the reaver’s eyes; they grew black and hollow. All over the square, the undead were faltering, and the villagers tore into them, bashing, hacking, stabbing. Bodies twice dead flopped to the flagstones. 

Aristodeus dispatched his assailants with precise, efficient blows. He turned back toward Deacon, even as a new tide of corpses lurched down the gangplank. 

Gralia forced her way through the villagers readying themselves for the second wave of attack. She grabbed Deacon by the arm, tugged him back.

“Gralia, no!” Aristodeus said. “This is what we spoke about.”

Her grip on Deacon’s arm tightened, until he felt her nails break his skin. He winced and pulled away.

“He has to learn,” Aristodeus said. “If not, one day, all the worlds will—”

Jagged bolts of blackness struck the philosopher between the shoulder blades, and he hit the ground hard. 

The lich rose into the air above the carrack and drifted down toward Aristodeus. A hundred threads of purple radiated from one hand; they snapped taut, and the new wave of reavers charged. 

The lich aimed its other hand at Deacon. Tongues of dirty flame danced across its fingers.

Aristodeus rolled to his feet, as spritely as a man half his age. He pushed Deacon behind him. To Gralia, he said, “All right, get him out of here. This is more than I expected.”

The cadavers smashed into the villagers, and the tumult of battle resumed, fiercer and louder than before. Deacon was dimly aware of the blur of bodies, the rise and fall of weapons.

The lich’s shadow fell over him; it was like being plunged into icy water. He couldn’t look away from its scorching eyes. They drew him in, and sibilant whispers echoed around his skull, entreating him to despair, to abandon his childish beliefs in a make-believe god. 

Gralia’s strident voice rose in prayer to clash with the lich’s taunting. 

Aristodeus said something, but the words were lost in the clangor and cries of fighting. 

The lich’s eyes switched from Deacon to the philosopher. The flames wreathing its fingers burst forth in a cone of murky light. Aristodeus’s hand came up clutching a sliver of stone; it was black and veined with green. Where the fire struck, it sputtered and went out. 

The lich hissed, and flicked the streamers of purplish vapor that connected with the undead. In response, a group of reavers broke off from the villagers and slammed into the philosopher. Aristodeus was buried beneath thrashing bodies. His sword clattered across the ground, and the sliver of black rock skittered after it.

The lich glided closer, tugging its minions away from the philosopher with sharp pulls on the threads. 

Aristodeus rolled to his back and tried to lever himself into a sitting position.

The lich’s jaws clacked, and something like a laugh rattled up from the tattered lungs visible through its ribcage. 

Gralia screamed. 

Deacon glanced over his shoulder to see her surrounded by undead. Beyond her, villagers were fleeing toward the houses.

As he turned back, dark fire burgeoned on the lich’s palm. The air thrummed, and waves of nausea struck Deacon in the guts. He stumbled forward, spotted the glint of metal on the ground. Flames of fuligin shot toward Aristodeus, and at the same time, Deacon swept up his sword and rammed it through brittle ribs into a heart so black and desiccated, it could have been made of coal.

The lich shrieked and roared and howled. The sorcerous threads it held like a puppeteer shimmered and vanished. Dark flames dispersed into filthy smog before they could touch Aristodeus. 

All around the square, undead dropped in heaps, and a cheer went up from the villagers who’d made it to the cover of the houses.

The lich looked down at the sword poking through its ribs, then lifted its coal-fire eyes. Lightning crackled along the blade and flung Deacon back. Pain throbbed through every nerve, and his fingers were scalded.

Aristodeus tried to reach his feet, but the lich raised both hands above its head, and a poisonous brume formed around them.

“No!” the philosopher cried, scooting back on his rear.

There was a rush of movement, the flash of a blade, and the lich’s head went spinning away across the square. Its body swayed in place for a moment, then crumbled into ash. The churning vapors it had summoned dispersed on the wind.

There, standing over the lich’s remains, was Jarl Shader. 

As a dozen men of the Coastal Watch streamed into the square behind him, Jarl sheathed his sword. He ignored the philosopher and came to help Deacon to his feet. Gralia ran to him, and he embraced his wife and child as if there were no one else in all the world of Urddynoor.

Villagers started to re-enter the square, poking through the bodies of the reavers to make sure they were fully dead this time.

Deacon heard the scuff of feet approaching.

“Your boy fought well, Jarl,” Aristodeus said.

Gralia wrenched herself away from her family and punched him square on the jaw. Aristodeus fell on his rump, eyes wide with shock. But it was a shock that swiftly gave way to fury.

He surged to his feet, but Jarl intercepted him, blade half-drawn.

Aristodeus’s eyes flitted left and right. His sword was buried beneath a pile of corpses, and there was something about Jarl that told Deacon the philosopher would be dead in an instant, if he so much as breathed.

“It wasn’t fighting that saved us,” Gralia said, “it was prayer. It was the Lord Nous himself.”

Jarl snorted. “Could have done with his almighty help back on the beach. Just thank shog those things were so slow. Dozens we killed, but we still lost too many of our own.”

With an effort of will, Aristodeus relaxed and drew himself up to his full height. He was half a head taller than Jarl, but slender, where Jarl was broad-shouldered and heavily muscled.

“The other three ships were merely a diversion,” the philosopher said. “The focus of the attack was here, and believe me, in the proximity of the lich you just killed, the reavers we faced were anything but slow.”

“Hear this, philosopher,” Jarl said. “I’ll honor our agreement, but put the boy in danger again, and I’ll—”

Aristodeus crouched down and drove his hand through a heap of bodies. He whipped it out, clutching his sword. With staggering speed and grace, he slashed, thrust, and sliced the air, gliding in dancer’s streps as he fenced invisible foes. Jarl looked on open-mouthed, and nods of respect passed among the Coastal Watch. 

When he’d finished, Aristodeus leaned on his sword and said, “I never doubted you would adhere to our little agreement, Jarl. It may come as a surprise to you, but I’ve always considered you a man of honor. It’s part of the reason I chose you.”

Deacon looked from the philosopher to his father. What did Aristodeus mean, “chose”?

Gralia draped her arm around Deacon’s shoulders. “Come on, you’ve already seen more than any child should. Let’s get you home, leave the Watch to take care of things here.”

“Good idea,” Aristodeus said. “Mind if I tag along. Jarl, you coming?”

Jarl narrowed his eyes, then turned away. Deacon heard him ordering his men to search for survivors and pile up the bodies of the reavers for burning.

“So,” Aristodeus said as he followed Deacon and Gralia from the square, “how about a glass of wine and a bite to eat? All that fighting’s got me famished.”

Gralia stopped and looked the philosopher in the eye.

“You were never really in danger, were you?”

“What do you mean?” Aristodeus said.

“You knew. You knew what was coming.”

“I can assure you—”

“Don’t lie to me!”

Aristodeus steepled his fingers in front of his mouth. He drew in a long breath and let it out as a sigh.

“I didn’t know there would be a lich. And no, I had nothing to do with the attack, if that’s what you’re thinking. I see patterns, read the signs; that is all. Just think where you’d all be if I hadn’t been here, and if I hadn’t put so much work into training young Shader.”

“No,” Gralia said.

“No?”

“No wine, and no food, unless you make it yourself. I’m Nous’s servant, not yours. And besides, my son and I need to pray.”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, Gralia—”

“Not just because we survived; not just for the souls of those who didn’t; and not just for lashing out like I did. For you, Aristodeus. We’re going to pray for you.”

“Now you’re just being—”

“What you’ve done is wrong, philosopher. I always said so from the start. You know what I’m talking about. This plan of yours is warped, unnatural, but I’ll speak no more of it in front of my boy. And I do mean that, just so we are clear. He is my boy; mine and Jarl’s. Is that understood? Because if not, I’ll put an end to our agreement, and to the Abyss with Jarl’s honor.”

A war of emotions flashed across Aristodeus’s face. His eyes burned with suppressed rage, but then a mask of calm descended, and he spread his hands.

“You are right, Gralia. Forgive me. I am the tutor, you are the parents. I sometimes get a bit carried away, but you know it’s only because I want what’s best for young Shader.”

Gralia shook her head and tugged on Deacon’s hand, and together they headed home to pray, leaving Aristodeus stranded at the edge of the square. But no matter how much he might have wished otherwise, no matter how much he prayed, Deacon had the feeling his old life was irrevocably lost. 

Already, his thoughts were changing, falling into patterns that were not his own. He may have been only seven, but he was astute enough to realize every story he was told, now that Jarl had abandoned reading to him, was carefully chosen. Not only that, but the philosopher drilled him in the forms of sword play, taught him to ride, coached him at Strategos, and voiced an opinion about everything, persuading Deacon to adopt it as his own. 

But what choice was there? Since Aristodeus had arrived, Jarl had virtually stepped out of Deacon’s life, and Gralia might just as well have been a shadow. About the only thing the philosopher left to her was prayer. What hold Aristodeus had over his parents, Deacon could only guess at, but whatever it was, it paled beside the hold he now had over his young charge. No matter which way he turned, Deacon felt he would never shake off the philosopher’s influence. It was like the luminaries said of Nous, who would pursue them no matter how far and fast they ran to hide from the truth he confronted them with:

Aristodeus was in his blood. 
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