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			1 

			Birmingham, 1791

			 

			Sir Ronald Sharpely may well have been impatient, but the Clock­worker was not to be hurried.

			‘The innovation, Sir Ronald, is not in the pepperbox style of the weapon …’ With delicate tools inherited from his watchmaker father, the Clockworker continued finessing intricate adjustments to the complicated powder pan of the seven-barrelled flintlock pistol. ‘It’s not even in the rifling inside the barrel, which will make it more accurate,’ he continued. His Swiss accent was very slight. He turned to look at Sharpely, a well-built man in the prime of his life with the complexion of someone who enjoyed outdoor activities. Sharpely did not like the way the brass-and-leather lens arrangement strapped to the Clockworker’s head made one of the man’s strangely coloured, lifeless eyes look so large. 

			‘Damn it, man, I was told it would be ready!’ Sir Ronald snapped, looking down at the pale, emaciated figure dressed in dark clothes that made him look like one of last century’s Puritans. The Clockworker wasn’t bald so much as someone who did not quite suit hair. Sir Ronald was pleased when the Clockworker turned back to work on the pistol’s mechanism.

			‘You were told it would be ready today. And it will,’ the artificer said absently as he worked with the tools he had rescued from his father’s burning workshop. A religious man, his father. Realising that all sin came from the flesh, he had attempted to replace his children’s flesh with his own devices. To the Clockworker this had been sound reasoning, inasmuch as any religious reasoning was. 

			‘The rifling will make it much slower to reload than a smoothbore weapon, but after seven shots, if you haven’t killed what you were aiming at—’

			‘When will it—’

			‘The innovation on this pistol is the mechanism for the pan. All you need to do is turn the barrels as you would normally and my mechanism will refresh the pan with powder. This will of course ­rapidly increase the speed of your firing.’ Sir Ronald watched im­patiently as the Clockworker demonstrated the weapon. ‘Will you be staying in Bromichan tonight?’ He used the old name for the city, which was only just starting to go out of fashion.

			‘No, we are staying with friends in Aston,’ Sir Ronald said in exasperation.

			‘We? So your family are with you?’

			Sir Ronald stopped staring at the finely wrought seven-barrelled pistol that was being constructed for him and instead looked at the Clockworker’s eyes. His face burned red with anger at being addressed so familiarly by a tradesman, even one so singularly skilled as the Clockworker. He didn’t see the Clockworker cut himself with one of his tools. He didn’t see the Clockworker smear blood on the butt of the pistol. He didn’t see the blood absorbed into the wood of the gun as if it had never existed, and he didn’t see the Clockworker’s wound heal itself of its own accord.

			‘Damn your impudence! What business—?’

			The Clockworker made one more tiny adjustment and there was an audible click from the clockwork pan mechanism. 

			‘And we’re done.’ The Clockworker held up the completed pistol. The engraved silvered barrels were longer than a normal pepperbox, for greater accuracy. It was a heavy pistol but finely balanced, with a lead weight in the rounded base of the mahogany butt.

			Sir Ronald took the expertly crafted weapon from the Clockworker and stared at it with awe.

			‘That, sir, is a fine piece of work,’ Sir Ronald said. The Clockworker merely nodded. ‘Excuse my rudeness. I am not a patient man.’ Sir Ronald tested the weapon’s action, pulling the hammer back and then lowering it without letting the flint fall and spark. The Clockworker grimaced as he turned the barrels by hand, forcing the ticking clockwork mechanism. ‘My wife and Elsa, the eldest, wish to frequent the various dressmakers and seamstresses the town has to offer, whereas Alexander, my youngest—’

			‘Wishes to see the toy manufactories the city is so famous for?’ the Clockworker finished for him.

			‘Just so,’ Sir Ronald said, transfixed by the pistol.

			‘Well, I believe our business here is concluded. I make children’s toys also – in fact, I prefer to do so. I am a faint-hearted man, I’m afraid, and the thought of guns … Well, let us say I prefer to create entertainments that make children happy. I have a small workshop on Snow Hill. I would love for young Alexander to see my creations.’

			‘What? Oh, yes, we will look for you. If you will excuse me, sir, I must bid you good day.’

			The Clockworker watched Sir Ronald walk out of the workshop. No, he wasn’t a religious man, but he knew he had demons in his blood, demons that would do as he bid them.

			 

			Before it became a reality of soot-stained brick and stone buildings, the city was a cloud of black smoke pouring from thousands of chimneys on the horizon. Houses, forges, mills, manufactories, workshops and churches, all tightly packed together. 

			The canal boat he was travelling on brought the coal from the Black Country that powered the city’s industry. The Hellaquin had never been fond of cities, and already the stink of the smoke, of the people and animals all pressed together, and of the filth in the street they created was beginning to feel oppressive. Birmingham looked like a slice of hell to the Hellaquin as the narrowboat slid through the water towards the foundry wharf in the west of the city. 

			The boatmen secured the narrowboat and saw to the horse that pulled the craft as the foundry-men and -women came with barrows to unload the coal. The Hellaquin picked up his belongings: a wooden case just over two feet long and a waxed-leather-wrapped stave some six feet long. The boatmen tried to ignore the two short swords the man with the hulking upper body wore at his waist under his leather coat. They just returned his nod as he climbed off the narrowboat and headed east. Behind him was the orange glow of molten metal being poured from crucibles in the foundry, accompanied by a constant thunderous clanging.

			 

			On New Street he waded through mud and excrement, both human and animal. The street was packed with people. He hated the way the wood-beamed houses crowded in over his head, almost touching, blocking out the smoke-stained sky. He had been in battles where the press of people wasn’t so extreme. He was appalled to see horses, and even wagons, trying to make their way down the street. The six-foot stave he carried wasn’t making him any friends, either. 

			There were too many of them, and with the stench, and the smoke, he was finding it harder and harder to breathe. A fat, bald, florid man in a leather apron was screaming in his face now. It may as well have been in a foreign language. The Hellaquin felt his forehead connect with the man’s nose. His forehead came away wet and sticky. The man fell into the filth and ordure. 

			A horse bumped into him and he staggered back. He almost lost his grip on the stave. He felt the panic rising in him. He was at Poitiers again. Then the panic was gone. He felt the change. The calmness he felt in battle. He had killed horses at Poitiers, when English arrows glanced off curved French plate mail. 

			The Hellaquin turned away and pushed through the mass towards the edge of the street. He made it to a narrow alleyway, where a crown in the hand of a hard-faced urchin secured him a loyal backstreet guide.

			 

			Where New Street had been oppressive and closed in, the Froggary may as well have been underground. It was a tangled multilevel warren of ramshackle buildings connected by narrow corridors in which people lived, and it was impossible to tell where one building ended and another began. The Hellaquin followed the urchin through rooms inhabited by entire extended families, sometimes more than one. 

			Other than crossing two streets, they had pretty much been moving from one building to another, occasionally looking down on crowded courtyards or walking over makeshift bridges. Then the urchin led him out onto the High Street. The Hellaquin didn’t like the press of people out here, either, but his guide forced a path for him through a mixture of pedestrian agility and aggression. 

			They made their way south over the refuse of the different markets that ran down from New Street towards the corn market at the Bull Ring, in the shadow of St Martin’s Church. The Hellaquin heard the barking of the dogs and the bellowing of a wounded bull long before he saw the small green outside the church. 

			The ‘Bull Ring’ was a heavy iron ring embedded in the ground. A badly savaged, blood-covered bull was weakly trying to fend off several dogs bred specifically for the purpose of baiting. A number of dead and dying badly gored dogs lay around the green – presumably the bull had put up quite a fight. The practice had been banned in the city some eighteen years past, but too many people insisted that the meat tasted better if the beast was baited first. Those people were prepared to pay extra for it.

			The Hellaquin turned away from the death throes of the beast at the teeth of the flat-faced dogs. He could remember when this entire area had been a deer park. In fact, it hadn’t been far from here, in a root-lined earthen cavern, where he’d drunk from the Red Chalice.

			Just off the green a crowd had gathered by a large clanking, hissing mechanism with two black iron arms that pumped up and down, steam rising from it constantly. The whole machine must have been four, five yards tall, the Hellaquin estimated. He stopped and stared at it. The urchin backpedalled to stand by him.

			‘What is it?’ the Hellaquin asked, his tone equal parts awe and dread.

			‘It’s one of Mr Watt’s steam engines,’ his grubby guide answered. Then his tone became more guarded. ‘They say it’s going to replace people soon – working, I mean. Then everyone will be like us. The world’ll be a rookery.’

			It was a machine, a device. The Hellaquin knew about those. He had been a man once, but now he was something else. He stared as long as he could manage.

			The Hellaquin dismissed the boy and headed south-east into Digbeth, where three- and four-storey stone houses became two- and three-storey wood houses. With fewer crowds than the market centre, the Digbeth Road had dried to cracks and dust in the late-July sun. Horses and carts plied the route under the watchful eyes of soldiers called in to quell the recent riots. They leaned against the walls of houses, sweating in their red coats, bayonets affixed to their muskets. With his big build, his upper body so large he looked almost deformed and his thick leather coat in the hot July sun, the Hellaquin attracted their attention and they watched him go by. 

			It had been many years since he last felt warmth or cold like others did. So long since he last sweated.

			 

			He could remember a time when the Old Crown had been a guildhouse and a school. Now it was a hostelry and tavern. The Hellaquin was a tall man, and he had to stoop to avoid banging his head on the ceiling beams inside the wooden-framed two-storey thatched building. Nobody paid any attention to him, not even when his substantial bulk jostled them as he made his way through the press of customers towards the bar. The exception was the Knight. He noticed the Hellaquin. He was sitting at a table in the corner eating a large roast beef dinner that would have fed a family. Like the Hellaquin, he needed a lot of food to sate the devils within.

			Their vocations meant they were natural enemies. Even allowing for that, the Hellaquin had never liked the Knight. He wore the clothes of a gentleman who preferred the outdoor life. The exception to his rural finery was the cavalryman’s trousers with leather inner legs. The trousers were tucked into knee-length riding boots. 

			He wore no wig, and his fine blond hair was tied back into a ponytail with a black ribbon. Both his hair and face had been powdered. Blue eyes glanced at the Hellaquin’s shabby clothes and shoulder-length, unkempt, dark hair with the easy disdain of the aristocrat. The Knight beckoned for the Hellaquin to join him as if he were calling a servant.

			‘When it was a guildhouse, at least the wine was better,’ the Knight said by way of greeting. His French accent had become a lot less noticeable during the nearly five hundred years the Hellaquin had known the other ‘man’. ‘Get my friend whatever he wants and a lot of it,’ he said to a passing servingwoman. The Hellaquin asked for stew, bread and ale as he put his case down and slid it under the table. He leaned the stave against the wall. ‘Still carrying that thing, I see?’ said the Knight. 

			The Hellaquin observed a brace of pistols on the table, and a belt with scabbards for a cavalry sabre and the Knight’s strange Far-Eastern knife hanging over the chair next to him. The Knight noticed the Hellaquin glancing at the ornate, long-barrelled flintlock pistols.

			‘Nock of London. Perhaps you should consider joining this new age? I looked for you in America.’

			‘I was further north, Hudson Bay.’

			‘And the recent unpleasantness in France?’ It was asked casually enough, but the Hellaquin knew it was a test.

			‘I don’t think our masters liked my sympathies.’

			The Knight stopped eating and looked up at the other man.

			‘Why am I here?’ the Hellaquin asked in an attempt to forestall the inevitable argument. 

			The Knight put his fork and knife down and wiped his mouth on a linen napkin. ‘Very well. I fear I have lost my appetite.’ He stood and the Hellaquin followed him out of the main room of the tavern.

			 

			The Hellaquin stared at the body of the boy and tried not to shake with rage. The Knight leaned against the wall of the tavern’s back room, watching the Hellaquin’s response. 

			The boy couldn’t have been much older than five or six. His blood-spattered clothing was expensive, and he looked like he had been well fed and healthy when he was alive. The back of his head had been caved in, which was clearly the wound that had killed him. By far the stranger wound, however, was the ruin of his left eye, into which a tiny, ornate brass scorpion had crawled and then curled up, clamping itself to his skull and eye socket. The Hellaquin had to turn away from the body and found himself looking at an amused expression on the Knight’s face.

			‘What happened?’ the Hellaquin asked.

			‘The nanny found him just after he had murdered his infant brother. Then he turned on the nanny. It was his mother who beat his head in after she saw what he had done to her other child.’

			The Hellaquin crossed himself. ‘And that … that … thing in his eye?’

			‘We don’t know where it came from. All we know is that young Michael here had been touring the toy manufactories of Snow Hill with his father.’

			‘Somebody gave it to him?’

			‘Would be my guess, unless he took it.’

			‘The Brass City?’

			‘Why? Say what you like about them, they always act with purpose.’ He gestured towards the child. 

			The Knight was right. There was no purpose to this, outside of madness. The Hellaquin knew there had been questions over the Knight’s views on the Brass City in the past, but when it came down to it, the other man had always acted decisively against them. 

			‘So we go to Snow Hill?’

			‘Tomorrow. Now one of us has to cut that thing out of the poor boy’s skull.’

			 

			The Hellaquin awoke fully alert. Even though the murmuring from the next room was faint, he could still make out every word. He even understood the glossolalia of both voices – the human one and the strange, dry, old, less-than-human one. He knew the Knight would be lying on the bare boards of the floor, his arms outstretched in the shape of a cross before the ancient severed head. The severed head was known as Baphomet, the Baptiser. The Knight was communing with it. The Hellaquin got out of bed and started to dress himself quickly. 

			A short while later, there was a gentle tap at the door and the Hellaquin opened it. The Knight saw that the other man was already dressed and simply nodded.

			 

			The Hellaquin was sure the powerful black horse was almost as unnatural as he and the Knight were. He had no wish to ride behind the other man but Baphomet had told the Knight that something was happening at that very moment, and they needed to move fast.

			The city was under curfew, and as they galloped through the streets they were challenged by a number of the redcoats. Few, however, were prepared to fire on someone of the Knight’s obvious station in life, regardless of how disreputable his companion looked. 

			Only one had dared fire his musket. The Hellaquin felt the projectile hit his back like the blow from a mace, but his leather coat had hardened with the impact and the ball had not gone through. The bruise healed so quickly it practically never existed. 

			 

			Tendrils of wood and lead had grown from the pistol, passing through his hand and his arm, consuming – or transforming – his flesh as they wove in and out of it. The bones in his arm had broken to accommodate the pepperbox pistol and he felt other, smaller strands growing inside his body, his head. Then the demon in the gun started speaking to him. It told him what to do. Showed him.

			He had killed his own family first. Killed both their children in front of their screaming mother as, sobbing, he shouted at her about all the times he had betrayed her with other women, most of whom he had paid. The devil had laughed as he wept. When his friend came running to investigate the gunfire, he shot to wound. Then he left a bloody trail behind him as he dragged his friend through the house so the other man could watch his family die in front of his eyes, succumbing to the wound in his stomach as he did so. Then, slowly and with purpose, he descended the stairs and entered the town house’s servants’ quarters. He shot a footman but only injured him. The rest had fled screaming into the night. 

			He went to sit in his old friend’s study. He wanted to put the pistol-limb to his head and pull the trigger, but the demon in the gun did not want him to die just yet. It had told him so. The demon liked the way the man made it feel. 

			There is no hell, the demon told him. No place for me but here.

			So Sir Ronald Sharpely wept and reloaded the weapon and wondered when the crowd gathering outside would come for him. Or would it be the city watch, or even the redcoats themselves? The devil in the gun – in him, now – revelled in his thoughts, though it knew the best, the sweetest, had already come and gone.

			 

			The first time he saw heat, like a desert serpent, was when the Hellaquin realised how truly damned he was. How far from God. So much further than all the killing, the stealing, the drinking and the whoring could ever have taken him.

			It was a narrow four-storey stone town house in a row of similar buildings on Duke Street in the desirable suburb of Aston. It looked new and expensive, and his own cottage in Cheshire could have fitted many times within the vast swathe of lawn at the back of the house. He was standing in the shadows of the trees at the bottom of the garden, observing the crowd that had gathered on the recently cobbled street in front of the house. 

			The Hellaquin unwrapped the waxed leather from around the yew stave and flexed the wood to warm it up before stringing it. Even with his considerable strength, that was a challenge. He selected a number of arrows from the case, each one handmade from ash, each one hardened by the dripping of his blood onto the wood, each one just over two feet long. The arrowheads were armour-piercing bodkins made from something called adamantine, which the Knight had told him, long ago, just meant very, very hard. He had chosen these arrows over the ones that contained his own blood in the arrowheads’ cores.

			All the while he watched the house he could see the cooling heat of the bodies in the upper floors, and the vibrant oranges, reds and yellows of the murderer on the ground floor. The Hellaquin nocked the first arrow, waiting for the murderer to provide him with a shot. 

			 

			Sir Ronald screamed with hopeless, impotent frustration when he heard the town house’s front door thrown open, and then he was on his feet and staggering into the hall. He had but a moment to take in the well-dressed, blue-eyed, blond-haired man striding across the hall towards him, a pistol in each hand, before the figure disappeared in the smoke from his own guns.

			Sir Ronald staggered back as a pistol ball caught him in the chest, but the demon moved him like a puppet now. He raised his pistol arm and fired into the smoke, rotated the barrel as the pan mech­an­ism ticked, fired again, rotated, fired again. 

			The blond man strode out of the smoke, a sabre in one hand, a knife in the other. Bone poked through skin torn and bloodied by a nasty-looking head wound, but still the man came. Sir Ronald fired, the barrel turned, he fired again, and again. The man staggered as shot after shot hit him, the front of his coat darkening as blood soaked into it, but he kept coming. Sir Ronald moved to one side to get a better shot as the hall filled with yet more smoke.

			 

			The Hellaquin watched Sir Ronald’s heat-ghost as his arm breathed fire at the Knight’s fainter ghost. Sir Ronald moved to the left. It was the move the Hellaquin needed. He exhaled, visualised the shot, lifted the bow and drew back the string. The poundage on the weapon was such that no mortal man could have drawn it. With hundreds of years of experience and the benefits of the ‘gifts’ he had been given by the Red Chalice, it took him but a moment to sight, and to judge the slight breeze in the hot night. He loosed and heard the window break almost immediately.

			 

			Shot after shot and the blond man finally stopped staggering forwards and collapsed onto the marble floor of the town house’s hallway. The devil was already devising plans for the body, but first Sir Ronald would have to reload. 

			Sir Ronald didn’t hear the window break. The adamantine-tipped arrow flew through the sitting room, then through an internal wall, and finally through Sir Ronald’s head before embedding itself deep in the outer wall, quivering. Sir Ronald collapsed forward onto the floor, leaving the demon to slowly fade away, trapped in cooling dead flesh.

			 

			The Hellaquin stalked through the sitting room and into the hall. He saw the man, his arm fused with what looked like a multi-barrelled pistol, lying face down on the marble in a pool of red. The Knight was lying in a similar pool on his back. The Hellaquin nearly put an arrow in the Knight when he sat up.

			‘I almost had him,’ the Knight muttered. The Hellaquin nodded with a sceptical expression on his face. Clouds of grey and black powder-smoke hung in the air. Through the windows at the front of the house, the Hellaquin could see the milling crowd. 

			The archer kicked the grotesque man onto his back and knelt down next to him.

			‘Is he healing?’ the Knight asked as he got up unsteadily and bent to retrieve his pistols, his sabre and his knife.

			The Hellaquin looked at the hole in the man’s head made by the arrow he’d fired.

			‘Is there a maker’s mark on the pistol?’ asked the Knight.

			The Hellaquin picked up the deformed limb and checked the ­visible metal of the barrel, grimacing as he saw up close the fusion of wood, metal and flesh. The Knight was standing in the pool of his own blood as he sheathed his various weapons, the pool shrinking as he re­absorbed it. The healing would leave the Knight very hungry.

			‘There’s no mark. What do we do with him?’ the Hellaquin asked, glancing out at the crowd again.

			‘Damnation! We can’t take him with us – we’ll have to burn the house down and hope for the best.’ As he spoke, the Knight used his Far-Eastern knife to open a wound in his hand. He squeezed some of the blood from his wound into a small silver cup he had produced from somewhere on his person.

			‘What are you doing?’ the Hellaquin demanded.

			‘Just a touch of necromancy.’

			The Hellaquin crossed himself. ‘I have no taste for this.’

			The Knight looked up at the Hellaquin. ‘We need to know where he got the gun. If you don’t want to bear witness, go upstairs and set the fire.’ Then he poured the blood from the cup into the dead man’s mouth.

			The dead body started to convulse and writhe, flesh flowed like hot wax and the screaming started as the demon in the dead man’s flesh fought with the devils in the Knight’s blood. The Hellaquin climbed the curved marble staircase, trying not to look down, trying not hear the twisted words wrenched from the corpse.

			‘Where on Steelhouse Lane?’ the Knight shouted at the writhing carcass.

			Upstairs, the Hellaquin found the bodies. All he could offer them was a pyre on a hot summer’s night.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			2

			A Long Time After the Fall

			 

			Vic lay dead on the deck of the Church frigate the St Brendan’s Fire. Scab was watching the most valuable uplifted monkey in Known Space die. She was dying because foreign nanites were trying to ­colonise every last bit of her body.

			Even as she gasped for breath, Scab was able to appreciate how beautiful she was. He might have felt nothing, but he understood aesthetics. If there was artifice in her genetic make-up, then it was old, powerful and elegant. She did not look sculpted like most in Known Space. She looked like she had been born with perfect bone structure, dark eyes and thick brown hair. She was tall, slender to the point of gauntness. Her skin had a porcelain quality to it, or at least it had until the advertising virals started crawling across it when she fell victim to the ambient nanite pollution from which most people were protected by their nano-screens.

			Scab watched her die. He understood that she was a nat, unaugmented. He’d seen them before. They were bred in protected environ­ments for study, as pets, kinks or food – curiosities, little more. So why was this one so sought-after? The Church, the Monarchist systems, the Con­sortium – they all wanted her. Why was this nat so important? He felt sure she was from before the Fall, but there had to be more to it than that. How could she be the key to bridge technology? Why had she been aboard the strange S-tech craft? Why had the Church monk’s hand opened the cocoon?

			Absently he noticed that the red steam in the air was coming from his blood meeting the still burning-hot energy dissipation grid woven into his clothes. More smoke billowed as some of his corrupted blood dripped onto the frigate’s deck. Vic had done more than his fair share of damage before Scab had driven the – very illegal – S-tech energy javelin through the other bounty killer’s chest. The powerfully built, hard-tech-augmented insect’s chest cavity was now a hollow fused mess.

			The codes Vic had ’faced to Scab before Vic chose to attack him gave the human bounty killer complete control of the Church frigate the ’sect had stolen on Scab’s orders. The ship’s AI was putting up a fight against the high-end control-virus program attacking it. Their erstwhile employer had been generous with the expenses, but that arrangement was at an end now as Scab intended to double-cross his employer. 

			Most of the few surviving crewmembers aboard the frigate were locked down. Scab absently reprogrammed the frigate’s security nano-screen, weaponising it, turning it into a self-replicating flesh-eating nano-swarm.

			He looked down at the girl. The closest thing he had to a sense of ­humour was tempted to let her die there. Let it all have been for ­nothing. On the other hand, that wouldn’t help him get what he wanted. 

			Scab watched her for a moment longer. Then he picked her up, ’facing instructions to the frigate’s med bay as he carried her out of the loading area. The screams of the crew being eaten by the nano-swarm echoed along the corridor. Scab found himself really craving another cigarette.

			 

			The Monk stood on one of the catwalks that ran over the dolphins’ nutrient pool in the Command-and-Control chamber of the Church capital ship, the Lazerene. The large chamber was illuminated by the warm orange glow coming from the pool, and the smart-metal bulkheads of the chamber projected a panoramic view of the surrounding space. Holographic telemetry and other system information ran vertically down parts of the view, though all the data would be directly ’faced to the dolphins and to the crewmembers of various races bobbing around the chamber seated on AG platforms.

			It had been a star system once. Now it was going dark, consumed by squirming, maggot-like forms of nothingness momentarily lit from within by the sun’s fusion as they devoured the light of the system’s star. The same process had already taken the fourteen planets, a number of habitats and countless asteroids.

			The Monk stared fixedly at the image of the sun. The estimated number of deaths in the system was available to her, but it was large enough to be abstract.

			‘We give them access to an apparently infinite universe, but then we pen them in until they teem over everything like termites,’ Churchman said. ‘We’ve overpopulated space. Who’d have thought that would happen?’

			‘I’m not sure I want cod philosophy right now,’ the Monk said angrily, knowing her fury was misplaced. The dolphins were motionless in their fluid.

			Churchman wasn’t actually here. Every ship in the Church fleet had AIs modelled on downloads of Churchman’s personality. Each one had been allowed to develop independently, and as a result, each ship’s AI was quite different. Normally the Monk liked the Lazerene’s AI the best. The capital vessel was a more than capable warship, but that wasn’t its only purpose. The Monk didn’t like the battleships’, destroyers’ and frigates’ AIs. They tended towards imprints of an older and more warlike, single-minded Churchman. This AI looked like Churchman when she’d first met him, though the AI wore a priest’s dog collar. He appeared to be standing next to her, but that was just an image she allowed to be ’faced to her neunonics. 

			The Monk was watching the refugee fleet making for one of the system’s bridge points. The Lazerene, along with the rest of the small fleet sent to the system, were waiting for them. They had already sent out the signal to remove the system from the astrogation programs connected to all bridge drives. The most potent Pythian-designed viruses actual credit could buy were erasing every last piece of information regarding the system from all of Known Space’s various communications networks. Once, a long time ago, the Monk had asked why this always appeared to go unnoticed. Churchman told her it didn’t – people just didn’t care.

			‘So why do we have to kill them?’ she asked again, as she did every single time.

			‘If the masses don’t know about it, they don’t care. If they knew about it—’

			‘They’d fight it.’

			Churchman turned to look at her sadly. ‘At one time, maybe. I personally think the ensuing panic would play into his hands. He has the influence to manipulate them, to turn them on each other. In terms of humanity, he started breeding them towards the selfish, ­vicious, uncaring creatures you see now even before the Fall.’

			‘We’re going to close the bridge point, remove the beacons anyway—’ she said, feeling guilty.

			‘And let them try to hide and flee, living in terror until it inevitably consumes them? That only makes it easier for us. This way it is over quickly for them.’

			‘We could take them—’ Even now she still wanted to weep each time.

			‘We don’t have the resources,’ he said softly. Even now he still explained it as patiently as he had the first time. 

			The only sound in the C&C was the water lapping against the bulkhead as the ship adjusted to the change in mass in this sector of space.

			The weapons section ’faced a question to the Monk. She didn’t ­answer. Churchman looked to her, as did a few of the crew. A number of the individualistic, heavily customised P-sats, the personal satelites the dolphins used to facilitate easier communications with the uplifted races also appeared to be paying attention to her.

			‘What did Scab want?’ the Monk asked, to distract herself. She couldn’t quite refrain from speaking his name through gritted teeth.

			‘Our presence at an auction.’ 

			The Monk nodded, clenching the muscles in her jaw. ‘Will we go?’ she managed.

			‘Yes … in some form or another. We’ll certainly be represented.’

			‘Will you pay?’

			‘I imagine that if I can, I will.’

			‘If?’

			‘I’m not sure that child knows what he wants. Though in many ways he is one of the most perfectly suited people to live in this age.’

			The Monk started to reply angrily but was interrupted.

			‘Ma’am?’ said the lizard militiawoman in charge of the weapons section. The Monk nodded for her to continue. ‘For the log, ma’am.’

			‘Fire,’ the Monk all but whispered.

			The darkness was lit by lances of light, the glow of manoeuvring engines, vented energy from dissipation grids and explosions of matter from reactive armour as the hulls of the surprised and betrayed refugee ships were penetrated, burst and scattered across the cold vacuum. 

			Only when they were sure they had hunted down the last survivor was space cut open by the ship’s bridge drives to reveal the gaseous, swirling, crimson wound of Red Space.

			‘It’s kinder this way,’ Churchman said to her quietly, in her mind’s eye.

			‘So we’ve come to genocide being the kinder option?’

			Churchman didn’t answer.

			The star had been fully consumed by the time the last bridge point closed. The faint red glow was the last ever source of light in that system.

			 

			Everything had been so warm and safe. Even where she touched vacuum, her hardened skin had been long dead. She had known so much, felt so much. Now she was diminished, the tiny, frightened, alone thing she had been before and so, so cold.

			She opened her eyes. It had taken her a while to find the courage to do so. She was staring up at a ceiling made of cold, dark metal. The lighting in the room was subdued, the sources difficult to pinpoint. It was sparsely furnished, but the door looked to be electronically controlled and very substantial. A seam ran diagonally across it. She thought she could sense a faint vibration thrumming through the metal.

			She was lying on some kind of mattress that had moulded around her. There were a number of other beds in the room, and something about them made her think of hospital gurneys, although they had no wheels. She wondered if she’d been sectioned again. Perhaps the millennia in Red Space had been a bizarre hallucination, a schizophrenic loop. She looked down but couldn’t see any restraints on the bed.

			Some kind of apparatus with arms was folded into the ceiling above the bed/gurney. Behind her was some sort of screen showing information that looked familiar from hospital visits and medical dramas, except that the screen appeared to be part of the wall, and there was nothing attached to her that could be feeding it information.

			A black sphere-thing rose from a docking station on the wall and drifted towards her, arms uncoiling as it approached. It was speaking gibberish, though she thought she recognised a few words. She fled.

			She had expected her legs to give out underneath her as soon as her feet touched the cold metal but was surprised to find she could stand. Naked, she ran at the door. The door opened for her and she bolted from the strange room and the even stranger machine. 

			She was in a corridor made from the same dark metal as the room. She paused at an intersection ahead and looked down each of the branching corridors. Every one looked the same as the last. Slowly, it was coming to her. She realised she had to be on some kind of spaceship. 

			How much time has passed? It had never felt important before. She remembered the parasites crawling through her skin, then the pain of disease, and finally the burning. Then nothing. No, not nothing – sometimes she thought she felt something trying to reach her through her shell, her cocoon, her home.

			Then she’d woken. She recalled a strange and horrible man in ­bizarre make-up standing over her. Then she couldn’t breathe, her skin burned and there was noise and light. When it all went dark again, she was sure she had died.

			She wrapped her arms around herself. She was starting to shake – cold, fear, she wasn’t sure which. She wondered if there were any drugs back in the hospital room she had woken in. Just something to calm her a bit. Help her deal.

			She hadn’t heard a sound but suddenly she was sure there was some­one behind her. She thought she caught the slightest whiff of tobacco. Her shaking intensified. She closed her eyes and tried to will herself to turn around.

			‘Please …’ she all but sobbed.

			She couldn’t even hear breathing, but she was still convinced that someone was standing behind her. The smell of tobacco had faded, replaced by a weird absence of almost any scents.

			Slowly she managed to control her fear, though the shaking wouldn’t stop. She half-convinced herself that she’d been imagining things. Slowly she turned around.

			A glimpse was enough. It was the strange and horrible man. He was small, wiry and wearing a horrible brown suit and hat. He was staring at her. She couldn’t read his expression – there was no desire, no lechery; her nakedness appeared to make not the slightest difference to him. No anger or hatred in those cold, dead fish eyes, either. She screamed and ran.

			She sprinted along corridor after corridor. It didn’t matter where she went as long as she put distance between herself and that man. Then she found herself running out of corridor. 

			Doors! she thought desperately. There are doors. She made for the closest one, looking for controls but seeing none. She raised her hand to hammer on it as she glanced back along the corridor. The skull-faced man was nowhere to be seen. The door slid open. The room was red inside. She wasn’t sure how many bodies – men, women, animal people. All of them looked as if they had died violently. Many of them were in pieces.

			She staggered back, bringing her hands up to cover her mouth. Strong fingers grabbed her arms, gripping her tightly. She started to scream as the doors to the red room slid shut.

			‘Shhh,’ the skull-faced man whispered. One of his sharply filed nails pierced her skin and false calm flooded through her. The fear was still there but it mattered less. He let her go. She lurched away from him, bumping against the wall of the corridor. The metal was so cold against her skin. She slid to the ground.

			Cold arse. The inane thought rose unbidden and made her giggle.

			‘What’s your name?’ The man’s voice, like everything else about him, was horrible. He had a strangely accented, low, croaky voice but unlike the floating machine, he, at least, wasn’t spouting gibberish.

			‘Talia,’ she said, staring at him. The fear under control, she was fascinated by his grotesqueness.

			‘Talia, I can either hurt you or drug you, or you can cooperate. Which do you prefer?’

			‘What are you going to do with me?’ She remembered the red room. The fear was trying to rise within her again. She wanted to move away from the wall. She knew there were dead people on the other side of it.

			‘Sell you,’ the man said eventually.

			She nodded as if this was an obvious answer. Then she started to cry. The skull-faced man frowned but let her cry, watching her as if it was a test of some kind.

			‘Don’t hurt me,’ she pleaded.

			‘I’ll try, but sometimes …’ he said. ‘It’s not easy, you know?’

			She stared up him. The soporific effects of whatever he had spiked her with were battling the terror that wanted to overwhelm her.

			‘What’s your name?’ she said at last, more for something to say than from any real interest in the answer.

			‘Scab,’ he said. She snorted with laughter and then clamped her hand over her mouth. ‘Woodbine Scab.’

			‘Like the cigarette?’

			Scab reached into his suit jacket and drew a cigarette case from his breast pocket. Talia noticed that his teeth were stained yellow. They were also filed to points and capped with silver. He offered her a cigarette. Trembling, she took one. He took one for himself and then lit both.

			 

			Again? He wondered why Scab had killed him this time. Then came the terror. He began to thrash in the strangely murky nutrient gel of the clone tank as he remembered Ludwig, blithely ignoring the Basilisk’s defences, phasing through the craft’s hull and into the converted corvette-class ship’s interior.

			An Elite! A fucking Elite had killed him! What he couldn’t understand was how he was being cloned. He’d run out of clone insurance after the last time, when Scab had cloned him and refused to tell him how he’d died in the first place. More to the point, when Elite killed they tended to infect the neunonics with viruses that not only scrambled memory uploads but could remain hidden long enough to snake their way into insurance company personality/memory backups and destroy them as well.

			He wondered if he was going to be cloned just long enough to appreciate the process of turning into a mentally scrambled freak, with the possibility of being a preprogramed slave to boot.

			He became calmer as narcotics flooded his system. He audited himself. He was a mostly natural insect. It was the usual cloning process. The gel protected his fragile exoskeleton from the ravages of gravity, artificial or otherwise. His neunonics felt rudimentary. Presumably he was waiting for components, assuming that whoever had paid for his cloning was going to rebuild his hard-tech-enhanced body so it could be of use. 

			Then it struck him. If he’d been captured, any one of the massively powerful people Scab had pissed off could be holding him. The insect-run Queen’s Cartel – he’d released a virus in their Arclight habitat after killing an extremely expensive blank. The Consortium – they’d wanted the cocoon Scab had been paid by a mysterious client to find. The Church, who wanted to stop everyone getting the cocoon in case it broke their monopoly on bridge technology. Or the Monarchists could be holding him, because Scab had just tried to attack the Citadel of their Elite. But none of this made sense, however. If he’d been captured, why clone him? Why not just drop his personality/memory backup into a torture immersion? The horrible thought occurred to him that he might be the prisoner of some fetishist weirdo who preferred the incredibly less efficient and more time-consuming torture of actual flesh. Oh, excrement, I’ve been sold to some sicko as their insect meat puppet! It was the only possible explanation his slightly addled and drugged mind could reach.

			Through the dirty gel he could see he was in an unevenly paved stone room with an arched entrance. The tank itself was made of what looked like polished dark wood with brass fittings, though he’d had to use his rudimentary neunonics to look up both materials. 

			The only illumination in the room came from the tank itself, a transparent-fronted cold storage made from similar material to the clone tank, and some strange burning things in a kind of specialist rack, which were called candles, according to Vic’s neunonics.

			Fear overcame narcotics when the red-clad monk, a cowl covering his features, walked into the chamber. He was followed by a crystal and wood cylinder, also with brass fittings, floating on an AG motor. A thick, black, viscous liquid flowed around inside the cylinder, apparently with a life of its own.

			His first thought was the Church. That was frightening enough, but it was the realisation that this wasn’t the Church – that he had, in fact, been cloned by a heretical cult – that really made him exude pheromonic terror.

			It was difficult to tell, but he assumed the monk was watching him. He had no idea what the cylinder of black liquid was doing, or even what it was. Then the pain started. He felt something growing through the meat of his brain. Tweaking the pain centres. His neunonics weren’t as rudimentary as he’d initially thought. They were invasive. It was an audit. Whoever was doing it didn’t just want to know something. They wanted to know everything. His mandibles locked open in a constant silent scream. It lasted a long time and stimulants pumped through his system kept him awake through it all. They wanted coherent thought, not the subconscious ramblings of an insect mind modified to be more human so he could embrace his humanophile tendencies and dream.

			 

			He was exhausted and in pain from the exertion of constant thrashing in the dense gel. He recognised the shape of Scab, sitting slouched on the ornately carved dark-wood chair now next to the tank, smoking. 

			‘I had to know,’ Scab said over the ’face connection. It would never be an apology.

			‘What have you done?’ was all Vic could manage.

			‘Things have moved on. We … I have the cocoon.’

			Vic was always impressed by Scab’s ability to inspire more fear just when you assumed you’d reached your tolerance threshold for the emotion.

			‘So give it to your employer and let’s get paid,’ Vic said, with a sinking feeling. Scab just shook his head. ‘In that case, just wait around for any number of people to come and kill you. Can you switch me off first?’

			‘No.’

			‘Why not, Scab? Why not?’

			‘You’re useful.’

			‘Do you really need me, Scab?’ Vic demanded. The human didn’t answer. ‘Then switch me the fuck off.’

			‘You tried to kill me,’ Scab said at last. Vic thought he heard sadness in Scab’s voice but then assumed he must have imagined it. ‘But it’s not in you. It must have happened after.’ 

			So that was what the audit had been looking for. Apparently, after Ludwig – a machine Elite from the Monarchist systems – had killed him, Vic’d been cloned again. Then something happened that made him try to kill Scab, and Scab had him cloned yet again.

			‘Maybe it was after the fucking Elite killed me!’ Vic screamed. He was pleased he’d managed to emote human screaming across the ’face link.

			‘Do you want to kill me now?’ Scab asked.

			‘Fucking obviously.’

			‘I wasn’t looking for intent. I was looking for the will.’

			This stopped Vic. He often fantasised about killing Scab. He thought he’d always managed to hide it quite well from the human, even ­during the frequent neural auditing required by their ‘partnership’ agreement, though none had been as invasive, deep or all-­encompassing as the last one. Scab was right, though. Even after everything, even after this, he knew he wouldn’t be capable of acting on his murderous feelings towards the human. He was too frightened of him.

			‘They’re going to send Elite after you,’ Vic said weakly. ‘No amount of being a vicious little prick will help you.’

			‘I don’t think so. They can’t risk me utterly destroying her. It’s the Church we need to worry about.’

			‘Oh, well, that’s all right, then,’ Vic said, nailing sarcasm. 

			Vic hung in the tank in silence for a while. He could see the red glow of the tip of Scab’s cigarette through the murky gel.

			‘When will this be finished?’ the insect asked.

			‘All I can promise you is a quick and easy death if I have any control over it.’ This last was difficult for Scab. He was uncomfortable admitting the possibility of a loss of control.

			‘I’m not like you, Scab. I want to live.’

			‘It’s the best I can do. It’s either that or I leave you in a torture immersion with the longest time dilation I can find.’

			‘Audit me again, see if I can kill you now,’ Vic ’faced with real venom, but they both knew it was only bravado. They both knew he would do what he was told.

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			3

			Britain, a Long Time Ago

			 

			Back when Germelqart could still think, back when there was more to him than pain, more to him than burning in the chest, agony in the screaming muscles in his legs and arms as he tried to keep swimming, back when he was a man, he wished he had never read Herodotus. He wished he had never heard of the Cassiterides, the Tin Islands, and the moon-touched Pretani who inhabited them. Wished he had never signed on with his friend and captain Hanno to use his gifts to navigate the Will of Dagon in his god’s name.

			The beach was not getting any closer. It was a dream. Once, he lived for the sea, but that was the warm blue sea within the Pillars of Herakles, not the cold, grey seas surrounding this land of mists, monsters and madmen. 

			 

			It took a while for his exhausted mind to understand what the feel of the silt through the water meant. He was crawling as much as he was swimming now. He dragged himself onto the beach and collapsed, gasping for breath, trying to draw air into burning lungs. 

			He could not quite manage thought yet. He saw but did not understand the black, greasy smudge of smoke in the air coming from the giant burning, man-shaped cage to the west of the island on whose beach he now lay. He could smell burned flesh and effluence. Even if he had been thinking clearly he would have struggled to understand why the giant burning man of wood and metal had started to disintegrate and fall into the water.

			Once, he had known that the dark tendrils in the water were blood from the hundreds who died there, reduced to a crimson froth in the feeding frenzy of the things that were neither shark nor human. The creatures that had been waiting for them in the water.

			Now he just about understood that the black ships with hulls made of skins – the Pretani called them curraghs – that he saw surging through the water against current and wind were bad. Crewed by demons. He did not have the strength to crawl away from the black ships. He lay on the wet sand under what passed for a sun god in this cold northern land, letting the little waves break over him. 

			As the burning in his chest subsided, as thought slowly returned and with it understanding of his surroundings, he noticed a figure standing among the sharp grasses of the dunes further inland. He wore a robe of some kind, but even from where the navigator lay the robe looked filthy and stained. The figure held a staff with various small items hanging from it, and there was something wrong with the man’s face.

			Germelqart understood that there were people running across the sand towards him. He wondered if they were coming to help him. In this cursed land he thought probably not.

			 

			Bress knelt among the smoke and flame, leaning on his now quiet sword stained with the blood of Fachtna, the warrior from the Ubh Blaosc, the Egg Shell. They had failed. It meant less than nothing to him. 

			There had been enough meat left in him to feel the pain of the Muileartach, the primal goddess who dwelt beneath the waters. Her pain had been caused by the suffering he wrought in Crom Dhubh’s name to summon Llwglyd Diddymder, the Hungry Nothingness.

			Crom Dhubh’s touch, that ever-present, disgusting violation, had been lost among the Muileartach’s screaming. Now he felt the tendrils of the ‘Black Crooked One’s’ presence creeping through his mind as the wicker man started to disintegrate. The cage of wood and metal was returning to its constituent parts. Hiding the evidence of its violation of history.

			It was a mistake to kill the warrior. The words were like rotting silk in his mind.

			Only in light of your failure, Bress thought. Even in his armour, the heat of the flames was becoming too much against his immortal skin. The wicker man felt progressively more unsteady underneath and around him.

			Our failure, Crom Dhubh reminded Bress as his flesh started to smoke and blister. 

			I did what I set out to do … what you wanted me to do.

			This Fachtna could have shown us the way to the Ubh Blaosc. The slaves of the Lloigor are one of the few threats to us left. There was no anger there, not even real reproach. Reproach or anger would have required some connection, some recognition on the part of the Dark Man that Bress was an equal, or even something remotely similar to him. If that had ever been the case it was a long time ago.

			The whereabouts of the Ubh Blaosc are only important in light of your failure, Bress reiterated. He didn’t add that this was because things still existed. He didn’t have to. Crom Dhubh, the Dark Man, knew his thoughts. There was no reply, but Bress could still feel the other as a corrupt presence living like a parasite in the back of his mind.

			What now? Bress asked. His lungs were full of smoke but he did not cough, nor did tears stream down his soot-stained face. All around him the metal and wood framework of the wicker man looked as if it was eating itself.

			Nothing. It was little more than a distant hiss. 

			He was discarded. No longer required. He had expected to feel something – relief, maybe, even so far from what could laughingly be called home. Maybe even loss as the Dark Man’s presence bled out of him. He felt nothing. 

			He stood up as flames reached hungrily for his flesh. The wicker man shook beneath him with every movement. He searched for feeling again as he strode to what remained of the edge of the platform. There was no sky now, only thick, greasy, black smoke.

			His thoughts returned to the woman. From his perspective she was little more than a savage. But he remembered her naked form, painted blue like the night, when she had come to try and kill him. He remembered feeling her skin under his long fingers.

			Skin bubbled, blistered, burned and healed, again and again. Even with his tolerance for pain it was becoming too much. He stepped into the smoke. As he fell his thoughts were still of Britha. Crom Dhubh was just a receding, mocking laughter in the back of his mind.

			 

			The one called Bress had said that Fachtna was dead. Teardrop was dead, though Tangwen had the feeling he died some time before he stopped moving and talking, consumed by the crystalline magic that lived inside his swollen head. The captain of the ship that had taken them west along the Grey Father, into the lands of the Atrebates, was dead as well. Though he kept talking even after his head had been taken, until she helped kill Ettin. And she did not know where Britha was.

			All her muscles ached and her chest burned, for the current was strong here. After all the swimming and the climb to the wicker man, which even now was burning as it crumbled into the water behind her, she was surprised that somehow she was still moving towards the easternmost island.

			She might have grown up in a marsh, but she was beginning to think she never wanted to see water again for as long as she lived. Judging by the moonstruck on the island towards which she now swam, who had mocked them, as they had marched towards Bress’s forces, living long might not be such a problem. She had seen the feast they left for the crabs and the other things that lived in the water.

			She was peripherally aware of others swimming near her as she made for the beach. Survivors. Those who’d been strong enough to live through their imprisonment, escape from the burning wicker man into the water, survive the unnatural feeding frenzy at the claws and teeth of the children of Andraste, and then swim against strong currents to the eastern island. 

			So few of them left.

			Her hands and feet touched silt. Now she could allow the hope she had denied herself in the water. She tried to stand, but burning muscles protested and she collapsed into the water again. She would crawl if she must – she knew she had to get out of the water.

			On either side of her, people were staggering up the beach and collapsing. She saw figures sprinting towards them from the dunes further inland, kicking up sand as they ran. Clothed in rags, if wearing anything at all, many of them were painted with lime, woad, blood and excrement, or decorated with crude tattoos and self-inflicted scars. Carrying makeshift weapons, they howled, and gibbered as if they were angry at the sun for not being his brother the moon.

			Tangwen, the huntress of the Pobl Neidr, the People of the Snake, a tribe of the Catuvellauni to the north and east of here whose name meant Expert Warriors, knew that the mad were closer to the gods. It was this closeness that made them moonstruck. They could not but fail to be affected by what had happened. The torture of the Mother in the sea. The eating of the sky.

			On the beach she could see one of the foreign traders. He had come from across the sea, far to the south, and had been the navigator on the ship. His name was strange and she was too exhausted to remember it. He wore a filthy woollen blaidth which had once been white. When she knew him on the ship, he had black dye painted around his eyes, a trimmed and lacquered dark beard, and a belly that told of a life of plenty. Now he was gaunt, his dark hair long and matted, his beard similarly wild. Paler than he had once been, his leathery, weather-beaten skin was still many shades darker than that of the inhabitants of her own land.

			One of the moonstruck stood over him, raising a crude club made of driftwood with bits of stone, bone and shells embedded in it. Another was running towards the navigator; there were more behind that one. From further along the beach she could hear howls of pain, fear and madness. There were explosions of water as the moonstruck sprinted into the sea to reach the survivors.

			 

			Germelqart heard the screaming. He was sure it wasn’t a language. He smelled the stink of the moonstruck man before he’d even opened his eyes. All he could see was thin, muscular arms swinging the crude club plummeting towards his head.

			The woman – little more than a girl, the navigator thought – collided with the moonstruck man. There was sickening crunch as the rock she swung caved in the man’s head. The pair of them collapsed into the sand. The man was muttering and sobbing, his head a new shape of red blood and white bone. Despite his madness, all the fight had left him.

			The navigator watched as the wiry young woman pushed herself up off the sand on arms shaking with exertion. He recognised her as the warrior from the snake tribe. She was the one who knifed Ettin, the thing that had worn Hanno’s still-living head when Germelqart and Kush had dragged the creature off Britha. Germelqart was sure her name was Tangwen. The young huntress had travelled with Britha, the mad woman, the sacrificer, priestess, witch, warrior and demon.

			He had watched her paint her short hair with lime to spike it, but wet it lay flat on her head. Her skin bore traces of the dyes the warriors of Ynys Prydein wore for war and ritual but the sea had washed most of them off. Her only garments were a soaking-wet tunic and a leather belt around her waist.

			She drew a long, iron-bladed knife from a sheath as more of the moonstruck came sprinting across the sand towards them. She was saying something to him but he did not know enough of her language, and he was too exhausted and frightened to understand her.

			A naked man skidded to a halt nearby. He danced around them, into the water, screaming imprecations as he drew patterns in his flesh with the knives he held in each hand. A large woman charged them, shrieking and wielding a skull filled with lime cement hanging from the end of wooden haft.

			 

			‘Get up! Run!’ Tangwen tried to scream at the navigator, but she barely had the strength to croak. 

			She watched the grotesque ripples in the flesh of the woman charging her. The sky was cloudless and blue above her, the sun bright and warm.

			Tangwen staggered to her feet. She was surprised to see she had a knife in her hand, her axe long-gone now. The large woman swung at her. Somehow Tangwen ducked. The hand with a knife in it appeared to strike of its own accord and the blade scraped across the woman’s skull, cutting skin and flesh. Blood covered the moonstruck woman’s face, blinding her. This just made her laugh. The woman swung the skull-headed club and Tangwen ducked under another wild blow. The woman overextended herself, staggering past. Tangwen felt the impact run up her arms as she stabbed the knife into the back of the woman’s neck with enough force to sever her spine. The woman flopped to the ground like a dying fish. 

			More moonstruck were sprinting towards them across the beach.

			Even if I had my bow, Tangwen managed to think, I still wouldn’t have the strength to draw it.

			She wanted to give up now. Lie down. Sleep. Let the inevitable happen. She wanted death to carry her back to her Serpent Father in his crystal cave. Instead she stood over the body of the frightened navigator, bloody knife in hand. They had achieved so much. It wasn’t fair to die like this. She screamed so the gods could hear her anger.

			Her cries were cut off as the man who had been cutting himself landed on her back, his weight sending them both crashing to the sand and rolling into the shallow water.

			 

			He was shamed. Unmanned. This small, tough woman raised in a cold, hard land was fighting, selling her life hard, whilst he lay ­shaking in his own water.

			She hit the ground as one of the moonstruck jumped on her back. Germelqart’s hand wrapped itself around the haft of the barbaric skull-headed club the moonstruck woman had dropped. Then he was on his knees. Warm blood sprayed on his face as he brought the club down again and again onto the man’s head. He was screaming. The warrior woman had rolled from under her moonstruck attacker and was watching Germelqart beat the man’s head in.

			He stopped, looking at the ruin he had made. The warrior woman had stood up, her knife at the ready, but she swayed as if she was ready to drop. Germelqart managed to stand, still holding the crude, horrible club. He was no warrior and never had been, but he was determined to follow the young woman’s example. 

			A group of islanders was running towards them. He wasn’t sure how many. In his exhaustion, he had forgotten how to count. 

			 

			The stink. Hands grabbing at her. Tangwen was kicked, punched, bludgeoned, clawed with long, ragged nails as she slashed out with the knife and cut and cut. They didn’t appear to care that her knife bit into their flesh again and again as they forced her back into the red-frothed water. She saw the navigator swing the skull-headed club but they were all around her by the time he went down.

			She felt herself go over as she sucked in her last, deep breath before she was under the shallow water again. She tried to fight free, but as more and more hands held her down, as more of her own blood leaked out into the stinging salt water, as the need to take another breath grew stronger and stronger, the panic came and she started to thrash around ineffectually.

			Suddenly she could move again. Something bumped her under the water. A weight fell on her. She struggled free and sat up in the red-tinged shallows.

			A number of the moonstruck were being forced back towards land by a tall, powerfully built, brown-skinned man with no hair. He was swinging a long-hafted axe with a double-crescent bronze head at them. A decapitated body bumped against her, pushed by the gentle movement of the waves. There was another body nearby, a huge bloody rent in its midriff.

			Someone grabbed her arm. She turned to stab them and realised she’d lost her knife. The navigator let go of her, recoiling, his hands held up. He was trying to help her. He said something, nodding at the axeman. She recognised the word Kush. It was the brown-skinned man’s name.

			 

			‘We must help Kush,’ Germelqart repeated helplessly. The young woman turned from him and started feeling around in the silt under the red water. He saw the haft of his weapon bobbing in the gentle waves, anchored by its lime-cement-filled skull. He grabbed it and tried to run after Kush, but had to settle for stumbling.

			 

			Tangwen squeezed sand through her fingers as they closed around the hilt of her knife. Up and down the beach she could see survivors dragging themselves from the water only to be set upon by the moonstruck. All the while the dryw, wearing flayed faces, stood on the dunes, watching. The dryw with the filthy white hooded robes, who had been sent here to tend to the mad.

			‘We have to help the survivors,’ she muttered to herself. Then she shouted it at Germelqart’s back in a language the navigator would struggle to understand. She stood up in the water and staggered after the two foreign traders.

			 

			Taking the horses onto the causeway had been a huge mistake. Ysgawyn could see that now. It was overconfidence, arrogance. He had underestimated the ability of the Atrebates’ warband and their allies from the Otherworld. He was not going to make the same mistake again.

			It had cost them a number of warriors and more horse when they were forced off the causeway and into the swampy ground on the westernmost island. They had also lost Gwydion, his second-in-command and the Corpse People’s warleader. It was just another thing Ysgawyn was going to take out on the flesh of any Atrebates survivors.

			Much of the lime had been washed off their faces, bodies and ­armour when they were forced to pick their way back north through the marshland to the causeway. Now they looked less like the corpses they tried so hard to emulate.

			They had made it back to the mainland and were standing among a large field of tree stumps where the Lochlannach had chopped wood to fuel the burning, crumbling wicker man. The clear-cut swathe was a scar on the landscape.

			They had been too busy trying to navigate through the marshland and pull their people and beasts from the sucking mire to have seen the battle, or the wicker man ignited. The wind had taken the smell of cooking meat the other way, but they still heard the screams. Even from so far away they had watched the angry red sea seethe and boil under the pulsing blue rip in the air, the gateway to Annwn. They had cheered when Arawn manifested as a mass of black maggots eating the sky. But their death god had not consumed the land. The gateway had closed. Ynys Prydein, the Isle of the Mighty, had not become Ynys Annwn, the Isle of the Dead.

			He could see it in the eyes of his people. Despite the blessings of Crom Dhubh, despite having stolen the power of god-touched heroes by eating their flesh, his people were beginning to doubt their invincibility. In fact, having seen how the Atrebates warband and their allies had shepherded their comrades to Annwn, the Corpse People were beginning to doubt they were dead at all.

			As Ysgawyn sat on one of the few surviving horses, hand gripping the hilt of his longsword so tightly that his knuckles had gone white, he knew that his people needed a victory. More fundamentally, they needed to hurt others and then kill them.

			Somewhat worryingly he had watched his allies, the blank-faced warriors from the Otherworld, sail east against the wind. The giants had slipped beneath the waves. Whether they swam beneath the black curraghs or returned to their sunken homeland, he did not know.

			They had all seen movement on the western isle, further inland from the causeway. They were not sure who or what it was but the movement was strange. It did not look like the movement of man or beast, and there had been a lot of it. It had started in the south but appeared to be getting closer, and it was making what was left of Ysgawyn’s warband even more nervous. There was something disturbing and unnatural about all that movement.

			‘What are we doing?’ one of his warband asked. The young Corpse People warrior was looking to the south and west, where the sun had turned to red as it sank beyond the horizon. Under the lime and bravado, he looked little more than a well-built, frightened boy. The warrior was young enough that Ysgawyn hadn’t bothered to learn his name.

			‘We’re waiting for survivors,’ Ysgawyn told him and then raised his voice. ‘Don’t you wish to avenge your humiliation?’ he demanded.

			‘Our disgrace,’ one of the long moustaches said. Owen, he was called, well built and with scars to wear, he was one of the older members of the warband. He had been a good friend of Gwydion’s. 

			Ysgawyn seethed with anger at the correction but knew he could do nothing about it without alienating the warband further.

			‘It is the time between times,’ Owen added. ‘The connections to the Otherworld grow in strength. The borders have been broken here this day. We should leave.’ Grumbles of agreement rose from the rest of the warband.

			When did you become a dryw? Ysgawyn wondered.

			There was movement in the dying light. They heard a distant splash and saw ripples in the water by the shore of the western isle, about half a mile from their position.

			‘I think the Atrebates’ bitch goddess has given birth to some awful thing to revenge herself on us,’ said the young warrior who had ­spoken first. His fear spread like a sickness through the warband.

			Ysgawyn opened his mouth to curse them for cowards, though the fear was not unknown to him, either. Then the thing surged from the water and mud of the marshy terrain close to where they stood.

			Stinger-tipped tendrils of translucent flesh, like those he had seen on the strange sea creatures that sometimes washed up on the shore, flew from a maw filled with rows of predatory teeth. Its mouth was surrounded by multi-segmented, spear-like mandibles. It writhed up, eyeless and wormlike, its body covered in thick shell-like armour. It surged across the land towards them, moving with surprising speed with a rapid, rippling movement.

			Some readied spears or reached for swords, bracing shields, whilst others ran. Even Otherworldly steeds reared in terror at the massive creature, which was growing as they watched.

			Cries of fear turned into cries of agony as tendrils wrapped around the men, their touch burning exposed skin as they were lifted into the air and dragged towards the maw – men or beasts, it didn’t matter.

			Ysgawyn fought frantically to control his rearing horse as his men ran past him. One of them was yanked backwards into the air by the creature’s tendrils and his horse bolted from the thing. Later he would tell himself there was nothing he could have done, that the horse was too frightened for him to stand his ground. Now, with the cries of terror and agony of his own people in his ears, all he wanted to do was flee.

			Despite himself, he looked back. His men weren’t dying. The thing’s mouth had distended to further enormity and sprays of liquids hit men and beast alike. Their skin sloughed off as their flesh fused with that of their steeds, and they screamed, and screamed, and screamed.

			As he turned away to concentrate on riding north towards the hill that overlooked the three islands, he caught a glimpse of the western isle in his peripheral vision. The isle appeared to seethe as if it had a life of its own.
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			Birmingham, 1791

			 

			There was a lot of screaming. The Hellaquin caught a glance from upstairs of the dead man’s skin crawling, demons and devils moving in his flesh as the Knight’s necromancy tore word after word from the corpse through its gritted teeth. The Hellaquin heard the demon spit and curse at the Knight, shouting imprecations and threats, but in the end the devils in the Knight’s blood had proven stronger. It told the Knight that the cursed pepperbox pistol had come from one of the gun works on Steelhouse Lane. By then the house was ablaze and an even larger crowd had gathered. The two of them left via the back garden.

			‘They’ll blame the Dissenters,’ the Hellaquin muttered.

			‘Let them,’ the Knight said icily. 

			 

			More redcoats spotted them as the Knight’s powerful horse carried them back into the city, heading for Steelhouse Lane. It was difficult to avoid the soldiers in the city at the moment. A mounted officer had even given chase, but the Knight’s steed easily outdistanced him. The officer fired at them on the gallop but the pistol ball went wide.

			‘This is the place,’ the Hellaquin said when they finally reached their destination. His eyes read the plaque in the darkness as if it were broad daylight. His ability to read had also come from the chalice. The Knight moved up next to the Hellaquin, keeping an eye out all around, a pistol in each hand. The Hellaquin knew that the Knight would have no qualms about killing common soldiers if any of the redcoats found them. The Knight glanced down at the lock and then at the Hellaquin.

			‘You are just as capable of picking locks as I,’ the Hellaquin growled.

			‘Except I have no picks, and surely it’s much more appropriate for one of your station than for one of mine?’

			The Hellaquin bit back a reply, reaching instead into his arrow case. He pulled out his picks and went to work on the lock. It was a complex modern design, very much what you would expect from Birmingham, and it gave him some trouble.

			 

			Quentin Padget felt the steel against his skin in his sleep, but it was the strong hand holding his mouth shut that woke him. The master gunsmith found himself looking down the rifled barrel of a pistol whose workmanship he had to admire, he recognised it as one of Nock’s pieces.

			‘My apologies,’ the well-dressed pistoleer told him. There was another much larger figure behind him. Padget was surprised to see that the larger figure appeared to be holding a longbow with an arrow nocked. They must have come through the workshop and somehow not woken any of the apprentices. Padget started to panic. He tried to move his head to see if his wife Susan, lying next to him, was all right, but strong fingers held him still. ‘We would not have come upon you unannounced if it was not a desperate situation, but we must know certain things and we will have our knowledge. Now, if I let you go you must be quiet and still, else my large companion will murder and rape all here, possibly myself included. Do you understand?’ 

			Padget saw the large man with the bow turn and look at the well-dressed pistoleer, but he could not make out the hulking brute’s expression in the darkness of his room above the workshop. He managed to nod and the fingers came away from his mouth. He looked over at Susan and was astonished to find that she was somehow still asleep.

			‘Please—’ he begged.

			‘No extraneous information, just answer our questions and we will be on our way.’ Padget had no idea what ‘extraneous’ meant, so he kept quiet. ‘A man bought a pepperbox pistol here recently—’ 

			‘Sir Ronald Sharpely—’ Padget began.

			‘No,’ the pistoleer said gravely. ‘I have not asked you anything yet.’

			Padget felt his bowels turn to ice water. He saw the bowman glance at the man with the pistols again.

			‘Who made the pistol?’ the well-dressed man asked.

			‘I did,’ Padget said as a tear ran down his cheek. ‘I’m sorry, sir, I’m a master craftsman. I always look after a client of Sir Ronald’s standing. One of my finest pieces.’ Padget had a horrible feeling that the pistoleer had lost someone to the pepperbox in a duel and decided that the seven-barrel pistol had provided an unfair advantage. The well-dressed man appeared to be studying him. Even in the gloom it felt as if the pistoleer was looking into him somehow.

			‘No,’ the well dressed man finally said, thoughtfully. 

			Padget almost pissed himself. ‘Sir, I promise—’

			‘Quiet,’ the pistoleer said. Padget only just resisted the urge to sob. ‘Someone else worked on it.’

			 

			The Hellaquin observed the poor man the Knight was terrorising. The Knight had made sure the gunsmith’s wife would sleep through the ordeal by using a needle of Cathayan manufacture to drug her as she slept. He watched realisation followed by relief spread across the terrified man’s face at the Knight’s question.

			‘Yes, sir – a clockworker and toymaker, he did the pan mechanism.’

			‘And where may we find him?’ 

			‘He has a workshop on Snow Hill, sir.’

			‘And where does he come from?’ the Knight asked. 

			The Hellaquin looked sharply in his direction. Why hadn’t the Knight asked for the clockworker’s name first?

			‘Austria, I think, maybe Switzerland, one of the Germanic countries, certainly.’

			‘And his name?’

			‘Silas Scab.’

			The Knight let the name hang in the silence of the night for a while. The Hellaquin only noticed because he was looking for it and could see perfectly in the dark, but there was a moment of recog­nition on the Knight’s face, and then it was gone. 

			‘Where exactly on Snow Hill?’ the Hellaquin asked. He felt bad because the man jumped at the sound of his voice and a wet patch started to appear on the bedclothes. The gunsmith told them.

			 

			The Knight was holding up a tiny, ornately decorated brass egg.

			‘There’s life in this – I can see the light of it. I wonder if this is an unborn baby scorpion?’ He put it down. The workshop in the ‘toy’-making district of Snow Hill was immaculate. ‘Toy’ referred to all manner of small metal goods from buttons to buckles, but it was clear that Silas Scab was a clockworker of prodigious talent. The workshop was so full of ticking, moving gears and springs that, to the Hellaquin, it appeared to be alive in the most unnatural way.

			They had let themselves in again, though the lock had broken a number of his picks and then stabbed him with a needle coated in a venom that would have felled a normal man.

			‘You know this man?’ the Hellaquin asked the Knight.

			‘No,’ the Knight finally answered, but from the tone of his voice the Hellaquin knew there was something the Knight wasn’t telling him.

			‘Who’s in there?’ a voice asked from outside. The accent was English.

			The Hellaquin and the Knight looked at each other. They had been quiet and careful. Nobody should have heard them. The Knight moved quickly to one side of the double doors that opened into the workshop, drawing one of his flintlock pistols as he went. Then he nodded to the Hellaquin.

			‘It’s the Watch – the door was open. What business is it of yours?’ the Hellaquin demanded with an authority he’d learned commanding mercenaries in France. The door was pushed open a crack by the barrel of a musket, and an old but still hale-and-hearty-looking man peered in. The Knight placed the barrel of the pistol against the man’s head.

			‘Do please come in,’ he said politely. The man looked irritated but not frightened. 

			‘How did you know we were in here?’ the Hellaquin demanded, worried that they had come upon another of their kind.

			‘Master Scab asked me to keep an eye on his place. He gave me one of them clocks. He said that if I ever saw the bird it meant there were someone in here. I thought he was talking nonsense meself – till the damned bird woke me up.’

			The Hellaquin glanced at the Knight, who shrugged.

			‘And where is Mr Scab?’ the Knight asked.

			‘I don’t know,’ the man said stubbornly.

			‘You’re lying.’

			‘What if I am? I can’t see sneak thieves or assassins meaning anything but ill to Mr Scab, who’s always done right by me.’

			The Hellaquin saw the expression of exasperation on the Knight’s face. The Knight was always confused whenever anyone whom he perceived to be lower than him in station didn’t just do exactly what he wanted when he wanted it done.

			‘You realise I have a pistol clapped to your head,’ the Knight pointed out.

			‘That hadn’t entirely escaped my notice, but it’s not the first time I’ve had a gun pointed at me, and I’ve lived a good, long life.’

			Despite the man’s words, the Hellaquin could see the man was frightened.

			‘That is your prerogative,’ the Knight said and cocked the pistol. ‘I’ll tear what I want to know from your steaming carcass.’

			‘Wait,’ the Hellaquin said, not least because a shot would bring the redcoats and the actual Watch running. ‘He’ll do it,’ he told the man.

			The old man turned to look at the Knight. Even in the darkness his eyes had adjusted enough to see the bored expression on the Knight’s face.

			‘I believe you,’ the man finally said.

			‘Is this Scab worth dying for?’ the Hellaquin asked.

			‘I’m guessing he is polite but distant,’ the Knight said. ‘Pleasant enough, but you’ve always felt there was something not quite right about him.’ 

			‘I just thought he was one of them Quakers.’

			The Knight’s laughter was humourless.

			‘He’s killed a young boy and a whole family in the last few days – that we know of,’ the Hellaquin said.

			The old man looked between them both, then appeared to come to a decision: ‘He’s gone up to Soho. Old Man Boulton saw some of his work and asked for him.’

			‘Who?’ the Knight asked. 

			‘Mr Matthew Boulton, the manufacturer, James Watt’s partner.’

			‘The steam-engine man?’ the Knight asked.

			‘Yes.’

			‘And where can we find Mr Boulton?’

			‘At this hour? Abed.’

			‘I will shoot you,’ the Knight promised.

			‘Try Soho House.’

			The Knight removed the pistol from the old man’s head.

			‘Go away and tell nobody that you spoke with us.’

			‘Why don’t you go away, because I live here and I’ll call the Watch?’

			The Hellaquin knew that the Knight was getting ready to kill the old man just to make his life easier.

			‘Leave him,’ the Hellaquin said firmly. The Knight looked surprised that the Hellaquin would speak to him so, but he walked out of the workshop.

			 

			Soho House was a grand, three-storey rectangle with columns. It was faced in white-painted slate, giving it the appearance of having been constructed from large bricks of stone.

			The drawing room was lined with dark wood panelling and bookshelves, and the fireplace still contained the dying embers of last night’s fire. The Knight was seated in a leather-upholstered chair, glancing between the tasteful finery of the room and the hastily dressed Boulton, who stood in front of the fire.

			He was a formidable-looking grey-haired man in his sixties with a hawk-like nose and dark eyes. Despite the sternness of his features, the Hellaquin thought he could see a kindliness about the man. He was dressed in a black velvet housecoat, a silk waistcoat and a ruffed shirt that somehow managed not to be too ostentatious.

			‘I am not in the habit of accepting visitors this late at night, regardless of how histrionic they are. What is this nonsense you told Evans?’ he demanded.

			‘Do you know a Silas Scab?’ the Hellaquin asked. 

			Boulton’s eyes narrowed. ‘What business is that of yours?’

			The Hellaquin opened his mouth to reply but the Knight beat him to it.

			‘Just answer the damned question so we can get on with our business,’ the Knight demanded. He could have been talking to a stable boy. The Hellaquin let out a sigh as Boulton turned on the Knight, his face like thunder.

			‘Get out of my house before I have you beaten out of it!’ Boulton demanded, barely able to talk through his anger. The Hellaquin could see his point. It didn’t matter what your ‘station’ was in society, you didn’t speak to a man that way in his own house.

			The Knight looked equally furious at being threatened. The Hellaquin saw the other man’s hand creeping towards a blade, or maybe a pistol. The archer grabbed the Knight’s arm. The Knight looked about ready to kill both of them.

			‘Decide what’s important here,’ the Hellaquin hissed, ‘or walk away.’ He watched the Knight control his temper with some difficulty. 

			‘Take your hand off me,’ the Knight said quietly, dangerously. The Hellaquin let go of him. ‘I’ll leave you to converse peasant to peasant.’ The Knight stood and strode out of the room. Boulton, his face a mask of fury, watched him go. If he heard the Knight’s parting comment, he said nothing.

			‘Quickly tell me why you are here,’ Boulton said, turning on the Hellaquin when he heard the front door close.

			‘Silas Scab has killed nine people that we know of. He is a lunatic and we believe he will kill again.’

			‘Why should I believe you?’ Boulton demanded. ‘Where is your proof?’

			‘We have witnesses … back in the city—’

			‘You are a bad liar, sir!’

			The Hellaquin shouldn’t have lied, he knew that. You didn’t get to be as wealthy – and obviously powerful – as Boulton without a degree of shrewdness.

			‘He kills families in the most horrible ways, causes as much pain as he can. You have to believe me. He is possessed by devils.’

			The Hellaquin read the expression of distaste on Boulton’s face as he said this last, and he knew he’d made another mistake. Boulton might believe in god but he was a man of his age, of science and clanking steam, clockwork and machinery. There was little room in this new world for devils. But then, surprisingly, Boulton’s face softened.

			‘That at least is true, or you believe it so. Tell me, are you suffering a religious mania?’

			‘I’m not that kind of man. I believe what I’m forced to because of what I’ve seen. If they had told you of Watt’s steam engine when you were a child, would you have believed them?’ The Hellaquin was all but pleading. Boulton thought on this.

			‘No,’ he said eventually. ‘That I had to see to believe as well.’ Boulton was staring at the strange, burly man who had come unbidden to his house as he tried to make a decision.

			 

			The Hellaquin retrieved his bow from where he’d hidden it in the bushes by the iron railings surrounding Soho House and walked over to stand by the Knight. To the south-west the forest of chimneys, steeples and spires above soot-stained brick almost filled the landscape as they looked back at Birmingham. Even now, workers would be starting to get up and break their fast before heading to toil in foundries, mills and workshops, powered by coke from Warwickshire and Staffordshire, and fed by iron from Sweden and Russia.

			But the Knight wasn’t staring at the city. He was staring at the massive building that was the Manufactory, just below them on South Hill. The Hellaquin started flexing his bow.

			‘He’s down there, isn’t he?’ the Knight said. The Hellaquin nodded. Boulton had wanted to look into the possibility of mass manufacturing Silas Scab’s clockwork. Silas had asked to see the Manufactory and Boulton asked his foreman to show him around. That was early yesterday evening. As far as Boulton knew, Silas had looked around the Manufactory and then returned to the city.

			‘He knows we’re coming,’ the Knight said.

			‘How?’ the Hellaquin growled.

			‘The blood magic. He sensed me and destroyed the “devils” I sent out into the night.’ He said the last bit sarcastically.

			‘He’s strong, then?’

			The Knight just nodded. ‘I kill him, you understand me?’

			The Hellaquin met the other man’s blue eyes and held their stare. ‘What is this man to you?’

			The Knight didn’t answer. Instead he spun on his heel and headed down the hill towards the Manufactory.

			 

			The inside of the Manufactory was a cavernous space full of noise but empty of people. Massive machinery moved of its own accord, powered by glowing furnaces. Huge copper kettle-like boilers stood here and there in various states of assembly. The flickering gaslights threw strange shadows across the filthy stone floor and the air was unpleasantly hot and humid from the venting steam. The Hellaquin didn’t sweat any more, but his clothes, particularly the heavy leather coat he wore as armour, were very quickly soaked through. 

			I think when they’ve calculated all my sins I’ll be sent to a place like this, the Hellaquin thought as he stalked deeper into the Manufactory, a flesh-tearing broad-head arrow nocked on the bow. Stalking or not, he did not feel like the hunter.

			There was movement above him as something crossed in front of one of the windows on the third floor. The movement looked wrong, somehow, too jerky to be natural. 

			Even over the noise of the machinery the explosion of the pistol shot was loud and the muzzle flash momentarily bathed the interior of the building in a hellish orange glow. The Hellaquin tracked the source of the noise. One of the Knight’s pistols was still smoking. 

			The Hellaquin heard the chains first. He had a moment to realise the shadows around him were growing, then brought the bow up and loosed the arrow, relying on instinct rather than aiming. 

			The Hellaquin knew he had hit the thing falling from the ceiling beams of the Manufactory. His gift allowed him to hear through the noise of the machinery and he heard the sound of flesh torn open as the arrow passed through his attacker’s body. It landed in front of the Hellaquin. Whatever it was had chains wrapped around its wrists and ankles, but was otherwise shaped like a man. It moved towards the archer in jerky fashion, as if the chains were controlling it, though the Hellaquin could see that this was not the case. The Hellaquin realised the creature was supposed to look like the kind of puppets the Italians called marionettes. The wound in its chest was certainly mortal, but it kept coming. All over the Manufactory the Hellaquin could hear chains rattling, and he was aware of other things dropping from the beams running under the ceiling. 

			The Hellaquin loosed another arrow as he moved away from the thing and the human marionette’s head shot back as the arrow tore through it. The Hellaquin was appalled when its head jerked forwards again to look at him as the thing continued advancing. He wasn’t sure if he was imagining being able to see through its head or not. It swung a mattock at him, and the Hellaquin barely managed to dodge out of the way. It made no sense, the chains were getting in the way of the walking dead man’s ability to move. He could hear fighting behind him.

			As he reached into the long tubular pockets inside his coat for another arrow, the Hellaquin saw the small brass scorpion wrapped around the marionette’s eye socket, its legs and stinger moving deeper into skin, flesh and the eye itself. The Hellaquin backed away from it rapidly as it lurched after him, swinging the mattock. He pulled an arrow with an adamantine-headed bodkin from one of the pockets, quickly nocked it, brought the bow up, took the barest moment to aim this time and loosed. The arrow hit the still-moving metal scorpion and tore the side of the man’s skull off. The marionette slumped forwards in its chains. The Hellaquin was aware of some tiny thing skittering across the floor and under one of the half-completed boilers.

			‘Aim for the—’ he cried out as the sledgehammer hit him in the back. His leather coat hardened, as did his skin, but it wasn’t enough. Agony shot up his spine. The force of the blow staggered him and he collapsed to his knees as the breath exploded from his lungs. Behind him one of the human marionettes raised the sledgehammer high above its head to cave in the Hellaquin’s skull. His diaphragm, aided by his ‘gift’, shook off its paralysis and he sucked air into his lungs again. He put both hands on the ground and kicked up, hitting his attacker in the chest. Ribs broke and the marionette was thrown backwards on its chains. The Hellaquin dropped his bow and pushed himself to standing. 

			‘Aim for the scorpions in their eyes!’ he shouted as he ducked under another sledgehammer swing. The Hellaquin had a short sword in each hand now. He took a rapid step forward and thrust the right-hand sword through the human marionette’s skull, pinioning the brass scorpion and pushing it out through the other side of the human puppet’s head. 

			‘Aim for the scorpions!’ the Knight shouted. ‘I’m going after—’

			Whatever the Knight had intended to say was drowned out by a pistol shot, followed by another in quick succession. The Hellaquin had a moment to look up towards a catwalk at the other end of the Manufactory. He could just make out a dark figure wreathed in pistol smoke, then the figure fired the pepperbox pistol again.

			 

			Silas kept firing the pepperbox pistol as the Knight leaped past one of his marionettes and onto the stairs leading to the winch platform upon which he stood. He knew he was hitting the Knight – he saw the man stagger more than once – but still he kept coming.

			He was sure he knew the man. He had seen him before, walking out of his father’s burning workshop covered in blood. He screamed as he fired again. The man stumbled back against the wall. One of Silas’s marionettes landed in front of the man, swinging a huge spanner at him. The man ducked and sparks flew off the brick wall. Silas had to concede that the chains might have been a mistake, regardless of how much he liked the idea of human marionettes. The blond, blue-eyed man jumped up and, with little finesse but surprising force, he severed one of the marionette’s arms, then the other, and then one of its legs. His puppet’s torso fell forwards, leaving limbs dangling from the chains.

			Silas fired again and was rewarded with a spray of blood from the man’s head. The pepperbox pistol was empty now. He laid it neatly on the workbench in front of him, in its place among his other tools.

			The Knight’s blond hair was matted with blood by the time he reached the top of the stairs and faced Silas on the winch platform. As Silas watched, the blood was already disappearing from the Knight’s hair. That was when he realised the man was just like him. He had the will to control demons and do great works. However, he also recognised the look on the Knight’s face as he approached with a red and naked blade in his hand. This man wanted – no, hungered – to take his life.

			The Knight moved with frightening speed, but so could Silas. Hot broken glass and iron nails hit the blond man in the face and chest as the blunderbuss kicked back into Silas’s shoulder. As the smoke cleared, Silas found himself disappointed. He expected to see the Knight’s chest a crimson ruin and his head all but gone. Instead the man’s chest looked fine, but where his face had been there was now a skull painted red that opened its mouth so blood could bubble out. Skin and flesh were already starting to creep around from the back of the blond man’s head.

			Good, Silas thought, I can take my time with this one. He put the blunderbuss down on the workbench, in the right place, and reached for his blades just as he remembered the other man on the ground floor. He looked up as the broad-head arrow caught him in the throat and passed through, two feet of ash pinioning him to the brick wall behind him. Silas reached for it as blood ran down the shaft. He spat blood out of his mouth, more surprised than anything else.

			 

			The Hellaquin didn’t waste a moment to check the effects of his shot. He nocked another arrow, drew and loosed, then fired again at a marionette swinging towards him, his ability and ‘gift’ guiding the shot. The marionette slumped dead in its chains, the side of its head a ruin. He spun. Behind him, yet another marionette was running towards him, almost too close to fire on. He loosed and the human puppet hit the ground, sliding over the stone. Something leaped from the marionette’s head and skittered under a boiler. Then there was no more movement. Not down on the workshop floor, anyway.

			The Hellaquin glanced up to the winch platform. His ‘gift’ made Silas look much closer than he actually was and he could see the killer drooling blood as he inched forwards on the arrow shaft. The Hellaquin drew his penultimate arrow from inside his coat. It was a broad-head. 

			The broad-head caught the killer in the chest and drove him back into the wall again. The Hellaquin reached the stairs to the winch platform and started climbing them as he drew the final arrow. He’d hollowed the head of this arrow and filled it with his own blood. He’d told the devils in the blood to do one thing and one thing only: to seek out others like them and kill.

			The Hellaquin stopped for a moment to look down at the Knight as the other man struggled to regrow enough of his mind to be ­capable of movement. The Hellaquin stepped over him. He wasn’t going to shoot the killer from a distance. He was going to ram the arrow straight through his heart.

			 

			Silas continued trying to pull himself off the arrows pinning him to the wall as the big archer approached him. Every movement caused agony to reverberate through him as he inched along the shafts. 

			The archer was standing in front of him now, bow raised and arrow nocked, ready to plunge into Silas’s heart. Silas spat his blood into the archer’s face and gave the devils in his blood the order to eat. 

			The archer started screaming. He dropped his bow, hands flying to his face as the blood started to consume skin, flesh and eyes, overwhelming the archer’s own defences. 

			With a scream, Silas wrenched himself off the arrows, already starting to heal. The archer staggered back, much of the skin on his face gone, revealing the musculature underneath. Silas lurched to the workbench and grabbed one of his knives. A heavy knife for butchering meat, he’d modified it to include a ring for his finger where the blade met the hilt. He had a pair of them. 

			Knife in hand, Silas turned on the archer. He pulled the archer’s hands away from his diminishing face and slit the man’s throat. That act would normally involve some sawing, but Silas’s superior strength and the sharpness of the blade allowed him to do it in one deft cut. The archer grabbed at his throat as blood bubbled out. Silas’s own neck wound was already starting to heal. 

			The killer carefully placed his bloodied knife on the workbench, next to the virgin steel of its twin, and picked up another item. He remembered when his father taught him that people were like clockwork. You could take them apart quite easily. 

			Silas walked around behind the archer and stepped on the back of the man’s knee, forcing him to the ground. He grabbed his long hair and used it to force the archer’s head sideways onto the workbench. The man tried to fight him with one red-coloured hand. Silas released the archer’s hair and grasped the handle of the bone guillotine. There was sickening crunch as Silas’s strength forced the guillotine’s curved blade through the archer’s skull and sliced off the top of the other man’s head. The archer stopped struggling. Silas moved the body into a limp kneeling position. He looked around for something in which to collect the blood seeping from the neck wound, but found nothing.

			I will have his knowledge, Silas thought. I will have his power. Strong fingers scooped out the archer’s brain matter and Silas started to consume it. He managed to swallow one mouthful before he stopped. He shuddered, spat blood and grey matter out of his mouth, and then the tip of a sabre exploded out of his chest.

			‘I enjoyed killing your father,’ the Knight whispered in his ear. Silas cursed himself for a fool. He had got far too carried away with the kill.

			 

			Du Bois wrenched the sabre out of Silas Scab. His face still burned and ached; it would be red and raw as he regrew it. The killer spun away from him with surprising vigour for a man who had just been run through, and du Bois suspected that Silas’s healing ability was even better than his and the Hellaquin’s. Du Bois advanced on Silas, stepping over the Hellaquin’s body. He was sure the archer was dead, his ability to heal overwhelmed by the damage inflicted by Silas. 

			Scab grabbed a pair of knives from the workbench, one already bloody, the other clean. Du Bois held his left arm across his body, the tanto all but concealed in his left hand. The sabre flicked out lightning-fast at Silas. Silas backed away, parrying as best as he could with the long knives. The killer relied on speed and strength, du Bois on skill and hundreds of years of experience. It was a short fight.

			 

			Silas saw his moment. He stepped inside the Knight’s guard, one blade ready to deflect the sabre, the other to cut into his opponent. To start to take him apart as his father had taught him. For his father. Steel rasped on steel as he turned the sabre aside. His keen blade bit deep into the Knight’s left arm, eliciting a grunt of pain. Too late, Silas saw the tanto. Folded steel sliced into the killer’s skin, cutting through it even as it tried to harden to armour. The chisel-like tip of the knife forced between his ribs.

			 

			Du Bois screamed with exertion as he rammed the blade with sheer strength through rib bones, cutting downwards in a C-shape to the stomach before blood made the hilt of the blade too slick to hold and he lost his grip on it. Silas dropped both of his blades. Du Bois kicked the killer in the chest, causing more of his innards to spill out, and Silas stumbled back and slipped on his own entrails.

			 

			The Knight stood over the killer. Silas stared up at him. He did not like pain – that was for others. It was nearly intolerable, but it was seeping out of him now. He felt real hatred for the man standing over him, but found he had nothing to say. 

			 

			Du Bois ran the sabre through the killer’s heart and left it there. He might still have the ability to heal, but not with the blade in the wound.

			He spared a moment to look down at the Hellaquin. He despised archers as a breed. Filthy creatures who spread disease by covering their arrowheads with their own excrement and killed good horse, all because they were too lazy to learn to fight properly, and too ­cowardly to confront their enemies face to face. 

			Du Bois stepped over the body and went to retrieve his pistols. He holstered one and started reloading the other. He had a special pistol ball for Silas. It was hollow and filled with the Knight’s blood, designed specifically to seek out and kill whatever dwelt in the blood of other immortals. He had mainly used its like to hunt down and kill agents of the Brass City.

			‘Malcolm?’ The voice was quiet and incredibly deep. Du Bois glanced behind him. Two people were standing there. They had passed unnoticed through the blood wards he had left in the air.

			‘Mr Brown,’ du Bois said to the taller of the two strange figures. His skin was as near black as du Bois had ever seen, yet Mr Brown did not have African features. He was a little under six and a half feet tall, dressed in understated, dark-coloured finery. He carried an elegant silver-tipped dark-wood cane. In his other hand was the always-present and ornately carved opium pipe. As du Bois watched, Mr Brown took a long draw from the pipe. As far as du Bois could see, Mr Brown derived little pleasure from the opium and it never noticeably affected him. His appearance was so singular that du Bois always wondered why he had such a hard time remembering what Mr Brown looked like. 

			Next to him was the Pennangalan, one of the infamous twin cannibal queens of the South Pacific who claimed to be heirs to something called the Khmer Empire. Du Bois looked around. He was surprised to see the Pennangalan without her sister. Perhaps rumours of her twin returning to the Pacific were true after all.

			She wore a featureless mask of beaten silver that covered her entire face. Her long black hair was gathered in a ponytail, which in turn was secured in a loop that reminded du Bois of a hangman’s noose. She wore a loose shirt and trousers, and soft-soled hide boots. What little skin that remained on show was either intricately tattooed, tanned or weather-beaten. A curved, sabre-like dao hung from a scabbard on her belt. She also carried a pair of dha-hmyaung daggers and a brace of ornate flintlocks, their barrels carved into the shape of serpents’ maws. Du Bois had once heard tell that the sisters’ blood came from the mythical Naga themselves, and that Mr Brown had given them the choice of working for the Circle or being destroyed.

			The Pennangalan pushed past du Bois and walked over to where Silas lay on the wooden boards of the winch platform.

			‘Leave him,’ du Bois told her as he rammed the ball into the barrel of his pistol. The Pennangalan ignored du Bois and dragged the sabre out of Silas’s body. ‘And don’t touch my sword.’ Du Bois’ sabre clattered to the ground.

			Life returned explosively to Silas and he dragged in a long, rasping breath. The Pennangalan used a foot to keep him down on the boards.

			‘This man is a sickness. There is no requirement for his continued existence,’ du Bois said as he primed the pistol.

			‘There is no requirement that you can see,’ Mr Brown said softly. ‘The Circle feels otherwise. He will be put in a place where he can do no harm.’

			‘Why?’ du Bois asked. 

			Mr Brown spread his arms apologetically, indicating that he either did not know or could not tell him. 

			‘I’m afraid that’s not good enough.’ Du Bois felt rather than heard the Pennangalan shifting position behind him.

			A rasping, wet laugh arose from Silas. ‘I’m going to enjoy killing you,’ he mocked. ‘You want there to be a reason. There isn’t. You want me to be different from you. I am. I admit that I kill for pleasure. You pretend to kill for power.’ Mr Brown was gesturing for Silas to be quiet. ‘You pretend to be righteous, but we know the truth, you and I, don’t we?’

			It was too much for du Bois. He swung around, cocking the pistol as he turned. He was aware of the flare from a muzzle flash in the ceiling beams at the other end of the Manufactory. Then he heard the sound of the shot. The etched, saboted bullet hit him in the back right where his heart was. His clothing and skin were too slow to harden and the bullet went straight through him as the Pennangalan brought her dao down. The pistol and his hand fell to the wooden boards of the winch platform. 

			Du Bois hit the wall and slid down it. He felt himself being turned over. Mr Brown was standing over him with an expression of sadness on his entirely forgettable face.

			‘Why are you always so wilful, Malcolm?’ he asked. Behind him the Pennangalan was helping Silas off the winch platform.

			Du Bois knew he would heal but it still felt like dying. Mr Brown bowed his head and closed his eyes as if he was praying, and then he turned and walked away. Du Bois cried out as he felt his knowledge of these events disappear as if they were being slowly stolen. Tears sprang from blue eyes.

			 

			Outside the Manufactory the American joined them. His long-­barrelled rifle was slung across his back. The Pennangalan was helping Silas into a luxurious black coach with an interior of upholstered red leather. It was pulled by four powerful-looking black horses.

			‘He’s right – that creature is scum,’ the American said.

			‘I am going to hide him from the sight of all good people,’ Mr Brown said. ‘Even you.’

			The American looked sceptical, but he climbed up onto the driver’s seat as Mr Brown entered the carriage and took another deep draw on his pipe. He didn’t see the look of fear on Silas’s face. 

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			5

			A Long Time After the Loss

			 

			The Monk strode through the passages of the immersion monastery. The door to the monastic cell gave her a moment’s trouble, but she had the Lazerene’s AI override the lockout codes on the contemplation immersion. 

			The handle of the thick, iron-reinforced door felt cold against her calloused palm as it turned, and she stepped into the cramped stone cell. It was windowless, the only furniture a crude cot on the floor against one of the walls. Brother Benedict was kneeling, his cassock stripped down to the waist. His body was covered with tattooed equations describing fifth-dimensional thought experiments. He looked like he was praying, but observing the equations on his skin change, the Monk knew that his solitary contemplation was an opportunity to use his neunonics software to work on a number of extra-dimensional physics problems.

			‘No,’ Benedict said quietly. He had the accepted body sculpt of a physically fit base male seen all across Known Space, though part of his tonsure betrayed a receding hairline that he wasn’t vain enough to hide. The Monk knew that Benedict had had the same cold, dead eyes as his father until he’d had them redesigned.

			‘I’m sorry, Benedict.’

			‘You may have me backed up here but that’s twice now he’s killed me. I don’t enjoy the experience.’

			‘If it’s any consolation, Scab has killed me once as well.’

			‘It’s not.’

			‘The first time was your own fault. You were hunting him.’

			‘I designed my own psycho-surgical procedures after that. I changed my mind so I wasn’t like that any more. I was doing a lot of combat drugs back then.’

			‘It was an unsanctioned mission.’

			Benedict turned to the Monk. His blue eyes looked wrong. They were somehow too expressive for his face, as if he was trying to fake warmth that just wasn’t there.

			‘I did my penance. It did not include being repeatedly killed by that psycho until he actually manages to get a virus past our security and permanently scrambles my backups.’ The Monk didn’t say anything. Benedict concentrated for a moment. ‘I’m not still in the Cathedral, am I?’

			‘No. I’m sorry – we had your body loaded aboard the Lazerene.’

			Benedict used his thumb and forefinger to massage the bridge of his nose. 

			‘We’ve lost your father—’

			‘Don’t call him that.’ It was a growl. The Monk would never admit it to Benedict, but she could see noticeable similarities in their mannerisms, despite the son only ever having met his father twice. 

			‘This is important or we wouldn’t ask. You’re our expert. You studied him when you were tracking him down.’

			‘And I would have removed that information from my head if Churchman had let me.’ He turned back to face the wall. ‘Do you know, when the Church “found” me, Churchman was going to have me destroyed? He thought I was some kind of hereditary “bad seed”. He was almost right.’ The Monk knew this but chose to remain quiet. ‘I have no connection to that man beyond being the result of him impregnating my mother and then meat-hacking her to make sure I went full term. If you were to download all the information I have on him, you would know as much.’

			‘Churchman doesn’t believe it.’

			‘I know, but his belief in an intuitive connection is bordering on the superstitious.’

			‘When the Consortium caught him, they recorded his personality in their Psycho Banks.’ The Psycho Banks were used to record significantly aberrant personalities for profiling purposes.

			Benedict came up on one knee as he looked at her again. The Monk actually tensed slightly before she remembered the pointlessness of attacking someone in this particular immersion. There was emotion on his face now. Horror.

			‘You don’t know what you’re suggesting. You’re talking about putting the mind of a heretical, recreational killer inside me and letting him run free?’

			‘You’ll be in control, and under strict supervision.’

			Benedict was on his feet and pacing now. ‘It’s all about will for him, will and control. If he has the will to do what the other guy won’t, he wins. Winning is only important in that he will have control, or, more importantly, that nobody has control over him. He has two ways to resolve problems. He will often take the most direct – and probably violent – route. He will court atrocity. He will tell himself he does this as a warning to others, but I think that’s the residual sickness no amount of psychosurgery could eat out of him. If he does not take that route, then he will try to come up with the most convoluted, unexpected plan. He will look to completely wrong-foot his opponents.’ There was desperation in his voice.

			‘I’m sorry,’ the Monk told him, and meant it.

			‘He’s not giving me any choice?’ Benedict asked, incredulously. The Monk just looked at him sympathetically. ‘It’ll be like a possession. Whatever you … he thinks, I’m not like him. I’m going to drown.’ Benedict was pleading now.

			‘We’ll destroy you, utterly, and then clone you.’

			‘He’s like a virus. He destroys everything he touches. You don’t want my help – you want a ritual sacrifice!’

			 

			‘So how are we committing suicide today?’ Vic asked as he walked into the medical area of the bizarre heretical cult’s asteroid habitat. Mindful of his audience, he was speaking in the pre-Loss language their captive understood. 

			‘I’m tired of your negative attitude,’ Scab said quietly. Vic could tell that the normally emotionless human was actually irritated, but he wasn’t sure it was with him.

			‘You’ve got a death wish,’ Vic pointed out defensively.

			‘Which I’m very positive about, and proactive in my pursuit thereof.’

			‘I knew a lot of guys like you,’ Talia said from the smart-matter couch that had been designed to fit in with the general stone decor of the church. There was a tremor in her voice. She was trying to brazen through seeing a near-seven-feet-tall cybernetic insect, but the fear – bordering on terror – in her tone was difficult to disguise.

			Vic had to admit the heretical sect that was sheltering them might have resources that looked rudimentary, but they’d regrown him just fine. Presumably Scab had arranged for the hard-tech augments. A lot of them had been salvaged from his last body, but there were new components, too, and even some upgrades. That was the problem with bounty killing – you always had to be upgrading, because if you didn’t, you could be sure the other guy would.

			Vic studied the pale girl lying on the couch. He was fairly sure she was pretty by human standards. He even ran some image analysis to be certain. Studying her through the various visual spectrums he had access to, as well as passive scans from his antennae, she looked all wrong. She was just too natural. Even the farmed nats he’d encountered in the past tended to have some tweaked genetic component to help with longevity, or whatever purpose they’d been bred for. Scab was watching him.

			‘She’s not what she appears,’ Scab said, seeming to read his thoughts. Scab moved to stand over her couch. The girl did her best not to cower away from him.

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ the girl demanded. Scab ignored her and ’faced the results of the human female’s medical tests to the ’sect. Vic reviewed them quickly. His mandibles clattered together as he let off a complex mix of pheromones and wished he could do that whistling thing humans did when they were impressed by something. The girl was baseline human, clearly pre-Loss. Her body, however, was crawling with living Seeder bio-nano-tech. 

			Vic looked down at her. She was wearing a black lace dress with some kind of leather bodice and spike-heeled boots. He didn’t recog­nise the style, so she must have used the cult’s aging assembler to make it.

			‘You seem nicer than him,’ she said warily.

			‘He makes that very easy,’ Vic said.

			‘For a big insect.’

			Vic held out his lower-right hand. She shrank away from the powerful-looking three-digit mechanical appendage.

			‘Hi. I’m Vic,’ he said as cheerfully as he could manage in the circumstances. Talia plucked up the courage to shake his hand.

			‘So are you going to hurt me as well?’ she asked, swallowing hard. 

			Vic glanced at Scab. ‘What have you been telling her?’ he demanded.

			‘That I can’t make any promises,’ Scab said, studying Talia. ‘It’s strange – say anything to her and she’ll look for the most negative possible outcome. She’s like you, in a way.’

			‘I suspect you bring that out in people. I was pretty upbeat when I worked the T-Squads.’

			‘T-Squads?’ Talia asked. Vic suspected it was as much because she was tired of people talking about her in front of her as because she actually wanted the information.

			‘Thunder Squads, they were an elite army—’

			‘They destroyed cities for their masters,’ Scab interrupted.

			‘So you’re a killer, too?’

			‘Most people are, we’re just better at it,’ Vic said, and then worried that he might have sounded a little absurd. She was just staring at him. 

			‘When are you planning to let me go?’ she asked.

			‘Why would we do that?’ Scab asked absently.

			‘We did go to rather a lot of trouble to get you,’ Vic told her, thinking it would make her feel better, but he saw her tear-up. ‘Where would you go, anyway? Without a debit rating you’d never get very far, and there are a lot of other bad people looking for you out there.’

			‘Who?’ she asked through the tears.

			‘Well, the Ch—’ Vic started, but Scab held a hand up for quiet. 

			Talia looked between the two of them. ‘Those are the people you want to sell me to?’ she demanded. 

			Vic didn’t say anything. Some of the psychosurgery that had re­designed his insectile mind to be more like the humans he admired so much had left him with a feeling that he’d eventually identified as guilt. Most of the people he traded, or killed, were involved in the same world he was. Innocents were hard to find. Maybe some of the more sheltered Consortium children, but he doubted it – he’d met them on jobs and they seemed just as grasping and spiteful as everyone else. Talia, on the other hand, appeared to be as close as he was likely to find to an innocent. He found himself wanting to protect her.

			‘I don’t want to be sold,’ she told them.

			‘Who does?’ Scab asked.

			‘It happens to us all in one way or another,’ Vic told her. ‘Look, you’re a valuable—’

			‘Asset?’ she asked.

			‘You’ll be well looked after wherever you end up.’

			‘Or you’ll be vivisected,’ Scab pointed out. 

			Vic glanced at the human. ‘How does that help?’ the ’sect asked.

			‘Help what? She’s a commodity, nothing more.’ 

			Vic could tell that his human partner was starting to get exasperated again. The insect decided not to push it.

			‘I want to be free,’ she told them. Insect and human just stared at her.

			‘You can’t afford it,’ Vic said, surprising himself with the sadness he felt. 

			‘Your choice is you can be awake and aware, or we can drug you until we’re ready to dispose of you,’ Scab told her.

			Vic watched her face crumple as more liquid leaked out of the corners of her eyes. 

			Scab looked confused. ‘She does this a lot,’ he told the insect. 

			Vic was busy looking up the meaning of certain human emotion­al states. After his internal liquid hardware had done some cross-­referencing, he said, ‘Are you surprised, the way you speak to her?’ he demanded.

			Scab turned to stare at the insect. ‘What’s that got to do with it?’

			Vic searched through the available data again. ‘Cause and effect?’ he suggested.

			‘But I don’t care if she cries, beyond the irritating noise, which I can filter out when I need to.’

			‘You’re such a fucking bastard!’ Talia screamed at Scab.

			Scab gave an exasperated sigh and walked out of the medical area.

			‘Wait!’ Talia cried. ‘I’m sorry. You mentioned drugs?’

			‘I meant sedating you,’ Scab said without looking at her.

			‘I think some drugs might help, y’know? I’ll be calmer.’

			Scab glanced at her. Vic was pretty sure Scab was at the end of what little patience he had. He reached into the breast pocket of his tatty brown pinstripe suit and pulled out a beaten-up metal case. 

			‘Do you know what to do with this?’ he asked. Talia looked at him, unsure. He walked over to the medical couch and opened the small case, which contained his works.

			‘Surely we could just have the medical suite—’ Vic started.

			‘Shut up,’ Scab told him quietly.

			Talia stared at the works. Scab was watching her reaction. Vic saw Talia swallow hard. He wasn’t sure but he suspected that the stainless-steel syringe and the packet of brown powder were a bit more hard core than she’d expected.

			‘Well?’ Scab asked. 

			‘What if it messes up, y’know, whatever it is that’s in her?’ Vic asked.

			‘It won’t,’ Scab said quietly, still watching Talia.

			Talia nodded nervously and picked up the works. Scab reached into his other breast pocket and took out his cigarette case. To Vic’s mind, the cigarettes were Scab’s other pointless retro vice. The human killer took one out and lit it.

			‘Could I have one, please?’ Talia asked. He gave her a cigarette, and even lit it for her. She smiled up at him through her tears. Something about the smile made Vic angry. Scab left the medical area. Vic watched Talia as she gingerly examined Scab’s works, then followed his partner out.

			‘Hey!’ Vic said. He watched Scab tense and pause in the vaulted corridor before turning around slowly. Vic stopped dead as he realised he might be pushing his luck. ‘You don’t have to be so nasty about everything.’ He suddenly felt foolish. Scab took a step towards the large insect. Vic resisted the urge to take a step back.

			‘Did you see me being nasty in there?’ Scab asked. 

			Vic gave this some thought. ‘No,’ he finally admitted. ‘What’s getting to you? If she annoys you that much, why not just keep her sedated, lock her in an immersion, make her think she’s back wherever she came from?’

			You had to know Scab pretty well to see it – emotions made little impact on his facial expressions ­– but Vic didn’t like the unease the question had caused his partner.

			‘I’m looking for something.’ Scab finally answered.

			‘From her? She’s about as sophisticated as some corp kid’s pet, those things you feed to the Scorpion. I don’t think she even has neunonics.’ Absurdly, Vic found himself feeling guilty again.

			‘She doesn’t have neunonics,’ Scab said. ‘I need some insight.’

			‘Into what?’

			‘I don’t know what her S-tech does.’ Scab turned and started walking away. 

			Vic followed the much smaller, wiry human. ‘I thought it’s connected to bridge tech. That’s why everyone wants her. That was the whole fucking point, right? I mean, that’s why we’re going to spend the rest of what feels like eternity in some Church torture immersion, right?’

			‘But how’s it connected?’

			‘What, are you a bridge-drive engineer now?’ Vic said. ‘Who gives a fuck? And frankly, if we knew anything about her, that’d just make us more of a target in the highly unlikely event that your cockamamie scheme works.’

			‘Don’t worry about it – you’ll almost certainly be dead before it comes to that.’

			‘That’s comforting.’

			‘Cockamamie?’ Scab asked, glancing up at the big ’sect.

			‘I heard it in an immersion.’

			The pair of them went quiet as one of the red-clad monks walked by, accompanied by the AG-powered cylinder in its wood and brass housing. Vic’s shiver was a human affectation; the disapproving spray of pheromones brought on by the sight of the animated viscous black liquid in the tank was not.

			‘When can we get out of here?’ Vic asked. Scab ignored the question. ‘I mean, do you trust these guys?’ Again, the human said ­nothing. They reached the docking arm. Scab ’faced the entry codes to the St Brendan’s Fire. ‘Are we going to clear out the dead?’ Vic asked, almost desperately, as he followed Scab into the dark metal corridors of the frigate.

			‘As and when we need the space.’

			Vic couldn’t shake the feeling that Scab liked the idea of captaining a ship of the dead.

			‘Why are we trusting them?’ Vic tried again, meaning the monks.

			‘We’re not and I don’t. Certain arrangements that aren’t your concern have been made. Either they’ll work or they won’t, same as anything else.’ It was clear they were heading towards Command and Control.

			‘Were you like them? The monks, I mean, when you were a sect leader?’ Vic asked, largely for something to say. 

			Scab glanced up at him but kept walking. ‘Back on Cyst? No, I wanted to build a temple to myself out of bone. It was about apo­theosis, or self-aggrandising, I’m not sure which. I was young.’

			‘It’s nice to see you’ve grown as a person since then,’ Vic said wryly. They reached C&C and the armoured door slid open. Scab’s P-sat rose into the air, scanning them both as they entered. Vic noticed that it was in a heavy combat chassis. He tried not to look at the dolphin in the tank in the corner of C&C. The brass-skinned S-tech terror that was the Scorpion had wrapped itself around the tortured creature. 

			‘Remind you of anyone?’ Scab asked. 

			Vic looked over at the pathetic cetacean, and then back to Scab. ‘The Alchemist? Only in as much as they’re both dolphins. Clearly I haven’t got to know our …’ Scab looked over at the ’sect. ‘I mean your victims,’ Vic corrected hastily.

			‘I’ve been thinking about him recently.’

			Vic was struggling to keep up with Scab’s train of thought. ‘What can you do? He was sent to Suburbia, wasn’t he?’

			Scab didn’t bother answering. He was concentrating on something else. Vic checked and found that the ship was ’facing info to Scab. Vic requested and Scab granted access to the ’face. Vic saw an animatic of a worm-like dragon battling a knight wearing a white surcoat with a red cross on it, over mail. Vic amused himself by superimposing Scab’s face on the dragon in his own neunonic interpretation of the animatic. He knew that the knight was the St Brendan’s Fire’s AI. The worm was a sophisticated Pythian virus that Scab had unleashed on the AI in an attempt to make it more pliable, and thereby gain full control of the frigate.

			‘Still giving you trouble?’ Vic asked. Scab ignored him again. The AI had lost the fight for almost all of the frigate’s systems including the bridge drive, but it had gone to ground in certain core processes, including the one Scab was most eager to use. He was after the process that would enable the ship to shift from planetary Real Space into planetary Red Space. It was the very capability the Church were desperately trying to conceal from everyone else. This was probably why the AI was being so difficult about it, Vic thought.

			‘What’s the plan, Scab?’ Vic asked. ‘What are we doing here?’

			‘Waiting.’

			‘What are you going to do with her?’

			Scab turned to look at Vic. ‘You didn’t take this well the last time.’

			‘But I’m guessing I have to know at some point.’

			‘An auction.’

			‘That sounds just about psychotic enough for you. How’s that going to work?’

			‘Pythia has agreed to host. The invitations have been sent. The price for tickets alone will put me into credit – you, too, if you want.’

			Vic found he didn’t care because he couldn’t believe it would work. Though Pythia did make sense – most of the negotiations could be handled remotely. Pythia, despite being theoretically in Consortium space, would be impartial. It was one of the few entities in Known Space that was not interested in bridge tech. It could use its impressive orbital system and bridge-point defences to keep everyone in line. If those didn’t work, Pythia wielded the more serious threat of an information embargo. 

			‘Who?’ Vic asked, but Scab ignored him. The ’sect knew the answer – the great and good of the Consortium and Monarchist systems, and of course the Church.

			‘I’ve never told you this, but I’ve always enjoyed your rudimentary attempts at human seduction,’ Scab said. Vic stared at his partner/captor. He would have been less surprised if Scab had offered to orally pleasure him. ‘They are’ – Scab gave his next words some serious consideration – ‘amusing to me.’ The human looked as if his own words had surprised him. Vic knew it was an affectation but he was still staring at Scab, his mandibles agape.

			‘Wh … what?’ he managed.

			‘I’m missing something, with the girl. You want to have sex with her. Talk to her. Give me some insight.’

			‘What are you looking for?’

			‘I don’t know … insight, something strange in her life.’

			‘She was melded to a Seeder vessel. How strange do you want? She was a moon-fucking giant centipede?’ 

			‘I thought you’d enjoy this,’ Scab said, and even he sounded a little confused.

			‘Why don’t you speak to her?’

			‘I might kill her.’

			‘Of course you might. Fine.’ Though Vic had to admit it was one of the less unpleasant tasks Scab had given him over the years.

			 

			Scab had made his presence known in the back of Vic’s mind. He was watching Vic’s efforts with Talia through the ’sect’s own senses. Vic found he couldn’t even get angry at the violation any more.

			‘Where are we going?’ Talia asked as they climbed the helical stairway cut out of the asteroid’s rock. 

			‘It’s a surprise,’ Vic told her. He had spent a lot of time researching how to do this in various immersions. Not the colonial or humanoporn immersions he favoured, but the more gentle romantic immersions preferred by housewives and husbands of the more decadent upper-mid-corporates who could afford such luxuries. He’d even found some pre-Loss examples but they weren’t immersions. There was no interaction. You were just supposed to watch them. They hadn’t been very satisfying.

			‘Is it some sort of observation place?’ the human asked.

			Not that much of a surprise, then, Vic thought.

			‘Am I going to see space?’

			Still, she sounded excited, he thought. The drugs appeared to have taken the edge off her fear a little, and she’d been allowed to use the assembler to make some narcotics and cigarettes, though she maintained that Scab’s cigarettes were better. Her eyes were glassy at the moment. Vic hoped her narcotic haze wasn’t the only reason she’d agreed to come with him.

			The steps brought them out in a circular stone chamber with a transparent smart-matter domed roof. Vic realised his mistake as soon as he reached the observation chamber. He remembered approaching the asteroid habitat in the Basilisk the first time. He hadn’t liked the look of space in the system then, either. It was inky, impenetrable.

			‘Where are the stars?’ Talia asked. There was disappointment in her voice. 

			Vic was still staring through the dome. It was claustrophobic, somehow, closing in on him. The databanks in his neunonics provided him with the word ‘malevolent’. Perhaps he was going too far to the human-side, he thought, if he had started investing natural phenomena with meanings they couldn’t possibly have. 

			‘You can see a better night sky out on the moors,’ she said, and she sounded miserable.

			Vic showed her the bottle he was carrying. She glanced at it, and then at him. She looked like she was about to start crying. Again.

			‘It’s all gone, isn’t it?’ 

			Vic’s studies into human culture aside, he wasn’t really equipped for this sort of thing. Instead he nodded, deciding the tears were inevitable, and just stood and watched her. He spent a moment neunonically ’facing a command to the habitat’s decidedly odd systems to grow something they could both sit on from the rock. The habitat was doing so but the item of stone furniture it was creating didn’t look terribly comfortable.

			‘All my friends, my dad, even my fucking sister – all gone!’ she wailed.

			‘Do you want some of this?’ Vic asked, feeling a little helpless.

			‘What is it?’ Talia asked, wiping away tears and mucous and then searching through the purse she’d assembled for a cigarette.

			‘Oh, right, we call this alcohol, we have this now.’

			Talia stopped searching for a cigarette and stared at the big ’sect. Vic didn’t need the image-analysis software in his neunonics to tell him she was looking at him as if he was a moron. She eventually found a cigarette and lit it.

			‘Don’t you have time travel, or something useful like that?’ she asked as she inhaled smoke from the cigarette.

			Vic couldn’t stop the laughter quickly enough. She glared at him. He decided to change the subject.

			‘Without soft-machine augments to scrub harmful substances from the smoke, won’t those cause harmful and potentially life-threatening mutations?’ he asked, pointing at the cigarette. Talia continued glaring at him. He decided this wasn’t going well.

			‘Give me the “alcohol”,’ she demanded, and snatched the bottle of spirits, which had apparently been made here in the habitat using methods other than the aging assembler. The top of the bottle unsealed itself. Talia stared at it in wonder for a moment and then took a swig.

			‘Jesus, that tastes like shit.’ She coughed, gagged a little and then took another swig.

			‘Jesus?’

			‘What are we doing here, Vic?’

			‘I want to have sex with you,’ he blurted out, then took the bottle from her and let its sour ethanol taste flood his system as he neunonic­ally turned off various toxin filters. She was staring at him.

			‘This is like a horrible trip,’ Talia muttered. It was clear she was talking to herself. Vic wasn’t sure what ‘trip’ meant in this context, but he was certain that the inclusion of the word ‘horrible’ didn’t bode well for his chances. 

			‘I just thought you might like something a bit different,’ he tried. This sometimes worked with experimental types. The hard-core insecto­phile human women he favoured tended to be a bit more jaded. This was unfortunate, as insects weren’t renowned for their imagination.

			‘You know that you’re a big, armoured insect, right?’

			‘I can be careful.’

			‘I’m less worried about the armour, more the insect.’

			‘I’m an insect?’ Vic asked, trying levity. ‘Who’s been talking? My cock won’t fall off inside you.’ Then he laughed to make sure she knew it was a joke. Talia stared at him. He felt exasperated confusion in the back of his mind. Talia continued staring at him. Then she reached for the bottle, took it from him, swigged and carried on staring.

			‘It’s a joke, see – some insects, not uplifted ones, when they pro­create, their—’

			‘Like a fly, I get it.’

			‘We’re not having sex, are we?’

			‘No,’ Talia confirmed. ‘Don’t take it the wrong way, you’re by far the nicest insect I’ve ever spent time with, but first contact is one thing. I’m not sure my reputation can take sleeping with the first alien I meet.’

			‘I’m just an uplift. You were joined with a real alien. Its tech runs in your blood. There’s an argument you’re more alien than I am.’

			Vic saw her face crumple again and wondered if she would ever run out of tears. Talia sat down hard on the seats the habitat had extruded and took another long pull from the bottle before grimacing.

			‘She was so beautiful. We sailed through the Red. There were things out there, you know? Not cold like the black. And now she’s gone, too.’ Then she turned on Vic, her face a mask of fury. ‘And your fucking friend murdered her!’ Vic thought she was going to throw the bottle of cleaning fluid, but she decided against it and took another swig.

			‘He’s not my friend,’ Vic said, holding all four hands up in contrition.

			‘He’s a cunt,’ Talia grizzled.

			‘Believe me, I hate him more than you do.’

			Talia looked up at him. ‘He killed part of me, the greater part of me, the best part of me. Sleeping, her in my mind, mine in hers … it was just the best thing that ever … better than any drug or fuck.’ She looked up at him. ‘Even with an insect.’

			Vic was about to ask her if she’d ever had sex with any other insects before he realised she was teasing him. He was coming to the conclusion that he didn’t understand pre-Loss humans. He certainly couldn’t keep up with them.

			He sat down next to her and awkwardly put his two right arms around her. He’d seen this move in the pre-Loss media he’d assimilated. Though, as he understood it, it required some sort of communal room projecting two-dimensional moving images to be truly effective. He was gratified when she moved closer to him, leaning against his armoured thorax.

			‘You’re really uncomfortable,’ she told him, but she didn’t move away.

			‘Has anything weird ever happened to you?’ Vic asked, mindful of what Scab had told him to do. He felt more exasperation over the experiential ’face link Scab had downloaded into Vic’s neunonics.

			Talia pulled away from him and stared at him as if he was mad. ‘No, this is perfectly fucking normal! All the girls in Bradford curl up with a giant insect and watch starless space of a Saturday night!’

			‘Well, I don’t know, do I?’ Vic said in frustration. He got the feeling she was making this more difficult than it had to be. ‘I don’t know what’s normal for you. We have a queen, workers and warriors, and that’s it. I grew up in a hive. Humans have, like, five sexes alone, and every one of them is different, and weird, and really fucking difficult!’

			‘Five sexes? Really?’

			‘Some of them are fashion genders.’

			‘In my day we had two, maybe three, max.’

			‘I’m sorry I can’t relate to you.’

			‘Look, this sea of fucking weirdness … I mean, there are no aliens, only uplifts …’ She gestured at him. ‘And you’re hitting on me. It’s just … everything’s been so weird, for so long, and it’s not going to get better, is it? Because you’re planning to sell me.’

			‘I’m not,’ Vic told her. ‘If I could, I’d send you back to your own life, but I can’t.’

			‘So you’ll be nice to me? We can be friends, right?’ She cocked her head to one side in a way that Vic found very attractive. Every bit of facial and voice-analysis software he had was telling him he was being manipulated. He didn’t care.

			‘Yes.’

			‘And you’ll protect me from him?’

			‘I can’t.’

			‘But you’re like a giant insect killing machine, aren’t you?’ she asked. The manipulation was gone. This was desperation.

			‘You don’t understand …’ Vic was growing less and less sure of the benefits of his human psychosurgery as time went by. He was becoming more intimate with shame than he really wanted to be.

			Ask her how the weirdness started, Scab ’faced to him.

			‘How did the weirdness start?’ Vic asked.

			‘Why do you want to know?’ Talia demanded suspiciously. ‘You’re communicating with him somehow, aren’t you?’

			‘What? How’d you—’

			‘I’ve seen you do it before … Oh, Christ, he heard me, he’s going to fucking kill me …’ She was so terrified that Vic thought she was about to be sick. ‘You fucking bastard!’

			‘Look, that’s not what he cares about. Please, just answer me.’

			‘I’ve always known I was different, special …’

			The first thing that stood out, not her feelings. Vic didn’t like the sense of impatience he was picking up from Scab’s ’face.

			‘Something specific.’

			‘I was held by some sick crime boss—’

			‘Why?’

			‘Something happened. We were bloodletting. I was with a boy. Others had said my blood was odd. He drank some and … something happened.’ She shook her head violently. ‘I don’t … I can’t think about it … I don’t know. Please don’t make me think about this.’ She was pleading now. ‘Something terrible happened to him … oh, god, I can’t even remember his name.’

			Was he a blank? Scab demanded in Vic’s head. It sounded like an odd question to the ’sect.

			‘Was he a blank?’

			‘What?’

			Vic searched around for a way to explain it. ‘Was he biologically entangled with you?’

			‘Of course – we were fucking.’

			Vic tried to ignore the pang of jealousy. ‘No, I mean—’

			‘He was so sweet, sensitive. He was an artist. What was his name?’

			‘An artist? What? Like, he did porn or something? So what? Every­one does that.’

			She looked up at him sharply. ‘You know what? You’re a fucking arsehole as well!’ Then she stormed out of the observation chamber, taking the bottle of cleaning fluid with her, leaving the smell of cigar­ette smoke in her wake.

			 

			Scab changed the shape of the smart-matter vial into a pipette and the drop of blood ran down to the tip. He had been staring at it for more than an hour now. He lifted it up to his lips and opened his mouth. He held it there. He ’faced another instruction to the vial. All the smart matter connected with the heretical sect’s habitat was oddly truculent, but the pipette eventually changed back into a vial. Scab put the vial down on the bench.

			He knew something. No, he sensed something that was just beyond his understanding, something that unsettled him.

			As he looked at Talia’s blood in the vial, he felt something that had been foreign to him for a long time. He knew fear.

			 

		

OEBPS/font/Verdana-Bold.TTF


	Î


OEBPS/font/PalatinoLinotype-Roman.TTF


	Î


OEBPS/image/9780575127180.jpg
8 <Age0f-1 6 anfou nd clear th e

Gavm Sn‘fltljl\ in-exedptiona ha |l_ i i}:"-\\ ;

o X ‘PETER ENHAMILTS \R
& e /\'/Q)\l\/ & i






	Î


	Î


