


[image: image]





Alan Gibbons



Alan Gibbons is a full-time writer and a visiting speaker and lecturer at schools, colleges and literary events nationwide, including the major book festivals. He lives in Liverpool with his wife and four children.


Alan Gibbons has twice been shortlisted for the Carnegie Medal, with The Edge and Shadow of the Minotaur, which also won the Blue Peter Book Award in the ‘Book I Couldn’t Put Down’ category.





Also by Alan Gibbons


Blood Pressure
Caught in the Crossfire
The Dark Beneath
The Defender
The Edge
Julie and Me and Michael Owen Makes Three


The Legendeer Trilogy


Shadow of the Minotaur
Vampyr Legion
Warriors of the Raven


The Lost Souls


Rise of the Blood Moon
Setting of a Cruel Sun


Hell’s Underground


1. Scared to Death
2. The Demon Assassin
3. Renegade
4. Witch Breed





The Lost Souls Stories Book 2


[image: image]


ALAN GIBBONS


[image: image]





To Paul Foot –
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CHAPTER 1



The Nine
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It was the day the sun began to die, the tenth day of Hoj, in the year 675. After that day, nothing would ever be the same again. On Jinghara Plain two mighty armies clashed. Hour after hour, in thunder and pounding rain, man and demon fought their pitched battle. The carnage was terrible to behold. War elephants fell with piteous roars. Horses screamed as their riders tumbled from the saddle, dead by the time they struck the ground. In return the hands of men struck down the demon predators. Black blood sprayed through the murk and chaos of battle. But nothing slowed the assault of the night breed. Millions strong, they fought without concern for their own safety. Without conscience, without thought, they were mere tools of a superior, but hate-swollen intelligence. These legions of the undead, minds swirling with blood lust, attacked and attacked, then attacked again. Mired in mud, slithering through the blood and filth of battle, the two sides wore each other down.


But it wasn’t the ocean crash of war that changed history. Just as the great Sol-ket army, pride of the Muzal Empire, started to waver, just as the oceanic press of the undead threatened to engulf the beleaguered ranks of their foe, the battle ended. At the moment of their triumph, for no apparent reason, the demons dropped their weapons. Some fell to the ground, wailing and gnashing their yellow, rotting teeth. Others chose self-slaughter. Before the astonished eyes of the Grand Army of the Empire, their ferocious enemy dissolved into a wretched, despairing rabble. There was no breakthrough, no final rally, no heroic charge to break their ranks. There appeared to be no reason for their collapse. Strange to say, the demon host just stopped fighting.


The cause of the battle’s unexpected end was not to be found among the struggling combatants, but on a desolate crag miles away. In a dark tower, high on a bare mountain, an unlikely band of nine travellers severed the bond between the demon lord and his night breed. The Nine overcame him through courage, wisdom and faith. They did what many thousands of soldiers had failed to do by force of arms: they ended the demon plague that had terrorised the land for many generations.


As dawn broke over Jinghara, two of the Nine appeared in the doorway of the Black Tower, barely able to believe that the fight was at an end. The first to step out into the morning light was Gardep, a boy of sixteen summers. Though he was a warrior Sol-ket, he had not fought at Jinghara Plain. Losing faith in his god and his code, he had given up allegiance to the Empire of the Sun. Inspired by strange new ideas, he had fought in the Black Tower. His opponent was the general of the demon masses. It had been a savage struggle. There was fresh blood on his tunic and a scar on his face, evidence of the arduous journey he had undertaken to reach this place.


A young woman followed him out onto the mountainside. She was Cusha, the slave-girl who had set these events in motion. Though, by law, Gardep could have purchased a slave-girl like her any time he wanted, she would never be his property. She was unique. She was the woman he loved. Gardep had given up all his privileges, everything he had ever known, to protect her from evil. He had fought battles, suffered torture, all to be by her side.


‘Is it really over?’ Gardep asked, lifting his face to feel the sun’s rays.


‘Yes, it’s over,’ Cusha said, darting a look towards the top floor of the tower where they had fought the demon lord. ‘We have conquered the Darkwing and broken his power over the Lost Souls. Their long servitude is over. We have liberated them from the horror of living death.’


Hope was in the air. By dusk however, the joy of victory would have been replaced by bitter despair.


‘This is a strange kind of freedom,’ Gardep observed, pointing across the bare mountainside that led to the Black Tower.


The demon lord was defeated. Now the aftermath was unfolding before their eyes. Ghosts were circling the tower like a stream of Lyrian fire. They were prising open the mouths of the undead. The translucent phantoms then forced the Lost Souls to swallow them whole. Immediately the faces of the night-striders, the foot soldiers of the undead, changed. For centuries, these monstrous predators had terrorised the land. No longer. They had become bewildered men and women, appalled by their own condition. Against their will they had been raised from the grave and trapped in the slimy, decomposing shells of the night breed. The bestial hunger that normally lingered in their eyes faded, replaced by something that was recognisably human. First, they registered confusion. Then came a fearful understanding.


‘Look at them,’ Cusha said. ‘They have recovered their consciousness. They know that they were once mortal men and women, like us. I pity them.’


She was right to feel pity. Rational thought did not bring joy to the night-striders. Out of the fog of primal blood-lust came the bright, searing light of shame. One turned his own sword on himself. Driving in the blade, he slashed open his belly. His entrails spilled like so many wriggling eels on the stony ground.


‘Poor creature,’ Cusha said. ‘He can remember what the Darkwing made him. He can remember how he was resurrected from the cold clay to kill and maim the innocent.’


The night-strider’s fading eyes met hers.


‘Imagine his feelings,’ she said. ‘All those years, his mind was shrouded in ignorance. He obeyed the demon lord, becoming the monster’s unthinking tool. By breaking the Darkwing’s power, we have brought it all flooding back. We have shown him the full horror of what he has done.’


All around them, the night breed were wailing and moaning, clutching their faces, beating their heads and chests. Cusha and Gardep had heard them moan before, but not like this. It wasn’t the dismal chorus that had filled the night hours, promising the living a wretched, agonising end. This was a piteous whine. The once merciless creatures were begging for an end to the thoughts that had begun to torture their newly-conscious minds. One of them fell to his knees, palms flat, forehead thumping the floor. That’s when it happened. The night-strider lifted his head and met Gardep’s eye.


‘End my suffering,’ the creature begged. ‘I can’t bear this any longer.’


Gardep recoiled in horror. ‘You spoke!’


Gardep had never heard the creatures formulate human speech. A snarl, a screech, yes, but not intelligent communication. Ignoring Gardep’s cry of astonishment, the night-strider grabbed for his ankle. ‘Please, Lord. End my torment.’


Gardep shot Cusha a querying glance. She nodded. Gardep then unsheathed his sword and beheaded the tortured soul kneeling before him.


‘He spoke to me,’ Gardep said.


Cusha didn’t answer. It wasn’t clear to Gardep whether she understood what was happening. He was wiping the black blood from the blade when he saw one of his comrades, a giant by the name of Oled Lonetread.


‘Oled,’ he said, calling him over, ‘where is everyone?’


Oled was a full head and shoulders taller than any man Gardep had ever met. He was powerfully built, like a lumbering mountain bear. Little wonder. Oled was one of the last of his kind, a Tanjur. The Tanjurs were known as the people of the dragon, shape-shifters who could assume the form of wild beasts. Sometimes their beast-form was reflected in their human gait. Once they had been nomads, wandering the length and breadth of the Jingharan Plain. Now there were just three remaining survivors of this once mighty race.


‘They are employed in the same grim task as yourself, Gardep,’ Oled answered. ‘The night-striders want to die. We decided to give a merciful end to those that asked.’


Cusha’s eyes glistened with tears. ‘To think, they have suffered the fate of the living dead. Now this.’


Oled shrugged. ‘Nobody said the world was fair, Holy Child.’


Cusha knew the truth of Oled’s words. ‘Take us to the others,’ she said.


The Tanjur led the short walk to the cave where the others were taking what rest they could get. It wasn’t easy. For as far as the eye could see, hundreds of demons were exposing their flesh to the sun, allowing themselves to be consumed by fire. Such was the multitude of the risen dead that the whole world seemed to be ablaze.


‘Here they are!’ Harad shouted gleefully.


He came running, his eyes flashing a joyful greeting. Harad was Cusha’s adoptive brother, a boy of almost fourteen summers. Cusha was a year older.


‘You’ve finished then?’ he asked.


Cusha smiled at Gardep. ‘We haven’t even begun.’


Harad frowned then turned to watch the Lost Souls. ‘Did you ever see anything like it?’


Cusha shook her head. ‘It’s terrible.’


‘Terrible?’ The word was spoken by Qintu, Harad’s best friend. ‘I don’t see what’s so terrible about demons killing themselves,’ he grumbled. ‘They’ve killed enough of us in their time.’ He scowled, remembering one such day of blood. ‘Good riddance, I say’


Cusha listened. Yes, good riddance to the Lost Souls. A shadow crossed her mind. It was the Darkwing. Yes, and good riddance to him, too.
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But Cusha had dismissed her nemesis too easily. The Darkwing did not die in the Black Tower. He fled. Leaving the ancient building far behind, he flew far and wide across Jinghara, alone in defeat, desolate in exile. As the sun rose in the cloudless sky, burning away the few wisps of morning mist, he saw roving bands of his Lost Souls, utterly disoriented by their new condition. Once or twice he called to them, just as he had for many years, summoning them to implacable war on mankind. But they did not obey. If they looked at him at all, it was with eyes full of hatred, loathing their former master for the countless crimes he had made them commit. There they were, the unthinking, obedient creatures he had once formed into an army of many millions. But they had understanding. They had consciousness. Damn them, they had free will. In their new condition, they rejected him, spitting their contempt, glaring their hatred.


The Darkwing saw the Demon Wall. The Muzals had erected it as a barrier against his hordes. It was abandoned now. He had driven the defenders from its battlements and keeps, slaying most, driving the rest into the arms of their comrades, gibbering with nerve-shredding tales of butchery and horror. There, a little way beyond, was the fortress of Zindhar. He had triumphed there too, killing the garrison to the last man before torching it. He almost smiled at the memory. But smiles don’t come easily to ruined faces such as his.


Once, so many years ago, he had been a prince of the Muzal Empire, a darling of the court. Possessed of charm and courage, dashing good looks and a ready wit, it was only a matter of time before he ascended to the Imperial throne in his father’s place. But he had fallen from grace. An evil priesthood had summoned the dark arts, subjecting him to an ordeal that cocooned his body and soul in a shroud of torture and decay. That made him what he was today, a monster. The Darkwing closed his eyes for a moment, conjuring his own form in his mind’s eye. His body was encased in a scarlet and black carapace, a giant insect shell. Vast, leathery wings gave him the power of flight. Lethal claws tipped his fingers and toes. His head was repulsive to all living things, a bare, raven-black skull from which a pair of merciless eyes stared, inky with vengeance. Surrounding him, no matter where he went, no matter whose company he sought, there was the putrid aroma of decomposing flesh. He was the distillation of death, cruelly denied the escape of oblivion. His only succour was revenge.


Revenge. He slowed the beat of his wings. Of course. Defeated I might be for now. Exiled too. But I will not be destroyed. He circled, pondering his next move. He imagined the Holy Children, reunited, swapping stories of the lives they had led while apart.


‘Enjoy your triumph,’ he snarled. ‘It will not last long.
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Atrakon Ebrahin sat apart from the others. He had fought alongside them against the Darkwing. But they did not trust him. Why should they? He was a late convert to their cause. Atrakon was an assassin by trade. But for the Holy Child, he would be a mercenary still, taking lives at the behest of the Imperial priesthood. He gave Cusha a side-ways glance. She had rescued him from his former life. His brown eyes welled with gratitude.


‘Will you eat with us?’ Cusha asked, catching his eye.


‘Will your comrades accept me into their company?’ Atrakon asked.


Oled speared him with a suspicious glare. He’d cast his vote already.


‘Come and join us, Atrakon,’ Shamana said, ignoring her son’s hostility. ‘Cusha vouches for you. That is good enough for me.’


Shamana was old. Atrakon didn’t know how old. But she had the agility and power of a predatory beast. She was a shape-shifter like her son.


‘Thank you.’


Atrakon sat as far as he could from Oled. The cook, Murima, Cusha’s adopted mother, was serving what food they had. Atrakon found himself staring at the small band. It was a long time since he had broken bread with a family (for that’s what adversity had made this strange group). He watched Murima fussing over everyone. She was Harad’s natural mother. She had also taken Qintu under her wing. Cusha, the orphan brought to her by Shamana, also called her Mama-li. The shape-shifters ate in silence. Besides the priestess Shamana and her son Oled, there was Aaliya, third and last survivor of a proud race. Finally, there was the boy-warrior, Gardep.


‘Can I ask you something, Gardep na-Vassyrian?’ Atrakon asked.


Gardep turned his head. ‘Ask your question, Selessian.’


‘When I look around those assembled here, I understand their motives. They are slaves, shape-shifters. They have no stake in this Empire. For years, the Sol-ket has treated them as beasts of burden. They have a reason for fighting for their freedom. But why you? You are Sol-ket. You were raised to serve the Imperial cause.’ He turned in the direction of the great battle. ‘Why are you not over there, fighting alongside your brother Sol-ket?’


Gardep chose to answer simply. ‘I have chosen to act according to my conscience.’


‘Or your heart,’ Shamana said, a mischievous glint in her eye.


Gardep felt Cusha’s hand steal into his. ‘What Shamana says is true,’ he admitted. ‘It has been my love for a woman that has changed me. I have served the Empire all my life. Until just a few months ago, I was Sol-ket, raised as a member of the warrior caste and content to remain part of it until I died. The garrison barracks was my home, the prosecution of war my sole horizon. The Sol-ket put a sword in my hand and taught me to cut throats and break bones. They made me a man. Cusha has done something more important. She has made me a man with a soul.’


Gardep thought of his great friend Kulmat, still serving in the Imperial Army. When would he too take the first step to freedom?


‘What now?’ Atrakon asked.


There was a brief silence.


‘You have conquered the Darkwing,’ Atrakon said. ‘But the job is only half done. The Empire still stands.’ He could feel everyone’s eyes on him.


‘The Selessian is right,’ somebody said behind him. It was the final member of the group, Vishtar, the boy they had come so far to free. ‘I have been eight years in this prison,’ he said. ‘Young as I am, I have a right to speak. The Darkwing is broken, but the Muzals still rule. Have you forgotten so soon that the Helat masses have two enemies, not one?’


‘Nobody has forgotten,’ Shamana said. ‘We have come far, Vishtar. We have fought many battles. Soon we will resume our quest. What Atrakon says is true. For freedom to endure, the Empire must fall. But that is for the future. Now it is time to rest.’


Atrakon shook his head. ‘The Empire will not rest. Within days the Sol-ket will be scouring the countryside for you.’ He hesitated, aware that he had said you, not us. Oled would surely have noticed the slip of the tongue. ‘Already the Hotec-Ra will be drawing up plans to destroy you.’


At the mention of the Imperial priesthood, Oled spoke. ‘You should know, Selessian. You served those saffron-robed thugs.’


Atrakon did his best not to react. ‘You’re right, Oled Lonetread. I served them. But I did not do it for money. A great injustice was done to me and my family. I sold my soul to avenge the wrong.’


Judging by his face, Oled was far from convinced. Atrakon was in no mood to appease him.


‘I will not plead with you to accept me,’ Atrakon said. ‘Ask me to go and I will leave this minute.’ He indicated Cusha with an outstretched palm. ‘This Holy Child redeemed me. I accept criticism from her and no other. She made me see what I had become. The night-striders are not the only Lost Souls.’


With a fierce stare, Shamana prevented Oled interrupting. ‘You are welcome among us, Atrakon Ebrahin. You turned from the Hotec-Ra when you could have bought your freedom from them and returned to your own land. You chose to turn your back on the oppressor and bring our dear Cusha back to us. In my eyes, you are a man of honour.’


Gratitude showed in Atrakon’s face. He knew Oled didn’t trust him. Changing the giant’s mind would take time.


‘Then I will stay,’ Atrakon said. ‘Until your quest is at an end, my sword will be at your service.’
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At the site of the battle of Jinghara Plain, the council of war was about to end. Linem-hotec, Lord-priest of Rinaghar, the second most powerful man in the Empire after Muzal himself, was speaking. At his side stood Timu-hotec, his new deputy. Linem indicated the demons that were staggering aimlessly across the battlefield.


‘The legions of the Lost Souls are disintegrating as we speak. But a far greater threat may yet rise in the east, at the heart of the Empire. All these years, the Blood Moon has cowed our slaves and made them obedient. Ask yourselves this, gentlemen: what will hold them down now?’


He fixed the officers around him with a stare. ‘The Helati will not rise this day or tomorrow. They have neither the leadership nor the organisation. Indeed, the servile masses do not even know what has happened here. But understand this, we must track down the Darkwing’s conquerors. Though they are few, they may soon become thousands. We must find them and exterminate them before they can spread their message.’


He finished his speech and dismissed the Council. The senior generals, Rishal and Barath, were about to go when Linem called them back.


‘Would you accompany me to my quarters?’ he asked. ‘There is somebody I want you to meet.’


Rishal and Barath followed Linem to his tent. There, they found a junior officer, Murak.


‘What’s this all about?’ Rishal demanded. ‘As General of the Grand Army, I am a busy man.’


Linem gave him a superior smile. ‘You are keen to capture the rebels, are you not?’


‘You know I am.’


‘Then this is the man to help you do it.’


Rishal eyed Murak with suspicion. ‘I don’t understand.’


Linem savoured the moment. ‘Meet priest Murak of the Hotec-Ra.’


‘Priest!’ Rishal exclaimed. ‘But I’ve seen you before. You were at our side during the battle. You’re just a cavalry captain.’


‘That’s what you were meant to think,’ Linem said. ‘My apologies for the deception, commander.’


‘Do you want to tell us what this is all about?’ Barath demanded.


‘I have been following the Helat plot for many years,’ Linem said. ‘We in the Hotec-Ra have not been idle. We employed Atrakon to track Shamana and the Holy Children. We rather hoped he would deal with this traitor Sol-ket of yours. Unfortunately, the Selessian has proved a great disappointment to us.’


Rishal scowled. He didn’t like being reminded about Gardep. Before he went over to the enemy, the young warrior had been Rishal’s own squire.


Linem watched the effect of Gardep’s name on the commander before continuing. ‘Murak here was our second line of attack. The Hotec-Ra always have several irons in the fire. He was assigned to follow Oled Lonetread’s every move.’


‘Why was I not informed?’ Rishal wanted to know.


‘The Hotec-Ra can’t afford to be too transparent, General Rishal,’ Linem replied. ‘One of our roles is to gather intelligence. That requires secrecy’


‘Go on,’ Rishal said. He was developing a grudging respect for this priest. A strong right arm wasn’t enough to rule an empire. You needed cunning and ruthlessness too.


‘I have had my eye on Oled Lonetread for some time,’ Linem said. ‘I hoped he would lead us to his mother, the She-wolf of Tanjur. This Shamana has been a burr under our saddle for some time. Sadly, the son is as incorruptible as the mother. During his time as a scout at Zindhar, my agents attempted many times to sway him to the Imperial side. He refused every time. We had to find a different way to draw him into our web. We decided to use his soft heart against him. I employed Murak to gain scout Lonetread’s trust.’ He glanced at Barath. ‘You, General, were an unwitting pawn in the game. When you took such an obvious dislike to Oled at Karangpur, Murak saw his chance. He pretended to take Oled’s side.’


‘By Ra, you’re devious!’ Barath exclaimed.


‘Thank you,’ Linem said, revelling in the compliment. ‘Trust me, Murak will deliver the heads of the Helat plotters.’ He then explained his plan. ‘We could move against the Nine. But why rush? We are in a strong position. We can insert Murak into their ranks. Then every time some Helat malcontent rushes to their banner, we will have his name. Why settle for crushing one rebellion when we can behead all future rebellions?’


Rishal and Barath swapped glances. The idea of weeding out potential rebels appealed to them. This priest was a master strategist.


‘You have our support,’ Rishal said.


‘Thank you,’ Linem said. ‘I will set events in motion.’


Rishal and Barath left satisfied. Linem watched them go then turned to Murak. ‘They are pleased.’


‘So they should be, Your Holiness,’ Murak said.


‘You understand what I must do?’ Linem asked. ‘This has to look convincing or the rebels will not accept you.’


Murak nodded. ‘I understand.’


‘And you subject yourself to this trial of your own free will?’


‘I do, Your Holiness.’


‘Before we begin,’ Linem said, ‘let me give you this.’


He passed Murak a ring. It was embossed with the symbol of the Hotec-Ra. Timu’s eyes flashed. This he hadn’t expected.


‘Your Holiness?’ Murak said, allowing it to nestle in his palm.


‘Oh, no false modesty, please,’ Linem said. ‘You understand the significance. It is the seal of the Hotec-Ra, the eyes and ears of the Sun God. My adopted son Shirep wore this ring until his untimely death. Oled murdered him. I want you to take Shirep’s place at my right hand. I am making you second lord-priest of the Hotec-Ra. If anything happens to me, you will take my place.’


Timu was staring in horror. So soon after taking the dead Shirep’s place at Linem’s side, he was being usurped, tossed aside like a discarded garment.


‘This is a great honour,’ Murak said, his heart pounding with joy at his sudden advancement. He noticed Timu standing just behind Linem’s right shoulder. As attendant to the lord-priest, Timu clearly believed he should have received Shirep’s ring next.


‘You will not be able to wear it until your mission is completed,’ Linem said, taking the ring back and handing it to Timu. ‘It will be kept for you at the Ziggurat of Ra.’


Timu put the ring away. His resentment was obvious. Murak made a mental note. His rival would not forgive this slight.


Linem snapped his fingers. A dozen saffron-robed Hotec-Ra, led by Timu, lined up to their right and left. Timu passed Murak a phial of green liquid.


‘Drain it to the dregs, Murak,’ Linem said. ‘It will lessen the pain.’


Murak drank the potion. He showed little emotion.


Linem admired him for that.


‘You will give me the Helat plotters,’ Linem said. ‘In return, I will give you a place at my side.’ He drew Murak to one side, leaving Timu to seethe with impotent rage. ‘Now that you are my adopted son, I wish to share something in confidence.’


Murak waited, barely breathing.


‘The Emperor is in his seventy-third year,’ Linem said. ‘He will not live for ever.’


Still Murak didn’t speak but his throat was dry with excitement.


‘The army is the Empire’s strong right arm, Murak. We, the Hotec-Ra, are its brain. I assume you know which is the more important.’


‘Obviously it is the head, Your Holiness.’


‘It is. We are taking our first steps towards the Sun Throne, Murak. The defeat of the Darkwing and the Helat conspiracy have given us our chance. We must seize the opportunity before Muzal throws the Empire away.’


He guided Murak back to the waiting priests. He didn’t stay to see them give Murak his beating, a beating in which Timu took special, almost sadistic, pleasure. Instead, he slipped out of the tent.


He didn’t notice the bat-like shadow that was sweeping towards him.
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Cusha and Vishtar were sitting side by side, watching the knots of night-striders in the distance. Though they were brother and sister, they had been separated for eight years. They had been talking for an hour, maybe more, rediscovering this or that childhood memory.


‘I was the lucky one,’ Cusha said. ‘Unlike you, I didn’t have any memories of a happier time to torture me. But for the memory lamp, I would still be in ignorance.’


‘What was it like,’ Vishtar asked, ‘living without a past?’


‘Every waking moment I ached to know who I was,’ Cusha told him. ‘The day I breathed the vapours of the memory lamp, my heart sang for joy’


‘My memories caused me no pain,’ Vishtar said. ‘Thinking about you, knowing one day we might be reunited, was the one thing that kept me alive.’


‘You must have been so afraid.’


Vishtar nodded.


Cusha hugged her knees. ‘We conquered him. We defeated the demon lord.’


Vishtar smiled. For someone who had changed the entire world, his beautiful sister sounded so much like a child.


‘All those years in that prison,’ Cusha said, ‘it must have been terrible.’


Vishtar agreed. ‘But I had my books. Just imagine the things I learned during all those hours of study. I can speak ten languages: Khut, Miridan, Selessian, Obir, many more.’


Cusha noticed that he was blinking continually and his eyes were streaming. ‘Does the sun hurt them?’ she asked.


‘I am not used to it,’ Vishtar admitted. ‘For eight years I have lived in a perpetual twilight. The only source of illumination was a line of flickering candles. Sitting here, beneath the golden sun, it is as if a fire has been lit inside my brain.’ He squeezed Cusha’s hand. ‘For all that, I would not want to return to my cell. Listen.’


Birdsong was welling up from the lower slopes. Together, the Holy Children listened to the chorus of finches.


‘Up there!’ Vishtar cried excitedly.


A crane was drifting across the sky. To Vishtar, after eight years in a windowless cell, it was impossibly beautiful.


‘But for Shamana,’ Cusha said, ‘none of this could have happened.’


‘She is a great sorceress,’ Vishtar agreed.


‘She wouldn’t thank you for saying that,’ Cusha told him. ‘She is a priestess of the Scales. Sorcery, she says, is for the dark forces of this world.’


Vishtar nodded. Sorcery had given the world the Lost Souls. Who knows what future horrors the dark arts were preparing. The twins talked this way for a long time. Suddenly, without any warning, Vishtar’s body went rigid. He convulsed, a glassy stare in his eyes.


‘Vishtar!’ She took his hand. It was clammy with fear. ‘What is it, my brother?’


Then she felt it herself. Though it was not yet noon, she could feel tendrils of darkness coiling around her, constricting her throat, invading her soul. A sliver of ice entered her heart. Vishtar’s eyes cleared. Slowly, he straightened his back.


‘You sense him too, don’t you?’ he asked. He didn’t need to speak the demon lord’s name. ‘I can feel his shadow advancing across the land.’


‘But we defeated him,’ Cusha cried.


‘Maybe not,’ Vishtar said. ‘He has no army. That does not mean he is finished.’


In a gesture of panic, Cusha wound her fingers through her hair. ‘Tell me it’s not true!’


Vishtar shook his head. ‘I am not going to tell you lies, sister. We both sense him. We see the shadow world behind this one, you and I. We hear the chorus of the dead. We feel the pulse of hell throbbing beneath our feet. You must accept the inevitable, Cusha. The monster is not done with us yet.’


Cusha turned away, as if willing the evil presence to fade and die.


‘Our companions talk as if the Darkwing’s time is over,’ Vishtar said, refusing to let her avert her eyes from the truth. ‘It is as if they believe there is one less player in the game. We know that to be false, don’t we, sister?’


Cusha nodded grimly. ‘In spite of all we have done,’ she said, ‘still his shadow is everywhere. Though his demon army is destroyed and only scattered fragments wander the land, he haunts us still. Somewhere, far from here, he is plotting his revenge.’


They sat there for a long time, imagining the Darkwing.


Vengeful.


Waiting.
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Linem had two groups of priests to see. The first were the spies. He listened to the reports. It was true. Everywhere, the Lost Souls had become aware of their true nature. They realised that they had once been human, that they had died and risen again to commit countless evil acts. Their memories had reduced them to pathetic wretches, whimpering helplessly as their memories haunted them.


‘Have the messenger pigeons returned?’ he asked.


‘Yes, Your Holiness.’


As yet, there hadn’t been a single sighting of the rebels. They hadn’t moved from the Black Tower.


‘Instruct your men,’ Linem said. ‘They are to keep watch. The moment the rebels start to move, I am to be informed.’


‘Yes, Your Holiness.’


Linem watched the smoke from the funeral pyres climbing to the sky. A battle was over. The war was about to begin. He had been expecting something like this. With each year that passed without news of the Holy Children, he had sensed disaster approaching. The Sol-ket were fools. They thought everything could be resolved by the sword. He knew that knowledge, magic and faith were more powerful tools than any weapon. He turned to a second group of priests.


‘I hear you have something to show me,’ he said.


‘We have,’ they confirmed, excitement in their voices.


‘Continue,’ Linem said.


One of the priests carried a terracotta pot towards him. Linem noticed the way the man walked. He seemed nervous of the pot’s contents.


‘What is it?’


‘Fire Dust. This simple red dust may one day change the world, especially on the field of battle.’


‘What does it do?’


‘Let me demonstrate.’


The priests dragged in a struggling Helat. Gingerly, the head priest scooped a spoonful of the dust. Then, with a deferential smile in Linem’s direction, he showered the dust over the slave. The moment it touched his flesh, the man burst into flames. Within moments he was reduced to a charred corpse.


‘Excellent,’ Linem said. ‘How much of this material do you have?’


‘Very little,’ the priest admitted. ‘It is important to get the mixture right. We have lost ten men during our experiments, all roasted like this poor wretch.’


‘Speed up its production,’ Linem said. ‘This concoction of yours will give us an enormous advantage over our enemies.’


‘Yes, Your Holiness.’


The business of the day concluded, Linem set off in the direction of his quarters. On the way, he reviewed progress. Murak would fulfil his mission. Of that he was sure. Not since Shirep had he seen so much promise in a young priest. Linem knew how Timu felt, of course. This was part of a Hotec-Ra’s training. Your loyalty wasn’t to the priesthood but to holy Ra himself. To become lord-priest, you had to kill your rivals. Either Murak would slay Timu, or Timu would slay Murak. It didn’t matter which. The fittest would survive. The victor would come out of the experience stronger, more equipped for high office. What was one dead priest when the entire order would be strengthened by sacrifice?


He thought of the Nine. All the rebels were together now. There were no loose ends. He would use them as bait to catch all the Empire’s enemies. Yes, he had good cause to feel satisfied. He was halfway back to his tent when he heard something. He paused and looked around. The bodies had been cleared from this part of the battlefield. It was deserted. Dismissing the noise as an old man’s imagination, he continued towards his tent. That’s when the noise came again.


‘Who’s there?’ he asked. He turned all the way round. He saw nothing. ‘Who’s there?’


Before the words were out of his mouth, he felt the rush of wind, glimpsed the shadow looming over him. Instinctively, he shot a look skywards.


‘You!’


A moment later the priest was gone.
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The Holy Children reported their fears to Shamana. In spite of the heat of a Jingharan afternoon, they were both possessed by a deep, numbing cold. Sensing their fear and their almost physical misery, Shamana immediately took them seriously.


‘I didn’t expect him to move so quickly,’ she said.


‘So you knew it wasn’t over?’


‘We are talking about the Darkwing,’ Shamana said. ‘He is a creature who has ruled the entire western world. Did you really think he would quietly accept defeat then simply fade? No, somehow he will pursue you. His heart has space only for vengeance. It will go on until either you or he is dead.’ She hesitated. ‘There is a verse in the Book of Scales. I did not understand it until now.’


Cusha’s teeth were chattering. Instinctively, though he too felt the primal bite of an impossible winter in his bones, Vishtar slipped an arm round her shoulders.


‘This is what it says,’ Shamana told them.


‘From one arid land to another,


the final struggle will spill.


There, in the dying light,


an innocent and generous heart


must learn to redeem the irredeemable,


or perish in the attempt.’


‘Is there no end to this?’ Cusha cried. ‘Did we cross the Empire from Parcep to the western lands for nothing?’


‘For nothing?’ Shamana said. ‘What a short memory you have. The demon lord’s army is broken. Your brother is restored to you. Is that nothing?’ There was anger in her voice.


Cusha regretted her outburst. ‘I’m sorry, Shamana. I spoke out of turn.’


‘There is no need to apologise,’ Shamana said. ‘You reported your fears to me right away, that is the main thing. We must inform the others.’


The Nine were soon discussing the unexpected development.


‘But what does it mean?’ Gardep asked. ‘What can he do, one against the world?’


‘If he were a mortal man,’ Shamana answered, ‘I would say very little but I am disturbed by the prophecy of the Scales. It is this reference to the dying light.’ She looked at the Holy Children and sensed the bleak, glacial shadow that still had them both in its grip.


‘You’re right,’ Murima said, picking up Shamana’s thread. ‘He is inhuman. The danger is real. We must watch over the Holy Children night and day.’


Oled frowned. ‘I agree that we should guard Cusha and Vishtar. Somehow, that is not sufficient. I don’t believe that mere vengeance is enough for the Darkwing. He very nearly won the world. Why would he now settle for revenge against these two? Surely he has greater ambitions.’


‘You’re right,’ Shamana said, deep concern veiling her green eyes. ‘Yes, you’re right.’ She pointed at the Holy Children. ‘Just look at these two. Look how they tremble. There is some larger scheme. There has to be.’


‘But what can he do?’ Atrakon said. ‘When he still commanded the Lost Souls, all Jinghara trembled before him. He broke bodies like bread and drank blood like wine. He was the consumer of men. But he is alone. I say we put him to the back of our minds and concentrate on raising an army against the Sons of Ra. It is the Sol-ket who crush the peoples of the world under the heel of their boot. They are our first concern, not one solitary, broken creature of the night.’


Oled bristled. ‘Since when did the assassin have a voice here? Only yesterday, he was our enemy. Have you forgotten so soon? He kidnapped Cusha. Mere days before that he would have slit your throat without a thought, mother.’


Shamana listened to her son. ‘This is true. Atrakon and I crossed swords in the caves of Suravan. But let me ask you this, Oled, is any man beyond redemption? He did everything you say. He also brought Cusha back to us. He fought courageously at our side against the demon lord. Cusha is the Holy Child. I trust her instincts in this.’


Cusha spoke next. ‘Don’t let suspicion poison you, Oled. I have seen into this Selessian’s heart. Atrakon is a changed man.’


‘I’ve said my piece,’ Oled concluded gruffly, turning to Shamana. ‘Make your Selessian first among men if you wish. I remember what he was. I also remember an infamous day forty years ago. Slave and Tanjur combined to fight their common oppressor. Great Shinar led a revolt that made the Empire tremble. Who changed sides and betrayed the Army of the Free, Selessian? Tell me if you dare. The Empire could have fallen that day but you stabbed our people in the back. That one act gave us forty years of oppression.’


Atrakon reacted angrily. ‘You don’t need to quote history to me, Oled Lonetread. I know all too well what happened at the Battle of Dullah. The name of Ehut Haraddin, leader of the Selessians that day, is cursed among the great mass of our people. It is the great shame of the desert kingdom that we fought for the Muzals. The clans of Selessia have been regretting it ever since, wishing there was a way to right the wrong.’


‘A pretty speech,’ Oled retorted. ‘There is just one thing wrong with it, Atrakon. After Dullah, your people got to live in peace, their pockets jingling with imperial coin, their mouths stuffed with gold. It’s a lucrative business, treachery. You were able to trade and build houses. You were able to have families and break bread with your kinsmen. What happened to the peoples represented here? The Helati have groaned ever since under the yoke of slavery. The Sol-ket beat them, sell their children, kill them. We Tanjurs have been all but exterminated. Three, that’s how many survived the manhunt. Talk until the sun grows cold if you want, Selessian, I’ll never trust a single one of your kind. Damn you to hell, desert rat!’


With that, Oled stalked away. Aaliya watched him go, then rose and followed.


‘I apologise for my son,’ Shamana said. ‘He grew up suffering for the terrible consequences of Dullah.’


‘He spoke his mind,’ Atrakon said. ‘I hold no grudge against him.’


Murima shook her head sadly. ‘We are nine against a cruel monster and an Empire of millions of souls. If we are not united, how can we hope to win?’


Nobody tried to answer her question.
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Linem opened his eyes and screamed in terror.


‘Scream all you like,’ the Darkwing said. ‘Nobody can hear you.’


Linem looked around. He was in a temple carved out of solid rock. ‘Where am I?’


‘Don’t you recognise it?’ the Darkwing said. ‘Your priesthood ordered that the monks be evicted from this sacred ground. If I remember correctly, they were all murdered for heresy’


Linem groaned. ‘Nandraghiri.’


‘Yes, this is the temple of Nandraghiri. Ironic, don’t you think? When your foul priesthood destroyed the old ways and created the cult of Ra, there were two great sites of resistance. There was the Black Tower.’ He waved his arm. ‘Then there was Nandraghiri.’


In the land of Khut there is a range of colossal mountains. Each peak is like a column supporting the vault of heaven. They are the Mountains of the Moon. High on one such peak, Mount Sangra, there is a long-abandoned monastery. The ancient building is perched just below the summit. It is as bleak as it is remote. The only access to it is by a flight of thirty vertiginous steps, similarly carved into the sheer face. These exposed, slippery steps lead to a hoist. The ropes have long since decayed or been swept away. Once they lowered the monks and visitors hundreds of feet to a broad granite shelf below. But the monks are long gone.


‘What do you want?’


‘What does any demon lord want?’ the Darkwing said, indulging in sour humour. ‘World domination, vengeance, perhaps the end of all things?’


Linem rephrased his question. ‘What do you want from me?’


The Darkwing chuckled. ‘I want your magic’


‘I don’t understand,’ Linem said.


‘You have immersed your arms in the vapours of living death,’ the Darkwing said. ‘Only a score of men have entered the shadow world between life and death. Your power is great. There is something I want you to destroy.’


Linem wondered at his captor’s words.


‘Cast your mind back forty years,’ the Darkwing continued. ‘You were a young priest and I a rebel prince.’


‘I remember,’ Linem said. He could smell the rank odour of his own fear.


‘They called me Sabray then,’ the Darkwing reminded the priest. ‘I adored a woman, a princess of Banshu. But my father …’ He shook his head. ‘Father, is that the word for him?’ He leered, his black eyes boring into Linem’s brain. ‘Lord Muzal, Emperor of all the Peoples, coveted my sweet Kewara. He wanted her for himself. Imagine that, Linem, a father who takes his own son’s betrothed. But he did not take her. Princess Kewara defended her honour. She leapt from her window. She died.’


‘For Ra’s sake!’ Linem cried. ‘I know the story. I know my part in it, too.’


The Darkwing seized the priest’s face with his steely claws. Linem’s protest died in his throat. ‘If it entertains me to tell my story, then I will tell it.’


Linem held his tongue.


‘I raised an army against my father,’ the Darkwing said, ‘but I lost. So he gave me to you. You used all your arts, didn’t you, Linem? I was … an experiment. You turned me into this.’


Linem saw his handiwork and his heart stopped for a moment. ‘What are you going to do to me?’


The Darkwing seemed genuinely confused. ‘Do to you?’ He considered Linem’s words for a moment then chuckled. ‘I understand. You think this is about the way you tortured me.’


‘Isn’t it?’


‘Do you think my ambitions are so limited, priest?’ the Darkwing asked. ‘Do you think I care about your miserable fate?’


‘Then what?’ Linem croaked.


The Darkwing started to explain. ‘You Hotec-Ra have a great understanding of life and death. You can harness dark magic from the House of the Dead. You used it to make me what I am. But that is such a trifling project. I have powers too. Together we can do something truly … final’


In spite of the mountain cold, Linem’s face was covered in a sheen of sweat. ‘I don’t understand.’


The Darkwing drew closer. ‘Then let me explain. The purpose of your order is to serve the Sun God, holy Ra, is it not?’


‘You know it is.’


‘And you use sorcery to protect your god?’


‘Some call it that.’


The Darkwing nodded. ‘What I am asking is that you turn those powers inside out. You are going to reverse your life’s work.’


Linem shook his head. ‘What are you saying?’


‘You will endow me with power over your god. I will be the dark lord of eclipse.’


The Darkwing explained his momentous scheme. Linem listened for a few moments then twisted his head round to meet his tormentor’s eyes. ‘You’re insane!’


‘Only because you made me so,’ the Darkwing said.


‘You want me to give you power over the light of the world!’ Linem cried. ‘It’s blasphemy.’


The Darkwing sneered. ‘Look at what you did to me, priest. You are no stranger to blasphemy’


‘But every living creature on Earth will die.’


‘You’re wrong,’ the Darkwing said. ‘The lord of darkness will survive. Night is my true home. I will have an eternity to spend in its black realm.’


Linem sensed the Darkwing’s murderous thoughts.


‘You can help me of your own free will,’ the demon lord said, ‘or you can force me to torture you.’ He stroked the lord-priest’s throat with a steely claw. ‘Believe me, I am good at torture, even better than the Hotec-Ra. Now stop talking. We are about to begin.’
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The Nine waited in the Jingharan twilight. They were expecting news of the Darkwing.


‘How do you know he will speak?’ Murima asked Shamana.


‘There is a bond between this monster and the Holy Children,’ Shamana said. She looked at them. ‘Are you ready?’


Cusha and Vishtar nodded.
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