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			Chapter One

			

			The city of Old Castle rose from the wasteland like an abscess swelling on the festering skin of a diseased world. Across its neighbourhoods and districts a siren called, lifting and falling with an ominous wail that sent citizens scurrying for their homes. Hiding like monsters in burrows, they prayed that this latest threat from the wastes would pass the city by, while fearing that this time, judgement had come to demand penance for their crimes. The people of Old Castle were rank with guilt. The city was populated by murderers. 

			And it was my home. 

			Through the chill of evening shadows, I made my way to the outskirts of Old Castle. No breeze disturbed the air, no sound accompanied the siren’s wail; light from a setting red sun did little to warm a tense ambience. Beyond the last of the buildings, I began crossing a stretch of open ground, heading towards the city wall. But it wasn’t me walking, not really, not any more. I could see through my eyes, hear through my ears, smell the stench of the city, but I had no control over my direction. My footsteps weren’t made of my own volition. 

			I neared the city wall, a sturdy construction, thick and high, unbreakable, but at that moment it seemed merely a thin veil constructed for the illusion of safety. The huge turrets rising atop it housed the mighty ether-cannons which protected the citizens from the horrors of the wastes. But not from me. 

			‘He’s close.’ 

			These words gurgled from an oily mass slithering over cracked, stony ground ahead of me: a ghoul, wheezing wet breaths, hissing with anger. This thing had been a woman in life, a simple soul; but in death, an oozing puddle fuelled by injustice, out for revenge. Caring nothing for the danger approaching Old Castle, the ghoul sang her Song, a Song of obsession and need, and I couldn’t deny her plea for vengeance.

			Whirring. 

			Rattling machinery. 

			Up on the wall, the turrets were turning, sweeping the aim of their long, fat cannons left and right. A low, familiar drone came next, baritone beneath the undulating siren, rumbling through the empty streets behind me. From the centre of Old Castle, a great beam of energy shot towards the cloudless pink sky like a waterspout. The city had activated its ether shield. High above the buildings, the energy gathered into a monumental ball of clear, wavering magic before dispersing, smearing, spreading across the length and breadth of Old Castle, forming a barrier between the city and the sky. 

			Above me, the edge of the shield curved downwards, creating an umbrella that descended liquidly to the ruined ground outside the wall. In a matter of moments, this hive of guilt-ridden souls was secured within a dome of ether power like a city in a snow globe. Sunlight refracted, the siren changed its pitch, the breeze dropped and the air became stifled. The bitter taste of ether dried the inside of my mouth. But it wasn’t really my mouth now.

			‘Closer,’ the ghoul hissed.

			Cannons tracked the movements of whatever monstrosity was coming from the wastes as I followed the ghoul along the line of the wall. With no choice in the matter, I was led to a set of stone stairs rising to a pot-bellied watch post nestled between two turrets. The ghoul slithered up the stairs and I climbed after her like the dutiful puppet I had become. 

			No sign of movement came from beyond the watch post’s darkened doorway, but I knew a man hid there, a murderer who had nowhere left to run. He had taken sanctuary in the watch post in a vain attempt to hide from death. His subconscious understood what was coming for him, and why. The dead deserved vengeance. 

			Reeking of sewage, the ghoul hissed in anticipation, gurgled with longing. Like a snake, her darkness oozed up around the doorway to form an oily frame. I stared into the gloom beyond. 

			‘Your sins have returned to you.’ My Mouth, using my voice, but it wasn’t me speaking. ‘Won’t you come out and atone with dignity?’ 

			No reply. 

			The man in the watch post was by no means the first murderer I had tracked that day, and he wouldn’t be the last. I’d been leaving a trail of blood behind me for two days now, and there was an endless river’s worth waiting to be spilled yet. 

			Whatever will remained to me, I tried to force it into my legs, to make myself turn around and walk away, but I no longer had the strength or presence to make a difference to my actions. I stepped through the ghoul’s stench, entered the watch post, and the man attacked immediately. 

			He came out of the gloom, big and strong, a blur of motion in the dim light shining through the viewing slit in the back wall. With one arm, he pulled me into a tight embrace, spitting a curse into my ear as his free hand thrust a knife into my side. The blade couldn’t penetrate my ribs and sliced over bone before its tip ripped out of the skin beneath my chest. I was too far gone to feel the damage inflicted upon my body and pushed the man away with force enough to send him sprawling. 

			‘Kill him,’ the ghoul hissed from the doorway.

			The murderer sat on the floor, staring up at me. He was no Magician; he couldn’t see the ghoul of his victim. His expression became stunned when I pulled the knife from my body and showed no distress at the hot blood soaking my shirt and trousers. Panic filled the man’s eyes when I used the blade to point at him.

			‘The dead call me Sycamore. I am their Shepherd.’

			With another curse, he jumped to his feet, fists clenched and ready to fight. I stepped close to him, dodged a clumsy punch and drove the knife into the side of his neck, down to the hilt. Such a simple and fluid act. I wished I could have turned away and covered my ears as the man dropped to his knees, choking, clawing at the knife’s handle with fingers slicked in arterial blood. Desperate, struggling to breathe, his eyes pleaded with me. He looked to be approaching twenty, the prime of life but not yet old enough to have seen the horrors of war. 

			When he toppled, falling face down and dead, the ghoul gave a peaceful sigh and slithered across the floor. The oily darkness mingled with the pool of blood spreading around the corpse of her murderer. As though in a show of gratitude, a single tendril reached out to touch my boot before the ghoul faded and disappeared. Finding peace through vengeance, she journeyed on to the other side.

			The city siren continued to wail. I continued to drown inside myself. 

			Stepping over the corpse, I peered through the watch post’s viewing slit to gaze upon the desolation outside Old Castle. The sun was about to kiss the horizon, a sinking red orb quivering through the watery magic of the city shield, shedding the last of its rays upon a broken landscape. Shadows stretched and pointed at the city; the glassy summits of hillocks reflected light with majestic starbursts of rainbow colours. Millennia of humanity’s bad choices had been trampled down into a plain of scorched rock and rusty metal. This was the wasteland. This was the world now called Urdezha, ruined beyond recognition, just like its people.

			It looked as though a dust storm was blowing in. A bank of debris rolled across the plain like fog on the sea, hued red by the sun’s backdrop. But this was no act of nature. The storm had been kicked into the air by the hundreds of feet galloping towards Old Castle. A herd of beasts. A stampede of monsters. They were too far away to see in great detail, but these creatures were as big as houses, thundering along on four legs, too many to bother counting. With stocky bodies covered in bony spikes and long horns protruding from great heads, the herd’s charge looked unstoppable. Was this an act of war? Had the herd been driven this way by Old Castle’s enemies? It didn’t matter. The creatures of the wasteland were never a match for the might of a city.

			Along the city wall, ether-cannons took aim and fired with oddly subdued whumps. Ether knew ether, they said, and the shield allowed the lethal bursts of magic to pass through its energy and race across the wasteland trailing streamers of displaced air. The first wave of shots smashed into the herd’s front line, punching the life from the monsters. The cannons fired again – and again – and the charge faltered under their fury. 

			Through the sound of the siren, the drone of the shield and the whumps of ether, distant roars reached my ears. The cannons spat so many bursts of magic that the enemy was soon obscured by dust and debris. Whether or not the remaining monsters had turned tail and fled, leaving their fallen as carrion on the wastes, not one of them emerged from the storm. The abscess of Old Castle wouldn’t be lanced today, but … ‘Soon,’ said a voice inside me.

			I placed a hand on the wall to steady a sudden flush of fatigue weakening my legs. The knife wound in my side wasn’t critical, but it was bleeding freely. I needed medical attention, food, sleep, but none of them would be given to me. As long as I could draw breath, my body would continue this rampage, while my spirit, my essence, me, slowly spiralled down into the oblivion of Nothing. 

			The moment of weakness passed, and a voice gurgled from behind me. 

			‘Sycamore.’

			Another ghoul had materialised. It stood in the watch post’s doorway, formed into the rough approximation of a human shape. It held no discernible features and oily shadows dripped from its outstretched arms. The ghoul’s presence came as no surprise; it was simply the next victim of murder to find me. And in this city, on this world, there would always be a next victim.

			

			

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Two

			

			Every person carried with them into death the final moments of their life like memorials grieving for the last spark of corporeal existence. The Song of the Dead, it was called, a lament that was not designed to endure. It faded from memory until a spirit learned to let go and achieve true freedom. Most moved on to the unknown of the other side; others chose to remain as peaceful ghosts to haunt the places where they had lived. And then there were ghouls, those who refused to stop singing the Song of the Dead because they could not accept the manner in which they died.

			‘Help me, Sycamore,’ said the ghoul in the doorway.

			Sycamore, Shepherd of the Dead, spirit of vengeance. I struggled to remember who I was within his possession. Wendal Finn, I told myself. I am Wendal Finn. My mantra, my last rock of salvation, surrounded by the endless depths of an unforgiving sea. 

			‘Little ghoul,’ Sycamore said, and he made me step over the corpse on the watch post floor. ‘Can you tell me your name?’ 

			He asked this because if a ghoul couldn’t remember its name then its murderer was unobtainable, perhaps already dead. In such cases, there was nothing to be done and Sycamore would banish the ghoul from his sight. But, to my dismay, this one remembered.

			‘Clay Hysan.’ The name was spoken with an urgent hiss, and with its uttering changed an it into a he.

			‘Sing me your Song, Clay Hysan. Show me how you died.’ 

			I knew what happened next. Without words or melody, Hysan’s Song came as a drab monochrome vision, a preternatural glimpse into the recent past which broke down the walls of the watch post and superimposed itself over the environment. The vision muted the voice of the city and delivered me to a sparse room somewhere in any one of Old Castle’s many hidden corners; a room without windows and steeped in the flickering shadows of candlelight. Wax dripped onto bare floorboards. Dirty smoke drifted.

			Hysan appeared in his Song as he would have in life. A wretch of a human, his grey beard and hair long and greasy. His naked body, brittle and grubby, had been strapped on its back to a wooden table into which words of magic had been carved. It was easy to assume that Hysan had been stolen off the streets where he lived, chosen to be a subject in the rites of the woman standing over him. 

			Of indeterminate age, the woman was dressed in a dusky gown that covered her from neck to foot. Sweat beaded on a head shaved smooth. With the look of a predator, face masked by concentration, she used a medical scalpel with the thinnest of blades to slice a symbol into the skin of Hysan’s stomach. This woman was a Magician. Her touch was so delicate that she drew no blood. An adept, then, casting a spell. She was saying something, either talking to her captive or reciting an incantation – it was impossible to tell for her lips moved without sound. It was always the same in these visions: the Song of the Dead came in near-total silence.

			Clay Hysan was looking at me, and his voice I could hear, speaking to Sycamore.

			‘I never learned her name.’ A dry and close rustle, whispered in a vacuum, narrating his moment of death, his Song. Hysan expressed dispassion, detached from the cruelties being inflicted upon him. ‘She never explained why she did this to me.’ 

			And why would she? The Magicians of Old Castle were like fleas riding on the backs of the vermin who ruled the cities of Urdezha. Some would call them the bane of the Scientists; others, a necessary counterpart. They were secretive, hidden, keeping their purpose and reasons close to their chests. Magicians answered to their own kind only, but this woman would be answering to Sycamore.

			‘She promised a hot meal and a contract of employment,’ Hysan explained as the woman completed the spell on his stomach and stepped back to admire her handiwork. ‘Said the Magicians had need of someone like me.’

			‘Indeed,’ said Sycamore.

			The homeless made excellent spies. They understood how to manoeuvre through the city’s every shadow and unseen space, and the Magicians paid them well for their services, especially when they needed to spy on the Scientists. Of course Clay Hysan would have jumped at this Magician’s offer. Unfortunately for him, her intent had clearly not lived up to her promise.

			‘I never got my meal,’ Hysan said as though reading my thoughts. ‘And no, the contract wasn’t what I thought it’d be.’

			The woman’s breath misted as she spoke into her hand and then released the words onto Hysan’s stomach with a flourish. They settled on him like wisps of smoke. Blood rose from the thin cuts, just enough to detail the spell in lines and swirls of red. A barren tree, I thought the symbol resembled. The Magician blew upon the blood and it congealed, hardened, turned to scabs. 

			‘The spell’s purpose?’ Sycamore thought to me. I didn’t know. Perhaps an experiment to further magical prowess, or maybe part of a clandestine plan – it didn’t matter. Whatever the purpose, its casting had resulted in murder. 

			Hysan said, ‘It didn’t hurt. I just felt more and more tired, and then I wasn’t alive any more.’

			With further words of magic and a deft hand, the Magician sliced a circle around the scabs before gently cutting under them. With care and infinite patience, she worked the scalpel until the complete spell separated from Hysan’s body and floated up several inches, carried on a gossamer leaf of skin. Crimson steam began to rise from it. The magical script carved into the tabletop beneath Hysan glowed with a dim radiance. The Magician dropped the scalpel and raised her arms, chanting the crescendo of her incantation silently to my ears.

			‘Find her, Sycamore.’ Hysan’s monochrome eyes darkened with fury. ‘I want my vengeance.’

			And in the Song, he died. His body shrank, dried, withered, and his spirit left him. Black with the anger of injustice, it oozed over the table, stretching before slapping to the floor in oily drops. The vision faded. The final image was of the Magician staring at her spell, a red symbol on a leaf of skin thinner than a sheet of paper now resting on her open hands.

			The wail of the siren returned to me; candlelight died, replaced by the gloom inside the watch post at the city wall. The ether-cannons had stopped firing. Hysan’s ghoul loitered in the doorway, once again in the dark and featureless shape of a human. His stink offended my nostrils. The Song of the Dead had been sung. It was now mine to avenge.

			‘Come, then, Clay Hysan,’ Sycamore said, retrieving the knife. It made a sucking sound as it slid free of the corpse’s neck. I thrust it into my jacket pocket without cleaning the blade. ‘Lead me to your murderer.’

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Three

			

			Falling, dwindling inside my own body, but still dregs of happiness remained to me, lingering memories of laughter, of a love and hope that once held back fear of an uncertain future. There was belief, too; an innocent confidence that the walls of Old Castle would always stand between the citizens and the wars and monsters of the wasteland. But details, specifics, who I had shared these dregs with, were fading fast. I was desperately clinging to the dying ideals of the man I once was, the man who could no longer recall what events had led him to this point. 

			Sycamore cared nothing for what I had been through or what it had lost me – and I had lost … more than I could remember, something important. 

			For two days straight, he had been running my body into the ground, I recalled that much. The faces of every victim who had died on this killing spree remained as clear fragments in my shattered memory, along with every desperate word that had begged me to stop. Two days, and now with a fresh knife wound in my side – that I was still walking at all impressed Sycamore; he saw it as a kind of strength not to be wasted. So here I was, a host for a monster, traipsing after a vengeful ghoul, heading towards my next victim.

			By the time Clay Hysan had led me to edge of Old Castle’s western region, the siren had stopped and the shield had been deactivated. Night was falling and the air was fresh again with the chill of winter. Now the danger from the wastes had gone, a few citizens were braving the outdoors. Dressed in shirts and trousers and dresses of inexpensive fashion, they couldn’t see the ghoul leading me, couldn’t meet the eye of the bedraggled and blood-spattered vision of Wendal Finn, but they feared what I hosted. 

			Driven by instinct, they gave me a wide berth on the street, recognising deep down that an animal higher than them in the food chain was on the hunt. As I passed them, downcast expressions and defensive body language revealed the way Sycamore’s presence affected their thoughts; perhaps, after all, it would be safer to return home for the night and wait for the sanctuary of morning.

			Hysan’s ghoul led me down a main street which ran alongside a high wall, signifying the beginning of a district known as the Fusion. Sycamore was slowly devouring my being, my essence, but he was also absorbing my generic knowledge of Urdezha, of this city, and his curiosity was piqued by the wall. He wanted to know what lay on the other side. 

			He was fascinated to learn that the Fusion was a small and forbidden inner district, where only the highest-ranking Scientists were allowed to go. It was home to the city’s main reactor, a feat of magical engineering which tapped into the ether-growth far beneath Old Castle. The reactor drew up power for the shield generators and ether-cannons; it provided the energy by which the populace survived. Without ether, this city would crumble and blow away into the wasteland, meaning that security in the Fusion was permanently high. 

			Sycamore pondered this.

			As Hysan’s oily ghoul led me away from the Fusion’s wall and into a narrow side lane flanked by dirty lodging houses, my feet felt less sure on the stone paving. Strength was draining from my legs. I could hear Sycamore’s thoughts, feel what he was thinking. Perhaps it was time to possess a new host. I would have to die before he could free himself from my body; a simple enough task, but he worried because I had shown him how some humans were harder to possess than others. How long had we been together? Sycamore decided that he had neither the time nor the patience to disrupt his work unnecessarily. Better to use his current host until the very end – an end which had to come. 

			By now, the city watch were likely discovering the bodies I’d been leaving behind. It was only a matter of time before they followed the trail and caught up with me. Sycamore would select a new host then, someone from the Scientists’ hierarchy with access to the Fusion. There, he could meddle with the ether reactor, disable the shield and cannons, allow the monsters of the wasteland to wreak carnage on Old Castle’s streets. With access to the Fusion, he could cause a citywide catastrophe that dealt with every murderer at once instead of one at a time. 

			The citizens had no idea what I had brought to their world.

			Venturing deeper into the west, we skirted the Tinman District, not a particularly nice part of Old Castle. The Scientists ruled, but the north and south were their main territories, so that was where the bulk of the wealth went. East and west were home to the larger population, the drones of society’s hive, and the streets were not so clean there, the houses not so luxurious. I was vaguely aware that I had lodgings in the Tinman District, but did I live there alone? Was anyone missing me? What had I lost?

			Something important … something I had once sworn I’d never forget.

			The banality of life in this region was advantageous to the Magicians; it helped them avoid the unwanted attentions of the ruling caste. So when the ghoul led me down a stinking alley, where darkness stalked and even the filth kept old secrets, to the back door of a decrepit building, I assumed that we had arrived at one of the many Magicians’ dens in the area. But the words burned into the chipped and worn wood of the door told a different story. 

			Dark as charcoal, the words were a simplified form of an ancient alphabet, not unlike magical script. Salabese, the language of the Gardeners. Loosely translated, the words read: Cleanse your spirit. But to Sycamore, they might as well have said: Purchase empty promises. 

			Clay Hysan gave a gurgle of encouragement and his ghoul collapsed to a black puddle which oozed through the gap under the door. Sycamore had me draw the knife from my pocket and push the door open. It swung closed behind me.

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Four

			

			A Vestibule of Aktuaht, a place of spiritual well-being. It was a smallish room, square, no more than twenty feet in length and width, the ceiling low and dirty. The alley door was the only way in or out, and the Vestibule was empty. 

			‘Strange,’ thought Sycamore. 

			Wall-mounted candles flickered light onto a floor of hard-packed earth, grey and dusty. The staleness of old smoke hung in the air, along with the kind of stillness that suggested only spiders and insects were watching me. No citizens sat on the single rickety pew, which was positioned before a worn stretch of floor flanked by two rows of four wooden pillars and which led to a large brazier atop a stone pedestal. The ghoul of Clay Hysan was nowhere to be seen, but I could feel he was close, detect his stench. 

			Intrigued, Sycamore steered me between the pillars towards the brazier. Salabese script had been carved into each one, no doubt telling the fables of the afterlife which my possessor found so ludicrous. The black metal dish of the brazier held a layer of ash. Behind it, a faded and flaking picture had been painted on the wall. It depicted a golden sun in a blue sky, shining down onto a thick and lush forest: a representation of the peace and spiritual harmony that supposedly waited on the other side.

			On the floor beside the brazier, a wicker basket had been filled with the little brown wings of sycamore seeds. I dug into them with the knife’s blade, unable to prevent Sycamore’s scoff escaping my mouth. Uncertainty was a key factor in faith, and many believed that these seeds provided nourishment for the dead, food for a spirit when it entered the afterlife and journeyed to Aktuaht. 

			This offended Sycamore.

			Aktuaht: a Salabese word which meant judicature or trial. It was the name of the spiritual realm that lay between the land of the living and the other side. A court, of a kind, where the dead received final judgement from three eternal Gardeners: Truth, Mercy and Wrath, the last knights from the Order of Glass and Words, an ancient sect whose calling was to protect the weak and defend justice. 

			The three Judges of Aktuaht decided whether a spirit deserved condemnation to Nothing or passage to a paradise they called the Garden in the Sky. I prayed now to the Order of Glass and Words, whispered apologies for my atrocities, begged Truth, Mercy and Wrath to put me on trial. If they could save the last of my spirit from Sycamore, then I’d take my chances that Aktuaht would witness a good soul worthy of heaven, where the sky was blue, the sun golden and the land was not a ruined waste. 

			‘Aktuaht is a lie,’ Sycamore thought to me. ‘Death is death, the other side is freedom, and there is no judgement in between. As for the Knights of Glass and Words, the truth about their Order is better left unsaid.’ 

			I tried not to listen, but his discourse came through feelings that bled into my drowning consciousness, demanding that I comprehend a stark reality of human existence before my death: false faith was easier than no faith, and the Magicians were very good at providing the lies that made life easier to live. They ran the Vestibules of Aktuaht, where, for a single coin, citizens could buy a blessing, burn a handful of seeds and earn the kind of favour that offered peaceful nights of sleep and promises of the Garden in the Sky. 

			The ash in the brazier was dead and cold. No seeds had been burned for at least a day or more. The candles were lit, but the light shone for no one but me. Why was the Vestibule empty?

			Hissing, Clay Hysan materialised between the wooden pillars. His darkness rose from the floor to form a human shape, oozing and dripping shadows. Something about the stance of his featureless ghoul relayed mournfulness rather than vengeful anger. 

			‘Well?’ Sycamore said, joining him between the pillars. He shrugged my shoulders. ‘You led me here?’ 

			‘Help me,’ Hysan gurgled. ‘I don’t know what I want.’

			An odd thing for him to say, given that if there was anything a ghoul knew, then it was definitely what it wanted. 

			‘Where is your murderer, Clay Hysan?’ 

			‘This isn’t fair!’ The ghoul made a sound like a man screaming underwater. ‘I deserve my peace!’ 

			To Sycamore’s surprise, Hysan’s darkness split, shredded into oily curls that burst and dissipated like puffs of smoke until all that remained where he had stood was a circular leaf of skin upon which thin lines of scabs formed a magical symbol resembling a barren tree. 

			‘What is this?’

			The leaf burned to dust with a blaze of quick fire. The symbol became wisps of crimson mist and flew at me with such speed that Sycamore had no time to dodge them. Each wisp hit me in the chest, one after the other, but there was no sensation of impact as the crimson magic sank through my clothes and pricked at my skin. Sycamore ripped my shirt open, popping buttons, and discovered that the symbol had re-formed on my bloodied and scarred chest, smoking, reeking, searing my flesh as though I had been branded. And that was when I saw it: the thing I had lost and forgotten.

			From a chain around my neck hung two wedding bands. One was mine. The other was my wife’s. I had lost her. She was dead.

			The door to the Vestibule opened and Clay Hysan’s murderer entered.

			Head bald and dressed in a Magician’s gown, the woman from the vision took a few steps before stopping to consider me with the calculating eyes of a hunter. A beast of a man entered after her. Broad, shaggy-haired, almost seven feet tall, he closed the door and stood guard, his cold expression alive with the threat of violence in the candlelight.

			Sycamore considered this an interesting turn of events. I tried in vain to recall my wife’s name.

			The woman stepped further into the Vestibule. ‘They say a messenger has come to Old Castle from Aktuaht.’ She spoke in Salabese, her voice smooth with confidence. ‘The dead are calling him Sycamore.’ She stopped where the pillars began and gave me a triumphant smile. Her pupils were dilated; there was magic ready at her fingertips. ‘They say you are eternal, inexorable, but I say you are as weak as the blood and bones you wear.’

			A Magician’s trap, and Sycamore had blindly walked into it. A situation that was easily remedied, he decided. I lifted the knife, intending to cut my own throat so the spirit of vengeance could release himself from his host, but the Magician said, ‘No you don’t,’ and cast the spell she was holding. 

			On the pillars, hiding amidst the Salabese script, small words of magic glowed with rose-coloured radiance. The light scratched at the symbol on my chest and fatigue beset every inch of my body. My fingers opened and the knife thudded to the earthy floor. Sycamore dared not let me take a single step lest I fall over, and had me glare at the Magician instead. 

			‘Oh.’ She pouted mockingly. ‘Have your sins returned to you?’

			Behind her, the beast of a man snorted his amusement.

			I swayed on my feet. Sycamore wondered if he had underestimated the humans of this city. 

			Offended, he said, ‘Who are you to dare cast your spells on me?’

			The Magician shook her bald head. ‘I’m led to believe that a name in your hands will result in dire consequences.’

			‘That depends on who introduces me to you. What have you done with the ghoul of Clay Hysan?’

			‘He is … safely hidden from you.’

			My lip curled into a snarl. ‘You are a child playing a dangerous game, Magician.’

			‘Ah, but it’s a game that I’m winning nonetheless.’

			The words of magic on the pillars flared brightly. The spell on my chest grew, the red lines searing out to cover my stomach and snaking around to my back. There was sensation then, a deep, dull ache that didn’t just belong to me but also to my possessor. I felt stronger, my being more intact. And Sycamore … I felt his incredulity as his control faltered. His consciousness began sinking. Mine rose, piecing its shattered parts back together. Sycamore could do nothing as the spell overcame his possession and I reclaimed my body. 

			The sudden release from subjugation forced a bellow from my mouth, aimed at the Magician in rage and confusion and heartache. She stepped back from me as though wary of a wild animal. 

			Instinctively, my hand gripped the wedding bands hanging from my neck and I remembered the name of my wife. ‘Eden!’ I shouted; and then, ‘Fuck!’ as pain from my wounds hit me, mixed with my fatigue, and drove me to my knees.

			Hot tears ran down my cheeks. Sycamore despaired as he sank deeper inside me, clutching uselessly for a hold that might allow him to clamber back up and into control. But he couldn’t prevent the Magician’s spell from pushing him down and down until we had switched places and he became the helpless observer, trapped in a flesh prison.

			The Magician was breathing heavily, both anxious and excited, surprised that her trap had worked. 

			‘Let’s get him to the old monster,’ she said to her henchman. ‘Quickly.’

			Without a word, the man came for me. He grabbed my collar and yanked me up. I barely had the strength to keep my feet on the floor and hung limp and hopeless … until he prised my hand away from the wedding bands. Until he tried to pull the chain from my neck. Then I closed my eyes and summoned a primal fury. Thrashing, screeching, my teeth clamped on the first thing they could find and bit down, hard. A roar of pain preceded the taste of blood in my mouth and I chewed on something tough and difficult to swallow.

			The Magician shouted, ‘Tamara, no!’ but couldn’t prevent me from being punched so hard that nothing mattered any more. 

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Five

			

			Wendal Finn … my name is Wendal Finn.

			I died young, though I wasn’t truly dead. I fought in the war, and it was the war that broke me. The army discharged my service before my tour of duty had officially ended. They couldn’t understand the ailment that had fucked me up beyond reason – I still didn’t understand it now. Eventually, the army had decided the surest way to wash their hands of a useless shell of a soldier was to send him back to Old Castle, where I discovered my wife was dead. That was what finished me off.

			No one warned me that I’d find an official notice at home, a cold scrap of paper informing me that Eden had committed suicide mere days before my return. It said her body had been welcomed to a reduction house. Welcomed, as though that meant she had been peacefully laid to rest. I was invited to pay my respects at any one of the city’s Gardens – a euphemism confirming that nothing physical remained of the woman I loved.

			It was the final stroke, the emotional breakdown which ensured my condemnation. It was the day I lost the battle for my spirit and became a possessed killer who had now attracted the attention of the Magicians.

			Darkness receded into candlelight. Air, cool and damp, kissed my skin. There was no pain, no chaos; I had been brought back from the brink of Nothing, but I couldn’t feel my arms and legs. 

			Immobilised, I lay on the floor of a room I didn’t recognise. The Magician whose trap I had sprung stood over me in the flickering light of naked flames, staring at something ahead. Above her, magical script decorated the ceiling, written in substances I didn’t want to guess at. The atmosphere felt heavy, oppressive. I tried to speak, but no words passed my lips. My tongue was as useless as my limbs.

			‘Dyonne Obor,’ said a voice – muffled, oddly threatening in its neutrality. ‘You have brought ghouls to my house. I am not pleased.’ 

			The Magician drew herself up. ‘With respect, Mr Sebastian, precautions have been taken. I allowed no ghoul to follow this man into this room.’

			‘You might as well have. This thing attracts the dead from all places.’

			I lifted my head and looked down the length of my body. I was naked. My knife wound had been stitched and the red lines of a spell criss-crossed my already scarred chest and stomach. I gazed beyond my feet, focusing on the far end of the room. A bloated mass was kept suspended two feet off the floor by a host of ceiling chains. Each chain disappeared into a dark, thick robe the size of a two-soldier tent. The mass was so large and misshapen that it couldn’t possibly belong to a human; and yet it was crowned with the triangle of a hood which some inner instinct told me hid intelligent, human eyes.

			A man stood beside the mass. He was caked from head to foot in a pale grey chalky substance, dry and flaking upon his skin. A cloth bearing glyphs covered his eyes; a transparent mask covered his mouth. A line of what appeared to be viscous, snaking water flowed from the mask and joined the chains inside the tent-sized robe.

			A distant memory reminded me that no one ever saw or heard the highest-ranking Magicians, the Grand Adepts of the Salem. Their every word and mood were channelled through a proxy. Eden had told me that.

			The proxy pointed at me. ‘It is an animal. It ate your bodyguard’s thumb.’ 

			My head thumped down to the floor. The taste of blood lingered in my mouth.

			The Magician called Dyonne Obor said, ‘Tamara was a fool, Mr Sebastian. He should not have tried to steal from this man and learned his lesson the hard way.’

			A derisive hiss came from behind the mask. ‘Why did you bring it to me?’

			‘Because he has high value. I had good reason to bring his consciousness back from the brink.’

			‘Explain. Quickly.’

			‘Three days ago, this man returned from the wasteland carrying a great asset. His name is Wendal Finn, but the dead call him by another name, and it is the same name that we Magicians have all heard whispered in recent times.’ 

			In my head, I begged them not to say it, to preserve the first state of peace I’d known since the war, but the naked proxy drew a shuddery breath and said it anyway. 

			‘Sycamore.’

			That word … how many times had a ghoul wept it to me as though driving nails into my ears? People had died because of it. 

			‘So, this is him,’ the mass, the proxy – Mr Sebastian – said. ‘The killer who has been stalking Old Castle’s streets – I am not much impressed.’ 

			‘As the Gardeners are my witness, his wrath is mighty,’ Dyonne said in Salabese. ‘Look beyond the host, sense for yourself how many ghouls are seeking retribution from what is inside him.’ 

			‘Yes.’ A silent, contemplative pause. When the proxy spoke again, Mr Sebastian had changed his tone, now accepting yet still suspicious. ‘The host is young. Most war survivors return home filled with patriotism for the Scientists. We cannot be sure where this Wendal Finn’s loyalties lie, what kind of man he is.’

			If they had asked me, I would’ve told them that my loyalty was all theirs if they could remove this thing that possessed me. I could feel Sycamore, somewhere deep in my being, slithering like a snake, searching for a weakness in the magic that was keeping him locked down inside me, searching for a way to rise again. Too true his fucking wrath was mighty. Given the chance, he’d have me kill every person in this room.

			‘The wasteland changed Wendal Finn in wild ways,’ Dyonne said sternly. ‘The death of his wife has shattered his heart. He has nothing left but his skin and bones and an empty life. Wendal Finn is the perfect host, and we cannot allow him to walk the streets of Old Castle as a freeman.’ 

			‘True, but I am not so convinced of his suitability.’ 

			‘With respect, he would already be dead without my intervention, and I beg the Grand Adept of the Salem to remember the faith he has shown in my judgement in the past. Have I not delivered where others have failed?’ A sly lilt crept into Dyonne’s tone. ‘Unless, of course, you would prefer to let the Scientists discover Sycamore and convert him into a good citizen?’

			‘Or I might prefer to throw the host to the wasteland and end the quandary here and now! Be mindful of who you are talking to, Dyonne Obor.’ 

			Dyonne averted her gaze, suitably admonished. ‘Mr Sebastian, please. My intervention has trapped Sycamore but my spells will not last. They need bolstering with magic more adept than mine. I beg that you cast the Song of Always upon the host before it is too late.’

			‘Oh, is that so?’

			I wasn’t sure what they were talking about. The Song of Always – it rang a distant bell. Had Eden told me about it in the past? One thing was for sure, Sycamore didn’t like it, squirming somewhere inside me at its mention.

			‘There is sense to endorsing such an adept spell,’ Dyonne pleaded. ‘Sycamore is ours, for now, but we can only use him in our feuds with the Scientists if he is kept tame and protected. If we do nothing, he will escape to claim a new host or disappear altogether.’

			Shit. Feuds? I tried to speak again, but my tongue remained a dead slug in my mouth.

			‘This is a dangerous entity that you believe we can tame.’

			‘But it is infinitely more dangerous to let him loose. My judgement is sound, and is this not what the Salem desire?’

			Mr Sebastian contemplated for a moment. ‘The risk of losing Sycamore to the Scientists is our greatest threat. The Gardeners only know how they might use him. I cannot deny that there is sense in casting the Song of Always to preserve Sycamore and keep him for ourselves, but Wendal Finn is disturbed, delicate. The host is in need of taming himself.’ 

			‘Indeed.’

			‘Then would you act as his custodian, Dyonne Obor?’

			‘Me?’ 

			‘You have an objection?’

			‘No!’ Dyonne used the perfect measure of surprise and pride. ‘You … you honour me, Mr Sebastian.’

			‘Keep your trickster’s tongue still! Custody of the host is what you came here to claim, and now I entrust it to you. The Salem’s favour has been well earned, it seems, and you damn well know it.’

			Dyonne bowed her head humbly.

			‘Be warned,’ the proxy continued. ‘No living or unliving thing can gain access to this man unless you are given directive by me. Watch him closely, shield him at all times. If Wendal Finn cannot be controlled, he must die, and the spells cast that will banish Sycamore for good lest he come for us all.’

			‘Of course.’

			‘You have proved yourself worthy countless times, Dyonne Obor, but you will attend this responsibility with renewed and impeccable vigour. Do not disappoint the Salem.’

			Dyonne looked down at me, a smirk on her lips, cold triumph in her eyes. ‘Understood, Mr Sebastian.’

			If they said any more, I didn’t hear it. The bitter taste of magic scratched the back of my throat and once again darkness rushed in. 

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Six

			

			‘Sycamore. How strange that name must sound from the lips of the living.’ 

			I hadn’t realised my eyes were open until Dyonne came into sharp relief. She had moved me to my home, a sad single room on the third floor of a five-storey lodging house which still held the fading atmosphere of a happier life. Dyonne sat on my bed, and I on a chair within a ring of magical script written in chalk on the floorboards. I had been dressed in a simple shirt and trousers. Beneath the shirt, the spell branded onto my body itched. The stitches in my wounds felt tight. The whole right side of me ached.

			There was something out of place in my lodgings, a threatening presence that wouldn’t quite come into view, as if it were shrouded in shadow, but thankfully Dyonne was alone.

			‘Wendal, if you’re worrying about Tamara, he is elsewhere having his wound dressed, pining for the time when he had two thumbs, no doubt. I don’t think he and you will be friends.’

			My hand was clenched into a tight fist. Fingers unfurled stiffly to reveal a chain sitting on my palm. It was threaded through mine and Eden’s wedding bands. The rings were real metal and the only things of worth that I owned, materially and emotionally. I looped the chain over my head, disturbed that someone else had touched the rings but comforted by their presence as I tucked them under my shirt. 

			I glared at Dyonne. ‘What do you want from me?’ 

			‘Acceptance.’ Amused, Dyonne tapped the books lying on the bed beside her. Eden’s journals, piled up beside the letters I’d written her from the wasteland. ‘It seems your wife had an interest in magic. But she was a dabbler, not even yet a novice.’

			My gaze lingered on the letters and journals. ‘Those aren’t for your eyes.’

			‘Oops. Too late.’ 

			Dyonne’s voice was fine and smooth as smoke drifting in the air. I felt calm but strange. It was as though the two of us sat safe inside a bubble of stark clarity, beyond which the rest of my lodgings were obscured by a smeared darkness. Ghouls, I quickly realised, pressed against Dyonne’s magic, trying to get to Sycamore but held back in silent turmoil. 

			‘I can make this a permanent arrangement for you,’ Dyonne said. ‘Keep the ghouls at bay for good. Mostly.’

			With thoughts clearer than they had been in a long time, I accepted that I was in the shit up to my neck whichever way I looked at the situation. ‘What do you want?’

			‘The bigger question is what do you want?’ She gestured to the letters and journals. ‘These belong to a life that is over now, Wendal. I can replace them with whatever you desire. Women? Men? Intoxication? You could live a life of impunity and hedonism. Within reason.’

			Within reason … Sycamore remained an ache inside me, like bad food poisoning my gut. But he was still, as though he slept. How long would that last? I was no fool and neither was this woman. Secrets, double-edged pacts and dangerous games – that was what the Magicians were about. Dyonne Obor was searching for whatever would encourage me into subservience, and that was the one thing I thought I’d leave behind in the war. 

			‘Well?’ Dyonne said softly. ‘What is it to be?’

			I was hardly in a position to say no thanks then walk away and rebuild my life as a normal citizen. The Magicians wanted Sycamore and they had used me to trap him. They weren’t letting him or me go now. I supposed Dyonne was offering to help me make the best of a bad situation. She had pulled me back from the brink of Sycamore’s oblivion, given me a second chance at life, but only by dumping me into a no-win scenario. Could I feel grateful for that? I didn’t want to die, but what did I want? 

			My gaze drifted up to the ghouls smeared blackly across Dyonne’s magic. The wasteland had opened my eyes to many things, most especially the horde of spirits roaming Urdezha. The dead didn’t always journey on to the other side, more often than most realised.

			‘I want to talk to my wife.’ The words came unbidden, in a rush, as though thinking about them too long might steal the chance away. I pointed at the dead pressing down on us. ‘She must be among them.’ 

			‘It is possible,’ Dyonne said dubiously. 

			‘Can you find her?’

			‘What makes you think she wants to be found?’ 

			From among the letters, Dyonne plucked out Eden’s official notice of death and sent it fluttering into the air with a sound like crackling flames. People who killed themselves were never happy in the world they had left behind. What had made my wife so unhappy that she had ended her own life? 

			I stared at the notice on the floor. ‘I need to know.’

			‘To what end, Wendal? You can’t change what has happened. Or is Eden supposed to haunt you, her spirit bound to you in … what? Everlasting love?’

			‘I don’t know, I …’ I didn’t like this calm; it was unnaturally induced and alien. An effect, no doubt, of the spell seared into my skin. I dug beneath it, discovering ever more of the real me that Sycamore had repressed. ‘I just want to talk to her.’

			‘Hmm.’ Dyonne looked unconvinced. ‘The dead occasionally have their uses – they led us to your location in Old Castle, for example. But to seek their help in finding one lost spirit among the infinite horde and chaos?’ She gestured to the ghouls filling my lodgings, her face awed. ‘Look at them all. I won’t deal with the dead so intimately, for every Magician knows madness lies that way.’

			Funny how I believed her while wondering if she was telling the truth. My jaw set and my resolve hardened. If any warmth in my heart had been saved from Sycamore, any memory of the good life I had once led, it was because of Eden.

			‘You asked me what I want, and I want my wife.’

			Dyonne pondered. ‘I suppose I could steer you in the right direction. But this kind of help comes at a price, Wendal.’

			The conversation between Dyonne and Mr Sebastian rattled around my brain and I placed a hand over the wedding bands beneath my shirt. ‘What price?’

			‘Oh, I think you already know the answer to that.’ The predator returned to Dyonne’s eyes. ‘Sycamore belongs to the Salem, the Magicians. The only question left is how willingly his host will allow us to use the gift he has been given.’

			Yes, I knew it, but I recoiled all the same. She was talking about the reason I’d spent the last month wanting to bore a hole in my head and pull out my brain. ‘Fuck you!’ 

			Dyonne clucked her tongue. ‘Do try to retain a little dignity, Wendal. It will make this negotiation far simpler for all concerned.’ 

			‘What negotiation?’ I tensed on the chair and pain flared from my wounds. ‘Cooperate or die – that’s the choice you’re giving me.’

			‘Yes, we would kill you, if you left us with no option.’ Dyonne’s smile lacked kindness. ‘It is also possible that we would lock you up in a room which never sees the sun and take what we want anyway. You heard what Mr Sebastian had to say, Wendal – if you insist on acting out like a fucking idiot, then this won’t end well for you.’

			I chewed on my words for a moment. A game was nearly always won because a player understood the rules better than her opponent. Eden had told me that. I’d been losing this game since the day Sycamore had possessed me out on the wasteland.

			‘You have become a unique creature, Wendal Finn, and what I’m offering is not your best but your only way forward. I will save you, if you’ll let me.’ 

			‘This isn’t fair.’ Tears suddenly sprang to my eyes. I did not want to die, but – ‘I never wanted this.’ 

			‘Yet it is yours nonetheless, bright and terrible, and we Magicians are so thankful that we found you. We have need of Sycamore’s wrath, but we cannot allow him to roam free.’ Dyonne stood up, approached me, face sympathetic. ‘The war has filled the wasteland with the spirits of the dead, but this city has its own ghouls. They are imprisoned by the rage of their murders. Sycamore would give vengeance to them all if left unchecked. The Salem wishes to be more selective with his … clientele. In the meantime, you and I are to be his tamers.’ 

			I wasn’t blind. Dyonne was offering me my sanity, control of my body – for the most part. The spells on my skin, the magic which had been forced upon me – they would keep Sycamore locked down, dormant inside his host, until such a time that the Magicians had need to let him out of his cage. To spill blood with my hands. 

			‘Think of Eden.’ Dyonne pursed her lips. ‘I will help you find her spirit, and all I ask in return is your obeisance. Is that really so bad?’ 

			Fuck it all. Without this Magician there was nothing for me but darkness and a lonely death. No pleading, no bargaining would get me out of this, and Dyonne knew the name of the only woman who could hook my cooperation.

			‘So, what do you say, Wendal? Have we reached an accord?’ 

			I nodded and wept into my hands.

			Slowly, tenderly, Dyonne pulled them away and stroked my hair. ‘You’re a lucky man.’ I half-laughed, half-cried at the absurdity. ‘It’s true. You are a romantic fool but lucky. I have never loved anyone as deeply as you love Eden. However …’

			She stepped away and considered the ghouls with her back to me. ‘I trust you, but Mr Sebastian is concerned that the host for his asset is so damaged that he will prove to be a liability. Therefore, he has prepared a rare spell that will alter your perception of mortality.’

			Dyonne opened her hand. On her palm, a crystal had appeared. It was uncut, jagged like a miniature mountain range, and gave off a faint rose-tinted silver hue. It was ether. A crystal of that size was worth more than everything anyone owned in this lodging house combined. 

			‘A safeguard for our deal, Wendal.’ Dyonne crushed the ether as though it was no tougher than dry sand and released the spell it held.

			I knew what magic felt like; I’d experienced the vibrations and pressure on my skin and the dryness in my mouth in the past when I had been around Eden’s experiments. But the magic Dyonne summoned in that moment damn near ripped the air from my lungs. So powerful and elemental. Sound and vision became painfully sharp with an abruptness that made me groan.

			The ghouls fled, retreating to the corners of the room. 

			Unnatural light glared off Dyonne’s bald head. Her pupils were so wide that her irises were thin hazel rings. For the first time, I noticed the scars on her hands, words of magic cut into her skin; and in one of those hands a weapon had materialised.

			Short and silver, embossed with dark lines in a design that looked like foliage growing along its barrel – this was no ether-cannon, no kind of projectile weapon that I’d seen before. It looked ancient even by ancient’s standards. Dyonne aimed it at me. Fearful, confused, I stared into the black hole at the end of the barrel.

			‘The Song of Always,’ Dyonne announced before pulling the trigger. 

			The weapon’s hammer fell upon a dirty, powdery combustible that ignited with a roar of thunder. I raised my hands but nothing hit me, and time slowed. Fire ballooned from the weapon with fluid grace; smoke rolled like waves on a grey sea. A shower of red sparks poured from the barrel, and through the smoke and fire came a spinning ball of metal. 

			Inexorable, it hovered a few inches from my face, droning like a bee, but coming no closer. 

			‘I claim your life and give you the moment of your death,’ Dyonne growled. ‘You cannot escape it, Wendal Finn. This bullet will always be there, following you, just out of sight, but ready to strike.’ 

			I could feel the bullet’s heat, its willingness to crack open my skull and puncture my brain.

			‘For now, I reserve this moment.’ There was something furious, wild about Dyonne then. Beads of sweat glistened on her head and her teeth were clenched, as though strained by the effort of holding magic too powerful for her. ‘I will keep you safe from all harm, but should you ever cross me, ever try to deny the Magicians their right to the entity you host’ – I flinched back as the bullet zipped an inch closer to my face – ‘your moment of death will find you wherever you stand.’ 

			With a sucking sound, the projectile disappeared, along with the reek of smoke and the ancient weapon. Dyonne appeared to grow. The bubble of protective magic changed, becoming like a scoop or vacuum that gathered up the ghouls, dragging them screaming into a sphere of watery darkness that hung in the air above us. I wanted to both shy away and reach out and touch the sphere. It was like staring into a window of unknowable things.

			‘Your Song is sung.’ Dyonne drew herself up regally, wiped sweat from her head. ‘And so, Wendal Finn, it is time to show you just how unique you are.’

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			II

			The Shepherd & the Sycamore

			

			(Three Months Later …)

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Seven

			

			The dead called me Sycamore. I was their Shepherd.

			The crossbow was kept atop a crockery cabinet in a pantry, a forgotten trophy stored in what looked to be a simple case. But upon bringing it down, I discovered the case was in fact made from real wood. Rare and expensive to humans; a bonus for Wendal Finn – but that was for him to worry about later. I blew a layer of dust from its dark lacquered top and opened it. 

			A plain, unremarkable weapon, the crossbow sat on a soft, padded interior. A single bolt lay beside it, a decorative projectile designed as a commemorative piece but no less lethal because of it. The polished head was engraved with words that celebrated the long service of the recently retired army officer who used to own this house. The crossbow was heavy but its action smooth as I pulled the string back, locked it and notched the bolt.

			A ghoul stirred in the pantry’s doorway. Like a patch of oily darkness, it slithered impatiently, stinking of sewage, gurgling with the usual sound of a drowning man. Its image, sound and smell heated my blood with a pounding need for vengeance. The ghoul beckoned to me, urged me to follow it, begging for justice. 

			With loaded crossbow in hand, I was led out of the pantry and into the kitchen. Silver light from the night sky spilled through a window, illuminating the gloom, shining on the pots and pans hanging above a stove still warm from the day’s cooking. The aroma of fried fish lingered on the air. Only households in the southern parts of the city, where the wealthiest Scientists lived, could afford real fish. Wendal Finn had always found the aroma greasy and unappetising.

			The ghoul led me down a hallway into a dining room where a large centre table played host to empty padded chairs and a bureau with decanters of better-quality alcohol than most in the city could afford. The ghoul paused beneath a family portrait on the wall. It lingered long enough for me to notice that this family had never had more than two members – one man, one woman; a husband and wife – before slithering off into the lounge. Its darkness oozed over comfy-looking couches and racks filled with books, finally heading to the corner where a skeletal staircase spiralled up to the next floor.

			The ghoul ascended. I followed.

			Follow. That was all I had been doing for the past three months. Before the Magicians claimed control of me, I decided which host to inhabit, I decided which ghoul to avenge. But now my decisions were made for me. I couldn’t escape the prison of Wendal Finn. The Magicians occasionally let me out to do their bidding. During these brief moments of freedom, there was always a victim of unavenged murder waiting for me, whose passion for justice had become a sweet addiction which I eagerly fed – but I couldn’t escape the Magicians’ leash which always dragged me back into my cell. I had become a puppet, a servant, as weak as the body I wore, forced to experience the slow drip of time as humans did, to feel life as they lived it. 

			But my patience would outwait them all.

			The ghoul was nowhere to be seen by the time I reached the top of the stairs and found a large, rectangular landing. Five bedroom doors surrounded me, all of them closed. A soft voice came from behind one, speaking with a low tone – too low to understand, but I knew who it belonged to. The door didn’t creak when I pushed it open. 

			Light glowed through drawn curtains. The bedroom smelled of flowers, though none were on display. The owner of the house lay asleep in a four-poster bed. An older woman, pinched face, mouth open, snoring lightly. She wore a sleep mask and the covers were pulled up to her chin. 

			‘Waste is not an end. Waste is survival.’ 

			The voice came from a glass pyramid that rested on a bedside table. Mostly clear but frosted in places, a dull light pulsed along its base.

			‘Waste is a way of life.’ 

			The pyramid was transmitting Dreamtime Theory, a philosophy that played across the city at all times. It ran on a subliminal frequency, drilling straight into the unconscious minds of humans. But I could hear it audibly. The voice spoke for the Scientists, the controllers, the ones who had raised the human race to its greatest height before crashing them down into a wasteland; and the transmission was designed to grease the wheels of their governmental machine. It worked, for the most part, on good citizens who followed the Scientists’ way. The Magicians used spells to block it out. 

			‘Every good citizen understands their responsibility to Old Castle.’

			The woman in the bed mumbled agreement in her sleep. I bared my teeth at her. She went by the name Agtha Martal.

			Not long ago, Agtha had murdered her husband and made it look like an accident. He had never treated her badly, and her motives were boredom and greed. Boredom because with her husband retired and home for good, she’d had to give up a secret life of social engagements and lovers; greed because as reward for his years of service to the army, he had been given a slice of a lucrative fishing business on the coast just outside the city. Agtha wanted that business, the wealth and social standing it would bring, all for herself. So she had poisoned her husband and almost got away with murder.

			I knew this because her husband had sung the Song of the Dead to me.

			Byon Martal’s ghoul materialised in the corner of the room. It gurgled with an insistent noise, hungrily seeking justice for his murder, egging me on. Gladly, I obliged, aiming the crossbow at his widow’s face, judging the position of her right eye beneath the sleep mask. 

			An odd feeling rose inside me, as though Wendal had turned his back on what was to come.

			‘When life ends,’ the pyramid said, ‘the reduction houses will welcome your loved ones. We will ensure that they provide new Dust for your fellow citizens.’

			These people! They would be laughable if they weren’t so dangerous. They would be glorious if they weren’t so corrupt. Any benefit that would come from this woman’s death belonged to the Magicians.

			I pulled the trigger. With a snap, the bolt shot into Agtha’s eye and pierced her brain. Her snoring stopped.

			A wave of putrid air filled the room, the stench of war and the wasteland. Byon Martal’s gurgling became satisfied, appreciative, and his ghoul melted to a puddle that stretched across the floor until it touched my boot and became the likeness of my shadow. Then the ghoul evaporated, an avenged spirit at peace, travelling on to who knew where? 

			The smell of flowers returned to the room. I felt the first stirrings of Wendal climbing up to regain control of his body and mind, signalling that it was time for me to crawl back into my cage. The Song of Always ensured that I couldn’t claim true freedom. Not yet. 

			And the voice of the Scientists said, ‘Nothing is forgotten.’ 

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Eight

			

			Life’s conspiracy had made friends difficult to come by, and I only had one – Janelle Memphis. But even she wasn’t too keen on me at that moment.

			‘This isn’t going to end well,’ she whispered.

			‘Why ever do you say that?’

			Her big blue eyes narrowed at me in a trademark glare of, Fuck you, Wendal.

			In the gloom of a basement, the tangles of Nel’s hair danced in the flickering light of a single candle flame. Her face usually held an unconcerned and welcoming expression but was now creased into something more anxious. 

			‘It’ll be fine,’ I promised, with absolutely no foundation for my convictions. ‘Trust me.’ 

			Around us, words of magic had been written in chalk on the walls, ceiling and floor; over empty wine racks, old beer barrels and support pillars. They even decorated the open stairs leading to the upper floor. The script appeared random and chaotic yet somehow formed a beginning, middle and end like a narrative that spiralled around the basement, ending at the man sitting in the centre of the floor. 

			‘I asked for you to come, and you came,’ the man said. ‘For this, I will make you grateful.’

			He didn’t say much that was coherent. He didn’t sound stable when he did.

			The growl in Nel’s throat was almost inaudible. She was always asking, ‘Why do I let you drag me into shit like this, Wendal?’ I never had a good answer, but she had stood by me all the same for nearly three months. 

			The man in the basement was Jon Johnny, though I doubted anyone knew his real name. He was cleanly shaved, his hair short – almost neat. He wore a simple moth-eaten robe and would’ve appeared healthy enough if not for the waxy sheen on his face and the look in his eye that said his perception of the world was somewhat askew and damaged.

			‘I don’t like this, Wendal.’ Nel’s hand was thrust deep into the cloth satchel hanging from her shoulder. You never knew what she was keeping in her satchel. 

			Jon Johnny was a fallen Magician, an addict who didn’t know when to stop. He had probably been suffering the torment of magic poisoning for years. Between the words that Nel and I could understand, he hummed an incantation, preparing a spell.

			‘It is written that only the Gardeners held the keys to heaven’s gateway,’ Johnny said. ‘But I know where the dead sing for the last time, where their Songs are judged by the Order of Glass and Words. I have created a gateway to Aktuaht.’

			The gateway he was referring to was no more than a hole in the basement floor, which he sat in front of. The area around its rim was stained by what looked to be old blood and vomit. 

			‘We should leave,’ Nel stated. 

			Johnny had resumed humming his spell. A collection of small jars sat on the floor around him, some containing oils, others powders of various colours, which he occasionally sprinkled into the hole. 

			‘I can help you find her,’ Johnny told me. 

			Nel rolled her eyes. This was by no means the first time she had heard somebody say that they could help me find Eden’s spirit, but would it be the last? The legend of Aktuaht was a crock of shit, according to Sycamore. But then Sycamore had never cared if I believed him or not. He always claimed that the truth was beyond my comprehension. He wasn’t one for straight talking.

			The problem with Jon Johnny was that he was a problem. For someone else. We were beneath a gambling house in Reaper Town, a particularly unsavoury area in the east of Old Castle. The Sharpened Card – the gambling house – had recently been taken over by a hoodlum called Mutley, who, if she had bothered to check why the place was being sold so cheaply, might’ve noticed the mad Magician living in her new basement. 

			Only Johnny knew where he had come from, and his magical antics had scared away the Sharpened Card’s clientele. His influence was palpable; nothing that could be put into words, he just gave the place a bad edge, like a tick burrowed into the flesh of the building, slowly spreading disease. Mutley, devoid of gamblers for her establishment, didn’t know how to get rid of Johnny, and so she had sought the help of the Magicians. Her plight had reached the ears of Dyonne Obor, and that was where I came in. 

			‘I will open the gateway if you wish it.’ Johnny was rubbing pungent oil into his hands, readying, I suspected, to cast his spell whether I wished him to or not.

			‘Wendal—’ 

			I stayed Nel with a raised hand and stepped closer to Johnny. ‘What have you been told about my wife?’ 

			‘Her name is Eden Finn.’ Johnny sprinkled a powdered catalyst into the hole. With a whump of combustion, orange flames began to glow. He leaned over them. Sweat glistened on his face. ‘She’s waiting for you on the other side.’

			Nel stepped in front of me, her whispers hoarse and angry. ‘This fucker is well past the point of crazy. I haven’t seen anyone this bad since the war. We. Should. Leave.’ She punctuated each word by jabbing a finger at me. ‘Right. Now.’

			There was a conflict of interests going on here. Dyonne had sent me to the Sharpened Card because she thought Johnny might be useful in my search for Eden. Mutley, however, was waiting upstairs with her cronies for news that I had got rid of Jon Johnny for her. Find out what you need and then solve the problem, Dyonne’s letter had said. I had no idea what happened next, but experience told me that the situation would find a painful resolution one way or another.

			‘When I open the gateway,’ Johnny said, ‘call for Truth, Mercy and Wrath. Ask the Judges to summon your wife.’

			‘Don’t listen to him,’ Nel implored. ‘He’s talking shit.’ 

			I knew she was right, but I couldn’t – wouldn’t? – take her advice. All my roads led to Dyonne Obor. She had spun her web over the city, and I could barely move without dancing along one of her threads. She fed off the fact that I’d leave no stone unturned in my search. Undoubtedly, by sending me here, she was now owed a handy debt by the crook who owned this place.

			‘This is wild magic, like wastelander magic.’ Nel’s face was pained. ‘There’s no telling what his spell will do. He’s lost control and needs better help than ours.’

			And Johnny said, ‘Aktuaht awaits.’ 

			Nel saw my resolute expression and clenched her teeth. ‘Listen to me, Wendal. I’m sorry, but you won’t find Eden today.’

			Then when? Tomorrow? Next week? Next year? Dyonne had told me so many times that only the mad genuinely dealt with the dead. I always thought she said it to mock me, but what if there was some truth to it? What if Jon Johnny’s madness was the key to finding Eden? 

			‘No stone unturned, Nel.’

			She held my gaze for a moment then stepped aside, muttering, ‘Don’t say I didn’t warn you,’ before moving behind me to stand by the stairs.

			I nodded at Johnny. 

			‘Aktuaht is here,’ he said.

			Eagerly grabbing a vial from the floor, Johnny popped the cork and poured a white substance, thick like gruel, into his mouth and swallowed. He closed his eyes and a moment passed before he groaned in pain. Leaning over the hole, his gateway to Aktuaht, he retched and gagged until he brought up a pallid mass, a fleshy sac that slid from his mouth like a giant maggot, containing something that glowed.

			‘Shit,’ Nel hissed.

			The sac split, spilling a wispy fluid into the hole. It crackled when it hit the fire, turning the colour of its flames from orange to vibrant blue. Coughing and gagging, Johnny pulled the remnants of the sac from his mouth and throat, letting it slap to the floor. And that was when his spell backfired on him. 

			Johnny shrieked as the blue fire shot from the hole and gripped his face with claws of flame. 

			‘I fucking warned you, Wendal!’ 

			Nel had spoken the truth; I wouldn’t find Eden today.

			Johnny scattered vials and jars as he fell back, thrashing, struggling for breath, dragging the fire clear of the hole. It slithered over his body, covering him completely, and he writhed as it devoured his robe and smothered his screams to silence.

			This was wild. The only spirit Johnny had summoned was his own. 

			As Nel spat out a line of curses and rummaged in her satchel, panicking, I watched with fear and fascination, recalling the war, recalling the clansfolk who I’d seen use this spell on the wasteland. Berserkers, they were called, and they summoned their own spirits to turn themselves into human bombs. They exploded with jellified spirit-matter which burned with a heat that even water struggled to douse. I had seen city soldiers incinerated when berserkers summoned their own spirits. I remembered with despair being caught in one of their explosions myself.

			‘Get away from him!’ Nel shouted. 

			I didn’t need telling twice. Rushing to the stairs, I started to climb, but stopped when Nel didn’t follow. 

			Johnny was on his feet, staggering from side to side. He wore the blue fire like a vaporous suit, a superimposed version of himself, inside which he drowned, screaming silently. I felt a wave of heat coming off him. This was the most tortuous state of existence: a spirit ripped from a living body, both locked in agony. If the spell reached a crescendo, spirit-matter would burn down the basement and probably eat through the gambling house above.

			Nel stepped forwards, a metallic sphere in her hands. She twisted it like she was trying to wrench it into two halves. It clicked, whined, and red lines appeared on its surface. 

			‘You can’t be serious?’ I said.

			‘Yeah, I’m the one making stupid decisions.’

			‘A grenade, Nel? In this space?’

			‘Hold on to your balls.’ 

			Johnny, tortured but silent in the cocoon of his own spirit, was beginning to break apart, expand, explode. Nel rolled the sphere across the basement floor and it stopped at his feet. She pushed me up the stairs, chasing after me, and then we fell entangled on the steps when the grenade detonated. 

			The concussion was dull, releasing a spiteful buzz in the basement, causing a pressure that made my ears pop painfully. A vacuum stole the air from my lungs. The blast shook dust down from the ceiling and the stairs rattled precariously. For a moment, I couldn’t catch my breath and felt sure the building would collapse on us. But Nel’s home-made device was more controlled than that.

			Jon Johnny and his spirit were entwined in barbed lengths of red magic that squeezed and crushed as they buzzed, liquefying him to harmless bloody jelly that dripped to the floor with big, heavy splashes. By the time Nel’s grenade had exhausted itself, Johnny and his spirit were no more than a steaming gelatinous mound that filled the basement with a gag-inducing stench. 

			Nel pushed me off her and got to her feet. She brushed away dust and cobwebs from her coat and hair, while giving me a bitter look. ‘Now can we go?’

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

			

		

	
		
			

			

			

			Chapter Nine

			

			

			Hope – that was what drove me; that was all I had left. Hope for a stagnant existence on a broken world. I never envisioned my life turning out this way. 

			‘Here’s to good business,’ Mutley said, ‘and a job well done.’

			I hadn’t intended to hang around at the Sharpened Card, but Mutley insisted that we join her for a drink when we emerged from the basement – to celebrate Jon Johnny’s demise, she said, which Nel thought an excellent idea, claiming that she deserved a drink after what I’d just put her through.

			‘Good business,’ Nel toasted, clinking her glass against our host’s.

			We sat in an alcove at one end of the public gambling room, in the light of ceiling lanterns and a table candle. A few of Mutley’s cronies stood at the bar, talking quietly; a few others had already begun the process of cleaning up Jon Johnny’s remains. Otherwise, the place was empty. There was something eerie about the sea of dust-laden games tables, devoid of gamblers. The Sharpened Card felt unnervingly still.

			‘Bottoms up,’ Nel said and drained her glass in one go. 

			Mutley refilled it from the bottle on the table. I sipped mine, politely declining a top-up. I’d never liked the sour taste of wine. Mutley didn’t seem to care; she wasn’t exactly trying to hide that she preferred Nel’s company to mine. 

			Mutley was a tall woman, broad, strong-looking – pushing thirty, at a guess. Her hair was short, as dark and smartly cut as the suit and shirt she wore. There was a hardness to her face, cynicism in her eyes, no nonsense in her body language – tough yet calculating – and it was easy to see that she had the charm and guile to be a criminal of Reaper Town. And the shine she had taken to Nel was reciprocated, apparently. During the brief time we had all been sitting together, my friend had gradually edged closer to our host.

			‘Finally, I can open for business,’ Mutley said, sipping her wine. ‘Thanks to you.’

			She said it to Nel alone, which was fair even though she hadn’t been told it was Nel’s grenade that saved everyone’s skin.

			‘As reward,’ Mutley continued, ‘I’d like to give you membership to the private tables upstairs. If you’d like that.’

			‘Deal,’ Nel said brightly. ‘I bloody love the dice tables.’

			Not that she had money to gamble with.

			‘What about you, Wendal?’ Mutley didn’t take her eyes off Nel. ‘Are you a gambling man?’ 

			I shook my head. ‘I don’t have the luck for it.’

			‘No, I don’t suppose you do.’ Mutley considered me, looked unimpressed. ‘A good fixer never places much faith in luck, am I right? That is what you do for the Magicians, yes? Fix problems?’

			‘Oh, don’t bother asking,’ Nel said, leaning into Mutley. ‘He won’t talk about what he does for the Magicians. Not even to me.’

			‘Well, that seems a little uncharitable.’ Mutley pulled a pack of cheroots from her inside pocket, took one out and lit it. ‘But then Magicians do enjoy their secrets.’ Her eyes didn’t leave mine as she blew smoke into my face. ‘Are you going to finish your wine, Wendal?’

			The underlying hint was heavy and unmistakable, though Nel didn’t seem to notice. My business at the Sharpened Card was concluded. Which was fine by me. I didn’t know what I was still doing there, anyway. Sickened in the aftermath of another miserable incident – another death, another dead end – I just wanted to walk away as usual, go home and get shit-faced to forget. And I had a lot to forget. If Jon Johnny wasn’t enough, the murder of Agtha Martal was fresh on my mind from yesterday. There was nothing worth celebrating here. 
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