

[image: cover]




PRAISE FOR THE ECKO SERIES


“Danie Ware’s first novel is not so much assured as explosive. This is science fiction with the safety catch off. I hope she never runs out of ammunition.” ADAM NEVILL, AUTHOR OF APARTMENT 16


“Ecko Rising explodes onto the page with the manic energy of Richard Morgan’s cyberpunk novels before taking a surprise turn into Thomas Convenant territory. It is strange, surprising, haunting and exceedingly well written. Not to be missed.” LAVIE TIDHAR, AUTHOR OF THE VIOLENT CENTURY


“Ecko Rising messes with your head in unexpected and exciting ways.” MIKE CAREY, AUTHOR OF THE FELIX CASTOR SERIES


“I motored through this book. It’s a page turner and I’ll be getting hold of the next one.” NEAL ASHER, AUTHOR OF THE AGENT CORMAC SERIES


“The best debut novel I’ve read in years.” ANDY REMIC, AUTHOR OF SPIRAL


“One of the most intriguing and original blends of fantasy and science fiction I’ve read in a long time.” ADRIAN TCHAIKOVSKY, AUTHOR OF EMPIRE IN BLACK AND GOLD


“This may be Ware’s first novel, but she’s been intimately tied to the science fiction, fantasy and horror genres for years through her publicity work. That exposure and experience come to the fore with Ecko Rising, a novel that blends fantasy and science fiction together into an epic story about the titular anti-hero who aims to do nothing less than save the entire world from extinction.” KIRKUS REVIEWS


“A curious genre-bender that thrusts its anti-hero from a dystopian future into a traditional, Tolkienesque fantasy world… marks Ware as one to watch.” INDEPENDENT ON SUNDAY


“The sci-fi debut of the year… Ware writes fearlessly and Ecko is a magnificent creation.” FINANCIAL TIMES


“Ecko Rising is grimy and crazy, and so action-centric, it should have an explosion on every page. It’s crammed with sci-fi cuss words, real cuss words, monsters, and violence. In other words: Buy me.” REVOLUTION SF


“Ware has successfully blended elements of science fiction and epic fantasy to create a unique story in a landscape that has just enough of a modern, dark edge to elevate it from a traditional fantasy journey to something new and compelling. Ware writes with an eloquence that is not often encountered in genre fiction… with a language almost of his own, and a witty inner monologue to match, Ecko is a captivating hero… A successfully fresh ‘something for everyone’ approach to genre fiction.” THE BRITISH FANTASY SOCIETY


“Ecko Rising is an incredible read, with completely unexpected twists and turns… The cliff-hanger at the end has left this reader aching for more.” GEEK SYNDICATE


“Ingenious… The story itself is engaging and totally unique, a plot that pushes the boundaries not for the sake of it but clearly to offer something different.” SFBOOK


“This is a strong debut; I suspect Ware will be a name to watch out for in future.” SCI-FI BULLETIN


“Ecko Rising mixes science fiction à la early years Michael Marshall with the comedic fantasy of Terry Pratchett and the sprawling authenticity of J. R. R. Tolkien’s Middle-earth… staggeringly impressive in both its richness and detail… A hugely enjoyable genre mash-up that promises great things to come from first-time author Danie Ware.” ALTERNATIVE MAGAZINE ONLINE


“Danie Ware has created an amazing world for her characters that truly envelops the fantasy genre while also adding in enough elements to allow the story to fit within the science fiction genre as well. Ultimately, fans will enjoy Ecko Burning just as much or more than the original.” BGG AFTER DARK


“This is a dense and engaging read which keeps the reader hooked by stacking up one amazing thing after the other. Ecko Burning is not a subtle novel; it’s violent, sarcastic, filled with nods and references to all things geeky and fun, and features perhaps one of the most scenery-chewing, over-the-top bad guys that we’ve seen in some time.” STARBURST


“I found Ecko Burning impossible to put down. Like the previous book, it’s very nearly non-stop action. And once I got to the end, I wanted more” FANGIRL CONFESSIONS




Also by Danie Ware and available from Titan Books:


ECKO RISING


ECKO BURNING




[image: image]




Ecko Endgame
Print edition ISBN: 9781783294558
E-book ISBN: 9781783294565


Published by Titan Books
A division of Titan Publishing Group Ltd
144 Southwark Street, London SE1 0UP


First edition: November 2015
1 3 5 7 9 10 8 6 4 2


Names, places and incidents are either products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead (except for satirical purposes), is entirely coincidental.


Danie Ware asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.


© 2015 by Danie Ware.


No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library.


What did you think of this book?
We love to hear from our readers. Please email us at: readerfeedback@titanemail.com, or write to us at the above address.


To receive advance information, news, competitions, and exclusive offers online, please sign up for the Titan newsletter on our website.


www.titanbooks.com




FOR TWO PEOPLE WHOSE
PATIENCE HAS BEEN LIMITLESS,
AND WHO HAVE MADE ECKO POSSIBLE


FOR JAN, MY MUM,
AND ISAAC, MY SON,
WITH ALL MY LOVE




[image: image]




PROLOGUE
THE KUANNE, WEST OF THE KARTIAH


Mountains.


Stark and cold, bitter as blades. They slant like a crooked spine, from southern slopes of rough grey scree to a northern winter, proud and jagged. Here, they throw out a backwards angle, a tumble of ground forgotten, as raw as the stone itself. Beneath it, the forests are pale and sharp, the rivers white with rage.


Nothing moves here, only the water.


But down there – there! – a black speck, shifting.


The motion is tiny, alone. It seems improbable, some lost mote, and yet it’s as loud as a shout, the only thing living in the stillness. It scrabbles insect-like up into the foothills and then higher, but it falters often and seeks about itself for understanding, or direction. It’s too small for the mountains to notice, too small for the winter, and yet it’s somehow indomitable.


It refuses to stop.


As the speck scuttles onwards, the sun slowly dies on the peaks before it, stretching their shadow long across the ground and striping the high clouds with vivid shades of threat and promise. Darkness rises, as if it spreads from the broken castle, now long since left behind. It steals west until it swallows the tiny figure, swallows the land entire. The sun’s last farewell is a sullen red, and then it is gone, and the cold really begins.


The figure stops.


Its arms are wrapped about itself now, its heavy shoulders hunched and its hands shoved clumsily into its sleeves, seeking warmth. Its breath plumes. It pauses to search its pockets, looks at its findings with confusion.


“Alexander,” the figure says, its voice creaking with cold. “Alexander David Eastermann.”


But the words fall frozen; they make no sense.


The man’s belongings scatter from his shaking hands, and he kneels to pick them up. In among them, there is a tiny red light that bathes his bearded face in a sudden flash of glare. He holds it up, pointing it in the direction he’s been walking.


“Yeah, yeah all right, I know. Dunno where you’re takin’ me, mate, but you’re the only thing that makes any fuckin’ sense round ’ere. You an’ me, we’re goin’ places.”


He looks through the remainder of his things, his bafflement apparent. He swigs from a small flask, puts everything back in the pockets of his battered leather jacket. Then he sighs, pulls the zip as high as it will go, pushes his hands back into his sleeves, and keeps walking.


The night deepens.


The mountains rise savage, teeth bared at black sky – no stars, no moons. The man stumbles on, crossing chasms that radiate cold nacre, lighting his way and blinding him, bright from below. One stops him completely, too wide to step across, and he sways on its edge a long time before he jumps.


He walks on. His progress becomes erratic and he falls often. Several times, he stops and coughs, harsh in the silence, doubled over with the violence of it. Then he swigs from the flask and keeps walking.


The cold becomes bitter, frosting his breath and beard.


After a time, he becomes aware of a sound, a liquid and crystal chiming, and he breaks into a shambling run. He crosses into a maze. Stone pillars, carved into fabulous shapes by wind and dust, rise tall round him, but he pays them no heed as he reaches the river. Here, he throws himself flat and drinks, ice-cold swallows that make him shudder and wrap his hands over his skull in sudden pain.


And then he curls in upon himself, hoarding heat, and sleeps.


* * *


Sunlight seeps across dead ground, touching the sleeping figure with tendrils of warmth.


He stirs, shuddering, dangerously cold.


As he turns over, groaning with stiffness and flexing numb fingers, he comes to focus on the bizarre shapes of the pillars that stand over him, tips now gleaming with the rising light. Blinking, sitting up and coughing a dark, splattering phlegm, he struggles to see them clearly.


“’Oo the ’ell are you? Some fuckin’ army?” Still blinking, he gouges a thumb and forefinger into his eyes, refocuses. “What you doin’ out ’ere? Turned to stone – like, I dunno, trolls or summin’.”


He looks at the mountains, the water, his hands. They hurt with returning circulation. Confused, he flexes them into claws and back, then turns them over to stare at the dry palms, the old burns, the heavy calluses.


“I remember… I was a kid, and me ’ands were turnin’ into dragons. Sky fulla colour. Bleedin’ bonkers. Where was I? What the ’ell was I doin’?”


Then he says, in a voice like an engine starting, “Oh fuck me bloody ragged.”


He palms himself in the forehead, groaning.


The pillars don’t respond, but he tells them anyway, “I’m trippin’. I’m trippin’ me bleedin’ nuts off. Alex bastard Eastermann bollocks, I’m Lugan – an’ I was… I was…”


A flood of images, jumbled like traffic, noisy – he pounds his forehand with the palm of his hand, jarring them. The Bike Lodge, the tavern, the Bard, Ecko gone missing, the pitch darkness of the old Underground, Thera’s lights, Mom… He’d left Roderick there, and had gone seeking answers, seeking Ecko – gone all the way to the offices of Mortimer, Hiner and Thompson…


And then what?


“So, what the ’ell ’appened to me? What did they…?”


The stones say nothing.


“Bugger me. Was the ’ole bloody thing even real – the tavern, the tunnels, any of it? Some fucktard’s fuckin’ spiked me! Tell me I ain’t been that bleedin’ stupid?”


His voice falls on empty winter – but the realisation makes everything fit.


“Fuck it.”


Angry now, he kicks at a pile of stones with his big black boot, making it tumble over. Then he stands up straight, winces, and looks back at the little red light.


“Right then,” he says, “guess you’re the only answer I got.”


With a back-cracking stretch, he lumbers into motion, heading for the angled whiteness of the rising mountains.


Behind him, the pillars stand watch.




PART 1: MUSTER




1: THE COUNT OF TIME
AMOS


The grass was dead.


Across the huge emptiness of the Varchinde plain, the bright colours of autumn had faded and blown away, and the soil and stone were scoured clean, bared to a bleak sky. The trees were stark, hard angles against a rising bank of cloud; the wind was harsh, spiralling the last stalks into tiny tornado whirls. The chill made Triqueta huddle in her saddle, her hood drawn up and her heavy cloak wrapped tight. Desert-blooded as she was, she’d never felt the season bite this deep before. She found herself shuddering as the early winter seemed to crawl under her skin, sinking cold claws into muscle and bone.


Beneath the cloak her hands itched and she held them still, refusing to scratch them. She could feel her age this morning, whatever the rhez it was; feel the curse that the daemon Tarvi had laid upon her, and the weight of the whole damned Count of Time.


…dunno why she took your time and not mine…


Ecko’s words were in the wind, taunting her lean, lined face, her chapped hands. Tarvi’s kiss had taken ten – fifteen? – returns from her life. It had left her aged and self-conscious, bitter with regret.


By the rhez. Enough!


Beneath her, the mare snuffled and shifted. The horse was a city creature, spraddle-legged and hang-bellied, lacking in spirit. She didn’t like the empty plainland, or the cold, and her ears were flat-back, expressing her disapproval.


But Triq held the beast between her knees. They’d come out here, just as they did every morning, to look for something – hope, answers – and she wasn’t done searching. She tightened her thighs and the horse started forward reluctantly, her wide hooves dragging at the muck.


The wind gusted, blew Triq’s hood back and her hair across her face, white strands among the yellow. She freed a hand to hold it back, and there – there! – just for a moment, she saw it: a horizon shadow, dark against the southern sky. Her heart thundered. She was up in the stirrups, craning to see something, anything, even as her rational mind berated her for being so foolish. She’d seen the shadow before, half-man and half-creature; she’d dreamed it and danced with it over and again. It was the hallucination she’d brought from the horrors they’d faced at Aeona, the hope that ghosted constantly at the corners of her vision. Like her memory of Tarvi’s curse, it wouldn’t damned well leave her be…


Redlock.


She was out here looking for Redlock – on some damned fool quest for her lost lover.


Or what was left of him.


She knew how crazed it was, but she couldn’t help it, couldn’t leave it alone. Every night, she saw those last moments: Aeona’s collapse as its alchemist master perished, the freed Kas, the daemon, as it fled north to its new host, the twisted red-maned monstrosity they’d glimpsed in the shattered tower. And every morning, she came up here to stare southeast along the coastline at the distant and unseen Gleam Wood, at the destruction they’d left behind them. They had won their fight, saved Ecko’s life, perhaps the life of the world entire – but the cost…


Her hopes were folly and she knew it, but she came anyway, unable to let go of the hope, the fear, the shreds of denial that such a thing could have happened to him, to them. Day after day, she rode through Amos’s ramshackle outskirts and out into the chill; day after day, she returned to the taverns on the wharves and drowned herself in a blur of ales and spirits, and in the heated embraces of those whose names and faces she didn’t even care to remember.


She knew, she knew, how loco this was. Some part of her mind asked what the rhez she thought she was doing. Even if Redlock had survived Aeona’s collapse, there was no way he’d be – it would be – out here, when it had the whole dead Varchinde to run in. No way it’d know she was here and…


…and what?


Aeona had been a disaster. Its master had twisted Redlock into a beast, speechless and mindless and horrified, and he’d come within a moment of sacrificing Ecko and damning them all. They’d freed Ecko, but not swiftly enough – and the damage had been done. Kas Vahl Zaxaar, daemon possessor and the Varchinde’s long-feared foe, had loosed himself from the alchemist’s flesh to rage northward to Fhaveon, Lord city.


And now, Triq was afraid.


Afraid that their time was up, afraid the aftermath of Aeona would prove too much, afraid that the blight and the rising winter would finish them all.


Another gust caught her, and she shivered. It was cold as pure frost, sending tumbles of the dead grass across the hilltop. Though the Varchinde’s “little death” was a natural thing, a normal part of the cycling of elements and seasons, somehow it still all seemed like some Gods-damned portent.


Like the grass would die for good, and there would be no spring.


The mare shook her mane, snorted steam and scorn like some saga charger. The shadow, whatever it was, had gone.


The shadow had never even been there, for the Gods’ sakes, had never been more than Triqueta’s own hair, scudding across her vision. She pulled the mass back, retied it.


The mare was agitated now, ears flicking.


“Come on then.” She stroked the creature’s neck. “We’ll go home.”


They turned back to the city. Out over the sea, the sky had sunk to an ominous glower. The cloud was thick and flat, almost metallic. Even as they moved, the mass was flash-lit, and the grey water ignited to an instant of glittering fire.


The rumble reached them a moment later.


Triq gave one last look southward, but there was nothing there – by the rhez, there was never going to be anything there. Telling herself she wouldn’t come here again, she tightened her knees and urged the horse onwards – to the city, and to shelter.


And as she went, she raised her face to the wind – was surprised to find it ice-cold on her cheeks, as if it dried water she hadn’t even known was there.


* * *


A dark sprawl between rising hillsides, Amos was a city changed.


With the onslaught of the blight, the Varchinde’s quintessential terhnwood crop had been devastated, and its absence damned the plains’ trade cycle and the lives of the cities that depended upon it. In Amos, Lord CityWarden Nivrotar had no intention of letting the resulting chaos assault the streets of her home, to gut Amos as it had done Fhaveon.


When the blight had first browned the crops and grasses that surrounded her, Nivrotar had sent teams to help the harvest and to tally and stockpile everything they could, to defend or burn where necessary, and to teach calm to the farmers and workers. Trust in your city, the Lord told her people, your city will hold her word to care for you.


And she did.


At the Lord’s insistence, her bazaars and tithehalls remained open – and guarded – while her craftmasters and bookkeepers were kept recompensed and busy, vital to the continued cycle. Terhnwood still came into the city, rationed and managed. A portion of it was still stored, and its equivalent weight and value in goods was still traded back to the farmlands, and beyond. Where Fhaveon had slammed shut her trade-borders and hoarded what crop she still had, so Amos tallied the absolute minimums she’d need to maintain herself and her farmlands, and then sent bretir outwards on various carefully plotted routes with offers of what little remained.


Around Amos, the trade cycle limped into motion once more. Control was merciless, violence inevitable, justice savage and swift. Local freemen and warriors were recompensed in food and kit, and they defended the city to her last.


The system was shaky, but it held. Perhaps due to Nivrotar’s power and reputation, perhaps to her ruthless Tundran intellect, Amos was still in business.


Seeking the work, more warriors came.


And more traders came.


And after them, in a steady trail of hope, came the refugees.


* * *


Amos was a city changed.


Her inherent darkness had become a beacon, a flag of stained hope. About her walls a new life had grown, a patchwork of fabric slum, swollen with life and colour. Here, gathering for shelter against the blight and the fear and the “little death”, had come the people who had nowhere else to go.


When Triqueta had first ridden from the city’s southernmost gate, the area had been a trade-road bazaar, loud and rough and muddy, a haven for smugglers and pirates. Now, it was a crazed tessellation of scents and shouts and smoke, tents and lean-tos, all growing one into another like lichens in the wet. There were old hangings and tacked-together cloaks, scavenged parts of stalls, salvaged pieces of wood and stone, all carbuncled against the buttresses, or collaged in corners as if they had been flung there.


The main roadway was puddled and rutted, strewn with garbage – and seething with people, some directionless and underfoot, others purposeful and frustrated. As Triq tried to shoulder the mare through the mass, beggars crowded about her, held out dirty bowls and dirtier hands; they owned only what they stood in and crying children clung to their legs. In a moment, she and the horse were surrounded by voices and pleas, by the stink of piss and urgency.


She dismounted, found herself walled in by flesh – the refugee village seemed to have swelled even since the birth of the sun. For a moment, she thought of her own crazed wealth – the hoarded metal from the Elementalist Maugrim’s peculiar treasure chamber. Even if she’d had it with her, it would have been useless – some ludicrous jest of the Gods.


The rain grew heavier, cold from the sea, and the lightning flashed again. As she came closer to the dark rise of the gate itself, the roadway grew clearer and the crowd began to drift away, back towards their makeshift homes, and whatever hope they could find.


She wished she had some of her own to spare for them.


* * *


Amos was a city changed.


At the open southernmost gate, Triq found a cluster of freemen and women gathered round a firebox. Their weapons were close but not in hand, and they bore their colours with the casual attitude of soldiers who’d not worn them in training. They eyed her as she came near but they seemed unworried, grumbling among themselves with affable discontent.


“Breakfast?” She grinned at them, and they grunted in return.


To the landward of where they stood, spreading all the way back to the city wall, there was a cleared plaza, thick with caking mud. Here, there was a square of more regular tents – a hospice, a foodhall, a tithehall – all makeshift but functioning. Smoke curled into the air, and cloaked figures scurried.


Above them, the black wall rose like the end of the world.


“Triq!”


Through the scattering rain, the sound of her name startled her – it had come from the front of one of the tents.


“Triq!”


There – was that someone waving?


At the far side of the square there was a wide sprawl of greenish tent, its awning bulging with water and its guy-lines strained tight. Triqueta blinked, wiped her eyes. Under the awning was a slim, pale-haired figure.


Amethea.


Friend and apothecary, with a resilience that had faced down Aeona’s nightmare figments, she was tired and filthy-faced, stained with mud and fluids. Her pale skin was flecked with darkness like the missing pieces of lives.


As she saw Triqueta look, she ducked out of the doorway and ran, the mud clinging thickly to her boots. It was sheltered from the wind here, and Triq could hear her shouting, words falling over themselves.


“Triq! Oh, thank the Goddess you’re here! She’s – Gods! – you have to see her for yourself. I can’t even think… been awake for a day and half…” She caught up, panting, and stopped to speak, stroking the walking horse’s nose. The mare snorted at her smell. “Gods, this is so crazed—!”


“Whoah!” Triqueta put a hand on her friend’s shoulder. “Start at the beginning. I have to see who?”


Amethea blinked water. Rain ran down her face like tears; her garments were soaked through, bloodstains blossoming into sodden flowers of pink. She gestured back at the tent. “I can’t… You have to come and see her for yourself.”


“See who?” Alarmed now, Triq’s heart was thumping, echoing anxious like the distant, thunderous rumble. “Thea. Make sense.”


The teacher shook her head. “Look, Taegh’ll take the horse.” She nodded at a sodden, tow-haired lad, his own shirt spattered with the Gods-alone-knew-what. “I’ve… Gods, I didn’t know what else… I’ve had to put her right at the back of the tent ’til I can work out what to do with her.” Amethea was striving not to cry, but whether from panic or horror or pure exhaustion, Triq couldn’t tell. “We have to get her to the Palace. To the Bard. He was her friend, he has to see what happened to her—”


“Amethea.” Triqueta put the other hand on the other shoulder. “What the rhez are you talking about?”


“Come on. You have to see.”


* * *


Amos was a city that would never be the same again.


The two women splashed through the mud, then ducked under the swollen awning.


And Triqueta stopped dead, her hands covering her face.


Dear Gods.


The tent was closeness and reek, layers of blood and rot and shit and panic, of herbs and horror and hope. Over their heads, the rain faded to a steady drumming, claustrophobic and ominous; under their boots, the mud was covered in old matting that was mouldering in the wet, stamped into mulch.


And the people…


Triqueta didn’t deal well with illness – like her hard-jesting Banned family, she faced incapacity with a bravado that picked despair up by the throat and shook it, daring it to do its worst.


This clustered mess of hurt, this helplessness – it scared her to the core of her soul.


By the rhez.


Closest to her, almost under her feet, was a young man, a soldier by the look of him – pale-haired and pale-skinned, his face contorted round a harm she couldn’t bear to witness, but couldn’t tear herself away from. As she watched him, he bunched, folding in on himself, knees to his chest, and began to shudder, spasms racking his body. Triq looked for help, for someone to come to him, but Amethea shook her head.


She turned away. Drew Triqueta with her.


Something in that movement was fatal, final – whatever was the matter with him, there was nothing she could do.


And she knew it.


For no reason, Triqueta saw the dying Feren, Redlock’s kinsman slain by the centaurs. It seemed like a lifetime ago, when the Varchinde still blazed with both hope and summer, when she and Ress had ridden from the Bard’s fears in The Wanderer to Maugrim’s swelling power at the centre of the plains. The boy’s memory was shadowed like a figment, deep in the skin of the soldier’s face.


The thunder sounded again, laughing at her.


Helpless, she followed Amethea’s tug, picking her way carefully to one of the tent’s long, rounded ends. As they came though the crush to a makeshift curtain, Amethea paused and glanced back.


“I hope you skipped breakfast.”


“Skipped…?”


The question died as the curtain came back and Triqueta saw who – what – Amethea had found.


No.


The denial was inevitable, reflexive. Triqueta found herself backing away. The thing in the tent was shrivelled and shrunken, lined and cracked; its face was a hollow, and it was curled in upon itself as if it had tried to carry the entire Count of Time upon its thin shoulders.


It – she – was dead.


Dead of vast age, of returns beyond number.


Unspeaking, tense with a nauseous roil of memory and horror, Triqueta stared, her hands to her mouth and her mind roaring wordless. Refusal knotted in her belly, rose in her throat, burned hot at the backs of her eyes. She couldn’t pull her gaze away; the woman’s face was a mapwork of life’s experience, now stilled.


Skipped breakfast.


It took a moment for Triqueta to realise – she knew who this was.


Had been.


Dear Gods.


As the full understanding hit her, she was on her knees in the mulch, swallowing hard, burning her throat with bile. Shocked tears were hot on her skin. She knew exactly what she was seeing – knew it, by the rhez, knew it intimately. She wanted to shake herself, to wake up, to cry denial, to realise that this was one of Aeona’s damned figments, something from the Gleam Wood, some nightmare they’d found or brought with them…


It had to be. Didn’t it.


Didn’t it?


But when she blinked, the aged thing was still there.


Triq swallowed again, acid and horror. Her heart was already pounding from the storm, from the hovels outside – now it shuddered like the unsettled sky. Her throat afire, she said stupidly, “No… This is some jest, some coincidence. It can’t…”


“I wish to every God it was.” Amethea’s voice caught and she staggered, caught herself on Triqueta’s shoulder. She didn’t let go, and Triq put a hand over her friend’s, both of them transfixed by the rotten thing that lay on the pallet.


Then Amethea rallied, stood up straight.


“Triq,” she said, “I really need your help. I know this is hard for you, but I need to understand what’s happened to her, what’s…” Amethea gestured helplessly, seeking words. “It’s like what happened to you. With Tarvi. Like her time was… just… sucked away.”


“No.” Triqueta was shaking. “No.” When Amethea didn’t respond, Triq glanced sideways at her friend. “It can’t be, it can’t be. I killed that damned daemon bitch Tarvi myself. And Vahl Zaxaar—”


“Was defeated,” Amethea said. “He went raging to Fhaveon and Rhan threw him down, Nivrotar told us.” Her eyes met her friend’s. “But, Triq, think. If that’s true, then who did this? What did this?” Her eyes shone with the horror of it. She blinked moisture, took a long and shaking breath. “And to Karine?”


Karine.


Capable, outspoken, no-nonsense Karine. The heart of The Wanderer, the Bard’s ward and word and organisation…


Triqueta stared at the shrivelled thing.


Karine.


If the Bard himself had been The Wanderer’s motivation, the tavern’s soul and purpose, then Karine had been its fire, its sheer efficiency. Her vibrancy had been palpable; she’d been a constant whirl of energy, equally good-humoured, annoying and relentless. To see her like this, her returns literally sucked from her skin…


Triqueta’s throat burned; figments of other memories taunted her.


Tarvi’s kiss. Glorious. A moment of absolute passion, incredible. And a cost beyond words, beyond comprehension.


But Tarvi was gone: she’d killed that damned bitch-thing herself. What else was there that could do this, could drain the very Count of Time from the flesh of a friend? Vahl Zaxaar? The – what were they called? – the “vialer”? More of Aeona’s flesh-crafted creations?


For the tiniest moment, Triqueta wondered if they should suspect the Bard himself – the change in him was chilling. Since the loss of The Wanderer and his return from Ecko’s world, he was a lean, savage shadow and nothing like the man he had been.


The whole damn world’s gone loco. Really this time…


She swallowed again, trying to rid herself of memory, of clamouring fear, of the awful, awful burning in her throat.


Karine.


The tent side strained against the harsh wind. Water dripped from the bottom edge and seeped under their feet.


“Triqueta.” Amethea gripped her shoulders, looked into her face. The girl’s blue eyes were as dark as the storm-ridden sky, and then it was all there in the air between them. Not only Karine and the Bard and the lost Wanderer, but Tarvi’s kiss, Maugrim’s flame, the figments at Aeona, Redlock’s monstrous transformation – everything they’d seen and shared, everything they’d lived through and fought for and been helpless to prevent. The summer had left them, the autumn had faded; the winter had come and the grass had died. The vast and empty plainland stood barren, scoured to the bone.


Everything that’d brought them this far had gone, or changed beyond the telling of it.


Distantly, the thunder grumbled again – some creature defeated, and waiting.


“You know what this is,” Amethea said softly. She shook her friend gently. “You do, don’t you? You know.” Her face was grey as parchment; there were shadows under her eyes. “You’ve felt this.”


“No, I haven’t, this is crazed, this is loco.” Triqueta broke her friend’s grip, almost snapped it at her. “Look at her, Thea, look! How could I know? How could anyone? How could anyone understand… that? Karine…” Her voice cracked. “Dammit, Karine doesn’t hold some secret, any more than… any more than Redlock did…” Then she lost it, and she was really crying, coughing as she spoke, tears mingling with the rain on her face. “Thea.” She spoke through sobs, almost unintelligible. “This is all crazed. I can’t do this any more, I can’t do this, it’s too much. I want…”


I want all this to never have happened. I want the summer, I want The Wanderer. I want the plains to be free and the figments and the horrors all gone. I want to ride, and laugh, and know that we have a future ahead of us…


I want my damned youth back!


The last thought caught and tripped her, made her look back at the shrunken thing.


Youth, by the rhez.


At least I’m still here. Still fighting.


Still able to fight.


Amethea put her bloodied arms around her friend’s shoulders and they held each other for a moment. But the teacher did not bow her head, did not flinch or cry.


Her voice tinged with stone, she said, “We’ll see this through to the end. For Karine. For Feren. For Redlock. For The Wanderer and all of her people, for Roderick’s vision. For Ecko. For our damned selves.”


On the other side of the curtain, a voice cried out; there were echoes of panic. The rain, slackening now, pattered on the top of the tent.


After a moment, Triqueta stood, rubbing her hands over her face. She nodded, understanding settling on her like ash.


Amethea said, “We’ll take this to Nivrotar. And you’ll have to tell her, Triq, tell her everything. What it felt like, if you could’ve stopped it…”


Don’t you think I would have?


Triq’s face must have changed because Amethea flushed, her cheekbones bright against her pale skin.


She said, “We need to understand. Tarvi said she was Kas, like Vahl Zaxaar, and that they needed time to live. Whatever did this, we need to know. Because I don’t think this is over.”




2: HEAL AND HARM
FHAVEON


His voice soft with fear, the apothecary said, “My Lord, I don’t know if I should wake her.”


Rhan Elensiel, Seneschal of Fhaveon, stood silent, his arms crossed and his expression sombre. They were high above the city’s chaos here, and the shutters were closed against the struggling below, against the two moons bright over the water.


The apothecary was shivering, though the air was not cold. Chillflesh prickled his arms and he rubbed at them almost absently, his attention compelled by the young woman who lay sweating in the midst of the great and tangled bed.


Selana Valiembor, last child of the House of Saluvarith. Lord Foundersdaughter of Fhaveon, ruler of the dying Varchinde – a tiny figure now curled below the great wooden headboard carven by her forebears. Her body twitched as if with some unseen plague, her eyes flickered beneath closed lids. Every few moments, a shudder went through her as if she fought some figment they could not see, strove to awaken herself from a nightmare beyond words.


Rhan watched over her as he always had, always would. Fhaveon was his home, his charge, his purpose. Without it…


The apothecary rubbed at his forearms, ventured, “My Lord?”


But the words rolled from the Seneschal like the chill, unheeded.


The old bed taunted Rhan with memories not his own, with crimes he’d not committed. Standing in this room, those shadows still flickered at the edge of his awareness, misdeeds unspeakable.


Misdeeds with which Phylos had taunted him: the murder of the Foundersson, this haunted child’s father. The rape of his wife.


Screaming. All the way down.


“My Lord?” the apothecary tried again.


Belatedly, Rhan realised he’d been asked a question.


“Wake her?” He looked up, stared at the apothecary for a moment. This was the man who’d found the bravery to defy Phylos’s bid for power and to spare the life of Mostak, military commander. He was now here, his slender body shuddering even as his Lord’s did likewise.


“Yes, my Lord. Should we wake her? From whatever figments torment her sleeping?”


The young man’s confusion was as tangled as the sheets, as loud as a shout in the night’s cool. He wasn’t asking for guidance, he was asking for Rhan to take responsibility for the decision.


Rhan recollected himself; shook away the loitering fears. He laid one white hand on the man’s shoulder, said gently, “I don’t think I know your name.”


“I’m Kallye, my Lord.” The apothecary gave a wary, weary chuckle. “I was with Tan Commander Mostak, if you remember, when—”


“I haven’t forgotten.” Rhan flickered a smile, gave the man a tight momentary clasp. “You’re owed a debt the city will respect and repay, given time. I trust your judgement, but wakening someone in nightmare is— Samiel’s teeth!”


Cutting him cold, Selana had sat upright and cried out, wordless and shattering-loud. Her eyes were wide open, staring, lit to uncanny intensity by a shutter-stripe of moonslight that fell across her face. She was breathing shallow and fast, her chest and shoulders shaking under her pale shift.


Kallye fell back, hands to his mouth. Rhan moved forwards, almost expecting her to speak, to utter some profound and obscure truth, some wondrous vision… but she only stared, her eyes crazed in that strip of light.


For a moment, she sat absolutely still – then she fell back to the huge bed as if she’d been hit in the face.


Her eyes closed. She shuddered, and was still.


Shivering, Kallye muttered, “Dear Gods.”


Rhan suppressed a shiver of his own. Selana’s gaze seemed burned into the air; two points of light seared into both of them, horror and flesh. Under her, the bed was crouched and angered, this vast beast that had embraced Lords for generations and now glowered round the last of them, protective or aggressive or both…


By the Gods! Enough!


Rhan drew a breath, shook himself free from whimsy and sat on the bed’s edge as if daring it. Carefully, he laid one hand on Selana’s fine, pale throat, feeling the flutter of life within. Kallye hovered, anxious and fidgeting, while Rhan watched the shadows that moved in the girl’s face, the back-and-forth flicker of her now-closed eyes.


He wondered what she could see.


And he wondered if he knew perfectly damned well.


Fool me once, my brother. But fool me twice?


Laughter sounded in his ears, his mind. Her eyes were open, staring at the bed’s fabric canopy with that same crazed intensity, that same appalling sear. Vahl himself was there in her gaze, was blazing—


Her eyes were closed.


Rhan shuddered, looked again. Her eyes were closed.


Lord Foundersdaughter Selana Valiembor slept like a little child, like she once had in her bassinet, her parents standing over her and glowing with love.


But Rhan stared at her as if those eyes held worlds unspoken, horrors checked only by vein-pale lids.


Are you in there, Vahl? Coiled? Waiting?


Rhan had won the fight for the city. Blazing white wrath, he’d torn his brother Kas Vahl Zaxaar asunder, rent Phylos’s flesh and his creatures of alchemy and stone. Long, long returns of plotting and patience and power, and all of it had been over in a brief, savage burn of glory. Phylos, for all his Archipelagan arrogance and ambition, had been broken beyond redemption or help – Rhan had few fears that the scheming Merchant Master would manifest in figment and market-tale undeath.


But Vahl…


That was another matter entirely. Four hundred returns, and Rhan could not believe that his brother would give up that easily.


Or are you just lost without him, Dael Rhan Elensiel, pointless and bereft of purpose?


And the truth of that thought was barbed.


On the bed, Selana had lost her childlike aspect. She was shaking again, her mouth moving wordless, framing fragments of images that lived only in her mind. Four hundred returns Vahl had led them to believe he’d been hiding on Rammouthe Island – just to keep their attention from Aeona. Surely…


Surely this was not just… what… wishful thinking?


The girl swallowed, shuddered again, and Rhan moved his hand, smoothing her hair back from her forehead.


Samiel’s bollocks, it was all shadows, dammit, he’d no idea what he was seeing – what was figment and what was real, what was in his head and what was in hers. Perhaps this was all just the price he was paying for the end of Penya’s specialist herbology.


Then, on the pallet, the Lord strung taut as a bowstring, her face stretched in a scream she couldn’t voice.


“Gods!” Kallye was there beside her, almost shoving Rhan and his doubts out of the way. He sat on the huge bed talking softly and stroking her pale hand for lack of any other way to help. Distress was etched into the long lines below his eyes, lines that carved his face with empathy and weariness and fear. He glanced back at Rhan, said, “Please, my Lord. Can you see… can you see what troubles her?”


“No more than I can see my own backside.” Rhan’s answer was subdued, his sardonic humour almost reflex. “I’m going in endless circles, Kallye – a nartuk chasing his tail.”


He stood up, watched the moonlight tumble through the shutters. “Old stories tell us such dream-figments are pieces of ourselves, manifest moments of our days, our hopes and fears.” From somewhere outside, voices were raised, chanting and jeering as if Fhaveon herself were sharing the nightmare of her Lord. There was a flare of flame.


Making a decision, Rhan said, “We must leave her.”


“What? Why?” The apothecary looked up in objection. “You can’t just leave her to—”


“I can and I will.” Rhan’s voice was stone, the foundation of the city herself. “You’ll have her watched, Kallye – I’ll watch her myself as I have the time.”


The apothecary looked at him, wide-eyed. “My Lord, please… You can’t leave her like this.”


“You’ve got a good heart.” Rhan gentled, freed the embroidered coverlet from the girl’s feet and straightened it. “But be wary, this may be only nightmare but it may also be more than it seems. I wish I could tell the difference.”


“What do you mean? More than what seems?”


“I don’t know.” So many doubts and shadows. Where were the ink patterns in her skin, those writhing sigils that marked Vahl’s presence? “Gods help me, I don’t know. Not yet. When she wakens, tell me.”


“Yes, my Lord.” Kallye’s voice was layered with reluctance and doubt.


The shouts from outside came again, further away. There were sounds of hooves, then a dull, uneasy boom.


The apothecary glanced up at the shutters, though there was nothing to see. “What’s happening out there?”


“Trouble,” Rhan said bleakly. He gathered a sigh. “Phylos may be gone, but his figments remain. I can feel them, moving through the city.” He caught Kallye’s eyes, made the words matter. “The Council is disbanded, the city’s in rubble, the terhnwood crop’s rotted. We have no markets, no trade, and we’ll run out of food before the winter is over. And even if we manage those miracles, there’s… there’ll still be other things to face. Other monsters.” He looked back down at the sleeping girl. “I want reports from the hospice, Kallye, first thing every morning. Numbers, symptoms, deaths. Everything. We have to get control of all of this.”


“Yes, my Lord.” The apothecary had withdrawn his hand from Selana’s sweating skin and was staring at her as if she’d manifest into some alchemical monstrosity.


Rhan gripped his shoulder, said, “It’ll be all right. Trust me.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


Rhan gave a brief grin. “You can, you know.”


“Yes, my Lord.”


From outside, there came a second boom, deeper and closer. The shutters juddered. Rhan tweaked a corner, looked down at the descending madness below – at the lights and flames and shouts and chaos that had once been the Lord city, the courage of the Varchinde.


Now in turmoil.


Phylos and his damned greed – between that and the blight, Fhaveon’s barely crawling. I’d pull his fool head off – if I hadn’t already.


He watched for a moment, the swarming and the desperation, then he gave a brief, bitter chuckle. If he stopped to think – to try to understand where his own responsibility for what had happened lay – it was too much. Throwing down Phylos had been Rhan’s first step towards his absolution…


…but there were still many more steps to take.


Who says the Gods don’t have a sense of humour?


He closed the shutter and turned back to the huge bed, to the tangle of slender girl within. In some ways, her unconsciousness was a mercy; she was at least spared the burden of trying to rebuild the shattered city. In her face, shadows shifted as if she dreamed of tragedy. Of rebuilding – with the winter climbing like frost about the walls. Rebuilding – with a populace terrified and hungry; with a military divided by flags and political rhetoric; with broken stone and little hope; and with a terrifying shortage of terhnwood and its corresponding trade. Her eyes flickered as if she followed his every thought. Rhan had sat content and unchallenged for so many returns, and now all of this was piling on his shoulders and he barely knew where to begin.


Whatever had happened to Vahl, the city had a very long way to go to reach the light.


There was a rap on the door – the short, efficient sound of the duty soldier.


Rhan checked a sigh, and stood up.


And wondered what else they could bring him.


* * *


Back at Garland House, the place still in scattered crates of confusion from Phylos’s brief occupancy, the Seneschal had a guest.


In Rhan’s wide main room, hands held before him in an attitude of glowering submission, stood a young man with familiar poise, his head and gaze lowered. His hair was knotted, his garments torn and his skin scattered with scratches and dirt. He looked like he’d been dragged here, and had fought every step.


When Rhan entered, he didn’t look up.


The Seneschal caught his breath.


Scythe.


Samiel’s teeth. They’d found Scythe.


There were two people on Rhan’s Most Wanted list – both of them laden with Phylos’s intentions for the future of the city. Scythe was one of them, Rhan’s administrator who had deferred to Phylos when the Merchant Master had come to power. The other was Ythalla, Phylos’s military commander, apparently fled for the city’s now-lawless skirting and still courting the divided soldiery.


Ythalla would know more – but Rhan’s issues with Scythe were personal.


Savage hope, sudden fear and a rush of opportunity all clamoured in his blood. For the moment, he stood unspeaking, staring at the head-down young man. He needed to be calm, to think about this.


Flanking Scythe was a city soldier in Palace colours. Her face was calm and cool, her eyes dark.


She gave him a curt nod. “My Lord Seneschal. You asked to be informed?”


“I did.”


At the sound of Rhan’s voice, Scythe lifted his chin far enough to look out from under his brows. It was a dark look of absolute loathing, a challenge laden with venom.


Do your damned worst. I dare you.


Rhan quelled the urge to grab the faithless little bastard by the neck of his shirt and shake him like an esphen. With effort, he responded only, “Thank you, tan. Please wait outside. I’ll call you if I need you.”


“My Lord.” Cool and efficient, the woman was gone from the room.


Scythe didn’t move but his gaze held Rhan’s, a silent smoulder of hate. Rhan watched him in return, unspeaking.


After a moment, Scythe raised his head.


“So,” he said. “Now what?” There was no fear in his tone; he oozed scorn. “Do we smoke the last of the eoritu or do we host an orgy? Or do you just execute me without a hearing?” He hawked and spat. “You treasonous bastard.”


“Treasonous?”


For a moment, the sensation of needing that hard, simple solution came again, stronger. Something in him wasn’t ready to tackle all of this, to untangle the political rhetoric and give new faith and purpose to soldiers, merchants and populace. Something in him wanted only the pure light, the release, to answer the man’s mocking challenge with the satisfaction of violence, purge the city’s turmoil with a flash of laughter and the thunder of pure, exultant power.


By the Gods, it would be so easy…


But that wasn’t the solution, not any more. The city below him was weak and chaotic, roiling with fear and fury. She needed to rally, to muster her resources, recover, and then to face the blight that had destroyed her terhnwood crop and now ate its way inwards, to the heart of the Varchinde.


Rhan gave Scythe a brief, brutal smile. Screaming for his death.


“No, Scythe. Nothing so… formal.” His voice was as cold as Scythe’s own. “My days of drugs and orgies are long gone. You and I are going to have a talk.”


* * *


The talk was a long one.


Much later, as the sky paled towards the winter dawn, Rhan stood on his balcony, looking out over the hurting city below.


The air was crisp and clear and cold, absolutely still; a light frost glittered on the balcony’s edge, chilling his hands. Calarinde, yellow moon, lost love, hung almost full; her pale brother smaller and higher, harder to see in the rising light. Under their watch, scattered down the zigzag streets, the rocklights were faint; from somewhere came the smell of burning. Rhan looked for the fire, for its reflection in the crystal trees, but couldn’t see it.


He was weary now; Scythe’s blood stained his skin.


In the stillness, he could hear Vahl’s voice.


Don’t you remember how she felt, Kas Rhan Elensiel? How she tasted? Calarinde rises in glory above you every night of your immortal life, and you can never touch her again… Samiel set you up, you fool, and then he damned you for it. And still, you’ve failed.


The scent of the smoke had faded, thinned into nothing. The light from the Goddess made the frost into gemstones.


Look at you. Indolent, selfish, bored. The world rotted because of you… I bring change, brother, new life. Progress.


The city seemed to hold her breath, listening.


Am I the daemon, Rhan?


Or are you?


Fhaveon should be waking – that view he’d watched so many times, mornings numberless and oblivious and…


Samiel’s teeth. The word was innocent.


Innocent mornings of peace, of hangovers, of damned blissful ignorance.


Down there stirring in the half-light should be that early play of yawns and feet and voices, animals and wood smoke and brewing herbal. The faint thrub of hooves and the creak of wheels as the bazaars begin their morning; the flickers of sympathetic laughter at the winter’s chill in the air.


But there was nothing; the city only shifted with tension. She was restless, agitated, turning in on herself like an injured animal. Her streets were littered with the fallen – lives, leaves, debris, the cast down and the unwanted. Tan Commander Mostak, Selana’s uncle and military leader, had mustered what militia would follow him. He was clearing the mess leftover from the fighting: the dead and the wreckage, the remnants of the nightmares that had ripped from the walls and torn into the lives of the people… But too many had believed Phylos’s propaganda, and Rhan’s rivals still thundered their drums, even as he strove to stop them.


They were still finding the horned tattooed vialer hiding in the lower areas, or trying to flee for the trade-roads – the alchemical creatures were bold and unrepentant, mocking and vicious. Rhan’s request to locate their base – if they had one – had so far met with only failure, and he had few resources to spare.


Am I the daemon, Rhan?


He may have thrown Vahl down, torn Phylos a new one, but his Lord was damaged and his city ruined, devastated. Down there, opportunity came only to those who took it, merciless and uncaring – as the light rose, so grey figures scuttled from shadow to shadow, stealth and spy and ambush. Unable to trade, the people had gathered into hard communities to protect themselves, bunched into petty gangs and fiefdoms, guarding their tiny areas of land against each other and against the blight. Violence was everywhere, vicious, sporadic and harsh as coughing – as if Fhaveon was gasping for air.


Behind him, there was a sharp wet inhalation, a bloody and nasal splutter.


Sounds of struggling, movement.


Or are you?


Kas Rhan Elensiel.


Sometimes, Rhan figured, the line between himself and his brother was very thin indeed.


* * *


Sprawled out on the rug, Scythe was coming round, his face pulped with gore, several teeth cracked or missing. In the rocklight, Rhan’s knuckles and elbows were dark and bloody. There were Kartian craftmasters who’d elevated information retrieval to a delicate art based on touch and hearing, but Rhan had neither the time nor the skill.


Though, in fairness, he did have certain advantages.


Coughing gouts of scarlet, Scythe pushed himself to his elbows and tried to kneel. Rhan placed a boot between his shoulders and flattened him, hard, back down to his belly. Decisive action removed Rhan’s confusion, made him feel focused and stronger – not something he wanted to think about too closely.


“Scythe,” Rhan said. How many times had Scythe picked him up from this very floor? Stepped over him as he lay upon it? He snorted. “You of all people know who and what I am, what I can do to you. You know that spitting blood and defiance is both charming and pointless.” His voice was flat. “I must help this city. And to do so, I must know everything that Phylos intended, everything he hoarded, and where, and what he intended to do with that hoard. What plans he had to face the blight, and whether he understood its origin or solution. I need to know if he planned its cause, or its cure. And you’re going to tell me.”


Scythe made a noise, inarticulate, but its meaning clear. Rhan removed his boot, stepped back and crouched, looking at the broken figure of his one-time friend. He grabbed a handful of the young man’s hair, pulled his chin up.


“You attended his meetings, his guests, his ritual gutting of my home.” It was a statement; he didn’t need an answer to that one. “I want his plans for the city. For the food-tithes of the manors; for the terhnwood crop he hoarded; for uniting the army. For what he would do after Vahl rose.” Scythe sneered, spat. “He had a plan, Scythe. What was it? What was supposed to happen next?”


Scythe lifted his head high enough to meet Rhan’s gaze with a look that promised a back-alley murder. Rhan chuckled.


“Are you familiar, Scythe, with one of the Gods’ oldest rules? It’s very straightforward – it’s why apothecaries train with weapons, why the Elementalists of old were called ‘Priests of the People’. Simply? There’s balance in all things – the Powerflux energy flows, soul to soul, it gives us day and night, and summer and winter. And it gives us the poled opposites of ‘Heal and Harm’ – none may learn one without learning the other. Am I boring you?” He crouched closer, taking a firmer grip. “Perhaps a demonstration. This, my old friend, would be ‘harm’.”


With a swift, vicious motion, he slammed Scythe’s already bloody face into the rug, hard enough to hit the floor beneath, to crack his nose, the sound sharp and audible. Scythe swore, bubbled muffled hate and pain.


“Must do something about this rug,” Rhan muttered. “Good thing it wasn’t actually mine.”


Still holding Scythe’s hair, he leaned forward to speak almost in his ear. “Now,” he said. “Just in case you’ve forgotten…”


He placed his other hand on the young man’s broken face, felt the warmth of his blood and pain, his mortal life. In a moment Rhan could call a whole world of power, that massive elemental force, to his fingertips, could close himself away from the three unfamiliar elements and attune himself to the one that mattered – to the OrSil, the sunken Soul of Light. As he’d thrown down Phylos, defeated Vahl, and healed Mael, so now he could access just the faintest glimmer of that strength and insight.


And he could touch it to the pulse of elements that ran through the mortal body.


Change them.


Under his fingers, Scythe’s face healed, bone and bruise and break. In its place, an odd red lightning mark jagged through his skin. After a moment of fearful, stock-still rigidity as he felt the flow of light and power, Scythe began to shake with a real terror.


“What… what are you doing? What are you—?”


“Healing you,” Rhan said, still conversational but sharp as an edge of bone. “It’s not mercy, it’s to make you think through its implications.” As an element, light could be cruel and garish and raw; it could reach into the darkest places of a man’s soul, confront him with his own figments. “Not only can I heal you so that I can torture you all over again, but also…” He moved his hand, sat back on his heels. “Scythe, think about what I am. When I ask you a question, you’ll answer it. You’ll answer every question I have, or by the hairy balls of Samiel himself, I’ll beat you to a bloody death, pour life back into your poor broken body, and then I’ll do it again. Any fool can torture you to death. I can do so repeatedly. Now. Tell me about Phylos.”


For a moment, Scythe looked at him, blinking almost as if he was measuring his chances – wondering if Rhan was calling his bluff. Then he sagged and lowered his head, rested it for a moment on the bloody rug.


He muttered, “This isn’t finished. You bloody bastard. Somehow, somehow, I’ll get you back for all of this, for everything you’ve done. To me, to the city you’ve damned.”


“I don’t know what Phylos told you,” Rhan said. “But he offered more shit than the paddocks on market day. I’m trying to save Fhaveon, save the Varchinde entire. I swear on the love of Calarinde herself, I’m not… not…” His words faltered, ran aground.


Vahl was laughing at him.


Am I the daemon, Rhan?


Scythe lifted his head, stared at Rhan for a moment. The red mark on his skin burned like a scar. When he started to speak, the words fell from his mouth and flooded through the room as if to drown them both in some grey sea of horror, as if the world’s very ending would take place as they huddled here, listening to the rage.


And slowly, Rhan began to understand the sheer vastness of what Vahl had planned.




3: NIVROTAR’S GAMBLE
AMOS


Nivrotar’s audience hall was empty.


Weary of her performers, philosophers and sycophants, the Lord of Amos had set them a new task – to discover the source of the blight. Amos was an ancient city steeped in lore; if anywhere held understanding, it was here.


Without them, the hall was a suggestion of shadow, the silence as bleak as the winter chill.


Behind the great seat, her stone aperios spread black wings, its beak turned as if it watched the door from one sharp eye. But the steps below it now led down to a bare, cold floor, shining inlays clear of both feet and despair.


Only one pair of boots rested on that floor. Soft-soled, laced tight, blacker than the aperios itself, they rose into narrow, many-pocketed trews, and a long, lean figure, face mostly hidden. A figure as taut as a throne-room assassin.


The Bard, Roderick of Avesyr, stood unspeaking, his stance cold and his gaze flat, showing nothing of his thoughts. When the sharp boom of a knock came upon the great doors, he did not react, and as they parted and a chink of rocklight spread to an arc across the gleaming floor, he neither spoke nor moved.


The Lord of Amos herself watched the doors open, her head to one side like a girl’s. She sat on the bottom step of the huge seat as if she were somehow unworthy, the child of its rightful occupant. Her face was pale and unadorned, her hair a tight blue-black braid. Chin in one flawless hand, she watched the long shadows in that arc of light, shadows that stretched from silhouettes, hesitant and small in the doorway.


On the other side of Nivrotar’s seat was another pair of feet, now jumping back to avoid the spreading illumination. They were small feet, agile and swift, covered in locally crafted soft shoes that fit poorly.


The arc grew wider as the doors swung wide, letting in the cold of the archway outside.


“Jeez, shut the fuckin’ doors willya?” Quelling an urge to scuff his toes against the elaborate shining inlay, Ecko stood in the open, sore thumb visible in his stupid new clothes, his shirt and trews both too big for him and clumsily fitted. The fabric was coarse and itchy, loose at his back and ankles; it was gonna drive him batshit before too much longer.


Yeah, so this is what I’ve sunk to. Rodders goes to London an’ gets cool-dude-street-assassin; I stay the fuck here an’ get a wool sack an’ pants made outta hair…


Not that long ago Ecko would’ve been the assassin, maybe up there on the shadowed balcony or spider clung to the wall. Now he was stuck out here like some lost kid because he’d left his stealth-cloak in Aeona; because he had a long pink scar down his chest; because he was wearing a fucking shirt; because he couldn’t trust himself to remain hidden, for fucksake, against a background of black stone…


Yeah, I know what you’re doin’. Psyche 101. Still peelin’ back the layers of defences, makin’ me face the truth or find my core self or whatever the hell it is…


Hell, he might’ve capitulated in the face of Triqueta’s rescue and Roderick’s return – he might’ve agreed to play along the game-path of this reality, to be good and save the world and go to bed early and all that hero shit, but he was fucking damned if he was giving up his attitude. Changing his choice was one thing, but changing himself? She knew what she could do with that shit…


You still hearin’ me, Eliza? Runnin’ my program? Tickin’ your li’l boxes? Checkin’ to see I’m bein’ a good li’l minion now? Jus’ cos I’m playin’ ball, don’t think I’m gonna roll over…


Chances of successful scenario at…


If the peeling layers was a thing, she hadn’t even gotten close. Ecko still had shit he wasn’t gonna give up – the stuff Mom’d given him, the stuff he’d sold his soul and sanity for. His enhanced adrenaline spiked, making his skin shiver; his ocular telescopics spun almost without him thinking… and he was watching the figures as they came into the hall.


Triqueta, muddied and wide-eyed; Amethea, pale and tired and spattered with gore.


Between them, they bore some sort of stretcher, some sort of…


His reflexive sarcasm screeched to an unruly halt, leaving tire-scars.


What the fuck?


Beside him, Nivrotar came slowly to her feet, her girlish aspect gone. She said nothing, only pointed to bring the stretcher to the floor before her.


Amethea and Triqueta exchanged a glance. Ecko watched them as they both looked at the Bard.


His adrenaline dumped so hard he nearly chucked his lunch.


Oh this so can’t be good…


The outside guard closed the door, and a draught of nervousness skittered across the empty stone. Nivrotar took a final step down to the floor, her feet bare and white. Even as she moved, Ecko’s mind was reeling. He had a sense of impending doom the size of your average Balrog.


Hell, whaddaya know, I jus’ learned premonition.


Plus five. Helluva download.


Triqueta and Amethea laid the stretcher down, then they both backed right up as if the Lord would blow them into the middle of next week.


Trembling with tension, nauseous with the unused adrenaline, Ecko crouched tight by the side of the steps – though, in the kit he had on, that was gonna do him fuck all good. He spun his telos again, his brain making silent wagers…


It’s a clue, it’s a key. It’s the McGuffin who’s gonna gasp three words about where the bad guys’re at, then croak right here on the floor…


But when one of Nivrotar’s long white hands pulled back the covering, he saw who it was.


And he stopped.


Holy shit.


In that split-second of recognition, of pure, cold shock, his heart rate hammered protest. He was blinking fire, swallowing sand. Hers had been the very first voice he’d heard; she’d been there, the heart of The Wanderer, right from the start…


His oculars flatlined, refused to work – he couldn’t process what he was seeing. His eyes were blinking, blinking.


Shit!


But another’s reaction was far, far stronger.


And Ecko realised with some loopy, detached clarity that it hadn’t been Nivrotar that the two women had backed away from.


“No.”


The Bard’s voice was soft, like the first tremble of the coming tsunami.


As he moved, even the city’s Lord gave him ground.


“No…”


Again, that reflexive denial – always, always the first reaction to death, like it would make some fucking difference. The potence of it shivered in the still air of the great hall, made shudders of the dust. Ecko had the creepiest feeling that if Roderick wanted, he could shatter the windows like an opera singer, bring the whole stone ceiling down in body-splatting chunks…


Jesus Harry Christ. I know you got some London tech, dude, but what the hell…?


For his life, though, he could not have moved.


“No…”


Louder this time, more a strike than a shiver. Roderick dropped to his knees by the stretcher, his long hands pulling the coverings away so he could see what had happened. He touched his fingers to her shrunken face, her thin shoulders, gently – as if he were afraid to hurt her, to wake her, afraid for her to be real.


Hellfire and fucking damnation. What’s this, rise of the living dead, now? Zombie apocalypse time?


But even Ecko’s savage humour was subdued; he said nothing aloud. He watched, his own denial still shouting at him, raw. Karine had been too vital, too real – too recent. This was all batshit, it had to be…


“No.”


The fourth time. It was a statement, the Bard’s voice still soft but gathering strength. He looked for a moment like he was going to pick the girl up, hold her to him and howl, but she was wasted and tiny, too fragile. Instead, he sat back on his heels – on his black London Converse – and looked at his shaking hands, touched them to his own face, the scarf across his jaw, as if to reassure himself it was still there.


Okay. Here we go…


But there was no roof-reaving bawl of doom. Instead, the Bard stayed like that for a moment – like he was some fucking bomb about to take out the building and all of them with it – and then he came to his feet in a single, marionette motion.


His back was straight, his face now uncovered, revealing the seething, sensual, mechanical mess of his throat, and the blacklight veins that ran up and into his ears like maggots.


For just a moment, the entire room watched him as if he would bring death to them all.


“So.” His voice was a low rumble like a distant train. The hall thrummed with tension and acoustic. “This is our message, is it?”


What?


“That’s it?” Ecko’s words were out before he could stop them – their harsh rasp was a slap. All heads snapped to look at him. Uncomfortable under that many eyes, he sprang up the side of the steps and curled his lip, exposed black teeth. Grief manifested as anger, and he threw it back. His skin shifted with the shadows of the great hall. “Chrissakes, what the hell happened to you? Karine was like, I dunno, your fucking kid, your daughter. Jeez, thought I was fucked up—”


“Quiet.” Roderick’s look should have flayed skin from bone. He looked back down at the pitifully aged woman. “The time for riddles is past. Tell me, where did this come from?”


“She, where did she come from.” Ecko’s adrenaline was still singing along his nerves. He found himself halfway over the seat itself, staring down at the Bard, incredulous. “Chrissakes, I’m the sane one now? What the hell did Mom do to you?”


While you were screaming.


Down there in the dark.


Heat pulsed through the Bard’s throat like tension. He didn’t answer.


But Ecko had found his voice now, his release. The words were a torrent of force, catharsis and fury, and he couldn’t hold them back. He crouched in the Lord’s seat, an old embroidered cushion under his shoes, and aimed himself at the Bard’s black hood.


“What the hell’s goin’ on here, anyhow? You come back from Mom’s lair and – bam! – you’re the supernasty? You got the black hat? You’re the one with all the tech, now?” The word was an accusation – he was being childish and he knew it, but he didn’t fucking care. “One day-trip ticket to the London Underground, two rounds with Mom’s operating table, and hey whaddaya know, you’re a new man!”


The strike was casual, a backhand slap. But it was so quick that, even adrenalised as he was, even with his targetters tracking, the Bard’s fingers caught him. The impact didn’t hurt, but the sound rang, inside and out, smarting. And the fact that it’d made contact at all…


Ecko spat outrage. “You fucking dare—!”


“I said, quiet.”


“Fuck you.”


“Enough!” Nivrotar’s voice rang from the dark vaults of the roof. Like children they subsided, glaring.


Cold as winter wind, she said, “There is no combat in my presence without my word. I see grief, I see envy – I understand. But these things will not be aired in here.” She added no threat, no warning of punishment or consequence – she had no need to. Instead she came to stand by Karine, the light making hollows of her perfect white cheeks. She turned to look back up at them. “We must understand this. Control yourselves, all of you, and tell me how this… atrocity… came to occur in my city.”


“Outta my ass.” Ecko’s snipe was not aimed at anyone in particular.


“This is no jest.” The Lord’s voice was calm; she looked from one face to another. “Only the Kas – or those crafted from them – drain time.” She cocked an eyebrow at Roderick. “Vahl may be gone, but the Varchinde is in pieces, the cities in turmoil. Blight eats our crops and we know not its source. Fhaveon lies gutless and ruined, the Council is broken. And if there are creatures of this ability within my city walls, should I just part my thighs and let them ravage me?” The sentence was delivered without a flicker of humour or vulnerability. “How comes this discovery? If Vahl lives again, if his craftings walk the streets of Amos, then I will know.”


Amethea shook her head, her denial deeper than just disbelief. She was grey-pale, like ash, her body temperature too low; sheer bloody-mindedness was keeping her on her feet.


She said, “Karine was with me yesterday, yesterday morning. She went to secure supplies, herbs, food – she was helping. No one haggles like Karine.” Her smile was brief, sad. “Couple of guards brought her back. I tried…” her voice cracked and she looked up at the Lord of Amos, blinking “…I tried to understand, I really tried. But how – where – no one knew. The bazaar was heaving, no one saw a thing.”


“No one ever does.” Triqueta’s comment was bleak.


“Vahl’s gone,” Amethea rounded on her friend, plaintive, angry, defiant. “Rhan won, Fhaveon’s free – the bretir came with the message. You told us!” She looked back at the city’s Lord, gave a short laugh like the edge of hysteria. “That bit’s supposed to be over—”
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