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CADMAN’S GAMBIT
 



PROLOGUE
 

Aethir: Year of the Reckoning 908

 

 

Sektis Gandaw’s breath was a solar wind, streaming particles into empty space. Arterial fluids chilled, hardening flesh, slowing thoughts. The sloshing beats of his prosthetic heart grew further apart—he counted the seconds between them like a child anticipating the next peal of thunder. Red pulsed in his peripheral vision, no more than a hazy acknowledgement pushed to the extremities of awareness by the burgeoning silence.

He waited for the patterns of the Unweaving.

Perfectly on cue, light swirled from the metal vambrace on his forearm, settling into streams and arcs, circles and squares, all present and correct, as he knew they would be. Next came the polygons, dancing with numbers. Once they would have triggered a migraine; now they were a symphony rising to rapture. But even in ecstasy, the niggling continued. Without adequate power, all this was just a light show, an exercise in algebra, a set of calculations so vast it was like cramming the cosmos into his skull and trusting his head not to explode.

If only he’d not made the dwarves…The whirling display flickered, and daggers jabbed Sektis Gandaw’s brain. If only he still had the energy of the so-called goddess, Eingana…Red light flashed; the hissing crackle of white noise. If only—

‘Breakout…Breakout…’ The grating voice of a sentroid, distorting through his aural implants.

The shapes and numbers swirled into a maelstrom and then zipped back into the vambrace. A ripple ran through Sektis Gandaw’s tunic as the exoskeleton beneath reactivated and a thousand pinpricks pierced his skin. His regenerated flesh suffused with warmth, arteries thawed, and the mechanical heart resumed its bracing tattoo.

With a tap of a button on the vambrace, he stimulated the phosphorescence of the green veins that fractured the black scarolite walls. He stood and switched on the vambrace’s com-screen, his plastic stool melting away into the floor.

‘Mephesch, I’m trying to work.’

The homunculus’s face was pressed too close to the camera, just those inscrutable eyes set in sockets like calderas.

‘Apologies, Technocrat. It’s Skeyr Magnus,’ Mephesch said. ‘He’s found a way out. Taken the rest of them with him.’

‘Show me.’

The image changed: a sentroid’s aerial shot of the mountain’s perfectly symmetrical peak. There was a rupture near the summit through which scores of lizard-men were pouring. The display cut to another sentroid’s camera, further back, the scarolite mountain stark against the bleached dust of the Dead Lands.

‘There,’ Sektis Gandaw said. ‘That’s him.’

The sentroid moved in for the kill, Skeyr Magnus scampering away on reptilian legs that were never designed for speed. Sektis Gandaw should have aborted the lizard-men long ago. They had shown themselves good for nothing. Another failed experiment—just like the dwarves.

‘Wait,’ he spoke into the vambrace. ‘What’s that on his hand?’

The sentroid zoomed in.

‘Is that one of my gauntlets?’

Blue tongues of flame licked across the black glove on the lizard-man’s right hand. Sektis Gandaw squinted in order to focus his optics. The projection gauntlet? Skeyr Magnus, nothing but an engineered brute, had a projection gauntlet?

‘It’s how they got out, Technocrat,’ Mephesch said through the aural implants. ‘Punched a hole in the top of the mountain. Nothing else could do that to scarolite.’

‘But the shields—‘

‘Only work—‘

‘—from the outside,’ Sektis Gandaw finished. ‘Then seal the breach and exterminate them in the Dead Lands.’

A throng of lizard-men formed around Skeyr Magnus, moving in unison like a single organism. Sektis Gandaw rubbed his chin, admiring his handiwork. Perhaps they hadn’t been an unmitigated disaster after all. They were maximising their chances of survival by protecting the individual with the most power.

Blue fire streaked towards the sentroid’s camera and the screen went dark.

‘Switching to another sentroid,’ Mephesch said.

Sektis Gandaw shook his head. What would be the point? The lizard-men were too close to the edge of the Dead Lands, the limits of the sentroids’ range.

‘Let them go. They’ll never make it out of the Sour Marsh.’

‘Point taken,’ Mephesch said. ‘I’ll mobilise a team to repair the breach, and I’ll see to it that the gauntlet is replicated. Sorry for the interruption, Technocrat. I’ll try not to disturb you again.’

‘Too late for that. I’m coming down.’

***
 

Sektis Gandaw stepped from the elevator into the cathedral cavern at the heart of the mountain. The intolerable escape of the lizard-men had already been rendered tolerable by chemicals. Just how he liked it: everything back to normal. Perfect homeostasis.

His gaze flicked across the screens that studded the walls. Images assailed him from every angle: long-shots, close ups, heat residues and fractals, all beamed from a network of satellites so ancient as to be unsuspected by the people of Earth—ungrateful insects. Each screen had a seat of moulded plastic before it and its own dedicated Kryeh, eyes wired into the receivers, bat wings folded behind shrivelled female bodies.

He made an efficient sweep of the monitoring stations that spiralled up from the ground in concentric tiers to terminate in the single round eye of screen 55 on the ceiling, trained perpetually on the Void. He’d stared out at the worlds for centuries, and the worlds always glared back at him, insolent in their elliptical orbits. Utterly predictable, but imperfect nevertheless.

Same routine, same place, same time. Upon the hour, every hour, every tardy Aethirean day. He cocked an eyebrow, only slightly, and more as an extension of his will than an unconscious expression. In spite of the irritating excitement generated by the breakout, he was succumbing to the tedium again. He acknowledged the boredom before shutting it off behind a curtain of steel. That would be an admission of complicity with someone else’s universe, someone else’s creation. He would have scoffed if he hadn’t possessed such flawless self-control. He elected, instead, to stab the buttons on his vambrace with the tip of a bloodless finger.

Someone else’s universe. To think there were still people who believed in a divine architect responsible for the mess out there. More of a petulant child, strewing its playthings chaotically about the crib before falling asleep and forgetting all about them. Not even that. Simply chance, blind and unaware. Chaos begotten from nothing with no need for supernatural explanations. It was all in the maths, just as he’d demonstrated back on Earth. The problem was, no one had wanted to know.

Sektis Gandaw’s optics whirred into focus on the digits racing across the vambrace’s screen. He read them off with the partition of his mind assigned to such things.

The homunculus, Mephesch, was running his checks, scurrying from station to station, testing the connections with the Kryeh, all of whom remained taut with anticipation, staring blankly at the images in front of them. They might as well have been carved out of the rock of the mountain, dead things crafted from the same scarolite ore Sektis Gandaw had created the dwarves to mine following his flight from Earth a millennium ago.

Sektis Gandaw spared a few moments observing Mephesch, making sure he did exactly as he’d been instructed. He was certain the creature meant to betray him, it was in his nature. After all, the homunculi claimed to be the spawn of the Demiurgos, the supposed god reputedly trapped at the centre of the Void. Utter nonsense, of course, but the thing that really annoyed him was that, no matter how diligently he sifted through the life forms of Aethir and Earth, no matter how much he scrutinised and distilled the basic energies and elements of the cosmos, he could not account for the existence of the homunculi.

His optics zoomed in on Mephesch, dressed like Sektis Gandaw himself in a dull grey tunic, grey trousers, and black shoes that never needed polishing. The homunculus was barely three feet tall, craggy faced, with plastinated dark hair—again like Sektis Gandaw’s, which never required cutting. Mephesch’s eyes were like black pebbles peering mockingly from beneath ledge-like brows. Not Sektis Gandaw’s design at all. The homunculi were more like fairy tale gnomes than the evolutionary dead-end he’d first suspected. That had always been the problem with Aethir, he mused, ruing the day of the Reckoning when he’d been forced to return to the world of his previous exile in a planeship: it was so chaotic. Creatures sprang up from Qlippoth, Aethir’s dark side, like phantoms from nightmare, and his early attempts to subjugate the region had ended in disaster. The best he could do was to station sentroids along the borders of the Dead Lands surrounding his mountain base, and continue with his experiments in Malkuth, the so-called Light Side of Aethir.

Qlippoth, along with the crevasses leading to the pit of Gehenna, and the homunculi themselves, were intolerable exceptions to Sektis Gandaw’s meticulously charted map of creation. They stood outside his paradigm and either had to be eradicated or ignored. He was incapable of the latter, but could only achieve the former if he could recommence the Unweaving. He’d come close once before, but then he’d been betrayed by his own creation, the dwarves. Ever since, he’d kept his eyes fixed on the worlds, watching for the barest glimmer of energy from that which he’d lost, the power source that would fuel his un-creation: the Statue of Eingana.

His optics were drawn inexorably to screen 55. A familiar knotting started in his stomach as he stared into the swirling black of the Void, feeling it tugging at the core of his being. Nothing but a singularity, he told himself as the biostat kicked in to relax him. Needles delivered their sedatives, and equilibrium was resumed as quickly as it had been lost.

Definitely a black hole, but that didn’t account for the gaseous tendrils criss-crossing the Void like the webbing of a cosmic spider, the slenderest threads here and there touching Aethir’s underground realm of Gehenna. The superstitious called it the Abyss. His former master, Otto Blightey, had been trapped there once and had reached across the stars with his prodigious will to request Sektis Gandaw’s aid. All that so-called magic, but in the end it had been science that had brought Blightey home, science that had found a foothold in the nebulous reality covering the mouth of the Void. It had also been science that had stood up to Blightey’s subsequent machinations and driven him into hiding. Unfortunately, the same science had yet to offer a viable hypothesis for the Abyss, and that was something that Sektis Gandaw simply couldn’t abide.

No matter, he thought, even the imponderables of the universe would be unwoven with the rest of creation, leaving him free to start from first principles with his own elements and his own precise imprint of perfection.

He almost sighed with boredom as he once more scanned the stationary Kryeh monitoring the screens.

One of you make a sound. Anything to end the interminable silence. Anything to—

‘Caw.’

Sektis Gandaw stopped mid-thought, ears buzzing as the aural implants filtered out the humming of machinery and homed in on the frequencies of the sound just emitted…by one of the Kryeh.

Mephesch was watching him, head to one side, black eyes glinting with either excitement or mischief. In response to Sektis Gandaw’s unasked question, Mephesch indicated the Kryeh stationed at screen 37 on the second tier. The circle of flooring beneath Sektis Gandaw’s shiny shoes detached itself and bore him upwards until he levitated just behind the creature. Mephesch seemed to merge with the wall and then reappeared beside the offending Kryeh. Sektis Gandaw shook his head. How did he do that?

The satellite was aimed at the northwest coast of Sahul, the troublesome last refuge of opposition to his Global Technocracy on Earth in the days before the Reckoning. The image was unfocused, showing only a blurry, indistinguishable landmass. A node pushed through Sektis Gandaw’s scalp, microfilaments whipping out like the tentacles of a fluorescent jellyfish and inserting into receptors on the edge of the screen. He zoomed in upon a city tucked away within the northern jungle, attenuated his trackers and expanded a section of the road leading south along the coast. There was a momentary flare of amber light.

‘Caw,’ screeched the Kryeh, a little louder this time. It opened its razor-lined jaw to squawk again and then clamped it shut. The light had vanished.

Mephesch shrugged.

Sektis Gandaw became aware that he was gritting his teeth and he once more felt the calming fluids entering his body. He glared at the screen.

‘Where does that road lead?’ His voice sounded cold and indifferent, just the way he liked it.

Mephesch punched keys on a console and threw a look over his shoulder. ‘The city of Sarum.’

Sektis Gandaw retracted his microfilaments and threw up a map on his vambrace, the terrain etched in sharp green lines, the data overlaid in red.

Sarum was the largest city in the midwest, and virtually on top of the last place to register a reading: the village of Oakendale. He’d sent mawgs to investigate that one, but before they’d located the source, they’d been driven back by some religious maniac wielding a sword. After that, he’d lost all trace of the emission.

‘This is a different piece,’ Mephesch said, running some calculations on the keypad.

Two pieces in such close proximity? Someone was being careless. Either that, or the savage, Huntsman, was growing weaker. In any case, this was too good an opportunity to miss. With two pieces of the Statue of Eingana, Sektis Gandaw might be able to use them to locate the others. He glanced at Mephesch, but the homunculus was oblivious, still tapping out numbers. An indicator winked on Sektis Gandaw’s vambrace. His heart rate was ever-so-slightly elevated, but not for long.

‘Get me Krylyrd,’ he said in a voice of utmost calm.

Mephesch hit some more keys and the images on all the screens merged into one enormous picture of a rough amphitheatre hewn from dried mud.

The mawg stepped into view, hunched and tuberous, part wolf, part reptile, a string of skulls adorning its sinewy neck. Krylryd’s image loomed from the walls, yellow eyes feverous, black lips curling away from the rows upon rows of needle-sharp teeth lining its jutting maw and extending all the way to its gullet. If Sektis Gandaw recollected correctly, that was the result of throwing in the genes of some carnivorous plant or other. The mawgs had also been imbued with a semblance of the collective intelligence he’d observed in ants. He’d never have created such a mixed bag these days, but back then he was still learning, and besides, the mawgs had proven a valuable tool. With the disappearance of the last planeship, they were his sole presence on Earth—his hands and feet, you might say, complementing the eyes and ears he had orbiting the planet.

‘Krylyrd.’ He loathed addressing the gibbering creature.

The mawg threw itself on the ground and started contorting and foaming at the mouth, obviously convinced it was entering some mystical state from which to commune with a god. Either that or it was just putting on a show for the rest of the hive, ensuring they were awestruck enough to accept its leadership rather than devouring its flesh and then, as was their custom, disgorging it.

‘Someone has used the power of Eingana. Send scouts to the city of Sarum in Sahul. Tell them, if they find the statue they will be infinitely rewarded.’

Actually, he’d un-create them along with the rest of the imperfect universe, but Krylyrd didn’t need to know that.

The mawg’s jaws parted in an exultant roar, and in the background, Sektis Gandaw could hear the howls of the hive growing to a frenzy in the anticipation of blood.

 

 



THE SWORD OF THE ARCHON
 

 

The whole world reduced to a point between the eyes of his opponent. The roaring of the crowd keeping beat with the pounding of blood in his veins. His sword dancing the tune of the flesh without the buffer of thought. Shader revelled in the ecstasy of combat but couldn’t wait to see the back of it.

Galen’s eyes flicked to the right as he feigned a thrust, turned his wrist and struck at Shader’s unprotected left—just as he was meant to. Shader parried and touched the tip of his blade to Galen’s chin. The big man fell back, wiping the blood from his dimple and muttering beneath his moustache. First nick he’d had, Shader reckoned. Had to hurt his pride. Shouldn’t have boasted, then he wouldn’t have so far to fall.

He waited, sword loose at his side, as Galen tugged his uniform straight and puffed out his chest. The red jacket of the Templum Dragoons could get a whole lot redder yet if the bluff old sod didn’t yield. Galen frowned, raised his sabre and eyed Shader like he meant to hack the head from his shoulders. Some people never learn.

The attack was sudden—a flurry of jabs, an eviscerating slash, a butcher’s hack, all deftly blocked or slicing air.

‘Stay still you ruddy blackguard!’

The crowd laughed. Galen scowled. Shader lifted his blade in salute.

Scratching his whiskers, Galen began to circle him, thin strands of hair standing to attention over his great pink head. Shader had to give him credit: he was no coward and no mean fighter too. He’d watched him come up through the rounds, bashing aside the competition with a combination of skill and brute force. Good qualities for a swordsman; the kind that led to fame. Shame he was horribly outclassed.

Galen bellowed and charged. Shader swayed aside and scratched the back of his thighs as he passed. Could have hamstringed the idiot, but that would have been taking the contest a little too seriously. Galen spun and swiped, kicking, stabbing, spitting his frustration. Shader gave ground, rode out the storm and then broke off, resuming the en garde stance. Galen sucked in air, mopped sweat from his brow, and advanced. Shader stamped his lead foot, half-stepped, and then jump-lunged, jabbing him below an epaulette. Galen roared. His sabre arced down and Shader ducked, coming up straight into the path of a fist. His sword thrust on instinct and exited through the back of Galen’s hand. The big man yelped and then squealed as the blade tore free.

‘Forgive me.’ Shader put up his sword and took a step towards him.

Galen screamed and hacked with all his might. Shader deflected the blow but numbness shot through his arm. He switched the sword to his left hand, the blade twirling and glittering, sliding between Galen’s basket-hilt and fingers to send his sabre clattering to the floor. Shader pressed the point of his sword into Galen’s nostril.

‘I think you’re beaten.’

Galen went rigid, scarcely daring to breathe. His eyes flicked from Shader’s blade to his own.

‘You fought well, Galen, but it’s over.’

The big man’s chest heaved, threatening to pop the polished buttons from his jacket and rip the brocading. His head pulled carefully away from the tip of Shader’s sword, a finger probing inside his nostril to gauge the damage. Blood pooled from his pierced hand, dripping down his fingers and spattering his boots.

‘Do you yield?’

The crowd had gone deathly quiet. Galen scanned the Coliseum, face flushing as he acknowledged his supporters.

‘Yes, I bloody yield!’ He snatched up his sabre and stormed from the arena.

Shader spotted a dash of purple hurrying through the crowd and smiled. Adeptus Ludo scurried down the concourse, one hand flapping, the other holding his spectacles on his nose as he chased after Galen. Shaking his head with a mixture of amusement and affection, Shader bowed to the crowd, only now becoming aware of their sheer numbers. They filled tier upon tier of bleachers set between fluted columns and gaping arches. The applause fuddled his thoughts, burying them like an avalanche. He swayed as the sky lurched, stumbled, and would have fallen had strong hands not steadied him.

‘A disorienting feeling—giving up the focus of combat for the baying of the mob.’ A clipped voice, measured and familiar. Ignatius Grymm.

The Grand Master led him by the shoulder towards the clerical enclosure, ramrod straight, one hand resting on the pommel of his dress-sword. Ignatius was everything the Elect were created to be: immaculate, efficient, and utterly obedient to the Ipsissimus. The old knight genuflected, bald patch an island amidst iron-grey hair as clipped as his voice. He lifted one arm to receive the benediction, sunlight glinting from mailed sleeves, the Monas symbol bleeding from his surcoat like a mortal wound.

‘Who do you present to the First of the Servants of Ain?’ asked Exemptus Cane, trembling with infirmity, clutching tight to the handle of his stick, a thin line of spittle glistening in the crease of his chin.

‘I present,’ Ignatius declaimed for the entire crowd to hear, ‘Deacon Shader, former Captain of the Seventh Horse, leader of the charge that broke the Verusian line at Trajinot, and now Keeper,’ he turned to take in the Coliseum, ‘of the Sword of the Archon.’

Give a blade a legendary name, Shader thought, and men would do anything to win it. Men like Galen. Men like all the others he’d beaten on his way to the final. If the Archon wasn’t just a myth, the last thing he’d need was a sword, and it wasn’t very likely he’d approve of such a brutal display in order to claim it. The Templum was many things to many people, but for Shader it was consistent only in one: the paradox of a brotherhood of love, born from the ashes of the Old World and enforced by the legions.

Exemptus Cane nodded, licking his lips, wet and rheumy eyes sliding to appraise Shader.

‘Are you consecrated?’

‘I am, your Eminence.’ Had the senile old fool forgotten that he’d been the one doing the anointing? That was the sad truth about the Templum, Shader thought: all that talk about the uniqueness of each and every Nousian, but in reality they were just numbers drifting down the stream of obscurity.

‘Good, good.’ The Exemptus seemed to have run out of things to say, his tongue clicking as he looked over his shoulder towards the supreme ruler of the Nousian Theocracy.

Ipsissimus Theodore was seated like a god, white robes perfectly contiguous with the gleaming throne, a huge leather bound Liber open on his lap, giving the impression he continually meditated upon the scriptures, that he was in fact their human embodiment. He was a small man, gaunt and deathly pale, the white biretta perched perilously too far to one side of his head. Bright eyes stabbed at Shader from within sunken sockets. Eyes full of vitality and the rumour of a quick mind.

The Ipsissimus lifted his hand and Shader knelt to kiss his ring. A glint of gold caught his eye: a pendant hanging from a heavy chain. The Monas, the symbol of Ain the Infinitely Concealed. It was comprised of a horned circle surmounting a cruciform body. Two conjoined curves formed the legs, and an amber stone glinted within the head—a single all-seeing eye.

‘You accept the Sword of the Archon?’ The Ipsissimus’s voice was thin and rasping. He gave a delicate cough, the merest hint of a wince.

‘If that is your will, Divinity.’

The Ipsissimus nodded to Exemptus Cane who wagged his stick at the two Exempti standing to the right of the throne. They held a velvet cushion between them, upon which was a covering of white silk. They bowed and held out the cushion to the Ipsissimus, who whisked away the cloth to reveal a dull blade: a double-edged shortsword with a tapered tip for thrusting, a knobbed hilt and ridges for the grip. The Ipsissimus passed the sword to Shader, etchings on the blade shimmering in the sun’s rays. Hands shaking, Shader mouthed the words as he read them: ‘Vade in pace?’ He glanced at the Ipsissimus.

‘Go in peace. Beautiful irony, don’t you think?’ He gave a little wave of his hand and Shader backed away. ‘Vade in pace!’ Shader could almost hear Adeptus Ludo’s voice drilling the point home: Imperative sense. A command not a noun. Some things you never forget, no matter how dull and pointless. Maybe it had all been in preparation for understanding the Ipsissimus’s jokes.

‘Show the crowd,’ Ignatius whispered in his ear.

Walking back to the centre of the arena, Shader held the sword aloft, the cheers deafening like cascading water. The sword seemed to like it, odd as it sounded. He shifted his grip on the handle, momentarily shocked. He was certain the thing had trembled. No, more than that: the sword was purring.

***
 

‘Gladius,’ Ignatius said, filling Shader’s glass. ‘A weapon of the finest pedigree, old before even the time of the Ancients.’

Shader spun the sword on the tabletop, light from the oil lamps dancing along the blade and picking out the inscription. It read like an invitation to return to Sahul, to put away the trappings of the Elect and enter the contemplative life of Pardes. He wondered what the Ipsissimus would think of that. Leaving the consecrated knighthood was not exactly encouraged, and the Keeper of the Archon’s Sword setting foot outside the city of Aeterna—that didn’t bear thinking about.

‘Our illustrious founders used them.’ Ignatius waved a hand around. ‘Aeterna was built on the strength of weapons like this. Quick, efficient stabs between a wall of advancing shields. Whole empires swept aside. Brutal men. Clever men. Ruthless.’

The Grand Master was obviously quite taken with them, which wasn’t exactly a surprise.

‘It’s yours, if you want it.’

Ignatius spluttered into his wine and nearly choked. ‘You can’t give it away. You swore to serve.’

‘I did?’

‘You accepted, remember. Just as Erlstein did, and Baladin before him.’

An unbroken line of champions serving unto death; bound to the heart of the Templum, the last guardians against an imaginary threat. If the Archon’s brother, the Demiurgos, was such a menace, what was keeping him?

‘You know I didn’t come back for this.’

Ignatius frowned and set down his glass. ‘Then why? Surely you knew no one could beat you, least of all that oaf Galen.’

Shader laughed. ‘He was pretty good. He’d have given you a run for your money.’

‘If I had no arms, perhaps,’ Ignatius picked up his wine, ‘and was blind, and sitting on a field chair.’ His expression became suddenly serious. ‘Still torn?’

Shader let out a long sigh. Ignatius couldn’t possibly know about the conflict that had sent him running for cover back to the abbey: the disarming feelings that he’d felt for Rhiannon ever since he’d found her mauled by mawgs on the edge of Oakendale. He’d been under no illusions about her. She was your typical Sahulian lass—coarse and feisty and more than a match for the men; but her appearance had never quite fitted her manner. She was wan and willowy, the sheen of her long black hair off-setting her milky skin. Not at all the bronzed look you’d expect of a rancher’s daughter from Western Sahul. Her eyes were a little too deep-set, her lips slightly curled, sneering at the absurdity of things. Shader had been fascinated by her; reckoned he knew her better than she knew herself. Thought she was one step through the veil between the world and the eternal paradise of Araboth. He had to laugh now, though. Distance put a different hue on things. The otherworldly appearance could just as easily have been consumption, and the sneering was most likely aimed at him. He suspected, not for the first time, that Rhiannon Kwane was an enigma of his own making.

He studied his glass for a moment, twisting the stem on the table. ‘Am I really sworn? The Grey Abbot’s expecting me back.’

‘If I were caught between two masters, I know which one I’d be obeying,’ Ignatius said.

‘The one all in white and with the biggest army in Nousia to back him?’

Ignatius’ brows knitted and he leaned across the table.

‘Sorry, Grand Master.’ Shader lowered his eyes and flinched.

The silence hung heavy between them. The waiting was excruciating. Couldn’t he just get on with it? The usual dressing down for irreverence? The speech about faith and duty?

Ignatius seemed to catch his thoughts and chuckled. ‘What would be the point?’ He sat back and clasped his hands behind his head. ‘Even when you were under my command you never took a blind bit of notice of anything I said.’

‘That’s not—‘

‘Deacon, I’ve known you a long time. I consider you my friend. You don’t need me to tell you the right thing to do. Think about it. All that training, all that prayer, the battles—don’t forget the battles. How else can Ain test us in the world? You’ve proven yourself a hundred times over. Except to one person.’ Ignatius rocked forward and touched his palm to Shader’s chest.

‘But Verusia…’ Shader pinched the bridge of his nose.

‘I know,’ Ignatius’ voice had softened. ‘I was there. The things we saw in those forests would have corroded the faith of lesser men, but not you. Ain’s blood, Deacon, you led the charge that won the day.’

Shader shook his head, bit the tip of his thumb. ‘It’s not just—‘

‘Faith, my friend. Faith. It’s all you need. Ain loves you. All He asks is that you do your duty. No more than that.’

***
 

The docks were deserted, dark as pitch and silent but for the lapping of waves on the jetties, the creaking of yards.

Shader pulled his coat tighter, tugged down the brim of his hat and ducked into the salty wind.

‘Perfick time fer stowin’ away.’ An old man hobbled from the boathouse, wheezing and hacking up phlegm, shaggy hat pulled low, thick cloak draped around his shoulders.

‘Perfect time for sleeping.’

The old man coughed into his hand, hunkered down by the door. ‘Sleep’s fer the dead. Ample time fer that when I gets t’ the Abyss.’

Shader reached into his pocket, jangled some coins. ‘What’s it going to cost for you to keep quiet about this?’

The old man gave an innocent look. ‘Quiet about what? ‘Less ya mean a knight o’ the Elect, champ o’ the tourney, bearer o’ the Sword o’ the Archon, slinking off at night lookin’ fer a ship t’ take ‘im t’ the other side o’ the world—maybe e’en as far as Sahul.’

‘Who are you?’ A chill crept beneath Shader’s skin. No one but the Grey Abbot knew of his plans, and he’d not set foot outside of Sahul in decades.

‘Pacts ‘tween lovers outweigh oaths t’ hierophants. That’s just the way o’ things: human nature in a nutshell.’

Shader’s hand instinctively went to the hilt of his sword.

‘I’d use the other one if I was you. It’s got a much keener edge.’

‘If you insist.’ There was a soft rasp as Shader drew the gladius. ‘Now cut the acting. You with the Judiciary? Where are the others?’

The old man chuckled. He pulled his hat off and straightened up, the cloak falling away.

‘Aristodeus!’

Moonlight bounced from his bald head, etched deep grooves in his face. The philosopher rubbed his white beard between thumb and forefinger, as he always did when pleased with himself.

‘How the Abyss did you find me?’

‘Oh, the advantages of age and wisdom. Mind you, who says I was looking for you? I do have other things to attend to, you know. Always hopping about like one of those kangaroos you have in Sahul. Here one minute, goodness knows where the next. Must admit, though, I was hoping you’d head back. Well, actually, I knew you would.’

‘I promised the Grey Abbot.’

Aristodeus stuck out his bottom lip. ‘Yes, the noviciate. Round two, eh?’ Aristodeus threw a few shadow punches, bobbing and weaving.

‘Not this time. No more fights. This is the end of it.’

‘I don’t doubt it,’ Aristodeus said. ‘Good idea, if you ask me. Prove yourself the best and then pack it all in for a life of prayer. The sort of thing I’d have done myself, only you know my thoughts on Nousians.’

Shader knew them only too well. The philosopher always seemed to move in Nousian circles, though, teaching, advising, debating. He’d even schooled Shader to enter the Templum all those years ago back home in Britannia. Ever since Shader was a child, he’d had Aristodeus to guide him, first as a tutor hired by his father, who’d insisted on the best, and then as a friend. He’d missed the old man’s advice since he’d left Nousia for Sahul, and even that decision had been encouraged.

‘Fancy a trip to Sahul?’ Shader said. ‘It’d be good to have some company. Six weeks at sea’s enough to rot your soul if all you have to talk to are drunken sailors and the ship’s cat.’

‘I’m afraid I must disappoint. Business with the Templum.’ Aristodeus raised his eyes along with his hands.

‘Then perhaps you’ll return the sword for me.’

The philosopher leaned in for a theatrical whisper. ‘Don’t suppose they’ll notice if you keep it. I won’t say anything if you don’t.’

Shader knew they’d have his blood if they found out what he was doing. A knight of the Elect—no matter how former—reneging on his duties to the Ipsissimus. That would be the kind of excuse they needed to bring back the stake. If the Templum Judiciary wasn’t already on his tail, it would be come morning. With any luck he’d be half way to Rujala by then, and well on the fringes of Nousian territory.

‘Sword and man are bonded.’ Aristodeus adopted that look of grim seriousness he saved for making his strongest points. ‘It is a matter beyond ceremony and the tinpot power of Ipsissimi. Unlike so much that is to be found in the Templum, the Sword of the Archon is much more than smoke and mirrors. Much more.’

Shader’s eyes narrowed. The disparagement of religion was nothing new. Aristodeus had always considered himself above such superstitious nonsense. Nevertheless he’d indulged Shader’s mother by arranging for the boy to join the Templum Elect in Aeterna. Under his father’s tutelage he was already an accomplished swordsman, and Mother’s piety had been such a huge part of his childhood that he had the makings of a Luminary. As Ignatius Grymm had told him at the time, it was the perfect combination for a consecrated knight. Probably would have been if not for the third influence. Aristodeus’s ideas had begun nipping at his faith like termites in wood the minute tuition had been handed over to Adeptus Ludo. But years later it was Ludo’s holiness that had won the day. Under his guidance Shader had set sail for the Abbey of Pardes, leaving the world of warfare behind him.

When Aristodeus had been informed, he’d frowned a lot, taken his time formulating his reply. Once he’d done so, he’d been so encouraging you’d have been forgiven for thinking it was his idea all along. Maybe he’d known the religious life wouldn’t work out.

Shader had proven too restless at the abbey, too frustrated with the stillness, too tormented by the parts of his nature that wouldn’t settle down and die. He’d grown critical of the other monks’ aloofness, their indifference to the world outside. The Grey Abbot had warned him about where such thoughts would lead, but he’d continued to indulge them. How could Ain be a just god if he did nothing about suffering? If Nous was his manifestation in the cosmos, his followers the hands and feet that carried out his work, why did the Templum tolerate evil? Why did it suppress the knowledge of the Ancients—knowledge that could cure disease, avert famine, and even make possible travel between the stars? That’s if what Aristodeus said about such things could be trusted. After all these years, Shader was no longer sure.

When the mawgs came and the brothers did nothing his true nature reasserted itself. He’d hunted the beasts all the way to Oakendale and led the villagers against them. It had been an epiphany, a finding of another way. Whilst others might sit in selfish contemplation, he would truly lend his hands to Nous for the meting out of justice, the slaying of evil. He’d founded his own Order, imbued it with the same ideals. He trained local recruits in the spirit and the sword, and then fell prey to the same flaws that had hindered him at Pardes. His feelings for Rhiannon had smothered his dying faith. He’d been convinced she felt the same. Her rejection had almost proven fatal, sending him back to the abbey, the only home he’d known in Sahul.

He’d returned to Aeterna for the tournament on the advice of the Grey Abbot, who’d told him these issues with fighting, with being the best, needed to be worked out before he could continue the noviciate. Shader wondered now if Aristodeus hadn’t been behind that as well. It wasn’t beyond him to pop up in Sahul for a quick word. Nothing the old man did surprised him anymore. He’d always had an uncanny knack of being in the right place at the right time.

Aristodeus was watching him with that pretend questioning raise of the eyebrows that said he was reading you like a book.

‘The sword is yours, my friend. Take it with you to Sahul. Shove it under your bed at the abbey if you like, but take it.’

The flesh on Shader’s back began to crawl. The wind whipped up, spraying salt water in his face. He sheathed the gladius and put one hand on his hat to stop it blowing away.

‘Don’t worry about the Ipsissimus,’ Aristodeus said, heading off down the gangway. ‘I’ll sort things out with him. All the best with the noviciate.’

Shader turned and started out along the jetty.

‘Oh,’ called Aristodeus over his shoulder. ‘Give my love to Rhiannon.’

Shader spun. ‘How do you…?’

But the old man was gone.

 



VISITS IN THE NIGHT
 

 

Ernst Cadman flipped open his pocket-watch and squinted at the digital display. It took a moment for his sleep-dulled mind to register that he wasn’t wearing his pince-nez. His bedroom was blacker than he’d known it. He couldn’t even see his hand in front of his face. Couldn’t see the pocket watch now either—which seemed a little odd. He reached out and patted the hard wood of his bedside table with tremulous fingers. Precisely four reassuring dull taps, not the sharp raps he’d feared. Not that it was a reasonable fear, he told himself. He’d worn the illusion of fatness for so long now it had the familiarity of an old coat, the comfort some children glean from a favourite blanket. He brushed against the frames of his pince-nez, felt them skid away from him, but managed to snag them before they could fall.

He fumbled and squeezed the pince-nez into place on the bridge of his nose and saw clearly that the time was 3.33 a.m. and 55 seconds exactly. He gulped—more out of habit than necessity. The two number fives danced around his mind, taunting, warning, predicting. Just my rotten luck, Cadman grimaced, his mind already permutating to make them into anything but what they really were. 5+5=10, the ritual began. And 1+0=1, which is 4 less than 5, but added to 5 makes 9. That was where he needed to stop, he reminded himself. 9 was a good number—it was 3x3 after all. But if you added it to the original 5…He groaned. That made 14, and 1+4…

How the deuce can I see the watch when I can’t even see my own sausages? Cadman wiggled his fingers in front of his eyes. It struck him as odd, too, that the pince-nez had made a difference. It was a matter of illumination, not of focus, and he’d never really needed them for that. Like so much about him, they were merely for show, and not a little comfort.

Gosh it’s cold. Not that that was anything new. Even Sahul’s scorching summers had done nothing for the chills. But it was a darned sight colder than normal. Freezing even. He expected to see his breath misting before him—well more of a death-rattle than actual breath—but couldn’t see anything in the pitch blackness. It was becoming rather worrisome, not being able to see. He tugged at the end of his moustache as if it could ward off evil. The evil of the Void. Cadman began to run the numbers through his mind, adding, subtracting, dividing, as the panic began to rise. If only he could get to the curtains without tripping over and breaking his neck. He tugged aside the blankets and rolled his great bulk to the edge of the bed.

‘Cadman.’

A voice like the rustling of paper. He froze, black heart thumping against his ribs and threatening to shatter the illusion of flesh. Someone’s in the room. Someone’s in the room. Someone’s—

‘Cadman.’

The blackness darkened at the foot of the bed. It was all Cadman could do to turn his head, his hands clenching around the covers ready to tug them back over. A sliver of shadow curled towards him as if it were going to stroke his cheek. Cadman drew back, pulled the blankets up to his nose. Tentacles sprouted from the heavy dark, bobbing and undulating, poking and retracting. A series of pustules erupted from the central mass, lumps of twisting blackness that could have been heads, lolling, nodding, shaking. It was still too dark to see any more than the outline of black on black, and Cadman was grateful for that.

He opened his mouth to speak, but no words came. Both hands were on his moustache and the number seven raced around his mind. Damn those fives. Curse them. Now look what they’ve done.

‘I come in answer to your call.’ A Cheyne-Stoking rasp.

‘I bring what you seek.’ A malign susurrus.

Call? Seek? ‘I called no one. Please go away.’ Unless…

‘You read books of knowledge.’ The first voice rippled and crunched.

Blightey’s grimoire? Indecipherable poppycock. All sigils and wards, pious sounding words and a bunch of warnings meant to frighten the ignorant. He shouldn’t have read it again—nor any of the other works of his one-time master, but when you’d lived as long as Cadman, you had to refresh your memory by rote—every last bit of it. Systematically. Some might even say slavishly. It didn’t pay to forget.

‘I came to Otto Blightey as I now come to you. I offer knowledge of things that can ease your suffering.’

‘What do you know of my suffering?’ The fear was turning to anger now, as he’d hoped it would. Seven was great for that. A strong number. Very resolute.

‘Every time you feed your needs I feel it.’ A voice thick with pity, as if it considered him less than the smokers of narcotics whose every waking moment was consumed with the desire for more. Which is not so far from the truth. Perhaps, if there were another way. It was all very well clinging onto existence, but there had to be more dignified ways of doing it. Ways that didn’t involve guzzling down the gory remains of others. All these centuries he’d been nothing more than a parasite, but what other choice did he have? It was either that or…He squeezed his eyes shut. He never liked to think about oblivion.

‘What are you? What can you offer me?’ Almost immediately, Cadman wished he hadn’t asked. He’d learnt all he could stomach of the dark paths from Blightey back in Verusia. There was a limit to how far he was willing to go. He knew Blightey had taken things much further—he’d seen the fruits of it in the mutilated victims, the impaled corpses outside the castle walls: white and rigid, the stench of faeces and putrescence. Some of them had continued to gurgle and gasp around the stakes protruding from their gaping mouths for hours. Days even. If that’s what knowledge of the Abyss did to a man, Cadman wanted none of it. It’s why he’d fled. Why he’d come to this accursed backwater on the other side of the world.

Another head plopped from the black mass and swayed towards him on a sinuous neck. ‘You know of Eingana?’

One of the Aeonic Triad who fell from the Void with the Archon and the Demiurgos, if the myth’s to be believed. ‘The serpent goddess of the Dreamers?’

The black mass gurgled and hissed, its appendages lashing the floor, dark heads rolling. ‘The mother of life, they say.’ There was a note of irony in the voice this time. ‘Keeps the creatures of Aethir in being by the slenderest of threads.’

‘Ah, the funiculus umbilicalis. I’m not entirely ignorant of Sahulian mythology.’ Always paid to study the native culture. Might make all the difference in a tight spot. You could never be too careful. ‘Cords of her own flesh invisibly sustaining all life in the world of the Dreaming. Once severed, so the Dreamers believe, the creature ceases to be.’ Cadman shuddered. Such a graphic description of the precariousness of existence. Every moment a tightrope walk over the Void. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t she also the bringer of death?’

The creature roiled towards him, tentacles rearing and coiling like vipers in heat. ‘All things have two natures,’ one of the heads hissed. ‘You of all people should know that.’

Cadman felt it could see through him, through his corpulent disguise and right down to the bone. He backed up against the headboard, dragging the covers with him.

‘I know what you fear.’ Another head spoke now, its voice soft and empathetic. ‘I too have endured on the threshold of existence, a dweller of the space between dreams and the Abyss. I, who have seen so much, felt so much. I can help you.’

‘Why?’ What’s in it for you? Nothing good ever came free.

‘Because we are fellow sufferers. Because what I have I would share with you.’

That didn’t sound at all appealing, judging by the look of the thing. ‘You would have me become like you?’

All the heads laughed in unison, a loathsome cacophony that rattled the windows. ‘There can be no others like me. My creation was…unique. What I offer is the knowledge to endure, the fullness of the life of Eingana.’

‘And that’s yours to give?’

The tentacles settled to the floor, the heads turning as one to glare at him with eyes blacker than the darkness.

‘It is yours to take.’

That would involve action, and action never came without risks. ‘I’ve survived this long without your help, thank you very much. If it’s all the same to you, I’d prefer to keep things just as they are.’ Lurking like a spider at the heart of its web, with an unsuspecting city my larder. Oh, joy! An eternity of feasting on the corpses of peasants.

The creature surged towards him, limbs flailing and agitated. ‘You cannot refuse,’ hissed one of the heads. ‘It is in your nature. You will not refuse.’

Cadman pressed his back into the headboard, wishing he could pass right through it, through the wall and out into the street beyond. The creature squelched over the foot of the bed, its tentacles bashing against the floor.

‘You will not refuse.’ Thud, crash, bang. ‘You cannot refuse.’ Thud, crash, bang…

***
 

Thud, crash, bang.

Cadman sat bolt upright in bed, patting his face to make sure it was still there. Cheeks and jowls, bushy moustache, great mop of hair. All present and correct.

‘Hold on,’ he called out to whoever was knocking at the door. What time is it? He snatched up his pocket-watch from the bedside table and flipped open the lid. 3.34 and 16 seconds precisely. Who the hell’s bashing at my door at this infernal hour?

Dirty light from the street lanterns spilled through a gap in the curtains. He rolled out of bed, eyes adjusting to the gloom, and found his pince-nez atop the book he’d been reading himself to sleep with: Otto Blightey’s Voices from the Abyss. He shoved it onto the floor. Damned nonsense had fired his imagination a bit too much for comfort.

The knocking from downstairs grew louder and more urgent.

‘All right, I’m coming. Give me a chance, would you.’

He lumbered across the room and threw on his dressing gown. Shuffling out onto the landing, he turned up the gas lamp he always left burning at night. A dangerous business, but better than the darkness. Someone was still hammering at the door as if all the creatures of the Abyss were coming for them. Cadman skipped nimbly down the stairs, feet clattering on the tiles by the door.

Oh dear.

He took a peek at his reflection in the entrance hall mirror. More of a skull, than a head—just the merest strips of parchment thin flesh clinging to mottled bone. His hands were rotten, black with mildew. Skeletal fingers cracked and groaned, joints barely articulated by decaying ligaments. He frowned at his bony toes, tapping them on the floor.

Careless, Cadman. Very careless. Caution, caution, and caution again. He watched the fleshiness re-form in the mirror—great rolls of fat dripping from his jaw, waistline ballooning beneath the dressing-gown, fingers swelling until they resembled bloated slugs.

Another flurry of thumps and the door rattled like the lid of a restless sinner’s coffin.

‘One moment!’ Uncouth bloody Sahulians. No manners. Absolutely none whatsoever. Cadman stroked his rapidly returning moustache. Better. Now then, let’s see what this racket’s all about.

He pulled back the three heavy bolts, twisted the key in the uppermost lock, fumbled in his dressing gown pocket for the big key for the deadlock and then inched open the door until it caught on the chain. A small pallid hand flopped through the gap, blood staining the fingers. Oh, my giddy aunt! Cadman took a step back and threw up his hands.

‘Open up,’ a voice wheezed from the other side. ‘I’m a Sicarii.’

An assassin. Another one of Master Frayn’s paid killers. This is getting beyond a joke. The fifth in as many weeks. Cadman entertained the idea of slamming the door on the hand and crushing it until it either fell off or withdrew. Not really an option, despite the appeal. It didn’t pay to mess with the Sicarii.

‘Name?’ he demanded through the gap in the door.

‘Shadrak.’ Pain in the voice. Breathing laboured.

‘One moment.’ Cadman waddled into his study and snatched up the list Master Frayn had made for him—in the unlikely event that any of his cutthroats should require discreet medical attention. Unlikely, my foot. If Cadman had done what any other self-respecting doctor would have, and charged them through the nose for his services, he’d have been a rich man by now. But he’d never been one for the pursuit of money. It always brought too much attention and risk.

He ambled back to the door and peered through the gap. His visitor was surprisingly small for a hit-man. Exceedingly small. Couldn’t have been an inch over three foot. He was dressed like all the others in dark leather, a billowing black cloak trailing over his shoulders. His face was as white as his hand—and it wasn’t just from loss of blood. He was clutching at his chest, a misty look passing across the most unnerving eyes: pink irises and pin-prick pupils. Eyes that flitted this way and that as if expecting danger from every direction. Something we may well have in common. Even his stubbly hair and neat box-beard were white.

‘You’re not on the list.’

‘Frayn gave you a list?’ When he spoke there was a flash of pearly teeth. Quite the perfectionist, aren’t we? ‘Course I ain’t on it. I’m Shadrak…the Unseen.’

But not any longer, I fear. ‘That hardly makes me want to let you in. If your reputation depends on invisibility and anonymity, what will you do once I’ve sewn you up?’ He started to close the door, gently enough to let the fellow get his fingers out of the way, but the albino wedged a boot into the opening instead.

‘Open the shogging door or I’ll put a hole in your fat head.’ The hand returned clutching a pistol.

Now there’s a surprise. I’ve not seen anything like that for a while. Not since the Reckoning, and that was a very long time ago. Nine hundred and eight years, four months and sixteen days, to be precise.

‘You sure you know what that thing is?’ Cadman stepped back from the door.

‘Know what it does.’

Yes, quite. I’m sure you do.

‘Don’t worry, Doc.’ A pink eye pressed into the crack, took everything in. ‘I won’t do you, you’re far too useful to Master Frayn, and I reckon I can trust you with my little secret, don’t you?’

Cadman didn’t miss the threat. He never missed a threat—even when he was told he’d got it wrong. Oh, there were some fine actors out there, but Cadman could always smell a rat. He had a knack for it.

He slid back the chain and opened the door. Shadrak stumbled into the hallway, pitched to his knees and moaned, a trickle of blood dripping through the fingers covering his chest wound and spattering the tiles.

‘Follow me.’ If you can. Hopefully the little runt will drop dead before he can bleed all over the carpet as well.

He led Shadrak along the corridor and opened the surgery door for him. All beautifully white and clinical. Pristine. Sturdy shutters locked against prying eyes; shelves of gleaming instruments, all perfectly stowed in their alphabetised trays. Not a speck of dust to be seen. Immaculate. The midget might as well have been in a sewer for all the appreciation he showed.

Cadman beckoned him to sit on the edge of the treatment table then flicked the switch on the angle-lamp, one of his few surviving Old World artefacts. Shadrak cocked his head but said nothing as the lamp hummed and flickered to life, casting its stark glow over the table.

‘Don’t make ‘em like they used to, eh?’ Never hurt to talk in the patient’s vernacular. Always paid to put them at ease. ‘Regenerating plasma cells. Keep it powered till doomsday. Seems you have some knowledge of the Ancients’ technology yourself.’ Cadman nodded at the gun. ‘Might I ask where you came by such a relic?’

Shadrak winced as he holstered it then fell back on the table. ‘No.’

Thought as much. ‘I’m something of a collector, but alas, technology’s not all it’s cracked up to be. It’s fine one minute,’ he grabbed some latex gloves from the vacuum store and snapped them on. ‘And the next it’s useless junk. Now tell me,’ he lifted Shadrak’s hand away from the chest wound. ‘What seems to be the problem? Ah…’ He pressed down on the edges of the puncture, causing Shadrak to whimper and bright blood to gush over the gloves. ‘Bullet wound. You really shouldn’t play with such dangerous toys.’

‘Weren’t…playing,’ Shadrak croaked. ‘On a job. Bastard made me just ‘fore I had ‘im. Struggled. Thunder-shot went off.’

‘Nasty.’ Cadman shoved a gauze square over the hole. ‘Press on this, would you.’ He scurried around the table and rolled Shadrak groaning onto his side. ‘No exit wound, which means a spot of digging in the dark.’ At least it had missed the lung, otherwise Shadrak would most likely be spewing blood. As long as there’s no cavitation or fragmentation he should be all right. Assuming the shock doesn’t kill him, which would be a crying shame.

Cadman pulled over his trolley and ripped open some packets. Supplies were getting low. Soon he’d be reduced to the same barbaric butchery as his competitors, unless a miracle happened and the Templum opened its archives. All that knowledge shut up for the supposed good of the world, to prevent a return to the evils of the past. It hadn’t been that bad, Cadman mused. It all depended whose side you were on.

Pinching a wad of gauze with some forceps, he dunked it in saline and swabbed the wound. Shadrak gave a pathetic cry, tears welling from his pink eyes.

‘Stings a bit, I’m afraid. Would you like something for the pain?’

‘Just get on with it,’ the assassin growled through clenched teeth.

‘As you wish.’ Cadman angled the light so that it shone directly on the wound. He pushed his pince-nez further down his nose and squinted over the top. ‘A touch of laudanum? A tincture of lignocaine? No? Very well.’ Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

He picked up some shiny tweezers and stabbed them into the hole. Shadrak screamed and thrashed about on the table. Cadman forced him down with a meaty hand and continued to push and twist with the tweezers until he touched something hard. Shadrak had gone still, his jaw slack, a snail’s trail of dribble oozing down one side of his chin.

‘Nighty night.’ Cadman patted his cheek and then reached behind to grab his magnifying glass from the trolley. Peering through the lens, he could see nothing but blood washing over the tweezers. Sometimes he wished he had a third hand so that he could rinse away the gore and see what he was doing. The aperture widened as he forced the tweezers against soft flesh. For an instant he glimpsed the dark shell of the bullet before the blood rushed back in. With one last push he had it, whipped it out clean as a whistle and dropped it clattering onto the trolley. He swabbed around the wound with iodine, leaving yellow stains on the skin, and then took up a curved needle and began to stitch it up. Shadrak shuddered, his chest rising and falling erratically. Breaking off the thread, Cadman bent to inspect his work, dabbing at the seepage with a cotton wool ball and allowing himself a satisfied nod. Splendid job, Cadman. Splendid.

He took down an antibiotic solution from its box on the shelf, drew it up with a syringe, and injected it into Shadrak’s vein.

That was all he could do for now. Either he’d live or he’d die. It was all the same to Cadman.

 

 



THE BARD OF BROKEN BRIDGE
 

 

Rhiannon closed her eyes, loving the breeze playing through her hair, cooling her skin. It beat the blazing sun, but it wouldn’t last. That’s why you had to stand there and lap it up. The “Breath of Nous” , Soror Agna called it, and right now Rhiannon reckoned she had a point. Nous might’ve been the “Ground of Being” , the “Mind of the Universe”  and all that baloney, but when you were frying in your own sweat he was a damned sight more useful as a gentle wind. The locals had another name for it, course. The figjams up in the smoke knew it as the “Doctor” , but down in the villages it was the “Oakendale Fart.” 

Sammy pulled on her hand, hot and greasy, mousy hair stuck to his forehead below the brim of Dad’s straw hat. ‘Can we go now?’ He looked up at her through squinty eyes, freckles shouting from the bridge of his nose.

‘Brothers.’ Rhiannon pinched his cheek. ‘Good for only one thing.’

Sammy frowned and cocked his head. ‘What?’

‘Tucker!’

He screamed and scarpered, glancing over his shoulder to make sure she was chasing him.

The breeze died a quick death, leaving it a scorcher all the way to Delling Creek at the border with Broken Bridge. The two halves of the limestone bridge that had given the village its name made a “V”  beneath the sparkling waters. Silver minnows shot between the reeds, passed amongst the copper coins glinting in the mud at the bottom. The farmers still tossed them in every summer, but it was a waste of time. It was hard to remember when it last rained.

Rhiannon had once seen a shark stuck in the shallows, one of the big bronze whalers that must’ve swum up the estuary. She’d run home to tell her dad and he’d brought his mates back with forks and spades. She could still picture the creek running red, the shark’s thrashing sending weaker and weaker ripples through its own blood. Even now she wished she’d never mentioned it, but Dad said she’d done good.

‘Broke by funder.’ Sammy stuck his fists into his hips and puffed out his cheeks. He said the same thing every time, as if he’d just made a discovery.

‘Lightning, Sammy. Thunder is the noisy bit.’ Rhiannon fixed a smile as he gave his old man look, knitting his brows and puckering his mouth. Hard to believe he was six only yesterday.

Soror Agna said a mawg shaman had blasted the bridge five hundred years ago when its swarm had been driven from the Abbey of Pardes. Then there was the story of a demon from the Abyss that tried to cross over to Oakendale to eat a wannabe wizard who’d failed to honour a pact. When the wizard wasn’t wearing pointy hats, his day job had been farming wheat. Poor bugger lost his whole crop to locusts the previous year. Must’ve thought a bit of black magic would keep them off. Elias had sung about it a few times at the Griffin, although Rhiannon suspected he’d made it up. She’d never seen demons, and those who claimed to be wizards were generally impotent geeks without any friends. Swanning about in robes and talking mumbo jumbo apparently gave you an instant personality. Elias’s song had Brannos the Brave, whoever he was, striking the bridge with his club and the demon plunging to the swelling waters below. It was hard to imagine now, as the long drought had dried the creek to the point that it was little more than a trickle above the silt. Dried up and wasted. Soror Agna would no doubt approve. Isn’t that what the Templum did? What it would do to Rhiannon? All that self-denial in the name of the greater good.

Rhiannon bit down on her lip, told herself to stop whinging. She was half way to being a flaming Luminary already. She’d be all right.

So why did she feel such loss? Wasn’t sacrifice meant to pave the way for the life of Nous? Crock of shit if you asked her. The only thing she felt from her rejection of Deacon Shader was emptiness.

And what if Huntsman had been wrong? What if he was just a charlatan, the Dreamers’ bodgy excuse for a juju man? He’d asked her to give up so much and she still wasn’t sure she could bear it. ‘Nous will give you the strength,’ Soror would say. Course he flaming well would, and a fat lot of good it seemed to be doing. Maybe Agna was right. Maybe it would be easier once she’d entered the Templum of the Knot, given herself up to service.

She tried to capture the creek: the spray of gum trees jutting from the ruddy soil, the air sweet with their scent; she felt the heat prickling her skin, blinked up at the cloudless blue, let the songs of lorikeets and galahs play over her. All her senses melded into a memory that would linger. She told herself to savour her last days in the villages before she joined the priests in Sarum.

‘When are we going?’

Rhiannon smiled down at her little brother, his face glistening with a rosy sheen.

She felt bad about marring his birthday with the news she was leaving. Maybe she was no better than Shader. He’d had his moment of drama, abandoning the lads of Oakendale so that he could bugger off back to Aeterna like a jilted kid. Maybe now she wanted hers. No one had shown the least surprise. She’d been meeting with Soror Agna for years and probably would have entered the Templum anyway. Even if she’d not met Shader; if he’d not saved her from the mawgs. She winced and shut the memory down before it could take hold.

‘Where’d you wanna go, soldier?’

‘Broken Bridge.’

‘You wanna play guitar?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Don’t you reckon it’s a bit hot to walk all that way?’

‘Nope.’

‘All right then,’ she sighed. ‘Let’s just hope Elias is in.’

She knew he would be. The bard never went out these days unless it was to perform, and that was always at the Griffin. Elias had told her all about his wander years, his adventures amongst the Dreamers, but Rhiannon had never known him to set foot outside of the village.

Sammy ran ahead of her to the cleft bridge, still passable if you slid down the slanting stone a ways and leapt to the other side.

‘Me first.’ Sammy spread his arms for balance and crept to the brink. Rhiannon pulled her sandals off and threw them across.

‘Here, give me your hand.’ She paddled into the stream, guiding him down one half of the “V”  till his feet were just above the water. Sammy bent his knees and gathered himself, then straightened up shaking his head.

‘Come on, Sammy, jump.’

‘No.’ He slipped as he tried to turn, but Rhiannon caught him under the arms and hoisted him over her shoulder.

‘I can do it.’ He thumped her back as she waded to the far side and dumped him on the bank.

‘I know you can, so there’s no need to show me, is there?’

She walked barefoot on the hard-baked road, Sammy pouting and dragging his feet until they reached the Griffin at the edge of Broken Bridge, brilliant sunbursts reflecting from its latticed windows. The sign, a faded painting of a ferocious hybrid, part lion, part eagle, creaked gently back and forth.

A group of lads in the white surcoat and red Monas of Shader’s Order sat at the tables outside, pitchers of beer in front of them. She hesitated as she spotted Justin Salace, ginger hair plastered to his scalp. She knew he’d seen her, but he tried not to show it, glugging his pint then leaning towards Barek Thomas, whispering in his ear. Barek peered over Justin’s shoulder, one half of his mouth curling into a smile. The pub door opened and Sheriff Halligan stepped out, flipping his notepad shut and slipping it into his pocket. Sneaky Nigel followed him as far as the doorway, drying a glass with his apron, looking grimmer than normal, which was saying something. Wasn’t surprising, though, considering what had happened last night. The way the boy-knights were staring at Rhiannon you’d have thought she’d been the one to murder Bovis Rayn; only the lads’ problem with her went back further than that. They’d been pissy with her since Shader had buggered off and left them to their own devices.

Gripping Sammy’s hand tight, Rhiannon put her head down and walked past, feeling their eyes burning into her back.

‘Ouch, you’re hurting me.’ Sammy pulled away, wriggling his fingers as they passed the diggers’ shacks, flaky paint peeling from rotted timbers, shutters closed against the heat. They took the narrow track that wended up into the hills and followed it until they came to a rough stone hovel with a tin roof.

Elias Wolf was rocking in his chair on the porch, rubbing at the neck of a mandola with a dirty rag. He was dressed in a motley outfit of patches sewn over threadbare strides and a matching jacket of faded blue, studded with a hundred badges that glinted like armour. They were painted with pictures, symbols and words, some funny, some political—slogans from yesteryear. Lank, unwashed hair hung in greasy disarray about his shoulders. His sharp face was all crows’ feet and furrows, softened by a smudge of stubble.

Elias looked up as they approached and let out an exaggerated sigh.

‘Suppose you want tea,’ he moaned, working oil between the frets. ‘Linseed.’ He held up the rag. ‘If it worked for cricketers…’

Rhiannon rolled her eyes and pretended to yawn.

‘Have I told you about cricket?’

‘Nope and I don’t wanna know, before you ask.’ She shot him her sweetest smile and he wrinkled his nose back at her.

‘I’ll boil some water then,’ Elias groaned as he balanced the mandola against the wall and rocked himself out of the chair. ‘Unless, of course, you’d rather taste some home-brew.’ He indicated the bubbling distillery just inside the doorway. ‘Cider,’ he beamed. ‘Can’t beat a bit of the ol’ scrumpy.’

‘Yes!’ Sammy hopped from foot to foot.

‘Tea’ll be right,’ Rhiannon said, shoving him inside.

Sammy clapped his hands in front of the assorted acoustic instruments hanging on the rear wall of the studio. Antique mandolins, banjos, ukuleles and guitars. Six-strings, twelve-strings, round holes, f-holes, resonators and solid bodies. Plain wood or lacquered, chrome and brass; maple necks, or rosewood inlaid with mother-of-pearl. Elias had pointed out every detail of every instrument to her over the years, so much so that Rhiannon considered herself an authority, except for the fact that she couldn’t even whistle in tune. Pride of place was afforded to a solid body with twin cut-aways and painted a kind of pastel orange, which Elias had always insisted was salmon pink.

The rest of the oak-panelled room served as a workshop—a clutter of benches strewn with head-stocks, nuts, bridges and strings. There were boxes overflowing with spare parts, some of which came in brightly lettered packaging.

‘Ah, no, no, no!’ Elias winced as Sammy started towards the orange-pink guitar. ‘I think we’ll adjourn to the kitchen, if you don’t mind.’

Sammy whined in protest but dutifully followed them out of the studio. Elias handed him a battered ukulele, which he proceeded to thrash whilst the bard heated some water in a rusty pan.

‘Bit hot to be out an’ about,’ he said over his shoulder as he hunted for the teapot. ‘Don’t want ol’ Sammy getting sunstroke.’

Rhiannon felt her lips trembling, tears welling up from nowhere.

Elias frowned at her. ‘Not still missing him?’

‘Heck, no. Just something that happened on the way over. It’s stupid, really. Don’t know why it bothered me.’ Justin and Barek had been childhood friends, but ever since Shader had left, they’d been cold with her. Hostile even. ‘We ran into some lads from the White Order, that’s all.’

‘Ah.’ Elias gave a knowing nod. ‘Shader’s abandoned boys still looking for someone to blame. Thought they’d have got over it by now, realized what a prat he is. I mean, just ‘cause the bloke gets dumped by the most gorgeous gal in Oakendale doesn’t mean he has to run off back to the holy bleedin’ city. I reckon you made the right choice. Sounds a bit immature to me.’

‘But why go? He wanted to give up fighting.’

‘Wounded pride, my dear. I’ll bet you a brass monkey he couldn’t take no for an answer so he’s off trying to prove his manhood. He won’t forgive and forget, though. He’ll carry his tawdry little image of you in his noddle,’ he tapped his temple, ‘and his imagination will embellish it until you become a mixture of the Dark Mother of Ain and the lascivious Annie Marchant.’

‘He thinks I’m a slut?’

‘No, no, no. You miss my point. You see, Shader wants a Luminary to complement his own self image. Only he’s a geezer, just like any other geezer, so what he needs is a composite: a pious companion during the day and a wanton strumpet at night. Man, it’s gone awfully quiet in here.’

He was right. Rhiannon hadn’t noticed that Sammy’s strumming had stopped. She had a moment’s panic when she couldn’t see him and then smiled. The boy was curled up on the floor, snoring quietly, one arm draped over the ukulele.

‘Stick him in the bedroom, if you like,’ Elias said. ‘I reckon it’s time for a drink and a smoke, don’t you?’

 



THE AURA PLACIDA
 

 

The ship lurched and Shader was tipped back into the cabin, clutching the doorframe with rigid fingers. His stomach heaved again, even though it was beyond empty. With a desperate surge he rebounded through the doorway and stumbled onto the deck.

The clouds were thinning and the rain had slowed to a spit. The storm-head was roiling off the stern back towards Latia. The tail end of the gale bloated the great square sails on the main-mast and set them snapping. The yards groaned and creaked as he slipped and skidded his way below them and bent into the wind to climb the steps to the forecastle.

Captain Amidio Podesta was leaning on the prow railings, black hair streaming like wet seaweed behind him, his gaudy finery looking like the cheap rags they really were, all sodden, clinging, drooping about his stout frame. He seemed to sense Shader’s approach even above the din of the passing storm, turning and cramming his tricorn tightly onto his head. The man had an unnatural link with the ship that alerted him to every shift of the sea, every step upon the deck.

‘You see, I told you.’ Podesta gave a gap-toothed grin, his usually sleek moustache dangling limply, jowls hidden by a braided trident beard. ‘Some storms you run before, eh? And others,’ he flicked his hand after the dark mass fleeing from the aft, ‘you take head on. It’s just like the great Nicolau Rama said, eh? A ship has a bowsprit for two reasons.’ He rubbed affectionately at the base of the pole projecting from the prow, loops of rope hanging carelessly, jibs creased and furled along the length. ‘An anchor for the forestays,’ he indicated the standing rigging in front of the closest mast, where a couple of mangy sailors still hung like spiders challenging the wind to dislodge them. ‘Everyone knows that, uh?’

Shader only knew because Captain Diaz had bored him senseless with endless nautical lessons on the voyage from Sahul. Diaz’s point had been that every able-bodied passenger needed to be a sailor just in case. The sea was a capricious beast who gave no mercy, listened to no excuses. When the crisis came, as it would, either you stood up and did your part, or you went down with the ship along with everyone else.

Podesta frowned, forcing his chin into his neck and giving Shader a look that was at once confused and worried, like the one a father might give a child who had not grasped the most elementary point about playing with fire. ‘You don’t want the foremast falling into the main, uh? You understand? Good, good. Two points, he says, and the second you will like, you being a pious man.’

There was no hint of mockery. Indeed, Podesta gave the slightest of bows and touched his finger-tips together.

‘It is like,’ the Captain swept his arm along the line of the bowsprit thrusting out over the waves, ‘the point of a spear piercing a wall of shields, uh? You understand these things, no?’

Shader did, but quite how Podesta knew that he did was beyond him.

‘It is like the horn of a charging unicorn. It is like…’ and here he paused, gazing into the grey distance. ‘…a needle-point of love piercing the heart of Ain. You like, eh? You see, us Quilonians are not so ignorant as you think.’

They might have punched their way through the storm, but the carrack still reared and fell heavily in the troughs, and off of the starboard side white horses frothed and spat. Podesta followed Shader’s gaze and slapped him on the shoulder.

‘The Narala Reef, my friend. We are closer to Numosia than Latia now, you know. Didn’t I tell you I knew a fast route? Faster than that charlatan Diaz, eh? And the Aura Placida,’ he swept a hand out to encompass the ship. ‘She might not be as swift as Diaz’s caravel, but she is bigger, no? And she has comfort, strength and soul.’ He thumped his chest and stuck his chin out as if the superiority of his vessel were plain to see.

Shader agreed about the comfort. The Dolphin had indeed been fast, but her quarters were cramped and she’d had scant space for cargo. Diaz had taken the long route to Aeterna, skirting the coast of Britannia and sailing through the channel between Quilonia and Gallia. They’d not landed at Britannia, and Shader couldn’t say he minded. The feel of the place had altered since his father’s death, and he suspected he now saw it as it really was. The dappled sunlight piercing the leaves of Friston Forest, the scent of fresh-cut grass, the comforting presence of the Downs: the world seen through a child’s eyes; but when Jarl had rotted, when the wasting had transformed him from a titan into a repugnant sack of meat and shit, the child had died with him. There was a joke in Aeterna that Shader had been the butt of as he rose through the ranks: Britannia was the bowel of Nousia, the cesspit of the Templum’s empire. The Latians had made no attempt to conceal their scorn for Shader’s heritage. Britannia, for them, had more in common with the barbaric forests of Verusia than with Nousian culture.

‘No,’ Podesta continued to blather on as he stared out to sea, ‘your friend Diaz would not have the guts to take this route. He’d never navigate the reef, and even if he did, he lacks the stomach for the Anglesh Isles.’

Podesta’s route would take them past the mawg homeland. Shader was in no hurry to reacquaint himself with the beasts that had fallen upon the Abbey of Pardes, showing up his contemplative dream for what it was. He’d been the only one with the skills to oppose them, the only one to track them as they rampaged south to Oakendale.

Podesta pulled a metal flask from his boot and unscrewed it. ‘Don’t you worry, my friend. The Aura Placida will look after us, and my crew are as ferocious as any mawg, eh?’

Shader doubted that, although they looked a hard bunch: the sort of men who’d stick you for a bronze dupondii. Podesta caught him observing the sailors spilling over the deck, shouting to each other and striking up a shanty that seemed to be composed mainly of expletives.

‘They’re good boys, eh?’ Podesta rubbed his beard and frowned. ‘If you know how to treat them. Rum?’

Shader declined and looked away as the Captain took a swig and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand.

‘Looks like you need something to put the colour back in your cheeks, eh? The worst of the rough is past us now. Go and see Sabas. Tell him you need melted cheese and bread. Say the Captain sent you.’

***
 

The Aurora Placida bobbed contentedly, the calls of sailors, the creaking of yards a muffled reminder of the world outside the galley. The salty scent of grilled cheese set Shader’s stomach rumbling, his tongue moistening his lips. Sabas set the plate before him with meaty black hands and lowered his bulk onto a stool, watching Shader intently as he sniffed the bread-base and lifted it to his mouth. It was an effort not to wolf it down to fill the void in his guts. Under the expectant eyes of the chef, Shader nibbled a corner, savoured its tanginess and made appreciative grunts as he swallowed.

‘You like how we eat in Numosia? Cheese of the goat and sourdough.’ Sabas opened his hands, thick lips chewing the words languidly rolling from his mouth with a lisp. ‘A touch of mustard from Verusia,’ he gave Shader a sideways look with wide eyes, ‘and a sprinkling of black pepper. How do you think I got so fat?’ He slapped his paunch, double-chin rippling as he gave a deep belly-laugh. ‘Oh, Mr Sabas,’ he rumbled like a passing storm, ‘you one big blubbery man.’

A red-faced lad stuck his head through the door, more acne than skin, hair a greasy mop of ginger, eyes darting over his shoulder and then at Shader’s plate.

‘Got any spare, Chef?’ he whined, rubbing his stomach. ‘I’m ‘alf starved.’

Sabas slapped a big hand down on the table, belly rolling with mirth.

‘Ah, Elpidio. Always hungry. You sit down and don’t you breathe none. Maybe you won’t be missed.’

The youth slid through the crack of the door and crept to a stool, offering Shader a nervous smile.

‘Elpidio is like a son to me,’ the black man said as he sliced some bread and started to top it with shavings of cheese. ‘Ain’t that right, boy? You been eating that grub I send you? You sure don’t look like it.’

Elpidio’s eyes didn’t lift from the table, his fingers fiddling with a fork.

‘It eat it right enough. When it don’t get took from me.’

‘Cleto?’ Sabas closed the lid of the pan and thrust it into the flames.

‘Uh huh.’

‘Don’t you go messing with that fork, boy. That’s a clean one. Don’t want to wash it for no good reason.’

‘Sorry.’

Sabas dropped onto the stool beside him and lowered his head to look up at the lad.

‘Don’t go being sorry now. Everything all right?’

Shader took a bite of cheesy bread and chewed vigorously. ‘Who’s Cleto?’

‘Nothing I can’t handle. Ain’t that so, boy?’

Elpidio nodded, face breaking into a smile. ‘That’s right, Chef. Is it done yet?’

Sabas rolled his eyes and went to check on the pan.

Elpidio’s gaze flicked to Shader and then back down at the table. ‘You a priest?’

‘No. Not yet in any case.’

‘What, a soldier then?’

‘You ask a lot of questions, Elpidio.’ Shader took another bite and poured himself some water from the jug.

‘It’s just the lads. They been wondering. Say you’re a bloody Nousian, and you wear that symbol thing on your tunic, but Cleto says you brought a sword on board.’

Shader swallowed and set his bread down. ‘There’s a lot of Nousians outside Quilonia. Pretty much the rest of the world, save for Sahul and parts of Numosia.’ Sabas grunted at that. ‘Not forgetting Verusia, of course.’

Elpidio lifted his head, eyes wide, mouth rounded like a guppy’s, then looked back down at his fingers drumming on the table-top. Sabas set some cheese-bread before him and he snatched it up and tore a great bite out of it, spitting crumbs as he spoke.

‘Lads ain’t got no time for Nousians, begging your pardon. Reckon we’ll stick to our own ways.’

Besides Verusia, which was more a scattering of tribes than a country, Quilonia was the only northern land to resist Templum protection. Nousia spread from the Islands of Ice above Britannia, across Gallia and Latia, to the lands east of Graecia, and the mighty continent of the Great West. Most of Numosia had converted too, except for the southernmost tip which was now in Sahulian hands. The world split in two, although by far the biggest portion belonged to the Ipsissimus ruling from Aeterna. The Sahulian Emperor Hagalle’s inroads into Numosia had come to an abrupt halt when war had broken out with his own eastern kingdoms. Nousia, the combined lands of the Templum, had absolute hegemony elsewhere, and yet Quilonia, right on Aeterna’s doorstep, remained proudly independent.

‘Do you Quilonians still vote for your leaders?’ The idea had always struck Shader as bizarre: entrusting the governance of a country to the whims of an uneducated mob. No sense in it. No continuity. Not to mention that a canny would-be tyrant could easily hoodwink the masses into electing him. It was one small step from freedom to dictatorship.

‘Don’t know about that. No interest in politics.’

Just as Shader thought. If that was the general attitude then he’d much rather stick with the Ipsissimal succession. At least that way there was order, everyone knowing their place in the greater scheme of things.

‘Elpidio’s a country boy, from a hard-working family, ain’t that right, son?’

‘Vintners.’ The lad grinned proudly in mid-chew.

‘As good a trade as any. What made you leave?’ Shader asked.

‘You ask a lot of questions.’ Elpidio pushed his plate away and stood. ‘Some of us have work to do. Thanks for the food, Chef.’ Without meeting Shader’s gaze he stalked from the galley.

Sabas leaned forward on the table, big fingers interlaced. He kept his voice to a low rumble.

‘The vines were burned to the ground. His folks and sister killed. The boy was in town at the time, delivering wine. Captain was a customer. Took the news real bad and went after the folk that did it. Killed them all real bad too, no messing. Good man, the Captain, but a hard one. Has the crew’s respect, and with these dogs that’s saying something.’

Shader started as light spilled through the open door and Captain Podesta poked his head in.

‘Nousians value people over profit. Regrettably, in Quilonia it’s the other way round. Elpidio’s family had the misfortune of being too successful. Shame for the boy. Shame for my wine rack, eh? Down to my last dozen, but I’m willing to open one if you’d join me, uh?’

‘Maybe some other time.’ Shader lifted the prayer-cord from his neck, picking at a largish knot. He’d been meditating on that one for days and almost had it.

‘I see,’ Podesta said. ‘Prayer ahead of wine. Very good, eh Sabas? A holy man on board bodes well for our voyage.’

Funny, Shader thought. One of the oldest stories in the Liber, involving a very big fish, made it seem like the worst possible luck.

 

 



THE SCENT OF IMMORTALITY
 

 

A cock crew way off in the suburbs causing Cadman to look up from his book. Something about the sound always startled and reassured him at the same time: an intrusion upon his peace and the death of the night and all its terrors.

He’d given up on Blightey’s grimoire. There was only so much mumbo jumbo he could take, and what he’d read had unsettled his sleep. It was bad enough surrendering to the little death, as he called it, without being frightened out of his wits by nightmares from the Abyss. He patted his breast pocket and plucked out his cigarette case, all shiny silver and engraved with his initials. A parting gift from Mama before he’d set off for Verusia. He frowned and thought of some numbers to drive away the memories. Sixes and sevens mostly, with the odd nine thrown in for good measure.

He lit a cigarette with his ancient Zippo and relaxed against the leather back-rest of his chair, chunky legs stretched out beneath the desk. He spent a moment eyeing the faded sepia pictures in their tarnished frames. What had happened to the proud young man in the gown and mortar-board clutching the scroll? The boy all in white with the cricket bat kneeling at the front of the team? He knew where the others were—his teammates, his family, his friends. Dust and ashes, like I should be. Back to the elements or lost in the Void. Why did he go through this ritual every morning, clinging onto the memories of the dead? Because I must remember. Because that’s all I am; all that stands between the last wispy threads of my being and oblivion.

He took a long drag on the cigarette, imagining the smoke burning his lungs. They’d long since rotted along with the rest of him, now no more than emphysemic sacks that made every breath a dying gasp. His chin slumped against his chest. All that remained was a crumbling skeleton housing a shrivelled heart and the blackened embers of his spirit, if that’s what you could call it. “Will”  was a better word, he fancied. The will to endure at all costs.

He puffed out his illusory cheeks and turned his attention back to the book: Meditations on Plenitude by Alphonse La Roche. Funny how it came round so quickly. It seemed only yesterday he’d read the pre-Nousian classic and yet, judging by the hundreds of completed books he’d returned to their precise locations on the shelves, it must have been a century. The eternal ritual, cycling through the entire library, re-reading every word in an effort to preserve more memories than the mind could hold.

It would probably take another century to wade through LaRoche’s turgid prose and metaphysical balderdash. It never got any easier, but it was one of those arduous tasks one simply had to get on with. He just wished the man hadn’t written so much. LaRoche had been writing up until the Reckoning, a sort of last champion of the old superstition that passed for religion until Sektis Gandaw’s technocracy had all but eradicated it. Bloody good job too, Cadman thought, although the human capacity for self-deception doesn’t die easily. LaRoche had sat out the cataclysm at his Abbey of Pardes in Sahul. His name had vanished over the years, but Cadman had read that he’d reinvented himself as the mysterious Grey Abbot. He’d reputedly helped the Templum drive Otto Blightey back into Verusia, seventy years after the Liche Lord had steered its rebirth from the ashes of the Old World. Blightey had a way of upsetting his allies, it had to be said. Apparently he’d got his claws on some ancient artefact that belonged to the Ipsissimus. It wasn’t the first time he’d clashed with the religious authorities either. The first time they’d burned him for it.

A rustling noise followed by a clash roused him from his brown-study. A bit early for the morning post, surely. Cadman squeezed out of his chair and plodded down the hallway. Someone had shoved a piece of paper through his letter-box. Bloody junk mail. Of all the things that had to survive the Reckoning. If Governor Gen didn’t put a stop to the damned Merchant’s Guild and their intrusive activities soon, Cadman would be voting for the other side come next election. His knees clicked as he stooped to pick it up, a creased and stained flyer announcing some sorry sounding recital at an even sorrier sounding pub out beyond the black stump, as the locals would no doubt say. He was about to screw it up when a word caught his eye: “Eingana” .

Ash dropped off the cigarette hanging limply from his lips as he read the flyer more carefully:

 

The Epic of The Reckoning

by Elias Wolf

 

Venue: The Griffin, Broken Bridge

Hear how the world of the Ancients was destroyed by beasts from the Dreaming. Relive the death of the machines at the hands of the shaman Huntsman wielding the magic of the serpent goddess Eingana.

 

Performance starts at sundown.

No formal dress required.

 

Broken Bridge…Broken Bridge…Now where the deuce is that? And Elias Wolf…I’d swear on Mama’s grave I’ve heard that name before? Cadman flicked the flyer with one fat finger and hurried back towards his study—and straight into Shadrak.

‘Awake so soon?’

‘I heal quick.’

Cadman didn’t doubt it. There was something about the assassin’s appearance that nagged at his overburdened mind. It was in there somewhere; just needed to be dredged up from the depths, filtered out from all the dross and scum of the centuries.

‘What do I owe you?’

More than you can afford. Cadman tried not to sneer as Shadrak searched through a pouch for some loose change. He was adorned with pouches, replete with them, all the way around his belt, and two strapped over his shoulders, running alongside the twin baldrics with their gleaming blades and razor stars. The pistol was holstered at one hip, a stiletto sheathed at the other. All kitted out for killing and looking just the part with his deathly complexion and eyes like diluted blood.

‘Do you know a place called Broken Bridge?’ Cadman made a show of scrutinising the flyer.

‘Shit hole twenty miles south. Why?’ Shadrak gave him a look that could have been mistaken for nonchalant by anyone other than Cadman.

‘You’ve been there?’

‘What’s it to you?’

‘Quite, quite.’ Twenty miles might not have seemed far, but to Cadman that was the end of the Earth. He’d not left Sarum in decades and got into a panic if he had to go further than the city centre. Travel was not something he did anymore, if he could help it, and that created something of a dilemma.

‘May I see the wound?’ He took a step towards Shadrak but stopped when he caught the look in his eye, the tension in his tiny body.

‘Told you I heal quick. Just needed you to get the…’

‘Bullet.’

‘Whatever. To get the bullet out.’

It came to Cadman like an aneurysm. ‘Homunculus!’

‘What?’

He was sure that was the word. He’d come across it in one of Blightey’s books. The little folk, denizens of Aethir, wasn’t it? The world of the Dreaming. He would have loved to ask questions but doubted Shadrak would be very forthcoming.

‘Just thinking aloud. Put the purse away, there are other ways to settle a debt. Do you have any urgent engagements?’

He could see Shadrak didn’t like it. His eyes were darting all over the place, fingers stroking the tops of pouches.

‘What you got in mind?’

‘Oh, nothing too strenuous. Wouldn’t want to impede your recovery.’ Actually, the albino already looked fully healed, and that wasn’t natural. Whatever Shadrak was, Cadman very much doubted he was human. ‘How do you fancy a trip to Broken Bridge?’

‘Who d’you want dead?’

Now there’s a thought. ‘No one.’ At least not right now. ‘Think of it as more of a reconnaissance; information gathering.’ Cadman handed him the flyer. ‘Go to this recital and come back with everything you can glean about Eingana.’

‘That it?’

‘That’ll pay for your treatment. If it leads to any more work, I’m sure I could rustle up a denarius or two.’

Shadrak’s pink eyes widened at that. Avaricious barbarian. Just like the rest of these Sahulian cow-herders and sheep-shaggers: despising everything about Nousia, except for the value of its currency.

‘Excellent,’ Cadman said. ‘Every last detail about Eingana, remember. I don’t want you to miss a jot.’

 

 



STAGE FRIGHT
 

 

Elias Wolf had never been a nervous performer. Man, he was too wasted for nerves most of the time. He’d been gigging for so long he reckoned his memories of the old shows must have passed down the crapper of history along with the world of the Ancients.

‘I wouldn’t say it’s nerves as such.’ He flicked ash into the mouth of the Statue of Eingana, a black and toothless snake, staring at him like she would have bitten his hand off for the offence; if she’d had anything to bite with. ‘Reckon it’s more separation anxiety.’

Rhiannon was pissed but doing a good job trying to disguise it, face all pale and serious, eyes with that glazed-over look that turned Elias on. Turned him on with any other woman, that’s to say.

‘Do you want a glass with that?’

‘Think I’m right.’ She took another swig from the bottle, wine staining her lips, giving her the look of a raven-haired queen of the Abyss. She had a sort of undead-ish quality, freshly risen from the grave to sup on the flesh of men.

The thought sent sparrows’ claws hopping up and down Elias’s spine. Cold sparrows, that is, the sort you might find in an arctic tundra, feet all frozen in ice. Wow, he was stoned. Stonedy stone stoned. But the vampire tart thing was cool, though. ‘Chuck us my notepad.’ Bloody good image for a song, that. The sort of thing that needed to be jotted down before it faded like a dream on waking.

Rhiannon swayed as she stood, and for one moment he thought she was going to topple into the rows of instruments standing on display against the peeling, crumbling wall of the studio—his babies.

She threw him his pad and he scribbled some notes about blood-sucking strumpets.

‘Now don’t go getting too wrecked on me, gal. This is an historic occasion.’ He did the regal voice thing and accompanying flourish. ‘And finally,’ he announced to the invisible crowd, ‘after year upon year of sweat, toil and…Sweat, toil and what?’

‘A ton of bloody weed.’ Rhiannon gave him that grin—the broad one that said she was a comedian, and your best friend, and a bitch all at the same time. Elias dug the economy of the girl; reckoned she was a natural. Shame to see her wasted on the Templum. Still, give it time, she’d screw it up. Couldn’t see her cow-towing to Nousian rules of obedience. And chastity—there was just no way.

‘Weed. I like that.’ He took another drag to emphasise the point. ‘Once did a gig—years ago,’ centuries even. ‘Geezer chucks me a joint, someone else hands me a beer, and this crazy chick dumps a baby on my lap. Thank Ain for guitar stands, I says. Well actually I didn’t—don’t thank Ain for much really. You know my thoughts on that.’

Rhiannon brushed the hair out of her face and rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t start.’

Elias wagged his finger at her. ‘For you, my darling, I would praise Ain to the heights of Araboth.’ But not for anyone else. ‘Like I was saying, baby, beer and spliff. I says: “What am I supposed to do now?” —meaning, like, how can the gig go on?—when the chick hands me her purse. It’s like she was saying “Take the money, it’ll pay for the baby’s keep.”  And no, it wasn’t mine. You have one hell of a smutty mind for a postulant. Anyhow, I open the purse, look inside, turn it upside down and shake it. “Empty,”  I says. “Like society.”  ‘

Rhiannon didn’t look much like she was listening. He’d probably told that one before. The grin fell off her face.

‘Shit.’ She slapped her head, spilling some wine as she set the bottle down. ‘I bloody swore.’

‘I think, my girl, you might have bitten off more than you can chew with this religious thing.’

‘It’s the drink, I swear it is. You’re a bad influence.’

‘Shit!’ Elias jumped up from his stool and stubbed the butt out in Eingana’s mouth. ‘My scrumpy!’

He tripped over a guitar stand and hurtled into the door, bowling through and landing in a heap next to the stove. The air was thick with smoke and the smell of cinnamon and cloves.

‘Pan’s boiled dry,’ Rhiannon said, lifting it from the heat and scraping around in the ashes with a spoon. ‘That’s what I meant by gently heat. No mulled cider for you tonight. Still, there’s plenty of wine.’

‘You know me and the ol’ vino.’ Elias climbed to his feet and dusted himself down. ‘Don’t agree with my guts. Bad omen, that—the cider. Doesn’t augur well for the opening night.’

‘You’ll be right. Long as you don’t forget your lines like last time.’

‘That was hardly the same.’ He ushered her back into the studio. ‘This, my dear, is a masterpiece. Centuries in the making, and every last lyric burned into the ol’ noddle like…like…’

‘Like cider into a pan?’

‘Funny that. Cider in a pan. Remind me to hug myself in case my sides split. Bugger, what’s the first frickin’ line? Pass me Old Mr Spud, will you.’

Rhiannon reverently lifted the guitar and blew dust from the headstock. Elias rested it on his lap and gave it a quick tune. ‘The ol’ mother-o’-pearl’s a little lack lustre. Bit of spit and polish’ll sort that out. Sounds beautiful, though, with the new strings.’ He strummed an open G and looked up expectantly.

‘Lovely.’ Rhiannon obviously had no appreciation for the subtle tones of the ol’ phosphor bronzes. She wasn’t alone in that. Backward bleeding world—in a forward sort of a way.

He struck up an alternating bass line with his thumb and plucked away with his fingers, the notes crisp and ringing with the clarity only new strings had—and then only for a day or two, if you were lucky. He closed his eyes, picked out the melody, took in a breath and sang:

 

‘A gift of the Void or a fool’s prophecy,

A tumbling of stars came the Aeonic Three.

The Archon, his sister and brother…’

 

The worst thing that can happen to a bard. His mind was a blank. He tried again, strummed the intro to see if that helped. It didn’t.

Rhiannon squatted down in front of him. ‘Is it the weed?’

Elias was as close to panic as he’d ever been. This was not cool. Not cool at all. ‘Course it’s not the weed. Might have blamed it if I’d not had any—withdrawals an’ all. No, it’s not the bloody weed. Song’s cursed, that’s what.’

‘Cursed?’

‘Whole frickin’ epic’s cursed. Always has been. Reckon that’s why it took so long to pen.’ What had Huntsman said? This one’s not for the world? Something like that, all dressed up with Dreamer heebie jeebies and interspersed with “fellah”  and “Sahul says.”  Someone might hear, he’d said. Apparently that wasn’t such a good thing. Certainly wasn’t if “someone”  was Sektis bleeding Gandaw, who the Dreamers seemed to think of as a dark and vengeful god. The last thing Elias wanted was a return to the Global Technocracy that had screwed the world up big time before the Reckoning. Machines telling you when to wake up, spouting shit at you all day long, cooking your dinner, wiping your arse. They even had machines that played guitar, which was the straw that broke the camel’s back as far as he was concerned. No, the world was better off without Sektis Gandaw and his bloodless utopia. If the shogger hadn’t been killed during the Reckoning, he’d have snuffed it centuries ago in any case, despite what Huntsman seemed to believe. And even if he were still alive, Elias suspected the Technocrat of the Old World had more in common with a cockroach surviving a nuclear winter than with an immortal deity.

‘He’s put the signs on me,’ Elias said with mock horror. ‘Doomed me with stage fright.’

‘Who?’

‘Who do you think? Huntsman, the scary witch doctor geezer. Can’t miss him: bloke with bones and things through his nose and a stinking cloak of feathers. What’s up?’

Rhiannon had one hand covering her lips as if she were going to be sick. She raised the other hand to say she’d be all right, shook her head and lowered herself to a stool.

‘Need some more to drink?’

‘Yeah.’

He headed back to the kitchen. ‘Tea? Sober you up?’

‘You gotta be kidding.’ As quickly as it had come, the change was gone. That big complicated grin slid back across her face. ‘Beer will see me right, then I’m outta here. Got to see someone before the show.’

‘Anyone I know.’

‘Just Gaston. Last chance I’ll get before I go.’

‘Gaston Rayn? The sorry little shit back for another bite of the cherry now Shader’s out of the way?’

‘It’s not like that.’ She caught his look. ‘Didn’t you hear? His dad was killed last night, in the Griffin.’

‘No way.’ Now that was a seriously bad omen; worse than the cider. Not to mention it might frighten the crowds away. ‘What happened?’

‘Sheriff’s just finished up at the pub, by the looks of things. Expect we’ll know soon enough. They’re saying it was the Sicarii. I heard…’ Rhiannon closed her eyes and swallowed. ‘Heard it was like those murders they had in Sarum way back, you know, just a hole in the head and no sign of what made it.’

‘Shadrak the Unseen?’ That’s the last thing he needed. The slipperiest, most feared assassin in Western Sahul going about his business just before the debut of the most important performance since Sergeant Sunshine’s gig at the Crypt. On the other hand, there were bound to be hordes of ghoulish thrill-seekers sniffing around the scene of the latest Shadrak murder. Every cloud…

Rhiannon nodded, and then her eyes snapped open. ‘And besides, I thought you knew me better.’

‘I’m saying nothing. I’m sure it’s just a sisterly goodbye before you swan off into the riveting world of contemplation and wiping the arses of the sick.’

They’d been childhood sweethearts. Nothing ever came of it as far as Elias knew, but that wasn’t due to a lack of trying on Gaston’s part. ‘Is he still playing knights with Barek Thomas and Justin Salace?’

‘What do you think?’ Rhiannon sighed and shook the empty bottle at him. ‘They’ve got the whole Order down at the barn. Been there for a week, practising like mad.’

Elias grabbed a couple of beers, opened them with his teeth, gave one to her and sipped on the other.

‘Hoping Shader’ll change his mind?’

Rhiannon shook her head, momentarily letting the mask slip. ‘No. He’s gone all right. Guess that’s something we have in common. Once we make up our minds, there’s no stopping us.’

‘And so the twain will burn for each other with heroic mortifications, he enclosed in Pardes whilst she prays for her soul in Sarum.’ It reminded him of something he’d read years ago, way back before the Reckoning. Some bland tale of unrequited love, all for the sake of an imaginary friend in the sky.

‘Damn!’ The lyrics sailed past on the misty river of his mind. ‘Almost had it.’

‘What’s it about? Besides the Void and the Anal Three, I mean.’

‘Aeonic. The Triad of powers that dropped from the Void to grace our dull little cosmos with their divine presence.’

‘Hmm.’

Maybe the prose form was still in there. Might jog his memory of the song. ‘The Aeonic Triad: the Archon, Eingana,’ he cocked a thumb at the statue, ‘and their brother, the Demiurgos, tumbled out of the darkness, from Ain knows where—or most likely from nowhere.’

Rhiannon mimed a yawn. She’d heard it all before, back when he used to teach her and the rest of the kids of the villages; back before Huntsman had told him to put a sock in it. He was gonna be mightily pissed Elias was going ahead with the performance, not that it was any of his business. It was a free world, with free speech”•even if it was sadly lacking in free love these days. He wrinkled his nose at Rhiannon and pressed on.

‘They fell, still fighting, the Demiurgos tearing at his sister with tooth and claw, the Archon stabbing at him with a sword. Three gods tussling. The Archon all radiant light, Eingana in the form of a serpent, and their brother, blacker than the Void and just as empty.

‘It’s said Eingana fled into the constellations, but the Demiurgos pursued and ravished her. She swelled with his spawn, but couldn’t give birth. The Dreamers say she had a very small…’ He indicated his crotch and then flapped his hands at Rhiannon, guessing she’d get his meaning. ‘The Archon slit her open with his sword and plucked the child from her womb, a monstrous hybrid, part ape, part dog.’

‘You’re singing about this tonight? In the Griffin?’

‘Yep.’

‘You better hope they’ve got a free run on the liquor, mate.’

‘You don’t want to hear about the Cynocephalus then?’

She gave him a blank look.

‘Eingana’s son—the dog-headed ape.’

‘Oh, him.’ Rhiannon rose and rubbed her eyes. ‘Listen, I’ve got to go. Best wake Sammy.’

‘One more thing before you leave.’ Elias opened his arms. ‘What do I look like?’

She sucked in her cheeks and chewed on them a minute. ‘Straggly haired ragamuffin with more patches than trousers on some crazy-arsed fabric called…What’d you call it?’

‘Denim.’

‘Right. And a jacket of the same stuff spattered with badges saying who knows the heck what? Is that the look you’re shooting for?’

Elias winked and gave a toothy grin. ‘Groovy, huh?’

She gulped down the last of her beer and flashed him her winningest smile. ‘Good luck tonight, Elias. Or should I say break a leg?’

Now there was a phrase from the past. She must have got that one from him.

‘See you later, Missy Kwane, and don’t be late.’

He swept up Old Mr Spud again as the door shut behind her, thrashed some chords to clear out the cobwebs, gave a little cough, and tried again.

 

‘A gift of the Void or a fool’s prophecy;

A tumbling of stars came the…’

 

‘Shit!’

Blank as a Dreamer’s gaze. He knew it was in there somewhere, clawing at the back of his mind. Something beginning with “A”, and it sure as hell wasn’t “Anal”!

 

 



RUJALA
 

 

Rujala spewed from the Numosian coast in a slurry of rotting seaweed. A wall of roughly mortared boulders hemmed the bay and sprawled across the harbour mouth parallel with the shore. Timber jetties bristled with doggers, barks, dories, and dugouts unloading their catches or preparing to set out to sea. A high-prowed galleon loomed above them, white sails furled upon three massive masts, bowsprit jabbing at the harbour village like an accusation.

Shader squinted at the crumbling buildings standing back from the shoreline, crowds of dark-skinned Numosians teeming around them, voices a muffled wall of sound punctuated by the talking of drums.

The crew of the Aura Placida were throwing their packs to the jetty and jostling to be the first to join the rancid carnival beyond the life of the ship. Coins were counted, and swiftly thrust from sight, curses exchanged and backs slapped as they moved off like rats after refuse.

‘Want me to bring you one back?’ Sabas’s face was all teeth and jowls as he waddled backwards down the jetty, waving up at Shader. ‘Numosian whores have the biggest buttocks.’ He shook his cheeks and blew air through pursed lips. ‘And their boobies,’ he cupped his own sizeable breasts. ‘Oh, I can’t wait.’

‘Same as the Dolphin, uh?’ Captain Podesta leaned on the rail beside Shader, smiling at his men like a doting father.

‘Oh, no. That was worse.’ Podesta’s crew might have been coarse and hard men, but Diaz’s had been killers, the whole lot of them. The absolute dregs of the world, the scum of virtually every country he’d heard of. All drunkards, gamblers, cutthroats and libertines. The Dolphin had been the only ship leaving Sahul for Nousia at the time; Shader probably would have foregone the tournament had he known she was a privateer.

A trio of white-cloaked soldiers were pushing their way through the throng, chainmail shirts dazzling in the breaking sunshine. Their hands never left the hilts of their longswords, and each bore a kite shield emblazoned with a complex red knot.

‘Ahoy there, gentlemen,’ Podesta called down to them. ‘It brings joy to my heart to see Nousian law and order in this pit of depravity. You want to come aboard, uh?’

The soldiers stopped at the foot of the gangplank and touched their foreheads. The man in the middle took a stiff step forwards and clicked the heels of his polished boots together.

‘You are the captain of this vessel?’

‘Indeed I am. Captain Amidio Podesta at your service, and,’ Podesta produced a letter from his inside pocket with a flourish, ‘in the employ of His Divinity.’

Shader’s eyes flicked to Podesta and back to the soldiers. If he was bluffing, it was a dangerous game. Pretending to a Templum commission could well get them arrested. The last thing he needed was to have the sword come to light. Ipsissimus Theodore might be a moderate, but the desertion of his newly appointed Keeper might be just what was needed to sway him to the tougher stance advocated by Exemptus Silvanus and the traditionalists.

The lead soldier came closer and Podesta leaned over the side to hand him the document.

‘What are you doing?’ Shader whispered, but Podesta’s eyes never left the soldier’s, his face fixed in a broad grin, blood-shot eyes twinkling.

‘All in order, Captain.’ The soldier handed back the letter. ‘We are with the Pleroma.’ He indicated the galleon, as if there were any possibility of doubting where they had come from. I’m Lieutenant Scorm, serving under Captain Harkyl. I’m obliged to ask, Captain, whether you’ve had sight of a caravel flying the flag of Sahul.’

‘Not this far north, surely?’ Podesta looked flummoxed.

‘Six days we’ve been following reports of it. If there’s any truth in the matter, captain’s a devil of a navigator. Not seen hide nor hair of it, yet we have it on good information she’s been spotted in Nousian waters.’

‘Sounds like she’s given you quite the runabout, eh?’

‘The men are calling her the Ghost.’

‘That’s sailors for you, eh? I’m sorry to disappoint. We’ve seen nothing.’

‘Thank you for your time, Captain. Ain be with you.’

Podesta’s arm draped over Shader’s shoulder as he watched the soldiers march back down the jetty.

‘Bad times coming, eh, my friend? Hagalle is getting bolder, I think.’

Shader doubted that. The Emperor scarcely had control of his own lands. He wasn’t likely to ruffle the Templum’s feathers. ‘Probably a hoax. Either that or mistaken identity.’

‘Stranger things have happened.’ Podesta raised his eyebrows in a manner that suggested agreement or a private joke.

‘Seems you have friends in high places, Captain.’

Podesta patted his jacket pocket and opened his mouth in mock astonishment. ‘Even men as blessed as his Divinity sometimes require the services of simple men of fortune. Our business is in Gladelvi, but you will disembark before that and so need not worry yourself further, eh?’

The Emperor Hagalle was famously suspicious of the Nousian community at Gladelvi in the north of Sahul. In fact, he had a reputation for paranoia regarding supposed Aeternam plots. Shader wondered if he’d been too hasty a judge, and if Hagalle had a point after all.

‘Now,’ Podesta said, making a sweeping gesture towards his cabin. ‘I am too old for wenching, and I’ve no desire for another case of the pox. You, my friend, are too holy to succumb to the temptations of the flesh, am I right? In which case, I insist that you join me in a bottle of Quilonian red, and who knows, we may even get Elpidio to pour it for us. After all, it’s his family label; a brand soon to pass through my bladder into the piss-pot of history.’

***
 

The flickering of the hanging lantern lent a stuttering animation to Podesta’s bow scraping across the strings of the battered violin. The screeching and grating had softened to a muted melody behind Shader’s muddied thoughts as he lolled in the captain’s chair, vaguely aware he was smiling, the pleasant warmth of wine prickling at his skin.

Elpidio’s head was on the table, one hand idly squeezing the wax of a guttering candle, the other tapping out a rhythm with a spoon. Three empty bottles of the family label stood amongst the orange-smeared bowls and crusts of bread left over from their meal.

Shaking the grogginess from his head, Shader rolled himself out of the chair and took a stumbling step towards the walnut bookcase, running his fingers along the perfectly planed edges whilst squinting at the spines of the books. You could tell a lot about a man from his library, but in Podesta’s case the clues were somewhat conflicting. Nicolau Rama’s Science of the Navigators, and Carracks, Caravels, and Galleons; DuMelo’s Roots of
Quilonian Democracy: A Graecian Legacy; Cuello’s Wonders of the Ancients, a somewhat speculative work Shader had read in Aeterna. Cuello had claimed that the Templum jealously guarded the scientific secrets of the Ancients, from time to time opening its archives to keep ahead of its dwindling rivals. If Sahul produced chainmail, it would manufacture plate; if Quilonia had carracks, it would make Galleons. The Templum had never denied holding the repository of Ancient knowledge, but it had always spelled out the dangers of releasing it. The world was not ready for such power; the Ancients had proven that and they had been duly punished. Cuello claimed that the Ancients’ science had not been solely destructive. They had developed cures for many diseases, answers to famine, feats of construction that had enriched people’s lives. He accused the Templum of depriving the world of the good along with the bad, an accusation that had neither been affirmed nor denied.

‘What’s this?’ He pulled out a dog-eared tome, boards visible through the frayed cloth cover. ‘Some Early Contemplatives by Alphonse LaRoche.’ A pre-Nousian spiritual classic that had been mandatory reading for all new Elect.

Podesta set down his violin, took a swig from his empty wine glass, frowned, and banged it on the table until Elpidio took the hint and got up to open another bottle.

‘Interesting man, LaRoche, no? Makes you wonder how he knows such things, eh? All those characters from before the Reckoning. Hundreds of years before. Either he’s making it up or he has sources that are lost to the rest of us. You see this one?’ Podesta swayed from his stool and thumbed along the spines until he found what he was looking for. ‘LaRoche’s Fall of Otto Blightey. You heard of him? The holy man turned devil. Burned at the stake by the religious authorities of his day.’

‘Every Nousian has. It’s a morality story, designed to encourage the virtues and steer clear of the vices.’

‘Just a myth, eh?’ Podesta tapped the side of his nose with a finger. Lamp light glinted from his eyes, threw wavering shadows across his face.

‘More than that,’ Shader said. ‘But don’t tell anyone I told you.’ He imitated Podesta’s nose tapping. ‘You’re not meant to know about the dark secret at the heart of the Templum.’

Podesta shot a look at Elpidio, who was struggling with the corkscrew ‘You all right, boy?’

‘Course.’

The Captain leaned towards Shader. ‘What makes a man so, eh? Born bad? Bad choices? Bad friends? Maybe just bad chroniclers. You know, the victors writing history.’

Shader rolled his head from side to side. It was hard to think with all the wine flooding his brain. Aristodeus had said something similar about the Templum’s bogeyman. In the times before the Reckoning, Blightey had been an exemplary contemplative, largely recognized as the holiest man of his generation. ‘Some people say he was the conscience of the world.’ Hard to believe, having seen what Blightey was capable of at Trajinot.

‘A conscience, eh? Good thing we have the Templum to separate out right from wrong, uh? What a mess the world would be in if we were free to act as we pleased; free to choose our leaders and think our own thoughts.’

Elpidio popped the cork from the bottle and filled Podesta’s glass. ‘We are free in Quilonia. Don’t see why anyone else puts up with it. Don’t know why we don’t just get rid of the bloody Nousians.’

And replace it with what? Mob rule and the elevation of wealth above people? There were always free-thinkers praising the Quilonian model, but Shader felt they were only free-thinkers because the Templum taught them to be so.

‘Elpidio, my boy,’ Podesta said, ‘there is a simple reason these things will never come to pass: power.’

‘But we’ve got the best navy, the hardest soldiers.’

‘Blah, blah, blah. Doesn’t every country say that? Clear the table and I’ll show you.’ Podesta reached up to a shelf and pulled down a rolled chart. Elpidio stacked the bowls, but before he could collect the wine bottles Podesta swept them to the floor with a loud crash. Shader helped him unfurl the map and hold down the edges.

‘This,’ Podesta put an arm around Elpidio’s neck, drawing him close, ‘is the whole sphere of the Earth. Flattened out, of course, but you get my meaning, uh?’

‘I know what a map is.’

Podesta pointed to a large land mass south of Gallia. ‘This is Quilonia.’

The lad smiled, clearly missing the point.

‘And this is Nousia.’ Podesta stabbed at points all over the surface of the map: ‘Britannia, Gallia, Latia, Graecia in the middle. The Great West, too.’ He traced the outline of the huge continent. ‘And most of Numosia,’ the sprawling land south of Latia.

Elpidio’s face fell.

‘Little Quilonia is like a lamb hemmed in by wolves, you see?’

That’s hardly how the Templum would have put it, and neither would Shader. Without the glue of Nousia binding the nations together there would be nothing but petty rivalry and war. You only needed to look at Quilonia’s internal wrangling to see that.

‘Whose is this?’ Elpidio pointed to a cluster of islands in the far south.

‘The big one is Sahul, bigger than Quilonia and even more independent. This,’ Podesta indicated a smaller island to the east, is New Ithaka, Sahul’s bitterest enemy, and these,’ to the west, ‘are the Anglesh Isles. We will pass between them on our way to Sahul, and if we are lucky,’ he gave a look of feigned horror, ‘we’ll not be eaten by the mawgs.’

‘Mawgs? Thought you knew a safe route, Captain.’

Podesta let go the boy’s neck and plonked himself on a stool. Wine dripped onto the map as he took a gulp, looked up at the ceiling, and sighed.

‘We will be quite safe, my boy.’ He caught Shader’s eyes and gave a good impression of a sober look. ‘The mawgs only raid west, off of Ashanta, these days; ever since Governor Gen built up the Sarum fleet.’

‘You ever seen a mawg, Captain?’

‘Oh, yes, Elpidio.’

‘Me too,’ Shader said, seating himself once more.

Podesta shot Shader a look that was part surprise, part respect.

‘Tracked a large band of them from Pardes.’ The catalyst that led him to abandon the abbey. You could hardly be a contemplative and then grab a sword at the first sign of trouble. Of course, the Grey Abbot had tried to dissuade him from leaving. It seemed to Shader the old monk liked having a sword to hand.

‘They were sniffing around the abbey for days, as if they were looking for something; then they seemed to pick up another trail and headed south. The Grey Abbot was worried about what they were doing on Sahulian soil and, knowing my background, sent me after them.’

He’d protested, but that was one of the drawbacks with vows of obedience. No matter how much he tried to be a better man, he’d never been able to outrun the shadows of the past.

‘I came upon them outside the village of Oakendale.’ He could still feel the jolt along his arm as his sword thudded into a leathery carapace, the beast falling on top of Rhiannon, snarling and aroused. He’d learnt quickly where to aim: a soft patch beneath the jaw where the blade had slid in effortlessly, the mawg’s black blood spilling on the half-naked woman beneath.

‘You fought them?’ Podesta sat bolt upright, staring straight at him, beads of sweat glistening on his brow.

‘Killed them.’ He’d been particularly adept at it. That was his problem. He had an aptitude for killing; a gift for all that was opposed to Nous.

Shader lowered his eyes to his wine glass, let the images play across his mind: mawgs engorged on the flesh of the villagers, victims stripped to the bone—right down to the marrow. Row upon row of needle-sharp teeth; feral eyes and spraying blood as he hacked into them. Images of slaughter. There was no point trying to suppress them. Once the seed was planted they took on a life of their own. He doubted he’d sleep much tonight, and the wine only seemed to make the flashbacks stronger.

‘What were they like?’ Elpidio asked in a voice hushed with awe.

Podesta scratched at his flaking scalp and drew in a deep breath. ‘Scabrous monsters, all bunched up and knotted. Fur like a wolf’s; scaly hide. Unnatural. Trust me, boy, not something you want to see, eh, my friend?’

Shader continued to stare into his wine. Podesta raised an eyebrow and went on.

‘I ran into them, too, a long time ago. I was about your age at the time, Elpidio. It was off the southern coast of Sahul, when I crewed on the Crucible. We were hunting sharks—the big ones that can take a man, eat him whole. The Ashantans pay a fortune for their fins. Make them into soup.

‘A mist came up with the dawn, so the captain had us stay put in case we ran into the reef. I was scrubbing the deck…’ Elpidio frowned at that. ‘Oh, I’ve not always been a captain, my boy, so there’s hope for you yet, uh? The men started muttering and staring out into the fog, so I gets to my feet and I see this great black ship coming at us out of the gloom. A galleon, by the size of her, fully square-rigged and with a bowsprit set too low in the water. Wasn’t till she hit us that we realized why: big iron ram that cut through our hull and caught us firm.’

Podesta’s eyes seemed focused elsewhere as he blindly poured another drink, most of it running down his fingers and onto the map. Shader was watching him now, pulled in by the rasping timbre of his voice, his stillness upon the stool.

‘Captain sent me below and I went, but not before I saw one. Grey it was, all shaggy but for its torso, which was like a moulded breast-plate, ridged and leathery. The legs were bent backwards, ending in claws like a bird’s. They had three long fingers, and opposing thumbs that scraped the deck as they loped towards us. Their eyes were like the crescent moon, but the colour of piss. Their mouths, though, that was the worst of it.’

Shader grunted his assent. He’d seen what they could do to flesh, muscle, bone; seen how even if you smashed a sword into their teeth, another row slid forward to replace them.

‘They are like the teeth of a plant,’ Podesta continued. ‘You know, the ones that eat insects.’ He shivered and gulped down his wine.

‘I lingered too long on deck. You should always follow the captain’s orders promptly, eh? Got this scar from a claw.’ He stuck his boot on the table and rolled up his trouser-leg, twisting the knee to afford them a view of his hamstring. Three puckered white lines crossed the flesh.

‘I was lucky. The mawg slipped on blood, and I made it to the hatch. I guess the man behind me wasn’t so lucky.’ Podesta winced. ‘Not judging by his screams, and the ripping, crunching sound that followed me below.’

‘How did you beat them?’ Shader reached for the bottle and poured himself another.

Podesta sat staring into space, his moustache quivering, the skin beneath his left eye twitching.

‘We didn’t.’

Elpidio’s mouth dropped open. ‘But…’

‘The screaming went on for hours. I found a space in the hold, tucked under some nets, and held my breath. I heard men hitting the water. Must have leapt from the decks to get away from the mawgs, but then they started screaming, too. Expect the sharks got them. Doesn’t bear thinking about, eh? Trapped between mawgs and sharks. Reckon I’d take my chances with the mawgs, eh? Especially with our friend Mr Shader here to protect us.’

‘But the crew,’ Elpidio’s voice was growing shrill. ‘Why didn’t they fight back?’

‘They did.’ Podesta eyed Shader. ‘But it takes an exceptional fighter to take down a mawg, eh, my friend?’

Shader sipped his wine. He’d not considered himself exceptional at the time. He’d assumed anything he could do, others could do equally as well. The mawgs had been ferocious, rabid even, and that had been their weakness. Creatures of rage and instinct in the heat of battle. He’d always found an enraged enemy the easiest to conquer. It was the cold ones you had to watch. They’d been powerful, true enough, and terrifying in a way that would have paralysed most men. Not Shader, though. When it came to danger, he’d always been blissfully at ease. The difficulties only came when he wasn’t fighting.

Podesta shrugged and rubbed at the wine stains on the map.

‘I hid below for days, long after the screaming had stopped. Don’t tell the crew, but I pissed myself. Shit myself even, and just lay there in my own mess. When the coastal patrol found me they put a sack over my head so I couldn’t see the remains of my crewmates on deck. The mawgs hadn’t even taken the ship. Just ate everyone on board and took off again. Like sharks, they are: eating and disgorging so they can kill and eat some more. Evil shoggers, eh?’

Shader set down his glass. His head was swimming, the room starting to shift around him. ‘You still think we’re taking the best route? Diaz’s might’ve been longer, but it was a sight safer.’

‘Trust me, my friend. I know the Anglesh Isles like the back of my hand, and even if we did see a reaver, the Aura Placida isn’t just an old wreck like the Crucible. She can outrun any mawg ship, and besides, if they catch us, our crew is mostly Quilonian.’ He slapped Elpidio on the back so hard that the boy almost threw up. ‘None tougher, eh, my boy?’

‘Well, gentlemen, I’m about ready for bed.’ Shader pushed his way out of the chair and fell face down on the table, the map creasing up beneath him and his wine glass shattering on the floor. He groaned and felt bile rising in his throat, swallowed it back down and tried to stand. He lurched and spread his arms to steady himself. ‘Have we put back out to sea?’

‘I fear it is the strength of Quilonia.’ Podesta scrutinized the label on the wine. ‘Why do you suppose it is, my friend, that you Nousians forego so many of the pleasures of the world, yet make alcohol your bedfellow?’

Shader swooned and would have fallen if Elpidio hadn’t caught him.

‘I never drink.’ Not strictly true, but near enough for it not to warrant confession.

‘Ah, a virgin of the vine. Then I am impressed. We’ll make a sailor of you yet, eh? Elpidio, would you show our guest to his cabin, there’s a good lad.’

The deck was a pitching blur, Shader’s feet disconnected and tripping over each other. He anchored himself on Elpidio’s shoulder, fighting down the urge to vomit. A door bashed against his head as Elpidio bundled him through an opening, sounds of clashing and banging following in their wake. The lad went in front as they stumbled down below to the cool dark and bounced from wall to wall of the corridor until they reached Shader’s cabin door.

‘You shouldn’t leave it open,’ Elpidio said as he shouldered his way through, half carrying Shader. ‘Some of the lads ain’t too honest.’

Shader didn’t care right at that moment. He didn’t even mind the clothes and books strewn around the base of the bed, the scabbarded Sword of the Archon poking out from under them. He shook off Elpidio’s grip and took a lunging step towards the bed. There was a rush of sound, the smell of old sweat, and then a hand clamped over his mouth, another holding a blade to his throat.

‘Cleto!’ Elpidio screeched.

‘Shit on you, boy. What you have to come in for?’ A hard voice, more growled than spoken, spit spraying into the back of Shader’s neck.

‘Captain’ll kill you. Stealing ain’t allowed.’

‘Captain ain’t gonna know till it’s too late. Chuck me that sword, boy, and be quick about it.’

Elpidio edged into the room, eyes never leaving Shader’s.

‘It’s all right, Elpidio,’ Shader tried to say, but it came out as a series of grunts.

‘Who the shog asked you?’

Cleto wrenched Shader’s head back, nicked his throat with the blade. There was no pain—just a tickle as blood oozed down his skin.

‘Way I see it,’ Cleto said, breath hot and rancid on Shader’s face, ‘I got myself a bit of a quandary. See, I meant to be gone before you’d done with your private party. Now I got to ask myself whether to chance leaving you alive while I head for shore, or whether it’s easier to kill the pair of you.’

Elpidio picked up the sword by the scabbard and held it out to Cleto.

‘Here, boy. Closer.’ Cleto let go of Shader’s mouth and reached for the hilt. ‘Don’t you move or I’ll slit you like a pig.’

Shader’s heart was pounding, his muddle-headedness starting to lift. He tried to think of anything but the blade slicing across his throat; tried to let his body go limp. Was this how it was to end? His journey from Elect knight to a monk of Pardes cut short by too much drink and a cowardly piece of scum he could have cut down without thinking face to face.

The hilt of the gladius was a blur between his eyes as Cleto’s fingers curled around it.

‘Shit!’ Cleto’s hand recoiled as if burned. ‘Shogging thing’s alive!’

Shader crashed his elbow into Cleto’s ribs, twisted under him, and threw him down hard, keeping a grip on the knife arm. Cleto let out a rush of air and tried to rise, but Shader straightened his elbow and folded back the hand so that he dropped the knife and screamed.

‘My arm! You’re breaking my shogging arm!’

Captain Podesta appeared in the doorway, cutlass drawn and looking like he’d never touched a drop of wine.

‘You really need to work on your vocabulary, Cleto.’

‘Captain. I can explain.’

Podesta sheathed his cutlass and crouched down beside him. Cleto tried to get up but squealed as Shader gave his wrist a sharp tweak. Sweat streaked his pock-marked face and glistened from the sharp stubble covering his chin.

‘You are new, Cleto, so I will not feed you to the sharks this time. It is, however, advisable for a crewman to learn something of his captain before he boards a ship. I am known for my gusto, my wit, and my good humour, am I not, Elpidio?’

‘Sir.’

‘But Captain Amidio Podesta is not a man to be crossed. My crew may be as hard as nails, they may laugh and joke and call me a drunken old sot, but none of them that know me would break the rules of this ship. Am I clear?’

‘Clear,’ Cleto whimpered.

‘Good. Fetch me some rope, boy.’

‘Rope?’ Cleto’s voice had a tremulous quality now.

‘Oh, we’ll forego the hanging this time, but you will need to be kept in the brig until we can organise a flogging. I find that men rarely learn lessons without a good dose of pain. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr Shader?’

All Shader could think about was running Cleto through with the sword. Hardly the Nousian way, but nevertheless…’Sounds fair.’

Cleto twisted his neck so that he could glare at Shader with murderous eyes. He had a face lined with permanent scowling, a broken nose, and teeth the colour of vomit. His bald head was scarred and cratered, crusted with scabs amidst a downy dusting of hair. As Shader studied the face, keen not to forget it, Cleto forced a smile that was more of a leer.

Some men don’t learn, even with pain, Shader thought. But it was Podesta’s ship, and what he said went. Obedience aboard the Aura Placida didn’t seem quite as negotiable as that in Pardes.

 

 



THE ANCHORITE
 

 

The sun stood high above the sweltering streets of Sarum, turning the council chambers of Arnbrook House into an oven. The windows were thrown wide, but that just made things worse, the hazy air from outside rolling in and daubing its humidity on the oak panelling. The thick-weave Ashantan carpets were moist where they met the skirting, and heavy with the odour of rotting fruit and a something stale, unwashed, like overworked flesh in a brothel.

Lallia tore along corridors and down stairs, white blouse ringed with sweat beneath the arms and clinging to her curves in a way that made one councillor whip off his spectacles and pretend he had something in his eye, and another gawp at her and shake his head in mock disapproval. She pelted across the polished floor of the Great Hall, slipped on a wet patch, and bowled over some robed toff, scattering his papers. Too breathless to say sorry, and in too much of a rush to stop and help, she took the stairs down to the ground floor two at a time and darted through the kitchens, ducking as Borlos the head chef swiped at her with a pan. Her breath came in great heaves, heart pounding with the effort, but she was determined to impress Zara Gen.

Lallia had never seen the Governor so excited. Zara Gen was usually a man in complete control of his feelings, always stony-faced, always watching with the patience of a crocodile floating close to the bank, waiting for the roos to drink. In part, it was fear of him that sped her on. Although he had never so much as raised his voice to her, there was something in his bearing that did not suffer tardiness; but she was also stoked by the uncharacteristic and infectious excitement that had animated him. The visitor in reception was either extremely important or a lover, something about which Lallia knew a great deal. She couldn’t quite picture Zara Gen with a woman, or a man for that matter; that would have been way too human. And yet it wasn’t as if he was unattractive. Bit sharp of face perhaps; a bit starchy the way he carried himself: like a lord or even a king, but with a pole shoved up his arse. His sleek black hair, tied in a neat ponytail, drew the scorn of the staff, although Lallia quite liked it. Dressed in his scarlet robes of office, he looked every inch the statesman. Until this morning, Lallia had never imagined there was anything else to him.

As she came hurtling into the reception area she bent double to catch her breath, hair falling in thick chestnut tousles about her face.

‘Don’t run!’ Martha was slouched at the desk, a haughty look of disdain crossing her bloated face.

‘Sorry.’ Lallia struggled to get some air in her lungs. ‘Zara Gen has a…’

‘I know, girl. It’s my job. You just need to take the gentleman to Governor Gen’s office, if it’s not too much to ask.’

Lallia gulped down air and straightened up. She ran her fingers through her damp hair, flicked it from her eyes. She was going to ask Martha if she had something to tie it back with, but then thought better of it.

The only other person in the reception was a filthy old swaggie with an off-white beard, a grimy brown habit, and scuffed leather sandals.

‘Where…?’

‘Are you blind, girl?’ Martha shook her head, sighing as she raised a flabby arm. ‘There!’

Lallia adjusted her skirt and approached the old man, whose eyes were hidden beneath heavy lids. He seemed asleep or lost in some secret reverie. Lallia cleared her throat and one rheumy eye flickered open, quickly followed by the other as his face lit up in mock surprise.

‘Well, well, well. Still rushing around, Lallia? Never stopping to hear the birds sing or watch the sun rise.’

Heat flooded Lallia’s cheeks. How did he know her name? ‘I’m sorry?’

‘No need to be.’ The old man smiled with such warmth that Lallia felt tears welling in her eyes. ‘There is very little you need to be sorry for, my dear. Well, maybe one or two matters,’ he added as an afterthought. ‘Come now, lead the way. I believe Zara Gen is anxious to meet me, though goodness knows why. I must be the most sought after Nousian in Sahul. Not anything to boast about, mind you.’

That’s because there weren’t many Nousians in Sahul, which was a bloody good job as far as Lallia was concerned. The Emperor might be as mad as a pot-smoking Dreamer, but he was right about the Nousians. It was thanks to Hagalle that Sahul was still free of Templum rule; that and the fact it was on the other side of the world from Aeterna. Lallia didn’t know any Nousians herself, and she’d prefer to keep it that way. She’d heard all about their unnatural practices. It didn’t seem human, all that self-denial and waiting for a better life once this one was over. Flipping stupid idea, if you asked her. When you’re dead you’re dead. Nothing plainer than that, so you might as well make the most of it. That’s how she saw it in any case.

The old man stood with creaky knees, and Lallia led him along the corridors and up the stairwells, heading for the fifth floor. She decided it was best not to speak in case he tried to convert her. He’d get a mouthful if he did, that’s for sure. No poncy priest was going to tell her what she could and couldn’t do. After two floors, though, the silence became unbearable.

‘Where’d you say you come from?’

‘I didn’t, my dear, but now that you ask, Gladelvi,’ he replied.

‘Gladelvi! You came by boat, right?’

‘And risk the Anglesh mawgs? Oh, no, no, no. I walked.’

‘You what?’ Walked? At his age? That must have taken weeks. ‘When’d you leave?’

He shrugged and tucked his hands inside the sleeves of his habit. ‘Just after breakfast. 9.30, or thereabouts.’

Lallia pulled a face and decided to say no more. The old codger was obviously senile or lying. More than two thousand miles in half an hour! Brains must have been addled by his poxy religion. Maybe the silence wasn’t so bad after all.

Each time she reached the top of a flight of stairs, she waited impatiently as the old man lumbered up behind. Councillor Arkin was due his tipple and it didn’t do to keep him waiting. Gritting her teeth and doing her best not to roll her eyes, she turned on her heel as they reached the fifth floor landing and walked down the corridor, past the gilt-framed paintings of former governors, all robed in red and looking to her like a clutch of devils.

Lallia stopped outside the polished oak door of Zara Gen’s office and knocked. Hopefully the Governor had summoned the old fool to tell him to sling his hook along with the rest of his miserable sect. About time, too, what with the Templum having a foothold in the city now, not to mention those shifty bastards out at Pardes.

Zara Gen, robed as usual in crimson velvet, pulled the door wide open, looked adoringly at his visitor, and then threw himself prostrate on the ground at the old man’s feet.

Lallia shuffled from foot to foot, wondering where to put herself, when she realized the Governor was sobbing. The old man looked embarrassed as he bent over from the waist and tapped Zara Gen on the shoulder. The Governor stood shakily, brushed himself down, then held the door for his visitor. He dabbed at his eyes with a sleeve, gave Lallia a curt nod, and then disappeared inside.

As Lallia headed back down the corridor she heard muttering—the same words repeated over and over: numbers. Someone was counting. Shaking her head, she set off towards the stairs and walked straight into the huge bulk of Dr Cadman, the Governor’s public health advisor. Seemed he was around every corner these days, since that business with the water supply. Sarum had stunk for weeks until Cadman had come up with some fancy solution, and Zara Gen had made his position permanent. Even had his own office in Arnbrook House now, although besides chain-smoking and stuffing his face, Lallia had no idea what he actually did.

‘Ah, my dear Lallia.’ Cadman beamed at her. ‘Is Governor Gen busy?’ He plucked a silver case from his breast pocket and flipped a cigarette into his mouth.

Lallia took a step back from the fat man standing amiably before her, thumbs tucked into the pockets of his waistcoat. She glanced up at his puffy moustached face. Enquiring, beady eyes peered over wire-framed spectacles. ‘He’s got a visitor.’

She’d never liked the way Cadman looked at her: it was as if he were forcing himself to maintain eye-contact, but was extremely uncomfortable doing so. There was something sleazy about a man who did that, Lallia reckoned. The old sod was most likely ashamed of what he was thinking; probably imagining what he’d like to do to her. The thought made her sick: all that flab pressing down on her, his slobbering tongue trailing over her neck like a slug, the thick moustache scratching her face and reeking of stale tobacco.

‘Ah, of course! Foolish me. Jarmin the Anchorite of Gladelvi.’ Cadman pressed his thumb to a metallic device and flame sprang up. He touched it to the end of the cigarette and gave three short puffs. ‘How could I forget? Oh well, best pop back later.’ He tapped the rim of his spectacles. Once, twice, three times.

Lallia watched with revulsion as he waddled away, wondering how anyone could get to be so fat. Say one thing for Cadman, though: at least he wasn’t a Nousian. That would be just a bit too much hypocrisy, even for them.

‘Shog! Councillor Arkin.’ Realization hit her like a slap in the face. There would be hell to pay. Taking a deep breath, she lurched into a run, cursing the heat and wondering when the day would be over. All she could think of was a cool beer down at the Mermaid, a stroll by the docks, and someone to share her bed for the night.

 

 



THE STATUE OF EINGANA
 

 

Cadman waited until Lallia disappeared down the stairs—all thirteen of them—before stepping back into the corridor. He was hunched over, hands wedged beneath his arm-pits, trying to keep out the cold. He knew it couldn’t really be cold—he could see that from the glare of sunlight through the windows, the damp patches on Lallia’s blouse. He’d once hoped Sahul’s climate would give him some respite from his frozen bones, but it had been a vain hope, like so much else. He’d been in the country for so long now he suspected he’d picked up the accent, which would do nothing for his reputation if he ever returned to civilization. He shuddered, not from the cold, but from the memories lodged beneath the surface of his mind, sharp and dangerous, like a wasp caught in a cobweb. Eight hundred and thirty years since his flight from his former master, Otto Blightey, had finally brought him to Sahul, which as far away as it was humanly possible to get.

Eight hundred and thirty. Cadman rolled the numbers around in his mind, permuting them this way and that: 8-3-0, 0-3-8, 3-8-0; adding them, subtracting them; all part of the ritual. 8 plus 3 made 11, which was one more than 10 and 1 less than 12. Nothing bad there. 8 minus 3, though, that was another matter. That made 5, and 5 was never good. Cadman clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth and set his cheeks to wobbling. Of course, he’d survived fives before. When you’d lived as long as he had, fives came up all the time; but they never got any easier. Cadman had a sense of foreboding about this one, as he’d had on every other occasion. Year of the Reckoning 908 was going to be a bad one. You could bet your life on it.

Inside the office, Zara Gen and Jarmin the Anchorite talked for hours. Cadman stood outside all the while, occasionally moving away as councillors or their lackeys passed along the fifth floor. Much of what transpired in the room was too muffled to hear properly, but Cadman caught a few snippets of conversation: Jarmin’s claims to longevity, which seemed to exceed even the legends about him; the flourishing of his Nousian community in Gladelvi, now that the Emperor Hagalle had shifted his attention to the building up of his navy and the campaign to rein in the Eastern Lords; and something that awakened in Cadman a great surge of excitement: mention of a relic that had all but passed from the pages of history into myth.

‘The Statue of Eingana?’ Zara Gen’s voice.

A cigarette, a cigarette, a cigarette. Damn. Cadman puffed air through his lips. They’d smell it in the office. He’d just have to wait—something he was rather accomplished at.

Jarmin’s voice rose in response. ‘That’s what the savages call it. A broken statue, nonetheless, but even in parts it has powers that could only come from Nous.’

You’d expect a Nousian to say that, wouldn’t you? Eingana again. First the demon, then the flyer, and now Jarmin. Do I detect a happy coincidence, or the fruit of manipulation?

If someone (or something, judging by the tentacles) was trying to entice him into action after all these years, they were certainly going about it the right way. The prospect of a “clean”  immortality was the perfect carrot to dangle in front of him. If there was one thing Cadman couldn’t stand, it was all the skulking around in basements waiting for his blasted ghouls to bring him sustenance. He knew they always tasted the flesh before it reached him, curse their rotting hides. And besides, the siphoning off of life was such a messy business. He screwed his face up. All those fluids, the stench of ordure. It was enough to make you sick—if you were still capable of such a reflex.

So, the Statue of Eingana was the source of Jarmin’s long life. The rumours put it down to sanctity, but Cadman knew there was no such thing. In his experience, longevity was achieved through decidedly unholy acts.

The inklings of an idea started to form in his mind. He waited for a further hour outside the door, but heard no more mention of the artefact. He then made his way down the five flights of stairs (sixty-five steps in all) until he stood in the chill evening air upon Vanyer Street. His black carriage awaited, the driver poised and impassive. Cadman climbed inside, barked his directions and rapped three times on the window. With a crack of the whip the twin black stallions surged forward and the carriage lurched into motion.

Within minutes, Cadman was flicking through manuscripts in his library, looking for the niggling reference to the Statue of Eingana he’d discovered years ago. He knew the artefact featured prominently in the legends of the Dreamers, but they kept no literary records. Somewhere in the library he’d come across a poem or a saga that made mention of the Statue of Eingana and the mysterious powers it was reputed to possess. And then he had it, a narrative history by Elias Wolf he’d read half a century ago. That name again! Knew I’d heard it before. The bard he’d sent Shadrak off to watch perform. Must be getting on a bit. More to the point, though, how did he know so much about Eingana? Patience, Cadman, patience. Just need to trust Shadrak to do his job. Hah! There’s a thought! Trust a Sicarii? Might just as well trust a virus to behave itself and stop being so damned contagious.

Running his eyes over the text, he noted little he didn’t already know, for it was common knowledge the Dreamers believed the Statue of Eingana had once proven the salvation of their people, and had brought about the time of the Reckoning. Elias Wolf, however, either through fabrication or an undisclosed source, had recounted an earlier phase of the statue’s history. Stabbing his finger against the paragraph in question, Cadman rose from his stool and carried the manuscript over to the oil lamp on his desk. There, in the flickering light, he read the words he’d been searching for:

Sektis Gandaw’s soulless reign rid the Dreaming of hope. Eingana fled before the machines in the form of a serpent, but where there is weakness there is betrayal, and she was given over to the lord of the Perfect Peak by those sworn to protect her.

Bending his implacable will to the mysteries he now held within his hand, the Technocrat sought to scry the very essence of Eingana so that he might harness her powers of life and death. At last he succeeded, and in so doing turned her to stone; a goddess, one of the Aeonic Triad, trapped within a statue.

How was it, young shaman, this mighty Statue of Eingana passed to you for the blighting of the Earth and the ending of the Ancients’ civilisation? Was it fear that broke it and cast its pieces far and wide to pour their life-giving gifts upon their happy guardians?

Was Jarmin a guardian? It would explain a great deal. Like how he was able to travel all the way from Gladelvi to Sarum without running afoul of Imperial troops, never mind the Sicarii. Everyone knew that Hagalle employed the assassins to prevent the spread of Nousians beyond the community Jarmin had built up in the north. Nevertheless, Sarum’s Templum of the Knot had miraculously escaped persecution. Indeed, Cadman had heard rumours that Zara Gen had forbidden it. The only other community he could think of was the Abbey of Pardes, which had been there since before the Reckoning. Elsewhere in Sahul, Nousian communities had been brutally suppressed, which was no bad thing as far as Cadman was concerned.

His mind was a whir of numbers—page numbers, dates, the number of his breaths. This was too much of a coincidence, and he didn’t like coincidences: there was devilry in them. The ice in his bones crawled at the thought of the demon that had invaded his dreams. He wasn’t sure if he was more frightened of its threats or its promises. Curse your stupid curiosity, Ernst, it’ll be the death of you. He felt like a fish swimming into a very wide net.

There was some intrigue afoot that Cadman didn’t understand. Why would an experienced and calculating statesman of the stature of Zara Gen invite a well-known holy man to Sarum at the risk of angering Hagalle? Zara Gen was up to something. Was he in league with Jarmin and his Templum master? Were they planning an uprising? Cadman doubted it. Aeterna had no interest in distant Sahul, whatever the paranoid Emperor might have thought. The man was an imbecile. Always seeing threats from afar and failing to notice the ones closer to home.

Cadman told himself to ignore what he’d heard. It was always better not to get involved. He already regretted sending Shadrak to the performance. No matter what he might learn, nothing good could come of it. Cadman had only survived all these centuries due to his old friends, anonymity and caution. Damn that demon for planting the seeds of hope in him. “Those who hope find but despair.”  Who was that? La Roche?
Can’t be, too cynical. Must have been Blightey. And yet he couldn’t quite suppress the nagging voice that told him he might just be lucky. What if there was a chance of finding the Statue of Eingana, a chance for immortality without parasitism? He hated what he was, hated what he had to do to endure. But he feared oblivion that much more.

 

 



THE GIG
 

 

Barek Thomas perched on a bench alongside his brother knights from the White Order. The pub was jammed full of strangers from Sarum and the regulars from Oakendale and Broken Bridge. Gaston, the new head, had refused to come, claiming Elias Wolf was at best a heretic and at worst a pagan. Weren’t the real reason he didn’t come, Barek reckoned, but he’d never say it to his face. Real reason was Gaston’s dad was killed last night, right here in this very room. The thought sent shivers up and down Barek’s spine. He took a slurp from his glass, more froth than beer. Best not to think about it.

After the hard yakka of sword practice over at Shader’s barn, Barek had needed to hit the turps down at the Griffin. Most of the Order had gone back to the makeshift quarters Shader had erected on the grounds of the Old Mint four years ago, shortly after his battle with the mawgs.

The flickering oil lamps, the glow of the open fire, the smell of pipe-smoke and beer added to the mood as the bard sang his epic to the accompaniment of an old six string guitar. Barek couldn’t think of a better place for the story of the Reckoning. Couldn’t think of a better place to spend the evening either, despite what’d happened last night. The Griffin had always been a second home to him. Its jarra wood floors, rough hewn tables, and long bar carved out of the trunk of a colossal karri tree had soaked up their fair share of his tears and laughter, vomit, and even blood over the years. Probably a ton more of everyone else’s, too, in the eight centuries or so it had been standing. Damn sight more of poor ol’ Bovis Rayn’s, that’s for sure.

Barek’s eyes were drawn to a flash of colour out of place. Someone had thrown a rug over a patch of floor by the hearth. Probably hadn’t had time to get the stain up. On the mantelpiece, the framed Charter of the Sahulian League had a hole in the glass, fracture lines making a jagged jigsaw. Hard to believe the founding fathers had forged their alliances here more than three hundred years ago. The spear of Ishgar, the first Sahulian Emperor, had been propped in a corner, its haft speckled with red. The wall where it had hung was still discoloured, but at least it now looked like damp rather than blood. Ishgar was probably turning in his grave. He’d celebrated his victory over the Eastern Lords here at the Griffin, back when the port city of Sarum was still the capital of Western Sahul. And it was here, just last night, that Bovis had met his messy end at the hands of Shadrak the Unseen. No doubt about it, folk were saying. Hole in the centre of his forehead gave it away. One straight through the glass of the Charter did, too. All just ‘cause he was a preacher.

Made Barek nervous to be a Nousian; kind of wished he hadn’t converted, but that had been the deal when they joined the White Order. Hardly seemed worth the risk now Shader had gone. The village council was already making noises about a bunch of Nousian knights running amok in the villages, and Sheriff Halligan had poked his head in a couple of times. Poor bastard didn’t look like he had a clue what to do about it, either. You’d have thought it was the knights the Sicarii would have come for, not a pacifist like Bovis. Barek couldn’t believe he was gone; none of the lads could. He might have preached against the Order, told them they were on a sure path to the Abyss, but Barek had known him all his life. He’d practically lived at the Rayns’ place when he and Gaston had been joined at the hip. Even that had changed with all the Nousian stuff. The moment Bovis had fallen under the sway of Soror Agna from Sarum he’d been a different man. Barek’s dad no longer wanted anything more to do with him, even warned him something like this would happen; and he hadn’t been alone in that. Pretty much everyone thought he was a loony, or a do-gooding pain in the arse. How would they feel now he was dead?

Gaston said he didn’t care, said there was no love lost between him and his dad, but Barek knew him better than that. Least he hoped he did.

Barek looked away, tried to focus on the performance. Were it not for the spellbinding awe of his music, the straggly haired bard would have cut a ridiculous figure in his patchwork trousers and rabbit-skin coat. Most of the onlookers appeared too rapt, or too pissed, to notice. As for Elias, he appeared totally consumed in his song, lost in the story of history’s passage to the present.

Barek felt drawn to the bard’s fingers, plucking away at the strings. The words swirled around him like the cries of distant birds spiralling on the thermals. He swooned and felt the room pitch. His pint forgotten, Barek was helpless before the wave of images and sounds that washed over him. The Griffin gave way to an ocean of red dust, as he began to see through the eyes of Elias’s protagonist, the mythical Dreamer shaman who had instigated the fall of the Ancients.

***
 

The Homestead burst from the desert like a blister, an island mountain bathed in the blood of the fleeing sun. It was during the red light at the close of the day that Adoni always heard the whispering and saw movement in the Dreaming. He’d been told that he writhed like a snake and foamed at the mouth during the visions. Jirra said that he pissed himself and he’d made sure that Ekala knew. That’s why she was no longer his one-day-mate; why she no longer held his hand.

‘You ready, boy?’ the Wapar Man picked between his teeth with a curling thumbnail. His black skin was streaked with white, like the bleached bones of the dead who’d been taken by the bush. Crystals glinted from ropey hair and bones pierced his lips.

Adoni turned to look at the Barraiya People spread out behind, a hundred eyes staring his spirit down. The children stood at the front, parents’ hands on their shoulders. He caught Jirra smirking but the others may as well have worn masks. Ekala’s eyes shone brighter than the rest, but there was no expression on her face, not even repulsion. Looking up at the Wapar Man, he nodded.

The Wapar Man jabbed a long finger at a man in the crowd, weaved it through the air and pointed at another. The two men stepped forward, sweat streaking through the dust on their skin. The Wapar Man studied them and made little growling noises deep in his throat. He shook his gourd rattle and the men took hold of Adoni by the shoulders, spears upright in their free hands.

‘Don’t look back,’ the Wapar Man called as they walked him towards a fissure in the sandstone. ‘All is Dreaming now. Listen for the gods. Maybe they take you.’

They hadn’t taken the last boy. Adoni remembered the Wapar Man leaning into the opening then pulling back, covering his nose and mouth. That’s what always happened, Adoni’s father told him. The last person the gods had taken was the Wapar Man himself, and no one could remember when that was.

Something stabbed at the back of his neck. He thought it might be a fingernail.

‘See through the dark.’ The Wapar Man’s breath was on his cheek. ‘You come to the core of the Dreaming.’

The maggot-ridden heart of Eingana. Adoni nodded and drew in a deep breath.

The Wapar Man leaned across him to draw a line in the sand with his staff. ‘You cross back over this line without the blessing of the gods and…’ The Wapar Man made a sharp clicking noise. ‘…the sinew will snap. Understand?’

‘I will fall from Eingana?’

‘You will die.’

He felt the Wapar Man withdraw. The hands holding him were hot and slick, stiff with anticipation. The men on either side tensed and then threw him forward into the opening.

***
 

Shadrak winced and pulled the stiletto out of his thigh, wiping the blood on his cloak before sheathing it. Pain seemed to do the trick, though. Cut through the fug. Frickin’ bard was still thumbing an alternating bass like a heartbeat, fingers picking a beguiling melody. Sang low and sonorous, voice carrying effortlessly to every corner of the bar. More sorcery, no doubt. Shadrak stroked the weapons in his baldrics. Shogger’s rabbit-skin coat was thick enough to offer some protection against a blade or club, but the neck was too exposed. Best options would be either a head-shot or a razor star to the jugular. If killing had been his mission.

Shadrak felt the tug of the music once more and scratched at the skin of his forearm. The wound in his thigh was already healing, no more than a dull ache. The story had washed over him, drenched him with emotions he didn’t care for, made him passive. The part of his mind that always remained outside, watching, commenting, assessing, had slept. ‘Cept for the tiniest spark that screeched its silent warning, told him what to do to bring himself back. He focused it now on the bard’s techniques. If he could work it out, expose the illusion, the charm would lose its hold on him. If he was right, he’d be free to glean information rather than wallow in sentiment.

The words, that was where he’d start. Separate them out, analyse their meaning, root out any mention of Eingana. He’d always had an analytical mind, always been able to out-think his opponents, observe their behaviour and predict their movements. Principle was the same.

The bass-line thumped at the back of his mind: di dum, di dum, di dum.

Shadrak’s vision started to blur. Images danced before his drooping eyelids.

Di dum, di dum.

He shook his head and fixed his eyes on the posters plastering the wall behind the bard—line drawings of angular people, all cylinders and squares; a pointed tube soaring skywards with smoke spewing from its tail; symbols, slogans:

 

 “NO MORE GLOBAL-TECH!”  

 

 “IT’S YOUR GARDEN, MAN!”  

 

 “SEKTIS GANDAW, GLOBAL-TECH WHORE!”
  

 

Shadrak slapped himself on the cheek, trying to drive the grogginess from his head. What was the bard saying? Listen to the words. That was the way to break the spell.

‘Adoni’s breathing became fast and shallow, and he felt as though the walls and ceiling were moving in to crush him.’

Di dum, di dum, di dum, di dum.

Shadrak reached for the stiletto, sluggish fingers coiling around the hilt.

‘Sticks, or something else, cracked beneath his feet, and he occasionally stumbled over small rocks.’

Di dum, di dum, di dum.

Shadrak tried to focus on the nook beside the empty fireplace, the high round table with its vacant stools. Saw Bovis Rayn sitting there after closing, a Nousian Liber on the table before him. The idiot was smiling, thinking no doubt he’d made a convert, and never realising he’d made a mistake.

Di dum, di dum. Shadrak had played the freak card, used his sickly pallor and dwarfishness to arouse sympathy. Bovis had lent a fatherly ear, promised confidentiality. Said he was tight with the landlord at the Griffin, could meet him there after hours. No one would see them coming or going. He’d still been beaming with sickening benevolence just before his skin mottled and black drool trickled from his mouth.

Di dum. Shadrak tried to summon the feeling of tightening the cord around his throat, splitting the skin and half severing the head. Wasn’t how it happened, but that had been the plan—keep ‘em guessing; save himself some…what was it that fat bastard had called them?…bullets. He was sure Albert’s toxin would’ve done the trick by itself. Hadn’t earned his reputation as the guild’s master poisoner for no good reason, but it never paid to take chances.

Di dum, di dum. Bovis flung the table over. They wrestled, thunder-shot went off, glass cracked.

Di dum. Fired again—Shadrak swooned at the remembered pain.

Di. Hit Bovis with a backhander.

Dum. Levelled the thunder-shot at the shogger’s head…

Numbness seeped into Shadrak’s fingers; his arm hung limp. He bit down on his bottom lip, tasted salty blood. If he could just focus on the words…

***
 

Adoni could see nothing. He shuffled sideways along the passageway, face scraping against stone. Every footfall was marked with a crunch or a snap, occasionally a squelch. The air grew thinner the deeper he went, clogged with dust and the stench of something rotten. He slipped and fell, jarring his ankle. Steadying himself with his hands against the walls, Adoni tested the floor with his toes, found a ledge and gingerly lowered his foot. Finding solid floor, he stepped down and repeated the action, each time descending, turning and twisting deeper into the darkness.

The passageway widened and levelled off, his heart racing as he could no longer feel the left wall. Stumbling forwards, fingers stroking the rocky surface to his right, Adoni became aware of the faintest of glows at an unknowable distance. Letting go the security of the wall, he took a faltering step towards it. Fixing his eyes on the light, scarcely daring to blink in case it vanished, he crept further into the gloom. He calmed himself by mumbling the name of Eingana and drawing in the stale air with long, deep breaths.

The glow came from a niche in the far wall, spilling amber radiance upon a bowl and cup set on the floor. Adoni crouched down, the light revealing a carpet of bones studded with empty-eyed skulls staring at him like messengers from the Void. Grubs wriggled in the bowl. He snatched up a handful and crammed them into his mouth, savouring their moist meatiness. Picking up the cup, his nostrils flared at the pungent odour that burned all the way to his brain, but not unpleasantly. He touched his lips to the fluid, which was sweet and thick like honey. Draining the cup, he fell back on his haunches and started to twitch and shake, warmth coursing through his veins, effusing from his skin and radiating outwards. A reddish glow washed across the floor and painted the walls and ceiling of a cave pocked with holes and scarred with fissures.

‘Would it like to see more?’ a voice grated from somewhere to his left.

Startled, Adoni dared not breathe.

‘Is it hungry? Does it thirst?’ asked another voice, reedy and croaking.

Adoni had the heart of a startled brolga. He shot looks all around but saw no one.

‘Would it like to see more?’ repeated the first voice.

‘Yes,’ Adoni whispered.

He shielded his eyes as the amber glow from the niche flared, catching dust motes in its beams.

‘Many have come here.’ The grating voice again, this time from behind. ‘We have spoken to all. Most screamed, tried to flee, but others outside stopped them leaving. Many lost their minds and attacked us with rocks and lengths of bone. How is it that you talk instead?’

Adoni turned around and froze. Before him stood a gigantic naked man with a brown muscular body and the head of a crocodile. Tawny eyes with slitted pupils fixed him with a hungry stare.

There was a rush of movement to his right and Adoni spun to face another man-like creature, this one squat and dwarfish, with a bloated belly and the head of a toad. Its long tongue darted out. Adoni threw his hands up and recoiled.

With one eye on Crocodile-head, the other on Toad, Adoni said, ‘I do not know. Maybe I am too scared to scream.’

Crocodile-head nodded.

Toad sucked his tongue back in and hunkered down, thighs bulging, ready to spring. ‘Funny fellah, you are. Too scared to scream!’

Crocodile-head eyed Toad for a second. ‘This one is different. He has power, like the Wapar Man.’

‘What is your name?’ asked Toad, his eyes popping.

‘I am called Adoni.’

‘Sunset,’ Toad said. The creatures looked at each other.

‘Sahul gave it to my father on the dream quest.’

‘End of the day.’ Toad’s tongue snapped out at an invisible fly. ‘Last of the light. Blood light. Sahul has not spoken to you? Given you a soul name?’

‘No.’

‘Come with us,’ said Crocodile-head, plucking a glowing sack from the niche. A section of the wall dissolved, revealing a rough-hewn stairwell wending its way into the depths of the earth. With Crocodile-head before him and Toad behind, Adoni started to descend into the darkness, guided by the amber glow from the sack.

He was led downwards for an eternity, knees burning, heart rattling like the Wapar Man’s gourd. Finally they came into a vast cavern with scores of tributary tunnels. Great dusty cobwebs draped from the ceiling a hundred feet above, many still holding their victims: large bats, the occasional human, and mottled skeletons with legs like an emu’s, dangling arms, and wolfish skulls.

A shadow moved across one of the larger tunnels, sending a twinge through Adoni’s guts. At a gesture from Crocodile-head he crept closer, and away from the illumination offered by the sack. Something massive waited in the mouth of the corridor.

‘Welcome, my child,’ a voice sounded in his head.

He went to it willingly, heart leaping with joy. Something brushed against him, tugged him towards a bulbous body. Silky strands stuck to his flesh as he was twirled and wrapped. Rows of eyes glinted; mandibles clicked, dripping fluid into his mouth. It burned as he swallowed, but tasted good.

‘What do you hear?’ The mandibles moved in time with the voice.

Only Adoni’s head protruded from the casing; he had lost all sensation below the neck. For the first time he could remember, he felt at peace. He closed his eyes and drifted.

‘What do you hear?’ the voice asked again.

‘Whispering. A word spoken over and over. A name.’

‘Sahul’s gift to you. What is the name?’

‘Huntsman.’

***
 

Barek rubbed his eyes open, stifled a yawn, and stretched out his dead legs. It looked like everyone else was still out of it, seated unnaturally stiff as the music washed over them. His gaze fell on a midget in a dark cloak, face shrouded by a cavernous hood. Barek looked away. He could have sworn the bloke had red eyes. He shuddered and checked to see if he was being watched. The midget was facing the stage, apparently as entranced as everyone else.

Even now, with the charm broken, Barek could feel the bard’s words tugging at the back of his mind, beckoning him, lulling him into passivity. He made his way to the bar, but there was no service. Sneaky Nigel was gaping at the stage, a thin trail of drool running from the corner of his mouth, half-filled jug poised beneath the pump. Checking that no one was looking, Barek prised Sneaky Nigel’s fingers from the handle, took a gulp of warm beer, and plopped down onto a bar-stool.

He shook the sleep from his head, trying to focus on anything but the music. No word of a lie, it was a good tale, but Barek liked to keep his wits about him. Always had, ever since the beating he’d taken from Gaston when they’d both had a gutful of piss. Gaston was like that with beer: he’d be all smiles and laughter, and then the eyes would go and the violence would start. Barek just fell asleep mostly.

He scanned the captive audience, shaking his head at his brother knights listening like awe-struck kids. Rhiannon Kwane was sat by herself, obviously bored out of her mind, and drinking like a fish. She’d been doing that a lot lately. Drowning her sorrows, Barek reckoned. He couldn’t blame her. They’d all been hit hard by Shader leaving, and her most of all.

He looked away, but not quite fast enough, and took another swig. There was a loud thud and when he looked back Rhiannon was slumped over the table in a pool of her own vomit, the half empty pitcher beside her head. For a moment Barek was tempted to go and grab it, but then he thought she might’ve chundered in the beer. Rhiannon shook her head and pushed her chair back with a sound like nails on a chalkboard that cut across the music. Bouncing from person to person, and with no one seeming to mind, she stumbled out of the door and let it slam behind her.

The midget watched her go and then glared at Barek as if to make the point he knew he was being observed. Blood was pooling on the floor beneath his chair, and he made rhythmic stabbing motions with his hand, the fingers rigid, closed around something…a blade?

Stab, drip, drip. Stab, drip, drip…

‘Crikey, it’s hot in here,’ Barek muttered under his breath, wiping his forehead with the back of his hand. His eyelids felt heavy, wouldn’t stay open, and visions of stark bushland and unforgiving skies insinuated their way into his dreams.

***
 

Huntsman’s knees clicked as he crouched at the base of the Homestead and held out a hand. Jirra shuffled closer, skin daubed white, grey hair framing a face like fruit that had been left too long in the sun. He handed the bundle to Huntsman and stepped back amongst the Barraiya People, all streaked with white, arms smeared with their own blood, looking like ghouls of the desert. Ekala was watching him with rheumy eyes, one hand on her daughter Cardinia’s shoulder, the other hugging her granddaughter close. Huntsman peeled back the paper-bark securing the bundle and held out the contents for all to see: the ochre-stained bones of the Wapar Man.

‘See what is left of our Kadji.’ He lifted the skull and the people covered their eyes to protect their souls. ‘See what is left of our Clever Man.’ He moved the skull through the air, causing the people to bow and moan. ‘Walu the Sun Woman has taken his flesh, and now we must give his bones to the Homestead.’ Huntsman turned his back on them and stooped to place the Wapar Man’s skull in the opening. Something grabbed it and whisked it away inside the rock. He pushed the rest of the Wapar Man’s remains inside, nodding as they were snatched. Shaking off the last dust of his Kadji, Huntsman waved the paper-bark before the people and let it fall to the ground.

‘The Wapar Man has gone to the gods of the Dreaming. May he watch over the Barraiya People, may he…’

The droning of a thousand bees filled his ears, punctuated by a thwop, thwop, thwop, and the roar of a waterfall. Huntsman stared to the north where black dots spewed into the sky. Birds maybe, but he’d never seen so many. The people turned to follow his gaze, looking from the sky to Huntsman as if they expected him to know what was happening. He was the Clever Man now, he was the Kadji. The Wapar Man would have known what to do, but Huntsman could only stand and watch as the shapes drew nearer, silver glinting in the failing sun.

‘Kutji spirits!’ Jirra cried and looked to Huntsman. ‘The Clever Man knows what to do. He will steal their power, make it his own.’

Huntsman stared blankly at Jirra, and his hands began to shake. Even if they had been Kutji, he wouldn’t have known what to do; the Wapar Man had never shown him. Jirra blew air through his lips and turned away, then the people began to scatter.

Huntsman pressed himself against the face of the Homestead, fingers fumbling inside the sack hanging at his hip. The flying things fanned out, great metal beasts with flashing blades and wings as wide as twenty men. Thunder rolled, and smoke spewed from their maws, striking the earth and bathing the people in flames. A group turned back, sprinting towards him, hands outstretched as if he could save them. Huntsman’s fingers tightened around the object in the sack, stroked along its curves, heart pounding, thoughts racing. Is this the time? Should he open the sack after all these years? ‘You will know when the time comes,’ the Great Spider had said. ‘Do not uncover it until then. He must not find it. Keep it hidden.’

A blast ripped into the runners, spraying him with their blood. One woman kept stumbling forward, screaming his name, hands reaching for him. Ekala. Huntsman took a faltering step towards her and then ducked as a shadow closed in from above and a deafening roar filled his ears. There was a staccato peal of thunder, a whimper, and a dull thud. When he lifted his hands from his eyes, Ekala lay sprawled out before him, blood pooling from a score of wounds. The earth shook, and flames licked at the sky. Clusters of Barraiya People swarmed towards the Homestead, for there was no other cover in the bush. A flock of metal birds swooped above them, dropping silver eggs the size of boulders. Upon striking the ground, the eggs split open, the metal within warping and twisting, sprouting legs, arms, and domed heads, each with a single glaring eye. Huntsman started to climb, fingers and toes searching out holds in the sandstone. He glanced over his shoulder at the Barraiya People huddling together with no hope of escape, but swiftly turned away before the metal men were upon them. He struggled on towards the summit, tears stinging his eyes, the death-cries of his people carried on the breeze.

Forcing himself to the flat surface of the Homestead, Huntsman opened the sack, amber rays drawing the metal beasts like moths to the flame. The summit began to explode as he reached inside and pulled out the contents.

‘Eingana,’ he whispered at the radiant amber statue of a serpent poised to strike, eyes aflame, and fangs like lightning. ‘The power of life and death,’ the Great Spider had told him. ‘The Mother of the Dreaming.’

Blast after blast pounded all around, showering him with rock and throwing up twisting plumes of smoke. Huntsman settled into the waking-sleep, his mind awash with all manner of wondrous beings that flew, scuttled, crawled, and slithered. The creatures of the Dreaming writhed and reproduced endlessly, his mind full to bursting. His left hand reached for the knife in his belt, his body incandescent with the power streaming from the statue. Taking hold of the bone hilt, he raised the blade and plunged it through his heart.

 



CHILDHOOD SWEETHEARTS
 

 

Gaston squinted and looked up from the page. A moth fluttered into the lantern twirling above the porch, fizzed and popped, then went still. He rocked back in the chair, flicked the hair out of his face and scratched his itching scalp. Time for the annual trip to the barber’s, he reckoned. Long hair was a bloody pain in the summer. Shame, though. Always was when he had his locks trimmed, Mum used to say, back when they were still talking. She’d told him the girls would love his long blond hair, and she’d been right. Dad used to say he looked like a…But that was before he’d met Soror Agna; before he became a preacher. Doubtful he’d say it now, even if he still thought it. Wouldn’t be saying anything ever again. Not after last night. Gaston blinked back the tears. Hadn’t let them fall yet and wasn’t about to start now. Weren’t exactly on speaking terms when the ol’ man was alive. Dying wasn’t gonna change that any.

Girls. Mum hadn’t been wrong there. They’d flocked to him right enough—all but the one that really mattered. Not that he wanted their attention these days. Bad for the soul, Shader had said. Nothing like the lure of the flesh to lead a man from Ain. That and fighting, if Dad had his way. Never approved of the White Order. Said he was disappointed…

Gaston reclined in the easy chair, wrenched his focus back to the open book in his lap. The muffled music from the Griffin drifted beneath the chatter of the cicadas. Barek would be there along with Elgin, Sol and Justin. He smiled at that. They’d all been farm boys until Shader offered them a new life. Called it the true resurrection, the renewing power of Nous. Dad said pretty much the same thing, only he reckoned Shader had it all wrong. Can’t serve Nous and live by the sword, he used to say. Try telling that to the Templum Elect. Try telling it to the Ipsissimus. He supposed Justin would be there, too, no doubt white-anting Gaston and blowing his own trumpet. He’d have to be dealt with, sooner or later. A cut or two during a duel should shut him up. Justin was a decent swordsman, but Gaston knew he was better.

Flipping the book over, he stifled a yawn and forced himself to read. Shader had leant it to him, said it was required reading for the Elect. Training in fortitude, he’d called it. Hundreds of pages of mind-numbing theology, most of it written before the Reckoning. Alphonse LaRoche might have been the last great Pater of the Old Faith, but he was still a boring bastard.

He’d finished the chapter where the Aeonic powers, the Archon, Eingana and the Demiurgos fell through the Void from the Supernal Realm. Children of Nous, according to LaRoche. Shader said it was a metaphor, and Gaston was just starting to grasp what that meant. Children of Nous and grandchildren of Ain. That was the part he couldn’t get his head around. If Ain was nothing—or rather, “no thing”  as LaRoche claimed—how could he have a child? Shader had tried to explain it using the analogy of a mirror: Ain’s boundless love overflowing into a perfect self-image. Gaston’s head started hurting whenever he thought about it. Nothing reflected is still nothing, as far as he could tell, and he had no idea what Shader meant by the “realm of negative existence” .

Maybe the book would get easier the further he got into it. He frowned at the title of the next chapter and doubted that would be the case. “The Rape of Eingana.”  Bound to be uplifting, that one.

He looked up as the gate banged shut. Someone was stumbling up the garden path, hands held wide clutching two bottles of wine. Gaston closed the book and smiled.

‘Elias lost his touch, Rhiannon? Didn’t reckon to see you again so soon. Must’ve been all of ten hours.’ He’d not expected to see her ever again, truth be told. She’d already said her goodbyes this morning, ahead of moving to Sarum to join the noviciate.

‘Music lost its power after the second pitcher.’ She stepped into the light of the lantern, her face sharp with shadows, big grin stretching her lips. ‘Everyone else in the Griffin’s stiff as corpses.’ She put her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh, shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.’

It felt like she’d sliced a knife up his chest. Gaston forced his best “no worries”  smile before the tip plunged deeper. ‘Those for sharing?’ He wasn’t supposed to be drinking, not now he was the leader.

‘That’s the idea. Wanna go inside? Flaming gnats are eating me alive.’

Gaston rocked out of the chair and opened the door for her. He lit a couple of candles as she settled onto the couch, kicking off her shoes.

‘Make yourself at home.’

‘Ah, you know me, Gaston.’

He certainly did. He’d known her since childhood. They’d been inseparable until he’d tried to kiss her. She’d forgiven him, but things had never been the same since. She seemed all right now, though. Maybe she could tell he’d changed. Changed herself too, he reckoned. Must have if the Templum of the Knot had accepted her.

‘What you reading?’

‘Oh, some theological crap Shader lent me.’

Her face dropped at that. It was no secret there’d been something between her and Shader. She’d denied it to him, but Gaston could tell. He’d seen the way Shader behaved around her—almost boyish. Always giggling, making jokes.

‘What did he say before he left?’

Gaston shrugged. ‘Said he had doubts. About the Order mostly. Said he’d always had trouble marrying the sword and the Monas and didn’t feel good about leading the rest of us down that path.’

‘So why’d he start it?’

‘Mawgs I guess. Someone needed to do something to make sure they didn’t come back.’

Rhiannon winced, probably remembering. She’d been an inch away from being torn apart, devoured and disgorged. If it hadn’t been for Shader…

‘So it’s over then? The White Order.’

Shader had told him to disband it, but the lads had objected. Couldn’t say he blamed them. All that training, all that discipline, and for what? Just so they could go back to being farmers scraping a living from the harsh soil of Sahul?

‘No, it’s not over. Don’t reckon I share his conflicts. Sometimes you can dig too deeply into this stuff.’ He slung the book on the floor. ‘Better to keep it simple. Clear rules, hard discipline.’

‘Your dad, Gaston…’

‘Was a bloody heretic. Would’ve told the Ipsissimus and all the Exempti they were wrong if he had half the—‘

‘No, not that. I mean about last night.’

‘What about it?’

She shifted on the couch, looked him in the eye, serious all of a sudden. ‘You ready to talk now?’

Gaston sucked on his top lip, wished he had a drink in his hand. ‘Nothing to say. The ol’ man practically disowned me, and Mum went along with it, like she always does. He made his choices and I made mine. Reckon that’s an end to the matter.’

‘Your choice, mate, but if you ever want to…Shog me!’ Rhiannon glanced at the bottles still in her hands. ‘I’m bloody sober.’

‘Well that can’t be good. You’ll have way too much time for that when you get to Sarum.’

He grabbed the bottles from her and wandered into the kitchen to open them. Rhiannon followed him, still a little unsteady despite what she said.

‘What happened between us, Gaston, is it OK now?’

‘Forgotten,’ he said. ‘I was wrong and you set me straight.’

‘Same thing happened with Shader.’

Gaston felt his cheek twitching and set to work on the cork. ‘That why he left?’

Rhiannon sighed. ‘Maybe.’

Couldn’t take the rejection? Or the shame of people knowing he wasn’t quite so holy after all? Made a certain kind of sense.

‘Shog Shader.’ Gaston poured some wine and offered it to Rhiannon.

‘Shog him.’ She grinned, raising the glass. There was no answering sparkle in her eyes, though.

She threw back her head and downed the wine. Gaston poured himself one, spilling some in his hurry to catch up with Rhiannon, red veins trickling across the table and dripping to the floor. He knocked his back and poured them both another, opened the second bottle and tucked it under his arm as they returned to the living room.

‘Bit flaming spartan, isn’t it?’ Rhiannon was frowning at the bare walls, giant shadows sprawling across them, animated by the flickering candles.

‘Guess I don’t need much.’ Gaston gulped down some wine. ‘Keeps me focused on the inside.’

Rhiannon nodded vacantly, took a sip and faced him. Gaston couldn’t be sure in the gloom, but he thought she’d been crying.

‘Gaston, are we still mates?’

He took a step towards her, but she held up a hand, shut her eyes.

‘Can I still talk to you? Tell you everything?’

Gaston sat on the edge of the couch, leaving space for her to do the same. She hesitated and then dropped down beside him, head pressed into the cushions. She reached out, missed his hand and then found it, gave it a pat. A giggle escaped her and she hiccupped.

‘Drink something.’ Gaston topped her up.

‘Gaston,’ she turned her bleary eyes on him, doing her best to look sincere, lips slightly parted, pupils dilated. ‘Huntsman came to see me.’

The Dreamers’ witch doctor? No one had seen him for years. ‘What the heck did he want?’

Gaston finished the wine in his glass and gave himself a refill. Rhiannon seemed to be slowing down, but he was just getting started. He felt an urge to brush her face with his fingers; managed to resist. It made him think of the last time, when she’d given him a black eye. He’d stayed home until it had gone, scared someone would see.

‘He asked me to turn down Shader.’

Dump him? Did that mean…?

Rhiannon was studying his face, her eyes black in the dim light. ‘Sha…Deacon proposed to me.’ She spluttered out laughter and snot, wiped her face, and sobbed, all in an instant.

‘But…’

‘I know. He’s consecrated. Vows in Aeterna and more vows at Pardes. We went through all that. In spite of it all, he wanted me.’

More than Nous? More than the Elect? What did that say about the White Order? Where did that leave him and Barek, Justin, Elgin and the others? Rhiannon seemed to know what he was thinking.

‘He loved you, Gaston. Loved you all. He would have stayed too, if I’d said yes. Oh, rules would have to be changed, but what the shog. Rules are meant to be broken.’

‘What’s that got to do with Huntsman?’

‘Destiny.’ Rhiannon rolled her eyes. ‘Matters beyond my puny mind and selfish desires.’

‘He said that?’

‘Not exactly, but that’s what he meant. Even reminded me about going into the noviciate, though how the heck he knew about that I’ll never know.’

‘You told him where to go, right?’

Rhiannon lowered her head and stared into her glass. ‘He told me things. Things about powers that were older than the Reckoning.’ She sniffed and took a sip.

Gaston did the same, starting to feel the warmth pricking at his skin, the easing of self-consciousness.

‘Remember those stories Elias used to tell?’ Rhiannon said. ‘The Archon, the Demiurgos, and Eingana?’

‘Falling from the Void? Eingana is raped by her brother, the Demiurgos, has some weird baby…’

‘The Cynocephalus.’

‘That’s it. Dog-headed ape or some shit. You listened to this?’

‘And a whole crock more.’ She shuffled closer to him and rested her hand on his knee. ‘There are powers behind everything, Huntsman said. Even the Templum. Shader is caught up in it. Wouldn’t say how, but he said he had a role to play, and that I’d prevent him fulfilling his destiny.’

‘What did Shader say about it?’

‘I didn’t tell him.’

So, she just dumped him like she’d dumped Gaston. Bet she didn’t give him a shiner, though.

Gaston emptied his glass and looked at Rhiannon’s face. She didn’t look away like he’d expected. There was wine on her lips, and her tongue rolled across them. The candlelight picked out her teeth, unnaturally white it seemed to him. Virginal. He leaned in to steady her glass before she spilled it, risked a touch of her hand. When she didn’t pull away, he grew bolder, stroking her fingers, her wrist, her forearm. He sucked in a gulp of air, head dizzy with the scent of her. He felt a swelling in his groin, brought his knees up so she’d not notice. His fingers were in her hair, lifting it away from her neck. He slid his face in closer, felt her breath on his skin. Their cheeks brushed and he shuddered. He pressed his lips to hers seeking an opening with his tongue.

‘What the—?’

Her fist cracked into his nose, white-hot needles lancing into his brain. His hands flew to his face, glass shattering, wine splashing.

Rhiannon reached out, eyes wide, mouth open. ‘Gaston, I’m sorry. I…I…’

He punched her square in her jaw, sent her sprawling. She tried to wriggle backwards, but he caught her ankle. Her other foot kicked him in the chin, jolted his head back, blurred his vision. He threw his weight on top of her and hit her again—this time in the mouth. She gasped and sobbed, spitting out blood. Gaston cursed himself for an idiot. His knuckles had ripped on her teeth. Should have hit her in the eye, see how she liked that. She screamed and clawed at his face.

‘Fucking bitch,’ he snarled, thumping her again, splitting the skin around her eye before starting to throttle her. She was gonna get it this time, shogging whore. Make up for what she did to him before.

Pressing down on her neck with one hand, he stuck the other between her legs, tugged at cloth, felt something tear, forced a finger inside. She screamed again and struggled furiously. He threw his head back and crashed it into her face. There was a sound like the splitting of a melon and she went limp. Ripping away her skirt, he tugged open his pants, guided himself with his hand, and thrust into her. She moaned something, head lolling to one side, blood running from her nose. Pulling her shirt open, he dug his nails into her breasts, alternately scratching and biting, marking her, drawing blood. He lifted her hips, pounding into her, grunting, cursing, spitting. Fuck his dad, fuck Shader, fuck her. All the rage bubbled up his spine and hit his brain. He shuddered, groaned, flopped on top of her.

‘Fucking bitch,’ he growled. ‘Filthy, fucking, fucking, filthy…’ He stared open-mouthed at her rag doll body, all ripped and ruined. He started to whimper, delicately rubbing her face, dabbing away the blood. Dabbing, dabbing. ‘I-I-It wasn’t me. Rhiannon. It w-w-wasn’t me.’ Over and over again, stammering like he always used to.

She stirred and started to slide from under him. He raised himself on one arm and let her. She rolled to the floor and waited there a moment, panting on her knees.

‘R-R-Rhiannon. It wasn’t…’

‘Fuck…you…cunt.’

He winced, fumbled with his pants, pushing his back into the couch so he could pull them up.

‘Listen t-t-to me. The wine. You h-h-hit me first. I was in s-s-shock.’ What if she told someone? She wouldn’t even need to. Ain, what had he done to her face? ‘N-N-Not me, n-not me, not me.’

Rhiannon stood, wrapping the remains of her clothes about her.

‘Don’t g-g-go. Please wait. Someone will see.’

She stumbled towards the door.

Gaston leapt up and got in front of her, palms raised. ‘Wait, Rhiannon. P-P-Please. I can…oooph!’

Her knee caught him in the nuts, doubling him up, the air blasting from his lungs. The door clicked open and slammed.

Gaston fell on his arse, clutching his balls, gasping for breath. He noticed the book Shader had leant him, tossed carelessly on the floor: LaRoche’s Foundations of Holiness lying there like an accusation.

‘Shog you!’ Gaston kicked the book, crying out as he felt a sharp pain in his groin. Moaning, he rolled onto his side and sobbed like a baby. ‘Dad…You can’t be…Dad!’

 

 



AFTER THE SHOW
 

 

The dreams of the Cynocephalus burst through the veil between the worlds, drawn by the statue in Huntsman’s hands. Cities burned before mighty dragons; blood-drinkers prowled the streets; creeping forests smothered towns and villages; mountains spewed forth lava, and leviathans rose from the deep.

The immolated Dreamer watched from the eye of the storm as nightmare became reality and the great civilizations fell. His heart thumped to a new beat, his flesh tempered by the power of a goddess.

Here and there people survived, as they always do. The dream power softened over the millennia, but a magic had now entered the world that some would learn to adapt to, most would come to ignore, and a few would hunger after like flies on a corpse. The residue of the Reckoning drew evil from the shadows; creatures whose half-lives had dragged on interminably since before the time of the Ancients. These were the deceived, the duped of the Abyss, the ones who probed too far and could no longer turn back.

***
 

The music ceased. Barek looked about the pub as if it were an alien world. Others stood, disorientated, but then started to make their way to the bar, talking in hushed voices at first, until within a minute or so the Griffin had returned to its usual hubbub. Besides the puddle of blood on the floor, he could see no sign of the cloaked midget, which was something of a relief.

Barek approached Elias, who was putting his guitar back in its case.

‘What happened to Huntsman?’ he asked. ‘Surely he didn’t die.’ Otherwise how come folk had seen him?

The bard paused for a moment, looking intently into Barek’s eyes.

‘What is this Order of yours about, Barek?’

‘Shader founded it to make sure we’re ready if the mawgs come back.’

‘And the Nousian stuff? Is that to make the mawgs sick, or to piss off Hagalle?’

Barek looked away. There was no point getting into an argument over this. Everyone knew what Elias’s opinions were about the Templum. Hagalle might have hated the Ipsissimus, feared him even, but Elias Wolf was a much more dangerous opponent: a mocker, a scorner, and what’s worse, a satirist. The Nousian foothold in Sahul might survive the persecutions of the Emperor, but Barek doubted it could last long against the jibes of the most famous bard in the region. Nor could his own faith, Barek had to admit. Oh, he was attracted to it all right, but in all honesty, if you put a knife to his throat and asked him what he truly believed, he wasn’t so sure.

‘Huntsman was changed by the Reckoning,’ Elias continued to fasten shut his guitar case, ‘but he didn’t croak it. The serpent statue broke into pieces, presumably to lessen the chances of its full power falling into the wrong hands.’

‘The spider warned him that others might notice if it was used,’ Barek said.

‘Exactly. And the Reckoning packed one hell of a wallop. Be hard not to notice, even if you were looking the wrong way with a bag over your head.’

‘But why would the statue want to prevent someone else finding it?’

‘Huntsman thought it was trying to protect something; perhaps the spider and her dreamy-weamy mates. Don’t think he really had a clue where it came from, what it really was. Oh, he had his tribal legends. Said it was the spirit-body of a goddess petrified by magic, which I must admit makes for a groovy tale. Grey magic, he called it. Poor geezer had no word for science.’ Elias bent closer so that he could whisper. ‘Did I ever tell you about Sektis Gandaw? You see, it was his bloody Technocracy that led to the massacre of the Dreamers that ultimately brought about the Reckoning. But not only that, ol’ Sektis and snakey lady have a history that goes way back, but it’s sketchy, to say the least. Must admit, I’ve been guilty of making bits of it up, you know, dramatic license and that sort of thing. Huntsman only knows what his gods tell him, and to be honest, they sound about as talkative as a dead parrot.’

Barek frowned, not getting it, but he’d heard a lot of this stuff before—probably when Elias used to tell stories to them as children. Barek, Gaston, Justin and Rhiannon. Back in the days before the mawgs had come, with Shader close on their heels. He’d often wondered what had been worse, the flesh-eating beasts or the man who’d driven them away, and then remained, telling them they could be better than they were. They’d believed him, too. Who wouldn’t? Anything had to be better than wringing a living from the arid soil of Sahul, and life in the villages had been as appealing as horse dung. So they’d believed him, sure enough. Right up until the moment he’d left.

‘Eh-in-gar-na.’ Didn’t exactly roll off the tongue. ‘The goddess was the statue all along?’

Elias’s face lit up. ‘So, you were listening. The Dreamers say she’s an enormous snake. There’s a huge likeness of her painted on the Cradle Cliffs near Gladelvi. If you ever get chance to head up north you should take a gander. One big eye, like a saucer, stares at you from every angle. Huntsman always said she was fleeing something—that shifty bleeding Demiurgos, most likely. And if not him, then everyone’s favourite megalomaniac, Sektis Gandaw.’

‘But how do you know all this? How do you know what Huntsman thought?’

‘We’re mates.’ Elias grinned. ‘I may be a bit of a fogey, but I’m connected. And now, if I may, I bid you adieu. Toodle pip.’

Barek frowned as the bard struggled out of the bar, guitar case knocking tables and bashing against the door. He gasped as a hand clapped down on his shoulder.

‘Pay up or it’s Mr Bash for you,’ growled Sneaky Nigel, brandishing his infamous club. ‘Don’t think I didn’t see you. I might have been under the spell like the rest of ‘em, but ol’ Sneaky always keeps one eye on the bar.’

‘Right you are.’ Barek coughed up the money. ‘I was going to settle with you on the way out.’

‘Course you were.’ Sneaky Nigel’s lips opened like a gash, his two remaining teeth jagged and yellow. ‘See you again, boy.’ He slapped Barek on the back and slouched over to the bar.

‘Barek,’ hollered Justin Salace, raising his jug. ‘Come and join us.’

Elgin Fallow was slumped over the table, a dozen or so of the other knights sitting around Justin like he was some mythical king. What would Gaston reckon to that?

Barek waved his apology. ‘Not tonight, mate. I’m bushed.’

He pushed through the door out into the heavy night air. The wind was picking up and it was starting to rain. He could feel Justin’s eyes stabbing him in the back. He’d not looked pleased at Barek’s refusal, but that was just the drink. Let him sleep it off; he’d be right in the morning.

Barek tucked his thumbs in his belt and ambled towards home, humming the bard’s tune and replaying the scenes that had swamped his mind.

Two blokes were in heated discussion by the side of the road. One was Elias Wolf, leaning on his guitar case and sounding like a defensive child on the receiving end of a scolding. Barek averted his gaze lest he was caught looking. The other was scrawny, like a bird, and mad as a cut snake. His skin was dark and leathery, and a sharp nose studded with bones ruptured his face between two feral eyes. Barek picked up his pace, keeping his head down. Didn’t need telling who that was. No one had seen sight nor sound of him for years, far as Barek knew, but he’d swear a bloody oath that was the Dreamer Huntsman.

***
 

Rhiannon stumbled through the rain, violent gusts punching at her face, one hand hugging her shirt tight, the other pressing the skirt between her legs as if it could wipe away her shame. She could barely see through one eye, the swelling throbbing and burning. Sharp pains lanced up her nose to her skull and her head felt on fire. Every time she moved her jaw something clicked and salty blood seeped between her teeth. She could still feel Gaston’s thumbs pressing into her throat, her heart pounding as she struggled to breathe. She coughed and winced. Felt like she’d swallowed a stone.

‘Almost there, almost there, almost there.’

There was nowhere else to go. She couldn’t face home yet—the questions, the worry, the disappointment. Oh, they’d do their best to disguise it, but she knew her parents better than they thought they knew her. They might say all the right things, but secretly they’d be wondering if she asked for it. It’d only confirm what they already thought about her going into the Templum. She could see it now, the shared looks, the suppressed sighs; sending Sammy to his room so he didn’t see his sister like this. A sob escaped her and she was almost sick, swallowing it back down and wrinkling her face.

The rain drummed on the corrugated roof of the porch like applause. Now that she’d made it, she couldn’t bring herself to knock. She was about to lower herself into Elias’s rocking chair when the door opened. She turned, ready to hug the bard, but instead took a step back. A face like a vulture’s jutted towards her, ropes of hair braided with crystal and bone falling over a feathered cloak.

‘Huntsman.’

There were bones through his nose and lips, deep creases gouged into the dark skin of his face.

Elias appeared behind him, gasped, and put a hand to his mouth.

Huntsman’s bloodshot eyes held hers longer than was comfortable. The pupils bored into her, seemed to peer right into her marrow. He raised a hand, as if he were going to touch her face, and then drew it back. ‘You stay here. Not go back to Oakendale.’ He looked to make sure Elias was listening. ‘A path has opened for you. Very bad path.’

Elias was nodding like an idiot. Huntsman turned back to Rhiannon.

‘I am sorry for you. Already you give up so much for Sahul. For more than Sahul. She weeps for you, this land. She shows me Dreaming. Two paths you have now. You go to Sarum, like you told me?’

She couldn’t find any words, but managed to nod.

‘This is right, I think. The path home is now dark.’

‘Mum, Dad, Sammy?’

Huntsman closed his eyes. ‘Boy is bright with Sahul. A white of Dreaming. I see no more. Do not go home.’

‘Why? I’ve done nothing.’ Suddenly she needed them, knew she’d judged them too harshly. They’d understand what’d happened. They’d make Gaston pay. Dad would cut his frickin’ balls off and shove them down his throat.

‘Death one way, life other. Fruits of Eingana. Sahul’s gift to you is warning. I see no more.’ Huntsman ducked out into the storm and melted from view.

Elias crept towards her as if he were worried she might shatter. His mouth hung open, his eyes wide and damp as he stared at her face.

‘How do I look?’ She tried to grin, but pain stabbed at her jaw. Deprived of her armour she had no alternative but to cry.

‘Rhiannon. What’s happened?’ Elias opened his arms to her. She paused, looked at him through her good eye, and then accepted his embrace.

***
 

‘What the fuck happened to your face, man?’ Justin opened the door and Gaston slipped inside.

Place was a wreck as usual, bottles strewn across the table, curtains still drawn, blankets thrown on the floor where someone had dossed for the night. Sweet musk mingled with the sweat and beer. Justin stepped on something, tried to discreetly slide it behind the door with his foot. Gaston gave him a look, but didn’t quite have the inclination to frown. Justin must’ve misread him in any case.

‘Sorry. About the swearing, I mean. I’ll do a round of knots.’ He pulled a prayer cord from his pocket.

Gaston waved it away. ‘Justin, I need to talk.’

‘Sure, man. What’s up?’ Justin ruffled his red hair and yawned, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. ‘Get you something?’

‘Shut the door.’

‘Sure. Man, you look awful. What the heck happened?’ Justin pushed the door to and pulled out a chair for Gaston before sliding onto one himself.

‘I can trust you to say nothing?’

‘Course.’ Justin rested his chin on his fists, leaned in a little way.

‘Rhiannon—‘

‘The Kwane bitch did this?’

‘Promise me, Justin—knight’s honour—you won’t say anything. Not to anyone. Not Elgin, Barek, no one. Understand?’

Justin sat back, interlaced his fingers like he was about to pray. ‘OK.’

‘She…Rhiannon came to see me last night when you were down the Griffin. She was drunk…’

‘I’d say,’ Justin laughed. ‘Had a gutful of piss before the frickin’ song started. That’d explain where she got to. Didn’t stay to the end, huh?’

‘You know what happened between me and her before.’

‘Long time ago, man. Ancient history.’

‘Yeah, well this was like the same. Only this time she started it.’ Gaston winced inside. Wasn’t strictly the truth, but it wasn’t quite a lie either.

‘What, she came on to you? Good on you, mate. I mean…oh, shit.’ Justin tailed off looking at Gaston’s face. ‘Shogging little prick tease. Am I right?’

‘Justin, I did wrong. I need to…need to…’ He couldn’t bring himself to say the words. He needed to confess, he needed someone to forgive him. What was he thinking, coming to Justin? They might have been mates, but Justin was about as Nousian as a turd. Most likely went through with it for show, just so he could get to play with swords.

‘I know you, man. Right? I know you wouldn’t start it. She was asking for it, like she always does. Thinks she can drink and play with the boys and doesn’t like it when nature takes its course.’

Should have gone to Barek. Maybe he’d have understood.

‘Look, man,’ Justin was on his feet, edging round the table till Gaston could smell his sour beer breath. ‘We need a plan. She saying what I think she’s saying?’

Gaston nodded, closed his eyes.

‘That what happened? You can tell me, man. Nothing leaves this room. Did you poke her?’

Gaston felt the sick leap up from his stomach, swallowed it down, gave another nod.

‘You ain’t done nothing wrong. Don’t you forget it. Things got out of control. Six of one, half a—‘

Gaston slid his chair back and stood. ‘No, Justin, this isn’t what I—‘

‘You’re upset, man. It’s only natural. Hear me out. I’ve got an idea.’

Gaston lowered himself back down. He knew there was no way out of this, but still he couldn’t help but listen.

‘We ride over to her place. Take some of the lads with us. Tell her folks what happened, how she started it and then got pissy when it was over.’

‘It wasn’t like that.’

‘Heck, it was.’ Justin pressed his face up close. ‘It was, get it?’

Cold seeped under Gaston’s skin. Maybe Justin was right. No one would understand the truth. No one would give him a chance to make this right, least of all Yeffrik Kwane. If Rhiannon’s dad knew what had really happened, Gaston was a dead man. But Nous would forgive, wouldn’t he? If he amended his ways, made sure it didn’t happen again. Long as he was honest with Nous, a little white lie wouldn’t hurt none.

‘What if she’s not there?’ Gaston asked. ‘What if she didn’t go home? You know where she always goes when she’s in trouble?’

‘Too right,’ Justin said, looking like another idea had just struck him. ‘So what if she did stay with Elias? Tell ‘em he did it. Everyone thinks he’s shagging her anyway.’

‘Yeah, right. And Rhiannon’s really gonna admit to that.’

Justin had a sick grin on his face. ‘Don’t matter if she does or not. It’s her word against yours. Say you found out about them, tried to talk her out of it and she hit you. Everyone knows what a wild bitch she is. Wouldn’t be the first time she’s got violent.’

Gaston didn’t know. No one would believe him, surely. And he couldn’t just blame someone else.

‘Elias has got it coming,’ Justin said. ‘All that crap he spouts about the Templum, the way he put Shader down. Shog, between the pair of ‘em they probably drove Shader away, left us in the shit we’re in today. Trust me, Gaston, it’s the right thing to do.’

***
 

Elias pulled on the reins and the cart rolled to a halt before the wall of shields outside the Kwane household, knights staring him down like he was the enemy.

He glanced at Rhiannon still sleeping in the back amongst the instruments and books, head resting on a sack of weed. Her face was a mass of yellow and black, one eye a puffy slit. Brownish blood was crusted in streaks beneath her nose and there were angry welts around her neck. Her breathing was shallow and ragged, mouth slightly open, teeth stained red. He considered waking her then thought better of it. She didn’t need this after all she’d been through. By the looks of things Gaston had already got to her folks and there was nothing but trouble waiting. It seemed Huntsman had been right. Wrong approach with Rhiannon, he reckoned. Like a red rag to a bull warning her off something. And he was just as bad. Seeing her like this had aroused feelings he’d not had for a long time.

Elias jumped down from the cart, moving alongside ol’ Hector and giving the shire horse a reassuring pat. He felt his face flushing with anger, hand tightening around the Statue of Eingana in his pocket.

The shield wall parted and Gaston strode towards him, Yeffrik and Jessy Kwane trailing behind, little Sammy just visible sitting on the doorstep. Gaston’s nose was purple and swollen, his cheeks raked with scratches. His long blond hair was tied back tightly, giving away centre-stage to his arse of a face. Elias had never realized what a small chin he had. Almost no chin at all. He was dressed like the rest of the knights in the white surcoat and red Monas that Shader had paid for with the council’s money. The chainmail too, no doubt brought in from Jorakum at considerable expense—all in the name of religion; though where they’d got the money for it was anyone’s guess. The council certainly wouldn’t have forked out that much, even if they could have.

‘You see.’ Gaston waited for Rhiannon’s folks to come alongside. ‘Screwing the bard.’ He spat the words and narrowed his eyes at Elias. ‘And this is what I get for trying to stop her.’ He jabbed a finger at his misshapen nose.

Yeffrik looked like a man who’d been told the Earth went round the Sun, having always believed the opposite. He hunched his massive shoulders and bit his lip. ‘Elias?’

‘What? No. It was him. Look at her!’ He backed away to the cart. ‘Just look at what this holy little shit did. To your daughter!’

Jessy tugged on Yeffrik’s sleeve. ‘See, I told you we should’ve had Sheriff Halligan come over.’

‘What would be the point?’ Elias said. Halligan hated his guts. Had done ever since he busted Elias for possession of pituri. Bastard confiscated the whole stash, too. And besides, what could a lone sheriff do against so many armed men? ‘Halligan’s scared shitless of these thugs. Didn’t I say this would happen if Shader got his way and started training the local boys? Fascist. The bloke with the most swords always rules the roost, and right now,’ he glared at Gaston, ‘that’s everyone’s favourite son of a preacher man.’

Rhiannon mumbled something and pushed herself up on one arm. ‘Dad?’ she rasped, turning her head to look through her good eye.

Yeffrik’s jaw dropped and he stiffened, fists clenched, arms shaking. Jessy brushed past him and covered her mouth with her hands.

‘Mum.’ Rhiannon started to sob.

Elias looked along the line of knights, shields locked together like they were expecting to meet a charge. He recognized Barek, sandy hair poking from beneath a bascinet, blinking rapidly and licking his lips. Elgin Fallow was beside him, looking like the playground bully, desperate for someone to thump. Justin Salace was there, too, a thin smile upon his lips; and Solomon Jonas staring blankly ahead as if none of this were happening. There were twenty at least, all local lads he’d once told tales to or taught music. Most were friends of Rhiannon, he didn’t doubt. She really needed to make better choices.

‘Who…did…this?’ Yeffrik finally found the words.

‘She attacked me.’ Gaston had a hand on the hilt of his sword. ‘I was trying to help.’

‘And you hit her?’ Jessy’s face twisted into a snarl.

‘That wasn’t me!’ Gaston glared at Elias. ‘It was him!’

‘Now wait a minute.’ Elias looked from Rhiannon to Yeffrik to Jessy. ‘Surely you don’t believe him?’

Rhiannon was panting hard, shaking her head as if she couldn’t understand something. ‘What the fuck are you talking about?’ She pointed straight between Gaston’s eyes. ‘It was this piece of shit!’

‘Lies!’ Gaston had his sword half drawn as Yeffrik’s fist crunched into his nose, splitting it like a ripe melon.

Gaston went down hard, the big man kneeling astride him, clubbing away at his face. Justin shoulder-charged Yeffrik, sent him sprawling to the dirt. He tried to rise, but Gaston was up in a flash and ran his sword through Yeffrik’s chest. Rhiannon screamed, and Elias began to shake. Jessy ran towards her husband, but Justin caught her and flung her to the ground. She got straight back up, but Elgin smashed his pommel into her head. Her eyes rolled and her legs folded under her. With a sickening thud, she hit the ground, blood trickling from her lips.

A door slammed, but Elias couldn’t see the house as the shield wall came towards him. He tripped over the step of the cart, trying to scramble up. Rhiannon’s screaming shredded his thoughts. He was vaguely aware of the Statue of Eingana cutting into his fingers where he gripped it so tightly.

Gaston lunged at him, sword aimed at his face. Elias tumbled out of the way, the statue starting to singe his skin. More screaming—not Rhiannon this time, but a muffled wailing from a dark place. Something thrashed and cowered behind his vision: a shaggy ape with the head of a dog. Shapes spilled from its eyes, hideous, contorted, all teeth and talons, boiling flesh, and lashing limbs. The images swelled until his mind burst, spewing them forth.

Shrill cries tore through him as the knights blocked their ears and clawed at their eyes. Shields clattered to the ground, swords clashing on top of them. White knights, swaying knights, screaming knights; froth bubbling from gaping mouths, eyes like saucers staring at invisible horrors.

Elias climbed into the driving seat, dropped the statue beside him and cracked the reins. Hector lurched forward swatting a knight aside with his great head. He turned the cart towards the road and leaned forward to slap the horse into a run. As they rolled onto the gravel, Elias cast a look over his shoulder. The knights were all down, writhing on the ground next to the bodies of Yeffrik and Jessy. Rhiannon’s head hung over the side of the cart, wailing and sobbing. Elias caught a glimpse of a small boy running for the woods. Sammy. He should stop; go back. But the cart kept on moving, the house falling behind them. The White Knights were climbing to their feet, Gaston yelling orders and slashing the air with his sword.

 

 



WHERE NOUSIA ENDS
 

 

The stars looked different in Sahul, fell in different patterns. Pinpricks in the pall of night, a thousand openings to a silvery hereafter.

Shader uncrossed his legs, rubbing and patting them to encourage the blood to flow. He rolled to his knees and sat back on his haunches.

‘Ain’t you finished yet?’ Elpidio stomped up the steps to the aftcastle. ‘Captain says we’re nearly there.’

Shader closed the Liber and returned it to his coat pocket. ‘He’s got better eyes than me then.’

‘You can see the moon, can’t you?’

It hardly needed pointing out, but Elpidio did so all the same: a sickle-blade of silver low down on the horizon.

‘You can navigate by the moon?’

Elpidio leaned over the prow resting his chin in his hands. ‘Captain can. Guess anyone could with a chart and a thingy.’

‘A sextant. You forget already, eh?’ Podesta climbed up to join them. ‘What are you doing kneeling? I’m not the Ipsissimus, you know.’

Shader stood, grimacing as the blood pooled towards his feet. ‘I thought we were running blind to avoid the mawgs. Didn’t realize you knew where we were heading.’

Podesta put his hands on Elpidio’s shoulders and stared out into the blackness. ‘There’s a monster of a reef just north of here. Dreamers call it the Makara. Running blind would likely leave us holed. Don’t want to be swimming for it in these waters, eh, boy? Sharks here are as big as horses. I’ll let you into a secret. The reason the mawgs never catch us is that they can’t navigate by night. That’s why we can take the Anglesh route. It’s good, eh? All you need is a sextant,’ he clapped Elpidio on the head, ‘some charts, and an almanac. Easy. I should show you, eh?’

‘What’s that?’ Elpidio pointed out the black outlines of what appeared to be a forest on the sea.

‘Port Sarum. It seems Hagalle has been busy, eh? That’s a lot of masts and most of ‘em galleons or my name’s not Amidio Podesta. Maybe he’s going to invade Ashanta, uh?’

‘Doesn’t have the strength,’ Shader said. ‘He’s more likely to use them to ferry his troops round the coast to give the Eastern Lords a bit of a reminder.’

Podesta smacked his lips. ‘Maybe. It would be easier than a march across the interior. It’s a lot of new ships to just sit there, eh?’

The Aura Placida slipped into the harbour, gentle waves sloshing against the prow, sailors nattering in the rigging, smoking on the deck. Podesta did his rounds, patting as many men as he could on the back, spreading good cheer. Shader watched the first hints of red appear on the horizon, the skyline of Sarum starting to emerge, jutting towers and arched bridges, the benign glow of lamplight from the sprawl of awakening houses. Far off to the north, he could see the bell-tower of Pardes, stark and lonely, set amidst the limestone monoliths of the “petrified forest.”  He wondered if the Grey Abbot was perched atop the tower awaiting his return, waiting for the doors to close behind him with the finality of the tomb.

‘Now what do you make of that, my friend?’ Podesta sprang up the steps and guided him by the shoulder.

They were passing alongside a smaller vessel with a shallow keel and four masts.

‘Isn’t that the Dolphin?’

‘Must have left Aeterna just after we did.’ Podesta shook his head. ‘Impossible Diaz should have got here first.’

‘She’s a fast ship.’

‘Not that fast.’ Podesta clicked his fingers. ‘He must have taken our route. The spineless bastard finally struck up the nerve to try the Anglesh Isles, eh?’

Shader couldn’t imagine Captain Diaz taking unnecessary risks. He was a calculating man, hard and unscrupulous, but he’d never take the chance of running into mawgs. Unless…

‘Someone must be paying him big money, eh?’ Podesta said. ‘Maybe the Templum?’

The Dolphin retreated from view as they found their berth and Podesta gave orders for the lowering of the gangplank. Shader retrieved the Sword of the Archon from his cabin, said a quick prayer of thanks, and headed for dry land with the eagerness of a drunk for a bottle.

‘Good luck, my friend,’ Podesta called from the forecastle.

Shader made a visor of his hand and squinted up at the Captain’s silhouette against the rising sun. ‘Not staying in Sarum?’

‘Maybe a day or two. We’ve got business up in Gladelvi.’ He touched a finger to his lips. ‘Big Templum contract. Don’t tell Hagalle.’

‘Templum? But…’

‘Medicines, supplies. You know the sort of thing, uh?’

A crewman bumped into Shader and muttered a curse. With a will of its own, Shader’s hand flew to the pommel of the gladius. Blood criss-crossed the back of the man’s shirt, evidence of a recent flogging. Cleto. If ever there was a man to bear a grudge.

Shader waved goodbye to Podesta and then caught sight of Elpidio staring out at Sarum as if it were a fairy tale castle, just as he had himself the first time he’d seen the impossibly tall towers left over from the fall of the Old World. Sabas emerged from the galley and gave him a meaty grin, and then Shader was off down the gangplank and back on Sahulian soil.

***
 

Shader stamped red sand from his boots, pulled his broad-brimmed hat off and held it to his chest. Squinting at the pink and purple sky, he ran his fingers through sweat-drenched hair. Dawn broke in a matter of heartbeats in Sahul, the sun always in a hurry to scorch everything in sight without mercy. He had perhaps an hour before it reached its zenith and no further progress could be made. That was the time for lazing beside the waters of the Delling, praying for the cooling breeze to blow in from the ocean. When you needed to lay down weapons and grab a pint at the Griffin. Pretty much the only opportunities for practice were at the beginning and end of the day.

Not that he’d be doing much of that now.

Gaston had taken it hardest. Shader had told him on the eve of his trip to Aeterna. He’d returned to the barracks while the lads were training and Gaston had thought he’d come back to them. Best to end it then, he’d thought, and then to finally end his inner struggles at the tournament. One last victory, prove things to himself, and then give it all up. Gaston had pleaded with Shader to take him to Aeterna, to not make any decision about the White Order until they returned. It was all he had, and Shader wished he could do something about it. The chance to be someone, to be a knight of the White Order, had been the making of him. Or at least it would have been had Shader remained in Oakendale.

The lad had never got over the conversion of his father. Bovis had become more Nousian than the Ipsissimus, more intolerant than Exemptus Silvanus. More intolerant than Shader himself. Bovis said it like it was. Couldn’t be a Nousian and a killer. He’d seen the Elect as an aberration, denounced Shader as a heretic. Funny thing was, Shader agreed with him. He just couldn’t quite let go. The White Order had only served to fuel his own personal war between Nous and the sword. Between his mother and father, Ignatius had always said.

Much as he didn’t want to admit it, though, Shader knew it was all just excuses. The real reason he couldn’t go on with life in Oakendale was much simpler, much more human. The real reason was Rhiannon.

Tugging off his coat, he began to fold it, but then caught sight of something moving in the hazy distance. A dark smudge shimmering in the heat, heedless of the sun, just as he’d been when he’d first arrived in Sahul.

The figure came into focus the way that a sharp slap can shake the grog of drunkenness from you. A tall hat, sunlight glinting from a buckle at the front. Long black coat—not dissimilar to Shader’s, and totally unsuited to the Sahulian summer. The man stopped twenty yards from him, one hand on the hilt of a rapier, the other clutching a heavy book. He tilted the hat to show his face—a lean face with sunken eyes, a triangle of a beard flecked with grey.

‘Deacon Shader?’

Shader dropped his coat, letting the man see the swords scabbarded at his hips, the hint of mail beneath his surcoat. He flipped his hat back into place, pulling down the brim to keep the sun from his eyes.

‘Yes, I see that you are.’ The words were quietly spoken, precise and clipped, covering the distance between them like an actor’s up into the gods. ‘I have had more trouble finding you than I would have liked, but I am not one to complain. Do what must be done, Ain willing.’

‘You’re from Aeterna?’ Shader was surprised they’d found him so soon. After all, Sahul was a long way from Latia.

‘Bardol Shin. Investigator Shin of the Templum Judiciary. You know, of course, why I have come.’ Shin’s expression remained neutral. He didn’t even show the slightest discomfort at the rivulets of sweat running down his face from beneath his hat.

‘The Ipsissimus noticed his new Keeper was missing? Sent you to bring me home?’

No trace of a smile. He may have sighed, but if he did it must have been a small one. There was the slightest shrug of his shoulders, a movement of his coat. ‘His Divinity has absolute trust in the Judiciary. I doubt he is even aware of my mission. Anything he needs to know will be conveyed to him by Exemptus Silvanus, and in your case, I’m sure his Divinity would have much sympathy.’

Unlike Silvanus. The Prefect of the Judiciary was a notorious conservative, utterly puritanical and widely favoured to be the next Ipsissimus. With the backing of his henchmen in the Judiciary, Shader couldn’t see it being any other way.

‘I have been at sea for six weeks. Six weeks with the scum of the earth. Privateers, I’ll warrant, under a certain Captain Diaz.’ Shin enunciated the name with great precision, as if he were dredging it from a carefully organised mental archive. ‘You are familiar with the name?’

‘I think you know the answer to that.’ How could he forget the outward bound trip to Aeterna onboard the Dolphin? ‘That how you found me?’

‘Diaz said he had never heard of you. He was lying of course. I can always smell a rat. He seemed to have a plan to get me drunk, but the trouble with such scheming is that…’

‘You don’t drink.’

‘Precisely.’

‘You’re not likely to go down well in Sahul, then.’

Shin took a step closer. ‘Going down well in Sahul is hardly top of my list of desires. I am a simple man, Shader. Simple and down to earth. All I desire is to do Ain’s will, but as he speaks only through his most reverent servants, I am bound to do the Exemptus’s. You will not, I take it, return without a fight?’

‘And land myself in the Judiciary’s dungeons? Hardly proportionate to the crime of wanting to be left alone.’

Shin bent over from the waist to lay his book on the ground. ‘If you wanted to be left alone you should not have taken solemn vows. There is no place in the Elect for deserters and no room in Nousia for lapsed consecrated knights.’

‘Then perhaps you’ve not noticed. Sahul isn’t part of Nousia.’

Shin may have wrinkled his nose at that, but it was such a small reaction as to be almost indiscernible. ‘It is the people who make the kingdom.’

There was the faintest of rasps as he drew his rapier. Shader’s blades leapt clear of their scabbards, his father’s longsword and the Sword of the Archon.

‘I have been to the abbey, you know.’ Shin made a couple of practice lunges and held the blade vertically in front of his face. ‘The Grey Abbot was as tight-lipped as I would have expected, but a certain Frater Elphus was most instructive. He said you had not been cut out for monastic life. Said you had caused a spot of bother in the city. He also mentioned your exploits in the village of Oakendale.’ Again the careful pronunciation, as if he’d committed the name to memory along with Ain knows how many others, all filed away for some undisclosed day of retribution. ‘Establishing an order of religious knights, even if only a poor parody of the Elect, is about as serious a crime as you can commit. Besides reneging on your vows, that is. I am afraid they will have to be dealt with once I have finished with you.’

‘You may want to examine your conscience, Investigator. Thought I detected a note of pride there.’

Shin frowned—just for a moment. ‘Confidence in one’s divinely bestowed abilities is not the same thing as pride. If Ain has blessed me with the finest fencing skills in Nousia, who am I to deny it?’

‘Such a pity we’re in Sahul.’

Shader sprang to the attack with the suddenness of thought, longsword thrusting, gladius arcing in a vicious swing. Shin spun away from the onslaught with the grace of a dancer, the tip of his rapier darting for Shader’s unprotected heart. With a turn of the wrist, the longsword parried it and slid down its length to the basket-guard. Shin snatched the blade away and skipped back in a tight semi-circle.

‘Good eyes, I will grant you. Sharp reflexes too. I see the rumours amongst your confreres were not exaggerated.’

Shin was good himself. More than good. Shader could tell from his poise, his balance, that he was a master swordsman, and he was swift as a striking serpent with it.

‘I am a little surprised you showed no recognition of my name.’ Shin circled him, sword point lowered. ‘I have quite the reputation back home.’

‘With the ladies? Or for being the life and soul of the party?’

One of Shin’s cheeks began to twitch, and his eyes narrowed. Shader tracked them, scarcely daring to blink. There! The tiniest glance to the left gave the game away. Shin lunged with bewildering speed. Shader swayed out of the way and felt the hot spray of blood on his forearm as the gladius found its mark in the Investigator’s throat. Shin’s eyes bulged, his lips moving, nothing but pink froth coming out. The rapier dropped to the ground, his knees buckled, and he fell on top of it.

Shader picked up Shin’s Liber and opened it upon his corpse. He wiped the gladius on Shin’s coat, and sheathed both swords. Shin should have caught up with him in Aeterna, spared himself six weeks aboard the Dolphin. Ain knows what that would have done for his soul. Shader knelt beside his body and thumbed through the pages until he came to the Rite for the Dead. A single drop of rain spat upon the page before he’d mouthed the first word of prayer. The sun vanished behind a smudge of cloud that had crept in from the ocean unnoticed. That was Sahulian weather for you. Shader picked up his coat as the rain pattered on the Liber and splashed ripples in the blood pooling upon the thirsty ground.

 

 



THE CAT’S OUT OF THE BAG
 

 

Cadman frowned at the blood smeared across his cellar wall, whilst still keeping count of the blows at the back of his mind. Thirteen lashes of the cat-o’-nine-tails, and already Jarmin was blathering for all he was worth.

Shadrak drew back his arm for another crack of the whip and then paused to peel a strip of skin from one of the barbs. His white face was speckled with Jarmin’s blood, pink eyes glinting with rather too much enjoyment for Cadman’s liking. Do a thing with gusto, by all means, but please let’s not debase ourselves. The irony wasn’t lost on him. He’d been debasing himself for centuries, but there was a world of difference between need and gratuitousness.

‘Please,’ Jarmin sobbed, the martyr well and truly beaten out of him. ‘Please. I’ve told you all I know.’

Cadman raised a hand to tell Shadrak to take a rest. The midget threw the whip aside and helped himself to a bottle of Shiraz, pushing the cork in with a slender knife. Only five bottles left on the rack. Cadman winced. Not that he minded Shadrak taking the wine—he’d long since lost the ability to taste anything, and alcohol hadn’t affected him for donkey’s years. It was the nuisance of having to get away from the number five that was so unsettling. Either they’d have to drink another bottle or go out and buy some more. Grinding his teeth with the annoyance of it all, Cadman turned back to Jarmin, who was suspended by his wrists, toes just about reaching the floor. He was naked, not because Cadman took any pleasure from seeing him that way, but because he’d learned long ago—in the castle in Verusia—that nakedness deprives a man of any number of defences, not the least his dignity.

‘How does it work?’ Cadman held up the piece of amber. It was a little shorter than his finger, and half as thick. One end tapered to a point. He was sure the thing was vibrating. Maybe just fanciful thinking.

‘I promised not to use it.’ Jarmin’s head dropped. He must have known that was the wrong answer by now.

‘I gave no such promise.’ Cadman tried to sound amiable. The fat face and big moustache had always made that easier, he found. People seemed to trust him.

Shadrak set down the bottle a little harder than necessary and twirled the knife on the tip of his finger. Jarmin’s eyes flitted from the blade to Cadman, the anticipation of what was to come clearly evident on his face.

‘What if I close my eyes,’ Cadman did so, ‘and focus my will through the…fang, would you call it?’

Nothing happened.

‘Hmm. Disappointing. I don’t know about you, Jarmin, but I’m getting rather tired of this. How about you, Shadrak?’

‘Bored as shog.’ He took a step towards Jarmin. ‘Want me to cut an eye out?’

Jarmin squealed like a girl and yellow piss sprayed down his leg, pooling on the stone floor.

Cadman turned his nose up and let out an enormous sigh. ‘Shadrak here enjoyed a performance at Broken Bridge last night. All about the Statue of Eingana, it was.’

Shadrak pressed his face right up to Jarmin’s and slowly moved the tip of his knife towards an eye.

Jarmin began to shake and whimper. ‘Please. Please.’

‘Shadrak tells me there are five pieces of the Statue of Eingana. Two eyes, two fangs, and the body.’ Five blasted pieces. Or could you count the body as separate? Still led to four and one, in any case. ‘Nod if you agree.’

Jarmin nodded frantically.

‘Good. Now we’re getting somewhere. Huntsman gave a fang to you, which you’ve done a good job of guarding, up until now.’ Cadman flipped the amber into the air and caught it in a chubby hand. ‘Who has the other pieces?’

Jarmin squeezed his eyes shut, face all puckered up like a sphincter, knees knocking together.

‘One name, then. That’s all it’ll take and then you can go free.’

Jarmin looked up, blinking in disbelief. ‘I can go? You won’t kill me?’

‘Why would I? We’re not animals, you know. Give me what I want and I will be more than happy. Your death would be of no benefit to me, and Shadrak here has probably had a surfeit of killing.’ Actually, he’s probably working out how to do away with both of us once we’re finished. Cadman shot a glance at the shadows gathered in the alcove by the entrance and swallowed as he saw one move.

Jarmin took a deep breath, tongue moistening his lips.

‘The Grey Abbot has an eye.’

‘Really? Now who’d have thought it? The eye of a Dreamer goddess and one of her fangs entrusted to two of the Templum’s holiest Luminaries.’

‘Can I go now?’

‘Indeed.’ Cadman held up the amber fang between thumb and forefinger. ‘Before you do, though, I wonder if you’d mind witnessing this. You see, I think I’ve worked out how to use it. Visualization. Am I right?’

Cadman closed his eyes and tightened his grip on the fang. He formed a picture of Jarmin’s flesh being ripped apart, felt the amber throb, and heard a sound like the pulping of ripe fruit. Something wet splashed his face and he opened his eyes.

A bloody mess hung from the ceiling. Shadrak was peering at it with more curiosity than disgust. The fang felt warm in Cadman’s hand. He uncurled his fingers and frowned. The amber had dulled considerably, and veins of green and brown had spread across the surface. Somewhere in the distance a bird cried out. Cadman suddenly felt uneasy, like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar. He cocked his head to one side and listened, but heard nothing else. Silly, Cadman, you paranoid old sod. He caught Shadrak watching him and gave a shrug.

‘Might take a bit of practice, eh?’ He thrust the fang into his jacket pocket. ‘So, the Grey Abbot. I don’t suppose you fancy a trip to Pardes?’

‘Reckon I’ve paid my debt. There’s plenty o’ work back at the guild, and besides, I’ve got a score to settle with my previous employers.’

Cadman chewed the end of his moustache. He’d not been expecting that. ‘I take it you’re all right about me knowing who you are.’ He felt a rush of trepidation. ‘You being Shadrak the Unseen and all that.’

‘If you can keep your mouth shut, you’ve nothing to fear from me.’

‘Quite. Quite. And thank you. What are you doing?’

Shadrak prised open the grill on the cellar floor and lowered himself into the opening.

‘You’re not going down there?’

‘Best way to see the city.’

‘What about the wine?’

‘You finish it.’

Shadrak slid the grill back into place and dropped from sight.

A shadow detached itself from the wall and drifted to Cadman’s side.

‘Thank you, Callixus, but it seems you weren’t needed after all.’

The wraith hovered over him, adding its chillness to the cold he already felt. Cadman scrabbled about in his pocket for a cigarette. ‘Can you make the journey to Pardes?’

‘You want me to kill the Grey Abbot?’

‘Only if you must. Bring me his piece of the Statue of Eingana. Who knows, with two segments I may have double the power.’ Then again he might just be getting deeper into something than he ought to. What on earth was he doing? He thought about the tentacled nightmare that had invaded his bedroom and shattered the illusion of safety.

The cat’s out of the bag, Cadman. Either you see this through or get as far away from here as possible. But anywhere that wasn’t Sahul was that much closer to Verusia, and the last thing he needed was to come to the attention of his old master, Otto Blightey.

 

 



THE ORPHAN
 

 

One of the knights heard something and held back. The others pressed on, a staggered line sweeping through the trees with the subtlety of stampeding cattle. Huntsman scuttled along the branch and lowered himself by a silken thread. He hung above the knight’s sandy hair, watched him turn in response to a sniffle from the undergrowth. Huntsman swung back and forth then sprang as the knight set off towards the sound. He landed lightly on the back of a white tunic that covered silver mail. The knight ducked under branches, crashed through ferns with no recognition that he had a passenger.

The boy, Sammy, scampered out of a thicket, mud-stained and miserable, squealing like a spitted pig. The knight lunged at him, caught hold of his shirt and ripped it away, sending Sammy sprawling on his face.

‘Stay away, stay away!’ the boy cried, crawling on hands and knees.

‘Sammy, it’s me, Barek.’ The knight held up his hands and inched forward.

Huntsman dropped to the forest floor, spindly legs retracting, flesh boiling, twisting, growing until he stood as a man behind the knight. Barek’s hand went to his sword and he turned, gaping like a pituri chewer. Huntsman curled his lips back to show the stubs of his teeth, rolled his eyes up into their lids, and hooked his fingers like the fangs of a death adder.

‘Barek!’ Huntsman sprayed him with spittle. The knight staggered back with his arm across his face, but Huntsman advanced, sticking out his jaw, hissing, and flicking his tongue. ‘I have your name, white fellah.’ He clenched his fists and ground them together.

Barek tripped and fell on top of the boy. He rolled away and backed towards the nearest trunk. ‘I’m not going to harm him!’ His body shuddered and froth spilled from his mouth.

‘First your name, then your breath; last your heart.’ Huntsman started to pull his fists apart, stretching Eingana’s invisible sinew, tauter, tauter, tauter…

‘Please!’ Barek shrieked. ‘I’ve done nothing. Do it to Gaston!’

Sammy looked from Huntsman to the knight, head shaking, tears cutting trails through the dirt on his face. The boy frowned at Barek, winced and tapped his temples as if he couldn’t understand something. In that instant, Huntsman’s focus shifted and the knight fled through the trees.

‘Mummy!’ Sammy wailed. ‘Mummy!’

Huntsman stepped towards him, but the boy screamed.

‘Shh! Bad men will hear you.’

Sammy screamed even louder, eyes and nose streaming, limbs shaking. Huntsman scooped out some maban dust from his medicine bag and blew it in the child’s face. Sammy gasped, inhaled the powdered crystal, stiffened, and dropped like a stone. Huntsman lifted the boy to his shoulders, scented the air, and slipped into the undergrowth, which parted before him and sprung back when he passed.

He carried the child beyond the forest and deep into the bush along trails that would have been invisible to any but a Dreamer. The knights wouldn’t follow him into the open where there was no shade from the blazing torch of Walu the Sun-Woman. He set the boy down on the ochre earth, covering him with the cloak of feathers. Huntsman balanced on one leg like a brolga and stilled his breathing until he could feel the heartbeat of Sahul. It throbbed beneath his sole, pulsed through his veins, pounded in his head and brought him emptiness. Slowly, the web began to spread out from his calm centre, strands of ghostly light creeping to the horizon, sensing, feeling, vibrating. The questing threads recoiled from the north where they touched the dead earth around Sarum. That was nothing unusual, but as he sent them on into the city, Huntsman felt the web sicken like a fish in stagnant water. Breaking the link with Sahul, he let the strands fade and sat upon the earth. There was badness at the heart of Sarum, a poisoning of the breath of Eingana. Her power seeped into the city, but it was not pure. Something warped it, turned it against its nature.

Sammy groaned and pushed the cloak away. A bull-ant danced upon the back of his hand. The boy sat up to peer closely at it, muttering and cocking his head. Huntsman pressed a finger to his lips and wondered. He’d intended to take the child to Rhiannon to atone in part for what he’d put her through. All for the greater good, Aristodeus had said, but Huntsman was no longer sure the philosopher had Sahul’s best interests at heart. He was a pale-skin, after all, and that seldom boded well for the land. He’d said a battle was coming, the end of the Dreaming. Huntsman shook his head. Aristodeus said it had happened before; said he’d been there. Last time he’d failed in some way and all was nearly lost; but this time he was prepared. Huntsman had believed him and gone to Rhiannon, told her to reject Deacon Shader and free him for the destiny Aristodeus had planned.

Watching the boy with the ant gave Huntsman another idea. Perhaps Sahul was trying to tell him something. Perhaps she had plans of her own.

‘What does it tell you?’ He crouched over the boy.

‘Monsters underground.’ The boy smacked his lips and pointed to the north. ‘Heading for the city.’

‘What kind of monsters?’

Sammy jumped up and blew the ant away. He thrust his hips back and stooped, letting his arms dangle, knuckles scraping the ground. Baring his teeth, he opened his mouth wide in a snarl.

‘Mawgs are coming?’

The boy nodded, a look of remembered horror passing across his face.

‘Statue must be drawing them,’ Huntsman thought aloud. ‘Some fool has been using it.’

Sammy’s eyes filled with tears and he began to shake. ‘Mummy? Daddy?’

Huntsman raised his hand to strike him; drew it back down. Sahul had spoken to the child, he was certain of it, but now grief had claimed him once more. Patience of the crocodile, that is what was needed now. Let the boy grieve. Sahul had marked him. She would not let him go.

‘Come, Sammy.’ Huntsman’s mind was made up and he turned his face to the north. ‘We will go to Sarum and help Eingana.’ And maybe find Rhiannon; return her little brother. If that’s what Sahul wanted.

Sammy didn’t complain about the heat or the endless trudging through the red dust. The desert was occasionally broken by a tuft of spiky weed or a skeletal gum tree. The tears had dried as quickly as they had come. Huntsman knew the child had retreated into the Dreaming, where the horror of his losses would not be felt.

He glanced at the boy, noting the empty stare, the silent determination that would see him walk with no particular destination until the heat and the miles finally claimed him. He recognized the symptoms, for they were common among his people, who would wander the bush in pursuit of answers, wisdom, or death. He had undertaken such a journey himself before the Wapar Man had finally caught up with him and taken him to the Homestead.

The midday sun was scorching, and even Huntsman’s enchantments could not keep them from its life-sapping heat. Scanning the hazy horizon, Huntsman spotted a lone and leafless tree in the distance.

The Sun-Woman’s torch harried them until he settled his ward beneath its skeletal limbs, his feathered cloak draped from the branches for shade.

‘Why did they kill Mummy and Daddy?’ Sammy asked, stretching out beneath the shelter.

Huntsman had asked himself similar questions since the slaughter of his people before the Reckoning.

‘Hearts of people have two seeds,’ he explained, picking up two small stones and holding them before the boy. ‘First is bright with life. If it grows, it overflows with light and love so that they take root in others. This is way of things, to join together. Two beasts become one…’ Huntsman tailed off and cleared his throat. ‘Second seed is not from Sahul.’

Sammy looked at him blankly.

Huntsman thought for a moment. He was not used to children. He tried again.

‘Everyone has a seed of good and a seed of evil. Life is a fight between these seeds. If evil seed grows stronger than good, people do bad things, things that hurt others.’

‘So it was the seeds that killed Mummy and Daddy, not the men?’

‘No,’ Huntsman said carefully. ‘Seeds open different paths. It is task of folk to choose between paths, between Sahul and Deceiver.’

‘Deceiver?’

‘Father of Lies, white folk call him. Demiurgos. He is brother of Eingana, frozen in ice at heart of Abyss.’

Sammy’s forehead wrinkled up like an old man’s. ‘I know about him. Soror Agna”•my sister’s friend”•she told me. So good seeds come from Sahul and bad ones come from the Demi…Demiur…Abyss?’

Huntsman laughed. ‘Barraiya People see signs everywhere.’ He swept his arm out to encompass all the land they could see. ‘Signs from Sahul, like ants talking to children.’ Sammy’s face lit up at that. ‘And evil signs, like Kutji spirits. It is why we have Kadjis to guide us, help us to make right choices.’

‘How?’

It was a good question. Huntsman bit his thumb nail off, spat it to the red dust. ‘With some things choices can be difficult.’ He spoke now almost to himself. ‘Strands of good and evil grow twisted like vines and creepers. Become knotted; each choice has its own dangers.’

Sammy looked even more perplexed.

‘Some choices,’ Huntsman continued, ‘are easy. Anything that brings harm cannot come from good seed. By hurting your mother and father, men chose bad path.’

Sammy nodded his understanding. ‘But what if a person hurts another to stop them doing bad things to someone else?’

Huntsman ruffled the boy’s hair. ‘Then you must follow voice of your heart, wise little fellah, for there paths have become so tangled it is hard for mind to unravel.’

‘So Gaston, Justin and Elgin weren’t really our friends? They are bad? All those knights are evil?’

‘What they do makes them so.’

‘Can they become good again?’

Huntsman did not answer and looked away into the sprawling red desert. His thoughts were troubled by the statue and whatever was warping its power, sending waves of sickness through the web around Sarum.

Can evil become good? He stroked the boy’s hair, smiling as Sammy closed his eyes, his breathing deepening. Can a poisoned stream regain its purity? Can a thing once changed become what it was before?

He settled down beside the boy, spirit drifting in the timelessness of the Dreaming. He saw himself atop the Homestead plunging the blade into his chest; felt once more the fire of the statue burning away his flesh, re-forming him as something both more and less than human. What did he care for good and evil, for life and death? All these things had ceased to concern him since the moment of the Reckoning. He was one with the Dreaming, bound to Sahul in the spirit. If the land lived, nothing else mattered. Nothing except the statue, for it contained the power of Eingana, mother of the Dreaming. In Huntsman’s hands it had destroyed the power of the Ancients and their Technocrat; but before that, long before the birth of the boy named Adoni, the Technocrat had found a way to enslave Eingana in the Dreaming and turn her power to his own ends. What if the mawgs finally found a piece? What if they returned it to their master? Was this the coming battle that Aristodeus had foretold? After all, he had spoken of Sektis Gandaw and the unweaving of creation.

 

 



THE MAZE
 

 

Shadrak stretched to loosen his muscles, dug his fists into his back until it popped. Even the smell of other people’s shit could be relaxing, if it’s what you were used to. He set off through brick tunnels that were oozing with sludge, covering his face against the stench with his cloak. He guessed that’s what they meant by familiarity breeding contempt. Might feel like home, but it stank worse than a cat’s arse.

Reaching one of the marks he’d carved into the concrete floor, he dropped to his hands and knees and felt around. A small rectangle of concrete shimmered and dissolved, revealing a metal panel studded with buttons. He pressed a combination of numbers and stood back as a circle opened in the floor, silver gleaming down below. Dropping through the hole, he landed with a clang on the burnished metal floor. Couldn’t have been anywhere better. Here he could skulk unnoticed. Here he was unseen, far beneath Sarum’s foundations.

Sinuous steel corridors wound away in each direction, leading to oval chambers via doors that slid open at the touch of a button. Some rooms contained cages of various sizes, many holding the skeletal remains of animals, and some of humans. Shadrak had also found chambers in which chairs like hollowed-out eggs rose from the floor around plinths of lights and mirrors; and some in which pallets of a malleable substance slid from walls, illuminated by soft violet light from an invisible source. He’d also located numerous stores of sealed foodstuffs and a bunch of strange armaments. There were other doors that refused to open, stubbornly resisting all the tools of the trade.

He’d first discovered the Maze as a child—literally fell into it as he fled from a pair of corpse-sucking ghouls. He’d been searching through the bins behind the Green Man and disturbed their meal—some tart fool enough to work the backstreets at night. P’raps like Shadrak, she hadn’t had much choice. Food was hard to come by back then, ‘specially with Kadee rotting away in bed and Shadrak too young and too freakish to work. One of the hatches leading down from the sewers had been left open. Took him days to figure out the codes to get back out again.

Kadee had been his only redeeming quality: his foster-mother, his opposite in so many ways, not least of all the blackness of her skin compared with his own deathly white; the only person not afraid of him, not repelled by his deformity. She’d seen his dwarfism as a gift, his pink eyes as a blessing from the gods of the Dreaming. What would she have said about the murdering, the torture? Shadrak bit the end from his fingernail and spat it on the floor. Didn’t matter what she thought anymore, not now she’d gone back to the ground with her precious ancestors.

Cold blue lights sprang to life, sharply illuminating another metallic corridor with numerous tributaries. Each had an arched lintel engraved with an identifying numeral. He made a quick calculation and checked it against his mental map. He may have been a devil-eyed midget, but at least he’d been blessed with a perfect memory, and that was the key to his success. Not only did it furnish him with all the twists and turns of the Maze, the openings to the city above, which he could creep from unseen and scurry back into like a rat, but it also ensured he never forgot a face.

Shadrak stiffened as he heard movement up ahead, a barely audible footfall and the merest rustle. Something made a hushing noise. More than one, then. The light from the blue ovals on the ceiling meant there were no shadows to hide in, so he loosened his cloak and reached for the blades in his baldric.

He lay prone, peeking from the hood as three mawgs come into view, sniffing the air, bat-like ears twitching. Dark fur shrouded their faces and slitty yellow eyes glared above jutting snouts. Daggers wouldn’t do much good against their torsos. They were all knotted and gnarled, rashes of fist-sized warts and carbuncles sprouting from scaly carapaces. The legs were sinewy, bent backwards like a bird’s, ending in curved talons and spiky spurs. Need a cleaver to hack into them. Hook-like fingers with opposable thumbs scraped along the floor at the end of drooping arms. Tough and stringy like the legs. Eyes or the jaws, then, seems the best bet.

The largest of the mawgs curled its black lips, revealing a mouth like a fly-trapping plant’s, row upon row of spiny teeth all the way to the back of its throat. They had the scent of him, nostrils flaring, eyes ravenous. The big mawg growled at the others and they kept back whilst it crouched over Shadrak’s cloak, reaching out with two clawed fingers.

Stab.

Shadrak saw it at the last minute”•a soft patch crying out to be a target. Felt the dagger bite. Hot blood, thick and oily, splashed over his hand.

The other two mawgs looked stunned by the sudden seizure that gripped their leader, who then collapsed, the stiletto jutting from its groin. Shadrak sprang from beneath his cloak and hurled daggers at them both. One mawg howled and dropped, a knife through its eye. The other, a blade piercing its throat, charged.

Shadrak threw himself into a backwards flip, simultaneously pulling the Old World weapon from its sheath. The mawg leapt, jaws wide, teeth bristling. Its head exploded the instant before thunder cracked and rolled down the corridor.

One shot. Good. No, more than good: perfect. Shadrak crouched down to examine the creatures. Ammunition was hard to come by in the Maze. Six rounds left and then he’d need to search for another cartridge to slot into the grip.

Mawgs beneath Sarum would go down like a Nousian at the Emperor’s table. According to the guild, they’d recently butchered their way through Gladelvi in the north”•within days of Jarmin leaving to visit Governor Gen. Maybe the mawgs were following the stench of his sandals. Maybe they hated Nousians as much as Hagalle did. As much as Shadrak did, come to think of it. Or maybe it had something to do with that piece of amber Cadman had taken from the Anchorite. Only other option was that it was a coincidence, but that didn’t sit right with Shadrak. Everything happened for a purpose. It was all cause and effect.

Hard to believe this was anything but a recce, the vanguard of thousands of mawgs swarming towards the city, merciless as locusts in a crop of sugarcane. The Sicarii weren’t gonna like it. Bad for business. How could an assassin make a living if the people were already dead, their clothes, flesh and even bones devoured? Better to leave now, cross the desert into Barraiya land and then head for Millius, or take a ship to New Ithaka. If the mawgs had found a way into the city, Sarum was finished.

Shadrak crept to the next intersection, feeling inside a pouch for an exploding globe. As he ducked into the left corridor, blue lights blinked on in succession, receding into the distance. He set off at a jog, clanging footfalls echoing throughout the Maze.

You should tell someone, Kadee’s voice nagged at the back of his mind. Give them a chance.

‘Not my problem,’ he said out loud, taking a right turn and stopping to check the number etched into the lintel.

People will die. Thousands of people. Children too.

‘I’m a killer. What’s it to me?’

You are my boy, Shadrak. Eingana’s gift to me. The hope of the Dreaming.

All nonsense. An old woman’s fancy, her death-bed comfort. He’d wanted to believe it once, believe that he was special, that his deformity had a purpose, his life a direction and meaning. Kadee had been a little crazy from chewing pituri, but if anyone else had said it he’d have gutted them. She’d sworn a snake-headed man had brought him to her for protection, one of her gods from the Dreaming. As a child, he’d accepted it all without question, but life had taught him some hard lessons, chief amongst them that fantasy was the twin of despair. Kadee was an oddity amongst the Dreamers, choosing to live in squalor on the fringes of Sarum, disowned by her people, ignored by the city-folk. She’d always said she did it for him, for the gods, for the Dreaming, but since she’d gone, it seemed more likely she’d done it all for nothing.

Shog Sarum. It deserved to be destroyed, its people reduced to piles of stinking mawg puke.

He reached a junction and squinted at the lintel. The numbers danced a blurry jig, his head pounding with the effort of focusing.

‘Leave me alone,’ he said through gritted teeth to the ghostly face forming in his mind.

Kadee’s brown eyes shone with the love of a mother for a child; an only child, a special one. The hint of a smile touched her lips and she gave the slightest of nods before retreating like the sun behind a cloud.

Shadrak felt the warmth of her presence, felt himself smiling and shook his head. She’d done it again. He could never refuse her in life, and in death she was just as persuasive. Turning back the way he’d come, he started to retrace his steps, all the while working out what to tell the guild and what he could safely leave out.

He’d have plenty of time for that, though, ‘cause first he had to make a detour. Still had the little matter of Imperial goons coming to his house with the contract to kill Bovis Rayn. Couldn’t have people knowing where he lived, and it was about time he paid them a return visit. Begged the question, though, how they’d found him in the first place, why they’d not gone through the guild. Or maybe they had. Maybe the guild had gone to them, in which case someone was trying to expose him, weaken his position. All part of the constant in-fighting that weeded out the weak from the strong. There was no honour among assassins, which was a good thing. At least when he found out who it was that had betrayed him, there’d be no need to give a warning.

 

 



RETURN OF THE PRODIGAL
 

 

Shader’s coat grew sodden and heavy, his hat lank and misshapen. Clinging clay slurped at his boots, the rain falling in sheets that pocked the track with puddles. Clouds smothered the sky with a roiling black blanket and wind buffeted the grass-trees, their leaves fanning and flapping, anchored by stunted trunks.

Splash, slurp, splash. Splash, slurp, splash: steps like the beating of a diseased heart sloshing bad blood through clogged arteries. The sound took hold like a mantra, drawing him to the still centre where the storm was muffled and comforting outside the walls of perception.

The waters of the Soulsong were swollen and dangerous, yet there were tents pitched along the bank, hunched figures running between them, shouts merging with the howling wind. Swinging lanterns cast their eerie glow across the precarious village, half a dozen hemming the platform of a swaying watchtower. To the northeast, Shader could just make out the dark outline of Sarum, the spires of its Old World buildings stabbing the sky in retaliation for the downpour.

A burly spearman struggled towards him, cloak snapping like a lateen, dragging him the other way. Rain pattered against his helm, streamed down the nose-guard and soaked into his beard.

‘Corporal Farley, Fifth Regiment, Imperial. Where you heading?’

‘Business at the abbey,’ Shader shouted above the squall.

‘Best tell them to stay away from Sarum. Plague’s hit. No one gets in or out.’

‘I’ll let them know.’ Not that it was necessary. No one had left Pardes for a very long time. No one, that is, besides Shader.

‘Evil bastard of a plague.’ Another soldier approached, a captain judging by his epaulettes. ‘Glad I ain’t in there. Captain Janks, Imperial Fifth. Off to the abbey, you say? What business could be so urgent it can’t wait till tomorrow?’

‘I was gonna ask him that,’ Farley said, ramming the haft of his spear into the mud and doing his best to stand up straight.

The blast of a horn had everyone turning. Soldiers, bent double against the gusting winds, scurried from their tents and ran along the bank in the direction of the ocean.

‘What is it?’ Shader asked Captain Janks, who was wrapping his cloak about him like a shroud as he headed after the others.

‘Mawgs, most likely. Shoggers are getting cocky again. Been driving ‘em off all the way down the coast.’

‘Mind if I join you?’ The chill of anticipation ran up and down Shader’s spine, fuelled by flashing images of Oakendale’s dead, steaming pools of gore staining the streets.

‘You know what you’re asking?’

Shader pulled back his coat a little way to reveal the hilt of his longsword. ‘I know evil and how to deal with it.’

‘Right y’are.’ Janks slapped him on the shoulder. ‘Don’t s’pose another pair of hands is gonna hurt any.’

They ducked into the wind to catch up with the group of soldiers gathering at the base of the lookout tower.

Janks cupped his hands and threw his head back. ‘What is it? Mawgs?’

‘No, sir!’ the horn-blower yelled back, pointing to the west. ‘There’s a boat coming up the river.’

Even as he spoke, it drifted into sight, prow low in the water, lone mast supporting a patchwork sail. Mist partially obscured the view, but as the craft approached, Shader spotted a stout figure at the helm. Devilish horns glinted in the lamplight spilling from the mast. As it drew nearer, though, he saw that it was a helmed human, dwarfish and powerfully built, with a great mane of grey hair and a long braided beard. He wore a dark habit beneath a pale cloak embroidered with a red cross. The wind tore at his garments, revealing glimpses of heavy banded armour underneath. The dwarf held a war hammer aloft, the boat seemingly steering itself.

‘Shog me,’ Janks said. ‘It’s the Fallen.’

Resounding murmurs came from the soldiers. Shader shrugged and shook his head.

‘Maldark the Fallen,’ the Captain’s voice quavered. ‘It’s said he’s sailed the waterways of Sahul since the Reckoning.’

‘Shall we stop him, sir?’ asked Corporal Farley.

‘I’m not sure that we could.’ Janks turned to watch the boat float silently past in the direction of Sarum.

‘What’s he doing here?’ Shader thought aloud.

‘Who knows?’ The Captain continued to stare after the boat. ‘Bit of a coincidence, don’t you think, that the Fallen arrives right on the heels of the plague?’

‘Sorcery?’ Shader’s fingers curled around the hilt of the gladius.

‘Maybe. Maybe not. But one thing’s for sure: wherever the Fallen’s seen, death’s not far behind. Stand down, everyone!’ Janks called over the wind. ‘You need a tent for the night?’

‘I’ll press on to the abbey.’

‘Suit yourself. Tell me one thing, though, ‘fore you do. You a Nousian?’

Shader felt his face tighten, his mind racing for the right response. The Captain was watching him as if he already knew the answer.

‘Don’t worry. We’ve got no orders on that account. Reckon the Sicarii get paid more than enough for that job. You’ll get no trouble from me.’ He leaned in closer. ‘Haven’t the stomach for it. I’m curious, mind, as to what business a fighting man has at the abbey.’

‘As am I, Captain. As am I.’

Shader shook Janks’s hand and set off along the bank. He headed west until he came to a wooden bridge, slipping and sliding his way across the Soulsong and into the shelter of Darling Wood. A path through the trees opened upon a scree slope ascending to the lone spire of Pardes.

***
 

The Grey Abbot observed the approach of the figure through the storm. He sat motionless as the gargoyles flanking him atop the tower, wind and rain lashing the parapet, but leaving him dry and unruffled. Idly, he fingered the amber eye of the wooden Monas nestled in the folds of his habit. His thoughts laboured through strands of memories clinging like cobwebs heavy with the husks of insects. Images of brothers long since turned to dust; reconstructions of the faces of family and friends that had been erased by the centuries; and something older, just below the surface: the spectre of Otto Blightey, invisible, sunken like a crocodile in a muddy creek.

The revered friar had once held sway with the chief powers of Nousia, even the Ipsissimus himself. His influence had extended with his longevity, a perdurance that had been widely seen as the fruit of holiness. The Grey Abbot shuddered at the emerging memory.

Was he so different?

Thoughts of the nefarious friar often dominated his meditations and he’d long since given up trying to banish them. He was astute enough to discern the warnings his unconscious was sending him with increasing frequency. He understood that every soul, no matter how holy, always harboured a shadow side.

‘No.’ He throttled the thought before it led him where he didn’t want to go. ‘I am not like Blightey.’

Deep breathing settled his nerves, blunted his fears. It was the instant relief he used to feel upon sipping his first wine of the day. With calm restored, it was easy to assert that the memories need not refer to his shadow side; they could equally be interpreted as a warning against judging Blightey too harshly. Perhaps the connection between the Grey Abbot and this spectre from the past lay in the ultimate goodness of their intentions, the only difference being that, for Blightey, the ends had uncompromisingly dictated the means.

He turned at the sound of the door slamming in the wind. Frater Elphus bustled out into the cold, fat fingers tugging his cloak about his ample frame.

‘Frater Shader is back, Pater Abbot. Should we let him in?’

The Grey Abbot shifted his focus back to the external world and sighed. Another ghost, this one from the more recent past, began to intrude upon his consciousness.

‘Would you leave a brother out in the cold?’

Elphus lowered his eyes and scurried back inside wrestling the door shut. The Grey Abbot sighed again and became aware that he was chewing his bottom lip.

‘Ain,’ he shivered, rubbing his arms. ‘It’s freezing.’

Rising from his stony perch, he moved effortlessly against the wind, the door opening for him like a welcoming friend. Back inside the abbey, the weight of the feelings of the brothers bore down upon him and he once more felt his age. Reaching for the rope railing, he made his arduous descent of the spiralling stairs and hobbled along endless corridors under the gaze of statues of the Luminaries and the Dark Mother of Ain until he came to the chapel. He’d occupied the same choir stall for centuries, and it was here that he always returned when he needed guidance. Lowering himself onto the hard wooden pew, he let the words of prayer spill forth of their own accord.

***
 

Shader paused before the wrought iron gates of the abbey. Aeterna seemed suddenly even more remote than the other side of the world. It was as if he had never left Pardes, as if the time at Oakendale, the weeks of travel and the tournament had been a tantalising dream.

You will live and die here, Frater Trellian had told him when he’d first arrived as a postulant. Pardes is your tomb; here you will be buried with Nous.

The romance of sharing the death of the Son of Ain had carried him through the first few months, but deep down he’d always known it was a temporary arrangement. Simplicity and contemplation drew him like a moth to the flame, but he’d recoiled from the burn.

Lifting the latch with tremulous fingers, he pushed through the gate and closed it behind him. One last trip, he’d told the Grey Abbot; a final expiation, then he could accept the cold hand of Nous. The tournament was supposed to end his life of action, lay to rest the striving for excellence. Reach the heights and then abandon the old life. No regrets, no wondering what he might have achieved.

His feet scuffed against the stone path wending towards the abbey doors. The final steps of Deacon Shader leaving the world of conflict, power and struggle. He walked the way of the Luminary one dragging footfall at a time. Resounding steps. Deliberate. Gallows steps.

Maybe he should have stayed at Oakendale. They’d been good times; some of the best. Shader had moved into the Old Mint, which had been disused since the end of the Sarum gold rush. The locals had fed him at the request of the village council, but the initial gratitude of the people towards their liberator had soon worn thin. Resentment surfaced towards the man who lived among them, ate their food, but did no work. He’d meditated upon the advice of Luminary Tajen, for whom work was as crucial as prayer, and determined to earn his keep. He founded the White Order to bring both Ain and security to the village, and to oppose all manner of evil, wherever they should find it. A bit idealistic, maybe, but if you didn’t differentiate between what was for Nous and what was against him early on then you gave the Demiurgos his opportunity. The young of the shire, devoid of hope for a better future, had flocked to him.

The White Order’s numbers quickly swelled like the waters of the Delling in winter. He’d started the recruits off on horsemanship, something the locals already knew a lot about. Next had come sword practice, something they wanted to know a lot about; and then he’d introduced the Liber and the unravelling of knots on the prayer cord. Create a bridge for people to cross, Adeptus Ludo used to say, hook them with what they know, what they desire, and then lead them to Nous as meek as little lambs. This was to be an Order purer than even the renowned Elect, a beacon of holiness in a distant outpost, whose light would be seen from Aeterna like that of a far off star.

Gaston had taken to it like a fish to water. This was a much more palatable approach to his father’s newly acquired religion. Bovis hadn’t approved, though, forced Gaston to make a choice. The lad had put his trust in Shader, dreamed of being like the Elect, of perhaps one day serving in Aeterna. Probably wouldn’t have gone down well with the Ipsissimus—a renegade knight training an unauthorized Order—but Shader never said anything to discourage him. All Gaston’s trust, his hard work and dedication, the loss of his family. Shader sighed. In a few more years the lad would have made a fine knight, but instead, Shader had abandoned him along with all the others. Promised them the life eternal and then left them in the same life of drudgery he’d just saved them from.

Everything had been going according to Ain’s will. Everything, that is, except Rhiannon.

***
 

The Grey Abbot watched Shader remove his rain-drenched hat and coat, revealing a white tunic with an embroidered red Monas over a mail hauberk. The embellished scabbards of two exquisite swords were belted to his waist. Apparently the trip to Aeterna had resolved nothing. A shame, but not a surprise. Some men are born wolves. Even if they suppress their true nature, they seldom make good contemplatives. You only needed to look at Blightey to see that. The human obsession with immortality and control buried beneath the soil of sanctity only to fight its way to the surface as a spray of strangling creepers, weeds that still infected the Templum today.

Shader’s face was gaunt as a skull, cold eyes glinting from shadowy sockets. Black hair framed sunken cheeks, splaying across his shoulders, the barest suggestion of a widow’s peak retreating from a high forehead. His shoulders were square like a swimmer’s, waist narrow, legs long and terminating in knee-length boots of worn leather. White hands ridged with veins hovered defensively over the pommels of both swords, betraying the discomfort that his lips failed to utter.

Shader pivoted with practiced grace and reached up to hang his coat on the peg by the door—an unconscious gesture, no doubt, but further indication that he was not staying. Even here in Pardes, he moved lightly on the balls of his feet, the fruit of years of training that refused to give ground to the disciplines of the abbey.

‘Your friend Aristodeus came to see me during your stay in Oakendale,’ the Grey Abbot addressed Shader’s back. The knight stood motionless, prompting him to go on. ‘You are not surprised?’

‘He travels a lot.’

The Grey Abbot pressed his palms together beneath his nose. ‘He struck me as rather paternalistic, mapping out the best path for his son.’

‘That’s why my father employed him.’

‘Interesting. The guidance of a parent is a mixed blessing, don’t you think? Tajen wrote that it is our duty to obey, irrespective of whether the parent is right or wrong.’

‘But that obligation ends with the death of the parent,’ Shader finished for him.

‘Quite, but was he speaking literally or figuratively? I suppose we’ll never know. What we have, though, is a conflict between heart and duty.’

The Grey Abbot opened the door to the long corridor flanked by the cells of the brothers. He gestured Shader inside and followed him, letting the door slam behind.

‘Entrance halls are places of ambivalence,’ he explained. ‘Neither one thing nor the other.’ He glanced at Shader for a reaction, but the knight seemed lost in his own thoughts.

‘Did Aristodeus say he wanted me here?’

‘Not exactly. My guess is that he wanted you to imbibe the sanctity of the abbey. Probably sees it as character building. I am not altogether foolish, my friend. I’ve lived a long time—perhaps even longer than he has. I’ve seen many things, witnessed great events, acts of surpassing goodness and deeds of unimaginable evil. There are those who would take a stronger stand against the wrongs of the world than I have done.’

Shader stopped to lean against the door of a cell. He fixed the Grey Abbot with an intense blue stare. In the flickering torchlight of the corridor he looked spectral, unearthly, a being not quite suited to the world he found himself in.

‘If we are the hands and feet of Nous…’

‘Why does evil go unpunished? Injustice go unchecked?’ The Grey Abbot tried not to appear smug, but the conversation was unfurling just as he’d hoped.

‘Pater Abbot, I am a fighter through and through. I cannot stand by whilst the poor are enslaved, children are harmed, women raped.’

‘You have seen all this?’

‘Some, but that is not my point. The world is full of evil and yet the Templum does nothing, except when the threat’s on its own doorstep. The only reason we were sent against Blightey at Trajinot is because Latia would have been next.’

The Grey Abbot clapped a hand on the knight’s shoulder and they continued their stroll along the rows of cells.

‘Luminary Narcus wrote that shame often leads us to criticism of the Templum.’ He held his breath, waiting for the explosion he assumed would come. It wouldn’t be the first time. Shader was riddled with the pride that strengthened a warrior, but was deadly to a monk. Surprisingly, he just smiled and shook his head.

‘You read me too well, Pater Abbot.’

‘Rhiannon?’

Shader shuddered as he drew in a deep breath. ‘Is it possible to atone for such sin? It feels as if my soul is partway to the Abyss.’

The Grey Abbot laughed—he hoped it was a gentle, well-meaning laugh. ‘Frater, it is no sin to love a woman. Ain would be a capricious god indeed if that were the case.’

‘But the Liber…’

‘Says a lot of things that would have Ain blasting the world with lightning—if he were capable of rage, and if he actually wielded destruction like a petulant child.’

Shader’s jaw dropped, but the Grey Abbot pressed on. ‘Story-book language for little children. And as for sex,’ he assumed an expression of grim seriousness. ‘Things have insinuated their way into the Liber since the time of the Reckoning that would be unrecognizable to the Luminaries of old.’ Maybe not unrecognizable, he thought to himself, but certainly unorthodox. ‘The friar, Otto Blightey—‘

‘The Liche Lord of Verusia?’

‘Indeed. Blightey wasn’t always evil. His was once the most hallowed name in Nousia. When the Templum rose from the ashes of the Reckoning, Blightey was the foremost advisor to the Ipsissimus. He gathered the fragments of holy writings that would form the Liber and helped weave them into a system that appealed to the widest range of people. It was the glue that bonded the nations and gave them the strength to emerge from the cataclysm. Once it was finished, all traces of the old scriptures were erased in the name of unity. Not everything in the Liber was orthodox, though. Blightey introduced elements that would have been condemned by the Old Faith. You’ve no doubt been bewildered by the lack of cohesion in the scriptures.’

Shader nodded, a deep frown etched into his forehead.

The Grey Abbot went on. ‘It doesn’t quite fit together.’ That was an understatement. ‘There are conflicting elements, paradoxes. The Liber is riddled with misprision and traduction. Don’t get me wrong, the truth still resides there, but it is hidden like a diamond in a swamp. You should speak to Frater Gardol about it. He’s spent years identifying the authentic voice of the first Luminaries, tracing a golden thread through the pages of the Liber. His knowledge surpasses even mine, and I was raised with the original scriptures. Unfortunately recollection grows more and more unreliable the longer you live. It’s still not quite the book I was raised with, but it’s a good start. If only I’d had mine copied before it crumbled into dust we could have avoided a lot of confusion—assuming the Ipsissimus would accept it after all this time. But to return to the point about carnal love, its association with sin is a later interpolation. Ain, if Frater Gardol is to be believed, not only tells us it’s a good thing, he positively commands it.’

‘But what about us?’

‘The consecrated? Celibates? Either we are the blessed or the deluded. Either Ain has set us aside for a special task or we have been deceived—in which case we are the children of the Abyss, not those who fall in love.’

Shader’s face was creased with angst. ‘I still don’t know what I should do.’

The Grey Abbot sighed and laid a hand upon his shoulder. ‘I think the tournament clarified one thing.’ He eyed the swords buckled at Shader’s waist. ‘You have established that Pardes is not for you.’

‘You won’t have me back?’

‘It was not I who bore weapons into the abbey. I would say, my friend, that you have already chosen your path.’

Shader sagged as if he’d received a punch in the stomach. He hung there for a moment, bent over at the waist, hands on hips. The Grey Abbot took hold of his shoulders, afraid he was going to fall. Shader waved him away and slowly straightened up. He nodded, meeting the Grey Abbot’s gaze, tears streaking his cheeks.

‘It has been a lie.’ Shader’s voice was harsh and grating. ‘I’ve known all along, but didn’t want to believe it. Tell me, Pater, can a man kill and still love Ain?’

‘It’s what the Elect do. It’s what you are: a consecrated knight. A monk of war.’

Shader’s head was shaking vigorously. ‘I tried, Pater. I tried so hard.’

‘I know. I remember the beating you took outside the pub. Faith doesn’t get more heroic than that. But it’s not you. The real you would have fought back, probably killed the whole lot of them. I can only guess at Ain’s reasons, but he has made you for sterner things than the life of a monk. If we are destined to be the hands of Nous, is it so hard to imagine a hand wielding a sword? At the abbey we oppose evil with silence. Perhaps that is not enough.’ The Grey Abbot knew that to be the case, knew that some evil could not be defeated with love; which is why Blightey had been hounded into the forests of Verusia by the full might of Aeterna.

‘But Rhiannon refused me.’

The Grey Abbot wouldn’t have been surprised to detect the hand of Aristodeus in that as well, or the meddling Huntsman, whom the philosopher had ostensibly come to see.

‘She has her own path to discern. If it is Ain’s will, you will be together. In the meantime, Frater, you may stay here. Resume the life of the abbey as best you can and let us see if we can hear the voice of Ain above the din.’

 

 



THE SICARII
 

 

Shadrak dropped from the rooftop, rolled and came up standing in the shadows cast by the Tower of Glass. The monolith reached to the stars, its surface mirroring the night’s blackness and rippling in the moonlight. An old woman hacked and coughed as she tottered past, a heavy basket in each hand. Something about her reminded Shadrak of Kadee—the crook of her back, the chin tucked into her chest, eyes on the ground. He was half a step towards giving her a hand when she coughed again, this time more violently, blood spattering the ground. Shadrak pulled his hood tight over his nose and mouth and waited for her to pass.

Looking about to make sure he wasn’t seen, he sprinted for the shadows cast by the lintel above the doors, which were smooth like the rest of the tower, meeting in the middle with a hairline crack. Pulling on a soft leather glove, he flipped open the cover of a panel and pressed a sequence of buttons. There was a rush of air as the doors parted. Shadrak stepped across the threshold removing the glove, careful not to touch the outside where it had been in contact with the buttons, and flinging it into a cylindrical container in the entrance hall.

Soft light pulsed from long strips set into the ceiling, illuminating the marble stairs leading to the next floor. A red triangle shone above a recess housing a silver door that slid open as he approached. Stepping into the cubicle, he pressed button number 75 and braced himself as the door shut and the cubicle started to shudder. His stomach lurched and he staggered, supporting himself with a hand on the rear wall. The light in the ceiling flickered and a low drone raced towards a shrill whine before the cubicle juddered to a halt. The door hissed open onto a corridor of windows that overlooked the sleeping city from a dizzying height. A covered cart was making its way along Weaver Street towards the monument of Gorkan the Great in the plaza, where bodies were starting to pile up.

Shadrak crept to the door at the far end, opened it enough to slip through, and slunk into the shadows. A black-cloaked figure stood guard at the end of a passageway lined with doors. Shadrak approached, silent as the grave, and pressed the tip of his finger into the guard’s back. The man squealed and raised his hands. Shadrak gave him a friendly pat.

‘All right, Tony?’

The assassin turned and looked down at him. ‘You sneaky little sod. Scared the bleeding life out o’ me! Better go in, they’re waiting.’

The meeting room was a small amphitheatre with banks of coloured chairs that rotated upon narrow pedestals. Half the seats were occupied by black-cloaked Sicarii journeymen, all eyes upon him as he entered. The guild’s four masters sat below them around a crescent shaped table made of red glass. The windows were shuttered to prevent any spill of the wavering light coming from strips of crystal set into the ceiling.

‘Good o’ you to join us, Shadrak.’ Master Paldane smiled through thin lips, his good eye bloodshot and blinking, other one milky and blind.

‘Don’t leave the Maze much these days, Master.’

‘Except on Imperial business,’ sniped Master Grayling, looking painfully thin, a rash of blisters almost completely covering one side of his face. ‘Don’t think we didn’t hear about the visit you paid a certain Bovis Rayn.’

‘Weren’t by choice, as well you know, Master.’ There’d been six smart-dressed men waiting for him when he’d got home that night. Gave him the choice of taking the job or languishing in the Imperial dungeons for the crime of being an assassin. Shameless hypocrisy. Would’ve had bright futures, if they’d not been so easy to find. ‘Someone broke my cover, told ‘em where I lived.’ Someone in this room, most likely.

Shadrak scanned the assembled assassins, many of whom looked down, pretending not to be watching him. Only the poisoner, Albert, caught his gaze, piggy eyes flitting from him to the table as he deftly sliced some cheese with a garrotte. He looked more like a restaurateur than a paid killer, dressed in a sharp black jacket and pressed trousers in the style of the Ancients. From the neck up he resembled nothing more than a Nousian monk, with the narrow band of dark hair camping out at the base of his shiny scalp.

Master Rabalath looked down his broken nose at Shadrak. ‘You should be more careful,’ he began, the other masters already nodding their agreement. ‘When people know where you live it’s hard to remain unseen. Whatever you might argue, the only way for a Sicarii to pick up a job is through us. Anything else gets…messy.’

‘If the Emperor’s men come to my house with a job, I have to assume it’s ‘cause one o’ you shopped me.’ There was a rustle of cloaks around the amphitheatre ‘Can’t say I take too kindly to that.’ Shadrak made a show of scraping the dirt from beneath his fingernails.

‘How’s your old mum, Shadrak?’ asked Master Frayn, the youngest of the masters, lean and muscular to the point of vanity, and sporting a thin, oiled moustache. ‘Must say I found her rather charming, for a Dreamer.’

Muffled giggles and exchanged whispers.

Kadee might not have been his real mother, but she was the best person he’d known. Almost good enough to balance out his darker leanings. But not quite.

‘Died last winter.’ Speaking the words made it so much more real. If he hadn’t had his anger, he might have shown weakness. ‘Surprised you didn’t know, intelligence being your strong point and all.’

Frayn stiffened at the slight. A master out of touch was a master in danger of losing the respect of those below him; and the Sicarii were always jostling for position. It was positively encouraged.

Shadrak gave his most malignant grin to Frayn, at the same time imagining what it would feel like to rip that ridiculous moustache from his face along with the skin. ‘Good of you to ask, though. Makes me feel tingly all over, knowing a master cares about my family. How’s the little nipper coming on, Frayn? He must be, what, two? Three? No better part of the city to raise a child than Charinbrook, wouldn’t you say?’

The blood drained from Frayn’s face, and he glowered whilst tugging the ends of his moustache straight.

‘But to answer your concerns, Master Rabalath, the Emperor’s men who paid me a visit won’t be doing that again. Took the job, did the bastard, then did the cunts that hired me. Now I’m guessing if anyone else knows where to find me, they must be in this room.’ He gave them all a good look, let them know he was memorizing their faces. ‘As to the matter of freelancing, I find the suggestion…insulting.’ He made sure the last word hung heavy in the air.

Albert cocked an eyebrow, but Shadrak tried to keep his face blank. If the guild found out the pair of them had been creaming off some lucrative contracts the past few years, things could turn very nasty. He didn’t doubt Albert had already prepared something suitably deadly in case they were made: an air-born toxin or a contact poison to be daubed on the seats of the latrines; but there were other Sicarii equally as dangerous, and you didn’t get to be a master without knowing how to survive your colleagues whilst having them retired on the quiet.

‘Glad to hear it,’ Rabalath said, to the nodded agreement of everyone in the room.

‘So,’ Frayn sneered, back to his pompous-arsed self, ‘how’s it going in your shitty little kingdom under the city?’

Shadrak stared at Frayn for an uncomfortably long time. The master’s cheek twitched and he began to fiddle with his moustache.

‘Found more Ancient-tech weapons?’ Paldane sought to ease the tension.

‘No.’ Shadrak wasn’t about to tell them the truth about that. ‘Reckon mine’s the only one. But to answer Master Frayn, I’ve spent hours beneath Arnbrook House. Seems the council are a bit jittery about this plague.’

‘As are we all,’ Rabalath wheezed, coughing into a handkerchief like he was about to drop dead from it.

‘Governor’s been spending a lot of time with his public health advisor. Seems they’re trying to reassure Jorakum, get this blasted quarantine lifted.’

‘That’ll be my man Cadman.’ Frayn sat back with his arms folded across his chest, looking at the other masters like a schoolboy who’d just come top of the class.

‘No doubt Hagalle thinks the plague’s punishment for all the missionaries he’s fucked in the arse and sent scarpering back to Nousia,’ Grayling said. ‘Templum curse or some bollocks.’

Frayn frowned and sat upright, stroking his chin and looking all business, as if he were commanding everyone’s attention. As if he were head of the guild and not Rabalath. He opened his mouth to speak—

‘Terribly sorry to interrupt,’ Albert spoke around a mouthful of cheese, ‘but perhaps it is we who should be worried. Hagalle may give the orders, but we’re the ones who give them a good poking, aren’t we Master Rabalath?’

If looks could kill, Albert would have been holding handfuls of his own guts the way Frayn was glaring at him. Rabalath gave a girlish laugh, but it was hard to tell whether it was from nerves or some hidden shame.

‘Good point, Albert,’ Paldane said with a fawning chuckle, obviously trying to keep in with the poisoner”•and who could blame him? ‘Didn’t you once secrete thorns dipped in scorpion venom in their robes? I heard you even mixed their incense with toxic resin, and wiped out the Nousian community at Delta’s Bluff with a donation of mushroom soup.’

The journeymen burst into laughter and Albert nodded appreciatively, dabbing his lips with a silk handkerchief.

‘From what I see,’ Shadrak said, ‘Zara Gen don’t exactly share Hagalle’s penchant for whacking Nousians.’

‘The Templum of the Knot?’ Paldane rubbed at his eye then examined his finger.

‘Nauseating fuckers,’ Grayling said, looking up as if he expected applause.

‘Yes, how come they’re off limits?’ Frayn turned to Rabalath, who simply shrugged and gave a superior flick of his head, as if Frayn were an annoying fly or a splatter of seagull shit.

‘The reason I wanted this meeting,’ Shadrak cut through the crap, ‘was because I ran into mawgs under the city.’

‘How many?’ Grayling asked, doing his best to look like he wasn’t bricking it.

‘Three. All dead now.’

‘But how—‘

‘The Maze is big, Master Grayling, bigger’n the city. No telling how many ways in and out there are. My problem is that if I alert the council they’ll either commandeer it or try to destroy it.’

‘Small loss.’ Frayn put his feet on the table. ‘If you hog all the entry codes, it’s no use to the rest of us.’

The idiots had tried for weeks to work out the panels. Problem was they’d grown frustrated tapping out random numbers. None of ‘em had the brains for it. Not like Shadrak. When he’d first stumbled upon the Maze and got locked in, he’d worked through all the combinations in sequence till he found the right one. He later spent weeks doing the same with the other panels and wasn’t about to share the knowledge with his rivals, no matter how much they claimed to be colleagues. He’d shown Albert how to access the outer hatches when they’d started working together, but even he didn’t need to know more than that.

‘Nevertheless,’ Rabalath drummed his fingers on the table, ‘the less the council knows, the better. Let’s see if we can’t deal with the mawgs on the quiet. You never know, Governor Gen might even thank us one day.’

‘Mawgs ain’t stupid, Master Rabalath,’ Shadrak said. ‘If there’s more down there, they’ll be wary now.’

‘And you can’t deal with them by yourself?’ Frayn was loving it, a big smirk crossing his weaselly face.

Rabalath closed his eyes and steepled his fingers. ‘We can’t let the city fall, otherwise who’d pay us?’ Some of the brown-nosers amongst the journeymen laughed. ‘You will take a group of Sicarii, find out where the mawgs are coming from, and seal the tunnel.’

Shadrak nodded. He didn’t like it, but it had to be done. Otherwise Kadee would never let him hear the end of it.

As he left the room with five assassins in tow, he shot Albert a frantic look. He could have done with Albert’s expertise, but instead, he’d been granted a right motley crew who might prove more of a hindrance than a help.

The poisoner shrugged as if it was no big deal. That was the trouble with having assassins for partners: when you needed them most they were just as likely to wrap a cheese-wire around your throat.

 

 



A BROTHER IN ARMS
 

 

The light from a guttering candle danced across Rhiannon’s flesh, her face flicking between paleness and shadow like a ghost on the threshold of the Void. Her grip on Shader’s wrists was tight, but not painful, her thighs hot and slick with sweat. Shader strained towards her lips, but she resisted, tongue brushing her teeth. His hands slid down her back, pulling her closer. She bent down, crushing her breasts against his chest, nuzzling her face into his neck, licking, sucking, biting. Shader sighed, one hand cupping a breast, the other squeezing her buttock in time to their thrusting.

Sweet pain ripped through his throat, warm blood oozing down the skin. Rhiannon lapped at it like a dog, gulping it down and hissing with satisfaction. Her nails raked at his chest, tearing out clumps of hair and flesh. She pressed down harder with her hips, silenced his protests with salty wet lips. Her tongue coiled around his, knotting, wrenching. He gagged and rolled on top, pushing her shoulders into the bed. Her hands latched onto his buttocks, rooting him in her. Her tongue grew more insistent, pulling his face toward her wide open maw, fangs dripping with saliva. He arched away, striking out with the flat of his hand. She gurgled and sighed, humping her hips against his. He hit her again, this time with a fist, battering her head from side to side until the tongue let go.

‘Ain’s teeth!’ Shader rolled from the bed and snatched up the gladius. ‘Get back to the Abyss, demon!’

She held her breasts, offering them to him, eyes wide and innocent, black hair tumbling about her shoulders.

‘Back succubus! Get out or taste cold steel!’

She purred and crawled towards him, tongue running around her lips.

Shader screamed, the gladius punching through her face and exiting the back of her head.

***
 

‘Frater?’ Tap, tap, tap. ‘Frater, are you all right?’

Shader sat up, staring straight at the gilt Monas on the wall of his cell. He rubbed the sleep from his eyes and tried to get his bearings.

Tap, tap, tap. ‘Frater Deacon?’

‘I’m fine. A bad dream, that’s all.’

He waited until the footsteps retreated down the corridor before standing. Reaching beneath the bed, he pulled out his swords, strapping them to his waist and frowning at the Monas before heading to the refectory.

Frater Elphus paused in his reading, but failed to meet Shader’s eyes as he entered. All the brothers noted, each in their own way, his carrying of weapons. The Grey Abbot simply played with his porridge.

‘Investigator Shin sends his greetings.’ Shader leaned across the lectern until his face almost touched Elphus’s. ‘Said he found you a great help.’

Elphus coughed and fussed with the pages, eyes darting from Shader to the Grey Abbot.

‘Leaving so soon?’ Frater Alfred asked, liver-spotted head bobbing above his bowl. Alfred’s counsel had all been for nothing: a litany of his own failings as a novice and the suggestion that if he could pull through then so could Shader.

‘I am what Ain made me, Frater. Thankfully, you’re made of sterner stuff.’

Frater Trellian, beard like fly-struck fleece, spread his hands. ‘Given time, you’d settle.’

‘Maybe, Frater, but I don’t think so. I find no stillness in prayer. My dreams are all too human, and the only time I feel complete is with this.’ He half drew the gladius.

The brothers muttered amongst themselves, heads shaking, spoons clattering against bowls.

‘I’m a reluctant swordsman and a restless monk: neither one thing nor the other. May Ain have mercy.’

Frater Elphus coughed. Alfred and Trellian raised their hands in apology. Shader glared.

As Elphus pointedly resumed the reading, Shader slopped porridge into a bowl, sprinkled some salt, and then joined the monks at table. Thirty-two brothers sat down to breakfast; thirty-three if Elphus were to be counted. He would eat later, having taken his turn as lector for the meal. Ten years ago the numbers had been almost double that.

‘Hagalle is suspicious of us,’ the Grey Abbot said, apparently reading his mind. ‘Sahul is not kind to Nousians.’ The other monks mumbled their agreement. ‘Sarum is the only city with a Nousian templum, and Pardes remains the sole house for religious.’

‘Unless you count Gladelvi,’ said Frater Gardol, the librarian, black skin betraying his Dreamer blood.

The Grey Abbot frowned. ‘Frater Jarmin takes great risks there. Let’s pray it turns out well.’

Elphus coughed again.

‘Sahul was the Old Faith’s last refuge before the Reckoning,’ Frater Darian said, a glob of porridge clinging to his bony chin. ‘The only land that would accept the foundation of Pardes.’

‘Hagalle’s issue is with Aeterna,’ Gardol said. ‘He sees it as the seat of power in the world, the repository of knowledge that was elsewhere destroyed by Huntsman’s magic.’

At the mention of the Dreamer shaman, many of the monks touched their foreheads. The Grey Abbot pushed his bowl away.

‘Hagalle’s eye may be on Aeterna, but he’s not ready for war,’ Shader said, recalling the galleons he’d seen under construction at Port Sarum. ‘He has enough problems at home, I’d say.’

‘Really?’ Gardol squinted at him with jaundiced eyes. ‘What would the Keeper of the Archon’s sword advise him to do?’

‘Hagalle has a very tenuous grip on his Empire. Jorakum is too far removed to be an effective capital, and the western sea routes are clogged with mawgs. Hagalle knows he must raise a large enough fleet to deal with them before he can reassert himself in the East. Aeterna has nothing to fear from Sahul. She dominates the oceans and her legions control the continents.’

‘Except for Verusia,’ the Grey Abbot said. ‘And Quilonia.’

‘True, but if I were Hagalle I’d be looking to strengthen my position in Sahul before going after Aeterna. Drive the mawgs from our shores and then invade the Anglesh Isles. With control of the seas, he could swiftly bring the Eastern Lords back into line and re-take New Ithaka. Next, I’d turn on Ashanta and use her wealth to re-arm.’

Gardol gave a slow handclap. ‘Very good. Thank Ain you’re one of us.’

‘May I continue, Pater Abbot?’ Elphus asked, looking up from the lectern and rolling his eyes.

The Grey Abbot chastised him with a barely perceptible flick of his index finger before returning it to the stroking of his upper lip.

The other monks continued with their breakfasts, clanking spoons against bowls and, it seemed to Shader, slurping their porridge with intentional noisiness.

Elphus resumed the reading through clenched teeth, as looks of mirth passed between the brothers.

***
 

Yesterday’s rain had left a bright sheen on the trees and the grassy tufts poking through the sea of red sand around the abbey. As was the norm for Western Sahul, the weather had reverted swiftly to clear blue skies and a blazing sun. From the parapet, Shader could just about make out the tallest spires of Sarum in the distance, the ground in between flat and featureless, save for the odd gum tree. The woods smudging the hills about Sarum were sparse compared with the forests of Britannia or the mighty Schwarzwald of Trajinot, where he’d led the Seventh Horse on their desperate charge, crushing the ranks of undead and driving them back to the diseased heart of Verusia.

Shader’s thoughts fled to Friston Forest on Britannia’s South Downs. He’d lived amongst its trees from birth up until his departure for Aeterna. Friston had been enveloping without being oppressive. Even on grey days, a hint of sunlight bounced off its canopy generating feelings of warmth and belonging.

Had it not been for the mawgs, he probably would have left Pardes anyway and gone home to Britannia. Back then his disillusionment with monastic life had rendered him purposeless, an insidious condition that had gnawed away at his confidence, and more devastatingly, his faith. Funny how such vile creatures could serve as his redeemers. Equally funny, he thought more soberly, how beauty could be the source of his second fall from grace.

Had it all been mapped out for him in advance? And if it had, why would Ain play thus with his soul, offering tantalising glimpses of certainty and purpose, only to strip them away along with any sense of belief? Other than a stubborn attachment to the teaching of the mystics he had studied in Aeterna: that Ain works through darkness; that faith itself is dark?

Shader’s gaze settled once more on the great monoliths of Sarum protruding from the arid bushland like the death-stiffened fingers of a giant buried by the centuries.

It seemed that, even here, with its mighty towers rendered so small by the distance, Sarum still cast a heavy shadow. Shader recalled how, during his time in the city, the sun had always been at least partially obscured by the buildings, no matter where it stood in the sky. From the abbey, the shadow was of a different kind. He felt it more as a pull, like that of a rusted magnet drawing all manner of decayed and discarded matter towards it.

The cackling-warble of a kookaburra roused him from his reflection. Scanning the woodland to the east of Pardes, he was met with the spectacle of a host of brightly feathered lorikeets launching from the tree tops as a murder of crows descended.

The sun hid itself behind a bank of cloud that surreptitiously crept in from the west, and Shader’s ill humour immediately returned. He went back inside through a trapdoor in the roof and made his way down the spiralling stairs. Darkness followed him, a black cloud settling over the abbey. Hurrying to a window, he glanced outside and was astounded to see that night had fallen, where only moments ago he’d stood in the brightness that follows dawn.

The temperature plummeted. A chill wind whistled from nowhere, rattling doors and disturbing the portraits of deceased brothers. Instinctively, reassuringly, Shader’s left hand closed around the hilt of his shortsword, and then he heard a sickening scream from the refectory.

The Grey Abbot!

***
 

As Frater Elphus continued to drone on, the Grey Abbot noticed a pooling of the newly descended darkness upon the refectory table. A small vortex of misty black thread formed from the cloud smothering the abbey. His eyes fixed upon the burgeoning centre as it sucked in the fog and, like a potter’s wheel, gave it form.

The figure that coalesced from the shadow grew tall and sprouted skeletal limbs. A mildewed skull twisted into place, the jaws opening to unleash a rancid rush of air in the face of the Grey Abbot. He tried to rise, clutching at the amber-eyed Monas that had for so long been his power. As he brought the symbol up, the figure took on more clarity: a surcoat of faded white; a rusty mail hauberk, and a time-blackened helm formed around the skull. Ember eyes smouldered through narrow eye-slits; searching eyes, somehow familiar. The Grey Abbot froze as he recognized the apparition.

‘Callixus!’

The wraith snatched the Monas from his hand, snapping the chain and hissing in triumph.

‘Ain preserve us! Callixus!’

Callixus leaned towards him, lifted his visor, and roared.

The Grey Abbot screamed and turned to his confreres for help, despairing when he saw them cowering on the floor, hands over their ears.

Callixus thrust the Monas into his belt, raised his arms and screeched like a banshee. The windows exploded, the stench of decay filling the room. Rotting limbs fumbled at the window frames, and corpses riddled with shards of glass began to clamber into the refectory.

The Grey Abbot gasped at the sight of Frater Elphus clinging to his lectern with rigid fingers, black veins webbing his face as a cadaver sucked at his mouth. Something crashed behind him and he turned to see Deacon Shader burst into the room, longsword in one hand, gladius in the other.

‘By all that’s holy!’ Shader pointed the gladius at Callixus. ‘Everyone out!’

The monks crawled towards the doorway crying out as cold and cyanosed hands tried to pull them back.

Shader leapt at the wraith. His longsword slashed out at its neck, but simply passed through as if it struck air. In the same fluid motion the gladius stabbed forward, skewering its belly. Callixus emitted a shrill cry as masses of insects and larvae spilled forth from his wound. The vortex whipped up around him, and in an instant he dissolved back into fog and shadow, which melted from the room.

The monks scrambled behind Shader, but the Grey Abbot remained rooted to the spot, mind blank, heart racing. The corpse-creatures continued to lumber towards them, white eyes vacant, flayed limbs groping the air. Shader threw himself among them, his longsword arcing viciously to left and right, the gladius thrusting and impaling. Putrid carcasses fell before him, hacked and decapitated, and yet still they came, piling in upon the lone knight and forcing him back through sheer weight of numbers.

***
 

The press of corpses was so great that Shader could no longer see the Grey Abbot. He continued to hack and thrust, arms weakening, breath burning in his lungs as he tried to break through. The creatures came on inexorably until, with a great surge, they slammed him against the wall, sending his swords clattering to the floor. A mouth rank with decay clamped over his own, fetid breath making him retch. Cold hands held him like iron, the corpse shuddering as it began to suck. Shader’s fists hammered pulpy flesh, splattering pus and gore. Ice crept through his veins, mist fell over his eyes, but just as despair took him the cadaver pulled back, flame erupting from its flesh. It thrashed about in a macabre parody of a dance before collapsing in a pile of smoking ash.

Shader scrabbled about for his swords, fingers stiff and numb. The undead were swaying to a gentle chant that came from somewhere behind them. A corridor opened through their ranks and the Grey Abbot walked towards Shader incanting Aeternam words of prayer.

‘…sicut et nos dimittimus debitoribus nostris ...’

Flame licked dead flesh, flared to the ceiling and left nothing but dust in its wake.

‘Et ne nos inducas in tentationem…’ The Grey Abbot stopped before Shader, placed a hand on his shoulder and sighed. ‘Thank you, Frater.’

He had aged alarmingly.

Shader rose to his feet; gripped his arm. He met the Grey Abbot’s gaze and recoiled. The face that had always been a well of peace and wisdom was now a haunted mask that told of nothing but loss and despair.

Shader sheathed his swords, feeling the brothers pressing in around him, looking at him like frightened children with nowhere else to turn. The Grey Abbot moaned, his knees buckling. Shader cradled him to the floor, heart hammering a frantic tattoo, mind a nest of angry hornets stinging with shameful thoughts—bloody thoughts; thoughts teeming with vengeance.

 

 



THE TEMPLUM OF THE KNOT
 

 

Elias drove the cart through the southern suburbs of Sarum, the scarf wrapped about his face offering scant protection from the plague. He was starting to wish he hadn’t used the statue to break through the cordon of Imperial troops quarantining the city. Just a gentle use, mind, enough to convince the guards to let them pass. Seemed he was already getting attuned to it, same as he did with any other instrument. Problem was, this time he’d felt a presence, a shadow squatting at the back of his mind. Thought he’d heard something, too: the cry of a bird—but not of any bird he recognized. Perhaps he should have listened. Huntsman had warned him never to use the statue all those centuries ago when Elias had gone searching for the stories of the Dreamers. How did the song go? He plucked a harmonica from his pocket, gave it a good blow to clear the holes. Tunes was the only way he could remember all the old stuff, put himself under the influence just like the punters. Lemons, the lot of them. He hit a lilting melody.

The shaman had been sitting beneath a lone gum tree, laughing as Elias dragged his way into view across the scorching red desert. He’d run out of water hours before and wandered aimlessly as delirium set in. He’d thought he was tripping. Finding someone in the bush was like finding sobriety in a pub. But the old man was real enough, plain as a daisy. Without the shaman’s help he would have snuffed it and his body would have joined the piles of bones bleached by the searing sun.

‘You come to Huntsman for songs, little white fellah?’ laughed the Dreamer under the gum tree. ‘Maybe first you drink.’

With that a fountain sprang up from the barren earth, pooling at Elias’s feet. He threw himself to the ground and drank thirstily.

‘Now food.’ The shaman clapped his hands.

Seemingly from out of the russet earth, a whole host of near naked brown-skinned Dreamers emerged bearing clay bowls and hemp bags. They set these down next to Elias and began to offer him all manner of roots, shrubs, and grubs (some still moving) that he just crammed into his mouth and swallowed, like it was high tea at granny’s. At last, stuffed to the brim, he sat down with the Dreamers and listened as the shaman told the tale of the Reckoning. Couldn’t get better than that—straight from the horse’s mouth.

The words droned and hummed around Elias, but their meaning escaped him. Strange images, violent, serene, always colourful, flashed before his eyes. At the end of what seemed an eternity, alone once again with the old Dreamer beneath the gum tree, Elias was aware that all the folklore of the Dreamers now resided within him. A library of songs, pictures, experiences—all waiting to be performed, begging to be remembered.

Huntsman produced a package wrapped in paper-bark and opened it, revealing a rearing serpent carved from black rock. It was blind and without fangs. For an instant it was wreathed in amber light, but it faded as he passed it to Elias.

‘In return for our gift of song,’ the shaman said, fixing Elias with a soul-searching stare, ‘you keep this for me. Will give you big gifts. Keep it hidden, though. Others hunt its power. One day, many years maybe, I come for it.’

Rhiannon was sleeping fitfully once more, head rocking with each turn of the cartwheels. Hector clomped down streets of shabby single-storey houses and boarded-up shops with signs faded by the sun, paint all cracked and peeling. Rotting food clogged the gutters, where crows pecked voraciously and scavenging rats grew ever more daring. The few people Elias saw were furtive, heads wrapped in scarves. Some of them watched the passing cart with forlorn eyes and others tipped their hats or bowed their heads. A few even approached—too quickly for Elias’s liking—motioning for him to stop. Shifty looking ne’er do wells as far as he was concerned. There was as much chance of him stopping as there was of him taking a swim in shark-infested waters. The only other traffic he saw was the death-carts that made their way slowly from door to door.

Turning into Teledor, a couple of blocks from the city centre, Elias was surprised to find more activity. People bustled around a scrappy improvised market, haggling over meagre portions of food or the dubious wares of a mountebank in a death’s head mask and black robe. The people here had abandoned the vain protection of scarves over mouths and noses and went about their business with fatalistic indifference. Famine seemed their chief concern, a threat against which they still had the power to act.

Passing a row of two-storey buildings marked as the property of the Teledor Agriculturalists’ Guild, Elias could now see the immense spires and lofty towers of Sarum’s central district. There were a dozen such structures, each impossibly high and immeasurably ancient. Some were constructed of smallish, uniform red bricks, but the majority were of metal and glass that reflected the brilliant sky, but cast doleful shadows on the city beneath.

‘Sammy!’ Rhiannon cried out as they passed onto Wharf Way. ‘Elias, stop. We left Sammy!’

Elias kept his eyes on the road, shook his head gently. He’d been dreading her waking. All the while she was asleep he could bury his head in the sand, pretend that it hadn’t happened.

‘It was too late.’ He hated the snivelling tone, but it’s all he had. ‘Had to get you away. You know how it was. They’d have…you know…You saw what they did.’

He heard her clambering up from the back, felt her hand on his shoulder, and then she was beside him on the seat, face pressed up close—too close. ‘We can’t just leave him.’

‘I know. But what can we do?’ Should have done it already. Should have gone back soon as he realized. Nothing but a spineless chicken. It’s what he’d been all these centuries, why he never went anywhere. You’d have thought being ageless would have made you fearless, but he’d always found it had the opposite effect. It was odd how brave mortality made people. Everything hanging in the balance, death hiding around every corner, but you kind of got used to it. It had been so liberating, in a morbid sort of way.

‘Turn around. Take me back.’

Elias shook his head more vigorously now. ‘No, no, no. Can’t do that. There’s guards around the city. Imperial troops. No one gets in or out. I’m sorry, Rhiannon. There’s nothing we can do. Just pray—‘ Now there was a thought. ‘Just pray he’s all right. They won’t hurt a child.’ Well, he hoped not, anyway. ‘Someone will—‘

‘How’d we get in?’

‘What?’

‘How’d we get in if the city’s guarded? No one gets in or out, you said.’

Bugger. He couldn’t tell her about his use of the statue, how he’d made the guards turn a blind eye. She wouldn’t understand. She’d insist he used it again. But she hadn’t felt what he’d felt. If he wasn’t a coward before, he certainly was now, after feeling that presence, hearing that sound. Sammy would be all right. Made no sense for the knights to harm him.

‘I talked my way in. Told them a sob story about you being on your last legs and me—‘

‘Then talk our way out.’ She turned his face to look at her.

Elias blinked back the tears, pulled away. ‘Can’t. Said they’d let us in on condition we didn’t change our minds. We go back, they’ll fill us with arrows.’

Rhiannon closed her eyes and seemed to be holding her breath. For a moment he thought she was going to explode, shove him off the cart and head back herself. But then her shoulders sagged and she looked at him with her good eye. ‘I don’t know what to do, Elias.’ She put her face in her hands. ‘I just don’t…’

‘I know,’ Elias said. He wanted to pat her on the knee, thought better of it. ‘Me neither. I’m so sorry.’

They headed towards the jetty and the glistening waters of the Soulsong River, which wound its way through the city before meeting the ocean to the west. Rhiannon leaned into Elias, let her head rest on his shoulder and was soon dozing once more.

Hector turned onto the Esplanade, right into Ishgar Terrace and then left into the cobblestoned Domus Tyalae, at the end of which sat the Templum of the Knot.

It was basically a squat rectangle of clay-brick construction, with a bowed roof and a crumbling transept of age-worn stone protruding from either side. To the rear of the templum, a narrow corridor ran off at an angle, connecting it to a long grey building that looked like it had been recently added on. Shrubs skirted the edges of the templum, and a manicured lawn of sickly brown grass fronted it like a badly frayed rug.

‘What you about?’ An old man in a mud-stained white habit reared up from behind a wheelbarrow, garden shears in hand. ‘We’re full to bursting with the sick, and Mater Ioana’s not in, if that’s what you’re thinking. Out tending folk in the streets, she is.’

Elias gently lowered Rhiannon’s sleepy head from his shoulder and cocked his finger like one of those things they had back before the Reckoning…Gun, that was the word. The man was hunched with age, but still stocky and strong. His oily grey hair was slicked back over a gnomic face, worn and ruddied, most likely from years of manual work outdoors.

‘A fine Nousian welcome to you, too, Frater…’

‘Hugues.’

‘Frater Hugues,’ Elias continued amiably. ‘I can see the Emperor has nothing to fear from your mission. With charm like yours, the Nousian menace will be extinct within a year or two.’

‘Now you just watch it,’ spluttered Hugues. ‘I’ve half a mind to call the militia.’

‘I suspect you have half a mind for a lot of things,’ Elias said, leaping lightly from the cart. ‘That’s the trouble with you religious types. Half a mind on the spirit, the other on the flesh. Know what I mean?’

‘You’re a very rude man,’ huffed Hugues, turning on his heel and trudging towards the templum.

Elias trotted beside him, hoping to sound insufferably cheerful. ‘It’s not that I’m saying religion is a bad thing. Far from it. It’s the application to real life that’s the problem. Take, as an example, the summing up of the Eleven Holy Admonishments by none other than Nous himself: number one, love Ain with all your heart and follow all his precepts—terminology’s a bit quaint, but what do you expect?; number two, and check out the paradox—or is it a mystery, aha!—do whatever you bloody well like so long as you’re always hospitable. OK, so I’m paraphrasing, but that’s it in a nutshell! The core of Nousian teaching and yet you can’t even get that right. Not so much as a “How you going, young geezer,”  which would be stretching it in view of my age admittedly. Not so much as a “What can I do you for, me ol’ mate?”  And not even the merest tad of concern for my friend here who’s just been beaten and raped by some holy bleeding twat not too dissimilar to—‘

Frater Hugues slapped him in the face. A heavy slap, quite jolting, actually.

‘More of a navvy than a Luminary,’ Elias said, putting his hands to his head and blinking away the stars. ‘Fair point, though.’

‘Forgive me, brother.’ Hugues fussed around him like a terrified mother who’d just dropped her baby on its head. ‘You went on so. Are you sure you’re all right?’

‘Leave him Hugues.’ A woman in white hurried from the templum doorway. A slim, very prim ol’ girl in her late fifties, by the looks of her. She wore enormous glasses that covered most of her face; peered through them with bulging fish eyes. ‘I’ll see to our guests.’

‘Right you are, Velda.’ Hugues looked warily one more time at Elias before shuffling off round the back of the building.

‘Thank you, Soror.’ Elias gave his most theatrical bow. ‘Your arrival was—‘

‘Oh, my poor dear, what has happened to you?’ Velda walked straight past him to the cart and climbed into the tray to examine Rhiannon.

‘She was beaten and raped by…’

‘Hush, young man.’

Elias was a little gobsmacked. He hadn’t been called “young man”  for…for…Well, since…Not for a long time, in any case. He ran his fingers through his hair and stood by like a naughty child who’d been told off for picking his nose.

Velda held Rhiannon’s head against her breast and cradled her like a mother. Rhiannon stirred and opened her eyes. She let out a sigh and sat up.

‘Soror? We’re at the templum, then?’

‘You are indeed,’ Velda said. ‘Fret no longer.’ She cast a swift glance at Elias. ‘You will be safe here.’

‘This is Elias Wolf…’

‘Who, this?’ Velda’s fish eyes grew as big as her lenses. ‘Isn’t that a lovely name? What is it you do, Elias?’

This was the point Elias would normally do a little jig and then give his deepest bow. If he had a hat on he’d invariably roll it up his arm and flip it back into place. ‘Bard,’ he mumbled, without even a shuffle of his shoes.

‘A bard? How splendid. Perhaps you’ll sing for us later. Ah, Pater Cadris.’

An immensely fat priest emerged from the templum, fussing at the strands of hair meticulously combed across his barren pate.

‘Hugues said there was trouble,’ he declaimed with the pomposity of a bad orator.

‘Not trouble, Cadris, just friends in need. Make yourself useful and tether this gentleman’s horse, if you please.’

Cadris paused a moment, as if he were going to protest, but then straightened his robe and waddled over to take Hector’s reins. As he led the horse and cart off towards a lean-to at the edge of the templum grounds, he appeared to be muttering under his breath.

‘Pater Cadris is our scholar,’ Velda explained as the trio made their way into the templum. ‘Such a gifted writer.’

The interior would have been very difficult to reconcile with the usual idea of a templum, although Elias had only ever seen the shells of ancient ecclesial buildings until now. The nave was a makeshift infirmary, with coughing, sweating, blood-soaked people lying on pews or palettes on the floor. Whole place stank like an abattoir.

‘There are fifty-six patients,’ Velda pointed out as she led Rhiannon and Elias down the centre aisle. ‘A small token of the plague’s victims, but it’s the best we can do.’

They looked like writhing hunks of bad meat, bodies weeping putrescence, the air thick with the stench of decay. Elias found his hand covering his nose and pulled it away. Could have been construed as a bit rude, that, so he held his breath instead.

An elderly priestess with a head like a mottled skull tufted with grey, and twisted spectacles low on her nose, was hobbling about ministering to the sick and dying.

‘Soror Agna!’ Rhiannon cried, rushing to embrace the woman.

Elias wagged his fingers in greeting, having met Agna on a couple of occasions when she’d visited Rhiannon in Oakendale.

Agna held Rhiannon out at arm’s length and examined her bruising.

‘Oh, my sweet girl, what’s happened?’

Rhiannon lowered her head and began to shake. Agna looked up at Velda who merely nodded her assent. Agna then led Rhiannon off over the sanctuary and through the sacristy door.

‘Do you know,’ Velda said, ‘it never occurred to me that this could be Agna’s Rhiannon. I must be getting soft in the head.’

‘Rhiannon’s had this thing about joining the Templum since she was a teenager,’ Elias said. ‘Soror Agna used to make the journey to Oakendale every couple of months to speak with her.’

‘Yes, yes, the pre-noviciate. Agna spoke of her often. There have been no other candidates, mind.’

‘The Emperor’s none too keen on Nousians. I imagine the people either share his views or are too scared to go against them. You must be feeling a bit isolated these days. Since the missionaries at Jorakum packed up and scurried on back to Aeterna, and that nasty business at Delta’s Bluff, there’s been just you and the Pardes community.’

‘And Gladelvi.’ Velda puckered her lips. ‘I must see to the sick. If you pop outside, Pater Cadris will find you a room.’

Elias gratefully left the mephitic stench of the templum, passing the skulking Frater Hugues in the narthex. He found fat Cadris just leaving Hector under the lean-to, the cart parked in the shade of a copse of black wattles.

‘That is a most fine specimen. The equestrian beast, I mean. Robust and strong as a…’

‘As a horse, Pater?’ offered Elias.

‘As strong as a titan, I was about to say. I see you have some books in your cart.’

‘And a few instruments. It’s all part of the trade, you know.’

‘Quite, quite,’ sniffed Cadris.

‘Soror Velda said to…’

‘A room. Quite, quite. Come along.’ And with that Cadris lumbered towards the grey stone house behind the templum, beckoning over his shoulder for Elias to follow.

 

 



OF EVILS PAST AND PRESENT
 

 

Shader found the Grey Abbot at prayer in his cell. He waited in silence, casting his gaze about the tiny room. It was bare but for a mattress, a wooden Monas, a carving of the Dark Mother of Ain, and a vast oil painting depicting fire breathing dragons swooping down upon towers of metal and glass.

‘It was quite a spectacle,’ the Grey Abbot said, rising to stand before the painting. ‘Countless millions died that day, and those who survived had their culture, their homes and, most devastatingly, their technology destroyed.’

‘By dragons?’ Shader moved closer to examine the beasts. Everyone knew the myth, but he’d taken huge parts of it with a pinch of salt.

‘The dragons were just one dream of many. The human mind contains so much that is destructive. Why should the Cynocephalus be any different, if the legends are to be believed? Abandoned by his mother, terrified of his father. Not to mention Blightey threatening to drink his soul, then stealing his magical armour so that he could wade through the black river at the heart of the Abyss. Huntsman’s magic unleashed the power of nightmare that lay dormant in the Dreaming, the unconscious fears of the son of Eingana. The great civilizations of the Old World were powerless against it.’

Shader had heard the story of the Reckoning many times before; who had not? Its effects were felt by every nation on Earth, the potency Huntsman had invoked rippling out from Sahul like a colossal tsunami. How had Huntsman harnessed such power? Prior to the Reckoning there had been no magic—save the dark kind Blightey had dredged up from the Abyss. There had only been the accomplishments of the Ancients, which had long-since faded into myth themselves. The Grey Abbot seemed to be following his thoughts.

‘Huntsman merely applied the key to the lock. That is how he explained it to me when we met.’ The Grey Abbot gazed at the stars outside the window. ‘The statue, whatever it actually is, was entrusted to him by his ancestral gods beneath the Homestead rock. He didn’t know how they had come by it, but it was ancient even then, over nine hundred years ago, and it had been unimaginably old when his gods had first brought it to Earth.’

‘Brought it from where?’ Shader was starting to lose interest, his thoughts caught up in this morning’s attack and the snatching of the Grey Abbot’s only cherished possession, the oak-carved Monas, with its polished amber eye.

‘I don’t think Huntsman really knew. He merely used to say the Dreaming, with a little bit of a shrug. The power of the Statue of Eingana had unsettled him in some way. When the statue divided itself following the Reckoning, he took great pains to find safe hiding places for each of the pieces. The body of a snake, two fangs, and two eyes. One fang was lost to him. He entrusted an eye to me.’

Shader looked up and the Grey Abbot nodded. ‘I’ve also seen the other eye; I had a hand in restoring it to its rightful guardian. Oh, it was long before you were born, Frater. Our friend Otto Blightey again. I wonder, do they still tell horror stories about him in Aeterna?’

Shader nodded. He’d heard little else during the Verusian campaign: stories of cruel torture, forests of impaled bodies still gasping for days on end. He’d fought the Liche Lord’s minions at Trajinot, creatures like those that had attacked the abbey.

‘He was close to the Ipsissimus,’ the Grey Abbot said. ‘Closer than any one should be. He stole the Ipsissimal Monas with its amber eye and combined its power with forces drawn from the Abyss. Latia and its neighbours were devastated by plague. As for the other pieces, where they are and in whose keeping I have no idea. Maybe even Huntsman no longer knows. It’s possible that, after all these centuries, the segments could have exchanged hands many times.’

Shader wondered at the Grey Abbot’s fate now that he’d lost the power of the amber eye. He’d always appeared incredibly vital, but already he looked haggard, his cheeks sunken, eyes ringed with shadow.

‘The creature that attacked you, Pater Abbot, what was it?’

The Grey Abbot studied Shader before replying. ‘His name is, or was, Callixus.’

‘It wore the uniform of the Elect.’

The Grey Abbot nodded. ‘Callixus was Grand Master over five hundred years ago. I remember his arrival with the Elect as if it were only yesterday.’

‘You knew the Lost?’ Their disappearance remained one of the great mysteries of the Order, one of its darkest legends. They had literally given up everything in the name of obedience, and in the best Nousian tradition expected no temporal reward.

‘They came to aid the abbey. The Emperor had left us at the mercy of the Anglesh mawgs, who terrorised much of what is now the shire of Oakendale. I suspect the creatures had been drawn by my piece of the statue. Huntsman warned me never to use it, but you know how men are. It took months for the Ipsissimus to send us aid, and when it finally arrived…’

The Grey Abbot stared into space, eyes haunted, face pale as a ghost’s.

‘I met them from their ships at the Soulsong Estuary. Callixus, a fine warrior and humble with it, led his men towards Sarum where they were to parley with the governor, pledge their swords to purging the mawgs from the Southwest, and then commence with the liberation of the lands around Pardes, which had lain virtually under siege throughout the winter. Governor Travos Gen was accommodating, even in the face of the Emperor’s hostility towards Nousian interference. The knights set up camp in one of the western suburbs whilst Travos Gen arranged barracks for them in the inner city. Within two days the entire force had vanished. There has never been a satisfactory explanation for their disappearance.’

‘I’ve heard all sorts of theories,’ Shader said, ‘but Aeterna has no official answer to the disappearance. Another contingent was never sent. I believe I’m the only consecrated knight to enter Sahul since.’

‘Aeterna was shaken by the incident. The Ipsissimus recommended our recall from Sahul. Most of the other missions took his advice, but we remained. We remained,’ he continued whimsically, ‘at the behest of Huntsman.’

‘Because of your piece of the statue?’

The Grey Abbot’s hand went to his chest as if expecting to find the Monas still there. ‘Huntsman was not clear why it should stay in Sahul. He received feelings, intuitions, but ultimately I think he was as clueless as the rest of us. I once told him the whole business was akin to faith. Can’t say he liked the idea very much. Has quite a temper, you know. When the Lost disappeared, Huntsman dealt with the mawgs himself. Storms of lightning, packs of rabid animals, swarms of insects—none of it terribly Nousian, of course, but it scared the living daylights out of the mawgs.’

The Grey Abbot turned to look once more at the painting of gargantuan winged serpents spewing fire upon the civilisation of the Ancients.

‘Why should Callixus reappear now, after so many centuries?’ Shader asked. ‘What does he want with the statue?’

‘I have no idea.’ The Grey Abbot pinched the bridge of his nose, closed his eyes. ‘But I sense a trail of darkness, like a vein carrying corrupted blood back to the heart. And that heart is Sarum.’

‘Could it be Blightey?’

The Grey Abbot shook his head. ‘Blightey’s not left Verusia for centuries. If he did, the Templum would know about it. No, I doubt even his reach extends to Sahul. This is something else.’

The Grey Abbot coughed and bent double. Shader took hold of his shoulders and guided him onto the edge of the bed.

‘Time’s catching up with me,’ the Grey Abbot rasped through snatches of breath. ‘Should have felt this centuries ago.’

‘You want me to go after Callixus, Pater Abbot?’

The Grey Abbot spat out some phlegm and dabbed at his mouth with tremulous fingers. ‘You feel the hand of Ain in this, or the promise of more bloodshed?’

‘You think we should do nothing?’

The Grey Abbot raised a hand, shaking his head. ‘Forgive me, Frater. I’m hardly the one to judge. It’s doubtful the path of peace is still open to us. Maybe it never was. Perhaps you were right all along.’

Shader’s stomach knotted. He felt as if one of the joists supporting reality had just been split. Nausea swirled around him like a maelstrom. Was he dreaming? Remembering? He shook his head and breathed deeply, and as quickly as it had come, the feeling left him. ‘What’s that supposed to mean, me being right all along?’

‘I remember a novice I once sent into Sarum, a reformed man, humble to the point of obsession.’

Shader knew where this was going and turned away.

‘He was passing a tavern in one of the rougher districts of the city—the Mermaid, I believe—when he chanced upon a bunch of wharfies setting upon a young man. Oh, the fellow was a merchant or some such, and probably deserved it. I heard later that he’d swindled one of the dockworkers out of his home.’

‘I never knew that,’ Shader said, his voice a whisper.

‘It hardly matters,’ the Grey Abbot said. ‘Except to illustrate that things are often other than they seem. You saw a defenceless man being beaten to death, and despite your calling, you could not simply look on and let it happen.’

Shader winced at the recollection. His first impulse had been to fight, but something had held him back: his love of the Grey Abbot, the example of his life. ‘I pulled the merchant to his feet and told him to run. Stood in their way, let them hit me instead.’

The Grey Abbot sighed and put a hand on Shader’s shoulder.

‘The way of peace,’ he said. ‘Non-violent resistance. I often asked myself afterwards, whilst you were recovering at the Templum of the Knot, if your example had changed any of those involved. I wondered if they ever asked themselves why you didn’t fight back, why you let them nearly kill you. I suppose even someone who’s lived as long as I have can still be naive. I was proud of you, proud of the abbey, proud of Nousians.’

‘And then I went back,’ Shader said, hunching his shoulders. ‘I went back and did to them what they did to me. Only I didn’t stop until every last one of them was bleeding out on the street.’

‘You went back and you did what was in your nature. Yes, I felt betrayed. Yes, I felt my faith corroded by that bitter reminder of human nature—not just yours, but all of ours. Mine even. I was glad when you left. I needed no further evidence of what we really are; but when you returned, still intent to try, I was forced to confront Nous’s infinite mercy. I even dared to hope again.’

‘You thought that if I won the tournament—‘

‘—you’d excise the violence; become more than human: detached and otherworldly. I know, I know it’s an outmoded theology, but that’s my flaw. Sometimes I wonder why Nous cares, if he cares. I know if I were him, Ain forbid, I’d have turned my back on this world aeons ago.’

Shader’s eyes flicked back to the painting. The Ancients: brutal, efficient, and utterly dismissive of life. It had simply been about utility and power for them, and all the peace and love in the world had been seen as a disorder. It was only when the dragons had come, along with every other nightmare from the Dreaming—

‘I’m not even clear about what’s at stake,’ the Grey Abbot said. ‘It all depends on what Callixus plans for the statue, and, more importantly I suspect, what the statue plans for itself. My fragment is only one of five. It’s granted me long life and enhanced my ability to heal. Besides that, I still know next to nothing about it.’

‘But you said you sensed an evil trail. Surely Callixus intends some mischief.’

The Grey Abbot shuffled fully onto the mattress, leaned back against the wall. The energy leaving him was almost palpable. He seemed to be growing older by the minute. ‘I must take the blame for the conflict you experienced in Sarum when I last sent you. I doubt much has changed since.’

‘I am ready, Pater Abbot. This evil has restored my purpose.’

The Grey Abbot gave him a long searching look. ‘Callixus was a good man, strong and firm in the faith.’

‘And I am not?’

‘Maybe this is your calling, Frater Deacon. Set aside past failings, high expectations. Pray often and trust only in Ain. A Monas has been stolen. Return it to me, and in so doing let us hope you retrieve something of your own also. This is either Ain’s work or the Demiurgos’. If you are strong in prayer, there’s nothing to fear from the latter and everything to gain from the former.’

 

 



THE SHAMAN AND THE IPSISSIMUS
 

 

Huntsman’s stubbly legs probed at the base of the door, the hairs on his back sticking up, mandibles tasting the air. Flattening himself, he scuttled through the gap, feeling the floorboards for tell-tale vibrations, listening, watching, scenting. Besides the musk of disuse and the smell of rotting vegetables, there was nothing.

Drumming his limbs on the floor, he shuddered and split, wriggled and grew, the air about him shimmering until he once more stood in the form of a man. He felt his cheeks, touched both arms and rocked from foot to foot. A wave of nausea passed from his stomach to his head. Grimacing, he shook himself and sucked in a gulp of stale air. Satisfied the room was unoccupied, he opened the door and Sammy entered, bleary-eyed and yawning.

Dust lay thick upon the hardwood floor and swirled in moats where light peeked through holes in the curtains. Sammy tugged them open and leaned his chin on the windowsill. Huntsman put his hands on the boy’s shoulders and peered over his head.

A death-cart was being loaded with bodies from the house across the street by heavily cloaked and masked orderlies, whilst an unmasked woman robed in white looked on. Vast towers dominated the distance, and buildings of brick, iron, and wood sprawled in every direction, scabs on the skin of Sahul.

‘Why are there so many dead people in Sarum?’ Sammy asked.

‘Plague. But do not worry, little fellah, it does no harm to children.’ He had intuited that much from the distressed cries of the statue—not audible cries, but sensations, ripples deep in the marrow he had felt since the Reckoning when it tore him apart and forged him anew. The polluting of its power by unnatural currents affected the soul before spreading to the body. Like the Kutji spirits, it fed on disorder and impurity. Where those things were not present, it could not take hold.

Sammy looked reassured and sat himself on a wooden pallet strewn with stained blankets. He yawned widely, but refused to give in to sleep. Huntsman smiled at him, seating himself in a decrepit rocking chair by the door. The boy lay down his head and began to hum a tune, his eyelids growing heavier.

‘Why is the red rock burning?’ Sammy muttered.

Huntsman cast his eyes around the room. ‘What red…?’

And then he realized. The boy meant the Homestead. Sahul must still be talking to Sammy, showing him the events that scarred her past.

‘Long time ago, little fellah. Do not worry now. Red rock is safe.’

Sammy sat bolt upright. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Not safe. Monsters are coming. Metal monsters and fire. Lots of fire.’

Huntsman rocked forward and forced a smile, hoping he could keep the pain of the past from his eyes. ‘I was there,’ he said in a soothing tone. ‘I made them go away. It will not happen again.’

Sammy stared right through him, as if he were focused on something else. ‘You are wrong. The stars run backwards. He comes for them. He comes to start the Unweaving.’

Huntsman felt an icy knot forming in the pit of his stomach. ‘Sahul tells you this?’

Sammy shook his head. ‘Not tells. It’s what I see when my eyes are closed.’

‘Look now,’ Huntsman said. ‘Describe it to me.’

Sammy shut his eyes and his body immediately went rigid. ‘Dark. A cave. Under the red rock.’ He gasped and half-opened his eyes.

‘What is it?’

‘A man. A big black man. His head is…is…’

Huntsman leaned out of the chair to place his hands on Sammy’s shoulders. ‘Head of a snake?’

The boy nodded.

‘Do not be afraid. He is a friend. Sahul loves…’

‘No,’ Sammy cried. ‘Not afraid of him. Afraid for him. The monsters are coming, all silver and fire.’

Huntsman had the heart of a cornered rabbit. This was no memory of the events of the Reckoning. There had been no attack on the caves beneath the Homestead, and the snake-headed god, Mamba, had not been there.

‘All dead,’ Sammy whispered, a single tear rolling down his cheek. ‘Snake-head, toad, crocodile…’

‘Dead, how?’ Huntsman asked, the chill creeping up his spine.

Sammy’s eyes fixed on his. The boy wept freely now, his bottom lip trembling. ‘I saw a spider too,’ he said. ‘A big one, all curled up and smoky.’

Huntsman fell back in the chair, his heart thumping so hard he could hear it like a drum.

‘He tried before.’ Sammy’s voice was reedy and distant. ‘And now he tries again.’

Huntsman frowned. What nonsense was this?

‘Aristodeus had no ward against me,’ the unearthly voice continued. ‘He knows that now, knows what to do, but it is a trap within a trap.’

‘Eingana?’ Huntsman threw himself out of the chair and started to shake Sammy.

‘Sektis Gandaw has the scent. He has not forgiven my grandchildren. Help them, Huntsman. Help my grandchildren. Help me.’

‘Eingana? Goddess? Speak to me. Speak!’

‘It goes beyond him. Beyond the end of all things.’ Sammy coughed and spluttered. His eyes rolled and then he began to scream. Huntsman pulled him into a hug, resting his head on the boy’s shoulder, eyes brimming with tears.

Sammy went limp in his embrace. Huntsman settled him down on the bed and watched as the boy’s breathing grew soft and regular. Covering Sammy with his cloak of feathers, Huntsman sat back in the rocking chair and turned his attention inwards.

Earlier, he had sensed power from the body of the Statue of Eingana—the piece he had entrusted to the bard. It was close by. Closer than it should have been. It seemed the bard was finally on the move. Soon the mawgs would come for it, as they had come for the eye held by the Grey Abbot many lifetimes ago. Most of the custodians had heeded his warnings not to use the power of Eingana, but the Grey Abbot had grown careless and nearly brought about the destruction of his abbey. Huntsman thought he had learned his lesson, but then the Grey Abbot had used the power again for some trifling matter and the mawgs had returned. This time the knight Shader had driven them off, but they’d marauded south to Oakendale, feasting on the white folk. Huntsman couldn’t help wondering if they’d scented the body of the statue even then, before Elias had used it. Perhaps the thought and energy the bard had put into the writing of his epic had been enough to attract them, without quite giving the location away.

And now Elias had succumbed to the temptation to draw upon the statue’s power, even after the scolding Huntsman had given him following the performance. It was a dangerous thing, speaking about the statue. Sektis Gandaw had eyes and ears everywhere. The gods had warned him of this centuries ago.

Two of the pieces were missing: an eye and a fang. The fang had been taken from Jarmin the Anchorite during his visit to Sarum. Huntsman could feel its closeness. It was still somewhere in the city. The second had been wrested from the Grey Abbot, and this time there had been palpable distress from the piece. It had been taken by unnatural forces: forces abhorrent to Eingana.

Huntsman’s eyes narrowed and he clicked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. The pieces were together, he could feel that much, and something was using their power. Using it for purposes inimical to the nature of the statue. He could feel its revulsion and already the results could be seen in the streets of Sarum.

He contemplated the now sleeping form of Sammy. The child had endured unbearable suffering and yet had trusted Huntsman like a parent from the moment he had led him from the woods. There was something about the child: Sahul favoured him, and her cousin Eingana spoke through him. Maybe it was to balance the demands that had been made on his sister, or maybe Sahul was just being fickle. Huntsman wondered what the Wapar Man would have thought of a pale-skin speaking with ants. Would he have taught the boy the ways of the Dreaming?

Sammy’s breathing softened into that of deep sleep, and Huntsman’s thoughts returned to the present. Three pieces of the Statue of Eingana were somewhere in the city, and another was still accounted for. He’d kept track of their whereabouts for more days and nights than there were grains of sand in a desert. He sometimes lost the trail of a piece for a while, but he would always find it again. The fifth piece, however, had always eluded him. Ever since the Reckoning, when the statue had divided itself, he had not been able to locate the other fang.

He had taken one eye to Ipsissimus Thesarius over nine hundred years ago. He could not explain why, but it is what the statue had wanted. The other three pieces he had scattered the length and breadth of Sahul. One of them, a fang, had changed hands often, sometimes warranting intervention from Huntsman. He had finally reclaimed it from Ogalvy of Makevar and entrusted it to the anchorite of Gladelvi, where it had remained safe for centuries—until Jarmin’s visit to Sarum.

Huntsman was bound to the statue. Since the Reckoning he had felt like its twin. If he took no action, the statue might be powerless to prevent itself falling into the wrong hands, and yet there was no guarantee that any action of his would not make matters worse. He must have done something right, he figured, for in more than nine hundred years the statue had remained hidden from Sektis Gandaw and life had been allowed to continue.

But the gods—Sammy had seen them all dead. He had spoken with the voice of Eingana. It is a trap within a trap. What did he mean by that? Help my children. Whatever threatened them, Huntsman would stop it. He had to: they were his gods, his greatest love.

Rising from the rocking chair, he looked down at Sammy curled up beneath the cloak of feathers, snoring lightly. He could hear the rattling of the death-cart pulling away and glanced out of the window. The white-robed woman was kneeling beside a man who’d collapsed on the street, and behind the towers of the Ancients, Walu the Sun-Woman had entered the tunnels beneath the earth, painting herself with ochre that stained the clouds as she fled.

Matching his breathing to the rocking of the chair, Huntsman settled into the rhythm of the Dreaming and let his spirit soar free.

***
 

Ipsissimus Theodore watched himself kneeling before the Monas in his private chapel in Aeterna. Twin candles cast long shadows on the walls and ceiling. Frankincense burned on the altar, rising like Theodore’s spirit, which drifted above his motionless body.

Thoughts of Nousia, and how best to keep it from the errors of the past that had ultimately led to the Reckoning, dropped away from him. His hacking, wasted body no longer dragged him down, and he felt like a young novice again. He might have rejected the healing offered by the amber eye at the centre of his pectoral Monas, but it had granted other gifts nonetheless, gifts that had not required more than a trickle of its power. At least now he could fly free from the tomb of his flesh and feel some respite from the disease eating away at his lungs.

As he rose into the night sky of Aeterna, Theodore felt the joy of unity, a foretaste, he thought, of the bliss awaiting him in Araboth. Clothed in the white light of the spirit, he allowed his soul to float on the tides of emotion swirling about Aeterna until, picked up by an eddy, he was carried gently towards the scriptorium where Exemptus Ricci and Adeptus Dolobro were engaged in a fierce dispute about Ipsissimal succession. No doubt Theodore looked as bad as he felt, but nevertheless he refused to draw on the healing power of the amber eye. Last time he’d done that, old evil had awoken in Verusia, and something even darker had started probing his dreams. The Elect had contained the Verusian threat, but he had no wish to draw any more attention from the presence he’d felt in his sleep.

Theodore willed himself onwards and upwards, flying high above the night clouds where the scarred and pallid moon glared like a skull amidst the stars.

‘I am sorry for pain in your body,’ Huntsman said. ‘Others would have used statue’s power by now.’

Theodore turned towards the shaman’s spirit-form. ‘Don’t fret about me, old friend. I’m ready for my rightful home.’

‘That is good. Many dream of forever, which statue can give. Eye of Eingana,’ he indicated the amber set at the centre of the Monas’s circular head, ‘can heal, yet you choose death.’

‘There are better things than to simply endure,’ Theodore said.

‘Not all Ipsissimi were of same mind. Most used Eingana’s power, caused much trouble, but even so they are back in ground.’

‘Whereas you, without a piece of the statue, haven’t aged a day in centuries.’ Theodore grew suddenly serious. ‘Something seeks the eye, always has. We Ipsissimi have lived in fear of it coming in our lifetime. That’s why I haven’t used it. Nothing to do with sanctity.’ Well, he supposed it could have been, judging by what others said, but how could he tell? It was difficult to be objective about these matters. Hard to see himself quite as holy as he was supposed to be—had to be, when you looked at it. Sanctity went with the office, each incumbent donning it along with the white robes and biretta.

‘Gods of my people have a name for this fear,’ Huntsman frowned. ‘Sektis Gandaw. They say that is why statue broke into pieces, so he not find it whole.’

‘Thought he vanished during the Reckoning.’ To be remembered only by those with unnaturally long lifespans, or those entrusted with knowledge of the Ancients by the Templum. Sektis Gandaw had passed from history into myth. ‘Why did you entrust one of Eingana’s eyes to the Ipsissimi?’

‘Was where it wished to be.’ A mischievous grin spread across Huntsman’s face. ‘Maybe it was frightened of dark.’

‘A Dreamer goddess seeking refuge in the heart of the Templum? I’d find it heart-warming were she not in the form of a serpent.’

Huntsman chuckled. ‘Snakes sacred to us. Eingana has power over life and death. She gave birth to a child, part ape, part dog. It is his dreams Barraiya People walk with.’ A mask of seriousness settled over the shaman’s face. ‘Two pieces of statue are missing.’

Theodore felt a shudder run through his spirit body.

‘My gods say it is not Sektis Gandaw, but if statue’s power continues to be used, he will know of it. Has been a vision.’

Theodore frowned at that, but gestured for Huntsman to go on.

‘A boy has seen dark things. My gods burned beneath Homestead. Something is coming. I fear this. Maybe even Sektis Gandaw himself. Maybe unweaving of all things.’

‘Can you find the pieces?’

‘I have their scent, but others have it, too. Mawgs hunt beneath Sarum and a Nousian seeks piece taken from Grey Abbot.’

‘One of the brothers?’

Huntsman shook his head. ‘One of your Elect.’

‘But I have no knights in Sahul. Unless…the Keeper of the Sword of the Archon.’ Exemptus Silvanus’s man should have found him by now. ‘So Deacon Shader went back to Pardes.’ An obvious move and one surely anticipated by Investigator Shin. ‘But what does this mean? Coincidence? What is he doing back in Sahul?’

Huntsman cocked his wizened head. ‘I ask this, too. He stayed long time in village. Made boys into knights, gave them swords and armour; trained them like your fellahs.’

Theodore snorted. Hubris. Vanity. It was no wonder…He cut off the train of thought with a silent plea to Ain.

‘Bald Clever Man also unhappy about this,’ Huntsman said.

‘Aristodeus?’

The shaman nodded, his eyes narrowing to slits. ‘Asked me to speak with Shader’s woman.’

‘Woman?’ The sooner Shin returned him to Aeterna, and more importantly the sword, the better.

‘She…say no to him. Your Shader far too holy. She know that now. She have better life at Templum of Knot in Sarum.’

Theodore didn’t miss the slightly sardonic tone. ‘What does this have to do with Aristodeus?’ The meddling philosopher already carried too much sway in Aeterna. What was he doing popping up in Sahul on the other side of the world?

‘Cannot tell.’ Huntsman spread his hands. ‘Aristodeus is mystery. My gods tell me he once walked within Dreaming and fell. Fell long way. They say his heart good, but they fear his pride. He crosses worlds with a thought, but leaves no footprints.’

The man had wormed his way into the Aeternam archives and dined regularly with the Exempti. Theodore was starting to wonder who carried more influence in the Templum. ‘These two missing pieces, couldn’t you use mine to locate them?’

The shaman raised his palms, his spirit form starting to fade. ‘Power would pass between all three. Sektis Gandaw is not blind. Keep Monas close. Wear it when you sleep. It will speak, if you have ears to listen. I fear time is coming, my friend, when I will need to ask for your help.’

The air shimmered and Huntsman was gone. Silvery motes swirled in his wake for an instant and then they too melted away.

Later that night, Theodore awoke soaked in icy sweat. He rolled painfully from his bed and poured himself a brandy. Something had entered his dreams, something that wouldn’t reveal itself to his surface consciousness, but he could still feel it squatting upon his soul. Somehow, out of the dread came a sense of purpose, a feeling that he had spied upon the machinery of fate and knew what must be done. Looking at the glowing amber set within his Monas, Theodore’s mind threw up images of red desert and brilliant blue skies. Something was communicated between him and the eye of Eingana, though how he couldn’t say. He felt it calling him, leading him to Sahul, pleading with him to confront the end of all things.

 

 



TO FIGHT FOR AIN
 

 

Gaston stood in the stirrups and looked back along the column of knights riding single file across the red dust, chainmail shining, surcoats the virgin white of Nous. Fifty of the best recruits; the most committed; the most accomplished.

They rode well, he nodded his approval; no more slouching in the saddle, no more idle talk. If he didn’t know better, he’d have thought them veterans, professional soldiers and not the impoverished farm-boys he’d grown up with. His father should have been proud. Not just of Gaston leading such an impressive force, but because they wore the Monas, the symbol of Nous; the symbol he’d lost his life for. But he’d have objected, wanted things done his way, same as ever. There’s more than one way to Nous, Shader always said. Takes the sword and the Monas.

Gaston was sure that was why Aristodeus had come to him—because Shader had let the side down. Because Gaston was Bovis Rayn’s son. Because he had zeal for Nous and he knew how to swing a blade. He’d seen the philosopher once with Shader, right after he’d driven off the mawgs. Even so, finding the old man sitting in his darkened living room had been such a shock that, at first, he’d not recognized him. Gaston had turned to run, jumping to the conclusion that Halligan had grown some balls and come to arrest him—arrest him for what he’d done to Rhiannon. To her family. Before he’d reached the door, Aristodeus had laughed—like he knew what had happened; knew and didn’t care. ‘The sheriff won’t trouble you, Gaston,’ he’d said. ‘Oh, he was going to. He’d even started putting together a posse to confront you, but he’s a reasonable man, and an agreement has been reached. I’m sure the same can be said of you. I’m sure you’re a reasonable man, too.’ Gaston hadn’t liked the philosopher’s tone. It was amiable enough, but there was something jarring, an implied threat, and a smug certainty that he had Gaston under his thumb.

Assemble the White Order.

The words were still clear in his mind, the pounding of his heart just as strong.

The Templum of the Knot is in danger. The priests need you. Shader needs you.

He couldn’t face Shader, not now.

Atonement, Gaston. Atonement and forgiveness. I have glimpsed these things, even though they lie ahead. We must respond to the future; shape it.

He still wasn’t sure that was possible; his stomach still tightened when he let the memories surface; his eyes still filled with tears; and he still wanted to hurt himself—only that wasn’t the Nousian way.

Nous will forgive.

It wasn’t just absolution from Nous that he wanted, though, but it didn’t seem likely Rhiannon could ever forgive him when he couldn’t forgive himself.

There’d been one more reason to lead the men to Sarum, one more thing Aristodeus had told him that had fired Gaston’s blood: whatever the threat facing Shader, a Sicarii was involved in it; a man as short as a child; white faced and red eyed, he’d said. A man called Shadrak the Unseen: the man who had killed his father. Unseen no bloody longer, Gaston reckoned. Couldn’t exactly miss a face like that.

‘We’re within a mile of the suburbs,’ Barek said, riding up alongside, his horse lathered with white sweat. ‘Imperial troops are stationed along the river between us and the city. They’re letting no one in or out.’

‘Is there a way round?’

‘None that I could see. Think they know we’re coming?’

Gaston shook his head, wincing at the pain from his swollen nose. The stitches were pulling something terrible; should have got someone other than Justin to sew him up. ‘How?’

Barek shrugged. ‘Well, maybe there’s something else going on. Mawgs, perhaps.’

‘How did they appear? Ready for battle?’

‘Don’t think so. Most were still sleeping, the rest setting fires for breakfast.’

Gaston was only half-listening. Aristodeus’s voice was foremost in his mind, firm, sure, and prophetic.

The Templum needs you.

They couldn’t turn back now. Strong leaders are decisive, Shader always said. Fortune favours the brave.

‘Move the column into a diamond.’

‘We’re not going to attack?’ Barek’s mouth hung open. ‘Shouldn’t we talk to—‘

‘Do it!’

Barek stiffened and rode back down the column, barking orders to the men.

‘Surely he doesn’t think we can just ride up and ask them nicely to let us in,’ Justin said, cantering up from behind.

‘What do you think?’ Gaston watched over his shoulder as Barek spoke to the men, grasping hands and patting backs. A leader should gain the affection of his men, Shader had said; but where that wasn’t possible he should force their respect.

‘I think what you think, man”•boss, or whatever we’re supposed to call you. Grand Master? General?’

‘Gaston will do just fine.’ At least until he’d had a chance to earn a title. The last thing he needed was for the men to think him a pompous prat. He knew what these blokes admired. Actions, not words, would win their loyalty. Fancy titles would gain him nothing but coarse Sahulian satire.

Gaston picked at his stitches, trying to think what Shader would have done. He shut his eyes and muttered a swift prayer to Ain. If this was the wrong path, surely there would be a sign, a pang of conscience, some sort of clarity.

The pounding of approaching hooves snapped him back to alertness, and he became aware he was chewing his left knuckle.

Barek drew up and saluted. ‘The men are in formation. We await your order.’

Do you? Gaston couldn’t bring himself to meet Barek’s gaze. He swivelled in the saddle to take in the men and horses formed up in a tight rhombus, perfectly still, perfectly disciplined. Were they ready? There was no way of telling. They’d had the training, they knew the drills; what they had to learn next was something that couldn’t be taught. Gaston felt his heartbeat hammering away inside his ribcage, his doubts growing. Without further thought, he did what he always did when shitting himself: turned it into rage.

‘Advance!’ he bellowed, spurring the mare into a gallop and not even checking to see if the others were following.

***
 

Captain Janks was right thankful for the change in the weather. The men were sick of the pissing drizzle, the sullen clouds brooding overhead, grey and unbroken. The sun now blazed nakedly, the sky an empty blue brilliance. And, bloody hell, his mood had perked up with it.

He stopped in his morning tour of the camp to bend down and scratch at a mosquito bite on his ankle, the biggest pain on this mad-arsed assignment. Crackpot bloody Emperor sticking his bloody nose in where it’s not bloody wanted. And who always gets the blame? Not him, that’s for sure. Too busy dreaming up more imaginary threats to the Empire or jumping at his own shadow on the palace walls. Poor bastard probably couldn’t even take a shit without shoving his head down the pan to look for assassins.

The bulk of Janks’s force was camped between the Soulsong Ford and the Old Sarum Road. Archers were stationed in wooden towers at intervals along the bank, right up as far as the Western Ocean, and anybody coming from the east would have to enter open ground before they could approach the city. They’d be mown down before they reached the gates.

Not that anyone was likely to approach Sarum, Janks thought wryly. The biggest threat was from the poor bleeders fleeing the plague and spreading it beyond the city. Surprisingly few had tried, and those that had were soon persuaded that their chances of survival were greater if they just stayed where they were.

Looking back over the huddle of tents, watching his troops queuing for their beans and rye bread and then lounging on the still damp grass to eat lazily, he chuckled to himself. Ordinarily, he thought, such complacency would be intolerable, but not today. The men deserved a break after the misery of the rain and a job that made them as popular as fly-strike on mutton.

He wandered from the camp, crested a small hill and strolled amongst the trees of Blood Wood, where crimson blossom clung to the gum trees like a cloak of velvet.

Stopping for a piss, he became aware of a distant pounding, gathering pace, rolling towards him like a colossal wave. A dust cloud billowed from the trees. Janks could make out dark figures astride horses, the glint of steel. He buckled his belt, shaking his head at the absurdity of charging a unit through a forest. The riders were close enough for him to see the red symbols on their surcoats, their formation ragged and starting to fan out, more through necessity than design. He was about to step into their path to chastise their leader when he suddenly came to his senses. There were no cavalry this side of Jorakum, and the riders weren’t dressed in Imperial black.

By the time he’d started to run back to camp, the riders were upon him. A white-cloaked youngster galloped towards him at full pelt. Janks turned and tugged at his sword, but the scabbard was all twisted up on his belt. Before he had it half drawn, the rider leaned over in the saddle and slashed a blade across his face. At first Janks thought he’d been blinded, but then he realized blood was pouring into his eyes from a gash to his forehead. No matter how much he rubbed them, they wouldn’t clear. The sound of trampling hooves was all around him. He turned to the left, turned right, back to the left again. A hard hit to the shoulder spun him to the ground. He tried to rise, but something crunched into his head…

***
 

Barek spurred his horse on as the Imperial troops abandoned their breakfasts and ran for their weapons. Some were better prepared and unleashed a score of arrows into the front riders. A handful of knights dropped from their horses, and one of the beasts fell, its legs folding under it, an arrow lodged in its throat. Barek’s mount swerved to avoid it, but the knight behind crashed into the fallen horse and was thrown headlong from the saddle. Chaos rolled through the following knights and the charge faltered.

What the bloody heck was Gaston doing? Barek had assumed the plan would be to ride east of the encampment before risking a gallop across the open ground towards Sarum. A few men might have fallen to arrow fire, but most would have reached the city, where the soldiers wouldn’t dare follow.

A swordsman ran at Barek, slashing wildly towards his waist. Barek parried the blow, but numbness ran up his arm from its force. He rode on, knocking another man from his feet before following the path Gaston was cutting through the surprised soldiers. The five knights who had speared the charge with him were down, screaming, groaning, crying like babies. Gaston hacked about like an invincible god of war, but his horse was hit bad, lurching drunkenly, blood gushing from its flank.

Gaston leapt from the saddle and snatched up a sword dropped by one of his victims. He stood his ground armed with two weapons as a dozen Imperial troops closed in for the kill. Barek glanced back to see their fellow knights still struggling to regain control over their mounts, sorely pressed by fire from a group of archers. An arrow thrummed past his ear, lodged in the throat of one of the lads, red spurting like a geyser. Cramp took hold of Barek’s guts. He looked away, thought he was gonna shit himself.

Gaston roared something, fighting furiously, twin blades a silvery arc clashing against metal or ripping through flesh. He was hopelessly outnumbered, but was just about holding his own. He’d already put down three of the bastards.

Justin rode up alongside Barek, bleeding from half a dozen light wounds, his sword red to the hilt. ‘Gaston!’

‘I’ll go to him,’ Barek said. ‘You help the others.’

Justin heeled his steed towards the archers and Barek muttered a hurried prayer then charged the group surrounding Gaston. His horse reared up, smashing its hooves into a soldier’s head, shattering bone and spraying blood. Barek rolled from the saddle, jarring his knee as he hit the ground. He clambered to his feet, sword-arm hanging limp and useless. Two men sprang at him swinging steel. Switching to his left hand he parried the first and slashed clumsily at the second. The man leapt back, giving Barek time to find his balance. A whisper of movement to his right caused him to spin in time to see another soldier fall, blood pumping from a severed arm.

Gaston slid beside him. ‘You hurt?’ he asked, his eyes never leaving the half dozen opponents still standing.

‘Sword arm’s dead.’ Barek wrinkled his nose, gave the barest shrug. ‘But I’m good.’

Gaston grinned, his eyes sparkling. The remaining soldiers made a concerted attack and Gaston sprang to meet them, his blades a glittering blur. Barek swung at a big bloke trying to outflank Gaston, taking him on the back of the legs and sending him crashing headlong into another. Gaston batted a thrust aside and plunged his second blade into his assailant’s belly. The man crumpled, catching a handful of his spilling guts. Seeing the momentary vulnerability, the other soldiers surged in, but Barek threw himself in their path hacking about wildly.

‘Shoggers! Fuckers!’ He screamed up a storm, every instant expecting a blade through his heart or slicing into his neck. He was dead and he knew it. Too shogging dead to give a—

Gore splashed his face, but it wasn’t his own. Least he thought it wasn’t. A sword thrust towards him, but never made it, the bloke holding it going down in a shower of his own blood. A horse whinnied, and there was Justin cutting down the last of them. Barek had to check himself all over. Hardly a scratch. Holy crap he should have been bleeding out on the ground. A miracle. It was a shogging miracle.

The rest of the knights were among the tents, running down the survivors. A horn sounded to the west and for a moment the fighting ceased. The few remaining soldiers sprinted in the direction of the sound.

‘Leave them,’ Gaston shouted. ‘Let them go.’ He walked over to his injured mare and remounted.

Barek sheathed his sword and found his horse. With a foot in the stirrup and his good hand clutching a fistful of mane, he half-pulled, half-rolled into the saddle.

‘You did well, Barek.’ Gaston rode over and slapped him on the shoulder. ‘You too, Justin.’

Wheeling the mare to face the Old Sarum Road, Gaston stood high in the stirrups, face flushed, eyes blazing.

‘Now let’s go let our brothers and sisters in Nous know that Ain has answered their prayers.’

Barek looked about at the carnage, the stench of blood thick in his nostrils. He rubbed his dead arm, twitched the fingers, and winced at the prickling return of circulation. Right now he didn’t reckon the White Order was an answer to anyone’s prayers.

***
 

The Old Sarum Road was little more than a dirt track through the bush. A few hundred yards along it a volley of arrows hissed down, thudding into horses and riders. A shaft glanced from Gaston’s armour as he beat his ailing mare into a gallop that took him beyond the range of the archers. The troop followed, another volley ripping into them and claiming three more riders.

Gaston slowed to a canter as the road merged with another, pock-marked and grey, with glinting studs of silver forming a broken line down its centre. The clopping of hooves announced their arrival to the tin-roofed shacks on the fringes of Sarum, but there was no throng to greet them. No reason why there would be, he supposed. Wasn’t as if the city cared a shit about the will of Nous.

Gaston drew rein and watched the column pass, counting the survivors and noting the injured. Thirty-nine knights, many carrying minor wounds. One—Tray Vogen from Broken Bridge—had the flight of an arrow-shaft jutting from his shoulder. Despite the botched charge, Gaston was more than pleased with their performance. Their training had paid off against the Imperial troops. Ain had favoured his own. You had to see it as vindication.

The column of knights rode swiftly through the southern suburbs, past scatterings of masked and desperate people scavenging amongst the refuse. They crossed the Kaldus Bridge and came to the Arch of Foundation, marking the southern access to the city centre. The first and last time Gaston had seen it he’d been a child, clutching his dad’s hand. The memory was sharp as a dagger thrust. Seemed like it had been only yesterday. He could hear Dad’s voice bubbling up from the depths, like it was muffled by fog. This is not the way…Not the way.

A ragged group of militiamen jogged towards them, spears levelled, shields reflecting the glare of the sun. Gaston signalled his knights to stop, Barek and Justin riding alongside him as the militia formed up and locked shields. A stocky man, red-faced and moustached, stepped forwards, chainmail clinking, boots squeaking.

‘Captain Harding, City Militia,’ he barked in a gruff voice, blinking ten to the dozen. ‘Will you stand down?’

Gaston leaned over the pommel of his saddle. ‘Captain, my men are fresh from battle. Are we to take your position as hostile?’ He watched the shogger like a hawk. One wrong move, one wrong word and they’d roll over this lot like they did the others.

Barek raised his hand and the knights began to fan out across the street, hooves clattering sharply on stone.

‘By order of Governor Gen,’ Harding coughed to clear his throat. ‘By order…’ he started again, but Gaston cut him off.

‘What’s happening here, Captain? Why do Imperial troops surround Sarum?’

Harding spluttered, the blinking intensifying. ‘You don’t know?’

‘All I know is we had to fight our way in. Hardly the sort of welcome we were expecting.’

‘Welcome?’

‘We’ve come to aid the Templum of the Knot.’

Harding stroked his moustache, frowning at the knights, head bobbing. ‘I don’t know about this. Templum, you say? Come to help with the plague, have you?’

Gaston sat back in the saddle. ‘Plague?’

A murmur spread through the men.

‘City’s quarantined. It’s why you had trouble getting in.’

Had Aristodeus known about this? Is that what he meant by the Templum needing them? Shader? What could they do? How could they help? Gaston knew next to nothing about healing. Maybe the priests wanted out. Maybe Shader needed them to break the quarantine.

‘Can you take us to the templum?’

Harding mopped the sweat from his brow and sucked air through gritted teeth. ‘I need to speak with the Governor, but first we should get your men off the streets, tether your horses.’

They were led deeper and deeper into Sarum along roads flanked by ancient red-brick buildings, and passed beneath immense towers that cast cooling shadows across the city. Finally, Harding stopped them before the iron gates of a large walled enclosure, his men bringing up the rear.

‘This used to be the Imperial barracks. They left at the first sign of the plague. You’ll find stabling for your horses and food for your men.’

‘You want to lock us in?’ Gaston’s fingers curled around the hilt of his sword. He wouldn’t stand for it. No shogging city militiaman was going to stop him from…stop him from…Ain, he was tired. No, not tired, confused. Dizzy with it. Bloody images erupted like a pustule behind his eyes: severed limbs, gaping wounds, the soldier holding his own entrails, a bewildered look on his face. What had they done? What had he done? Ain’s will. Just doing Ain’s will. It’s what Shader would have done, wasn’t it?

Harding opened the gates and stood aside. ‘It would avoid any further misunderstanding. You have my word Governor Gen will hear of this immediately. If your business is with the Templum of the Knot, you won’t find him wholly unsympathetic.’

Gaston shakily waved the knights through the gate. Once the last rider was within the enclosure, he turned to Harding. ‘Captain, have you heard of Shadrak, the Unseen?’

‘Everyone has.’

‘Know where to find him?’

Harding looked from side to side before answering in a hushed voice. ‘Wouldn’t want to if I could. You don’t want to be worrying about the Sicarii. We’ve got enough problems with this blasted plague.’

Gaston nodded and followed the others inside. He felt suddenly anxious and uncertain, a little fish in a big pond. Fear of contagion clamoured for his attention, challenging his faith and begging the question: would Ain protect them?

As Harding turned the key in the lock, Rhiannon’s face flashed to mind, scowling with contempt. Gaston swallowed down bile, clutched at his guts. Reeling in the saddle, he fought for control and felt he’d received his answer.

 

 



THE CHILD IN THE ROAD
 

 

Elias scratched his scalp as he rummaged about in the cart. The templum made him feel uneasy, not just all that holier than thou stuff, but the festering patients in the nave. Couldn’t stand all that phlegm and pus. Made him feel so…organic. He had a feeling that the serpent statue would protect him from the plague and yet he couldn’t stop checking his armpits for buboes, and he’d developed a cough he was sure was imaginary.

In the two days he’d spent at the Templum of the Knot he’d been largely on his tod. Rhiannon had fallen in with her old tutor, Agna, and looked certain to be taking holy orders as soon as her bruises had healed. He’d briefly met the superior, Mater Ioana, an industrious woman of broad dimensions who seldom slept and rarely rested from her forays into the city. A strange grizzled man, less than five feet tall and sporting a horned helm, accompanied Ioana on her journeys. He had the look of a Nousian about him, only his discoloured white cloak sported a red cross rather than a Monas. Elias introduced himself to the dwarf, but was met with a stony stare from fierce violet eyes. There was no hostility, merely a sense of shame, as if he carried a burden impossible to bear. Fat Cadris told Elias the dwarf was called Maldark, but would say little more. There was no need. Elias knew the name from the songs of the Dreamers, and couldn’t say he was pleased to make the acquaintance. Maldark the Unfaithful; Maldark the Doom of Aethir; Maldark the Fallen.

Soror Velda laboured tirelessly in the makeshift infirmary and was seldom available for a chat, which was a shame as she was a sane old bird—or at least as close as you could get to sanity amongst Nousians. Besides the skulking Hugues, who always seemed to be pottering around just within earshot, there was only the sorry figure of Pater Limus, an elderly priest, rotund and white-bearded, who had fallen from a horse the previous winter. Limus could just about recall his own name and repeatedly apologized for not recalling anyone else’s. He became muddled in conversation, and his long pauses in speech invariably resulted in a change of subject that was as frustrating as it was confusing. Nevertheless, Limus was a well-spring of compassion and there was something about him that Elias found authentic, to the extent that he could almost see some value in the Nousian life, but only the way Limus lived it.

As the sun dipped below Sarum’s great towers, Elias dug out his mandola, sat in the driving seat with his feet up and began to strum. Hector chewed hay nonchalantly, soothed by his music.

His first trip to Sarum in half a century and he couldn’t say he was enjoying it. He’d never really liked it, even back before the Reckoning, but anything was preferable to the massacre he’d fled.

It had all been going so well. The Global Garden was bigger than Woodstock—the mythology of which had shaped his childhood—and the message was finally starting to sink in. A bit too much for some, it seemed, as the tank-bots had rolled in and gunships had roared overhead. He’d been lucky to survive, he guessed. A damn sight luckier than Morphic Free-Love, incinerated in the flames of the main stage. Sergeant Sunshine, too, arguably the greatest rock band since Zeppelin, shredded with shrapnel and dropping like crimson bird-shit on their gobsmacked fans.

The busking years in Sarum had paid the rent, but he’d never really settled until he went outback, finally setting up shop in Broken Bridge, performing at functions and fanning the flames of Sahulian folk music, most of which was already dead and buried and needed re-inventing. It was easy enough to do; folk music was all much of a muchness, and no one knew the first thing about tradition in these parts.

Rhiannon had loved his lessons as a child, and she’d stuck by him as a woman, whereas the other locals shunned him as an eccentric. She was the closest thing he had to a friend; blood almost; his daughter even.

Bollocks! He thrashed the strings. He should have been able to protect her, should have saved her family. If he’d used the statue sooner…Even now he could feel its warmth pulsing in his pocket.

‘Don’t look so worried, my friend,’ Limus said, limping towards him. ‘No point troubling yourself with past…’ There was a pause as Limus sought the right words and then gave up.

‘Beautiful evening for music.’ He gestured towards the mandola.

Elias smiled and began to pluck a melancholy ballad whilst Limus settled himself on a bench a few yards from the cart. The old priest closed his eyes and swayed gently to the music.

As he finished the song, Elias swung his legs over the edge of the cart, leaving the mandola on the seat. His hand instinctively felt for the statue.

‘There is no evil in what you carry.’ Limus sounded half asleep.

‘What?’

‘I sometimes sense these things. Forgive me. Since my accident I can discern the thoughts of…What were you saying?’ Limus rubbed at the shiny yellowish patch on his forehead, the scar-tissue from his accident. ‘You are leaving us…brother…?’

Elias sat beside him, looked off into the distance, not at anything in particular; just replaying scenes—Yeffrik, Jessy, a pang of guilt about little Sammy. Wishing he’d done more. Tearing up over Rhiannon. ‘Elias, Pater. The Bard of Broken Bridge.’

‘That’s right. I won’t remember, though.’

‘Yes,’ Elias said. ‘I’m leaving. Off some place new, never time to let the dust settle.’ Except he’d travelled nowhere for decades, and the thought of giving up his shack set his heart racing in a way that couldn’t be good. Couldn’t go back, though. Not just the risk, either. He’d never be able to live with himself, with all the reminders.

‘You’ll not stay with the girl?’

Elias thought for a moment before shaking his head. ‘No, Pater; she’ll be safe or she won’t. Nothing I do will alter that.’

‘And that thing you carry?’

Elias took out the black statue and showed it to Limus. Its coils rippled with amber radiance and Elias thought he could feel it breathing.

‘It’s a…oh!’ Limus shook his head in frustration.

‘Snake?’

‘Yes, that’s right. One of the children of Nous. There were three you know.’

Elias smiled with good humour. ‘Who says they’re from Nous?’

Limus appeared not to hear him. ‘Will you say goodbye to the others?’

‘I’m no good with adieus, and besides, the perimeter guards probably won’t let me out. I could be back before you can say “neo-capitalist-monomaniac-tech-whore.” ’

Elias vaulted into his cart and snatched up Hector’s reins, squinting at something scuttling over the lip of the tray.

‘What is it, brother?’ Limus asked.

‘Nothing. Just an insect.’ Or a spider, he mused; and a large one at that.

Elias drove out onto the Domus Tyalae and turned into Ishgar Terrace. A golden-haired child stood in the road, holding aloft a sliver of glowing amber.

‘Sammy?’

The child turned and ran. Elias lashed Hector in pursuit. The boy headed left into Haldegon Road, the cart rattling after, tipping onto two wheels as it took the corner too quickly. Elias swung his weight to one side and the cart crashed back level, bouncing along the cobbles. It seemed, no matter how fast Elias went, the child maintained the same lead. He scampered right into a winding road, forcing Elias to swerve around a heavily laden death-cart. Slowing Hector to take the bends, Elias reached an intersection with a branching sign-post. The child waited on the right, midway between Draco Road and Wharf Way.

Suddenly, he dashed inside a boarded-up house on the other side of the street. Elias pulled up outside and leapt from the driving seat without straightening the cart in the road.

The door to the building was open, the entrance hall beyond unnaturally dark and clogged with thick cobwebs. His heart was pounding, his mind racing with reasons not to enter. Had the child been holding a piece of the Statue of Eingana? One of the fangs? Why show him? Was it a trap? Course it was. Must’ve been. But what if there was a chance…? He thought about Sammy fleeing from the house after the killing of his parents; cringed with shame at his failure to go back. Gripping the statue tightly in his pocket, Elias stepped inside.

 

 



THE AID OF THE FALLEN
 

 

The waters of the Soulsong rippled red in the setting sun as Shader spotted the tents he’d passed on the way to the abbey. Bare-chested soldiers were digging atop a low mound, whilst others bathed at the river’s edge. Fiddling with the knots on his prayer-cord, Shader crossed the bridge towards them.

‘Nousian!’ bellowed a sentry on the other side.

The soldiers washing their wounds scrambled for weapons, blood still swirling on the surface of the river. The others ceased their digging for the dead, strewn hacked and bloody around the camp, and glared at Shader with hard eyes. He started to fasten the buttons on his coat, then realized it was a bit late for that. They’d already seen the Monas on his surcoat. No point denying what he was. The shame that he’d even considered it was already nagging at the back of his mind. ‘What happened here?’

The sentry stepped back drawing his sword.

‘Put it away.’ Shader held up a hand. ‘I’m not your enemy.’

Half a dozen soldiers ran up to the bridge with weapons ready, a single archer notching an arrow and taking aim.

‘Don’t I know you?’ said a burly man with a wiry ginger beard. ‘You spoke with Cap’n Janks when the Fallen passed.’

‘Is he here?’

‘Buried, along with half our troop.’

‘Mawgs?’ Even as he said it, Shader knew it hadn’t been mawgs. The bodies were too intact, still recognizable as human.

‘Cavalry,’ said the sentry he’d first approached, a scrawny youth who’d taken a gash across his cheek, just beneath the eye.

‘Evil shogging bunch,’ Ginger-beard said. ‘Nousians by the look of ‘em. Leader wore a white cloak with the same symbol you’ve got on your surcoat; fought like a demon with two swords.’

The chill of recognition touched Shader.

‘Ploughed right through us as we broke our fast,’ the sentry said. ‘Headed straight for Sarum. With any luck the plague will get ‘em.

‘Why would they…?’ It was obvious these men wouldn’t know. They looked as bewildered as he felt. Shader tilted his hat back and met Ginger-beard’s eyes. He tried to connect, reassure him, but it wasn’t something he was good at. Ginger-beard must have seen that look others had told Shader about. There was a shift in his demeanour, a widening of the pupils. He didn’t want any more trouble. Might just as well have put his hands up and backed away. ‘I’ve business there, too. Will you let me pass?’

‘What…’ Ginger-beard cleared his throat. ‘What business?’

‘Something was stolen from the abbey. I believe it’s been taken to the city.’

‘You’ll not get out again. Sure you want to chance it?’

‘Don’t see I have much choice.’ The Grey Abbot was ailing fast. Without the amber eye set into his Monas he’d be lucky to last out the week. And besides, Callixus needed to be dealt with. Evil like that couldn’t be allowed to roam free.

Shader pulled the Liber from his coat pocket. ‘But first, may I pray for your dead?’

The soldiers exchanged looks, muttering to one another. Ginger-beard fixed Shader with a sullen stare.

‘Best save your breath; don’t reckon they’ll listen.’

***
 

Within the hour, Shader strode through the empty streets of Calphon, Sarum’s northernmost suburb, the weight of recollection heavy upon him. Calphon had been his route into the city the last time the Grey Abbot had sent him. That was when his belief in non-violent resistance had been beaten out of him outside the pub. He could almost feel the fists hammering his face to pulp, the kicks smashing his ribs. He could still taste the vengeance, brutal and demonic, eating at his faith until he’d assuaged it that night in the Mermaid.

The outer suburbs had altered little since the Reckoning: squat buildings, broad avenues, empty plazas. Many of the roads were divided by islands and flanked by colossal metal posts topped with glass globes, some of which glowed orange in the grey dusk. Tawdry eateries, taverns, and stores lined the great concourse leading to the central district, many of them shuttered, some doors daubed with black snakes, the Sahulian symbol of death.

Shader headed for the one place in the city he knew well: the Templum of the Knot.

He walked for perhaps an hour along streets piled with shrouded bodies, passing masked figures lurking in doorways or scavenging like rats.

Just beyond the metal bridge spanning Wharf Way, Shader came to a crossroads. There was a hastily parked cart in Martyr’s Street, lone horse stamping and snorting outside a looming wooden townhouse. The faÃ§ade was in poor repair, flecks of greenish paint peeling from the timbers. A rusty lantern hung above the open doorway, swathed in cobwebs.

The cart was laden with books and musical instruments. A few hessian sacks had been placed towards the front, the fabric torn and spilling dried herbs and what appeared to be powdered mushroom. Shader stroked the flanks of the cart horse, rubbed its ears.

‘Hector?’

Nostrils flaring, eyes wide, the great beast tried to move back from the building, but was restrained by its tether.

What was the Bard of Broken Bridge doing in Sarum? Shader had never known Elias Wolf to travel further than the Griffin.

Moving to the entrance, he became aware of a rhythmic whisper drifting down the hallway like a malignant prayer. He stepped inside, keeping close to the wall, clumps of spiderweb clinging to his coat. A tottering hatstand stood back from the door, a pile of scuffed and filthy shoes at its feet. He inched his way along the narrow corridor, the walls stained with damp, plaster hanging from the ceiling to reveal the slats of floorboards above. The air was thick with sulphur, and dust motes swirled in amber beams spilling from the cracks of a door at the far end.

As Shader crept closer, the susurrus took on more clarity: four words in a language that could have been Aeternam, but accented strangely, repeated without variation, seemingly coming from within his skull. Libera nos a malo. Libera nos a malo. Shader cursed himself for not listening during Adeptus Ludo’s classes. Free us, maybe. Something about evil. Other sounds came from beyond the door: guttural growling, sharp hissing, and a voice dripping with malice clamoured above the urgent calling in his head.

‘Leave your clothes, human.’

A mawg—grinding out words ill-suited to its thick tongue. As far as Shader could tell, it was a female.

‘We’ll find what we need once we’ve feasted on you.’

Typical mawg. They’d maul their prey, ripping flesh and grinding bone, disgorging anything they couldn’t digest. Once sated, the creatures would search through the regurgitated mess and pick out jewellery, coins, and anything else of value.

Another voice, quavering yet lyrical, sounded from the other side of the door. A voice Shader knew, swiftly cut off.

‘Mouth! Shut it! That’s better. Yours is puny magic to a shaman.’

Shader had encountered mawg shamans during his liberation of Oakendale: sorcerers of awesome power, revered by their tribe as avatars, links to their dark and distant god.

Fearing he might already be too late, Shader drew his swords and kicked the door open.

The first thing he saw was Elias Wolf shining like a small sun, amber effusing from his coat. The bard was cowering at the centre of a pack of mawgs, lumpy hides tufted with coarse hair, knuckles scraping the floor. A huge female towered above them, long black tussocks braided with gut; bare breasts, flaccid and empty, drooping to her midriff. Her snout was pierced with shards of bone and rusty iron rings.

The mawgs turned snarling to face Shader, the shaman crouching and making strange clutching movements with her hands. Elias fumbled for something in his pocket and then all eyes were back on him as he raised the statue of a snake above his head; it was bursting with amber radiance. The shaman let out a gasp and pointed with a clawed finger. The mawgs pounced but were met by a blast of light that slammed them back. At the same time, Shader heard a chilling caw that seemed to come from another place entirely. Elias must have heard it, too, for he thrust the statue back into his pocket and turned to flee.

The shaman let out a curse and Elias slipped, tumbling in a heap. Baying like wolves, the other mawgs surged towards him. Shader bellowed and charged, his longsword glancing from the back of one creature, the gladius skewering another through the neck. For an instant there was confusion enough to allow Shader to pull Elias to his feet and drag him towards the doorway. The shaman roared dark spells that blurred the entrance hall and filled it with gouts of flame. Elias’s clothes caught fire, but Shader was spared, not even feeling the heat. He lunged at the shaman, striking air as she sped towards the ceiling in the form of a bat.

Elias threw himself to the floor, rolling to smother the flames. Shader took up a position between him and the mawgs.

Ducking beneath a vicious swipe from a claw, Shader spun on his heel and slammed the gladius into a mawg’s belly. Sensing movement behind, he back-slashed with the longsword, which bounced from hide as tough as a cuirass. Enraged, the creature grabbed his coat and wrenched. Shader lost his footing and skidded towards it. In desperation, he rammed the gladius to the hilt in the mawg’s chest. It released its grip, black blood bubbling over Shader’s hand. He regained his feet, hacking down with the longsword and cleaving the creature’s skull. His left hand snaked out, ripping the gladius free.

A quick glance showed him Elias was still alive, eyes glazed with shock, clothes charred and smouldering.

Shader rolled beneath a bludgeoning arm, slicing into flesh and sinew with a back-swing as he passed. Something swooped down, the shaman suddenly reappearing behind the mass of mawgs, weaving her hands through the air and barking strange words. Shader was thrown against the wall by a blow from behind. Another mawg raked at his shoulder, claws bursting the links on his chainmail and gouging the skin beneath. Vision blurred with pain, Shader flailed lamely about with the longsword, the gladius thrusting and cutting with a mind of its own. He was tiring, his shoulder burning as if acid, not blood, gushed from the wound. He’d no idea how many he’d killed, but, undaunted, the others piled on top of him. As he went down, he glimpsed another figure enter the room and pass unhindered through the flames. The shaman froze in mid-spell, and the mawgs fell away from Shader, turning to face the newcomer. Panting for breath, Shader peered through the milling mawgs and saw a short burly warrior in a white cloak, grey hair trailing beneath a horned helm, eyes of violet lightning glaring from his thickly bearded face.

Pushing back his cloak to reveal bands of iron armour underneath a brown habit, the dwarf raised a huge war hammer and brought it crashing down with a clap of thunder. The mawgs broke and fled to the rear of the building. The shaman squatted down and ground her claws together, spitting and hissing. ‘Curses on you, Fallen. I’d suck the flesh from your bones if that wasn’t what you desired.’

Darkness swirled about her, and then, as a black rat, she scampered away.

A white-robed woman, thick-set and middle aged, moved to stand beside the dwarf.

‘See,’ he said, ‘thou shouldst trust thy senses, Mater. Thou art graced.’

Mater Ioana. How could she have—?

Ioana frowned. ‘Did you not hear it?’

The dwarf tapped the head of his hammer, faced the woman and shrugged. ‘I am lacking in grace.’

‘Mater Ioana,’ Elias said. ‘How did you know?’

Shader approached the trio, swords trailing beside him dripping black blood.

Ioana’s eyes lighted on him even as she replied. ‘Something called me, bard, but it wasn’t you.’

‘Whispering,’ Shader said. ‘Words I should have recognized.’

Ioana pursed her lips and rolled her eyes—it was that old familiar expression that said she didn’t fully understand, but she had an inkling. ‘Prayer,’ she said. ‘Prayer for deliverance.’ She shook her head, brows knitting in a frown. ‘Deacon Shader. I didn’t expect to see you in Sarum again.’

The dwarf cocked his head to one side and studied Shader. He covered his mouth with a beefy hand, tapping his cheek with one finger. Shader switched his gaze to Elias.

‘Something was stolen from the Grey Abbot—an amber eye set into a Monas.’

Elias put his hand in his pocket. ‘One of the Eyes of Eingana?’

Shader nodded and turned to Maldark. The dwarf was squinting at him, looked like he was going to say something, but gave way as Shader spoke first. ‘Thank you…Maldark, isn’t it? Maldark the Fallen?’

The dwarf sighed. ‘So ‘tis said. I hath borne the epithet a long time.’

Ioana placed a hand on his shoulder.

‘A dwarf of the Dreaming—or should I say Aethir, the world dreamed by the Cynocephalus?’ Elias circled him as if inspecting a prize bull. He dipped his head and raised his eyebrows for Shader’s benefit. ‘Funny how much truth there is in myths.’

‘Not everything on Aethir was dreamed,’ Maldark said.

‘Ah,’ Elias wagged a finger at him. ‘Sektis Gandaw. So, tell me, what creatures did he cross to make you lot?’

Maldark’s violet eyes smouldered beneath heavy brows.

‘Why were the mawgs afraid of you?’ Shader asked.

‘I know them of old. I was not the only one to arrive from Aethir.’

‘Come,’ Ioana said. ‘Let’s go back to the templum. There is someone there, Frater Deacon, you should meet. What about you, bard, do you still wish to leave?’

‘Plague gives me the creeps.’ Elias plonked himself down on the body of a mawg. ‘But mawgs scare the proverbial…Ugh!’ He leapt back up and dusted himself down, stepping away from the corpse and wrinkling his nose. ‘Well, I think I’ve got a phobia. Call me a pusillanimous old codger, if you like, but the sooner I get out of the big smoke the better.’

‘You plan to use statue to get past soldiers?’ Huntsman appeared where before there had only been cobwebs. ‘I warned you, music man, not to use its power.’

Elias went white. ‘It won’t happen again. I’ve got ways and means of my own, you know.’

The Dreamer stood in front of him and held out a hand. ‘It begins. He comes. Give statue to me.’

‘No!’ Elias backed away, tripped over the dead mawg and fell flat on his backside.

‘Yes!’ Huntsman commanded. There was a moment’s resistance and then Elias handed over the black serpent, which was still veined with glowing amber.

‘You do not know me, Deacon Shader,’ Huntsman said, turning away from the bard, ‘but I know you. Take this. Eingana wills it.’

A fist-sized lump formed in Shader’s throat. ‘Why…Why me?’

Huntsman thrust his weazened face towards Shader. ‘It is what statue wants. Your friend said this would happen—bald meddler. He said statue would choose you. You carry Archon’s sword.’

‘Aristodeus? But how…?’

The statue dropped into Shader’s hand. The sibilant voice in his head returned for an instant. Deo gratias. Deo…wasn’t that one of the forbidden words, a blasphemy punishable in the Judiciary’s dungeons? Shader thrust the statue back as if it were on fire, but Huntsman was nowhere to be seen.

Breathing deeply to calm his nerves, he turned the serpent over, running his fingers along the stony scales. Its mouth gaped wide as if about to strike, but it had no fangs, just dustings of ash that spilled out onto Shader’s coat. Above the mouth there were only empty sockets for eyes.

Something moved in his peripheral vision, and Shader spun to see a large spider scuttling across the floor and squeezing through a crack.

‘Great!’ Elias said. ‘Ter-bloody-rific! Without the bleeding statue I’m up shit creak.’

‘Thought thou had powers of thine own,’ Maldark said.

‘Ha shogging ha! Remind me to book you for the panto next Christmas—not that you bloody Philistines would have any idea what a panto was. Nor Christmas, for that matter. Come to think of it, you probably don’t even know what a Philistine is either!’

‘Thou wouldst be surprised at what I know.’ Maldark’s voice had dropped to a whisper. His shoulders sagged, and some of the fire went from his eyes.

‘Well, if you’re not going,’ Ioana said, ‘perhaps you could give us a lift back to the templum. All this excitement has quite worn me out and I’m about ready for bed.’

‘And another thing,’ Elias said. ‘How come I’m the only one to get burnt?’

Shader wondered about that, too. Of the three, Elias was the only one not dressed in the white of Nous, though the dwarf’s cross symbol could hardly be described as a Monas. Divine protection? Not likely, he thought.

‘Perhaps there’s evil in your heart,’ Ioana said, with a cheeky grin. ‘Or lack of faith.’

‘Not evil,’ Maldark said, drawing Ioana’s gaze. ‘That cannot be the answer.’ The priestess seemed about to say something, closed her eyes briefly, and patted him on the arm.

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ Elias asked as Ioana led the dwarf from the room.

‘Maybe the power was focused on you.’ Shader stood aside to let the bard go first. ‘Perhaps they saw you as the greatest threat.’

‘You think?’ Elias said, cocking his head and rubbing his chin.

‘Either that, or the mawgs thought you’d be more palatable toasted.’

‘Hilarious. No wonder you couldn’t hack it as a knight, copped out of being a monk, and screwed up with Rhiannon.’

Shader glared, fingers tightening around the hilt of the longsword. Elias seemed oblivious, flouncing past as if a sword thrust in the back was the last thing on his mind.

‘Ain had it all mapped out from the start.’ He waved his hands about in mock awe. ‘You’re a shogging comedian!’

 

 



THE BLACK HAND
 

 

The Grey Abbot lay curled in the foetal position sobbing like an infant. His cell was a coffin, cramped and airless; the fire depicted in the great painting a foretaste of the Abyss; the dragons malefic demons eyeing his remains. Clumps of white hair came away in arthritic fingers with skin the texture of ancient parchment. If only he’d still had the Monas he could have kept mortality at bay, stopped the disintegration of his body.

He winced as his tongue dislodged another tooth and salty blood oozed from his gums. His eyes blurred with tears. Was this how it would end—the immortal Grey Abbot putrefying in a pool of his own fluids, flesh wasting, bones crumbling?

Panic gnawed at his stomach like rats eating their way out of a corpse. How could he even consider himself the Grey Abbot anymore? That man had perished the moment the Monas was stolen, leaving behind an echo that should have been long-since dead: Alphonse LaRoche, born in the Old Faith ghetto in the South of France—back before the Templum had renamed it Gallia; Alphonse the founder of Pardes in the days leading up to the Reckoning; Alphonse the old man who had watched the cataclysm and would have died in the aftermath had Huntsman not come to him with the eye of Eingana. Alphonse: the seed from which the Grey Abbot had grown; the carcass to which he returned now that time fed inexorably upon its rightful dues.

The brothers took it in turns to stand outside his cell, knocking every few minutes, ostensibly to offer reassurance, but the Grey Abbot knew they were checking whether he was still alive. The decay was progressing with frightening rapidity and he knew he had only hours to live. Almost a thousand years of existence and still he couldn’t face the thought of death. With the Monas, he’d been supremely at ease, the consummate Nousian; but for all its benefits, it had eroded his faith. There had been no need of faith: once he’d achieved immortality, Alphonse La Roche had outgrown his dependence on the unseen god the Templum knew as Ain. The thought had never previously crossed his mind, but now, as the cells of his body returned to their constituent parts, he realized he’d unwittingly lived a godless life since the time of the Reckoning. Since the man, LaRoche, had become his own god. The wiser you were, he thought, the longer you lived, the greater the capacity for self-deception.

‘Ain! Ain! Forgive me!’ The prayer started as a whimper, but ended as a mental echo.

Ain!

Was it the Grey Abbot who pleaded or Alphonse LaRoche, striking for the surface of his mind like a drowning man? Could Ain hear his distress? Did Ain even care? With a creeping chill inching up his spine he realized with appalling clarity that there was no Ain; and in that instant his loss of faith was joined by the failure of hope, the corrosion of love. All that remained was the Void.

The Grey Abbot let out a long groan of utter hopelessness, prompting the monk outside to knock on the door with renewed vigour.

‘I’m all right,’ he rasped, adding in a whisper, ‘Go away, you ignorant fool.’

Reaching out with the last vestiges of strength that remained to his spirit, he sought out the residue of magic that had permeated the world since the Reckoning. He’d been aware of it for centuries; he’d known others to use it; been tempted himself.

The Grey Abbot’s desperation to cling to life guided him, and soon he heard a faint click as his spirit freed itself from the rotting flesh that housed it like a tomb. He soared above Pardes, speeding towards Sarum, spirit eyes darting this way and that searching for a clue that would lead him to the Monas. He would find Callixus, or whatever master he served, and strike a bargain. After all these centuries he’d accumulated much knowledge that would prove beneficial both politically and scientifically. There must be something he could trade in return for the eye of Eingana.

A dark shape rippled in the sky high above Sarum’s steeples, so high in fact that it seemed to seep between the stars. The Grey Abbot sped towards it, his mind racing with the arguments he would use to secure his continued existence. Once he’d done so, he reasoned, he would devote his life to the faith, see if he could find Ain, rediscover the truth between the lines of the Liber—a truth he’d once sworn to preserve, but had allowed to be perverted by misprision and innovation. The prospect of a godless universe, one in which he was prone to annihilation, was too horrifying to contemplate.

He drew closer to the shape and slowed down as he saw what it was: a vast hand, blacker than the night sky, gaseous fingers twitching, grasping, questing.

‘Callixus?’

The hand slammed into the Grey Abbot’s spirit body, the pain visceral, as if his physical form had been crushed by a boulder. Cold fingers tightened around him.

‘You have basked in the power of Eingana.’ There was no emotion in the voice. Barely a trace of inflection. The voice of someone he could not make bargains with.

‘The eye was stolen from me.’ The Grey Abbot blurted the words out as if telling the truth would make everything all right. ‘But I can find it for you.’

‘No need,’ the voice said in a disinterested monotone. ‘I will dredge the knowledge from your—what shall we call it? Soul?’

Spoken with the same condescension the Grey Abbot had used with the dullest of novices. There was no malice in the voice, no relish; merely dispassion.

As his spirit screamed its last, a peculiar image popped into the Grey Abbot’s mind: a recollection of a school room centuries ago, where he’d stood with other equally curious pupils and watched as the master dissected a cockroach for the purposes of elucidating biology.

 

 



THE MEETING
 

 

Sixty-five, sixty-six, sixty-seven, and break.

Cadman gave a slight shuffle, glancing about to make sure no one had noticed, and resumed his plod along the great corridor that dominated the fourth floor of Arnbrook House like a clogged aorta. Council staff bustled this way and that leaving him feeling like a rock in a fast-flowing stream, clerks and cleaners swirling around him like rapids, nodding and cow-towing with obvious feigned deference.

Arnbrook House. He counted off the letters for the umpteenth time whilst still monitoring the number of his steps within a deeper stratum of his mind, and reaching for his cigarette case with the layer beneath consciousness. A-R-N…seventy, seventy-one…

He emerged from the gaggle of plebs into an antechamber, feeling somewhat like he had as a schoolboy summoned by the headmaster. A young chap slouched on a bench beside the grand oak doors, head in hands, blond locks tumbling about his shoulders and crying out to be trimmed. The lad was armoured and wore a white surcoat bearing the Nousian Monas.

Curious. Though it does lend a certain credence to the rumours surrounding our beloved Governor.

‘Afternoon,’ he said, touching his forelock in the absence of a hat to tip.

‘G’day.’ The youth forced a smile. Looked like he had a broken nose, poor chap.

Cadman bent closer to examine the stitches. Good grief, what did they use, a knitting needle? ‘Ernst Cadman, public health advisor to Governor Gen. And you are?’

The door opened before the fellow could answer and Lallia slid through the gap. She looked a mess, to say the least, but that was nothing unusual. Her chestnut hair was bundled up on top of her head, presumably because she’d not had time to brush it; and her eyes were set in dark cavities.

‘They’re waiting.’

Seventy-seven steps in all. Two sevens are fourteen and one plus four equals…

Cadman flipped the cog on his lighter and sucked on the cigarette. ‘Who’s in there?’

‘Everyone.’ Lallia rolled her eyes and opened the door a little wider.

‘Everyone? Never a dull moment, eh?’

Lallia shoved the door back for him and held up a hand to the youth who had risen from the bench. ‘Wait here.’

Oh, the dominance of the woman! Where did Zara Gen find her?

‘Governor Gen!’ He gave a little bow as he entered the meeting room, one sweep of his eyes taking in the motley crew assembled around the table. ‘Master Frayn,’ he acknowledged the black-clad guildmaster twirling his oiled moustache. ‘Gentlemen.’ He nodded to a red-faced man in chainmail with a much more manly moustache than Frayn’s, and to a stiff, important-looking weasel with a haughty demeanour, dressed in the yellow robes of an Imperial herald. He was already thoroughly familiar with the last person he turned to. ‘Dr Stoofley.’ Cadman gave his most affable smile to the cachexic old idiot hunched over the table beside Master Frayn.

Stoofley inclined his ridiculously large head towards him and attempted a smile that was more of a snarl, tufts of cotton-fine hair sticking up on his liver-spotted pate. ‘Cadman,’ he said before looking away, no doubt shutting his eyes and mentally shaking his head.

Lallia pulled out the chair next to Stoofley and gestured for Cadman to sit.

‘Thank you, my dear,’ he beamed, before adding in a whisper, ‘Late night?’

‘Dr Cadman,’ Zara Gen’s voice was all business—clipped and perfectly accentuated like an actor’s. ‘Thank you for coming so promptly.’

Heads turned at that, but Cadman thought it best to take it in the positive sense in which it wasn’t meant. ‘Urgent matters require a hasty response. I only wish I could have made it sooner. I assume this meeting concerns the plague?’

Lallia seated herself beside Zara Gen and picked up a pad and pencil.

‘Amongst other things,’ Frayn said, twanging his moustache with a flourish and doing his utmost to maintain eye contact.

‘Quite.’ Zara Gen raised a finger. ‘But the plague is top of my list.’

Frayn nodded rather too enthusiastically. ‘Absolutely, Governor. The plague is priority number one.’

‘Too bloody right!’ said the herald. ‘Some of us have messages to carry to a master who will not brook tardiness.’

‘Which is why you have been invited to our emergency meeting, Mr Torpin. It’s in all our interests to end this plague as soon as possible.’ Zara Gen turned to Cadman. ‘Doctor, this is Dan Torpin, herald to…I’m sorry, who was it again?’

‘Duke Farian, second only to the Emperor himself.’ Torpin touched his hand to his breast.

‘Honoured to meet you,’ Cadman said.

‘Likewise, Doctor. Likewise.’

Stoofley splayed his fingers in a gesture that looked part exasperation and part indignation. ‘If you’ll excuse me, Governor, I fail to see why it is necessary to have two medical experts on this panel when both Dr Cadman and myself are extremely busy with the sick and dying. I’m sure, if the doctor wants to return to his patients, I will be more than able to speak for both of us.’

Zara Gen sighed and twiddled with his ponytail—a sure sign he was fuming, Cadman knew from experience.

‘I appreciate your concern, Dr Stoofley, but there are important differences in the way you two practise that might actually help in this instance.’

Stoofley gave a sullen nod and picked up his pen, fanning the air and coughing delicately.

Cadman held up his cigarette. ‘My apologies, Doctor. Such a disgusting habit. I would put it out only—‘

‘Here.’ Lallia pushed back her chair and came round the table to snatch the cigarette from him. Cadman thought she was about to stub it out on the carpet, but instead she sauntered over to a window and flicked it outside before returning to her seat with another roll of her eyes.

Obviously didn’t find what she was looking for last night.

‘Besides the plague and Master Frayn’s little matter,’ said Zara Gen doing his best to avoid Frayn’s look of affront that said his matter was anything but little, ‘are there any other issues you’d like to table?’

The ruddy-faced solider gave a polite cough and leaned forward.

‘Captain Harding?’

‘Just one matter, Governor. A spot of bother at the Arch of Foundation. Ringleader’s outside. Thought you should see him.’

Zara Gen frowned and took a deep breath. ‘Thank you, Captain? Anything else? No? Good. Dr Stoofley, perhaps you could fill everyone in on this blasted plague.’

Stoofley coughed into his fist and knitted his brows, nodding sagaciously. He left a long enough pause to ensure all eyes were upon him, and just when Zara Gen seemed about to prompt him to get on with it, Stoofley spoke. ‘One hundred and twenty seven dead,’ he paused for effect, ‘and by my last reckoning, two hundred and sixty-six in the infirmaries. Perhaps Dr Cadman will correct me if I’m misinformed.’

Cadman beamed at him, reached for another cigarette, caught Lallia’s glare and dropped his hand to his lap. ‘I have absolute faith in your figures, Doctor.’

Zara Gen put his head in his hands, but only long enough to realise he was doing it. Before the others had noticed, he was leaning forward intently, hawkish face thrust towards Stoofley. ‘Are we coping?’

Stoofley sat back and spread his hands. ‘As soon as the infirmaries fill up they empty again, but not because patients are getting better. The death-carts are collecting night and day, and the grave pits are woefully inadequate.’

‘Excuse my ignorance,’ Cadman said in his most affable voice, ‘but shouldn’t we be burning the bodies?’

‘Correct me if I’m wrong,’ Stoofley gave an exaggerated sigh, ‘but I was under the impression there was a fire ban. The last thing the Governor needs,’ he gave a sycophantic nod to Zara Gen, ‘is a bush fire. We’re already stretched to the limit.’

‘Burn them,’ Zara Gen said.

‘But—‘

‘Dr Cadman,’ Zara Gen turned away from Stoofley, ‘what is your opinion of this plague?’

Magic, of course, and if I wasn’t wasting my time at this tedious excuse for a meeting I’d be well on my way to discovering a cure. Not that he was unduly concerned about the victims; the wretches started along the path of decay the moment they were born. Accelerating the process was neither here nor there. But the matter of their dying by the hundreds was turning all eyes towards the source of the pollution—for that’s what it was, not a bacillus. They were like dead fish floating to the surface of a poisoned lake. Sooner or later people would realize the only remedy lay in identifying the contaminant and removing it; and Cadman doubted whether they’d differentiate between the amber pieces of the Statue of Eingana and his own dark craft which they amplified. The side-effects of such a communion had at first been a curiosity, but had now rapidly become a concern. ‘If Aeterna would open its archives, we’d have it beaten in no time.’ That’ll put the cat among the pigeons.

‘Absolute rubbish!’ Stoofley was on his feet as if he were going to walk out in protest at such idiocy.

‘Sit down, Doctor!’ Zara Gen’s voice pealed out like thunder.

‘But, Governor, must we go through this pointless discussion yet again?’ Stoofley said. ‘It’s utter nonsense; unmitigated madness. There is not the slightest shred of evidence to support the idea that Aeterna has access to the secrets of the Ancients.’

‘The Emperor believes the rumours.’ Dan Torpin interlaced his fingers on the table-top, eyes widening in surprise that anyone could possibly be challenging Hagalle’s judgement.

‘I…Well, I mean,’ Stoofley spluttered.

‘Do you mean to say the Emperor has wasted the wealth of Sahul by building up the fleet? Is he responding to a threat that doesn’t exist? Really, Dr Stoofley, we must deal with this pestilence as quickly as possible so that you can convey the news to him. Perhaps he’ll even allow you to treat his paranoia, if that’s what you think it is.’

Stoofley resumed his seat, eyes darting around the table for any hint of support.

Master Frayn gave a condescending laugh and shook his head, turning to Zara Gen as if he expected to see his response mirrored. The Governor ignored him and used unwavering eye contact to ensure everyone knew that it was Cadman he wanted to hear.

‘I must say, gentlemen, I’m a little surprised,’ Cadman said. ‘It’s no secret that I have one or two odds and ends of Aeterna-tech in my surgery. Why, Master Frayn here has seen it put to good use.’

Frayn nodded absently and then sat up, a hard expression coming over his face.

‘Governor,’ Cadman continued, ‘do you recall the coughing plague amongst the Barraiya Dreamers? Easily eradicated with a simple potion and thus no need for a…what’s the right word? Cull?’

‘Excellent work, for which you’ve been more than rewarded.’ Zara Gen swished his ponytail. ‘But if the solution is as easy this time, why have you done nothing?’

Cadman spread his hands and sighed. ‘No more potion.’

‘This is hardly the same as the coughing plague,’ Stoofley faced Zara Gen. ‘The symptoms are quite different: no fluid-filled lungs, no organ failure. I very much doubt the same formula would work in this case. It is my considered—‘

‘Do we have the means of procuring the potion?’ Zara Gen waved Stoofley to silence.

Cadman stuck out his bottom lip and shook his head. ‘Without the right technology the potion couldn’t be analysed. It’s hard to say what constituted it.’ Though I could hazard a guess. ‘If only we had access to Aeterna’s libraries I’m sure we could build instruments with which to study the bacillus and manufacture a cure.’

‘If only!’ Stoofley threw up his hands. ‘This is all rather spurious. Technology! Bacilluses! Utter rubbish.’

‘Actually, it’s bacilli,’ Cadman said. ‘Don’t they teach Aeternam at med. school anymore?’

Dan Torpin guffawed loudly. ‘If they did they’d soon have their tongues cut out, eh, Master Frayn.’

‘Oh yes.’ Frayn gave a self-satisfied smile.

‘So,’ Zara Gen said, ‘unless we invade Nousia and commandeer the libraries of Aeterna, this idea of a curative potion is about as useful as fairy dust.’

Cadman leaned forward and tapped his nose with his index finger. ‘Know thine enemy, Governor; that’s the point I’m making. We may not have the potion, but we do know, from our dealings with the coughing plague, that the cure was aimed at a bacillus: a bacillus that spread through water droplets and other bodily fluids. What we need are masks, gloves, and fires to incinerate any materials that may have come into contact with the plague. We need to isolate the victims and cordon off the areas where there’s been an outbreak. The people,’ bless them, ‘must be educated in hand hygiene, advised to avoid crowds, and made to wear masks or scarves at all times.’

Zara Gen nodded at Lallia to make sure she was getting all this down. ‘And what if it doesn’t work, Doctor? What do we do next?’

‘We burn Sarum, street by street.’

There was a hushed silence as they considered the enormity of what Cadman was suggesting.

The poor fools are so desperate they’ll believe anything.

‘Shall we move on to other matters?’ Zara Gen said. ‘Master Frayn?’

Frayn cracked his knuckles and then hid his hands beneath the table at the looks he received. ‘My superiors asked me to raise the matter of the Templum of the Knot, Governor.’ Frayn’s eyes flitted to Dan Torpin and back to Zara Gen. Torpin was sitting bolt upright, apparently much more riveted by this turn of conversation than he’d been by the plague. ‘They feel that our Imperially sanctioned work in this respect is being impeded.’

‘Do they now?’ Zara Gen scratched underneath his ponytail.

‘Actually,’ Torpin said, ‘this was one of the reasons for my visit.’

‘Was it, indeed?’ Zara Gen said.

‘Elsewhere, the Nousian threat has been rooted out,’ Torpin said. ‘The Sicarii have been given free-rein in all the major West Sahulian cities and now, besides a smattering of hermits in the jungles outside Gladelvi, only the Pardes community and your lot remain.’

‘My lot?’

‘Forgive me, Governor. The Templum of the Knot. My master, Duke Farian, has been commissioned by the Emperor to bring this project to a close. His Grace is a little concerned about the tardiness of the Sicarii’s work in Sarum. Upon my arrival,’ Torpin exchanged looks with Frayn, ‘I met with senior guild-members and discovered that they were being hampered in their task by the City Militia.’

Captain Harding’s face grew a shade redder, but he continued to sit like a statue as if none of this concerned him.

‘There is a time for everything,’ Zara Gen said, ‘and it is my belief that the Templum of the Knot is best left alone right now.’ He raised a hand to silence Torpin’s protests. ‘Dr Stoofley, do the priests not operate an infirmary for victims of the plague?’

‘They do, Governor, and a very good one, if it might say so.’

‘Is there anything unusual about their infirmary, Doctor?’

Cadman’s attention pricked at that. He flipped a cigarette into his mouth and let it hang there unlit.

‘Well, Governor,’ Stoofley said, ‘it’s come to my attention that the priests tend the victims without any of the precautions my colleague Dr Cadman just mentioned, and yet, unlike the nurses at our own hospitals, they do not grow sick.’

Interesting.

‘You think they have Aeterna-tech?’ Zara Gen directed the question at Cadman.

‘It’s possible,’ Cadman shrugged. ‘But not very likely. Maybe they have better hand-washing skills and encourage their patients to cover their mouths when coughing.’ Or maybe there’s a hint in all this about the nature of the affliction and its associated risk factors. Purity, after all, is not solely attained by ablutions. ‘The victims,’ Cadman turned to Stoofley, ‘do they share any common factors?’

Stoofley rubbed his chin for a moment before replying. ‘The first victims were from the docks, but the plague quickly spread through Dalantle’s whores. We assumed it had passed from the sailors and spread like the clap, only then it decimated the business district and some of the poorer suburbs. I can see the connection between sailors, whores and the riff-raff of Calphon, but that doesn’t account for bankers and some of our most respected merchants.’

‘All very fascinating,’ Dan Torpin cut in, ‘but is this any reason to obstruct an Imperial command?’

Zara Gen stood. ‘This is not a matter of obstruction, Mr Torpin, and if I hear any further suggestions to the contrary you’ll be removed from this meeting. Is that understood?’

‘You wouldn’t dare!’

‘Captain Harding,’ Zara Gen snapped.

Harding clapped a hand on Torpin’s shoulder. ‘Is there going to be any more trouble?’ he growled.

Torpin glowered and shook his head.

‘Good,’ Zara Gen said. ‘Then perhaps we can move on. The Templum of the Knot, as far as I’m concerned, is providing an invaluable service during a time of crisis. Once the threat to Sarum has passed we will, I’m sure, cooperate all the more diligently with the Emperor’s decrees. Next.’ He glanced at Lallia’s notepad. ‘Something about the sewers is it, Master Frayn?’

‘One word, gentlemen,’ Frayn said, standing and making a pyramid of his fingers. ‘Mawgs.’

Well that was dramatic.

‘One of my people encountered them in the sewers; a scouting party most likely. All dead now.’

Zara Gen’s face was ashen. ‘Mawgs beneath Sarum? Captain Harding, how many men can we spare?’

‘We’ve barely enough to man the watch; but in an emergency we could reduce the patrols.’

Zara Gen shook his head, deep furrows etched into his brow. ‘Not with the plague; the looting would be terrible. I will not stand for anarchy.’

‘Already in hand,’ Frayn said, folding himself smugly into his seat. ‘I’ve dispatched a team to deal with the threat.’

‘Good, Master Frayn, good,’ Zara Gen said. ‘How many?’

‘Six. All good men.’

Dan Torpin sucked in his cheeks. ‘Awfully charitable of the guild to help out in a time of crisis, Master Frayn. What’s in it for you?’

Frayn gave a lopsided grin. His cheek had started to twitch beneath his right eye. ‘I’ll be honest with you, Mr Torpin: cash. If the city falls, the Sicarii might well survive, but who would be left to pay us? We’d have no choice but to move north. Much as Jorakum’s a great city, it’s too darned humid. I couldn’t see the lads taking to it without going troppo.’

“Troppo” ! The inventiveness of the Sahulian vernacular never ceases to amaze me. I really must start a dictionary of neologisms.

‘Six men, you say?’ Zara Gen had a finger to his lips. ‘Is that enough?’

‘All depends on how many mawgs they find,’ Frayn said. ‘They’re experienced men. Once they know what they’re up against they’ll send word. I will personally keep you updated, Governor.’

‘Tell your colleagues I’m in their debt. Yours too, Master. You have my thanks.’

Frayn could barely keep the smile from his face. He sat back, folding his arms across his chest and doing his best to look nonchalant.

‘Moving on,’ Zara Gen said with another glance at Lallia’s pad. He squinted and queried her with a look of bewilderment. Lallia leaned in, perhaps a bit closer than was absolutely necessary, Cadman thought, and whispered in his ear.

‘Ah, yes, Captain Harding. What’s all this about trouble at the Arch?’

Harding stood to attention and addressed Zara Gen in a parade ground bark, cheeks reddening further by the second. ‘A troop of cavalry arrived from—‘

‘About time, too!’ Torpin said, flinging himself back in his chair. ‘Help from Jorakum. I knew it!’

‘From the villages,’ Harding pressed on. ‘They seem to have had a bit of a run-in with the Imperial troops cordoning off the city.’

‘Cordoning off!’ Torpin threw himself forward. ‘You make it sound like a quarantine!’

Zara Gen pulled his ponytail so hard Cadman thought it might come off. ‘Well, it is, isn’t it? What else would you call it?’

A ring o’ roses?

‘Merely a precaution,’ Torpin said through gritted teeth. ‘The Emperor is trying to help.’

‘If you want my opinion,’ Cadman said, finally giving in and lighting his cigarette to the accompaniment of glares from Lallia and coughs from Stoofley, ‘he’s doing just the right thing: containing the plague until it either runs its course or starves when there’s no more fodder left for it to feed on. I’d do the same, unless of course I had access to the medicines of the Ancients, or whatever it is that grants the priests immunity.’

Zara Gen shot Cadman a furious look before turning back to Harding. ‘What kind of a run-in?’

‘Their leader says they had to fight their way in. Lost a few men, but not nearly as many as the enemy.’

‘This is intolerable!’ Torpin banged his fist on the table. ‘Enemy? You are talking about your Emperor’s loyal soldiers.’

‘A figure of speech, sir,’ Harding said. ‘I merely meant “opposition” .’

Zara Gen muttered something to Lallia who stood and walked towards the door. Torpin hadn’t quite finished yet.

‘And you, Captain,’ he almost spat at Harding, ‘find it acceptable that so-called cavalry from the provinces attack Imperial troops?’

‘No, sir, I do not, but—‘

‘But what?’

‘Well…’ Harding looked at Zara Gen. ‘They’re here. Thought perhaps we could use their help.’

The door opened and Lallia ushered inside the youth Cadman had passed on his way in.

‘Governor,’ Harding said, ‘this is Gaston Rayn of Oakendale.’

‘Thank you, Captain. Oakendale, eh?’ Zara Gen gestured for the young knight to take the seat beside Cadman. ‘Farmer?’

‘My father used to be.’

‘He’s retired?’

‘Dead. Killed by some low-life scum working for the Emperor.’

Torpin stood so violently that his chair crashed to the floor. ‘How dare you! Governor, I will not stand for this scurrilous outrage!’

‘Then shut up and sit down!’ Zara Gen’s shout was as stunning as a sledgehammer to the head.

Lallia dropped her pencil and ducked under the table to find it. Cadman took a long drag on his cigarette and surreptitiously tapped the ash onto the carpet. Harding rather graciously righted Torpin’s chair for him and then they both re-seated themselves. Torpin’s eyes were fixed on his fingers, and no doubt flaming with ire.

Master Frayn was back to twiddling his moustache, studying the lad as if he were trying to work out which one of his men had committed the murder.

‘You say your name is Rayn? Your father was Bovis Rayn?’ Zara Gen said.

The youth looked partway between shock and rage, neither giving much sway to self-control. Cadman was starting to like him.

‘You knew him?’

‘Knew of him. Heard him speak once. A Nousian, as I see are you.’ Zara Gen flicked a look at the others around the table. ‘Made quite a name for himself. Perhaps a bit too much of a name. Tell me, Gaston—may I call you Gaston? What brings you to Sarum?’

‘The Templum of the Knot. I must go to them.’

Torpin looked up at that, but he didn’t risk opening his mouth.

‘For what purpose?’ Zara Gen asked.

‘I was told they’re in danger. I was also told to look for my old master, Deacon Shader.’

‘The monk? I’d heard he’d gone back to Pardes after the beating. Terrible affair, that. You remember it, Captain Harding?’

Harding grunted beneath his moustache. ‘Don’t suppose I’ll forget it any time soon, Governor.’

Gaston frowned and shook his head. ‘He left the abbey after that; came to Oakendale and drove the mawgs out. That’s when he founded my Order.’

‘And then left you?’ Torpin finally found the courage to speak. ‘Tell me, Mr Rayn, was your master in contact with Aeterna? If I’m not very much mistaken, he’s encouraged you to dress like the Templum Elect.’

Yes, I was wondering about that. Uncannily like the surcoat Callixus wears, although without the cobwebs and the odour of decay.

‘He returned to Aeterna for a tournament; I’ve not seen him since. Shader once served with the Elect. May do again as far as I’m aware. He wanted us to be like them, only better.’

‘Better how?’ Torpin asked. ‘Better at infiltrating Sahulian cities and paving the way for a Templum invasion? That’s what the Emperor’s going to think.’

Gaston turned to Cadman, who shrugged and puffed smoke in his face.

‘Better spiritually,’ Gaston said with a cough. ‘Better morally.’ He hung his head as he said the last word and that piqued Cadman’s interest immeasurably more than anything that had been discussed so far.

Torpin’s confidence was returning with irritating rapidity. ‘Governor, I propose that this man and his so-called Order be arrested on grounds of treason.’

Zara Gen held up his hands. ‘Mr Torpin—‘

‘I absolutely insist! Nousian knights attacking Imperial troops and entering one of our cities! It’s unthinkable. When the Emperor hears of this he’ll want them all hanged.’

At an almost imperceptible nod from Zara Gen, Master Frayn flowed from his chair and drifted around the table. Torpin showed no sign of having noticed.

‘In fact, if we do nothing, he’ll have us all hanged, or worse. Now do I have to remind you…gurgh!’

Torpin was dragged over the back of his seat with Frayn’s arm around his neck. In one fluid movement, Frayn flipped him on his front and snapped him in a wrist-lock.

‘Captain?’ Frayn invited Harding to take the other arm.

Zara Gen gave a curt nod and the captain and the guildmaster escorted Torpin from the room.

‘Lallia,’ Zara Gen said, ‘would you mind showing Dr Stoofley to his carriage; I think our meeting has reached its natural end. Thank you for your input, Doctor, and let me assure you I’ll take your suggestions very seriously indeed.’

‘But—‘

‘Goodbye. Oh, and Lallia, please close the door behind you.’

Zara Gen waited until their footsteps had faded before getting up to perch on the edge of the table. ‘The greatest attribute a politician can have is to be able to empty a room when things must be said in secret.’

Gaston was wide-eyed and fidgety, but Cadman was intrigued. Slipping his hand under the table, he dropped his cigarette stub on the carpet and ground it underfoot.

‘It may be that we can help each other.’ Zara Gen placed a hand on Gaston’s shoulder. ‘I am keen that no harm should befall the Templum of the Knot.’ He raised a finger to prevent Cadman from asking the obvious question. ‘My reasons are my own, but as you will no doubt one day learn, Gaston, all reasons are political. I also have a militia very much depleted by the plague and could use some extra manpower. In return I’ll protect you from Hagalle’s people and give you quarters at the barracks. Does this sound acceptable to you? Good. Excellent.

‘Dr Cadman, if the priests of the Templum are immune to this plague I want to know why. Take Gaston to see them; talk with them, observe them, and give me something I can use. If we can end the plague, Gaston—and that’s a big “if” —you may have some bargaining power with Hagalle. Once the quarantine’s lifted he’s bound to send more troops, and when he does your best hope will be our account of your part in the saving of Sarum.’

Zara Gen held the door open, but gestured for Cadman to wait. ‘One last thing, Gaston.’ The lad paused in the doorway, eyes like dinner plates, cheeks the colour of a boiled lobster. ‘Who told you the Templum of the Knot was in danger?’

‘Friend of Shader’s.’ Gaston looked like he couldn’t wait to leave. Poor boy was utterly out of his depth. ‘A philosopher called Aristodeus.’

Zara Gen gave Cadman a quizzical look and received a shrug in return. ‘Thank you, Gaston.’ The Governor almost squashed the lad against the jamb of the door as he shut him out of the room.

‘Doctor,’ Zara Gen inclined his head so that he could whisper. ‘I recently received an unusual visitor to my office. Were you made aware?’

One, two, three.

‘I see that you were.’ Zara Gen rubbed his chin and tutted. ‘Absolute discretion, I said, and yet virtually the whole staff of Arnbrook House seems to know my business. If Hagalle should find out about my meeting with Jarmin the Anchorite my head will be on a spike at the top of the Tower of Glass. My people tell me Jarmin never made it out of the city. I suspect the Sicarii got him. Ain knows they’ll probably come for me next, although Frayn’s playing it close to his chest if that’s the case. Have you heard anything?’

Cadman had stopped counting at three; stopped breathing too. ‘As a medical man,’ he stood and opened the door a crack to make sure Gaston wasn’t within earshot, ‘I can assure you that anything you say to me will be held in the strictest confidence. Regrettably, I’ve seen nor heard nothing of Jarmin since his little visit, and I only knew about that due to the indiscretion of one of the staff.’

‘Who?’

‘Forgive me if I don’t say.’ Cadman stared pointedly at the chair Lallia had recently occupied.

‘Thank you, Doctor.’ Zara Gen prised Cadman’s fingers from the door and held it open for him. Does he suspect anything? Three, four, five—’And good luck with the templum.’

Cadman shuffled along the corridor to catch up with Gaston. The lad was frowning back towards Zara Gen’s office.

‘I’m starting to think I made a big mistake coming here.’

Farm-boy in the big city? Whiskerless youth swimming with the sharks of Sahulian political life? Oh, you poor witless child, “mistake”  doesn’t even begin to cover it. ‘Nonsense, Gaston. I’d say your arrival has been most fortuitous; a gift from Ain, you might say.’ If you were a dumb savage with offal for a brain. ‘Come, my carriage is outside. Let’s take a look at these knights of yours and then we’ll pop over to the templum. Tell me,’ he said, putting an arm around Gaston’s shoulder, ‘did your Mr Shader ever tell you about the legend of the Lost?’

‘The Elect knights sent from Aeterna to aid the Grey Abbot?’

‘Quite, quite. I have a friend who has rather a passion for the subject. You really should meet him; I think he’ll enjoy you immensely. But first, allow me to take a look at that nose of yours. Can’t have you going around with stitches like that. People might think it’s my handiwork.’

 



THE MAWGS BENEATH
 

 

The five assassins trailed Shadrak like ducklings following their mother on their first swim. Hard to believe these men were killers, a couple of them big names in their own narrow orbits. He took them on a winding tour of the Maze, keeping them as far from the cluster of chambers at the hub as he could. It was bad enough bringing his fellow Sicarii to the tunnels at all, but there was no way he was going to share his greatest secrets—not unless he wanted to end up as one of the bloated corpses bobbing down the Soulsong. The guild was a brotherhood of assassins, right enough, but assassins were like the sharks in the tales Kadee used to tell him: one sign of weakness and you’re finished.

Uniform passages of shimmering metal were splashed with blue light from the globes set into the ceiling that flickered on as they approached and winked out as they passed.

Shadrak held up a hand to halt the group. They’d arrived at another crossroads and he needed to inspect the numerals above each of the four arches.

‘Still know where we are?’ Porius asked, looming over him, perspiration trickling from his bald head and running down the gullies of his face. ‘Only I was hoping to be back by now; wife’s on her own with the girls.’

Shadrak visualized his map, mentally ticking off the corridors they’d passed through. They were almost at the edges of the area he’d committed to memory and there seemed no sign of the tunnels ending. ‘Think you can find your way back? One less won’t make no difference. I’m sure Master Rabalath will understand.’ He was renowned for his fatherly concern and compassion. Last bloke stupid enough to ignore an order had his guts pulled out and draped around his neck like a scarf.

Porius peered back down the stark passageway with nothing to distinguish it from the dozens they’d already navigated. Nothing but the numerals, that is, but they were meaningless without the legend Shadrak had discovered at the heart of the Maze, and he wasn’t about to reveal that to anyone.

‘Nah, reckon I’ll see this through. Couldn’t live with myself if I left you with this bunch.’

Shadrak raised an eyebrow, cast a look over his shoulder at the rest of the group. ‘Thanks for that,’ he said without any trace of enthusiasm. ‘Makes me feel all warm and fuzzy.’

Shadrak had always reckoned Porius utterly unsuited to the life of an assassin: he was a family man, devoted to his wife and daughters. He’d always refused to be drawn on the reasons for his choice of profession. Maybe he’d fallen on hard times, or taken the law into his own hands only to find there was no going back afterwards. Whatever the case, Porius weren’t your typical Sicarii. He’d started his own bakery a few years back, and spent the early hours kneading dough and loading the oven. His Sicarii duties were conducted in the afternoon, and very rarely at night when the children were sleeping. He’d endured his fair share o’ crap from some of the other journeymen, who would every now and again challenge his position in the guild. When Master Rabalath told them to do something about it if they didn’t like it, the sensible ones let the matter drop. The others were never seen again, ‘cept maybe if you were a fish. Porius weren’t scum like the rest of ‘em, but neither was he a pushover.

The other four were shoggers through and through. Kilian and Julul were obviously green as snot and yet cocksure little pricks with it. Shadrak must’ve missed their induction into the Sicarii, which was a shame ‘cause he’d have prob’ly black-balled ‘em. Julul looked about as fit as a tub of lard and was probably a virgin of the razor. Kilian was older, lean and lanky with a spiteful look about him: a look that would one day get him killed as he didn’t look like he could back it up with anything more than a limp slap.

Kelvus and Deggin, on the other hand, had been around for years. Always worked as a pair; shared the same mannerisms and dress sense. They were your classic journeymen, garbed in black and brown with heavily laden baldrics criss-crossing their torsos. Kelvus was s’posed to be the more deadly, but Deggin was cunning as a shithouse rat. Alone, they were second-rate cutthroats, but together, they were a tricky couple o’ cunts. Shadrak couldn’t exactly say he cared for ‘em all that much. It was one thing to take pride in your work, but these two went about it with inhuman glee.

Even now they spoke in hushed voices, flicking the occasional glance at their companions, no doubt sneering and plotting. Albert once told Shadrak of his plans to poison them following their part in the Marsden-family massacre. Albert had secured the contract and coordinated the strike only to have Kelvus and Deggin alert the watch whilst they disappeared with the takings. There was no place for grievances in the Sicarii—guild-members were meant to settle their own scores. Right now, Shadrak was wishing he hadn’t persuaded Albert to stay his hand. Maybe then Master Rabalath would have chosen some better companions—perhaps even Albert himself. He might’ve been a poisonous, back-stabbing bastard, but at least he was good at it.

‘Left,’ Shadrak said, leading the way and not bothering to see if the others were following.

He knew they would be. His brother assassins both feared and despised him, and not just due to his freakish looks. None of ‘em, not even Rabalath, had been able to work him out. He always kept himself apart and guarded his secrets jealously. The masters were aware that he was often economical with his intelligence, and yet they put up with him out o’ the respect he’d brought the guild. Time and again Shadrak had succeeded where even the most skilled of assassins had failed. He’d survived his fair share of plots, too—enough to make him something of a legend among his peers. Reputation had grown into mystique, and that made him virtually untouchable.

The party stopped at yet another intersection.

‘How the fuck are we supposed to track them down here?’ Kilian asked. ‘It all looks the same. No dirt, no footprints, no nothing.’

‘Hear that, Kelv? Boy’s keen to catch himself some mawgs,’ Deggin said. ‘Reckon he’ll be able to face ‘em without pissing himself?’

Kilian glared, but wisely said nothing. Deggin gave him a knowing smile and chuckled.

‘How come it’s so clean now?’ Julul said. ‘When we came in the floor was covered in shit.’

‘Maybe the shit grew legs and a fat arse so it could follow us around asking stupid questions,’ Kelvus said, imitating a whining brat.

Julul’s mouth hung open, his eyes flicking to the others as if he expected them to say something—tell Kelvus off, p’raps, like in the nursery.

‘Ah, don’t worry, big boy,’ Deggin said, thumping him on the shoulder. ‘He’s just kidding, ain’t you Kelv?’

‘Nope.’

Kilian crouched down so that his face was level with Shadrak’s. That nearly got him a knife in the eye for taking the piss, but fortunately for him, Shadrak recalled something Kadee had said about giving the benefit of the doubt. He weren’t comfortable with the idea, but he’d do it for her.

‘This is a waste of time, Shadrak.’ Kilian spoke softly as if he were trying to avoid giving offence, but Shadrak couldn’t help finding the tone patronising to the degree that he had half a mind to forget Kadee’s Dreamer bullshit. ‘We could walk in circles for days and still not see a single mawg.’

‘We’re making a systematic search of the tunnels.’ Porius came to the rescue. ‘Takes time, lad, but it’s the only way to get the job done.’

‘Why don’t we split up?’ Kelvus shuffled from foot to foot, thumbs rubbing against fingers, desperate for something to do.

‘Because we’d waste even more time when I had to come and find you,’ Shadrak said. ‘Just remember, you’re here ‘cause Rabalath sent you, not because you’re of any use to me. You can either shut up and do as you’re told or fuck off down the tunnels and starve to death. I’m good either way.’ Oh, he’d pay for that remark once they returned to the surface; you could be sure of it—unless, of course, Shadrak made the first move.

When they passed the passage where he’d killed the three mawgs, Shadrak could find no sign of the bodies, not even a trace of blood. Either more mawgs had come for their dead, or the Maze’s spectral cleaners had blown over them, breaking down the corpses like they did the sewage, and leaving nothing but gleaming metal in their wake.

The group moved on to the right where the corridor doubled back on itself, wending its way north of the city centre. The Maze was truly colossal, maybe even extending beyond the suburbs, and yet there was no indication of who’d built it, and why. Must’ve been very old, Shadrak reasoned—at least as old as Sarum’s foundations, and shog knows when they were laid.

They continued their meandering path for what seemed an age until Shadrak’s nostrils flared at the smell of roasting meat and he gestured for the others to stop. There was another odour too, subtler and harder to identify…

‘What is it?’ Porius asked, moving to his side.

Mangy dogs—the merest ghost of a whiff mingled with the sterile air of the tunnel. ‘I think we’re getting close…’

Before he could finish, Kilian and Julul pushed past and took a left turn.

‘Wait!’ Shadrak hissed, but they ignored him. Kelvus followed suit, Deggin sauntering up from behind.

‘Cacking yourself over a few mawgs, Shadrak? Surely not,’ Deggin said, walking backwards as he passed so that Shadrak could see the derision on his face. ‘Thought you said you killed three by yourself. That means that Kelvus could take six, and I’m good for four at the very least. Porius could handle a couple, I reckon, and the boys one each. How many do you s’pose there could be?’ Deggin spun away and swaggered round the corner.

Porius looked at Shadrak before shrugging and following the others. Shadrak held back to check the ammunition in the Thunder-shot. His fingers ran over the knives in his baldrics and the other assorted weapons he kept concealed on his person. Satisfied that all was in order, he drew his black cloak about him, pressed his back to the wall and crept in pursuit.

The passageway opened onto a circular area about fifteen feet in diameter. The walls were smooth and metallic like the corridors. Kilian was ahead of the group poking at a joint of sizzling meat suspended by a hook from the ceiling, the heat apparently coming from a glowing red cube on the floor.

‘Dead end,’ Kilian said, picking off a piece of flesh and tasting it.

Julul swore and then sat petulantly with his back against the wall.

‘What’s this?’ Kelvus bent to examine the cube. ‘Aeterna-tech?’

‘Buggered if I know,’ Deggin said, running his thumb along the edge of his knife. ‘I’ve heard o’ mawgs with weapons and the like from before the Reckoning. They say they got ‘em from Sektis Gandaw. Time for caution, I think.’

‘Bit late for that,’ Shadrak muttered under his breath, eyes flicking in every direction. What Deggin said made sense, though. Sektis Gandaw was meant to have created the mawgs by joining wolves with humans and something reptilian before his disappearance at the time of the Reckoning. Kadee had been obsessed with the legends, blaming Sektis Gandaw for all the ills of her people and preparing for his return. Wasted fears; a life tarnished by paranoia. For all her prophesying, Sektis Gandaw hadn’t shown, and Kadee had long since gone back to the ground.

Porius began to walk around the circular space, feeling its walls with the tips of his fingers and delivering sharp raps with his knuckles. Shadrak held his position in the corridor, watching the way they’d come, finger resting lightly on the trigger of the Thunder-shot.

Something moved into sight about twenty yards down the passageway. Another shape joined it, and then another. The five Sicarii were talking carelessly now and hadn’t noticed the hunched and shaggy shapes loping towards them. Shadrak waited until the creatures were almost upon him before easing a small vial from his pocket and hurling it. As it struck the floor the glass shattered. There was a flash of light, a sickly smell, and then the thud of three bodies hitting the ground.

‘What the shog—‘ Kelvus began, but his words were cut off by a succession of hissing noises as sections of the wall around the circle slid upwards. Mawgs poured from the openings, rabid eyes blazing yellow, claws like daggers tearing into the assassins. Porius went down first, throat ripped out, blood spraying all over. Dozens of the creatures scrambled out from their hiding places, giving the Sicarii no time to defend themselves. Shadrak fired into a gaping maw lined with row upon row of needle-sharp fangs. The creature staggered, the mawgs behind pulling it to the floor and ripping at its flesh in a feeding frenzy. More and more of the beasts swarmed into the circle, smothering the assassins like an avalanche. Deggin was the last to scream, arms torn from their sockets, great gouts of blood gushing all over the gleaming walls.

Shadrak began to edge back along the corridor wrapped in his cloak, but more mawgs cut off his retreat as they rounded the corner. At their head was a giant female, bare breasted, hair braided and adorned with bones. Shadrak raised the Thunder-shot and fired, but a wall of dark green light flew up around the female, stopping the bullet in mid-flight.

Looking frantically about, Shadrak saw that the mawgs behind had finished with his companions and were loping towards him, blood staining the fur of their faces, strips of flesh and sinew stuck in their teeth. The female raised her arms, plucking at unseen forces above her head. Shimmering mist swirled about her hands and the air reeked of sulphur. She threw back her head and barked strange words that set Shadrak’s skin crawling. He fired mindlessly into the mass of fur, thoughts racing, seeking an escape, probing for vulnerabilities, picking targets.

And then the mawgs were all over him and he’d fired his last shot.

 

 



KNOTS
 

 

The empty eyes of the Dark Mother of Ain were like tunnels that opened onto the Void; invitations to take the final leap that either led to the Supernal Realm or oblivion. The statue stood out from the triptych altar-piece in the Lady chapel and provided the priests of the Templum of the Knot with a focal point for their meditations.

Shader tried to focus on the knots of the prayer cord dangling between his knees, but his eyes seemed to have a life of their own. Rows of votive candles glowed like marsh gas through clouds of frankincense rising from a censer. Death-rattles and hacking coughs from the nave syncopated his thoughts and set him cursing under his breath. He saw a flash of white and looked up to see Soror Velda scurrying between the pallet-beds, no doubt offering false hope to the victims of the plague.

His shoulder throbbed beneath the broken links of his chainmail, blood staining the surcoat a deep crimson. He fumbled at the Gordian knot on the prayer cord, but he was too tired for impossible tasks so he moved on to a simple dog-shank and tugged out a section of the line. Almost immediately, his thoughts shifted from teeming ruminations about the Grey Abbot, Eingana, and the mawgs to a cavernous stillness that swallowed awareness of everything but his rapt focus on the unweaving. That’s where Ain was at one with his people: the place in which Shader had come to hear his voice.

‘It could heal your shoulder, you know.’

Shader resisted the impulse to sigh as Elias Wolf dropped down on the pew beside him.

‘My statue—Eingana. Be right as rain in a jiffy, only he’s bound to throw a fit if you use it. Huntsman, I mean.’

Shader pulled the prayer cord back over his neck and took the serpent statue from his pocket. It had lost its glow and faded to a dull black. He ran his thumbs over the empty eye sockets and traced the indentations where the fangs should be. The scent of stale tobacco reached his nostrils and he bent to examine the serpent’s mouth, scraping out burnt leaf and ash.

Elias gave a little cough. ‘On second thoughts, perhaps you’re better off having the priests look at the cut. I got away with using it a couple of times, but then it started to give me the creeps. Like someone was watching.’

Shader held the statue out in front of him and stared at it. ‘I feel nothing.’

‘Good,’ Elias said, clapping him on the back and then snatching his hand away as if he expected to get hit in return. ‘Then he’s probably just after me, what with me being so famous and all. Suppose I’ll just have to get a new hash tray.’

‘Who’s after you?’

Elias stood and went to examine the Dark Mother. ‘Bit sombre, don’t you think? All that blackness and the empty-eye thing. If you ask me, I’d say she looked better in blue and white.’ He rose on tiptoe and pirouetted, coming to face Shader with a little bow. ‘Who’s after me? I was being ironic—or is it sarcastic? But the vibe, well that’s pure gothic, if you get my meaning; which of course you don’t coz no one’s heard of a Goth or a Visigoth for centuries. Do you know how lonely it is being the only man alive to know anything about history? Real history, that is,’ he cocked a thumb at the Dark Mother, ‘not this fabricated balderdash that’s been floating around since the Reckoning like a turd that won’t flush down the toilet. Gah!’ Elias slapped himself on the forehead. ‘Last man alive to have poohed in a flushing loo, too. Pooh, loo, too. Like it! There’s a song in there somewhere. Sorry, what was the question? Knight’s move thinking, you see. Happens when I get scared. It’s not every day you nearly get chewed up and regurgitated by mawgs; and me going round thinking I’m immortal and all that. Gaw, I’m such a kid at times.’

Shader narrowed his eyes and fixed Elias with an unwavering stare. The bard’s finger wagged back and forth like a pendulum as if he were re-tracing his thoughts. After a moment he tapped the side of his nose.

‘Who’s after me? The bleeding ghost of Sektis shogging Gandaw no less, drawn by my reckless use of the ashtray of Eingana.’

‘Sektis Gandaw’s dead. Has been since the Reckoning.’ Although death held no guarantee of permanence, thought Shader. Not if Callixus was anything to go by.

‘That’s why he’s a ghost,’ Elias said. ‘Although that’s not what Huntsman wants us to believe, but then what would you expect from a geezer who thinks shoving crystals down your gullet is the road to eternal wisdom?’

‘If not Sektis Gandaw, then who?’ A chill began to claw its way up Shader’s spine.

‘Look to your mythology—or don’t they call it that in Aeterna? What do they say? Theology?’

Shader sucked in a deep breath through gritted teeth. Elias held up his hands as if to apologize and went on.

‘The Aeonic Triad fell through the Void. Surely you’ve heard that bit. What people fail to ask, though, is where they fell from?’

‘The Supernal Realm,’ Shader said as nonchalantly as he could.

‘Right. Very good. Fine. So we can skip that bit then. Why they fell is another matter for another story, but suffice it to say that they fell and that they were three: the Archon, the Demiurgos, and their sister, Eingana. The Demiurgos fancies a bit of the ol’—well I don’t want to say too much about that, what with you being a religious man, but you get my drift. He ravishes his sister and knocks her up. The Archon is mightily pissed about this—my guess is he was jealous, but that’s not the official line. Whilst the boys duke it out, metaphysically speaking, Eingana, slithers off amongst the stars and starts nesting down, only she can’t give birth to her little bastard coz her…she lacks a big enough orifice.

‘Back comes the Archon with a wickedly sharp sword, slices her open and drags out a baby with the body of a baboon and the head of a dog. Mummy is not a happy snakey, and she’s also rather scared that the Demiurgos is coming back for more, so she abandons the child and buggers off, dispersing herself all over the Earth and seeding all sorts of new life.

‘The baby is traumatized and literally does what the rest of us can only do figuratively: it creates its own womb to hide in.’

‘Aethir, the world of the Dreaming?’

‘Ah, so you were listening earlier, then. Makes my job easier. Anyway, the Cynocephalus—strange name for a baby, I know, but with a face like his what do you expect?—the Cynocephalus forms a whole new world around himself, a world populated with his own dreams. The trouble with being an abandoned child, though, is that your dreams are mostly nightmares.

‘Meanwhile, Uncle Archon chases Uncle—or should I say Daddy?—Demiurgos back into the Void hoping to annihilate him. Demi’s tougher than he looks, though, and manages to sustain himself by a pure act of will. Thinking him trapped, the Archon goes off in search of his sister, but finds only her essence permeating the creatures of Earth. That’s all the excuse he needs to start poking his nose into our business and encouraging all sorts of bizarre religious practices geared towards the higher morality of the Supernal Realm.’

Shader was starting to wish he hadn’t asked the question. That was the trouble with bards, they were always looking for a platform to perform. Elias seemed to sense his impatience and rubbed his hands together.

‘To cut a long story relatively short, if the statue really is anything to do with Eingana, and if someone really is looking for it—and I’ll grant you I’ve felt some weird shit when I’ve used it—then surely there are better candidates than Sektis “snuffed it at the Reckoning”  Gandaw to consider, no matter what Huntsman says.’

‘The Archon?’ Shader’s hand covered the hilt of his gladius.

‘Maybe,’ Elias said, ‘but let’s not forget the dark sheep of the family. If there’s a shadowy presence after the statue, my guess is it’s more likely to be the Demiurgos.’

‘Metaphysically speaking?’

‘Naturally,’ Elias said. ‘Well, let’s hope so anyway.’

Shader stood, towering over the little bard, and frowned down at him. ‘This isn’t a game, Elias. You were one of Huntsman’s guardians, like the Grey Abbot, yes?’

Elias shuffled uneasily, eyes locked to his feet. ‘Custodian’s a better word. I lack the muscle for guardianship. But yes, Huntsman entrusted the body of the statue to me, for some bizarre reason, and I’ve not aged a day since.’

Shader had been wondering about that. ‘The Grey Abbot aged as soon as his Monas was stolen.’

‘Suppose you’re going to tell me I’ve gone grey?’ Elias ran his hands through his lank hair.

‘You don’t look any different; perhaps because you’re still close to the statue.’

A look of mock horror crossed Elias’s face. ‘You mean to say I have to follow you around everywhere or else I’ll start decomposing? Course, the Grey Abbot was probably an old fart when he got his bit of statue. What do you reckon he was, eighty? Ninety?’

Shader moved towards the chancel with a hand to his ear. He could hear a sound like heavy rain beneath the coughing and groaning of the patients. Pater Cadris was reading from the Liber to a young boy covered with purplish welts and with eyes so red they seemed to be bleeding. Shader waved him to silence and the fat priest rolled his eyes and closed the book.

Mater Ioana burst out of the sacristy, her shaven head glistening with sweat, her robes as grubby as a well-used floor-cloth. ‘There are horses coming down the Domus Tyalae,’ she said. ‘And a black carriage.’

Cadris stood up, jowls quivering, and waddled to her side. ‘Who is it?’ he almost squealed.

Ignoring him, Ioana marched down the nave and opened the doors. Elias made to follow her, but Shader clamped a hand on his shoulder.

‘One last thing. Who were the other guardians?’

‘Huntsman wouldn’t tell me. The Grey Abbot was a tad obvious—you can’t stay in the top job in the same place for centuries without people gossiping. I mean, I ask you! I’ve heard whisperings over the years that one of the pieces—an eye reputedly—was taken to Aeterna and given to the Ipsissimus. I kind of want to believe that one—there’s a beautiful irony to the hierophant of Nousian orthodoxy possessing the eye of a pagan goddess.’

The clopping of hooves from outside was as loud as hail on a tin roof. Shader flicked a look towards the open door, but couldn’t see past the backs of Ioana and Cadris.

‘If I gave you the statue back, could you use it to locate the Grey Abbot’s piece?’

Elias’s face seemed suddenly drawn and haggard. He held Shader’s gaze as if he were trying to discern the seriousness of the proposition. ‘Who stole the Abbot’s Monas?’ he asked in a low voice.

‘A creature of darkness. A ghost of some sort. A wraith.’

Elias swallowed and lowered his eyes. ‘I’ve been many things in my long life,’ he said, ‘but in every instance I’ve had a single thread of continuity.’

Shader frowned his incomprehension.

‘I’m a bleeding coward. Last thing I need is the attention of the living dead. I told you I’d sensed some evil shit around the statue. You’re welcome to it, mate. I’d sooner take my chances with ol’ Father Time.’

The thunderous noise from outside had subsided and Shader could hear voices—Ioana’s and another voice he thought he recognized.

‘Shader,’ Elias said, ‘there’s something I wanted to tell you.’

‘Later.’

Shader strode towards the doors with Elias scurrying behind.

‘It’s about Rhiannon.’

Shader’s heart lurched. He’d barely given her a thought since he’d reached Sarum.

‘What…?’

But before he could say anything else he was at the doors and could do little more than gawp in disbelief. Fanned out around the templum portico there were getting on for forty armoured horsemen wearing white surcoats emblazoned with the red Monas of Nousia. It took a moment to register that these were the lads from Oakendale and not the Elect of Aeterna. He’d never seen so many together in one place and his reaction was a mixture of pride and trepidation.

A gleaming black carriage was parked behind the knights, its lone driver hunched over the reins, a battered, very tall hat crammed low on his head, the brim obscuring his eyes. The carriage door opened and an immensely fat man stepped onto the driveway. He was dressed in a voluminous jacket of bottle-green velvet, a bulging waistcoat, pleated trousers and polished brown leather shoes. The face was all cheeks and jowls, ruddy and moustachioed, and topped with a mop of wavy grey hair. Sunlight glinted from the frames of pince-nez perched on the bridge of his nose.

The fat man reached into his waistcoat and took out what looked like a golden locket attached to a chain. He flipped it open, glanced between the locket and the sun, shook his head and tutted.

Shader was distracted by one of the knights speaking to Ioana; the voice he thought he’d recognized.

Gaston looked like a hero from legend, sat astride a white mare, leaning over the saddle pommel. His blond hair tumbled about the white cloak of the Order, chainmail sparkling beneath. It was the first time Shader had seen the lads in armour—none of them had been able to afford it during the training, and the council had refused funding even when he played upon their fears of the mawgs returning. Armour cost more than the average house in Oakendale and Shader had given up on the idea of ever procuring any when Aristodeus showed up unexpectedly with a purse full of gold coins stamped with the head of the Emperor. The first suits arrived the day Shader left.

There was a jagged scar along Gaston’s nose, pinpricks either side where stitches had obviously been removed. His jaw dropped when he saw Shader, but when Elias came into view he went pale.

‘He’s the one, Mater!’ Elias said, pushing past and jabbing a finger at Gaston.

Shader met the eyes of Barek Thomas, who gave the slightest of nods. Justin Salace walked his horse alongside Gaston’s, glaring at Elias like he meant to kill him.

‘What do you mean?’ Ioana said, but something about her expression told Shader she already knew the answer.

‘The one I told you about.’ Elias sounded like a schoolboy desperate to be believed. ‘He…raped…Rhiannon.’

Justin started to draw his sword, but Gaston placed a hand on his arm.

Shader heard the words but they meant nothing to him. He looked to Gaston for an explanation; for anything to help him understand.

‘I…’ Gaston licked his lips.

Shader approached the mare, stroked behind its ears and closed his eyes, trying to make sense of what he was hearing. Rhiannon had been raped? By Gaston? He felt his knees weaken and had to hold onto the bridle for support. When his eyes snapped open, his vision was blurred by moisture. ‘Gaston? Is this true?’

Gaston’s bottom lip was trembling and he looked away.

‘It’s true, all right,’ Rhiannon said, emerging from the templum arm in arm with Soror Agna. She was dressed in a simple white alb, her satin hair braided in a thick plait. Black and yellow bruising surrounded her left eye and her jaw looked swollen.

‘Rhiannon?’ Shader’s heart jumped into his throat. ‘I thought you…thought you were…’

‘It’s what I was trying to tell you,’ Elias said. ‘I brought her here after what he did to her.’

Shader took a step towards Rhiannon, but she threw up an arm as if he were going to hit her. Him, of all people!

Spinning on his heel, he grabbed Gaston’s cloak and pulled him from the saddle. Gaston squealed as he fell, but managed to twist and roll, the cloak coming away in Shader’s hand. Shader dropped it, drew the gladius and advanced as Gaston scuttled away on his backside. Ioana barked something to Cadris who hurried inside.

‘Deacon, don’t,’ Rhiannon said, reaching for his arm.

He pulled away, more violently than he’d intended, and grabbed Gaston by the hair, pressing the shortsword against his throat.

‘If I may,’ the fat man lit a cigarette and inhaled loudly three times. ‘Dr Cadman, Public Health Advisor to Governor Gen. My friend here and I are on Council business. If there are scores to be settled, then might I suggest they are resolved through the proper channels.’

Shader snarled and slammed Gaston’s head into the ground. Justin drew his sword and the other knights followed suit. Shader pulled his longsword from its scabbard and faced the mass of knights with both blades.

Gaston regained his feet and snatched up his cloak. ‘I came to help,’ he cried, pushing his way back through the horses. ‘I’m sorry!’ Gaston started to run back down the Domus Tyalae.

‘Boy!’ Shader shouted after him, and Gaston turned. ‘Back here tomorrow. You and me. And bring your sword.’

Gaston swallowed and nodded before walking away with as much dignity as he could muster.

‘Now the rest of you whelps do the same,’ Maldark growled, striding out of the templum with Cadris in tow.

‘Who the shog do you think—‘

Justin’s words were cut off by Maldark swinging his hammer over head and slamming it into the ground. There was a terrific clap of thunder as rocks and dust flew into the air. The lead horses reared and Justin dropped his sword as he clung to the saddlebow in an effort to stay seated. When the dust settled, Rhiannon handed it back to him.

‘Better do as he says.’

Justin sheathed his sword and looked daggers at her. Nevertheless, he wheeled his horse and cantered down the Domus Tyalae. The others followed in a cacophony of hooves clattering on cobbles, all except Gaston’s abandoned white mare and Barek who lingered as if he had something he wanted to say.

‘What’s going on, Barek? There are a lot of very pissed off soldiers outside the city.’ Shader grimaced at his own language and touched two fingers to his forehead.

‘Things got out of hand,’ Barek said, shifting in the saddle. ‘Gaston ordered the charge. What else could we do?’

Shader caught the accusation; after all, he was the one who’d insisted upon absolute obedience along the chain of command. ‘But why assemble the Order? Why bring them here?’

‘Gaston had a visitor—some old man who said he knew you. Bald bloke. Said you needed us. Said the Templum did, too. We were just trying to help.’

Aristodeus. What was he up to now? Shader was starting to get a bit fed up with the philosopher popping up all over the place and setting things in motion. He’d always seen him as a friend and mentor, but there was a whole other side to Aristodeus starting to emerge, a side that had probably been there all along. It felt like a betrayal, like being raised by loving parents your whole life only to discover you’d been adopted.

‘And Rhiannon?’ Shader shifted closer to Barek, kept his voice down. ‘What…? Why did Gaston…? How did this…?’

Barek closed his eyes, clenched his jaw. ‘He told us it was the bard. Took us to her parents to warn them. Elias brought her home, there was an argument…a fight.’ Barek opened his eyes, tears streaming down his cheeks.

Shader’s head was pounding. ‘A fight?’ With Yeffrik and Jessy? But—

Barek tried addressing Rhiannon, but she wouldn’t meet his gaze. ‘It wasn’t meant to be like that. You have to believe me. Sammy…Rhiannon, I…’

She looked up at that. ‘What? What the shog have you done to him?’

‘Nothing. I…Huntsman has him.’

‘Huntsman?’

‘He came…Rhiannon, I tried to…’

She took her head in her hands and began to sway. Agna hugged her close and scowled at Barek.

‘Rhiannon, please…’ Barek gave up and turned back to Shader. ‘What are you going to do? We need you, Deacon. Gaston’s lost it. The men follow him, but only because he’s the leader; they’re just doing what you taught them. If you came back…’

‘Go, Barek.’ Shader dismissed him with a wave. ‘You can’t blame me for what’s happened. This isn’t what I trained you for. I expected better from you—you of all people.’

‘But—‘

‘Get out of here!’

Barek rode alongside Gaston’s mare and leaned over to take its reins. He cast a final look over his shoulder before kicking his heels into his horse’s flanks and trotting down the Domus Tyalae with the mare in tow.

The fat man—Cadman—trod his cigarette underfoot. ‘Boys,’ he said with an exaggerated sigh. ‘And yet Governor Gen thinks they could help.’

‘Zara Gen sent them?’ Ioana said.

‘Sent us all, actually. Years of research and medical practice and I’m still just a dogsbody.’

Shader returned his swords to their scabbards and tried to make eye contact with Rhiannon, but she turned her back on him and went inside with Agna. He couldn’t tell if he was angry or hurt. He’d acted like an idiot, and yet if Gaston came back he’d do the same again. What did she expect him to do? Turn the other cheek? That was one bit of the Liber he couldn’t subscribe to; he’d tried it before, but it had only delayed the inevitable.

‘Are you really a doctor?’ Cadris asked, his voice squeaking like a rusty hinge, fingers drumming on his belly.

‘Many times over,’ Cadman said, whipping off his pince-nez and blowing on the lenses once, twice, three times. ‘And not just of medicine.’ He fished a polka dot handkerchief from his pocket and gave the glass a good rub, lips moving almost imperceptibly—as if he were reciting a prayer…or counting.

Cadris threw his head back somewhat disdainfully and folded his arms over his chest. ‘Well, we’re terribly impressed, but I have to say…’

‘Cadris!’ Ioana’s voice cracked out like a whip. ‘Soror Velda’s on her own with the patients.’

‘But Agna and Rhiannon are in—‘

‘What was it we were discussing over breakfast?’

‘Yes, quite, but really, this does not—‘

‘Obedience, Pater. Obedience and humility.’

Cadris’s cheeks flushed and he winced before bowing his head and waddling inside.

Cadman returned his pince-nez to the bridge of his nose, shook out his handkerchief and crammed it into his pocket. ‘Mater, I’m so terribly sorry about all this bother. I should have come alone, but I foolishly thought I could kill two birds with one stone. Governor Gen felt the knights might come in handy—extra man-power, you know the sort of thing. They were more than a little keen, too. You heard what the lad said: apparently they came to Sarum to help you.’

‘With what, exactly?’ Shader asked.

Cadman squinted at him, beady eyes scanning him from head to foot, one eyebrow rising. ‘Who can tell? Do you know, I’m finding this quite fascinating. Gaston told me all about you. Said you left the Elect in Aeterna before founding the White Order. Governor Gen has some interesting tales about you, as well. Seems you’re something of a celebrity. I must say, it’s an honour to meet you.’

‘Really,’ Shader said. ‘Seems you know a lot more about me than I know about you.’

The fat man plucked another cigarette from a silver case he kept in his breast pocket. ‘As I said, I’m Dr Cadman. Ernst Cadman. Office of Public Health at Arnbrook House. I also run a little private practice out in the suburbs—services to the poor, that kind of thing. Which reminds me, Mater,’ Cadman beamed at Ioana. ‘How are you getting on with the plague? I hear great things about the care you provide: exemplary barrier nursing.’

‘I’m sorry?’

‘Oh.’ Cadman took three short puffs on his cigarette. ‘I assumed that’s why none of you were infected: you know, masks, gloves, stringent hand-washing. The Governor thought you might like to share the secrets of your success so that we can hold you up as an example to the hospitals and get this plague beaten.’

Ioana frowned and stuck out her bottom lip. ‘This is no ordinary plague, Dr Cadman.’

Cadman slid his pince-nez further down his nose and raised his eyebrows. ‘Go on.’

‘The people who are infected…I don’t wish to sound judgemental…and I’m not…’

Cadman was nodding. ‘But?’

‘They are mostly people from the…the…’

‘Less salubrious trades? Most degenerate areas?’ Cadman said. ‘Interesting, isn’t it? My esteemed colleague, Dr Stoofley, made similar observations, only for him the pattern of depravity broke down when it came to bankers and merchants getting ill. Maybe he doesn’t bank where I do.’

Elias sighed, muttered something under his breath, and slipped away towards his cart where he made a fuss of Hector before climbing aboard and hunting through the instruments and sacks of herbs.

Maldark, had a sullen look on his face. He kept glaring at Cadman and then patting the head of his hammer. The doctor noticed and tried to lead Ioana inside the templum.

‘Mater,’ he said, shooting Shader a look that said this was a private conversation. ‘I wonder if you’d allow me to see your patients and have a word with the carers. Zara Gen is convinced you have some mystical immunity and it is my intention to prove him wrong. Science is what we are about, is it not, Mater?’

Shader felt a warm glow from within his pocket as Cadman brushed past him. He slipped his fingers inside and withdrew them as if bitten: the Statue of Eingana was gently throbbing. Maldark was watching him and gave the slightest of nods. Cadman cast a furtive look over his shoulder before ushering Ioana inside the templum. Turning his back on Cadman’s driver, who’d remained as still as a corpse throughout, Shader took the statue from his pocket. The amber dweomer had returned, and the slightest of ripples ran along the serpent’s scales.

‘You felt it also?’ Maldark touched the statue reverently with the tips of his fingers. He stared at it with a mixture of awe and affection.

Shader slipped it back in his pocket. ‘It seemed to react to our visitor.’

Maldark rubbed at his beard and shut his eyes as if he were trying to listen. His chest rose and fell like a bellows, the iron bands of his armour grating, leather straps creaking. At that moment, he looked impossibly old to Shader, an animated fossil from a long-forgotten epoch.

‘You’re not taking that muck in the templum!’ Frater Hugues was beside Elias’s cart engaged in a tug-o-war with the bard, a hessian bag stretched taut between them and spilling black seeds to the ground.

Elias let go his end and Hugues fell flat on his back, the bag’s contents emptying over his face. He tried to sit up, spitting out seeds, but Elias smashed a mandolin over his head, leapt from the cart and scarpered towards the residences. Hugues shouted a stream of obscenities and ran in pursuit with the stiffest, most ungainly gait Shader had ever seen.

‘A bacillus, Mater, a bacillus!’ Cadman inveighed as they re-emerged. ‘There are no mysteries except those waiting to be uncovered by science.’

Ioana was no fool, and Shader could tell she was unconvinced by whatever the doctor was telling her. ‘Ain forgive me for saying it,’ she lowered her voice, ‘but the victims are all cutpurses, whores, and drunkards. You name it, they’ve done it—even the youngsters.’

Cadman snatched away his pince-nez and made a show of looking flustered. ‘Scum, every last one of them, though I admire your reluctance to call a spade a spade; highly commendable if you ask me. But a plague preying on immorality! As a man of science I really must object.’

‘So what’s your theory?’ Shader asked, straightening to his full height and narrowing his eyes.

Cadman fiddled with his moustache, crammed the pince-nez back in place and patted his breast pocket three times; twice more, and then—pointedly—once again.

‘Filthy people are drawn to filthy places, and filthy places are made by filthy people. Dalantle, Calphon, Edgebriar—rat-infested backwaters with the demography of a penal colony. Ninety percent of the dross of Sarum is crammed into those dumps in the most unsanitary conditions. The docks are just as bad—all those salty dogs and seaman’s logs…’

‘Dr Cadman, if you please!’ Ioana’s voice had regained its stridency.

‘Forgive me, Mater, but the point I’m making is that plague is spread through dirt and rodents, streets flowing with excreta—all the things you’re going to find in those regions.’

‘And the bankers?’ Maldark said. ‘How doest thou explain them?’

‘Whores, thieves, assassins—all the sort of company kept by your typical financier; and if the bankers have the pox, well it’s only a matter of time before the merchants come down with it. Mater, I’d like to share my observations with the Governor and arrange for the hospitals to adopt your practices.’

‘What observations?’ Ioana asked. ‘Which practices?’

‘Oh, don’t you worry,’ Cadman said, giving Shader a wide berth and raising his eyebrows. ‘Nice coat. Aeternam?’

‘Britannish.’

Cadman inclined his head, his eyes bulging above the pince-nez. ‘Ah, Britannia, Britannia. All that hope, all that glory wasted on the other side of the world. Alas, Mr Shader, I fear I’ll never see her shores again.’ Cadman opened the door of his carriage and turned back. ‘Isn’t it a bit hot for a coat, and a black one at that? Unless of course you’re like me. Doesn’t matter what the sun’s doing, I’m always frozen to the bone. Well, cheerio everyone, and Mater, don’t you worry. I have everything I need. You’ve all been most helpful. Together, we’ll soon have this plague under control. Just a quick word in the Governor’s ear and it will all come out right as rain. Right as rain, Mater. Good day.’

The carriage shuddered and groaned as Cadman clambered inside and pulled the door to. ‘Tally-ho!’

The driver suddenly lurched upright, snapped the reins, and the twin black stallions surged forward.

Ioana came to stand beside Shader. ‘What was that all about?’

Shader shook his head as the driver turned the horses onto the Domus Tyalae and the black carriage clattered into the distance. ‘Something tells me there’s more to Dr Cadman than meets the eye.’

Ioana threw up her hands and then shrugged. ‘Well whatever it is, I’m sure it can wait.’ She wandered back inside, leaving Shader alone with Maldark.

The dwarf leaned on the haft of his war-hammer staring in the direction the carriage had taken. ‘Eingana called me to Sarum,’ he muttered so quietly that Shader thought he might be talking to himself. When Shader made no response, Maldark looked up at him.

‘You think you’ve found the reason why?’ Shader asked.

‘Mayhap.’ Maldark shouldered his hammer and headed after Ioana.

Shader put his hand in his pocket and curled his fingers around the statue. It felt cold and lifeless once more. Why had it reacted like that around Cadman? Was it afraid of him? Was it trying to communicate? Shader had the nagging feeling that he’d come close to something important, something that prickled the hairs on the back of his neck. He’d grown sensitive to the aura of evil during the campaign in Verusia, and it was something that hovered around Cadman like a cloud of malarial midges.

Not much he could do about that right now, he thought, and besides, there were other matters that needed taking care of. In spite of what he’d told Barek, Shader had to deal with the White Order. Like it or not, he’d created them, trained them, and then abandoned them. The responsibility for everything they’d done was starting to settle like a mountain on his shoulders.

Then there was the duel with Gaston. He couldn’t back down from it: he knew his own nature too well for that. Finally, there was the thing he dreaded most of all. It might not involve swords and heroic levels of guilt, but he’d rather have faced all the demons of the Abyss in its stead. Uttering a swift prayer to Ain, Shader headed into the templum and went in search of Rhiannon.



ILLUSIONS SHATTERED
 

 

A cigarette, a cigarette, a cigarette.

That was the biggest drawback occupying the Office of Public Health in Arnbrook House: it didn’t matter how fine the stained panelling was if you couldn’t have a smoke. Might give the wrong impression. Never mind how lush the carpet, the—Cadman couldn’t quite settle on an adjective for the crystal chandelier suspended dangerously above his head like a big glittery Sword of Damocles. Gaudy, he decided just as the door inched open.

‘Anything to drink, Doctor?’ Lallia asked, peering through the gap and faking a smile.

Cadman knew she hated having to ask, but that, unfortunately, was her job and he was loving every minute of it. ‘Tea please, my dear. Britannic if you have any, with a splash of milk and three sugars.’

Lallia entered it all in her notepad, speaking without looking up. ‘That’s a lot of sugar for the Public Health Advisor.’

She might as well have called him a fat git, thought Cadman, pursing his lips and wondering if that was the correct Sahulian vernacular for the insult. ‘Yes, I suppose it is,’ he said with forced jollity. ‘Just don’t let on about it.’

He waved her away with a flick of his fingers and the door closed with a resounding thud. He could get used to this: being waited on hand and foot, lounging in luxury, and only intruded upon by the odd sniffling politician trying to get treatment as a personal favour. It never worked. Cadman was almost religious about that. His job was advice and planning. The last thing he wanted was contact with ill people. The thought would have made his skin crawl—if he’d had any besides his illusory corpulence. He could never understand why he’d gone into medicine all those centuries ago. The memory was so remote it blurred with all the stories he’d confabulated about his past. A man needed something to build upon. There was nothing worse than a black hole at the core of your being.

Cadman rested his fleshy chin on the tips of his fingers as he contemplated the amber fang and eye on the desk before him. It seemed logical to suppose they were halves of pairs and that, if the legends of Eingana were true, they belonged to a serpent statue of sorts. Two eyes, two fangs, one body. Five pieces, in all. Cadman groaned. Not a good omen, and surely all the warning he needed to cease this folly while he still had the chance.

He picked up a piece in either hand and rolled them between his forefingers and thumbs, wondering how they joined to the body. Maybe a fixative was required, although on closer scrutiny he could detect no trace of gum or resin. They pulsed gently, like blood through an artery, and Cadman bent his ear to listen, thinking he could hear them hissing. Shaking his head to rid himself of the sensation, he gingerly touched the pieces together. Warmth invaded his arms, passing through the phoney flesh and heating his bones. He gasped and then sighed as it began to drive back the eternal cold. It was like…Cadman dug about for the memory…It was like settling into a hot bath.

Making fists around the amber, he stood and walked to the window. Closing his eyes, he sought out the missing parts of the statue, and to his surprise knew instantly that one was near, so close indeed that he felt he could merely extend a hand and pluck it from the air.

A face formed in his mind, gaunt and hard, scarred with furrows from hidden conflicts. Cadman recognized the chill blue eyes, the firm jaw dusted with dark stubble; long black hair tied behind the neck, the wedge of a widow’s peak retreating from a high forehead. It was the face of a man in his fifties, although Cadman suspected he was considerably younger: he wouldn’t have put him at anything more than thirty-five. It was the face of Deacon Shader.

That’s what self-flagellation and fasting will get you, Cadman thought, before reminding himself of his own misleading appearance.

A hard lump grew in his stomach, as it always did when he recalled what he really was. It wasn’t real of course, but it was uncomfortable all the same. Crossing his arms over his bulging belly, he shut his eyes and tried to imagine the softness of real flesh, the sensation of warm blood coursing through his veins. On a good day he could almost feel it, but today was too full of worries to be considered good.

Cadman opened his eyes, finding it hard to keep them from the amber relics. They seemed to confirm what he’d sensed at the templum: Shader had a piece of the Statue of Eingana. He’d detected something else too: a residue of power, or perhaps another piece, more distant, better concealed. Maybe with three segments assembled the fourth would reveal itself, but that would involve further action, and something told Cadman this Shader was not a man to be crossed.

Cadman.

He started at the whisper and threw his gaze around the office.

Ice clamped around the black spark that passed for his heart, radiating through his bones and snatching away the brief respite he’d had from the amber.

Close your eyes.

Fat chance of that! Cadman thought, backing away towards the desk. ‘Where are you?’ he said in a voice he hoped sounded more angry than scared. He bumped into the chair and collapsed into it.

Don’t be afraid. Close your eyes.

His eyelids felt like they had lead weights hanging from them. They fluttered momentarily and then shut like the final curtain at a theatre. A vignette of heroically attired actors sprang to mind, and lithe and dainty dancers—one might almost say skeletally thin—fanned out on the stage around them.

Before he could put a name to the scene, Cadman’s focus shifted, affording him a glimpse of a shimmering portal, a celestial gateway to another world that evoked within him a tangle of buried desires, forgotten hungers: dreams, magic, the power to endure. For a few seconds he probed and tested the edge of the portal with ethereal hands, and then he was through, his spirit eyes opening upon magnificent alien vistas beneath a heavy cobalt sky. A snow-capped mountain range rolled away beneath him, forming a natural wall between a sprawling desert dotted with settlements and a churning cloud of smog that hung like a pall over the lands beyond. He wafted through a murky forest where the twin suns were thwarted by a thick canopy of leaves and writhing foliage. A colossal man wreathed in flame raged atop a smoking volcano, whilst dark goblins skulked through the trees below.

Cadman soared in the spirit, ever aware of the anchor of his earthly frame, his life force stretched between worlds like a frayed sinew. He passed a magnificent city surrounded by impenetrable walls made from huge blocks of stone, seamlessly mortared, spires and minarets glinting like fool’s gold. He saw villages amongst the trees, and coracles upon the great lakes. Armoured legions marched across a septic wasteland strewn with bleached bones and bordered by an endless rotting marsh. His gaze was drawn to a single black mountain sticking up from the white desert like a colossal dorsal fin. Silvery spheres spiralled about the summit and one drew closer to investigate, all the prompting Cadman needed to glide away.

He flew deep into the heart of this new world, diving through the bubbling miasma of a steaming crevasse and into smouldering passages where the whispers grew louder.

Something roiled and seethed in the shadows below, slick as oil and just as black. Tentacles quested through the darkness, and grimacing heads sprouted from a central brooding mass, teeth grinding, empty eyes reflecting the Abyss. Cadman drifted to the floor of a cavern that seemed to be formed of coal.

‘You have done well, Cadman. Soon the pupil will outgrow the master. Even Blightey never held such power.’ The voice had the quality of leaves rustling in the wind, the head that spoke the words bursting and then reabsorbed by the body.

Lies, Cadman told himself. Don’t believe a word of it. No more reckless action. But, on the other hand, imagine if he did grow more powerful than Blightey: no more hiding in anonymity in the rectum of the world. He could leave Sahul and return to Nousia. Maybe he could even set foot once more on the soil of Britannia.

‘My master is pleased with your progress. It is his desire that you possess the entire statue,’ said another head, its neck twisted at a grotesque angle.

‘Your master?’

The head gave a gurgling laugh. ‘I am the Dweller of Gehenna, Cadman. The Dweller on the threshold of the Abyss.’

Between a rock and a hard place. Cadman groaned internally. On the one side, the sadistic Otto Blightey sequestered in his castle in deepest Verusia, and on the other, the Demiurgos—the father of decay, despite, and dissipation. Ancient balderdash, he’d always thought, but falsification of the myth was proving much more difficult now Cadman was faced with the undulating demon from his nightmare; now that he held within his hands the power of the Demiurgos’s sister. All he needed was for the Archon to show up in a blaze of light and he’d swallow the whole Aeonic Triad creation myth hook, line, and sinker.

‘You must think I’m really desperate if you think I’m going to enter into some Mephistophelean pact with your hell-spawned master.’ Now there was a play to fire the imagination, Cadman thought, recalling the terror he’d felt at the protagonist being dragged off kicking and screaming to a fiery pit. He was damned if he could remember what it was called…

A tremor passed through the Dweller and it shuffled back with a sound like sifting sand. ‘My master is not from hell, though he is acquainted with it. He is lord of his own creation, free from the evils of the Ancient of Days, the capricious god Blightey renamed Nous to hoodwink the survivors of the Reckoning. The Demiurgos seeks only to share his freedom with you.’

‘What freedom? I heard he was trapped in the bubble of his own imagination on the brink of the Void. Think I’ll take my chances on my own, if you don’t mind.’

The Dweller oozed back further. ‘As you wish. I will trouble you no more. Everything is in motion now. Either you will prevail or…’

‘Or what?’ Cadman almost shrieked as the demon started to thrash and blister, its tentacles retracting into its body, heads popping and liquefying.

‘You have made a gambit, Cadman. A flip of the coin between eternal perdurance and oblivion. The wheels have been turning since first we met, when you cowered beneath the covers on your bed. Since you elected to clutch at hope. Fate plays out inexorably, and who knows what she will bring? Whereas my master only deals in certainties.’

The Dweller collapsed in on itself and splashed to the rough coal floor; an oily puddle that immediately began to shrink until only a single drop remained.

‘Wait!’ Cadman cried, cursing himself for his rashness.

The drop shuddered and grew, spurting upwards in a great torrent of goo that set like tar in the form of a naked youth with glistening skin, blacker than the shadows.

‘I need more time,’ Cadman said.

The demon bowed and spread its arms. ‘Then you shall have it. By all means, go after the statue on your own. I wish you luck; but if you should need my help, know that it comes at a cost. Like you,’ the youth gave him a sickly-sweet smile that revealed serrated teeth carved from obsidian, ‘I need to feed. One life in return for one task; that is all I ask. We can discuss the finer details nearer the time.’

Cadman tried to swallow, but there was a lump in his throat. ‘Then you’ll wait?’

‘Like an obedient dog.’ The Dweller dissolved into mist and shadows, leaving only empty space in its wake.

Cadman forced open the eyes of his earthly body and stared at the amber glow from the fang and the eye suffusing his bony hands. ‘The illusion!’ He thrust the pieces into his jacket pocket and raised his fingers to his face, feeling only the dry hardness of his skull, and cavities where once there had been eyes.

‘Callixus!’ he rasped, reaching out with his mind and feeling the wraith’s sullen consciousness. ‘I need food. Quickly, bring it to me!’

Cadman jumped out of his chair as the door opened. Lallia stood there suspended in time as she stared at him with the blankness of shock. Her hands let go the tray, which crashed to the carpet in a spray of china shrapnel and splashing tea.

Before she could find her voice, Cadman scuttled across the room, tugged her inside and slammed the door.

‘I know,’ he said, trying to sound nonchalant. ‘I know I look terrible.’ He locked the door and pocketed the key.

Lallia never once took her eyes off him. Her mouth hung open and all the blood had drained from her face. She swooned and Cadman grabbed her with a skeletal hand, fearing she was about to faint. Lallia pulled away and then vomited all over his jacket.

‘Ugh!’ Cadman leapt back, struggling out of the jacket and flinging it in the corner.

Yuk! Bodily fluids. I’d probably throw up myself, if I still could.

‘You’re…’ Lallia coughed up some more sick, wiping her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘You’re a…monster!’

Cadman tried to frown, but then realized he had no facial muscles with which to express himself. ‘That might be putting it a bit harshly.’

‘Help!’ Lallia screamed at the top of her voice.

Cadman slipped between her and the door, holding his hands behind his back. ‘Now look…’ he started, but Lallia wasn’t listening.

A shadow detached itself from the opposite wall and drifted towards her. She stammered something and dropped like a stone as Callixus took on some semblance of solidity, red eyes smouldering through the slit of his great helm.

‘I brought you these,’ he said, unrolling a cloth bundle and dropping fresh meat to the carpet: a pallid breast, a blood-drenched heart, and a succulent hunk of flesh that could only have come from a buttock. ‘Seems you won’t be needing them after all.’

‘What?’ Cadman snapped, wondering how he was going to get the stains out of the carpet before his next appointment. ‘No, you imbecile, she’s not for eating! She works here. She’ll be missed.’ He crouched down to pick up the buttock flesh and tore out a strip with his teeth. ‘Where’d you get this?’ he asked with his mouth full.

‘Calphon.’

Cadman half expected to gag, but then gave a shrug. There wasn’t much chance of him catching anything from prostitutes. When you were a virtual cadaver with a burning hunger, one meal was as good as another—as long as the flesh was human.

‘It is another mark against your soul, Doctor, using me thus.’

Cadman spat out a gristly bit. ‘Just do as you’re told. Trust me, Callixus, things can get a damn sight worse for you. And besides, it was an emergency. Do you think I’ve the time to wait around for the ghouls to drag something in?’ And slobber all over it before I get a bite?

Lallia stirred and groaned. Cadman dropped the meat and helped her to sit. She was initially dazed, but as soon as she focused on him the terror returned.

‘This is not what it seems,’ he said, instantly regretting the clichÃ©. ‘I’m still Dr Cadman, it’s just that I’m…how do I put this? I’m not very well.’

Lallia looked like she was about to scream again. Cadman clamped a bony hand over her mouth.

‘Shh!’ he said, releasing the pressure a little when she nodded. ‘Now I realise this is distressing. Believe me, I go through the same thing every morning when I wake up. I don’t expect you to understand, but I would appreciate your discretion.’

Lallia’s eyes narrowed at that.

‘Good,’ Cadman said. ‘That’s better. Now, then, what’s this going to cost me? I have money, antiques, the finest wines from Quilonia.’ He took his hand away from her mouth and leaned in closer. ‘I even have some very potent pills from Aeterna that would heighten your pleasure beyond your wildest dreams.’

Lallia pushed herself to her feet and brushed the sick from her shirt. ‘I wouldn’t be too sure. I have some pretty wild dreams.’

Cadman’s joints creaked as he moseyed over to the desk and rummaged about in the bottom drawer. ‘Here,’ he said, tossing her a jar of tablets. ‘Take one half an hour before and the earth will most definitely move.’

‘It better,’ Lallia said, thrusting the jar down her top and trying the door handle.

Cadman waved the key at her, crossed the room and inserted it in the lock. ‘Absolute discretion,’ he said as Callixus drew alongside.

Lallia’s eyes flicked from the wraith back to Cadman. ‘Deal,’ she said.

Cadman turned the key and let her go. ‘A plate, Callixus.’ He locked the door and strode back to the meat. ‘Next time bring me a plate and utensils. I will not be reduced to licking my meals from the carpet like a dog, or those infernal grave-robbing ghouls.’

Callixus followed him like a shadow, eyes flaring, the black mist of his body rippling with what Cadman had learnt was nervous anticipation.

‘You don’t need to ask me today, Callixus,’ Cadman said, biting into the heart and reforming the illusion of fleshiness. He rubbed his restored girth with some satisfaction. ‘I have decided to awaken the Lost.’

‘My Elect?’ hissed Callixus with a rush of what sounded like excitement.

‘The time is right,’ Cadman said, savouring a particularly moist morsel and wiping the blood from his moustache. ‘I know how long you’ve waited, but without the power of Eingana I couldn’t raise them. First we must go to Gaston Rayn. There are things I must discuss with him whilst he’s still receptive. His knights and yours will make a most complementary team, don’t you think? Meet me at the tumulus after dark.’

Callixus gave a shallow bow before walking straight through the wall.

Cadman retrieved the eye and the fang from his discarded jacket. They’d returned to a dull amber, cold and lifeless. He slipped them inside his waistcoat pocket and frowned down at the gore staining the carpet.

‘Lallia!’ he called, rushing over to the door, fumbling with the key and tearing it open. She should have been long gone by now, but Cadman knew she’d be eavesdropping.

‘Yes,’ she said a little too eagerly, looking like she was about to knock on the door opposite.

‘I wonder if you might be a dear and help me with this mess.’ Cadman beckoned her inside. ‘I’m such a butter-fingers, I’ve dropped some specimens, and there’s also the spillage from your little accident with the tea tray.’

Lallia blanched when she saw the half-eaten flesh. Cadman moved to one side in case she was sick again, but she just grimaced and swallowed. ‘It’ll cost you more.’

‘Naturally,’ Cadman said. ‘I’ll have a rummage around. I’m sure I’ve got something else just to your liking.’

Filthy little trollop, he thought as he left her to it and decided to call it a day.

 

 



MALICIDE
 

 

The refectory was rather a drab affair, the walls bare except for a coat of flaking magnolia and a couple of battered cupboards, the floor a jigsaw of cracked and filthy terracotta tiles. Rhiannon was hunched over a steaming cup of tea at one end of the karri-wood table, whilst Soror Agna fiddled with a dusty oil lamp she’d set upon the worktop. The basin was piled with dirty crockery, a sodden cloth draped over the side and smelling like rotten fruit. The failing sun peeked through smeared windows, its sickly light giving the left side of Rhiannon’s face a jaundiced hue.

Shader lurked in the doorway, wishing Agna would leave Rhiannon alone for just one minute. As if sensing his thoughts, Agna turned her head, thick spectacles crooked on her sallow face and making one eye look bigger than the other.

‘Oh,’ she said with a mixture of surprise and disdain.

Rhiannon looked up mid-sip, rolled her eyes and slurped. ‘What d’you want?’ she asked, setting down the cup with a clatter.

Shader half-entered the refectory and stopped, feeling awkward and self-conscious—how he usually was around women, but never Rhiannon. She’d always made him feel…all right, whatever he did or said. She just took everything with a pinch of salt, accepted him for what he was, let him move on from his mistakes. And it was so natural, not like the priests in the confessionals trying to view you with the eyes of Ain and all the time letting slip a slight air of condescension, as if they thought you were something they’d just trodden in.

Agna stepped back from the lamp, raised her hands and looked like she was about to chastise it. Her shoulders touched her ears as she drew in a whistling breath through the gaps in her teeth, and then sagged as she gave an exaggerated sigh.

‘Savages.’ She shook her head. ‘Can’t even make a working lamp. That’s one thing you can say for Aeterna: at least there they know how to make stuff. Heathen rubbish.’ She took a swipe at the lamp, stopping a hair’s breadth from hitting it and giving it a flick with her finger. ‘Naughty light,’ she said in a voice like a little girl reprimanding a truculent doll. ‘Come in, come in.’ She waved Shader to a seat opposite Rhiannon. ‘I’m sure you two have lots to talk about.’ The tone was friendly, but the eyes were hard.

‘Thank you,’ Shader said, sitting and offering Rhiannon a feeble smile.

‘Can I get you some tea?’ Agna asked.

‘No thank you, Soror, I’m fine.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, thank you.’

‘It’s no bother.’

‘No, really, I’m fine.’

Agna stuck out her bottom lip. ‘Oh, well, suit yourself.’ She patted Rhiannon on the head as she hobbled toward the door. ‘Shout if you need me. I’ll be in the chapel.’

She gave Shader a final look, nodded to herself with a decisive grunt, and then left them in peace.

‘Rhiannon,’ Shader began, his mouth dry. ‘I…’

Rhiannon stood unexpectedly and went to a cupboard. ‘You acted like an arse. Want some bread?’ She took down a loaf and tore off a chunk, cramming it into her mouth. She winced and touched a hand to her jaw. ‘Shog that hurts. Bloody cock-sucker.’

‘Rhiannon!’ Shader stood and closed the door. ‘This is a—‘

‘A templum? Yeah, I know. I’m the one in the poxy alb. What, you don’t like the swearing? Not Nousian enough for you? Least I don’t go round with a couple of bloody swords strapped to my waist.’

‘Fair point,’ he conceded. ‘We are what we are, I suppose.’ He crossed the room and hovered at her shoulder.

‘Lame,’ Rhiannon grunted, spraying him with crumbs.

Shader made a show of wiping them from his face, doing his best to look stern.

Rhiannon’s lip showed the barest curl at the edge, and then she guffawed, bent double and clamped her hands over her mouth to stop the bread from spewing out. Shader chuckled, feeling some of the tension leave him, but when Rhiannon straightened up her face was streaming with tears. He felt an urge to hold her to him, to ease away her pain; to reconnect with whatever it was they’d lost; but as he leaned towards her she flinched.

‘I’m sorry,’ he backed away. ‘I was only…’

‘He stabbed him, Deacon.’ She held onto the edge of the table for support. ‘Gaston stabbed him…Dad…a sword in his chest.’

Shader sat back down. ‘Yeffrik? Gaston…?’

Rhiannon nodded and returned to her seat.

Shader put a hand over his eyes and tried to think, but nothing was making much sense. The idea sounded crazy: Gaston killed Yeffrik…with the sword Shader had given him? Barek hadn’t said anything about…Shader grimaced. He’d not exactly given the lad a chance.

‘How is your mum taking…?’

Rhiannon shook her head, her chin trembling with the effort to hold back more tears, to stop her from breaking down completely.

‘Is she…?’

‘Someone hit her.’ Rhiannon’s voice was shrill, like a distraught child’s. ‘Might’ve been Elgin. She fell. There was blood…’ She indicated her mouth with her forefinger. ‘Gaston tried to blame Elias.’ She looked at Shader like she wanted to make sure he believed her. ‘Tried to blame him for what he did to me. Dad didn’t believe him; went for him.’

Shader slammed his fist against the table. The skin of his face was stretched taut and his head was starting to pound.

‘You mustn’t fight him.’ Rhiannon put her hand on top of his. ‘We’re Nousian, remember. Please tell me I haven’t done this for nothing.’

Shader almost scoffed at that. He might have been a Nousian, but he was no Luminary. He doubted his anger could be contained by any impossible ideas of forgiveness. Gaston was going to die for this; more than that, he was going to suffer. ‘Rapists don’t deserve second chances,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘And neither do murderers. He’s not walking away from this.’

‘You can’t kill him.’ Rhiannon gripped his hand so tightly her nails pierced the skin, drawing blood.

‘It’s what you do to evil.’ Shader pulled his hand away and licked at the scratch. ‘Luminary Berdini called it malicide.’

Shader winced: he’d openly condemned Berdini’s argument in Aeterna. It was the sort of justification of opposites that gave Nousianism a bad name; and it had played no small part in his decision to leave the Order. The problem was, he now realized, Berdini’s paradox was also his own: a man torn between peace and war, held together by a uniform and symbols that defined his behaviour and provided the frame through which he viewed the world. It was no different to gazing at a painting and only seeing what the artist intended, the view truncated, forcing a singular perspective. Shader’s frame was obviously rotting, he thought, the painting spilling beyond the edges to where everything was that much more uncertain.

‘Bullcrap.’ Rhiannon glared at him. ‘Besides, there’s no time for pissing around with Gaston flaming Rayn.’

‘Rhiannon!’ Shader couldn’t believe the language she was using, especially with her sitting there in the white alb of a postulant.

‘Will you shut up about my swearing! I couldn’t give a damn if these dried up shogging prunes hear me. My brother’s missing, don’t you see? My little Sammy!’ The tears were flowing unchecked now, her eyes wide and pleading.

Shader stood, hands resting on the table. What was it Barek had said? Huntsman had him. Surely the Dreamer wouldn’t have…’I’ll find a horse,’ he said. ‘Go look for them. You coming?’

Another voice answered: a male voice, deep and thickly accented. ‘No need. Boy is close by.’

Shader started and half drew the gladius, backing away from the table. Rhiannon was staring at a large spider by her feet. It had a smooth, segmented body and long legs twisted forward like a crab’s. The air about the spider shimmered and the creature began to grow, thrashing and warping until it attained the stature and form of a man—a dusky skinned man in a cloak of feathers, his nose pierced with bones.

‘Huntsman!’ Shader slid the gladius all the way out of its scabbard.

The Dreamer made a claw of his left hand and held it before Shader’s face, fixing him with an unblinking stare. His eyes swirled like yellowish whirlpools and Shader felt a compulsion rising up from the depths of his mind and forcing him to re-sheathe the sword.

‘It was not my wish to frighten you.’ Huntsman lowered his hand and perched on the edge of the table. ‘I follow you here.’ He swivelled his head to take in Rhiannon. ‘I came to say sorry, and to tell you boy is safe.’

‘Sammy?’ Rhiannon shoved her chair back and stood. ‘Where is he?’

‘Near,’ Huntsman said. ‘But not for long. There is somewhere I must take him.’

Rhiannon came round the table at him. ‘You bring him here, right now!’

Huntsman didn’t flinch; he merely eyed her calmly as if he considered her something of a curiosity, but not interesting enough to hold his attention. He switched his gaze back to Shader. ‘Eingana is safe?’

Shader felt the statue in his pocket shudder in response.

Huntsman gave the slightest of nods then faced Rhiannon. ‘I am sorry you suffer for her sake. Know this, though, it was bald Clever Man, not Eingana, who told me you must not be joined.’

‘What?’ Shader almost spat the word. ‘Aristodeus planned this?’ He looked from Huntsman to Rhiannon, noting how she turned away. ‘You knew?’

‘Only what he told me.’ She indicated Huntsman with a jab of her thumb. ‘But he never said anything about Aristodeus. He made me swear not to say a word about it. Said there was too much at stake. Otherwise I’d have told you. You have to believe me, Deacon. This isn’t…isn’t what I…’

Shader clenched his fists, turning from side to side in the need to find something to hit. Suddenly, his hand snaked out and grabbed Huntsman by the throat.

‘You did this, Dreamer. Why?’

Huntsman’s hand came up, the fingers once more curling into a claw, but Shader was ready. He slammed it to the table and held the wrist tight, all the while choking the Dreamer with his other hand. Huntsman’s eyes were bulging and drool trickled from his mouth.

‘Deacon!’ Rhiannon placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘Deacon stop, you’ll kill him.’

‘Good! It’s what he deserves. Interfering…bloody…savage!’

Rhiannon’s grip grew firmer. ‘But Sammy. He knows where Sammy is.’

Shader released Huntsman, shoved him so hard in the chest his head cracked against the wall.

‘Not my choice,’ Huntsman said hoarsely, rubbing his throat and gingerly probing the back of his head. ‘Bald fellah came; told me things no one should know. Said my people all die; your folk, too—all people. An enemy comes, Deacon Shader. Enemy of my gods. He hunt them for many lifetimes. Them and grandmother of my gods, Eingana. Statue you now protect.’

Shader was still lost in thoughts about Aristodeus. The more he heard about the philosopher, the more he realized he never knew him. Why keep Shader from Rhiannon? How did that benefit him? Did he see her as a distraction? An obstacle in the way of whatever he had planned? Surely it had nothing to do with sanctity, not if Aristodeus were concerned.

‘Purity and focus,’ Huntsman said, guessing his thoughts. ‘Makes you his secret weapon. Thinks you are our best hope.’

‘Best hope for what?’ Rhiannon asked, hands on her hips, breasts heaving with each intake of breath. Shader looked away.

‘Keeping back dark.’ Huntsman’s pupils narrowed to slits.

‘And you,’ Shader said. ‘What do you think?’

Huntsman pulled his cloak around him like a cocoon. ‘At first I believe him. My gods have hidden in fear of this enemy for a long time. What they feel, I also feel, and bald one played upon this fear. He means well, but acts like a god. He tries to squeeze all worlds into his head and one day his head crack like a nut. Other powers there are, powers he cannot control. Not even enemy control them. Not yet.’

Rhiannon sat down, her eyes flicking between Shader and Huntsman. ‘What enemy?’ she said. ‘Who is it?’

Huntsman pressed his finger-tips together beneath his nose. ‘Sektis Gandaw.’

Shader laughed. ‘The Technocrat of the Old World? I’d sooner believe his former master, Otto Blightey, had recovered from the bloody nose we gave him at Trajinot and was up to his old tricks again. Sektis Gandaw died at the Reckoning. You of all people should know that.’

Huntsman’s eyes lost their focus. ‘He disappeared, not died. I stopped him killing my people. Caused Reckoning, ended time of Ancients with power you now protect. Power he has always wanted. Power he would use to end all things.’

Shader’s heart was thumping, his breathing shallow and rapid.

‘I had to do it,’ Huntsman continued. ‘My people…my…’ He shook himself, brought his gaze back to Shader. ‘He will unweave all worlds. Become his own god. He fled Reckoning, but my gods knew where. It was once their home. Sektis Gandaw survives in Dreaming, but he has eyes and ears in this world.’

‘Aristodeus is using me to stop Sektis Gandaw?’ Shader said, his scalp burning, head starting to throb.

Huntsman considered him for a moment. ‘Tried once himself, he says. Tried and failed. Now he tries through you, but this…’ he waved a hand to take in Rhiannon, ‘not part of plan. Says he saw you slain; saw all worlds lost. Must be pure, he say, must have focus.’

Shader felt a curtain of blackness fall over his vision. He swayed, heard the sound of a chair moving, and then felt Rhiannon’s arms about him, holding him up.

‘What if we tell him to go shog himself?’ Rhiannon said. ‘What if we refuse?’

Huntsman ignored the question. ‘He walks through time that one; speaks in riddles. I look for his spirit and see nothing. My gods say he lost in Abyss, but what they mean by this I do not know.’

Rhiannon guided Shader into a chair where he sat with his head in his hands.

‘He is right to want Sektis Gandaw stopped,’ Huntsman said, ‘but other powers, older and darker, play with him—play with us all. Eingana is goddess of higher place. My people believe she holds all in existence with a sinew of her flesh. She is mother of life and bringer of death. All depends on how power is used. Sektis Gandaw seeks statue. With it, he will unmake worlds, but even he is an insect compared to powers that move him.’

‘The Demiurgos?’ Shader asked, looking blankly at the Dreamer.

Huntsman shrugged. ‘Perhaps. It is more than I see. My gods teach us songs of children falling from darkness. Three children, they say: serpent, light and shadow”•Demiurgos who made Abyss from his own mind.’

‘Whose children?’ Shader asked. ‘Ain’s? Nous’s?’ That’s how the myth went.

Huntsman sniffed. ‘Maybe some truth there. Maybe only half truth. Even my gods cannot see other side of darkness.’

‘This is bullshit,’ Rhiannon said. ‘Fairy stories we can do shog-all about. Just tell me where Sammy is and bugger off back where you came from.’

‘You will see him soon,’ Huntsman said, and before anyone could react he vanished, leaving a spider scuttling across the floor under the table. Rhiannon tried to give chase, but the spider was too quick, disappearing through a crack in the wall.

‘Great,’ Rhiannon fumed. ‘Shogging great! Now what do we do?’

Shader pushed himself to his feet, one hand clutching the pommel of the gladius. ‘What we can,’ he said, feeling all their actions now had a grim inevitability about them. ‘What we’re best at.’

‘Which is?’ Rhiannon asked, crossing her arms.

‘In your case, it’s masquerading as a Nousian.’

She visibly flinched at his remark and Shader knew he was being unfair, but couldn’t bring himself to apologize. He knew he should have said something about looking for Sammy, knew that’s what she needed, but it was all too much to take in. All too much.

Rhiannon’s face hardened, her eyes narrowing in a manner that told Shader she wouldn’t be forgetting this any time soon. ‘And what about you?’

‘I’ll do what I always do,’ he said, heading for the door and pausing to look over his shoulder at her. ‘Cut down evil wherever I find it, starting in the morning with Gaston Rayn.’

 

 



TO AWAKEN THE LOST
 

 

The black carriage bumped and clattered through thick forest beneath a starless sky. Must’ve been Fenrir, north of the city, but it was hard to be sure in the dark. The evening had been overcast and damp, the never ending drizzle sowing familiar seeds of melancholy in Gaston’s heart, something he’d thought was supposed to end with his conversion to Nous. It all seemed so pointless—the feud with his dad, the training with Shader, all the years of friendship with Rhiannon. Now Dad was back to the ground and Mum wasn’t even talking to him. Rhiannon had…well, Gaston had…He couldn’t bear to think about it. And now Shader wanted to kill him. What was it about him? Why did everyone turn against him, sooner or later? The answer was pretty plain, he reckoned. If there was broken link in the chain that needed fixing, it was him. Always had been. If Cadman hadn’t come to pick him up from the barracks, he’d have taken to his bed, slept till the black mood passed. He’d done that a lot before Shader had turned up and given him a new sense of purpose. Hours and hours wallowing in emptiness that gnawed away at his certainties, left him feeling abandoned and good for nothing.

Cadman, sat opposite him in the carriage, tapping rhythmically at his breast pocket and saying nothing to distract Gaston from his thoughts. He merely smiled whenever Gaston looked up. It was probably meant to be reassuring, but Gaston felt the hairs on the back of his neck prickling.

Much as he hated to admit it, Gaston felt the loss of Shader like an amputated limb. For weeks he had grown elated in his company, studying the art of war alongside the Liber and finding it no paradox. If anything, it had been a remedy for his dad’s insipid Nousianism. By training his body to respond without the tardiness of thought, combat became, at its best, an expression of the bliss of spiritual unity; and by forming his mind through the practice of the knots, he’d left no room for morbid ruminations.

The perfection hadn’t always lasted, but with the disciplines of weapons practice and prayer he’d felt he was doing enough to claim the gift of salvation.

Up until the day Shader had left.

Made salvation seem a crock of shit, said his cynicism, if Shader had been willing to sacrifice it for the sake of a woman. Didn’t matter that he’d changed his mind, gone running back to the abbey. Fact was, he hadn’t fully believed. Gaston usually fought off such temptations with an increase in devotion and exercise. As head of the White Order, he couldn’t afford to let his doubts reassert themselves, erode the faith that Nous was for them, that he wouldn’t abandon them. But that threw up a whole bunch of other questions. If Nous looked after his own, why were the knights growing sick? When they’d returned from the templum, a few of them were already feverish, the first signs of swelling and discoloration visible on their skin. Was it lack of faith, or something else? Had Nous abandoned them, or had he never been there in the first place? Here, in Cadman’s carriage, the doubts seemed magnified, and the pervasive gloom outside had done nothing to bolster his defences.

‘Worried about the duel?’ Cadman asked, peering over the top of his pince-nez.

Gaston’s stomach twisted, and his heart deflated even further, if that were possible, like a pierced water-skin.

‘What’s to worry about?’ He did his best to make it sound like he wasn’t bothered. ‘Shader’s older, slower, and unfocused. He taught me well, but I’ve outgrown him.’

‘That’s the spirit.’ Cadman reached forward and patted him on the knee. ‘Time for the pupil to put the master in his place, eh?’ A pensive expression came over Cadman’s face and he seemed to wince. Gaston shot him a questioning look, but Cadman just sighed. Then he threw his hands up and beamed as the carriage stopped dead.

‘Come,’ Cadman said, opening the door and clambering down.

Gaston followed him outside, but could see little besides the outline of the driver sitting stoically beneath the dark covering of night, tall hat like a burned-out chimney.

Cadman led the way through gnarled and knotted trees, branches swaying, reaching, jabbing; leaves rustling, rain running off them like tears. Pushing through thick gorse they came to an enormous dome-shaped mound in the heart of the forest. Cadman wandered around its perimeter, bending down to examine patches of the grassy surface, poking and prodding.

‘Eureka!’ he said with a clap of his pudgy hands. ‘Driver!’ he hollered through the trees. ‘Be a good chap and bring a spade.’ He beckoned for Gaston to come take a look.

It all appeared the same to Gaston. He put his hand over the area Cadman indicated, but the grass there was just as slick as the rest, the mud soft and loamy. He pushed a finger into the surface, got it as far as the second knuckle, and struck something hard. Cadman was breathing down his neck, put his head over Gaston’s shoulder.

‘That, my dear Gaston, is the way in.’

It seemed like metal Gaston was touching. Vibrating metal that sent tiny shocks along his finger. A branch snapped somewhere behind. Gaston almost swallowed his heart and spun away from the mound. Cadman put a hand on his arm and led him to one side. The driver was trudging towards them, a shovel over his shoulder.

‘Here,’ Cadman said, pointing, before flipping open a metal case, counting the cigarettes inside, and returning it to his pocket.

The driver removed his hat, set it on the ground. Gaston gasped and tried to step back, but Cadman draped an arm around him and gave him a fatherly squeeze. The skin of the driver’s face was waxy and pale, his scalp threaded with lank hair and pocked with hives and blisters. There was a wide cavity at the back of his skull, and through it Gaston caught a glimpse of something moist and spongy. The man, or whatever he was, thrust the spade into the base of the mound and set to work.

Gaston saw a fleeting movement out of the corner of his eye. He shuddered and tried to focus on the driver, who was throwing up great clods of soil at an alarming rate.

Cadman released Gaston and tapped the cigarette case through his breast pocket, as if he were thinking of taking it out for a recount. ‘What I am about to show you has remained hidden for countless years, centuries even. Remember the Lost?’

Gaston nodded, a chill crawling beneath his skin. Shader had told him the tale of the Elect, the Ipsissimus’s elite corps, who had been sent to aid the Abbey of Pardes against the mawgs over five hundred years ago.

‘Well, now they’ve been found. Actually, they were never really lost at all, not in the sense of being misplaced like a favourite hat or a front door key.’

‘They ran into something evil and vanished from history,’ Gaston said.

‘Not so, not so.’ Cadman produced a shiny metal device from his pocket and flipped open the top, thumb pressing down with an answering click. A feeble flame sparked up and died, sparked and died, sparked and died. ‘Not really smoking weather.’ Cadman snapped the lid shut and gave a world-weary sigh. ‘It’s like a Britannish summer: utterly miserable. Still, mustn’t give in, eh? Have to stay cheerful.’

Gaston glimpsed another movement in his peripheral vision. He didn’t dare look, but sensed an icy presence come to rest behind him. Cadman’s eyes darted fleetingly in that direction before he continued.

‘Things are not always as they seem, Gaston. Take me, for example. How old would you say I am?’

Gaston shrugged. ‘Fifty? Sixty?’

‘Twenty times that, at the very least,’ Cadman replied, his form withering, dissolving as he spoke. Flesh melted away, leaving leathery strips hanging from a mottled skeleton, and Cadman’s fine clothes gave way to tattered robes dappled with mildew.

Gaston gagged and took a step back. Something cold touched his shoulder and he turned to see ember eyes glaring at him from the slit of a great helm. Where the body should have been, a coil of black mist twisted like a corkscrew, coalescing into the form of a tall man in a yellowish-white surcoat above rusty mail, a faded red Monas just visible on the breast.

‘Remain still,’ it hissed.

‘You have nothing to fear from us, Gaston,’ the creature that had been Cadman said in a grating voice. ‘I wish only to show you how appearances can be deceptive. History, too, can deceive us, for it is seldom written without bias. The Lost did not fall prey to evil, they served it. Their mission to Sahul afforded them the opportunity to flee from that evil, but they underestimated the reach of the Ipsissimus’s malevolence. Isn’t that right, Callixus?’

The wraith paused before answering, and when it spoke the words were carefully measured. ‘My knights and I were damned for failing to carry out the Ipsissimus’s command. We were cursed to an eternity of undeath beneath this very barrow.’

‘Indeed,’ Cadman said. ‘You see, Gaston, we have the Lost to thank for the fact that Sahul isn’t just another part of Nousia.’

‘The Ipsissimus sent the Elect to aid Pardes,’ Gaston said, ‘not to spearhead the conquest of Sahul.’ His mind was reeling with the consequences of believing what he was hearing. Cadman had to be lying, otherwise what did that say about Shader and the White Order? What did it say about Dad? Gaston himself? He winced as his mind replayed what he’d done to Rhiannon; the attack on the Imperial troops outside Sarum. By their fruit you will recognize them, it said in the Liber. Was the Templum condemned by its own scriptures? The Ipsissimus a tool of the Demiurgos?

‘He is the Father of Lies,’ Cadman said, jaw clacking, empty eye-sockets boring into Gaston, pleading for understanding; demanding it. ‘Why do you think the Emperor fears the Templum so much? He knows what the Ipsissimus is planning.’

‘The Emperor’s a paranoid nut,’ Gaston said. ‘Everyone knows that.’

‘But where did that rumour start?’ Cadman held up a bony finger. ‘Ask yourself, my dear Gaston, why it is that the priests of the Templum of the Knot suffer no ill effects from the plague and yet even your own knights, who would no doubt be considered heretics by Aeterna, grow sick. And let’s not forget your founder, the great and holy Deacon Shader, who would have discarded his vows for the flesh of a woman. How deeply do you think he could have held his convictions? You will have noticed, too, that Shader bares no buboes, no putrid sores, no hacking cough. Where do you think this plague comes from? Could it be that Hagalle’s not quite so paranoid after all?’

‘What is it you want?’ Gaston asked, head pounding, thoughts breaking up like waves over rocks.

‘I want to free you, Gaston, from the deceptions of the evil one.’

‘You…can…trust the Doctor,’ the wraith whispered, voice harsh with effort. ‘He…rescued me…from this tomb. He will awaken…awaken my knights.’ Callixus lost some of his substance, and the glare faded from his eyes.

‘Callixus is right,’ Cadman said. ‘I have revealed this to you,’ he indicated his decomposing body, ‘to show that I hold no secrets. This is as I am, afflicted by the Ipsissimus’s curse. It was envy that drove him to treat me so, for I discovered that which his vile religion was impotent to bestow: immortality.’

‘You are immortal?’ Gaston asked, thoughts racing with too many questions; hopes and fears mixing, separating, mixing again.

‘Thanks to the Reckoning. I would have remained perfect of body also were it not for the curse of that evil hierophant lurking at the heart of Nousia.’ Cadman gripped Gaston’s shoulders with skeletal fingers. ‘I can grant you this same gift of immortality, real eternal life and not just some poetic promise that will amount to nothing but decay and oblivion. All I ask in return is that you aid me in my work.’

‘What work?’ Snatches of past conversations, the words of scripture, faces, feelings, regrets—so many regrets—swirled around Gaston’s mind in a whirlpool of confusion.

‘I seek the power behind the Reckoning: the Statue of Eingana. Already I have two of its components. The others, I fear, are in the hands of the servants of the evil one. Gaston, if we can reassemble the statue, we can dispel this curse of the Ipsissimus’s and enjoy the true gift of immortality of the flesh. This is what the ancient Paters meant by the resurrection of the body. This! Not the diluted half-truths offered by the creature who now sits on the throne of Aeterna.’

‘I don’t know,’ Gaston said, reeling with everything he’d heard. He felt like the world had tipped on its axis; like he’d just been struck by lightning. ‘I need to think.’

‘And so you shall, my friend, for the choice must be yours. I will not sink to the methods of enticement employed by so-called Nousians. First, however, will you accompany us into this barrow, seeing as my driver has finished digging?’

The driver had opened up a hole in the side of the hill that was just about large enough for Cadman’s skeletal frame to duck down and scuttle through. Gaston followed at a crouch, but Callixus’s ghostly body merely glided through the mound as if it weren’t there. Once inside, there was more headroom, but it was black as the grave. They stood upon a hard, ungiving floor, the air dank and dusty. Gaston heard a click, and the patch of floor immediately in front of them was illuminated. Cadman was holding a slender tube that shone with the glow of a hundred candles, revealing badly subsided flagstones with veins of silver glinting through the cracks. In response to Gaston’s bemused look, he shrugged and aimed the light at the walls and ceiling.

‘I’m surprised it still works. I’ve had it for an eternity. You just can’t get craftsmanship like this anymore.’

They were in a smooth-walled corridor with a peeling fresco of sigils and words in a script Gaston didn’t recognize. Cadman looked as if he were about to explain, but then thought better of it and motioned Gaston further along the corridor until they reached an intersection. Ignoring the continuing tunnel and its off-shoots, Cadman took a couple of careful steps backwards, muttered something under his breath, and then let out a hiss of satisfaction as the floor before him parted to reveal a spiralling metal stairwell.

‘This is the way,’ he said with a joviality that would have better suited his fat form. ‘The ground level is for the uninvited—grave robbers, and worse. You wouldn’t want to be wandering around it by yourself, believe me. Pits and spikes, gas and darts. You name it, you’ll find it. Whole level’s a veritable death-trap.’

‘What is this place?’ Gaston asked, shuddering at the thought of going down the stairs.

‘Once a kind of ship,’ Cadman said. ‘But now a sort of warehouse, preserving that which I hold most dear. It’s been somewhat redundant these past few centuries, but does make an excellent…what would you say, Callixus? Barracks? Tomb?’

Callixus didn’t reply, but his spectral body rippled as they began the steep and winding descent.

The bare bones of Cadman’s feet clattered and scraped on the narrow steps, followed by the resounding clang of Gaston’s boots. Callixus made no sound, but drifted like a dark cloud, his fiery eyes glowing brighter with anticipation. The further they descended, the thicker the cobwebs grew, clogged with chips of masonry and the husks of tiny insects. Cadman’s strange lantern illuminated only the three or four feet before him. To the rear, except for the burning coals of Callixus’s eyes, Gaston could make out nothing but impenetrable darkness. And so he followed Cadman deeper and deeper beneath the earth, feeling every bit like a lamb led to the slaughter, but not really having much choice, the way he saw it. He shuddered to think what would become of him if he refused to go on, and besides, his curiosity was aroused. He needed to see this for himself; and he needed some time to think about all that Cadman had told him.

The stairwell wound downwards forever. Gaston’s knees ached and his heart thumped, either from the effort or his mounting fear. Finally, they reached a tunnel of polished silver so shiny their reflections followed them along the walls, ceiling, and floor. They rounded a dogleg and Cadman stopped, shining his glowing cylinder on a door-sized panel. He raised a bony hand to a small rectangular protrusion and slid it across to reveal rows of numbered black studs. He tapped in a sequence and exhaled with relief as the metal door emitted a rush of air and rose.

It opened onto an immense black-metal cavern filled with gently swirling mist that was backlit by a bluish glow. Within the mist, wreathed in its tendrils, Gaston saw the shadowy forms of mounted knights, swords drawn, horses rearing or in mid-turn. He gasped as he took in the sheer size of the chamber and the army it housed. Ain, there had to be at least two hundred men and horses.

Cadman led him up close to a rider and shone his lantern on it. The armour was intact, but brittle and rusted, the once white cloak encrusted with age. The horse beneath the knight was little more than a skeleton held together by rotting ligaments. Cadman reached up and gently pulled the rider towards him so that he could raise its visor. All that remained of the knight’s face was a brownish skull with empty cavities where once there had been eyes. Gaston was startled by a low groan and turned to see that it had come from Callixus.

‘Don’t worry, my friend,’ Cadman said, ‘all will be well. With these pieces of the Statue of Eingana I have enough power to raise the entire force. You must believe me when I say I would have done so before, but I lacked the means.’

Callixus said nothing, so Cadman continued.

‘It has been all I could do to maintain my fleshly form and stave off death these past few centuries. The residue of magic left in the wake of the Reckoning has greatly diminished. If I could have brought back your knights sooner, I would have.’

Callixus nodded but Gaston thought it was a sinister gesture, full of foreboding.

Cadman took two glowing amber pieces from his pocket. ‘You will excuse me,’ he said to Gaston, ‘but what I am about to do requires a great deal of concentration. It’s not enough to simply will these things. The necromantic arts go somewhat against the natural bias of Eingana.’

Cadman laid the pieces on the floor, produced a piece of chalk from his tattered garments, and began to draw complex symbols on the flagstones. After some minutes, he stood and walked to the edge of the chamber, where he proceeded to draw a vast triangle about the knights. When he’d finished, he collected the pieces from the centre and gestured Gaston and Callixus to the outside of the triangle. Holding the amber pieces aloft, he began to chant in a low, sonorous voice that echoed about the walls to the accompaniment of a chilling sibilance. Reddish light spread through the chamber, emanating from the eye sockets of the mounted skeletons. Slowly, painfully it seemed, joints that can’t have been used for centuries began to creak and move.

Gaston was transfixed, horribly fascinated by the jerky animation, the cracking of dry bones, the squeaking links of ancient armour. A rumbling sound started, and the entire chamber began to shake. The noise rose in pitch and volume, whining and growling, the floor pitching, walls shuddering. Within a matter of moments, the room stilled and the noise whirred softly into silence.

Cadman walked to the centre of the milling skeletal horses, the pieces of amber like molten lava in his hands. ‘Welcome back,’ he said, ‘my knights of the Lost.’

The riders turned their helmeted heads towards Callixus, who merely nodded.

Cadman suddenly bent double and thrust the amber pieces into the tatters of his robe. He looked frantically from side to side, as if he expected to be struck at any moment. Slowly, vertebra by vertebra, he straightened up and sidled closer to Callixus, moving together with him through the ranks of the knights until he stood before the wall opposite the stairwell. He ran his hand over the surface and located a concealed panel. Thrusting it inwards and twisting, he stood back as a crack appeared in the centre of the wall and parted with a hiss to reveal a ramp leading down to the dark woodland beyond. Gaston followed Cadman outside.

The burial mound had gone, replaced by an enormous black dome that jutted from the ground, its surface flecked with sparkling green, great piles of freshly dislodged earth around its base. He was about to ask for an explanation when a terrific clatter came from back within the dome. Cadman pulled him to one side, claw-like fingers digging into Gaston’s flesh. Callixus emerged and drifted down the ramp, a deafening wall of sound following as the knights of the Lost returned to the world of the living.

 

 



REJUVENATION
 

Ipsissimus Theodore eased himself onto a stool, throat burning with bile, lungs pained from the prolonged coughing fit. Spots of bright crimson stained his white vestments, and the stench of decay filled his nostrils. He knew he didn’t have long until the consumption killed him and yet there were weeks to go until the fleet reached Sahul. He wished he could just give in, let the illness take him, send him on his way to a new and enduring life, but the timing was wrong. He needed to reach Sahul, although he was not quite sure why. Eingana wanted him there, he assumed. Whatever that meant.

Of course, there were other possibilities—he’d considered them all. One of the advantages of being at sea—probably the only advantage—was that he had some respite from the endless meetings, services, visits, blessings; the infighting. Ain only knew what headway Exemptus Silvanus and his supporters were making in Theodore’s absence. But at least he was out of it for now, free to spend as much time as he needed in prayer and discernment. Eingana: a snake goddess worshipped by the Dreamers. Theodore ran his thumb over the amber eye of his pectoral Monas. An angel or a demon in the mythology of the Templum. Some said she was one of the children of Nous, but Liber scholars for once agreed that this was a later interpolation. Either she was from Ain or the Demiurgos. How could you tell? How could you know what action to take? What was it Luminary Narcus used to say about such things? If they are from Ain, ignore them: Ain has other ways and means of seeing his will done. If they are from the Demiurgos, ignore them: they are deceptions designed to trap the soul. And if they should come from the self, still ignore them: they are either wishful thinking or unacknowledged manipulations, manifestations of the human inclination to control, to be master of all things. The human desire to be Ain.

Theodore’s chest tightened and he bent double, coughing into his fist. He retched, nausea rising in a relentless press until finally the blockage shifted and he was left staring at a viscous clot of blood covering his hand.

The desire to be Ain. Wasn’t that everybody’s dream, really, when you broke it down—all the prayers, meditations, the wars, the…political manoeuvring at the heart of the Templum? Was it such a bad thing, to be in absolute control of one’s environment? In control of one’s own life, free from fear, free from decay…free from suffering?

Even now he could feel the weight of the amber eye staring from the head of the Monas. It had grown heavier the further they sailed from Aeterna, the nearer they came to Sahul. It was not an entirely uncomfortable heaviness. It was rather as if it were trying to draw attention to itself. As he pondered the Monas’s single eye, Theodore thought he saw a spark within. He looked closer and the amber began to glow.

‘What is it? What are you trying to tell me?’

The eye brightened, as if it housed a miniature sun. The golden Monas encasing it started to vibrate.

‘Power,’ Theodore whispered. He had felt power from the Monas before, but this time it seemed like it was goading him—or encouraging him.

Theodore frowned and placed his right hand over the Monas. Huntsman had warned him about this; warned him not to use the eye. Someone, or something, might be drawn to its power, he used to say, but then at their last meeting he’d been more direct: Sektis Gandaw, the infamous Technocrat who’d had an iron grip over most of the world back before the Reckoning. Probably been as close to becoming Ain as anyone had got either before or since. Closer even than Blightey. Was it Sektis Gandaw who’d been invading his dreams, or was it some as yet unrevealed horror? The Demiurgos, perhaps? Theodore allowed himself a wry smile at that. Or maybe it was just his own mind, deluded by sickness, seeking a heroic struggle for what was, to all intents and purposes, entirely mundane. There was nothing particularly heroic about rotting away from the inside, in spite of what the Paters would have you believe.

The eye pulsed rapidly, its light blinding. Theodore shut his eyes, feeling sharp stabs of heat in his brain. Stabs that became a gentle warmth melting away all doubt and indecision, driving away confusion and granting him perfect clarity. The eye wanted him to live—needed him to live—he knew that now. It was offering to cure him, to give him the strength to go on, to reach Sahul and whatever Ain had in mind for him. And it was Ain, he understood on some deeper level. He was sure of it. Glad of it, too. Relieved he could be the instrument of his lord and not have to rely on his own imperfect judgement.

Theodore made a fist around the Monas, sighed, and permitted the healing. The relief was sublime. He hadn’t appreciated just how much his body had suffered. Tears dampened his face, and he inhaled a great rush of air with lungs that no longer burned. Salty air. Sea air. Even his limbs felt looser, free of rheumatic pain and tension. He rose from the stool, without the usual accompanying moment of dizziness, and began to search for a mirror. He became so frantic to see what had happened to him that he called out for help.

‘Ipsissimus?’ Exemptus Cane burst into the cabin, bleary-eyed and dishevelled, looking like he’d just risen from the grave. It was odd seeing him in a stripy nightshirt that clung to his rolls of fat. ‘What is it? Nous almighty!’ Cane exclaimed, and then blanched as Theodore gave him a withering look.

‘A mirror! Fetch me a mirror!’

‘A mirror? But…’

Theodore shoved him out into the corridor. ‘Don’t tell me you don’t know what a mirror is. I’ve been in your cabin, Exemptus. The place is full of them.’

Cane hurried next door to his own quarters and returned with a silver-framed hand mirror. Snatching it from him, Theodore looked and gasped. Gone was the weazened face, deathly with its ashen pallor, to be replaced with a visage of vibrant youth. Only his eyes held a hint that he was older, wiser than his rejuvenated body might suggest.

‘Forgive me, Ipsissimus,’ Cane said, ‘but what has happened to you?’

‘Not now, Exemptus, not now.’ Theodore waved him away and shut his eyes with relief when the door closed.

He needed time to accept what had happened before he could attempt an explanation for the benefit of others. He sat once more upon the stool and looked at the now dull eye of the Monas. He remained there, lost in thought for a while until he was startled by a shrill, unearthly shriek that seemed to come from beyond the stars.

Theodore shuddered and wondered whether he had just made a mistake, the newfound certainty falling away like snow melting from a rooftop. Time will tell, he thought as he left the cabin for fresh air and the open sea.

 

 



CONFESSION
 

The knights had been dead, brittle with decay, rotted down to the bone from centuries locked in their unearthly tomb, and yet Cadman had raised them to some sort of new life. They had moved—slowly and jerkily at first, but then with greater ease. Ain, they’d even ridden from the mound, or ship, or whatever it was. All under Cadman’s power, but Gaston couldn’t think of them as resurrected, not in the Nousian sense; their bodies lacked the perfection and luminosity promised by the Paters. Was this the immortality Cadman offered, a grisly parody of life, the animation of corpses directed by his will? Could the knights even think for themselves? Did they know who they were anymore? Did they remember their loved ones, long-since gone back to the ground? Callixus seemed sentient enough, and yet there was nothing much human about him. And Cadman himself, stripped of his illusion, was hardly more than a skeleton.

Gaston crossed his arms over his chest, shivering at the unnatural coldness that seemed to radiate from within. He felt like he was holding together a ripped and sodden paper sack in a desperate attempt to stop the last sorry scraps of faith from leaking out.

Unable to sleep, he wrapped his white cloak about his shoulders, fastened his sword belt, and left the spartan confines of the barracks. The other buildings were in darkness as he emerged, the rest of the knights sleeping, apart from the sentries around the perimeter wall. He passed the infirmary on his way to the stables and heard the coughing and groaning of those who’d been infected by the plague. He still couldn’t understand why they’d grown sick whilst the priests were immune? Did they not also serve Ain? Maybe Shader had been right all along: maybe Ain was a god of peace who would not tolerate violence in his name. If that were the case, Gaston thought, allowing himself to indulge the anger that he’d been suppressing since Shader had buggered off to Aeterna, why had Shader passed on his own problems to the White Order? It seemed he understood the contradiction at the heart of his own vocation, but was powerless to do anything about it. That made him a victim, as far as Gaston was concerned, unworthy of teaching others.

If Gaston had learnt anything these past few days, it was that Shader had betrayed him—betrayed them all. With the right mentor, Gaston could have become a “Friend of Ain” , like his father had been. He could handle the devotions and the mortifications, and without Shader’s influence he could have avoided the conflict the dual roles of Nousian and knight had brought. It was starting to look like Dad’s advice had been right after all. If Gaston had listened to him and not Shader, things might have turned out differently.

He stopped himself there, before he followed the train of thought to its conclusion. His faith might be dwindling, but he still had his honour, and that told him it was unfair to blame Shader for the attack on the Imperial troops; and not just them either. As much as he wanted to shed the guilt of what he’d done to Rhiannon, he couldn’t lay it on Shader. The man might have been a charlatan, but Gaston wouldn’t make him a scapegoat. If there was one thing Bovis Rayn had taught his son, it was that he was responsible for his own actions, no excuses. That, and the fact that no sin is beyond Ain’s forgiveness. Perhaps if Dad had still been alive…if that shogging Sicarii hadn’t put him in the ground…

Reaching the stables, he saddled the white mare and rode for the main gate of the enclosure. Darik Yonas, on sentry duty, snapped to attention.

‘Master Rayn?’

Gaston wanted to sneer at the title, but Darik was a good lad and deserved better. Wasn’t his fault if Gaston didn’t deserve his respect. ‘Can’t sleep, Darik. I’m gonna ride around the city for a while.’

‘I wouldn’t advise it, sir.’ Darik peered beyond the gate. ‘I hear things out there in the dark.’

Gaston could see nothing; the dark was as absolute and impenetrable as anything he might expect to find in the Void.

‘If there’s anything lurking out there,’ he patted the pommel of his sword, ‘then it’s in for a surprise. Open the gate.’

He rode out into the pitch blackness of Sarum, the clopping of the mare’s hooves a challenge to the silent streets. His eyes were drawn to the waning moon hanging like a fragment of bone amidst clusters of glistening stars—pinpricks of silvery light from Araboth that illuminated his way along road after deserted road. Once or twice he stopped the horse, convinced something was following him. He couldn’t be sure if he’d heard the padding of feet or just the echo of his own progress. He rode aimlessly, breathing in the night air, scarcely a thought in his head. Gradually, though, he began to recognize buildings and street names. Maybe it was just unconscious, or maybe the horse was merely retracing her steps, but Gaston suspected the hand of Ain was guiding him as he made his way inexorably towards the Templum of the Knot.

Dismounting at the entrance to the Domus Tyalae, he tethered the horse to a tree and continued on foot until he reached the templum. Scouting the exterior, he came upon the residential block, but there was no light from within. He paused for a moment to consider whether to awaken the priests, but decided to come back in the morning. As he turned to leave, a figure emerged from the shadows.

‘What art thou doing here, boy? Thought thou wouldst have learnt thy lesson earlier.’

It was a gruff voice, deep and uncompromising. Gaston had heard it before, when he’d walked away from the confrontation with Shader, but he’d been too ashamed to turn around and look.

Squinting through the darkness, he could just about make out a thickset but short figure with a long braided beard and eyes that glinted dangerously in the moonlight. The man was cloaked in white and leaning on an immense war hammer. Gaston’s fingers twitched above the pommel of his sword, his heartbeat thumping in his ears. He slowed his breathing, tried to relax his shoulders.

‘I’m Gaston Rayn, Master of the White Order.’ Darik’s term, but it would have to do.

‘I know who thou art, boy, but that was not my question. Why art thou skulking around the templum at this hour? Having second thoughts about the duel? Didst thou think to end it before it has started?’

‘What?’ Gaston half drew his sword, but the dwarf didn’t flinch. ‘Are you calling me a cutthroat?’ He knew he was overreacting, but he couldn’t help it. ‘Do you really think I’d stoop to murder?’ Isn’t that what that bastard Shadrak had done to his dad? ‘Stick around till morning, mate, and then you’ll see I don’t need to sneak around at night to get the job done. Now get out of my way. I need to see Mater Ioana.’

Gaston tried to step past, but the dwarf moved to intercept him. His head only came up to Gaston’s shoulders but there was something about him that made Gaston pause. The dwarf looked rooted to the spot, an immovable object that might just as well have been carved from granite.

‘I am Maldark, known as the Fallen. The only way thou shalt see Mater is through me.’

‘Shog…off,’ Gaston said through gritted teeth, ‘or you’re about to get a whole lot shorter.’ He drew his sword further from its scabbard, let the dwarf see the glint of steel.

Maldark stood his ground, completely unperturbed by Gaston’s bluster. Normally people would back down when he raised his voice, and if they’d seen him in action with a sword they’d think twice about confronting him. Gaston felt his cheek twitching and put his hand to his face to stop the dwarf from seeing. Without warning, Maldark hefted the war-hammer to his shoulder and Gaston stepped away.

‘I’ll take thee to her,’ Maldark said.

‘Don’t bother.’ Gaston turned to leave.

‘I’ll take thee to her now.’ Maldark slapped the hammer haft into his palm and glowered.

Gaston forced himself to relax. He was afraid of no man, but there was something about the dwarf that unnerved him, a self-assurance that didn’t allow for any possibility of doubt. No boasting, no threats. Just a dreadful certainty that if Gaston didn’t do as he was told, he’d have as much chance as a baby in a croc-infested creek. He lowered his head and nodded, letting the sword slip back into its scabbard.

Maldark led Gaston to the main door of the residences. ‘Wait here,’ he said, before going inside and shutting the door.

After a few moments Gaston could hear the murmur of voices and then saw the soft glow of candlelight dancing past the windows. The door opened again and Mater Ioana stood there in a white gown, her shaven head reflecting the yellow flame of the candle she carried. She studied him like a surgeon examining a wound, the barest suggestion of a frown tugging at the corner of her mouth.

‘My, you have been in the wars, haven’t you? You’d better come in. Can’t have you staggering around with all that weight on your shoulders.’

Gaston started to tremble, a wave of emotion welling up within him. He dared not speak in case he lost control.

‘Come along, Gaston.’ Ioana held the door open for him.

Maldark was lurking just inside, a sullen expression on his face. He made as if to follow them, but Ioana waved him away before leading Gaston along the main corridor, past six or seven closed doors, and into a small chamber at the end. She touched her candle flame to the wicks of three votive lights, their warm, flickering glow revealing the blues and reds of the stained glass windows flanking a simple altar, and glinting from the surface of the gilt Monas that stood upon it.

She drew up a couple of chairs, but Gaston threw himself to his knees before the altar, tears already spilling down his cheeks. Tears of shame. Tears of release. He bowed his head, clamped his eyes shut, and began to sway.

‘Mater, I have sinned.’

Ioana said nothing, but Gaston could feel her eyes upon him. A hard lump was growing in his chest, forcing him to go on.

‘I’ve d-d-done things…’ He hated the quavering of his voice. ‘Shameful things. Broken…the Admonishments; d-d-disgraced my Order.’

‘We are not required to be perfect,’ Ioana said. ‘Rules should guide, but never burden. Sometimes things happen. Nous understands. He is closer to us than we are to ourselves.’

Gaston shook his head, flaming coals threatening to burst out of his chest. ‘No, Mater,’ his voice was a grating squeak. ‘I’ve done evil things.’

‘Rhiannon?’

Gaston winced as if she’d struck him. He screwed his face up tight, sniffed back the snot, swallowed it. ‘Mater, I…I…’ He couldn’t say the words. Hated himself for it. Hated his weakness.

He felt Ioana’s hand on his shoulder. She gave it a gentle squeeze, let out a sigh that might have been sympathetic, might have been disapproval. ‘What will you do, Gaston? How will you atone for it?’

‘I c-c-can’t. Never can. She won’t…She won’t let me. Can’t let me.’

Ioana cradled his head against her shoulder. ‘No, Gaston, she can’t. At least not now.’

‘Then what? What can I do?’

‘Be gentle with yourself, Gaston. Think of all that has happened—your father. I never met him, but Soror Agna says—‘

‘No!’ Gaston pulled away and stood. ‘No excuses. I d-d-didn’t come here for that.’

‘Then what did you come here for?’ Ioana lowered herself onto a chair and watched him with big attentive eyes.

‘P-P-Penance, Mater. Please, I need a penance. Bind me to the service of Nous. I n-n-need to atone.’

Ioana nodded, her eyes still on him, but seemingly distant, focused far away. A shadow passed over her face, her demeanour suddenly that of a frightened child, or an anxious parent. ‘We will talk about that in the morning. After this…this business with Deacon Shader.’

If there was any “after” , Gaston thought, almost hoping there wouldn’t be.

‘What else, Gaston?’ Ioana’s look was pleading. ‘Have you confessed everything? I sense there is something else, a stain on your soul. What’s happened?’

‘N-N-Nothing.’ Gaston’s lips trembled as he spoke. ‘I’m ashamed, Mater. Ashamed of w-w-what I am, what I’ve d-d-done. Ashamed of my l-l-lack of faith.’ He thought about telling her what he’d witnessed beneath the mound, what he’d discussed with Cadman, but he could barely think about it, never mind tell anyone. He prayed for the strength to confess it, to exorcise all that was troubling him, but each time he made the resolve, Rhiannon’s swollen face rose before him like an accusing ghost, telling him he didn’t deserve forgiveness. Telling him he was damned, whatever he did.

‘There is remorse in your heart,’ Ioana said. ‘Whatever you have done, Ain already knows, just as he knows how sorry you are. He is a god of forgiveness, Gaston. For Ain, all things are possible. To serve him, you only need to want to be a better person.’

Gaston already knew all that—he’d been telling himself the same thing, but it wasn’t helping. Maybe Ain could forgive him, but Rhiannon couldn’t; and what if he couldn’t forgive himself? Wouldn’t he be damned anyway?

‘Mater, tell me about the resurrection,’ Gaston suddenly blurted out. ‘What happens when we die?’

Ioana knelt beside him, her eyes closed in concentration. She gave a little sigh before she answered. ‘Some parts of the Liber are much older than others,’ she said. ‘After the Reckoning, different streams merged with the Old Faith, sometimes enriching it, but more often than not muddying the true meaning.’

Gaston thought about what Cadman had said about the Ipsissimus being the Father of Lies. It was starting to sound like the Templum had fabricated great sections of the Liber to appeal to as many people as possible. That would certainly account for its rapid spread, the willingness of so many nations to accept Nousian control. But if there were a true thread running through the teachings, what kind of sick mind would bury it all in the name of temporal power?

‘Resurrection is one of the most ancient teachings,’ Ioana continued, ‘and one of the purest. Ain has promised that, at the end of time, we will be restored to bodily life just as Nous was when he appeared to the first Luminaries and gave them the original Liber.’

‘But what will our bodies be like?’ Gaston shuddered at the recollection of the animated corpses riding from their tomb and returning to the world. If that was resurrection…

‘Tajen speaks of luminous bodies. The degree is dependent upon sanctity. Arcadine, I think it was, says that the resurrected will not have individual organs: all will be harmonised in the spirit.’

‘H-H-How does he know that?’ Gaston searched her face for any hint of a lie. ‘How do we know any of it’s true?’

Ioana shrugged. It seemed to Gaston she was on shaky ground, though she was doing her best to sound confident. As far as Gaston knew, she might indeed be confident; that was the problem: he couldn’t be sure of anything any more.

‘The words of the witnesses,’ Ioana said. ‘Faith.’

Gaston groaned. It was like beating his head against a brick wall. Why were there no clear answers?

‘Faith is accepting without proof,’ Ioana said. ‘There are no certainties, no guarantees. It’s an attitude, an orientation.’

Gaston was rocking from side to side. ‘B-B-But what if it’s all lies?’ What if the promises of Ain had as much substance as Shader’s to the Order? What if there was no truth, no morality outside what people invented for themselves? If that were the case, then where was the harm in what Cadman was doing? And who could condemn Gaston for the things he’d done?

‘What is it, Gaston? You can tell me.’

Gaston went rigid and looked at the Monas on the altar through blurry eyes. ‘I’ve…seen things.’ His voice came out as a whisper.

Ioana rose from her chair, took hold of his face with both hands and forced him to look at her. ‘What kind of things?’

‘The living dead.’

Ioana stepped back and rubbed the top of her head. She frowned, lost in thought for a minute, and then fixed Gaston with her gaze once more. ‘Does this concern your friend Dr Cadman?’

Gaston nodded.

‘What is he up to?’

‘He has power over the dead. He promises me things.’

‘Resurrection?’

‘Immortality. He says the Ipsissimus has c-c-cursed him. Says there’s a w-w-way to lift the curse and wants my help.’

Ioana sniffed contemptuously.

‘H-h-how do I know that w-w-what Cadman says isn’t true?’ Gaston asked.

‘What does your heart tell you?’

‘In my h-h-heart there is only…’ Gaston felt his face twisting into a grimace.

‘Only what?’

He couldn’t say any more—if he did, he felt the admission would destroy him. Closer to the surface than it had ever been was the affliction that had clouded his life since he’d lost his dad to Nous, since his mum had followed him on the same insipid path. He tried, as he’d always tried, to evade the great emptiness opening up inside him, to distract himself from the terror of the Void. He looked at Ioana and forced a smile, but he knew by the worry on her face that she’d read his fear.

‘Bow your head, Gaston,’ she said in a shaky voice. ‘Pray for Ain’s forgiveness and I’ll grant you absolution.’

‘No!’ Gaston recoiled. ‘That’s n-n-not what I want. I d-d-don’t deserve it. I need a p-p-penance, Mater. P-P-Please.’

‘As you wish,’ she said, her face suddenly grey and drawn. ‘You may stay with us tonight, and we’ll work something out in the morning.’

Gaston nodded, and then the realization hit him. ‘Shader’s s-s-still here, isn’t he?’

Ioana put her hand to her mouth. ‘I’m sorry, Gaston, I didn’t think. But the offer still stands. You’ll be quite safe. He’d never abuse our hospitality.’

For a moment Gaston considered doing what Maldark had accused him of. If there was no omniscient Ain watching over his every move, why shouldn’t he just slit Shader’s throat whilst he slept? Wasn’t that the way of life? Wasn’t that what Cadman was doing, making his own rules just so he could keep all the advantages and ensure his own survival in an uncaring world? It was tempting, but Gaston couldn’t be certain of anything right now. Either Ain existed or he didn’t, but Gaston wasn’t ready to chance it. The one thing he knew for certain was that the dead could walk again, and that meant there was some possibility of continued existence after death. Ain might not be watching over him, but you could bet your life on it that Bovis Rayn was.

‘If I beat him,’ Gaston rose unsteadily to his feet, ‘we can talk about this afterwards.’ He held out a hand and helped Ioana to stand. ‘And if not,’ he continued, sounding much calmer than he felt, ‘I guess there’ll be nothing more to worry about.’

SHAMAN’S VISION

The sky was black, like sleep. Black, with no shiny crystals spread out across it for Krylyrd to learn secrets from. The jungle below was steaming, drenched with the heaviest rains of the wet. Mawg skulls on spikes set around the settlement glared angrily out at the trees, daring any intruder to cross the line of curses.

Krylyrd clawed signs in the air as he danced with wild abandon, twisting and leaping. His body was the swirling water of the reef, his breath the wind that howled and whirled, smashing down the huts as if they were made of nothing but cobwebs. He spun in ever tighter circles until he came to an abrupt standstill, every muscle taut to the point of bursting. Drool trickled from his jaws and sweat beaded his leathery torso. He bared his teeth and let out a long bloodcurdling screech in answer to the cry he’d heard from the Dreaming.

The bulk of the hive sat in silence on the tiers of sun-baked mud seats cut into a steeply banked semi-circle. They were listening for the watchers to respond; waiting in hushed awe for the master to appear.

Lightning flashed behind Krylyrd’s eyes and he screamed, throwing himself to the ground, writhing like a dying snake, before he flopped to his back and lay still.

A silvery speck flickered above him and then flared into a ball of blue flame that cast its icy glow on the seated crowd. Within the sphere, Krylyrd could see a shadowy hand, the fingers closed about something, but slowly prising open to reveal a scene of ships at sea, white sails with a red symbol—like a man made of sticks, horns on his head. Krylyrd hissed and thrashed. He knew that symbol; he’d seen it before on the clothes of the slayer at Oakendale, the man who’d slaughtered his brothers and driven them back to the Isles. Beneath the decks of the flagship amber light shone like the sun. A hushed growling spread though the onlookers.

The sphere floated down until it touched Krylyrd’s head, sank within his skull. He began to shake, blood burning in his veins, and then sat up. His mind filled with the chattering of the winged demons about the master’s throne, row upon row of them, eyes tied to magic mirrors. He glimpsed the master, dressed in a grey tunic, pale face above, shiny knobs poking from beneath black hair and sparking with tongues of fire.

‘Master,’ Krylyrd barked, his tongue curling awkwardly around the word. ‘We heard the call of the watchers. We await your bidding.’

The master’s face was a mask of clay; even his eyes remained fixed and unfocused, as if they were made of glass. They blazed with blue light when he spoke.

‘I’ve shown you what my Kryeh have detected, shaman. You are still my hands and feet?’

Krylyrd nodded enthusiastically, the crowd roaring their agreement.

‘Then raise the hive. Ready the ships. It’s time for the reavers to swarm.’

 

 



THE DUEL
 

 

Gaston awoke before sunrise, threw his cloak over the clothes he’d slept in, buckled on his sword and wandered outside to sit by the templum porch. He leaned back and listened to the birds chirping excitedly as the first ribbons of pink and purple appeared on the horizon. Calm wrapped around him like a blanket following a restful sleep—the first he’d had in a very long while. Maybe he wasn’t quite so alone as he’d believed. Maybe he could trust Ioana to guide him, see him through this bleak patch. Even the spectre of his dad was feeling more like a comfort in the dawn light, and less like the horrors he’d seen beneath the mound.

Cadman’s offer had sorely tempted him, but at the same time it had inflamed his conscience, almost given it the perspective of an outsider. And what he had seen with that conscience troubled him. It had been reckless to attack the soldiers outside Sarum, but what he’d done to Rhiannon felt a whole lot worse. She’d been his friend; she’d trusted him, and he’d betrayed that trust in the worst possible way. He was almost glad Shader was going to make him pay for it. Almost, but not quite, for nothing Shader did to him could make things right.

Gaston felt a wave of nausea, an uncomfortable tightening of his stomach. What if he lost the duel? What if he was killed before he could atone for what he’d done? Before he could complete his penance? The calm returned as swiftly as it had left. Ioana would know what to do; she was sure to speak with Shader, make him see sense. They were all Nousians. Shader would understand the need for redemption and stay his hand. Gaston crossed his legs and shook his head, laughing at himself for being such a clacker. There’d be no duel today. The more he thought about it, the more the whole thing sounded ridiculous.

He stared out at the reddening sky, not wanting to miss a moment. The problem with good moods was that they had a habit of slipping away like dreams on waking the second you took your mind off them. It felt like someone had swept a mountain of mould-blackened leaves away from the centre of his skull, but they’d forgotten to take them outside. They were still there at the edges, putrefying, seeping back towards the centre. Just like the dark cloud that had settled over his spirits since meeting Cadman. Gaston had been utterly convinced of the path he was following—his dad’s path, but the way Shader lived it; the path of Nous. Now, after hearing Cadman’s accusations against the Templum, after witnessing the grotesque awakening of the Lost, he felt he’d abandoned Ain. Worse, a nagging voice kept telling him that Ain didn’t exist. He no longer knew whether to hate or embrace the Templum. Denounce its lies or beg forgiveness for his unbelief.

An elderly priest limped from the residences, covered his mouth with a hand as he coughed, and made his way to sit beside Gaston. The man was old before his time, the thinning hair of his head prematurely white, a thick beard framing his chin. The eyes were damp and rheumy, and a deep scar ran across his forehead, the skin around it yellowish and hard.

‘G’day, Frater,’ the priest said, his voice thin and reedy.

‘Morning, Pater…uhm…I’m Gaston. Gaston Rayn.’

The old man flapped his hands. ‘There’s no need to give me your name, son. Don’t suppose I shall remember it in a minute or two. Can’t even recall my own. It’ll come to me—most likely when one of the others calls me for breakfast. Is that a sword you’re carrying, Frater?’

Gaston nodded, already feeling the shame creeping back.

‘Not a new novice, then?’ He leaned closer to examine the embroidery on Gaston’s cloak. ‘You wear the holy Monas on a white cloak. Now let me see…An Order of fighting monks…’

‘The Elect?’

‘Yes, that’s it. Surely they’ve not reached Sahul?’

‘I’m with the White Order founded by the former Elect, Deacon Shader.’

‘I know the name.’ The priest looked rather pleased with himself. ‘In fact, I believe he is staying with us at the moment. So you’re one of Shader’s boys.’

‘Not any more.’

‘Does it cause you much confusion, serving both the Monas and the sword?’

Ordinarily Gaston would have snapped at such a question, but today he felt different, less certain. ‘There’s an ancient argument,’ he began, watching the old man’s face intently, ‘allowing combat that is judged to be just.’

The priest’s eyes glinted with either humour or mischief. Gaston continued, uncomfortably aware that he was quoting Shader. ‘As Nousians, we are commanded not to kill, but those who have rejected Ain for their own ends are the enemies of life.’

‘They are evil?’ the priest asked, eyes widening.

Gaston’s cheeks were burning. He licked his lips and tried to inject some confidence into his voice. Problem was, he sounded like a bullshitting pillock, even to himself. ‘In such cases, the act of killing is not so much homicide as malicide,’ he concluded, hoping he’d got the words the right way around.

The old man scratched his beard and frowned. ‘But you no longer believe this?’

‘Used to, Pater, with all my heart. Acted as though it were true, as well. I’ve killed, and unjustly at that. Didn’t think so at the time, but I know it now.’

The old man’s face softened and his eyes lost their glint. ‘Murder?’

‘Nothing else you could call it. Told myself I killed those who opposed Ain’s will, but now I haven’t a clue what that is. Don’t think I really knew then. It was my own will that was defied, my own vanity and anger that led to violence. Pater, is there any way back?’

‘The path of redemption begins with the acknowledgement of guilt. If you are contrite, Ain’s forgiveness is limitless.’

‘Pater Limus!’ a shrill voice called from the residences. ‘Breakfast!’

Limus put a finger in his ear and gave it a good rub. ‘Coming! Will you join us, Frater…?’

‘Gaston. Yes, Pater, thank you.’

The pair made their way along the central corridor of the residential block, past the chapel in which Gaston had spoken with Ioana, and down a narrow passageway that opened onto the refectory.

Spoons clattered, knives scraped, chairs creaked, and priests mumbled and whispered, talking more with their hands than their mouths. Everyone looked up as they entered, touched their foreheads, and then returned their eyes to the table. Butter was spread and passed along, honey drizzled into bowls, the pages of Libers rustled as they were turned with sticky fingers. A frater with a weatherworn face, and a habit so muddy it might as well have been brown, roughly guided Limus to a chair as the others tucked into porridge and thick rounds of toast. Soror Agna glanced at Gaston as she carried a large tea pot over to the table and began pouring for everyone—even those who held up their hands to say no. Ioana gestured for him to sit beside her, but no sooner had his bum hit the chair than Rhiannon entered the refectory with Shader at her side. He still wore his mail beneath the white surcoat, like he always did. Probably slept in it. His overcoat hung open, and he clutched his hat to his chest. He flipped it deliberately onto his head the instant his cold blue eyes met Gaston’s.

Gaston felt his lips quivering with shame or fear. He focused his gaze on Rhiannon, fighting an overwhelming urge to make public his confession and beg her forgiveness. He was halfway out of his seat when Shader drew his shortsword, grabbed him by the collar and dragged him across the table. Gaston was too stunned to react, and then it was too late as the tip of Shader’s gladius was pressed against his throat.

‘Deacon Shader!’ Ioana surged to her feet. ‘This man is a guest in our house.’

Beside her the dwarf, Maldark, stood and snatched up his hammer.

Shader tensed but didn’t release his grip. ‘This man is a rapist and a killer. In the name of Ain I’m going to cut his throat right here!’

Rhiannon looked pale with shock and did nothing but stare at Gaston, open-mouthed.

Gaston had finally attuned to the situation and realized the danger he was in. ‘P-P-Please—‘

‘Shut it!’ Shader said, heaving Gaston the rest of the way over the table and dumping him on the floor.

Gaston whimpered as Shader tugged his head back by the hair and pressed the blade firmer into his throat, forcing him towards the doorway.

There was the grating of a chair being pushed back and then Limus limped to intercept them.

‘Get out of my way, Pater,’ Shader said, his voice full of ice and menace. ‘There’s no need for anyone else to get hurt.’

‘You plan to murder the boy?’

‘Execute. But the result’s the same. Now get out of the way.’

‘I’m not good at remembering names,’ Limus went on as if he hadn’t heard Shader. ‘You must be Ain’s right hand, or perhaps even the Angel of Death. What is it we were just saying, Gaston?’ Everyone glanced at Limus in astonishment. ‘Is your death to be by way of homicide or malicide?’

Shader’s eyes narrowed as he pushed past the old priest. The chill blue had been swamped by a roiling grey that seemed utterly inhuman. Cold fear washed through Gaston’s limbs and it was all he could do to stop from puking, or pissing himself, or worse.

There was a gasp from behind and Shader turned, taking Gaston with him. Maldark brought his huge hammer crashing down on the table, sending crockery flying and splashing white robes with tea. Soror Agna touched her fingers to her lips and then began to dab at the front of Ioana’s robe with a handkerchief.

‘Enough!’ Maldark roared.

Shader paused long enough for Gaston to squirm free.

‘I-I-It’s true,’ Gaston directed the words at Ioana. ‘All true. This is what…’ He flicked a look at Rhiannon, but she was trembling, staring at nothing. ‘…what I deserve.’

Ioana’s fingers were clenching and unclenching above the table. Her eyes never left Shader’s, but her face was contorted as if she were struggling for the right thing to say. When she did speak, her gaze faltered. ‘This is not the way of Nous.’

Shader raised the gladius and squinted at the keen edge of the blade. ‘Exactly what the monks of Pardes said when the mawgs came.’ He extended his arm and took aim at Ioana with the point of the sword. ‘Evil must be opposed, Mater. It’s no good being Ain’s hands and feet if you just stand by and do nothing.’

Gaston found himself agreeing, but didn’t like where this was leading. Perhaps there was another way. He tried to will Rhiannon to meet his gaze, but she continued to shake, eyes wide and unblinking.

Shader looked him up and down for a moment, sneering, before turning on his heel. ‘Outside!’

He led the way to the gravel surface in front of the templum. The sun had just risen to a cacophony of birdsong and the maniacal cackling of a kookaburra. Elias Wolf’s cart was parked to the left of the Domus Tyalae, but Hector was under the lean-to at the edge of the templum grounds, head dipping into a feed sack. Gaston could just make out Elias’s feet protruding from the end of the cart. Clearly the bard wasn’t happy sleeping in the templum buildings. Either that, or he knew Gaston was staying and wanted to keep as far away from him as possible.

Rhiannon trailed Shader like a lost child and tugged at his sleeve. ‘Don’t do this, Deacon. It’s not what I want.’

‘Then what do you want?’ he thundered, and then immediately turned his head away.

Rhiannon teetered back against the door, jaw slack, the blood draining from her face. But in an instant she pushed herself off the frame and grabbed Shader by the arm, the colour flooding back until her cheeks looked ready to explode. ‘I don’t know,’ she snarled. ‘But how the shog do you think butchering Gaston’s gonna help? I can fight…fight my own…’ She sagged like a burst wineskin, ran her fingers through her hair.

Gaston slunk between them, averting his eyes, and moved towards the Domus Tyalae where he began to go through a series of thrusts and mock parries with his longsword. The priests and Maldark fanned out behind Rhiannon and Shader to stand in front of the porch.

‘What is it you want me to do?’ Shader asked more gently. Gaston strained so that he wouldn’t miss a word. At least the focus had shifted from him, and that gave his courage room to trickle back.

‘When you drove the mawgs from Oakendale,’ Rhiannon said, touching Shader’s cheek and searching his eyes, ‘I thought you were so bloody holy. You fought with sadness, with regret. You took up the sword again just to protect others. It wasn’t about pride or revenge. When did you become such a violent jerk? What happened to that man?’

‘He never existed,’ Gaston said, ceasing his practice and turning to face Shader. If Shader was determined to go through with this, then Gaston saw no point holding back. He’d do what he was best at—belittle his opponent, anger him; who knows, maybe even the great Deacon Shader would prove fallible in some small way. He’d already shown he could lose control. All it took was one lapse. ‘Having second thoughts, Master Shader?’ Gaston swished his blade through the air and walked through some basic stances. ‘Perhaps I should have practised somewhere else.’

Shader eyed him momentarily and then turned back to Rhiannon.

Gaston knew he wouldn’t back down now—pride wouldn’t let him. He brutally suppressed a wave of worry that rose from his stomach. Too late for that, he thought. Hope of any reprieve had vanished the moment he started goading Shader, though to be honest, there hadn’t been much beforehand.

Rhiannon nodded at Shader and leaned close to whisper something in his ear. As she moved back to stand with the priests and Maldark, Shader sheathed the gladius and drew his longsword.

‘Only the one sword today?’ Gaston would have preferred him to have used two like he normally did. Shader was making concessions, and that made Gaston feel a pang of doubt.

‘No point messing up two blades on scum like you, boy.’

‘Perhaps you’d like some time to warm up.’ Gaston was starting to despair of riling Shader, but he lost nothing in trying. ‘Loosen up those old joints?’

‘I’m ready if you are.’ Shader twirled his sword, tongue wetting his lips.

***
 

Elias’s eyelids flickered open at the sound of voices. He pulled the dew-damp blankets aside and sat up in the cart, rubbing his eyes. Seeing Gaston he quickly ducked down again. Shader moved into view, sublimely poised, walking on the balls of his feet. They were both armed and not taking their eyes off each other. Chances of this being a passionate tango seemed a bit slim, so Elias guessed it must’ve started. His money was on Shader, but that was more from bias than any objective appraisal of their skills. He’d like nothing more than to see Gaston bleeding from a thousand cuts and force-fed his own stunted little prick. Not that Elias knew what Gaston’s cock looked like, but you could always tell when someone was compensating. He rummaged around for his notebook and then settled back to watch the duel over the edge of the cart.

Gaston’s attack was sudden and terrifying. Without warning, he leapt in with perfect balance, slashing and thrusting with dazzling speed. Elias’s breath caught in his throat. Looked like he’d backed the wrong horse. He was certain it would all be over in a second.

Shader merely stepped back and to the left a little, his sword arm relaxed and moving in easy motions to parry Gaston’s fury. Sunlight glinted from the blades, momentarily blinding both fighters. Gaston withdrew, breathing heavily, whilst Shader began to circle him. Elias nodded knowingly. The old dog was getting out of the sun’s glare.

Gaston blinked repeatedly and shielded his eyes with his free hand. He moved in again, more cautiously this time, and began to probe Shader’s defences with a series of thrusts. Shader did likewise, the combat resembling a simple warm up exercise but increasing in tempo as their bodies limbered up and hand-eye coordination became more assured. Suddenly, Gaston feigned a wild slash to Shader’s neck, but at the last moment dropped his elbow and lunged at his belly. Shader caught Gaston’s blade on his own, spun on his heel and sent a vicious riposte across Gaston’s face. Gaston swayed back, sword coming up in the nick of time to block, steel juddering, arm trembling with the force. He skipped away, twirling the blade in his hand and twitching his fingers, wincing all the while.

Elias had seen many duels, and had written poems to commemorate the more important ones. He could see that Shader was the more skilled swordsman, moving with greater economy, reading each of Gaston’s moves; yet he had only launched one attack. Gaston, on the other hand, was relentlessly looking for openings, and sooner or later he would find one. Elias started to scrawl some notes, but Gaston attacked again, his sword a glittering blur in the sunlight. Again Shader parried easily, but this time his own sword snaked out in a tight arc causing Gaston to spin away and block the blow awkwardly. Shader reversed his swing and jabbed the blade deftly at Gaston’s midriff where it was again met with defensive steel. Shader pressed home his advantage and brought a vicious blow down on Gaston from above. Elias half closed his eyes, expecting to see splattered brains and shards of skull, but Gaston swept his own sword above his head with both hands, metal chinking, sparks flying. Even so, he was jolted backwards by the force of Shader’s attack. He sought desperately to regain his balance, but Shader advanced with a combination of thrusts and slashes that caused Gaston to trip and tumble to the earth. Shader placed a booted foot on Gaston’s sword arm, the tip of his longsword pressing into his throat.

A terrific clatter and rumble coming down the Domus Tyalae stole the moment. Elias stood up in his cart and watched as the sleek black carriage of Dr Cadman pulled up in front of the templum. A man in scarlet robes, oiled black hair tied in a neat ponytail, climbed out of the carriage followed by the velvet clad bulk of Cadman. The driver sat motionless beneath a chimney-stack hat.

***
 

Shader swore under his breath, but secretly he was relieved. He stepped away, sheathing his sword. Would he have actually done it, pressed down on the hilt, driven the point all the way through Gaston’s throat and out the back of his neck? Gaston was watching him with bloodshot eyes, every inch the frightened, stuttering kid he’d been when he’d first plucked up the courage to ask about the training. Could he have left him squirming there, pinned to the ground, blood frothing from his mouth? Shader shut his eyes, tried to summon happier images. A wave of remorse washed over him as he remembered the lad coming to him, face streaked with tears, after he’d run away from home. He’d fallen out with Bovis again, neither being able to stomach the other’s take on Nousianism. Shader had held him while he sobbed himself dry, and then without a word they’d gone to the practice barn and fenced till their palms bled.

Shader opened his eyes. Gaston was still looking at him, lips quivering. He returned Gaston’s sword and allowed him to scramble to his feet.

‘Gaston, my boy,’ Cadman called out, opening his arms wide.

Gaston ran into his embrace, let the fat man stroke his hair and whisper in his ear. Shader took a step towards them, but then stopped and lowered his eyes. Part of him wanted to protect Gaston, punch Cadman right in his pudgy face. But it wasn’t Cadman the lad needed protecting from, he acknowledged. The stinging truth of Rhiannon’s words came home to haunt him: he was nothing but a violent jerk.

Mater Ioana approached the man in the scarlet robes. ‘Welcome to our templum, Governor,’ she said. ‘Even if it is a somewhat unexpected honour.’

Zara Gen looked decidedly uncomfortable and could not meet Ioana’s eyes. ‘In the name of the Emperor Hagalle,’ he announced to the group in front of the porch, ‘I am here to inform you of the dissolution of the Templum of the Knot. My men will soon arrive to search the premises…’ he looked fleetingly at Cadman, ‘and once they’ve confiscated anything suspicious, you will be escorted to Port Sarum where you’ll board ship for Nousia.’

That didn’t sound much like Hagalle’s style, Shader thought. He’d have just sent the Sicarii. Zara Gen was lying, but he didn’t exactly look comfortable about it.

‘But you are…you have always been a friend to us, Zara Gen,’ Ioana said. ‘What’s happened?’

Cadman stepped away from Gaston and pulled two pieces of amber from his pocket, one curved and pointed like the fang of a serpent, the other round and looking suspiciously like the eye of the Grey Abbot’s Monas. ‘These! Relics of your esoteric sect that have brought pestilence upon us.’

Shader touched the statue in his pocket and shot a quick glance at Elias, who was watching the scene intently.

‘It would seem, Mater,’ Zara Gen said, ‘that the plague is generated by these pieces of amber, one of which was brought to Sarum by Jarmin the Anchorite.’ Zara Gen shut his eyes for a second, his face creased with tension. ‘And the other was found on the person of the Grey Abbot of Pardes.’

‘It was you who attacked Pardes?’ Ioana asked, a trace of fear in her voice.

A confusion of emotions crossed Zara Gen’s face, but he could not find the words to reply.

Cadman spoke instead. ‘My suspicions were aroused when it was observed that, of all the people in Sarum, only you priests were unaffected by the plague. Some swift enquiries revealed that the Grey Abbot was the ringleader of what increasingly looks like a Templum plot. My visit here yesterday showed me that there was nothing exceptional you were doing that would ward off contagion. Ipso facto, as they say in Aeterna, your protection from the plague must be altogether more…sinister.’

‘Don’t look too poorly yourself,’ Hugues said, patting his stomach and coming to stand with Ioana.

‘Not yet,’ Cadman said, ‘but who knows when my time will come?’

‘You’re no fool, Dr Cadman,’ Ioana’s eyes narrowed. ‘You know full well this is no ordinary contagion. There are occult forces involved.’

‘You have knowledge of the workings of the plague?’ Zara Gen’s hand went to his ponytail.

‘I have started to sense something of its nature. It has more of the feel of pollution, than disease.’

‘Pollution from what, Mater?’ Zara Gen asked.

‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Cadman said, holding up the eye and the fang. ‘My theory is that those closest to the power of the amber are immune to its negative effects. None from Pardes have grown ill, and it is my contention that another piece of this artefact lies somewhere within the Templum of the Knot.’

‘Perhaps you can explain, Doctor,’ Shader eyed Cadman coolly, ‘why the Abbey of Pardes was attacked by living corpses.’

‘Creatures that fled before your unsurpassed evil, Deacon Shader. I think we have all seen enough of that on display today.’ Cadman gestured towards Gaston. ‘Mater,’ he frowned at Ioana, ‘I must say I’m surprised to see you permit such violence in front of your templum. Whatever would the Ipsissimus say?’

‘Living corpses?’ Maldark stepped alongside Shader, war-hammer grasped firmly in both hands. ‘Explain thyself, Doctor.’

Zara Gen shot Cadman an uneasy glance.

‘They were but men.’ Cadman shook his head. ‘I fear our friend Mr Shader here is attempting the age old Nousian strategy of demonization. What would you say, Mater?’

‘Zara Gen,’ Ioana ignored Cadman, ‘this is such a sudden turn of events. I know you must have your reasons, but I don’t understand. Give us time to answer these charges, or at least to work out what to do.’

Zara Gen’s face creased with discomfort. ‘I’m sorry, Mater. We have to act now.’

‘But you can’t just expect us to pack up and walk away.’

Zara Gen turned and climbed back into the carriage.

‘This is our home!’

Cadman draped his arm around Gaston and pulled him close to whisper in his ear. Gaston shook his head and tried to pull away. The fat man took a firmer grip, both hands on Gaston’s shoulders, and fixed him with an intense gaze over the top of his pince-nez. Shader strode towards them and barged into Cadman.

‘Terribly sorry, Doctor,’ he said. ‘I hope you’re not hurt.’

Cadman made a show of dusting himself down and resituating his pince-nez on his nose. ‘No, no, I’m perfectly all right, Mr Shader.’ He shot a questioning look at Gaston, who lowered his eyes. ‘No harm done, eh?’

Ioana held out a hand and Gaston took it. She pulled him into an embrace and glared daggers at Cadman, who ambled over to the carriage and then turned back to face them.

‘Horses for courses, Mater,’ Cadman said, thrusting his hands in his pockets and puffing out his cheeks. And then a little more sombrely, ‘Horses for courses. Well, Gaston, I’m here if you need me.’ And with that he clambered inside and the carriage clattered away down the Domus Tyalae.

Shader stiffened as Gaston broke away from Ioana and walked towards Rhiannon. Her fists were clenched and she kept looking from Agna to Shader. Gaston went down on one knee, looking like he was proposing, but with his head hung in shame. Shader’s hands went to his hips, the skin of his face tightening until he thought it might split.

‘I-I-I don’t deserve to ever be f-f-forgiven for what I’ve done,’ Gaston said in a shaky voice. ‘B-B-But please let me t-t-try to make things right.’

Rhiannon raised a hand as if to strike him. Her fingers were trembling, her breathing rapid and shallow.

Gaston flinched and stood, taking a quick step backwards. ‘I’ll do whatever it t-t-takes. Just tell me what you n-n-need and—

‘Shog you!’ Rhiannon shoved him in the chest and stormed into the templum, Soror Agna following close behind like a clucking old hen.

Gaston turned to Ioana, face flushed and eyes glistening with moisture. ‘Mater, you said Ain was merciful. Please, tell me what he wants from me.’

‘Maybe he wants you to sod off with your fat friend,’ Elias said, standing up in his cart and scribbling away at a notepad. ‘Actually,’ he cocked his head as if he were listening and flung the notepad over his shoulder to land amongst the rest of the junk in the cart, ‘that’s exactly what he’s saying right now. “Piss off, Gaston, and everyone will feel a whole lot better.”  Wow, what do you think of that? My first mystical colloquy! Praise Ain, I’m saved!’

‘Shut up, Elias,’ Shader said, pointing a finger at him and holding it there until the bard threw his hands up and started to fuss around with his instruments.

Gaston opened his mouth to say something, but the din of scores of horses cantering down the Domus Tyalae averted everyone’s attention. Shader frowned as he recognized Justin Salace riding at the head of the White Order.

The knights spread out around the front of the templum, nearly forty men, heavily armoured and cloaked in pristine white. They each carried a light lance and wore a cavalry sabre at the waist. Shader wondered where they’d come by such impressive armaments. He glanced over at Gaston who look dumbfounded.

‘Justin,’ Gaston said stepping forward, ‘what’s going on? Where’d you get this gear?’

‘Thought you knew, man,’ Justin said. ‘It was delivered last night. Thought that’s why you’d gone.’

Gaston glanced at Shader, looking once more like the lost boy who’d fled the family home. He drew himself up straight and threw his voice so that it would reach all the knights. ‘Why’d you bring the Order here?’

‘Governor Gen showed up first thing with Dr Cadman,’ Justin said. ‘Told us all about this amber crap causing the plague. There’s something wrong here, man.’ Justin glanced at the templum as if it were the entrance to the Abyss. ‘Magic, or some shit. Bad magic.’

‘You’ve been fed a bunch of lies, Justin,’ Shader said, stepping towards him.

‘Master Shader.’ Justin acknowledged him with a curt nod, but continued to address Gaston. ‘Our orders are to search the templum and everyone here, then escort the priests to Port Sarum and see them off.’

‘You take orders only from me,’ Gaston said.

‘I assumed it’s what you’d have done, if you’d been there when the Governor came. I thought we were pledged to his service, or have I got it wrong?’

There was something like belligerence creeping into Justin’s tone. Shader scanned the other knights, trying to read their intentions. He hoped to catch sight of someone he could trust, thought he glimpsed Barek, but the lad’s eyes were cast down.

‘We’ll ride back to the barracks,’ Gaston said, ‘then I’ll discuss the matter with Governor Gen and Dr Cadman.’

‘There’s nothing to discuss,’ Justin said, looking to the knights around him. ‘The Governor couldn’t have been clearer. So come on, man, get your leader head back on and help us carry out his orders. You know it makes sense.’

There was an expectant silence as all eyes turned upon Gaston. Shader crossed his arms over his chest and prayed, for Gaston’s sake, the lad gave the right answer.

‘We are Nousians first, Justin. I’ve promised to do whatever Ain wills, but I’m not too good at hearing what he has to say.’ Gaston cast a wry look in the direction of Elias’s cart. ‘So I’ve decided to put myself, and the Order, under the authority of Mater Ioana.’

Justin leaned over the bow of his saddle. ‘Then you’re fucked, Gaston. Can’t you see this ain’t right? Our own lads grow sick and yet these priests are unaffected. Dr Cadman is right: it’s the work of the Father of Lies. Never much believed that stuff before, but now it’s starting to make sense. The Demiurgos is prowling around us, man, looking for ways to deceive.’ Justin shot an accusing look at Shader.

Maldark hefted his hammer to his shoulder and moved to stand directly in front of Justin’s horse. ‘Boy,’ he growled, ‘turn around and get thee hence, or I’ll smite thee, so help me God.’

God? Shader felt a thrill run up and down his spine. He didn’t know whether to be outraged or intrigued, but now was not the time for either.

Justin snarled and started to draw his sword. Before the blade was even halfway clear of the scabbard, Maldark swung his hammer over his head and struck the ground. There was a crack like thunder, and stones flew up startling the horses. Justin struggled to keep his saddle, but still managed to bark a command to the knights: ‘Attack!’

As Maldark raised his hammer for another blow, Shader drew both his swords and stood alongside him.

‘No!’ Ioana shouted, the command in her voice so strong that the knights froze with indecision. ‘There will be no more fighting. Everyone inside.’

The priests scurried into the templum with Gaston, Maldark, and Shader reluctantly following. Once they were all in the narthex, Hugues shut and bolted the doors.

‘Will they break in?’ Cadris was already beginning to perspire.

Ioana glared at him before moving to look from a window. ‘Looks like they’re waiting for something,’ she said.

Shader glanced at Gaston, but then realized the lad probably knew as little as he did. What hold did Cadman have over the Order? And more worryingly, what had made Zara Gen, the only leader in Sahul with any sympathy for Nousians, change so dramatically?

 

 



CADMAN’S COUP
 

 

‘Looks like we’ve lost Gaston to the Templum,’ Zara Gen said, settling himself into the broad leather chair behind his desk.

Cadman stroked his moustache idly for a moment before moving to the drinks cabinet.

‘Master Rayn has his demons to lay to rest,’ he said with a pronounced note of cynicism. ‘Don’t worry, Governor, he’ll be back.’ And if he wasn’t, Cadman didn’t really give a damn. Justin Salace might have been an opportunist little runt, but he was ideal for the task in hand. ‘Can I get you something? Whiskey? Water?’ Which looks about all he’s got in here, puritanical nincompoop. Not at all like Councillor Arkin. Now there’s a man who likes his drink.

Zara Gen’s brow furrowed, as if he didn’t quite approve of Cadman helping himself. He sighed and leaned back in the chair.

‘Whiskey—a small one mind. Need to keep a clear head in these matters.’ He tugged on his ponytail and grimaced. ‘You’re sure these pieces are to blame?’

Cadman unscrewed the cap on the whiskey and filled a glass before handing it to Zara Gen. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Bit over-zealous with the pouring.’

Zara Gen accepted it with sigh. ‘Don’t suppose it’ll hurt this once.’ He took a sip that turned into a glug and then waved the glass under Cadman’s nose. ‘The pieces, Doctor.’

Cadman topped him up and replaced the bottle.

‘Ah, yes, the pieces. Well, you know the legends as well as I do.’ Actually Cadman doubted anyone did after the amount of reading up he’d been doing, but that was the way to talk to politicians: make them feel superior, or at the very least equal. ‘The Statue of Eingana is shrouded in superstition—Dreamer mumbo-jumbo in the main, but it’s generally supposed to be a force for good.’

Zara Gen took another swig and leaned forward, eyebrows raised.

‘However,’ Cadman said, pausing for effect, ‘like all such powers, it’s something of a mixed blessing. In the right hands, Eingana is the bringer of life…’

‘And in the wrong?’ Zara Gen was getting his point.

‘Absolutely, Governor. It’s the combination of raw, atavistic power with the dubious morality of Aeterna that has led to our problem.’

Zara Gen was making irritating noisy circles with his glass atop the desk, but Cadman did his best not to mention it, biting down on his bottom lip and counting to three.

‘I’m not sure, Cadman. The priests have always been…’ Zara Gen struggled for the right words.

‘Wolves in sheep’s clothing, Governor, just as the Emperor’s always said. Think how grateful Hagalle’s going to be when he learns what you’ve done here: banishing the last Nousians from Sarum and confiscating the cause of the contagion. I see great things for you, Governor: a duchy perhaps.’

‘I don’t know about this.’ Zara Gen ripped off the black ribbon and shook his hair free. ‘I’ve known Mater Ioana for a long time; and Jarmin—well he was only in this very office a short while ago. We spoke at length and I saw nothing to…’

‘Governor,’ Cadman interrupted again. Zara Gen’s eyes narrowed, but he let it go. Cadman raised a hand in apology, but continued anyway. ‘Doesn’t it strike you as odd that the most prominent Nousian in the North just happens to pop in for a visit?’

‘I invited him,’ Zara Gen said.

Cadman gave his most sympathetic sigh. ‘Yes, Governor, but think about what led to you making such a politically…sensitive move.’

Zara Gen’s face reddened and he drummed his fingers on the desktop.

‘Most out of character.’ Cadman whipped off his pince-nez and squeezed the bridge of his nose. ‘And I dare say it didn’t go unnoticed in Jorakum. You know how the staff gossip. My point is, however, that soon after Jarmin departed, our itinerant holy knight, Deacon Shader, turned up in Pardes where the Grey Abbot just happened to have a piece of the Statue of Eingana.’

Zara Gen pushed his chair back and stood, his eyes suddenly keen and radiating clarity. ‘Which you knew all about, Doctor. What was it Shader said you sent after it? Living corpses? No, Doctor, this doesn’t feel right. If the Grey Abbot is as morally reprehensible as you claim the priests are, then why was there no ill-effect from his possession of a piece of the statue?’

‘He’s lived a very long time.’ Cadman was clutching at straws. He crammed the pince-nez back on his nose. ‘Who knows what—?’

‘Oh, come on, Doctor! I may not have all your degrees, but I’m no idiot. I agree that the statue has a part in all this, but the Nousians? You’re starting to sound like Hagalle. You’re supposed to be a man of science. Where’s the evidence to support your hypothesis? And, more to the point, just how long have you had those pieces?’

So the Governor’s not as stupid as he looks. Oh well, onwards with plan B.

Cadman took the eye and the fang from his pocket and rolled them about in his fingers. ‘You already know about my acquisition of the Grey Abbot’s eye.’ Cadman flicked it into the air and deftly caught it. ‘The other piece, I have you to thank for. If you hadn’t invited that odious hermit to your office I might never have learnt of its whereabouts. Actually, I doubt I’d have ever given this whole silly business of Eingana a second thought.’ Scarcely a moment had passed since when Cadman hadn’t wondered if he’d been better off out of it; sticking to his life of anonymity and preying on the nauseating citizens of Sarum.

The blood had drained from Zara Gen’s face. Cadman touched a hand to his cheek, thinking the illusion might have wavered again, but then he realized Zara Gen was probably shocked at the idea of being spied on.

‘Thicker walls, Governor.’ Cadman gave the panelling a sharp rap. ‘Soundproofing. It was all the rage in my day, what with the paparazzi, the sellers of secrets, and jealous rivals. We even had little devices you could secrete in plant pots. If you’d been more cautious I’d have been prevented from eavesdropping. As it is, your carelessness has led me to a place I’d rather not have come, and it’s looking increasingly like there’s no turning back.’

Cadman sauntered to the door and locked it.

‘Guards!’ Zara Gen called out, rushing round the table and pushing past Cadman to take hold of the door knob. ‘Someone call Captain Harding!’ He turned the key and pulled the door open. A shadow blocked his way, causing him to back into the office until he was pressed up against the desk. The shadow drifted towards him taking on more clarity, a full-faced great helm, translucent armour and a diaphanous surcoat, yellow with age but still bearing the red Monas of the Templum.

‘What…What is…?’ Zara Gen’s teeth were chattering and he clutched his arms across his chest.

‘Governor, Callixus. Callixus, Governor Gen. Now do be a good chap and sit down before you fall down.’ Cadman waved Zara Gen back to his chair. ‘Splendid.’ He whipped out his cigarette case, tapped it three times and replaced it. Not the best time to smoke, he decided. Some jobsworth was bound to investigate the smell. Walking straight through the ethereal form of Callixus, he went back to the drinks cabinet.

Callixus’s eyes smouldered.

‘Are the Lost in position?’ Cadman asked, pouring himself a large whiskey. Wouldn’t have the slightest effect, but ancient habits die hard.

‘They have entered the city. The Imperial troops were no match for them.’

‘Good, good. Tell them to come straight here. A bit more terror and panic can’t do us any harm, eh, Governor? I expect the good people of Sarum are quite getting used to it, what with the plague and all. Sterling stuff. Sterling.’

In spite of his bravado, Cadman was worried. More worried than he’d been in centuries. It wasn’t in his nature to take such bold action; and yet wasn’t that the way life worked, throwing up opportunities for advancement, each acceptance bearing its own risks?

‘What are the Lost?’ Zara Gen had taken on the complexion of wax, and his knuckles looked almost arthritic from gripping the arms of his chair so tightly.

‘Who would be more apposite, don’t you think, Callixus? Governor, Governor, things have got ahead of themselves, as I knew they would. Action begets more action, I always say, and all action leads inexorably to climax, dispersal, and disintegration. I’m afraid it doesn’t bode well for dear old Sarum, but what’s a man to do when the entire cosmos is just waiting to take a swipe at him? Back in my day we had something known as the Lost and Found—I expect you have something similar here at Arnbrook House, what with this being a thoroughly bureaucratic institution. What Aeterna has lost, I have found and intend to put to good use. Let’s see if this particular climax can’t be twisted to a positive end.’ More positive for some than others, if fate doesn’t defecate in my celebratory champagne.

‘Don’t worry, Governor, once I have the rest of the statue I won’t be sticking around here. You might even get out of this alive—if you stay put and do as you’re told. Now do be a dear and zip it, as they used to say.’

Cadman touched the amber pieces together, watched them spark and glow. He closed his eyes and reached out into the streets of Sarum, hunting, probing.

‘Now look here, Cadman, we’re both reasonable men,’ Zara Gen said, breaking Cadman’s concentration.

‘Perhaps I didn’t make myself clear, Governor. Shut up!’

Zara Gen shrank back into his chair as Cadman once more closed his eyes and sought out the dead of Sarum. He didn’t have far to look, the wisps of his questing soul drawn to the fresh corpses of a death-cart a couple of blocks away. Siphoning off the power of Eingana to enhance his own necromantic art, he breathed black life into the cadavers and felt the first stirrings of undeath.

Casting his net wider, Cadman scoured the morgues and hospitals, animating all the dead flesh he could find before passing over the cemeteries and revisiting the tumuli outside the city. He felt their groaning protests, these reluctant slaves drawn back from the grave. There were hundreds of them, all connected to his will by the merest sliver of awareness; not enough to think for themselves, but enough for mechanical movements and a burning hunger that would never be sated, no matter how many victims they feasted on.

‘Good,’ Cadman said, pocketing the pieces of amber. ‘That went well. Now then…’

A distant caw sounded from deep in his mind. Cadman slapped the side of his head and pounded his ear like a swimmer trying to void water.

The caw was answered by another, louder and more urgent, and then another. Icy dread crept up his spine, adding to the cold that never left him.

Bugger. Now what have I done?

‘Callixus,’ Cadman’s voice was shaking. He coughed to clear his throat and turned to the wraith who was hovering just a little too close for comfort. ‘Meet the Lost outside and take them to the templum. Justin will be expecting you.’ Not that I don’t trust the boy knights to get the job done, but you can never be too careful. ‘Get rid of the priests and then search every nook and cranny. If there is a piece of the statue there, I want it, do you understand?’

A ripple passed through Callixus’s ghostly body. ‘What of Shader?
He was able to harm me before.’

‘So the odds are even. The legends say you were the greatest of the Elect; surely, even in death you can best a neurotic upstart who doesn’t seem to know whether he’s coming or going. Oh, and Callixus, send one of your men to me. Someone’s going to need to keep an eye on our friend here.’

Callixus’s eyes narrowed to red slits and then he dispersed in a puff of black smoke.

‘There’s still time to put an end to all this.’ Zara Gen was half out of his chair.

The sound of breaking glass came from somewhere downstairs.

‘No there’s not. The game’s afoot, Governor. If I were you I’d sit very, very still. Do nothing, say nothing, and who knows, you might turn out to be the luckiest man alive.’

Cadman headed for the door but it opened just before he reached it. A massive knight stood in the doorway, skeletal jaw hanging slack, one shrivelled eyeball dangling from a thread across a bony cheek. The links on its rusty chainmail were broken here and there, leaving unsightly tears like a moth-eaten rag. It wore the surcoat of the Elect, blackened with mildew, and carried a dented kite shield and jagged longsword.

That was quick.

‘I am Abelard,’ the dead knight rasped, its jaw falling to one side and looking like it was about to drop off. ‘Marshall of the Elect and
second only to Callixus.’

‘A pleasure,’ Cadman said, holding out his hand and then withdrawing it, thinking Abelard’s might come off if he shook it. ‘You sound eminently qualified for the job. This,’ he turned to Zara Gen, ‘is our beloved Governor. Under no circumstances is he to leave this room. If he tries anything, kill him.’

From the looks of things, Zara Gen wasn’t likely to try anything very much at all—although he was starting to look like he needed to relieve himself.

‘On second thoughts,’ Cadman turned back to Abelard, ‘he may need the W.C. You’d better wait outside or he’ll never stop, and I’d hate for him to run out of toilet paper. Right, I must leave you two to get acquainted.’ I have business to discuss with a rather shady customer who’s got more tentacles than an octopus.

It was another step down the slippery slope, but what else could he do? The die was cast, the players assembled. Now it was up to him to ensure that the odds were stacked definitively in his favour.

 

 



PAST GLORIES, PRESENT WOES
 

 

Hagalle, Emperor of Sahul, stood upon the balcony of the Imperial Palace in Jorakum and waved to the marching veterans and the dutifully cheering crowd. It seemed a particularly long parade. Never-ending. Interminable. It was all very well honouring past heroes, but with enemies at every door it would have been more comforting to be surrounded by the heroes of the present. If you could find any, that is. He clenched a fist behind his back and hoped that his fixed smile hadn’t turned into a grimace. With his armies scouring the interior for any sign of an Eastern incursion, protecting the coasts from mawgs or the inevitable Templum invasion, and now containing the plague in Sarum, he was feeling more than a little stretched. More than a little vulnerable. The last thing he needed was a Veteran’s Day procession. If the tedium didn’t kill him, the chances are some skulking assassin in the crowd would. It was a sign of the times. Every second man would more likely stab you than shake your hand. Troubling times. Worrying. Violent times.

‘What is it, Emperor?’ Aristodeus brushed against him and peered at the crowd, looking more at home with the occasion than a member of the royal family—if there’d been one.

With his father murdered by the Sicarii, who were supposed to serve him, his mother in a lunatic asylum in Daemonia, and his idiot younger brother Paryll killed falling from his horse, Hagalle was the last of the line, as Aristodeus always reminded him each time he put in one of these impromptu appearances. All very well for him to say, Hagalle gave the philosopher a sideways glance and leaned on the balustrade to create some distance between them, but no sooner was he alone with a beautiful woman than his manhood wilted like a tulip in the desert. His blasted worries couldn’t leave him alone for one minute so that he could get the job done without fretting about being stuck with a hairpin, or receiving the kiss of death from poisoned lips.

‘Thought I saw something down there: a glint of metal.’ Bastards never gave up. You could see them everywhere, if you looked hard enough. Always lurking, always waiting in the shadows.

Aristodeus scanned the crowd like a hawk, pursed his lips and shrugged. ‘Probably just a coin, or sunlight glinting from jewellery.’

Hagalle drew back, his jaw aching from smiling so much. He’d expected Aristodeus to say that. What he couldn’t decide, though, was whether the philosopher was keeping something from him or mocking him. Hagalle was fully aware that most of his inner-circle thought him paranoid. No one had the guts to tell him to his face, but he saw the looks, heard the whispers. Maybe one day, when the Ipsissimus showed up with an invasion fleet, they’d eat humble pie, and if they didn’t, it wouldn’t hurt to have a mass execution to restore respect.

Troop after troop of Sahul’s retired servicemen marched past the palace to the steady boom, boom, boom of the bass drums, the rat-tat-tat of the snares, the wail of the bagpipes; each regiment preceded by a standard bearing its motto and years of service.

‘Look,’ Aristodeus said with the enthusiasm of a small boy at a shark cull. ‘The Cassowaries. Wasn’t that Emperor Gorkan’s regiment?’

Hagalle squinted at the blue-coats goose-stepping past, chins held high and flanked by the drooping ends of regimental moustaches. Each old soldier had an enormous broadsword strapped to his waist, and at the front a big bull of a man hoisted the standard aloft: a flightless blue bird on a white background.

‘He pretty much grew up with them.’ Hagalle acknowledged the troop with a nod. ‘Tough old birds.’ He gave a little laugh at the irony. It’s how the regiment had jokingly described itself when Hagalle followed in his father’s footsteps during his youth. Good times, he sighed. Happy times. All before he’d been left to run this tinpot empire from the steaming, stinking dungheap of a city that was Jorakum.

‘Many of the men down there fought for my father in the civil war.’ Hagalle turned an eye on the philosopher to make sure he was listening.

Aristodeus dabbed at his slick forehead with a handkerchief, eyes widening with what looked like feigned interest. Hagalle knew even Aristodeus wouldn’t dare to change the subject, and would have to endure the coming monologue with tortured patience. That was the first cheery thought he’d had all day.

‘It’s to men such as these,’ he took in the endless blue line with a majestic sweep of his arm, ‘that we owe the survival of the Zaneish Dynasty. I’m sure you’re aware, old friend, that we go back more than three hundred years.’

Hagalle was starting to enjoy himself. Of course Aristodeus was aware—he’d been the one to teach him history, along with philosophy, the rudiments of the science of the Ancients, and the art of war. His father might have misjudged the Sicarii, but he’d made a fine choice of tutor. Pity the bald bastard had grown to be such an irritation later in life.

‘Quite, quite,’ Aristodeus’s voice had a reedy quality to it, as if he were bored out of his mind and trying to sound interested. ‘Ishgar, wasn’t it? Built up the Sahulian League. Forced the Eastern Lords to sign the Charter just outside of Sarum. Did I ever teach you about the strategy he employed?’

Hagalle frowned and shook his head before turning back to the procession and watching his beloved Cassowaries march into the distance. Their place in the interminable line was taken up by the beige-cloaked Wanderoos.

‘Bloody turncoats,’ Hagalle muttered under his breath, then smiled and waved as the entire unit turned their heads to recognize him. Their cowardice had forced Gorkan to cede New Ithaka to the Millians and allowed them to enthrone Troy Jance as their puppet.

‘Then let me tell you.’ Aristodeus made a steeple of his fingers and pressed it to his lips in his characteristic teaching mannerism. It occurred to Hagalle that the philosopher was actually rather enjoying their chat, and that soured what brief moments of pleasure he’d had thinking he was the one inflicting the misery.

‘Ishgar was a migrant to Sahul. Some say he was shipwrecked in the South West during a storm. Of course, there are other legends, more fanciful, which have him being spewed from the mouth of a sea serpent that had slipped through a doorway between Earth and the dark side of the Dreaming. I rather suspect it was a lot more mundane than that…’

Hagalle covered his mouth with his hand—it wouldn’t do to be caught yawning at such a solemn occasion. Blessedly, Duke Farian tapped his shoulder and beckoned him inside to where servants were rushing about preparing the Veteran’s Day banquet.

‘Your Imperial Highness,’ Farian was flushed with excitement. ‘Our troops cordoning Sarum have been attacked.’

‘Mawgs?’

‘No, my Emperor. They were surprised and slaughtered by cavalry. Knights wearing the white cloak and red Monas of the Templum.’

Hagalle slammed a fist onto the table in front of him, causing plates and cutlery to clatter noisily. ‘I knew it! It wouldn’t surprise me if the bloody Nousians were in league with the mawgs.’

Farian frowned. ‘Should I send for General Starn, Emperor?’

‘Of course. Fat lot of good it will do, though.’ Hagalle sniggered at his own little joke. Starn wasn’t the most athletic of soldiers and looked more like an over-indulgent baker than a general. About as useful as one, too. ‘This demands a response, Farian. I want the House Carls ready to march by morning. Where did these knights head after attacking my men?’

‘Into the city, my Emperor.’

‘Then they will perish with the rest of the population.’

Unless, Hagalle couldn’t help thinking, the blasted Nousians were behind the plague as well, in which case they would no doubt enjoy immunity. The thought panicked him and he had to draw a deep breath to keep his composure.

‘Uhm, do you still wish me to summon General Starn, my Emperor?’ Farian was bobbing from one foot to the other.

Buffoon.

‘How many times do I need to tell you, Farian? We can’t afford to pussyfoot any longer. The mawg situation is bad enough on its own. And now we have a Templum incursion into Sahul. The bloody Millians must be really pleased!’

Farian hurried off whilst Hagalle strode back out to the balcony and manufactured the required equanimity as he waved at the crowds and the ceaselessly passing veterans. His re-emergence was greeted with shouts of ‘Hagalle the Great!’ and ‘Long live the Emperor!’

Idiots!

Aristodeus leaned towards him and whispered in his ear. ‘Everything all right?’

Hagalle smiled benevolently and continued to wave. How much did the bald bastard already know? ‘Problems down south. Time to pay them a little visit, I think.’

Aristodeus rubbed his chin and gave a nod that might have been pensive, but could equally have been one of satisfaction. ‘Dark times, Emperor. Dark times indeed,’ he said with infuriating vagueness. ‘Thank the fates we have you to lead us.’

Hagalle snapped his eyes shut and fought for the control to not punch the sarcastic little prat square on the nose. When he opened them again, Aristodeus had gone.

Typical! Bloody typical!

One way or another Hagalle knew his family’s dynasty was coming to an end. If it wasn’t due to the failure of his loins, it was only a matter of time before the Eastern Lords grew bold enough to strike the killing blow. And if by some miracle Hagalle survived that, would even the gold of Ashanta be enough to withstand the joint incursions of the mawgs and the Nousians? If Ashantan assassins didn’t get to him before he found a way to acquire it. His head shook ever so slightly as he continued to wave. There was no stability any more. No matter what he decided, Sahul was entering into a new phase of her turbulent existence.

 



DREAMER’S APPRENTICE
 

 

Sammy opened his eyes, yawned and stretched, reached out for Poodgie, his frayed old teddy bear. Must have fallen off the bed, along with the covers. The bed sure felt hard. Why hadn’t Mum called him, yet? Or Rhiannon? Couldn’t even hear them clattering around in the kitchen.

Something scrabbled over his legs. He sat bolt upright, sending a striped bobtail lizard scurrying for cover.

The embers of last night’s fire still smouldered in the circle of rocks he’d helped set, wisps of smoke wafting into the curved shelter Huntsman had painstakingly erected from bark and twine. There was just enough space for Sammy to curl up inside, the bowed branches overhead keeping in some of the warmth from the fire.

The sky was awash with reds and purples as the sun crept above the horizon, casting a soft and comforting glow over the stark landscape. They had walked the barren scrubland for days with no change in the scenery, no landmarks, just endless miles of red dirt sparsely populated by tufts of wild and spiky grass. Occasionally the monotony had been broken by the sight of an eagle soaring in the thermals above, or kangaroos on their way to shade and water, although quite where that was Sammy had no idea.

Huntsman was back from foraging for food. He’d found tubers, roots, and foul looking maggoty things. Sammy had hardly eaten during their journey and was starving.

‘Something to eat, little fellah?’ The old Dreamer took hold of Sammy’s hand and pressed a leaf into his palm. He then dropped some still wriggling maggots on top and indicated with his fingers that Sammy should roll it up and take a bite.

Sammy simply stared at it, the knot of hunger in his stomach shifting to become a lump in his throat. ‘Can’t eat.’ He looked at Huntsman for permission to put the leaf down.

The Dreamer’s eyes were dark and unblinking. ‘You need their strength.’ He poked a maggot. ‘Much walking still to do.’

Sammy folded the leaf over the creatures and shut his eyes as he bit into it. Something popped between his teeth and a sweet warmth trickled into his mouth. Bile started to rise as he thought about what he was chewing on, but it was quickly replaced by a pleasing tang mingling with the sweetness. For an instant he relaxed, feeling like he was at home having breakfast, and then his mind was filled with the screams of his parents. His eyes were streaming with tears and snot poured from his nose. He tried to sniff it up, but it just kept coming. Huntsman was still watching him, nodding faintly, lips moving in imitation of Sammy’s chewing. It seemed to Sammy that the Dreamer was willing him to eat.

‘Drink this,’ Huntsman said, ripping into a large root and holding it above his head so that he could catch it’s dirty liquid on his tongue. He handed it to Sammy who did the same, delighting in the coolness and the bitter-sweet taste.

They finished their meal in silence and then Huntsman scattered the leftovers and set about dismantling the shelter.

‘Will you teach me how to do that?’ Sammy asked.

Huntsman paused for a moment, sitting back on his heels. He stuck out his bottom lip and cocked his head. ‘My people call this a mia.’ He tapped the interwoven bark and branches. ‘Come, watch me take it down. That way you will see how it is made.’

‘Can’t we leave it for someone else to sleep in?’

Huntsman took in the surrounding desert with a sweep of his arm. ‘These are sacred paths. Better they stay hidden. Only for Dreamers to use.’

Sammy liked the sound of that. ‘We should take it down and hide the branches so that other Dreamers can find them and make their own mia.’ He folded his arms across his chest and waited for Huntsman to show him what to do.

‘First,’ Huntsman’s gnarled hands worked at a knot of twine, ‘we return parts to Sahul, like you say, little fellah. This is way of Barraiya People, and you one of us now. When next we stop, you find branches, help me build mia.’

Sammy clapped his hands with glee and Huntsman smiled.

‘If you want, little fellah, I teach you many more ways of our people.’

‘Like what to eat?’ Sammy rubbed his tummy.

‘Still hungry? Must have hollow legs. I bring you more food once mia is back to Sahul.’

‘But not the maggoty things.’ Sammy wrinkled his nose as he helped Huntsman unravel some plant fibre that held a large piece of bark in place.

‘Ah, but they so tasty! Even better toasted over hot coals. When we finish at Homestead, I show you how to fish.’

‘Yes!’ Sammy yelled excitedly. Then the sadness crept back into his heart. ‘How much further do we have to go?’

‘Not far now.’ Huntsman smiled and rested a hand on his shoulder.

But the tears were already flowing again.

 

 



A TEMPLUM BESIEGED
 

 

Shader stared at the bolted double doors of the templum, back starting to ache from sitting hunched over on the pew for so long. Confinement had never sat well with him. He’d always enjoyed the great open spaces of his father’s lands in Britannia. He’d spent his childhood roaming the forests that bordered their twenty acres. Years lived in accordance with the seasons: collecting the horse chestnuts in spring; trudging through autumn’s brown carpet beneath the bare limbs of the trees; the impatient rush towards Noustide, which the family had always spent at Brinwood Priory, where Gralia had friends among the brothers.

Jarl, Shader’s father, grumbled about the priory stays, but always appeared to enjoy his festive drinking bouts with Frater Kelvin beside the crackling fire of the refectory. It was at Brinwood that Shader had first seen a depth to his father that had otherwise been hidden beneath his lust for adventure and excellence at arms. With his mind freed by ale, Jarl had discoursed for hours with Frater Kelvin most evenings. Shader smiled at the memory, suspecting now that Kelvin had taken these opportunities to minister to Jarl’s spiritual needs, which were seldom so close to the surface.

Jarl had proven an enigma to the youthful Shader. The man was a military giant and had dedicated his life to physical prowess. If not practising with weapons, he was off fighting in Verusia or becoming embroiled in local border disputes. In times of peace, which had become more frequent as the Templum brought more and more nations into the fold, Jarl had adopted the role of marshal, hunting down petty criminals, more often than not cattle rustlers. In those times of inaction he was prone to bouts of irritability and sudden fits of temper; and yet he had always recognized these flaws in himself and took himself off on voyages of exploration, or busied himself with chopping firewood, or oiling and sharpening his weapons for future use.

Thus far, Shader could understand his father. What had puzzled him, though, was the iron code of conduct, the natural inclination for self-examination and correction that would have been the envy of any Nousian Luminary. But Jarl was not a Nousian. During the final months of his life, when he lay wasting away from cancer, Shader returned from Aeterna to be at his bedside. He winced at the memory. Jarl had spouted off about the hypocrisy of the Elect—enjoying the patronage of the Ipsissimus, claiming Nousian sanctity, and yet killers of men no different to those Jarl had spent his life amongst. The only difference, for him, was that the regular soldiers were honest about what they were. Shader had been stung by the remarks and they’d parted on bad terms. At the funeral a few days later, he’d not wept. He’d felt something: an emptiness, and the weight of expectation, but he doubted either was the result of filial love.

Love, Shader thought as the memory faded and he was left staring at the templum doors. It was as simple and as difficult as that. How could a swordsman ever reach that goal without discarding everything that made him what he was? Ain, he would have tried if Rhiannon…

The train of thought was mercifully cut short by a hand upon his shoulder. Shader looked up to see Maldark following his gaze towards the doors.

‘They’re taking their time,’ the dwarf grumbled.

‘Perhaps you frightened them off.’

‘By God, I’d have taught them a thing or two had it not been for Mater Ioana.’

‘I know, Maldark, and I quite believe you would have won.’

‘Or mayhap died trying,’ the dwarf mumbled beneath his beard. ‘Begging thy pardon, Shader, but something hath been troubling me since first we met. Methinks I hath seen thy face before—it is most familiar. Are you sure we hath not met at some other time?’

Shader met the dwarf’s violet eyes, felt them boring into him, saw his own distorted reflection in their dampness. ‘I would have remembered. There’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you, though. This God you mention. In our Liber we are forbidden to…’

Gaston moved to stand in front of the doors. His fingers played with the pommel of his sword and his eyes never lingered long on any one thing or person. ‘Why don’t they attack?’ He sounded like a child complaining about the rain forcing him to stay inside.

‘Pray, thou tell us, boy.’ Maldark planted his hammer before him as he sat on a pew and rested his hands on the haft. ‘Art they not thy knights?’

Shader stood and wandered back into the nave where Pater Limus tended the sick and dying who lay upon pallets, skin ruptured with pustules, thick froth fouling their chins. Limus uttered soft words of encouragement and offered them his smile, which appeared at once beatific and vacant.

Further back, in the chancel, Rhiannon and Soror Agna were engaged in animated yet hushed conversation. Rhiannon was flustered and tearful, her arms clamped over her chest as she rejected Agna’s attempts to comfort her.

Ioana turned away from peering out of a window, climbed down from the pew she’d been standing on and ambled over to Shader with Cadris clamouring behind for answers.

‘Why have they chosen now to persecute us?’ he asked. ‘Why do they just sit there? Are they going to attack?’

Ioana gritted her teeth. ‘Just get on with your work, Cadris. There are ill people to tend and I’m starting to think it’s because they’re sick of your whining.’

Cadris stopped, mouth hanging open, and then stomped over to the pallet-beds, frequently peeking at Ioana and Shader in case he missed something.

Frater Hugues took up Ioana’s vigil at the window, a look of grim determination on his face.

‘Tell me about this statue,’ Ioana said.

‘The Grey Abbot told me it’s the Statue of Eingana,’ Shader said. ‘The artefact used by Huntsman to end the time of the Ancients. After the Reckoning, it divided into five pieces, two of which are now in the hands of Dr Cadman.’

‘He was convinced we were connected with it,’ Ioana said.

Shader pulled the black serpent from his pocket, running his fingers over the ridges of its scales and squinting at the slender veins of amber now barely visible on the surface. ‘I shouldn’t have brought it here.’

Ioana reached out a hand to the statue and quickly drew it back as if afraid it might bite. ‘It’s sentient.’

Shader raised an eyebrow and studied it more intently. ‘I lack your intuition, Mater, but something tells me we would be wise to keep the statue from Dr Cadman. I think that’s why Huntsman entrusted it to me. The bard was being a bit too reckless.’

‘Sweet Nous!’ Ioana said, looking around. ‘Where is Elias?’

‘Hiding in his cart,’ Hugues said from the window. ‘I see him pop his head out from time to time. Poor fellow looks frantic.’ Hugues grinned maliciously.

Ioana returned her attention to the statue in Shader’s hand. ‘What do you propose to do with it?’

Shader shrugged and put it back in his pocket. ‘Guard it as best I can,’ he said, ‘and find a way to retrieve the Grey Abbot’s piece.’

Ioana nodded, lost in thought. ‘Can Huntsman be trusted?’

‘No idea,’ Shader said. There were a thousand things the Dreamer wasn’t telling them, but that wasn’t any different to what Aristodeus had been doing all Shader’s life. Could either of them be trusted? When you didn’t even know the rules of the game, how could you know anything? Either you acted as you saw fit at the time, or you shut yourself away and did nothing, and that wasn’t in Shader’s nature. He wandered over to the window to peer over Hugues’ shoulder.

‘Keeps poking his head out,’ Hugues said, pointing towards Elias’s cart.

Elias was visible as a wriggling lump beneath the dirty blankets he covered his instruments with. Sure enough, his head appeared and his eyes met Shader’s. The bard was red-faced and grimacing. He withdrew a hand from his covers and pointed frantically at the area of his crotch.

Hugues sniggered as Elias ducked back out of sight.

The knights had started to move, fanning out until they completely surrounded the templum and its outbuildings.

‘Looks like they’re getting ready for something,’ Hugues said, sounding every bit the battle-honed corporal.

Ioana gave him an enquiring look.

‘The knights have us encircled,’ Shader explained. ‘It seems we are under siege.’

‘What does he mean “under siege” ?’ squealed Cadris, scurrying over to Ioana.

‘We must wait, Cadris,’ she said. ‘Trust in Ain.’

‘But what if they break in?’

‘Then we smite them.’ Maldark patted his hammer.

Cadris gulped, rubbed at his glistening forehead, smoothed a few stray wisps of hair back in place, and went back to bustling around the patients.

Shader doubted they’d attack. They’d have done so already if that were the plan. He gazed out along the Domus Tyalae, scanning the trees flanking the road. They were waiting for something, he decided, but it didn’t make much sense. They already had overwhelming numbers and he doubted their inaction was due to cowardice. He caught Gaston watching him and raised an eyebrow. Gaston immediately looked away.

‘I-I-I’d have ordered the at-at-attack by now,’ he said, ‘but Justin’s ob-ob-obviously following orders.’

‘Cadman’s?’ Shader asked, his voice harsher than he’d intended.

Gaston winced, staring at his boots. ‘C-C-Cadman’s a very cautious man,’ he said. ‘He w-w-won’t be taking any chances. Whatever’s coming, it’s not gonna be n-n-nice.’

Shader ground his teeth and shook his head, images of rotting corpses smashing their way into the Abbey of Pardes dancing behind his eyes.

‘This Cadman,’ Shader knew the answer even before he’d finished the question. ‘There’s more to him than meets the eye, right?’

Gaston blanched, his cheek starting to twitch. He nodded and finally met Shader’s gaze with wide and pleading eyes.

‘No, Gaston,’ Shader said, fixing him with a cold stare. ‘There’s no forgiveness for what you’ve done. When the time comes, I’ll fight beside you, but nothing more.’

Rhiannon was watching them, her eyes narrow, mouth curled into a grimace. She looked like she was going to be sick, but turned away as soon as Shader noticed her.

‘He pretends t-t-to be fat,’ Gaston said. ‘B-b-but really he’s just a corpse, like the others. Like the Lost.’

‘The Lost? You mean Callixus?’

‘There’s m-m-more. Couple of h-h-hundred, at least. I s-s-saw them. Saw him bring them b-b-back.’

‘Where, Gaston? Where did this happen?’

‘M-M-Mound outside the city. Deep in a f-f-forest. Fenrir, I think.’

Shader curled his fingers around the hilt of the gladius. This Cadman was a liche. Had to be, with that sort of power over the dead. A liche like Blightey and the things that served him in Verusia. He nodded grimly to himself and went back to stand with Maldark. The dwarf was twirling the haft of his hammer, the stone head grating against the floor.

‘I am impatient for the battle to commence,’ the dwarf said. ‘It vexes me to just sit and wait.’

Shader put a hand on his shoulder, thankful Maldark was with them. ‘I don’t think this is going to be an ordinary battle.’

Memories of Trajinot crept up from the dark recesses of his mind. When the aberrations had surged out of the trees and the advance of the Seventh Horse had faltered, Shader had felt one overwhelming emotion: terror. His stomach knotted as the corrosive onset of despair threatened once more to take hold. He’d done the only thing he knew how to do back in the Schwarzwald skirting Verusia, the thing he’d been trained for since birth. He’d charged, and seeing it as a sign of bravery, the Seventh Horse had charged with him.

Maldark looked at him with eyes that had seen their own share of horror, eyes that seemed heavy with a secret burden; and for an instant something was communicated between them. There was no give in the dwarf, Shader realized. He’d never falter, and right now he couldn’t have wished for anything more.

 

 



THE SUMMONING
 

 

Cadman stepped inside the carriage and rapped on the ceiling with his knuckles. The ever silent driver cracked the reins and they lurched away from Arnbrook House. A scattering of militiamen had barricaded themselves in the alleyways leading off of Mercator Street, watching, but taking no action against the graveyard ghouls now prowling around the Council buildings.

Cadman rubbed at his fleshy chin and pondered. He’d grown euphoric on the power of Eingana, and as far as he was concerned there was nothing more dangerous. Euphoria bred carelessness, and carelessness led to mistakes. Not only that, but it was an almost indisputable law of life—sod’s law, they used to say—that such rapturous feelings always preceded a calamitous crash. He needed to sober up, so to speak. Sober up and stop burying his head in the sand every time he heard those infernal caws and felt invisible eyes watching him. Sober up and take stock of the state of play. He’d had a good innings so far, but that usually meant time was running out until the opposition started padding up to bat. Soon he’d be forced to take up his fielding position. He just hoped it wasn’t silly mid on.

Commanding the undead marauding in and around Arnbrook House was as effortless as the automatic counting that ground on of its own accord in a detached compartment of his brain. It had also become easier to maintain his corpulent form, and his appalling parasitic hunger had retreated into the background. He no longer felt compelled to send the ghouls—or Callixus—in search of sustenance; indeed, he was starting to feel repulsed by the practice of filching, as he’d termed his feeding habits centuries ago. It was a repugnance he’d not experienced since he’d first discovered his need for the warm lifeblood of humans to maintain his precarious hold on existence. Had it been worth it, he wondered? All those decades of skulking unnoticed in the great population centres, barely daring to act in case suspicions were aroused; suspicions that every so often gave rise to fear, anger, and retribution. Had mere endurance ever been enough?

Cadman shuddered at the thought of the alternative, and then smiled as he recalled the promise of the Dweller: not only immortality, but self-contained immortality. No more dependence on the lives of others. No more parasitism. No more filching.

Careful, Cadman, he reprimanded himself. You’re getting hooked again. Caution first, caution last, caution always.

Ah, said an emboldened part of his mind that hadn’t seen the light of day in decades. But you’re already in too deep. In for a penny, in for a pound, as they used to say back home before the Templum graced us with Denarii and Aurei. Pretentious Romanophiles.

Was he in too deep? Cadman had a vivid image of the carriage hurtling down a sheer slope, over the edge of a cliff and shattering into pieces on a rock-strewn beach. Every action has its consequences, and he’d been far too active of late; ever since his dreams had been invaded by the Dweller.

I suppose I’m to blame for that am I? said the old familiar voice in his head.

You didn’t have to listen, said the resurgent one. But now you’ve gone this far, there’s no turning back. What’s the worst that could happen?

The carriage slowed to a halt outside Cadman’s townhouse. It was an undistinguished three-storey building nestled amongst a score of similar dwellings in a quiet and not particularly desirable backwater. He wrinkled his nose out of habitual disdain for the neighbourhood, but he had to admit it had served its purposes admirably.

Cadman waited while the driver clambered down and went to check for intruders. He flipped open his pocket watch and kept an eye on the front door once the driver had disappeared inside. The curtains of the house next door parted slightly, and he caught sight of his nosey-old-hag-of-a-neighbour peering out at the carriage. She saw he’d noticed and dropped the curtains back in place just as the driver re-emerged and nodded the all-clear. Thirty-two seconds in all. The man was getting faster. Cadman only hoped he wasn’t getting careless. He thrust the pocket watch back in his waistcoat, trying not to think about the sum of three and two.

He waited on the pavement as the carriage clattered away to whatever dark and neglected part of the city the driver kept it in. Cadman would really rather not know. The man, or whatever he was, had given his services in return for treatment for a cat. It must have been over fifty years ago when he’d entered the surgery dressed from top to toe in black. He’d not spoken a word, merely held out the stinking mog and ignored Cadman’s protestations that he was not a vet.

The animal had been dead for weeks by the look of it, but the man seemed incapable of accepting the fact. He’d stood with his arms crossed, sullen eyes staring from beneath a battered top hat. Despairing of ever getting the man out of his surgery, Cadman had engaged in a little necromancy. He’d been in agony for weeks afterwards, but the cat had moved and hissed and the fellow had seemed quite pleased. He’d offered no money and Cadman didn’t press the point, but the next day he’d arrived outside in the black carriage and had dutifully come whenever Cadman had called ever since.

Cadman paused in the hallway to make doubly sure it was safe, looked in on the surgery to check nothing had been tampered with, and then lumbered up the stairs to the attic where he would attempt to summon the Dweller.

He still felt torn about which path to take—withdrawing and hoping the whole affair died down, or pressing on in the acceptance that things had already gone too far. He very much wanted to hide away, but the new voice in his mind was growing more insistent and had started to convince him that inaction at this stage would nevertheless still constitute action, and most likely a fatal one at that.

The other voice, the one that had guided him successfully all these years, reminded him he had no real idea what he was dealing with. The Dweller had radiated such malevolence and power, and in spite of its praise he’d felt condescended to, as if all the forces he’d learned to manipulate barely broke the surface of an ocean of mystery.

His initial plan had been to use Gaston’s knights, backed up by Callixus and the Lost, but Callixus had been spooked by the presence of Deacon Shader. And there was something unsettling about the ferocious dwarf who had taken up residence in the templum. Better to make certain, he told himself. The Dweller would most likely annihilate the lot of them and then Cadman would use the power of Eingana to send it back to the Abyss. And if that attracted unwanted attention, then so be it. After all, what were they going to do, caw him to death? Probably a damned sight worse, said the cautious voice before he squashed it with a metaphorical boot and ground it underfoot.

Cadman’s experience in the mantic arts initially came from Blightey’s occult practices, but he’d later learnt to exploit the residue of magic left over from the Reckoning. He’d long ago discovered that, since Huntsman’s use of the Statue of Eingana, the Earth had been permeated by a web of enchantment that was connected to the Dreaming, and was infinitely malleable to those with the knowledge. It had been child’s play to Blightey. He’d been typically smug about it, said he was already more than intimate with what he sneeringly referred to as the Dreaming. Cadman, on the other hand, had dedicated years to the study of the phenomena that followed the Reckoning, the horrific creatures of nightmare that had sprung up all around the world, the blossoming of arcane powers within the most unlikely of people. He’d researched all the traditions of magic in an attempt to control this new force, but had little success. Ultimately, it was a moving of the heart that gave him the key; or rather a desperate insistence on his own survival. Somehow, inexplicably, he had reached out with single-minded ambition, perfectly focused by his dread of annihilation, and literally forced the enchantment to do his bidding.

The cost had been great. His body suffered terribly, the joints swelling, bones warping, festering pustules bursting forth all over his skin; but nevertheless, he had endured. He’d come to the belief that these horrific side-effects were due to his abuse of magical currents that were never intended to serve such individualistic ends, and certainly not intended to steal the life force from others in a perverse quest for immortality. Cadman’s entire experience was in the art of necromancy, not the summoning of demons, but he recalled having read much about such conjurations in some of the grimoires he’d been made to study back in Verusia.

Better safe than sorry, his old inner voice reassured him as he began to draw a chalk circle upon the bare wooden floor of the attic. He painstakingly inscribed sigils in scripts that were termed angelic, often with accompanying words in a long forgotten language, and lit candles at each of the cardinal points. He traced out a triangle to the north, the so-called triangle of manifestation into which the Dweller was to appear, and placed a brass censer within, lighting the charcoal and dropping on a few grains of sandalwood.

Although the summoning was to be effected purely by the focus of his will channelled through the amber pieces, Cadman chose to recite the Goetic words of invocation Blightey had beaten into him, just in case they increased his control of the demon.

The air in the attic was thick with candle smoke and incense as he finally settled down within the circle, fang in one hand, eye in the other, and began to incant the barbarous names. It was a shock how quickly his spirit made contact with the demon, which waited just as it said it would. The amber pieces blazed, growing hot to the touch, and suddenly, before he was ready, there was another presence in the room. Not just in the room, but within the circle.

Cadman opened his eyes and barely suppressed a gasp of horror. The Dweller had clearly not complied with the requirement that it manifest in the triangle and now sat cross-legged only a few feet from him, a sleek miniature humanoid, perhaps three feet tall, its ebon skin glistening and rippling in the candlelight; cold eyes of grey fixing him with their malevolence.

‘So glad you called,’ the demon said, slug-like tongue running across thorny teeth. It inclined its head to one side and touched the tips of its elongated fingers together.

‘You will do my bidding?’ Cadman asked.

‘If we have a contract. One soul is all I ask.’

‘Good. Then you will eradicate all life within the Templum of the Knot and bring me the piece of the statue they are hiding. For your payment, take the soul of the one you find it on.’

‘I fully intend to.’ The demon’s jaw opened impossibly wide, granting Cadman a view of a black throat lined with spikes. ‘But do understand, if I cannot take that soul, you must provide me with one bound to it in love; otherwise I’ll be feasting on yours.’

That wouldn’t be a very substantial meal.

Cadman’s jowl wobbled and he was surprised to find that his illusory body was sweating. ‘Agreed.’ He groaned inwardly as he made the pact, feeling his fate open up before him like a bottomless pit.

The glistening black figure began to grow and metamorphose, its fingers stretching into sinuous, writhing tentacles, its torso bubbling into a great churning mass from which innumerable misshapen faces leered and gibbered. The Dweller seethed and undulated, its form never static, heads, arms, claws sprouting from its amorphous body, bursting and reforming, bursting and reforming.

Cadman stood and moved to one side as the horror roiled past him and slithered down the stairs, its grotesque form swelling until, at last glance, it was twice the height of a man and just as wide.

Cadman held the eye and the fang tightly before thrusting them back into the pockets of his waistcoat. It was done. There was no going back now. He’d played his hand and would have to wait and see what fate had in store for him.

A fist of ice closed about the shreds of his heart, causing him to bend double and clutch his chest. His fingers were bare bones, rapping against the ribs protruding from his tattered robes. He let out a rattling breath, the jaws of his skull clacking uncontrollably. He took out the amber pieces and was about to draw upon their power to restore his flesh, but something told him not to. Not a voice this time, just a feeling deep in his bones where the marrow had once been.

Too many risks, Cadman, said his old familiar voice.

Maybe, said the other, but the alternative is to hunt for food, and you’re hardly in a fit state.

‘Just a little then,’ Cadman said to himself, pocketing the fang and accessing the power of the eye—just enough to restore his corpulence.

He tilted his head and waited.

Nothing.

Not the slightest indication that anyone had noticed. He tucked the eye away and trudged downstairs to his bedroom for a well-deserved nap. No sooner had the door closed behind him than it struck him like a bolt of lightning: a single, solitary squawk that seemed to come from beyond the stars.

‘Fiddlesticks!’ Cadman said, opening the door and making his way down to the living room.

No chance of a nap now. Nothing for it but to endure another chapter of Alphonse bloody LaRoche whilst swilling a humongous dose of totally ineffectual brandy. He’d barely picked up the book and located the bottle when he felt something tugging at the back of his mind. He approached the window, half-expecting the Dweller to come crashing through the glass at any moment, telling him it had already failed, telling him it needed his soul in payment. He drew back the curtains a crack and dimly saw the shadowy figure of his driver standing on the roadside, waiting, so it seemed. Waiting for his passenger.

With a sigh, Cadman slung LaRoche across the room, knocked back the brandy, and headed to the front door. Whatever had possessed him to make him think he could sleep this night? Whatever had made him think he could relax enough even to read? Apparently the driver knew him better than he knew himself. There was nothing for it, then, Cadman thought. Nothing for it but to go see for himself what happened when the Dweller arrived at the templum.

 

 



SCREEN 55
 

 

The Kryeh cawed again and turned its head, ripping the electrodes from its eyeballs and spraying a fine mist of blood over the screen. The caw became a screech as its wings extended and started to thrash against the railings. Wires tore free of its arms and stomach, but its ankles remained strapped to the chair.

Sektis Gandaw stepped out of the elevator and did nothing more than raise an eyebrow. It was all that was needed. As the Kryeh flapped into the air dragging the chair with it, Mephesch clapped his hands and the sentroid fired. The machine was little more than a levitating ball of steel with a battery of phase canons studded around its circumference. Nothing fancy, none of that anthropomorphised nonsense. It was minimalistic, plain, and purely functional. Just the way Sektis Gandaw liked it.

There was a burst of blue fire, the smell of ozone, the sizzle of cooking flesh, another screech, and a crash as the chair hit the floor of the third tier. The charred remains of the Kryeh puffed into the air, a sooty cloud that cascaded all the way to the ground floor like necrotic snow.

Sektis Gandaw raised a bloodless hand and flicked the dust from his tunic. He tapped a button on his vambrace and a mannequin rose from the floor wearing his brown overcoat. If there was one thing he couldn’t stand, he shrugged the coat on, it was a dirty tunic. All this activity was making the Kryeh excitable again, and if there was another thing he couldn’t stand, it was deviation from the task in hand. The creatures were good, their senses as keen as he could get them, but they weren’t perfect. No matter how much he manipulated the basic elements nature had bequeathed him, nothing was ever perfect. Never would be until he stripped it bare and started again from first principles.

‘Another surge from the statue?’

Mephesch pointed at the screen as a team of homunculi wheeled a replacement Kryeh into position, wiring in the eyes. The sentroid began to spiral down the chamber one tier at a time, vacuuming up the dust, careful not to let even a single speck remain.

‘Sarum again. Just a blip, but it set the Kryeh off nonetheless.’

‘Increase the sedative,’ Sektis Gandaw said matter-of-factly, eyes narrowing as an LED winked on his vambrace. He punched in a response and braced himself as a circle of the floor detached itself and bore him upwards past the banks of screens, each with their own wired-in Kryeh staring unblinkingly at whatever the satellites showed them. The circle brought him to the top level where he seated himself in the projection chair. The black gauntlet, drained from its crushing of the old monk, was re-charging on its plinth. The power it required was astronomical. It could be hours before it was ready for use again. It really wasn’t good enough.

Pulling down the data screen, Sektis Gandaw conducted a quick review of the knowledge he’d dredged from the monk whilst opening a channel to the shaman who’d just contacted him. It had better have a very good reason.

Apparently the monk liked to think of himself as the Grey Abbot, although he’d been born Alphonse LaRoche in the region known as France before the Reckoning. He’d worn an eye of the Statue of Eingana as part of his Nousian Monas. A spectral creature—the Grey Abbot thought of it as undead—had stolen the Monas…

Sektis Gandaw switched off the screen. Superstitious claptrap, but what could you expect from a religious man. Just as the screen faded, he caught sight of another name, the name of the knight LaRoche had sent to retrieve his Monas: Deacon Shader.

Absently, he punched the name into his vambrace and sent it as a message to Mephesch, trusting that the homunculus would get his meaning and start a data search.

Relaxing back into the chair, he sent a mental coupling signal to his exoskeleton and scores of microfilaments shot through the weave of his clothes to attach to the projector seat, leaving him festooned in a tangle of blinking lights that looked like a bioluminescent anthozoan. He closed his physical eyes and opened their virtual counterparts.

Sektis Gandaw threw up an arm as a cavernous maw thrust towards him, rows of thorny teeth extending all the way to the back of the throat. Needles pricked his skin and calm was restored in an instant.

‘Back away from the projector, you ignorant brute.’ He was pleased that his voice retained its coldness.

The picture shook as the mawg retreated, its yellow eyes coming into focus above a long snout rimmed with fur. It appeared to be a female, for what it was worth.

‘Master,’ it growled and offered a grotesque parody of a bow. ‘I shaman of mawgs. My name is Varg—‘

‘Yes, yes,’ Sektis Gandaw cut across its fawning with a tone of extreme boredom. ‘I know what you are. What you call yourself is of no matter to me. Why have you contacted me?’ This had better be good.

The mawg gestured to the mass of hunched and shaggy forms behind it. They parted, and two mawgs dragged a diminutive figure into sight. Sektis Gandaw almost gasped. It was a homunculus, as far as he could tell, no bigger than Mephesch, and yet the creature had milky white skin and eyes as red as blood. An albino. It was dressed in black and brown leather and a blood-stained dark cloak.

The homunculus looked directly into the screen, eyes widening as it focused on him. ‘What magic is this?’

‘Science,’ Sektis Gandaw said in his most matter-of-fact voice. ‘There’s no such thing as magic. I would have expected your kind to know that.’

The homunculus looked him in the eye. ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Being what you are.’

‘Which is?’

‘Interesting.’ Sektis Gandaw touched a finger to his lips. ‘Quickly, now, where are you from?’

‘What’s it to you?’

The shaman roared and jutted its snout towards the homunculus’s face.

‘Sarum,’ the albino seemed to sag and some of the insolence left his eyes.

‘Originally?’ Sektis Gandaw asked. There were no homunculi on Earth, and the only ones to visit had been sent by him to harvest specimens. Was it possible this one didn’t know what it was?

‘Like I said, Sarum. I was born there. My mother was—‘

‘Impossible,’ Sektis Gandaw snapped, and instantly regretted it. More fluids flooded his veins, restoring equanimity. ‘It is of no matter. Shaman, what are you doing with this creature?’

The shaman’s snout came back into view. ‘Found it under city, Master. Ate its friends. Kept this one to show you. Knew it shouldn’t be here.’

Not bad for a mindless brute, thought Sektis Gandaw. The mawg was right. He’d always known the homunculi were devious, but what did this new discovery mean? He didn’t like mysteries, they were a side-effect of a flawed universe. ‘You’d better kill it.’

Another channel opened and Mephesch’s voice crackled in his ear. ‘This Deacon Shader is the same knight who drove our mawgs from Oakendale.’

An image of a tall man appeared in a window beside the homunculus and the shaman. He wore a tall broad-brimmed hat which shrouded his eyes in shadow. The face was gaunt and angular above a white surcoat and long black overcoat.

‘I retrieved this from the satellite when I followed up on an echo from the statue. If I’m not mistaken, Deacon Shader has a piece of the statue. It could even be the body.’

The shaman let out an excited yelp. ‘He does, he does. Seen him in the city house, we have. Came to aid music man who had serpent’s body. Must have taken it from him.’

‘The signal is very faint,’ Mephesch continued, ‘but it’s coming from within the Templum of the Knot. The big surge that set the Kryeh off has resulted in a flurry of activity around the Council buildings, some of which is headed towards the templum.’

‘Show me,’ Sektis Gandaw said as needles jabbed him repeatedly.

Another window overlaid the images of the homunculus and the shaman. Sektis Gandaw squinted to make sure he was seeing correctly. Hordes of what looked like freshly disinterred corpses were shambling about outside the building known as Arnbrook House. The view panned to show a troop of cavalry riding in the direction of the templum. Their steeds were skeletal, the riders armoured in rusty mail and wielding chipped and age-worn weapons.

‘Someone is using Eingana’s power to locate the other pieces.’ The realization hit Sektis Gandaw like a block of ice in his stomach.

‘I agree,’ Mephesch said. ‘The strongest signal came from Arnbrook House, but it’s moved and I can’t get a fix on it.’

Sektis Gandaw didn’t like this. All these centuries waiting like a spider for a fly to fall into its web and now some outsider was going to beat him to the prize. ‘Shaman, take your mawgs to the templum. We must get this piece before our rival does.’

A chorus of whimpering sounded from the mass of mawgs around the shaman. ‘We can’t, Master. My people are frightened of the things they’ve seen. We can’t kill the dead.’

Sektis Gandaw’s fist clenched and he grimaced as a hundred needles pierced his skin all at once.

‘I’ll go,’ the albino homunculus said.

‘What?’ Sektis Gandaw was on the brink of switching off the projector.

‘I’ll get the statue for you. I have some expertise in these matters. It’s what I’m paid for.’

‘Paid for?’ Sektis Gandaw didn’t pay for things. People either did what they were told or…

The homunculus pressed his face right up to the screen. ‘I am Shadrak the Unseen. Tell your creatures to let me go and I’ll get your statue.’

He was a homunculus. How could Sektis Gandaw trust such a creature? He opened one physical eye and glanced at the black gauntlet, an orange light indicating it was partially charged—at least enough for a demonstration. He thrust his hand into the gauntlet and made a fist. Shadrak glanced up at the black form materialising above his head, eyes widening in terror as the fingers of a gigantic black hand curled around him.

‘I see everything,’ Sektis Gandaw said, giving a squeeze. ‘If you betray me, I have the means to wring the life-essence from your body. You will be nothing more than a dried out husk. Do I make myself clear? There will be nowhere you can hide from me. I have eyes and ears everywhere.’

Shadrak nodded. Sektis Gandaw was satisfied he’d got the message. He released his grip and tugged his hand from the gauntlet, its giant counterpart dissolving from view.

‘Bring the statue to the Anglesh Isles. I will instruct my shaman Krylyrd to expect you.’

Without the use of a planeship it was the best he could do. The gauntlet couldn’t bring matter across the worlds—which was quite an irritation—but if the receiver beneath the amphitheatre in the mawg settlement could be synchronised with the projector, he might be able to fabricate a temporary portal. If only those blasted hybrids hadn’t stolen the last of his planeships things would have been so much easier.

Shadrak slipped from view and the shaman came back into focus.

‘As for you,’ Sektis Gandaw said, ‘get back to your ships. Join the rest of the hive on the ocean. There is another piece of the statue approaching Sahul, and this time the guardians are merely human.’

The shaman’s eyes flared and it let out a low growl as Sektis Gandaw flicked off the projector. He was about to stand when a warning LED flashed on his vambrace. At the same instant, Mephesch appeared on the top level, as if he’d just stepped out of the wall.

‘Something’s happening on screen 55.’ The homunculus was shaking. ‘There’s a tremor running across the web covering the black hole.’

‘What?’ Sektis Gandaw became aware of the pounding of his heart. LEDs were going off all over his vambrace and the needles were piercing deeper than usual.

‘Something has left the Abyss,’ Mephesch said, his brows furrowed. ‘Also heading for the templum.’

Sektis Gandaw saw the consternation on the homunculus’s face and shivered. He couldn’t be certain, but he thought he’d seen something else as well: the slightest curling of Mephesch’s mouth in what was either a grimace or a smile.

 

 



THE COMING TERROR
 

 

Elias was dying for a piss, and as if that wasn’t enough, he was freezing. The sun had set some time ago, and the chill night had cast its mantle of darkness over the templum. He dared to peek out from the cart at the sound of horses clattering down the Domus Tyalae. How many more knights were coming? How many did they need to root out a handful of priests and three fighting men?

As the newcomers came into view, the temperature plummeted further until Elias felt his teeth chattering and his fingers started to turn blue. The pressure in his bladder had reached bursting point and the hairs on the back of his neck were sticking up. Dread descended like a million tiny insects burrowing through his skin, a fearful panic that prickled along his veins and made him shake uncontrollably. He leapt up from the blankets and jumped from the cart, running for the tree line. One of the new knights steered its horse to intercept him and Elias’s limbs turned to jelly, sending him sprawling and gibbering to the ground.

The rider dismounted. Elias heard the rasping of a sword being drawn. He forced himself to look at the knight, who was dressed in a tattered once-white cloak that flapped like a shredded sail, even though there was no wind. A full-faced, pocked and rusty helm stared back at him. Even the now raised sword was chipped and dull, thick cobwebs clinging to the blade. Elias covered his face with his hands and squeezed his eyes shut.

‘Don’t kill me!’ he squealed, and immediately hated himself for being such a wuss. If only he still had the statue. And then he had one last desperate hope. ‘You’re with Dr Cadman, yes? Looking for the statue? I used to have a piece—a big piece actually, the whole body.’ He held up his hands to show just how big, probably exaggerated a little. I know all about the Statue of Eingana. Don’t kill me and I’ll tell you where it is. I’ll tell you everything.’

The knight stayed his hand and another figure, ghostly in form, drifted over to hover in front of Elias like an unnatural shadow.

‘What do you know?’

‘I know who has the body.’

The wraith turned away dismissively.

‘And I know the geezer who used it to bring about the Reckoning and who now works to keep it from you.’

‘Take him to Dr Cadman.’

Hands of ice dragged Elias to his feet and dumped him unceremoniously across the saddle of a horse—a horse without flesh. The knight remounted and they cantered down the Domus Tyalae.

Still spineless, Elias thought, hot piss drenching his trousers and already starting to chafe his inner thighs. Some things never change.

***
 

‘They’ve got the bard!’

It was Hugues’ voice.

Shader instinctively drew the gladius and joined him at the window, straining to see in the silvery moonlight. Gaston looked up, the ghost of a sneer crossing his face before he lowered his eyes to his boots. Maldark stood, hammer at the ready, apparently awaiting Shader’s lead.

‘Coming?’ Shader asked as he strode to the doors and began to unbolt them.

‘You can’t go out there,’ Gaston said, rising from his pew.

‘He’s right,’ Cadris piped. ‘You’re putting us all in danger. Mater?’

Ioana suddenly looked like the strength had leaked out of her. She blinked rapidly, holding a shaky hand up in front of Cadris, one finger raised and wagging slightly. She opened her mouth to say something, but it was another voice that spoke.

‘Help him.’ All eyes turned towards the sacristy where Rhiannon stood clutching her arms across her chest, an expression like a mortal wound on her face. ‘Please, Deacon. Help him.’

Shader watched her over his shoulder as he and Maldark took hold of a door handle each. Rhiannon gave him the slightest of nods, a hollow gesture that may have been gratitude.

Shader threw back his door and stepped outside with Maldark close behind. The knights of the White Order were stunned into inaction and Shader took full advantage, striding straight towards them and throwing his voice with authority. ‘Release the bard. Now!’

The knights turned to each other, lost in indecision. Shader knew he had them, knew if he pressed home his advantage…

Justin Salace rode forward, face twisted with rage. ‘You have no right—‘

He never finished the sentence. Shader leapt at him and dragged him squealing from the saddle. Justin flailed about with his arms and legs but Shader cracked his head brutally against the stone of the driveway until he stopped moving. Shader stood and immediately pushed his way in amongst the mounted knights, none of whom moved to stop him. Maldark shadowed him, glowering malevolently. Shader could just see Elias’s motley-clad form draped over the saddle of a horse passing round a bend in the Domus Tyalae. There was something about the horse…An old familiar terror washed over him, and his chest began to tighten. Breaking through the ring of the White Order, he started to give chase, but stopped. A new force emerged from the darkness beneath the trees to block his path.

‘Nous!’ he cursed, the blood freezing in his veins. ‘The Lost.’

Scores of armoured knights on fleshless horses spilled across the road. The riders wore corroded armour beneath the faded tatters of Nousian surcoats, their shields jagged-edged and corroded, their swords brown with age. A shadowy wraith drifted to their fore, its spectral form garbed similarly in full armour and a white surcoat, ghastly red eyes burning through the slit of its visor.

‘Callixus.’

The wraith grew a fraction more substantial. ‘Shader.’

The knights of the White Order had regained their composure, a group of about twenty moving in behind Maldark and Shader to cut off any retreat. The others maintained their cordon around the templum. Shader glanced back towards the open doors from where Ioana watched, her face impassive.

Callixus followed his gaze. ‘Priestess,’ he hissed. ‘We are coming.’

Shader took a step towards him, but Callixus instantly vanished in a wisp of black smoke. The skeletal steeds before Shader stamped and scraped their hooves, snorted soot and flame. The death-knights sitting astride them lifted their visors as one, jaws clacking in a macabre semblance of laughter. Shader stiffened, and would have panicked had it not been for a surge of warmth from the gladius. He drew his longsword and stood doubly armed before the assembled host. Maldark swung his hammer in a wide arc that drove back the White Order. ‘’Tis too late for the bard,’ he bellowed. ‘We must get back inside!’

‘You go first,’ Shader said. ‘I’ll be right behind.’

‘Aye,’ Maldark growled. ‘Let’s get to it.’ He crunched his hammer into the head of a horse that got too close.

Shader lost sight of him as the dwarf barged his way into the throng, bashing left and right and bellowing at the top of his voice, ‘For God, for Aethir, for Arnoch!’

And then the Lost charged, shrieking a deathly battle cry. Shader moved to intercept the first knight, who slashed down at him with a rusty broadsword. He sidestepped with ease and decapitated the cadaver with a fierce backslash. The head spun to the ground and glared up at him, teeth still chattering. The skeletal horse twisted its neck and tried to bite him, its headless rider thrashing about blindly with the sword. Shoulder-charging the steed, Shader knocked it to the ground. Bones splintered, ligaments snapped, but both horse and rider continued to drag themselves towards him.

Shader danced away from the sluggish attacks of four more knights before weaving in amongst them, hacking this way and that with both blades.

***
 

Rhiannon watched over Ioana’s shoulder as Maldark surged through the White Order, turning back to deliver a thumping blow to a shield. The knight screamed, his shoulder suddenly jutting at an impossible angle. The dwarf moved from foot to foot with surprising agility and awesome balance as he spun and twirled his way back into the ranks of the enemy. A sword slashed dangerously above his head, but Maldark was saved by his height. He swung at the rider and knocked him flying into the man behind. A horse kicked him in the lower back and Maldark roared, spinning on his heel and striking it with such force that it wobbled and then slumped to the floor.

Rhiannon strained on tiptoe for any sign of Shader, but there were too many mounted knights in the way. She felt her skin crawl and turned to see Gaston behind her. ‘Help them!’ She grabbed him and swung him onto the road. ‘Get them back inside!’

Gaston wavered for a moment, looking from the fight to Rhiannon. ‘I t-t-told them not to go out there. It’s not my f-f-fault.’

‘Go to them!’ Rhiannon took hold of Gaston’s collar and shook him.

He gripped her wrists and squeezed, eyes hard and glinting dangerously. ‘They’re already dead!’

Rhiannon felt her face tighten into a grimace as Gaston let go of her and tried to step back into the narthex, but she held onto his collar and blocked the way. She glanced about for support, but Ioana looked like she’d been struck dumb, rooted to the spot, and the others hadn’t left the nave. Only Cadris caught her gaze, and he turned away, patting down his hair.

‘You spineless bastards!’ She shoved Gaston into the wall.

He rebounded and tried to get past her, but Rhiannon punched him full in the face, sending him reeling to the floor. She was immediately on top of him, ripping his sword from the scabbard and rushing outside.

She dredged up all her pain and fury and screamed it at the White Knights surrounding the templum. The horses before her panicked and bolted—straight into the backs of their comrades who were struggling to contain Maldark.

The dwarf was bleeding from a score of cuts, some deep and gushing blood that drenched his cloak and habit. He took advantage of the confusion and redoubled his onslaught, swinging the huge war-hammer to either side and opening a path between the knights.

Rhiannon threw herself forward, hacking and slashing in a crazed frenzy, battering back the horses in her way. Brutal strokes, clumsy, but she had enough rage to make up for lack of skill. But not enough rage that she didn’t see her mistake. She’d gone straight through the knights around the templum and now they were turning and cutting off her retreat.

A sword lanced out, catching her in the shoulder. She grunted and dropped Gaston’s blade, swore, and grabbed the rider who had struck her, pulling him to the ground and biting, clawing, gouging. Maldark stepped over her and thudded his hammer into the face of the knight behind, but another hit him hard in the chest, snapping links on his hauberk and sending a spray of blood across Rhiannon’s hair. Maldark staggered and then bellowed, smashing his hammer against the cobblestones where it emitted a sound like thunder that caused the lead horses to rear, throwing their riders.

For a fleeting moment, Rhiannon caught sight of the rotting horde surrounding Shader. She clambered to her feet, blood slicking her hair to her face, the knight’s skin beneath her nails. Shog, she probably knew him. Couldn’t really tell in all the chaos. The wound in her shoulder was throbbing and oozing hot blood across her robe. She clamped her hand over it and looked desperately for some way of escape. The knights were closing in again, more cautiously this time. She bent down and retrieved Gaston’s sword.

Maldark looked like he’d been dragged from the mortuary slab, but he still managed a broad grin. ‘By all that’s holy, thou canst fight, lassie. Whence comest thou?’

‘Oakendale.’ The name didn’t taste bad on her lips, like it ought to.

‘Oakendale?’ Maldark said, ducking beneath a blade. ‘For Arnoch!’ he roared, hammering a knight from the saddle. ‘For Oakendale!’ He clobbered another.

Rhiannon staggered back as she parried a scything sabre, forgetting her injured shoulder and swinging two handed. ‘For Oakendale!’ she screamed, thrilling as the blade bit deep into bone. ‘For Mum! For Dad!’ She blocked another attack and buried the longsword in a lad’s throat. ‘For Sammy!’

***
 

Shader had lost count of how many death-knights he’d felled, each of them still relentlessly trying to get at him, a grisly cluster of reaching and grasping limbs scratching and clattering about the cobbled drive. The undead continued to press forward, their movements slow, their attacks easy to counter, but sheer weight of numbers threatened to overwhelm him. He tried to back away in the direction of the templum, but tripped on something that proceeded to scurry up his leg. He brushed off the severed hand with the flat of the gladius and barely managed to parry a blow aimed at his head, a rusty blade shattering against his longsword.

Callixus materialised three ranks back, red eyes blazing, black sword pointing at Shader and urging the horde forward like a tidal wave. Unnatural winds fanned the death-knights’ cloaks and added an eerie howl to the clash of steel.

Shader was beginning to slow, his footing growing unsteady. With a flurry of desperate blows, he broke through the line of the Lost and staggered towards Maldark and Rhiannon. As the three formed a defensive circle, Shader managed one brief, appalled glance at Rhiannon before blocking a strike from a rusty sword that disintegrated and showered them with iron.

‘Too many,’ Rhiannon gasped. ‘And what the shog are they?’

Before Shader could answer, all three came under a concerted assault from front and back, and Shader was sent hurtling into Rhiannon by a fierce blow from a mace. He struggled to rise, but felt an agonising pain in his chest. A rib or two had been crushed. Rhiannon wrenched him to his feet and turned back to deflect a sabre aimed at her head. Shader caught a slash with the longsword, wincing as pain jolted along his arm. He cut the attacker down with the gladius, thinking he recognized the face, dropped the longsword and let his arm hang limp.

Rhiannon sagged against him, blood gushing from a shoulder wound. A horse reared to her left and then bore down upon her, a White Knight swinging his sabre above his head. Shader tugged her out of the way and braced himself for the killing blow, but the knight twisted in agony as a sword lanced through his ribs. Behind him, Barek Thomas pulled his blade free, and spurred his grey gelding back amongst the White Order knights.

Rhiannon slipped in a pool of her own blood and Shader caught her, no longer caring about his own defence. Maldark fought on furiously, but was so closely surrounded by death-knights that he could barely swing his hammer. The end was very close.

And then Ioana was amongst them, holding aloft the wooden Monas that stood behind the altar, a look of absolute compassion and love on her face that seemed disarmingly incongruous. The knights of the White Order did not move against her; indeed, it seemed they had parted to let her through. The undead shrieked and hissed, but came no closer. Callixus floated to their fore, his eyes a molten fury, but even he didn’t approach.

Barek rode back to the head of the White Order, and it was then that Shader realized he had somehow taken command during the fight and had allowed Ioana through. Not only that, but he had saved Rhiannon—saved Shader—at the expense of one of his own men.

‘Into the templum,’ Ioana commanded.

Shader picked up his longsword and followed Rhiannon and Maldark back towards the entrance. Ioana brought up the rear, the death-knights keeping their distance from the Monas. Shader nodded to Barek as he passed, but the lad didn’t seem able to meet his gaze as he ordered his remaining men to dismount. Ioana held back the undead long enough for the surviving White Knights to make their way into the templum, leaving their horses abandoned outside.

Agna set about staunching the bleeding from Rhiannon’s shoulder, whilst Velda fussed over the worst of Maldark’s many wounds. Shader lay heavily on the ground, wincing at the pain in his ribs. His fingers curled tightly around the statue in his pocket and he accepted its power without thinking. Suddenly his body was infused with blissful warmth and he sat up refreshed and painless. Cadris looked at him in amazement. Gaston raised an eyebrow then went to retrieve his sword from the floor beside Rhiannon. A crow cawed from somewhere in the distance, or maybe Shader was imagining it. He shook his head and climbed to his feet, returning both swords to their scabbards.

The knights of the White Order crowded inside and looked about in bewilderment. Barek raised his arms for silence and tried to reassert some sort of discipline.

Ioana paused in the doorway to cast one last glance over the hellish cavalry milling around the porch. She backed into the templum, but as she did so she seemed to glimpse something behind the mass of undead. She slammed the doors and pressed herself against them, fighting for breath.

‘Mater?’ Shader took her hands and led her from the door as Maldark slid the bolts across.

Ioana merely waved towards the rear of the templum. Her fear was contagious, and soon everyone was edging back into the nave. Barek ordered some of the knights to help move the sick to the sacristy, whilst Gaston simply glowered at him. Shader took the statue from his pocket, determined to use its power on Rhiannon and Maldark, when suddenly a dreadful chill pervaded the templum and the doors began to warp and buckle.

 

 



THE DEATH OF DEACON SHADER
 

 

Shadrak was lucky to be alive, he supposed, but at what cost?

According to his mental map, it should be just past the next intersection. He scanned the silver ceiling with its blue lights and found the symbols he was looking for. Running the palm of his hand over a section of the left wall, he was greeted by a sharp hiss. A panel slid open to reveal metal rungs set back a couple of feet behind the wall.

He hurried up the ladder and crawled into a crumbling and foul smelling tunnel that was lit only by mouldy phosphorescence. There was a ledge a few feet above him, cold air spilling down and giving him pause. He became aware of the blood rushing in his ears, the rapid pounding in his ribcage. He flicked his eyes in every direction and held his breath as he listened.

Nothing.

As he reached for a handhold, Shadrak’s arm trembled. His knees went slack and he felt the urge to turn about and run.

‘I am Shadrak the Unseen,’ he whispered. ‘Killer, hunter, the knife in the dark.’

He gripped a jutting rock and jabbed a foot into an indent, pulling himself upwards until he hung from the ledge. Swinging one leg over the edge, he rolled onto a flagstone floor.

There was an iron grill set into the low ceiling. Reaching up, Shadrak tugged until it came away in his hands and he dropped it clanging to the floor. He sprang, catching hold of the sides of the opening and pulling himself through.

If he was right, he should be in the crypt beneath the sanctuary.

From somewhere up above he heard a great chorus of screams and began to shake once more. He shut his eyes, fighting for calm. Was he losing it? He’d never felt anything like this before. He was like a child frightened of the dark. And so he did what he’d have done as a boy: focused on the one face that had brought him comfort, the one person he could always turn to.

Kadee’s eyes gleamed their warmth from the brown skin of her face. Her grey hair was braided with strips of leather and sparkling quartz. Her mouth was moving silently and he strained to hear her speak, knowing all the while she’d never utter another word.

Shadrak’s eyes opened and he gritted his teeth.

‘Anger, not tears,’ he told himself, pulling up his hood and sprinting for the stone steps that led to a trap in the ceiling.

***
 

The doors lasted longer than Shader expected. The wood blistered and cracked, the frame smouldered, and the bolts screeched in protest.

Barek’s lads dragged the pallet-beds with the patients still lying on them to the sanctuary and set up a protective ring around them. There can’t have been many more than thirty knights left. Ioana forced a smile for their benefit and Gaston approached them, head down, sword trailing behind, scraping the floor. Barek clapped him on the shoulder and made room for him.

The priests huddled in front of the altar, a few paces behind the knights. Shader and Maldark stood shoulder to shoulder half way down the nave, eyes riveted to the straining and groaning doors. The surrounding wall shuddered and the doors buckled further, the wood warping to an alarming degree. Thin black tendrils slid beneath and around the sides of the frame, feeling their way to the centre where they began to knot and intertwine. Within moments the doors were completely obscured by the writhing feelers, which suddenly tensed and then sagged as the doors finally gave way. The tendrils relaxed their hold, allowing the shards of the doors to clatter to the ground, and there in the doorway roiled a seething formless horror. Heads sprouted forth from a central mass of gelatinous blackness, eyes rolling, teeth grinding until they burst and reformed as legs, arms, or thick lengths of tentacle dripping with slime.

The abomination’s bulk filled the entrance and radiated such terror that Shader’s body sought to run, or collapse, until the warmth of the statue flowed once more and gave him the strength to stand firm. Maldark, likewise, withstood the fear that emanated from the beast and hefted his war-hammer with a look upon his face that was something between repulsion and anger.

Behind them, the cordon of knights turned away in panic. The priests scattered and sought the nearest exit. Even the plague victims upon their beds started to drag themselves towards the sacristy and the link corridor to the residences in order to get as far from the aberration as possible.

The creature roared—a loathsome gurgling susurration that immediately halted all activity as the priests, knights, and the sick screamed in absolute horror.

Shader’s arms and legs were trembling as he fumbled with the gladius. The blade left its scabbard, bursting with golden fire that suffused throughout the templum. Strength and courage such as he had never known flooded his body.

The monster lurched forward and those still in the sanctuary fought and screamed in their desperation to get away. Shader put his free hand on Maldark’s shoulder. The dwarf was shaking violently.

‘Get the others out. I’ll hold it here.’

‘’Tis the Dweller,’ Maldark said, his face ashen. ‘There is nothing thou canst do.’

‘I can give you time. Now go!’

Shader risked a look over his shoulder as Maldark backed away towards the sanctuary. Ioana was ushering the others into the link corridor when the flagstone behind the altar shifted and a head appeared from the crypt beneath. Shader caught a glimpse of a pallid face and pinkish eyes before a small man in a black cloak clambered up.

‘Quickly,’ the albino shouted.

As fast as they could, the priests and knights began to lower the sick to the relative safety of the crypt. Gaston was staring at the newcomer, sword shaking and suddenly looking too heavy for him.

The Dweller roared again and surged forward.

‘Deacon!’ Rhiannon screamed, as the bubbling black mass bore down upon him.

‘Get out!’ Shader shot her a despairing look. ‘Everybody get out!’

The Dweller belched and emitted a noxious vapour that almost overpowered him. He lashed out with the gladius and an arc of fire followed the blade, searing into vile black flesh. The Dweller hissed and belched again, and this time Shader was blinded by a cloud of soot. Instinctively he clutched at the statue in his pocket and accepted its power. The blindness passed, but even as it did he was ensnared by countless tentacles that squeezed cruelly about his legs and torso, cutting into the flesh with serrated edges. As he hacked at the sinuous limbs, the gladius slicing and burning, Shader craned his neck and saw that the evacuation was almost complete. Only Ioana, Rhiannon, Maldark, and, surprisingly, Gaston remained.

Maldark took a step forward.

‘Flee!’ Shader bellowed as he cut his way free of the tentacles and leapt at the central mass hacking and slashing, a pattern of flame left in the wake of his sword. No matter how many times he cut and burned the demon, its oily flesh simply reformed. He drew the longsword and redoubled his efforts, but the mundane steel merely rebounded from the Dweller’s hide. This was a fight Shader knew he couldn’t win. All he could do was delay the inevitable.

Gaston ran towards him, eyes wide with fear, sword arm trembling. Maldark caught hold of Gaston’s arm and spun him in the direction of the crypt, but not before Shader glimpsed the tears spilling down his face.

More tentacles fastened around Shader’s boots and tugged him towards a cavernous maw. The gladius sliced through black flesh, affording Shader enough time to glance over his shoulder to see Maldark climbing down to the crypt, herding the others before him.

Shader launched a frantic attack in the hope of wounding the demon enough for him to make his own escape whilst it reformed. He hewed great gouges into the ever changing form and jumped backwards, batting aside a lashing tentacle with his longsword. He was about to turn and run when there was a sudden numbing sensation in his back. He stood motionless for a moment, blinking with shock, and then dropped to his knees as the Dweller surged over him.

***
 

Cadman watched as Shadrak pulled his stiletto from Shader’s back and slipped behind the altar as the demon smothered the fallen knight. Backstabbing little runt. That could have been me. Could have been me. Could have been…Oh my giddy—

The Dweller exploded in a flash of amber and gold. The blast roared towards the shattered doors, smashing Cadman from his feet. Shreds of shadow shot past his face amidst a terrible screeching.

Callixus!

A black cloud descended over Cadman’s eyes. He tried to fan it away, but his hands wouldn’t move; suddenly felt he needed to breathe, but couldn’t. One, two, three. Oh cripes. Oh cripes, no! The dark fog was inside his skull, eating away at what was left of his brain, rolling down to consume his innards. Oblivion! Not me! Not meee!

Cadman sat bolt upright. Someone was screaming. Someone was…Oh, it’s me. He shook the fug from his head and tried to orientate himself. Misty black ribbons swirled beside him, coalescing into Callixus. Cadman followed the burning glare of the wraith’s eyes, saw movement in the templum as the smoke began to clear.

Shadrak crept back to Shader’s body, bent over the face as if listening for breath, then felt around the throat. Probably as skilled at detecting death as I am.

Callixus drifted past Cadman’s shoulder, heading down the nave. Shadrak glanced up, then hurriedly rummaged through Shader’s pockets. He pulled out something dark and sinuous. Cadman squinted. That had to be the statue, the body of Eingana. It was still smoking, throwing off sparks of amber. Callixus drew his black blade, raised it to swing, but Shadrak managed to thrust the statue into a pouch and throw himself into a twisting backflip in one fluid motion. As Callixus struck air, the assassin darted behind the altar and seemed to be swallowed up by the ground.

Callixus started back down the aisle, eyes like twin red suns.

‘No, you idiot!’ Cadman’s toes clattered on stone as he stormed towards him. Bloody illusion had gone again, and with it every last scrap of security. ‘The statue! Get the sodding statue!’

The wraith sped back to the altar and dispersed through the floor.

Cadman sagged and nearly fell. He lacked the strength to resume his fatness. Lacked the strength to go on. What have you done, you stupid, stupid fool? Keep to the shadows, didn’t I always say? Never do anything rash. Just lay low and endure. But now someone else had the power of Eingana, and goodness only knew what that meant.

Cadman dragged himself as far as Shader’s body, which was lying in a steadily growing pool of blood. He almost felt sorry for the knight. You had to admit, his final stand had been somewhat valiant. But what chance had he had against the Dweller, not to mention a knife in the back? Comes to us all, in time. Cadman bent down on creaking joints and closed Shader’s eyes; didn’t think he could stand back up again.

Heat radiated from the pocket of his tattered robe, burning away the frost in his bones. Well, it couldn’t hurt, could it? If Eingana wanted to help him in his weakness, who was he to refuse? Just a quick dribble of power and he’d be right as—

He started at a squawk and slipped in a patch of blood, landing on his bony arse. He looked every which way, heart slapping crazily at his ribcage like there was no tomorrow.

Nothing. There was nothing there.

‘Caw.’

There it was again, only this time closer, more urgent. He could almost feel something breathing down the back of his neck. The ice in Cadman’s bones chilled a few hundred degrees, sent its necrotic fingers around his heart. The walls of the templum closed in around him, the roof starting to drop like the lid of a tomb.

Breathe, you silly old sod. Breathe.

Suddenly the emptiness of the Void was looking like an old friend in comparison to the mess he’d got himself into. Well, maybe that was overstating it. He winced at the tightening in his stomach—psychosomatic of course, like the ghosting the amputees had reported to him back on the front. Back when…Back…

Too many chances, blast it. Too many actions. Didn’t I always say it would come to this. In for a penny in for a pound, then. Too late to back out now.

His fingers closed around the amber pieces, absorbing their warmth, accepting their comfort. So what if some antediluvian bird cawed every time he used their power. It wasn’t as if anything bad had happened. Just needed to act fast, that’s what. Decide what to do with all that power and do it quick, before there were consequences.

The pieces throbbed in his hands, sent stabs of heat into his brain.

‘Show me.’ Cadman pressed the eye and the fang together, amber radiating from their contact like a miniature sun. ‘Show me what to do!’

Blistering flames filled his skull, burning away the fog and indecision. Clear as day, he saw it all laid out in front of him. The Dweller oozing malice, returning to claim its due. A blast of amber so powerful it seemed to burn the world. A face so bloodless it could have been made of wax. The most unnatural eyes of electric blue locked onto him, scrutinizing him as if from the other end of a microscope. Banks of screens flickering between images, row upon row of bat-winged demons staring at them with sightless eyes. Something dark dropping from the sky—a monstrous black spider, legs curling around him. No, not legs, they were fingers. Not a spider, then. A hand, gripping, squeezing, crushing.

‘What have I done?’ Cadman sent the eye and the fang clattering to the floor. ‘What have I done?’

Too late, old boy. Far too late.

The amber glow cast long shadows about the templum and momentarily lit up Shader’s dead face, formed a halo around his head like the Ancients’ paintings of the Luminaries, or whatever they’d been called back then.

And then Shader was lost to the dark as Eingana’s light faded and died. For the briefest of moments, Cadman was back in his cot, tiny hands grasping through the bars, tears streaming down his cheeks. ‘No, Mama. Please! Don’t turn out the light!’

He picked up the amber pieces and shoved them deep in his pockets, turned and headed back outside like a diver striking for the surface.

In for a penny—

Shut up!

In for a—

‘I said shut…’ Cadman took a deep breath and finished in a whisper. ‘Shut up.’

Outside, the knights of the Lost waited for him like his faithful children. Only they weren’t. They hated him, just as much as Callixus hated him. Couldn’t say he blamed them, either.

As he walked towards them they parted, revealing his black carriage at the end of the Domus Tyalae, the driver standing with the door open, chimney-stack hat held to his chest. He’d never done that before, and it quite put the frighteners on Cadman. He stepped inside and the driver shut the door behind him. For one very nasty moment, Cadman had the distinct feeling he was being taken to his own funeral. As the carriage clattered away, he put his head out of the window. The driver’s back was silhouetted against the silvery moon, creating the impression he was frozen in ice. He must have sensed Cadman watching and twisted in the seat to look over his shoulder. Crimson flame flickered from his eyes and he began to chuckle. He turned back to face the road ahead, and the chuckle bubbled up into a full and throaty laugh.

 

 * * * * *
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EXCERPT: THE CHRONICLES OF THE NAMELESS DWARF
 

THE ANT-MAN OF MALFEN

 

“Told you,”  Nils hollered from the top of the ridge. “Malfen.” 

Silas struggled up beside him and looked down the escarpment to where flaming torches hung from sconces around high walls running like a curtain across the pass at the foot of the Farfall Mountains. The mountains rose like gigantic steps into the receding distance, never sheer, their gradient long and gentle, as if the Farfalls had been poured like molten sludge upon the plains between Malkuth and Qlippoth.

“Look down there,”  said Nils pointing at the immense gate.

Silas squinted. It was more of a portcullis than a gate, probably of wrought iron and virtually impregnable. Shadowy forms passed back and forth behind the grill. It seemed that Malfen never slept, and that it was going to be impossible to enter discreetly.

“What will you do?”  asked Nils.

Silas was tempted to march right up and demand a meeting with Shent, but something told him that wasn’t such a good idea. His optimism had deserted him, and the scene below was unnerving.

Malfen looked like a clump of warped and twisted structures that had been randomly thrown together. The alleyways between houses were narrow and winding, giving the whole place the appearance of a spider’s web. Shapes crept through the dark spaces and a reddish haze hung over the town like a cloak of blood.

Not for the first time, Silas wished he’d never clapped eyes on Blightey’s grimoire. If it hadn’t been for the entry about the planting of the Liche Lord’s staff in a secret place in Qlippoth, nothing would have dragged him within a hundred miles of Malfen. That, and the uncovering of a poem by the foppish Quintus Quincy who’d claimed the Ant-Man knew of every incursion into Qlippoth and had captured anyone lucky enough to escape the lands of nightmare and wrung their secrets from them. Silas had caught up with Quincy in The Wyrm’s Head in New Jerusalem. The old soak had talked like a gossiping housewife once Silas had stood him a few rounds.

Quincy said the Ant-Man was just a nickname fashioned to terrorise the people of Malfen into meeting his demands—the usual sort of things: protection and extortion.

Quincy’s source had been the journal of some gold-digging chancer called Noris Bellosh who’d spent a year and a day in Qlippoth before falling into Shent’s hands. Bellosh had served Shent for almost a decade and he believed the Ant-Man knew more about Qlippoth than anyone alive. Shent, he said, had an almost encyclopaedic knowledge of the geography of the nightmare lands pieced together from the agonised testimonies of his victims. Bellosh had claimed Shent literally was an ant-human hybrid, but Quincy attributed that to the man’s sensationalism. Bellosh had been offered a small fortune for publication of his journal but hadn’t lived to capitalise on it. He’d eaten poisoned walnut and date bread—his favourite repast—and the journal had disappeared. Quincy had bought it from a man named Albert in one of New Jerusalem’s flea markets.

Silas shook his head. It had started as a playful quest. He had rummaged around in libraries, visited the most ancient sites of New Jerusalem. He’d spoken with wizards and even flown on a mysterious air-raft with the mad mage, Magwitch, looking for the ancient portals that Blightey’s grimoire stated existed between the worlds. All a wild goose chase, Silas had concluded, but still the book urged him on.

Finding out about Blightey had proven more or less impossible. As Silas had learned from the diary portions of the book, Blightey was not from Aethir. He came from a place called London, so he claimed. From what Silas could gather from the later entries, the place had subsequently changed names many times. Blightey had later ruled the country of Verusia, where he’d fought valiantly against the despotism of an evil Empire known as ‘Nousia.’ At some point, Blightey had trodden the paths of the Abyss and he’d eventually emerged from one of the gorges of Gehenna into the land of Qlippoth. He’d left his staff there, planted in the loam of nightmares to await the coming of someone Blightey called The Worthy.

Throughout all his research, Silas had been sceptical; but nevertheless, the more he learned, the more he wanted to know. He studied assiduously, and if he didn’t read through the brittle pages of the grimoire until his head was ready to burst, he couldn’t sleep. He thought of little else, and whenever he was deprived of the chance to dip into the tome he’d find himself irascible, bordering on frantic.

“Well?”  Nils’s nagging voice cut through the fug of Silas’ pensiveness. “I can’t stand here all day. I got you to Malfen; now you need to keep your side of the deal.” 

Silas sighed and started to weave his hands through the air when he spotted something off to the left at the foot of the slope.

A few hundred yards out from the town wall, the blackness pooled in a circle.

“What’s that?”  Silas asked, pointing.

Nils took a step forward and yelped as he slid on the scree. The slope shifted behind him and he was caught in a great tide of slate and rock that carried him all the way to the bottom.

Silas trudged down after him, surfing the scree in fits and starts, flapping his arms for balance. He hopped off at the foot of the slope and offered a hand up to Nils.

“Great!”  said Nils. “Shogging great! Now I’ve gotta climb—” 

Silas held up a hand for silence as something emerged from the circle of blackness. It was the size of a horse, but with a segmented body and thin articulated legs. Antennae twitched upon a bulbous head and twin eyes the size of saucers shone cyan in the pale moonlight.

“What is it?”  Nils fumbled with his sword and tried to back up the slope. The way the scree slid under his feet it may as well have been a waterfall.

Another creature darted from the aperture, mandibles clacking like shears. Silas’ heart thumped in his chest as scores more poured forth and scuttled towards them.

“Ants,”  he said with as much awe as fear.

Nils was looking frantically to left and right but there was nowhere to run. Silas put a calming hand on his shoulder.

“Let’s just hope the stories are true this time,”  he said. “For if there are giant ants, maybe there’s also an ant-man to command them.” 

The ants were so close that Silas could hear the clicking of their mandibles. They stopped mere inches away, their antennae twitching, front legs pawing the air. Nils was trembling so much Silas thought the lad was going to faint.

Behind the wall of ants, two men approached. Moonlight glinted from the blades of twin daggers the smaller man carried. The other, a big man with a hooked nose, brandished a long knife and swished a net before him. The ants parted to let them through and the small man spoke.

“Trying to sneak in under cover of darkness?” 

“Absolutely not,”  said Silas in his most innocent voice.

“Shut it!”  the man snarled. “We ain’t stupid here, whatever you civilised types might reckon. And we ain’t rude neither, are we Venn?” 

The man with the net flashed a crooked smile.

“No, we’re most hospitable, Carl. That’s why we came to greet you.” 

Silas didn’t like the look in Venn’s eyes: it was calculating and full of threat, like a crocodile poking its head above the surface of a swamp. He reached into the depths of his mind clutching for some strand of magic he could use.

“You the Ant-Man?”  Nils asked in a tremulous voice.

Carl laughed, a ghastly guttural sound.

“No, I ain’t the Ant-Man, boy, and neither’s Venn here.” 

Silas closed in on a black misty thread at the edges of his awareness and let its puissance start to blossom.

“That,”  said Carl, turning to look over his shoulder, “is the Ant-Man.” 

Silas froze at the sight lumbering towards them. He hardly noticed the burgeoning magic slip from his grasp and disperse back into emptiness.

A hulking man lurched past Venn and Carl. Only it wasn’t a man. It stood on legs that bent backwards, with spines jutting from the shins. The torso was a thick carapace like a black breastplate, and the cuneate head was dominated by the same saucer-like eyes and clacking mandibles the ants had. Knotted muscular arms—human arms—folded over the chitinous chest.

“Shent?”  Silas whispered.

With a rush of air Venn’s net smothered Silas and something heavy crashed into his skull. As he was buried in blackness he heard pleading, as if it came from a fading dream.

“Please! I brought him to you. I’m your friend.” 

Nils, thought Silas as awareness left him. You little—
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An excerpt from

Chapter 5

After he whistled for the fourth time, he thought he heard the horse in the distance, snorting its disapproval at something. He quickened his pace and noticed the trees were thinning somewhat. The sound came again, and this time he was sure that it was Windfoot.

The forest eventually gave way to a sizable clearing. On the far side of it across the lush, green, flower filled expanse, was a pond. Not too far from the water was Windfoot. His reins were tangled in a shrub. The poor horse wanted to drink desperately and was fighting the plant with all he had. It seemed to Mikahl the bush was winning. As he approached the disgruntled animal, he saw the King’s blade still tied securely to the saddle, and a tidal wave of relief washed over him.

The packhorse whinnied and stomped. It was glad to see its companion again. Windfoot gave a frustrated snort of acknowledgement in return. Soon, Mikahl had them picketed side by side at the ponds edge, where they took to drinking and grazing contentedly.

The glade was full of life. Insects buzzed by busily and the birds sang, calling out to one another. Mikahl saw a rabbit tearing across the tree line as it fled some invisible predator, and by the variety and quantity of tracks pressed in the mud by the water’s edge, he knew this was a popular watering hole. It was a beautiful and peaceful place, and Mikahl decided to rest here for awhile.

He washed himself in the pond. He was sure that, save for the battles at Coldfrost, he had never seen so much blood in all his life. He was glad to see it all slide away from his clothes and skin. When he was done, he laid his things out to dry in the warm evening sun, then went about getting the dried blood out of his chain mail shirt with an oil cloth. When that task was done, he took his dagger and tore the fancy, embroidered Westland lion from his saddle. It was slow work. The emblem had been carefully sewn with tiny wire threads that had been painted with enamel. The saddle was a gift from King Balton on Mikahl’s most recent birthday, and defacing it brought a tear to his eye. Since his tunic also bore the kingdom’s lion insignia, he sank it in the pond. He simply tied a fist sized stone to it, and threw it out into the middle of the water. From now on, he would have to try to blend in with the common folk. Anything that connected him to the King or the kingdom would only draw the wrong sort of attention. He stood there a long while, watching the rings that the splashing bundle created in the pond grow larger.

Suddenly, he realized the forest had gone deathly quiet. He looked around, turning a slow circle, but he saw nothing out of the ordinary. He told himself it was only the sound his tunic had made when it splashed into the water, but he knew it wasn’t true. Just to be safe, he pulled his damp britches back on and took his sword from Windfoot’s saddle. After slipping the chain mail back over his head, he buckled his sword belt around his waist, and began quietly unpacking his longbow. He had just gotten the longbow strung when a loud crash of breaking branches and undergrowth came from out in the forest off to his right. The sound was huge and heavy, like a big tree being torn apart. Whatever caused it must have been enormous.

Mikahl’s heart was racing. He had heard tales of dragon’s, trolls, and bloodthirsty flying swamp dactyls. He had listened to campfire stories about night stalkers, orcs, and giant snakes, but he had never seen any of them. He didn’t have to remind himself that he was no longer in the Northwood outside of Lakeside Castle. This was the Reyhall Forest, where the monsters of all those campfire stories originated. What kind of creatures truly dwelt here, he had no idea, and even though the Royal Huntsman once told him all those monster stories were just tales told to keep curious young boys from wandering off, Mikahl found he was more than a little afraid. By the way Windfoot and the packhorse were snorting and stomping around him, he could tell they were afraid too.

A flash of movement from across the pond caught his eye, but it was fleeting. Another massive crack of timber came from the right. The screeching calls of a thousand angry, unseated birds came with it. Whatever it was, it was getting closer. He took the reins of the horses and began leading them away from the pond, to the side of the clearing opposite the approaching noise. He tried not to look back, but couldn’t help himself. The ruckus was becoming a constant, cracking, grinding crush accompanied by a strange hissing sound. He saw nothing at first, but then something happened that staggered him.

A single tree, one a little taller than the others around it, suddenly shook violently, sending loose leaves and birds scattering. It was back in the forest from the clearing, but only a short distance. Above the thrashing treetop, the halo of displaced birds flew in ragged, angry circles, each and every one of them sounding their displeasure. Mikahl couldn’t even begin to imagine what could cause a tree to jolt and shake in such a sudden way. The tree shook again, and the ground might have shook with it, but this time a long, slithery roar accompanied the violence.

Mikahl could look no longer. He and the horses were still in the open clearing. He wanted to get into the forest quickly, so he swung himself up into Windfoot’s saddle and healed his mount into a gallop. The frightened packhorse jumped the other direction, yanking the reins from Mikahl’s hand. He would’ve chased the animal, but the closing sound of crashing trees and a great splash sent Windfoot tearing off into the woods on his own head. Mikahl was nearly flipped backwards out of the saddle. Branches ripped at his chest and shoulders, and tore at his face as he struggled to right himself. He was almost beheaded by a low hanging limb, but somehow he managed to slow, then turn his terrified horse.

The pond’s surface was churning. Ripples broke like knee high waves in several directions. Not sure he was seeing properly, Mikahl wiped his eyes and looked again. On the far side of the pond, there was a tree trunk freshly stripped of its limbs. It was sliding across the ground towards the water of its own accord. Clumps of fresh dirt still fell from its root cluster. Brush, debris, and pieces of other smaller trees were tangled in the jagged stubs where its own limbs had just been torn away. When it was just a few paces from the water’s edge, the trunk stopped moving completely.

Mikahl patted Windfoot to reassure him, but he wasn’t sure of anything himself. He urged the horse forward a little bit, so they were still in the trees but could see the majority of the clearing. The pond’s surface stilled and the birds were returning to their roosts in the nearby trees. The packhorse was trotting aimlessly in an arcing circle. If it weren’t so close to the water, Mikahl thought he might try to chance going after it. Instead, he started whistling and calling for the animal from where he was.

His eyes were eventually drawn to the strangest thing. A tree, or log, was slowly breaking the surface of the pond. It was rising up, end-wise, like a pillar. As with the trunk still lying by the water’s edge, it was stripped of all its limbs. It was rising up so slowly, that it made no ripples whatsoever on the surface of the pond. It was like some giant prayer totem, slowly thrusting itself up to the gods. Two small branches began lifting up from its sides. At the end of each branch, was a cluster of smaller limbs that looked like claws. Mikahl rubbed his eyes and blinked. They were claws. The thing was sticking up out of the water nearly twenty feet now. Before Mikahl could discern any more detail, it dove with viper-like speed out into the clearing and at the unsuspecting pack horse as it came back around toward the water.

The tree trunk lying on the shore jerked forward with the huge creature’s lurch. Mikahl realized that the monster was somehow leashed to it when, like a dog hitting the end of its tether, its jaws snapped shut just short of its target. A great, pink maw slowly opened up, revealing rows of finger long pointed teeth. Then, a flickering, forked tongue shot forth, but the pack horse managed to buck and leap out of its way. The creature wasn’t finished though. It hissed and lashed its tongue out again. This time, its tongue wrapped around the horse’s neck. The packhorse reared, twisted, and tried to get away, but it was no use. The giant lizard-like monster was already pulling it towards its slavering mouth.

Without even stopping to think about what he was doing, Mikahl drew his sword, and spurred Windfoot out into the clearing at a full gallop.
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The Black God’s War

by Moses Siregar III

 

Chapter One: Sing Muse, of Hades and Light
 

In the Kingdom of Rezzia, inside the highest chamber of the grand minaret, ten-year-old Lucia looked out to see her father, King Vieri, on the balcony. He lifted her newborn brother high above his head, and the masses, hundreds of feet below, roared with devotion.

Father, what are you doing! she thought. Be more careful with our savior.

Lucia glanced down at her mother resting in the birthing pool. The queen’s black hair clung to her neck, all of it soaked by the holy waters.

“You did it, Mother!” 

Kindness brightened her mother’s face. “Thank the gods, dear. You have a brother now. A very special brother. Go, join your father and wave to the crowd.” 

“You stay here and rest. I’ll wave to them on your behalf.” 

Her mother laughed. “Thank you, Lucia. That sounds perfect.” 

Lucia crept toward the archway leading to the balcony, which wrapped around the circular chamber. She squinted, fighting the midday sun. Tears soaked her father’s cheeks as he presented the pink baby to the faithful. Nature had tattooed thorny red and black vines on little Caio’s hands and forearms: the holy markings of the Haissem.

As she gazed at Caio, a spiritual energy filled her body with peace and warmth. Her spirit soared. The teachings are coming true! A Haissem had come again, to rescue all the world. Her brother would conquer Rezzia’s foes and bring the gods’ light to everyone.

Lucia skipped forward to participate in the royal scene. She looked down at tens of thousands of pilgrims in their cream robes and felt dizzy. The clay-white acropolis of the holy city sprawled across the desert plateau: massive domed structures, spiraling minarets, and temples of the ten gods supported by grand columns.

She clutched her father’s ceremonial cremos robe to steady herself. The fabric was bloodied; he had obeyed the scriptural commandment for Rezzia’s king to oversee the birth of his own Haissem son. She felt so lucky, knowing every Rezzian alive would love to be in her place, touching the king’s garments and the words of divine power stitched into them.

Her father pressed the baby against his chest, and pushed Lucia backward with his free hand. He raised up baby Caio and beamed his joy again.

The rejection shattered Lucia’s bliss.

Her father’s face, with his heavy brown eyes and his perfectly trimmed beard, always showed his serious nature. But as he admired the baby—so high above the masses—he transformed, positively euphoric. He looked at Caio with such true love, a look Lucia had never, ever seen before.

Lucia’s vision darted from her father to her brother and back again. Your love for me is a lie. She dropped her head and long vermilion hair fell around her face. She wouldn’t cry. Not then. Not in front of him.

The crowd’s chanting grew louder and louder. They cried out in the old tongue, we love and adore him!

“Havah ilz avah Haissem!” 

“Havah ilz avah Haissem!” 

“Havah ilz avah Haissem!” 

Their hypnotic praying gave direction and clarity to her pummeled heart. The truth struck her as she watched the red-faced babe glowing against the sky: Her brother was divine. According to the warpriests’ teachings, it had been hundreds of years since a Haissem graced the kingdom with his holy presence. They said Caio would possess spiritual gifts beyond compare, including the ultimate proof of his godliness: He would be able to resurrect one person from death during his lifetime.

I don’t matter anymore. Her royal duty would be pure devotion to him. As his only sibling, she would always be there to provide whatever he needed. All of her divinely given powers from the goddess Ysa would serve him alone.

A deep voice rumbled from inside the chamber, startling her. “My dearest Lucia.” 

The man’s tone upset her stomach. “Sweet Lucia, come see your mother.” 

She turned, tugged on her father’s robe and pointed into the sacred chamber. “There’s a man in there!” 

The chanting of the crowd grew louder. Her father pushed her away, harder this time.

“There’s a man in there!”  Lucia stomped one of her feet and swung her fists through the air.

Her father ignored her again. She crept closer and peeked inside. A colossal man stood behind the now much bloodier waters of the birthing pool, looming above her mother. The black of his bald head and muscular arms was as dark as the leather he wore from his shoulders to his thighs. A single orange teardrop decorated the skin beneath his left eye. She recognized the face from scriptural stories: The Black One, the god Lord Danato.

“Your mother is going away forever.”  Danato crossed one arm over his chest and put his other hand to his jutting chin. “Come, be with her while you can.” 

Lucia breathed heavily with her mouth open. Her mother’s face had looked peaceful before—now it was tortured.

“Father, come quickly!” 

King Vieri continued to hold Caio in the air, but turned his head to look at his daughter. “Everything is fine, Lucia.” 

“No! There’s a man in here. Muh—Muh—Mother needs you!” 

He lowered the newborn to his chest and waved to the crowd.

“Father, listen to me!” 

As her father strolled into the chamber, all joy drained from his face. He ran straight to Lucia’s mother, never looking at the black god. The queen’s blood was reddening the holy pool.

“Don’t you see him?”  Lucia asked.

Her father laid the baby on the stone floor.

Her mother opened her pained, bloodshot eyes.

Lord Danato sauntered toward the stairs that led to the attendants below.

With his hands on his wife’s sweating brow, her father prayed to his god.

“Lord Danato did this to her!” 

“Get help, Lucia!”  Her father wouldn’t take his eyes off his queen’s face.

Danato stood in the archway between Lucia and the stairs, gazing at her with stony eyes.

“Lord Danato is there! Don’t you see him?” 

“Stop your nonsense. Get help!” 

Her mother screamed, a harrowing sound Lucia knew she’d never forget.

The baby cried.

Her father kept yelling at her.

Lucia froze. She watched her mother, feeling helpless and mute.

Danato’s voice boomed, “I am sorry, Lucia. There is a reason for all things.” 

She looked down to avoid the god’s stare and squeezed her eyelids shut. She found the courage to look up again.

The Black One was gone.

Vieri pulled the queen’s lifeless body from the pool and squeezed it against his trembling chest. His wailing drowned the holy chamber in woe.

Lucia’s dreams of an idyllic life flew away from her, sucked into the black god’s tempest of dust.
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