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THOSE LEFT BEHIND
Charlon



A fallen priest named his gods and prayed to each.


Syrek. Lasreen. Meira. Pryan. Immor. Tiber.


No sound came from his lips, but that didn’t matter much. The gods would hear him either way. But will they choose to listen?


During his days in the church, Charlie used to wonder if the gods were real. If the realms beyond Allward still existed, waiting on the other side of a closed door.


By now, he knew the answer. He was near sick with it.


The gods are real, and the distant realms are here.


Meer in the desert, its Spindle flooding the oasis. The Ashlands at the temple, a corpse army marching from its depths.


And now, Infyrna, burning up the city before his eyes.


Cursed flame leapt against a black sky, even as a blizzard roared against the smoke. The Burning Realm consumed the city of Gidastern, and threatened to consume their army too.


Charlie watched with the rest of their bedraggled host, every warrior horrified and staring. Elder and mortal, Jydi raider and Treckish soldier. And the Companions too. They all wore the same fear on their faces.


But it did not stop them from charging forward, their battle cry echoing through the smoke and falling snow.


All rode toward the city, the Spindle, and the flames of hell itself.


All but Charlie.


He shifted in the saddle, more comfortable on his horse than he once was. Still, his body ached, and his head pounded. He wished for the relief of tears. Would they freeze or boil, he wondered, watching as all the world seemed to break apart.


The blizzard, the burning. The battle cry of Elder and Jydi alike. Immortal arrows twanged and Treckish steel rattled. Two hundred horses pounded across the barren field, charging for the flaming gates of Gidastern.


Charlie wanted to shut his eyes but could not.


I owe them this much. If I cannot fight, I can watch them go.


His breath caught.


I can watch them die.


“Gods forgive me,” he murmured.


His saddlebag of quills and ink felt heavy at his side. They were his weapons more than anything else. And in this moment, they were utterly useless.


So he returned to the only weapon left to him.


This prayer came slowly, from the forgotten corners of another life.


Before that hole in Adira. Before I defied every kingdom of the Ward, and made a ruin of my future.


As he recited the words, memories flashed, sharp as knives. His workshop beneath the Priest’s Hand. The smell of parchment in the dank stone room. The feel of a gallows rope around his neck. The warmth of a hand laid against his face, Garion’s calluses as familiar as anything in the realm. Charlie’s mind lingered on Garion, and their last meeting. It still stung, a wound never fully healed.


“Fyriad the Redeemer,” he continued, naming the god of Infyrna. “May your fires cleanse us and burn evil from this world.”


The prayer tasted wrong in his mouth. But it was something, at the very least. Something he could do for his friends. For the realm.


The only thing, he thought bitterly, watching as the army charged.


“I am a dedicant priest of Tiber, a servant to all the pantheon, and may all the gods hear me as they hear their own—”


Then a barking howl split the air like a thunderbolt, and the horse flinched beneath him.


Across the field, the city gates buckled, rattled by something within. Something big and powerful, many somethings, all screaming like a pack of ghostly wolves.


With a swoop of terror, Charlie realized he was not far from the truth.


“By the gods,” he cursed.


The Companions and their army never faltered, the wall of bodies charging straight ahead. For the flames—and the monsters within them. The city gates crumbled, revealing hellish demons the likes of which he had only seen in godly manuscripts.


Flaming spines, ashen shadows.


“Hellhounds,” Charlie breathed.


The monsters leapt into the army without fear. Their bodies burned, the flames born of their fur, their too-long legs black as charcoal. Snow sizzled against their burning coats, sending up clouds of steam. Their eyes glowed like hot coals, their open jaws spitting waves of heat.


The manuscripts were nowhere near so fearsome as the real thing, Charlie thought dimly.


In the pages of the old church books, the hellhounds were sharp and small, burned and twisted. Not these lethal, loping wolves bigger than horses, with black fangs and ripping claws.


The manuscripts were wrong about something else too.


The hellhounds can die, Charlie realized, watching one crumble to ashes after a sweep of Domacridhan’s sword.


Something like hope, small and ugly as it was, reared up inside the fallen priest. Charlie held his breath, watching the Companions fight their way through the hounds into the burning city.


Leaving Charlie alone with the echoes.


It was torture to watch the empty gates, straining to see anything inside.


Have they found the Spindle? he wondered. Have the hounds gone to defend it? Is Taristan still here, or have we missed him again?


Is everyone going to die and leave the saving the realm business to me?


He shuddered at the last thought. Both for his own sake, and the world’s.


“Certainly not,” he said aloud.


His horse whickered in reply.


Charlie patted her neck. “Thank you for your confidence.”


Again, he eyed the city of Gidastern, a city of thousands reduced to a flaming graveyard. And perhaps a trap as well.


He bit his lip, worrying the skin between his teeth. If Taristan was there, as they suspected, what would become of the Companions? Of Corayne?


She is barely more than a child, with the world on her shoulders, Charlie cursed to himself. And here I am, a grown man, waiting to see if she makes it out alive.


His cheeks flared with heat, and not from the flames. With all his heart, he wished he could have pulled her back from the battle. He winced, a knife of regret in his chest.


You never could have saved her from this.


Another noise rose from the city, a single guttural call. But it came from many mouths, both human and otherwordly. It sounded like a death bell. Charlie knew it too well. He heard the same thing at the temple in the foothills, rising from countless undead corpses.


The rest of the Spindle army is here, he realized with a jolt. The Ashlanders, Taristan’s own.


Suddenly his nimble fingers wound around the reins, his grip like iron.


“Flames and hounds and corpses be damned,” Charlie muttered, throwing back his cloak to free his arms. One hand went for his short-sword. “And damn me too.”


With a snap of the reins, he urged the horse forward, and she broke into a run. His heart rammed in his chest, matching the beat of her hooves against the ashen ground. The blizzard swirled, the clouds red with flame, all the world turned to hell. And Charlie rode right into it.


The gate loomed, with burning streets beyond. A path unfurled, beckoning the fugitive priest.


At least it can’t get worse, he thought.


Then something pulsed in the sky, behind the clouds, a thump like a tremendous heart.


Charlie’s spine turned to ice.


“Shit.”


The dragon’s roar shook the air with all the fury of an earthquake.


His horse screamed and reared up on her hind legs, her front hooves pawing helplessly. It took all Charlie’s will to keep his saddle. His sword fell to the ground, lost to the ash and snow. He watched with wide eyes, unable to tear his gaze away.


The great monster burst through the dark clouds over the city, its jeweled body red and black, dancing with the light of flame. The dragon twisted, born of the god Tiber and the glittering realm of Irridas. The Dazzling Realm, Charlie knew, remembering it from scripture. A cruel place of gold and jewels, and terrible things corrupted by greed.


Fire curled from the dragon’s jaws and its claws gleamed like black steel. Hot wind blasted over the walls, carrying snow and ash and the bloody, rotten smell of dragon. Charlie could only watch as the Spindle monster crashed down into the city, toppling towers and steeples.


His quill had traced many dragons over the years, drawing patterns of flame and scale, claw and fang. Batwings, serpent tails. Like the Infyrna hounds, the reality was far more horrible.


There was no sword he could raise against a demon such as this. Nothing a mortal could do against a dragon of a distant realm.


Not even the heroes could survive such a thing.


The villains might not either.


And certainly not me.


Shame rose up in his throat, threatening to choke the life out of Charlon Armont.


But for all the Ward, for all the realms, he could not go any further.


The tears he wished for finally came, burning and freezing in equal measure. The reins twitched in his hand, tugging the horse away from the city, from the Spindle, from the Companions. From the beginning of the end of the world.


Only one question remained now.


How far can I go before the end comes for me too?


In all his twenty-three years, Charlie had never felt so alone. Not even the gallows had seemed so bleak.


It was past nightfall by the time he was finally out from under the blizzard and the ash clouds. But the smell of smoke clung to his skin like a brand.


“I deserve it,” Charlie muttered to himself. He swiped at his face again, wiping away long-dried tears. His eyes felt red and raw, just like his broken heart. “I deserve every awful thing that comes my way now.”


The horse blew hard, her flanks steaming against the winter air. Exhausted, she slowed and Charlie obliged, easing her to a halt. He slid gracelessly from the saddle, bowlegged and sore.


He did not know the map of the Ward so well as Sorasa or Corayne, but Charlie was a fugitive, not a fool. He could navigate better than most. Grimacing, he drew a parchment map from his saddlebags, and unfolded it with a squint. He was still some miles from entering the Castlewood. Ahead of him, the mighty forest ate up the distant horizon, a black wall beneath the silver moon.


He could keep heading east into the Wood, using the thick trees as cover against any pursuit. Adira lay in the opposite direction, far to the west through enemy territory. He thought of his little shop beneath the broken church. Among the quills and ink, the stamps and wax seals.


I will be safe there, Charlie knew. Until the end. Conquerors eat the rot last.


Unfortunately, the path back to Adira wound too close to Ascal. But he did not know where else to go. There were too many roads to walk.


“I don’t know,” he grumbled to his horse.


She did not reply, already asleep.


Charlie made a face at her and rolled up the parchment. He set to his saddlebags, still intact, with his gear and food. Enough, he noted, checking the stores. Enough to reach the next town and then some.


He did not risk a fire. Charlie doubted he could even get a fire going if he tried. He’d spent his fugitive days in cities mostly, not the wilderness. He was usually never far from a seedy tavern or cellar to sleep in, his own forged papers and false coin in hand.


“I am not Sorasa, or Andry, or Dom,” he muttered, wishing for any of the Companions.


Even Sigil, who would drag him to the gallows herself for a sack of gold.


Even Corayne, who would be just as useless as he was, alone in the winter woods.


Angry, he pulled his cloak tighter. Beneath the smoke, it still smelled of Volaska. Good wool, spilled gorzka, and the warmth of a crackling fire at the Treckish castle now far behind.


“I cannot do anything useful out here.”


It felt good to speak, even if he spoke to no one.


“Perhaps they can hear me,” he said, mournfully looking to the stars.


They seemed to taunt him. If he could somehow punch every single one from the heavens, he would. Instead, he kicked at the dirt, sending stones and fallen leaves skittering.


His eyes stung again. This time, he thought of the Companions, and not the stars. Corayne, Sorasa, Dom, Sigil, Andry. Even Valtik. All left behind. All burned to ashes.


“Ghosts, all of them,” he hissed, scrubbing at his watery eyes.


“Better a coward than a ghost.”


Lightning jumped up Charlie’s spine and he nearly toppled over in shock—and disbelief.


The voice was familiar as Charlie’s own quills, his own seals painstakingly cut by hand. It trilled, melodic, the lightest touch of a Madrentine accent curling around the Paramount language. Once Charlie likened that voice to the silk that hides a dagger. Soft and dangerous, beautiful until the moment it decides not to be.


Charlie blinked, grateful for the moonlight. It turned the world to silver, and Garion’s pale cheeks to porcelain. His dark mahogany hair curled over his forehead.


The assassin stood some yards away, a safe distance between them, a thin rapier at his side. Charlie knew the weapon too, a light thing made for speed and swift parrying. It was the bronze dagger tucked inside Garion’s tunic that was the true danger. The same one all the Amhara bore, to mark them as assassin, the finest and most deadly upon the Ward.


Charlie could barely breathe, let alone speak.


Garion took a step forward, his loping gait easy, and lethal.


“Not to say I think you are a coward,” Garion continued, one gloved hand raising in the air. “You have your brave moments, when you put your mind to it. And you’ve been to the gallows how many times now? Thrice?” He counted on his fingers. “And never once pissed yourself.”


Charlie dared not move.


“You are a dream,” he whispered, praying the vision would not disappear.


Even if he isn’t real, I hope he lingers.


Garion only smiled, showing white teeth. His dark eyes gleamed as he prowled closer.


“You certainly have a way with words, Priest.”


Exhaling slowly, Charlie felt some sense return to his frozen hands. “I didn’t run away. I went into the city, and burned with all the rest of them, didn’t I? I’m dead and you are—”


The assassin tipped his head. “Does that make me your heaven?”


Charlie’s face crumpled. His cheeks flamed against the cold air, and his eyes stung, his vision swimming.


“I am loath to say it, but you are truly ugly when you cry, my darling,” Garion said, his form blurring.


He isn’t real, he’s already fading, a dream within a dream.


It only made the tears come faster, until even the moon drowned.


But Garion remained. Charlie felt the warmth of him, and the rough swipe of a gloved hand upon his cheeks. Without thought, Charlie caught one of the hands in his own. It felt familiar even beneath layers of fine leather and fur.


Blinking slowly, Charlie looked on Garion again. Pale in the moonlight, his eyes dark but brilliantly alive. And real. For a moment, the realm was still. Even the wind in the trees stopped and the ghosts in their minds lay quiet.


It did not last long.


“Where have you been?” Charlie said roughly, dropping Garion’s hand. He stepped back and stifled a very undignified sniffle.


“Today?” Garion shrugged. “Well, first I waited to see if you were going to run into a burning city. I’m very grateful you did not.” He grinned. “At least becoming a hero hasn’t knocked the sense out of you.”


“Hero,” Charlie spat. He felt like crying again. “A hero would have gone into Gidastern.”


Garion’s smile disappeared like a slate wiped clean. “A hero would be dead.”


Dead like all the rest. Charlie winced, his shame like a knife in his gut.


“And where were you before today?” Charlie demanded. “Where were you for two years?”


Garion flushed but did not move. “Maybe I grew tired of saving you from the gallows?”


“As if it was ever difficult.”


Charlie remembered the last time all too well. The feel of coarse rope against his neck, his toes scraping the wood of the gallows platform. The trapdoor beneath him, ready to be sprung. And Garion in the crowd, waiting to rescue him.


“The last one was just a shitwater outpost with a garrison dumber than donkeys,” Charlie muttered. “You didn’t even break a sweat.”


The assassin shrugged, looking proud of himself.


It only incensed Charlie.


“Where were you?”


His plea hung in the freezing air.


Garion finally dropped his gaze, looking down at his polished boots.


“I watched Adira whenever I could,” he said in a low, sullen voice. “Between contracts, when the winds and weather allowed. Made it as far as the causeway so many times. And I always listened for news. I was not … I was not gone.”


Charlie sucked down a cold gasp of air. “You were gone to me.”


Garion met his eyes again, his face suddenly tight. “Mercury warned me. He only does that once.”


Mention of the lord of the Amhara, one of the deadliest men in the realm, sobered them both. It was Charlie’s turn to look at his shoes, and he toed the dirt awkwardly. Even he knew better than to cross Lord Mercury, or tempt his anger. Garion had told him enough stories about Amhara fallen. And Sorasa was proof of them. Her fate was merciful, by all accounts. Only cast out, shamed and exiled. Not tortured and killed.


“I’m here now,” Garion murmured, taking a halting step forward.


The distance between them suddenly felt too far, and also too close.


“So I won’t wake tomorrow to find you gone?” Charlie said, near to breathless. “To find this all—”


“A dream?” Garion offered, amused. “I’ll say it again. This is not a dream.”


The wretched hope flared again, dogged and stubborn.


“I suppose it’s closer to a nightmare,” Charlie mumbled. “What with the end of the world and all that.”


Garion’s smile only widened. “The end of the world can wait, my church mouse.”


The old nickname lit some fire within Charlie, until the air went hot on his skin.


“My fox,” the priest answered without thinking.


The assassin closed the distance with his easy grace, neither slow nor fast. Still, he caught Charlie off guard, even as his gloved hands took his face. And Garion’s lips met his own, far warmer than the air, firm and familiar.


He tasted like summer, like another life. Like the still moment between sleep and waking, when all went quiet. For a split second, Charlie forgot the Spindles. The broken realm. And the Companions dead behind him.


But it could not last. The moment ended, as all things do.


Charlie pulled back slowly, his hands on Garion’s own. They stared at each other, both searching for the proper thing to say.


“Will Mercury hunt you?” Charlie finally asked, his voice shaking.


“Do you want the truth, my love?”


Charlie did not hesitate, even as he wound his fingers with Garion’s. “I am willing to trade a broken heart for a living body.”


“You always were one for pretty words.” Garion smiled him off, though his eyes went cold.


“What do we do now?” Charlie murmured, shaking his head.


To his surprise, Garion laughed.


“You fool,” he chuckled. “We live.”


“For how long?” Charlie scoffed, dropping his hands. He glanced into the darkness, to the city on fire and the Spindle still torn.


Garion followed his gaze, looking over his shoulder. There was only the blackness of the night, and the bitter cold of the moon.


“You truly believe it, don’t you?” he said softly. “The end of the realm?”


“Of course I do. I’ve seen it. I know it,” Charlie snapped.


Despite his frustration, somehow it felt good to quarrel with Garion. It meant he was real, and imperfect, flawed as Charlie remembered. Not some shining hallucination.


“The city behind us burns, you saw it too.”


“Cities burn all the time,” Garion replied, swishing his rapier through the air.


Charlie put out a hand and the assassin stilled, the light sword hanging at his side.


“Not like this,” Charlie breathed, forceful as he could be. He willed his lover to listen, to hear his own terror. “Garion, the world is ending. And we will end with it.”


With a long sigh, Garion sheathed his blade.


“You really know how to destroy a moment, don’t you, darling?” He shook a finger at him. “Is this that religious guilt all you priests carry, or just your personality?”


Charlie shrugged. “Probably both. Can’t allow myself a single moment of happiness, can I?”


“Oh, perhaps a single moment.”


This time, Charlie did not flinch when Garion kissed him, and time did not stop. The wind blew cold, rattling the branches overhead. It stirred Charlie’s collar, kicking up the smell of smoke.


Wincing, Charlie stepped back. He furrowed his brow.


“I’ll need another sword,” he said, glaring at the empty sheath at his hip.


Garion shook his head and sighed, frustrated. “You’re not a hero, Charlie. Neither am I.”


The priest ignored the assassin. He drew out his map again, laying it flat on the ground.


“But there’s still something we can do.”


Garion crouched down next to him, a look of amusement on his face. “And that is what exactly?”


Charlie eyed the parchment, tracing a line through the forest. Past rivers and villages, deep into the woods.


“I’ll figure it out,” he muttered. His finger drew a line over the forest on the map. “Eventually.”


“You know how I feel about the Castlewood,” Garion said, sounding annoyed. His lips twisted with distaste, and a little fear too.


Charlie almost rolled his eyes. There were too many stories about witches in the forest, born among the echoes the Spindles left behind. But Spindlerotten witches were the least of his worries now. He smiled slowly, the air cold on his teeth.


“Trust me, I did not run from a dragon only to die in a cackling old woman’s cauldron,” he said. “Now help me figure out a path that won’t get me killed.”


Garion chuckled. “I’ll do my best.”
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DEATH, OR SOMETHING WORSE
Andry



Blessed are the burned.


The old prayer echoed in Andry’s head. He remembered how his mother used to say it, over the hearth in their apartments, brown hands outstretched to the redeeming god.


I certainly do not feel blessed now, he thought, coughing up another gasp of smoke as he ran. Valtik’s hand was cold in his own, her bony fingers surprisingly strong as she led them through the city.


Taristan’s undead army lurched through the streets behind them. Most were Ashlanders, born of a broken realm, little more than skeletons, rotted to the bone. But some were fresh. The dead of Gidastern fought for Taristan now, the citizens of his own kingdom turned to corpse soldiers. Their fate was almost too horrific to comprehend.


And more will join them, Andry knew, thinking of the soldiers who rode into Gidastern. All the bodies left behind. The Jydi raiders. The Elders. The Treckish war band.


And the Companions too.


Sigil.


Dom.


The two giants stayed behind to defend the retreat, and buy whatever time they could for Corayne. Andry only prayed their sacrifice was enough.


And that Sorasa was enough to protect Corayne alone.


Andry winced at the thought.


They sprinted through what felt like hell itself, a maze filled with monstrous hounds, the corpse army, Taristan, his red wizard, and a damned dragon of all things. Not to mention the dangers of the city itself, the buildings burning and collapsing around him.


Somehow, Valtik kept them ahead of it all, leading Andry out to the city docks.


Only a few small boats remained in the harbor, with most already heading out to sea. Soldiers piled onto anything floating, wading out into the shallows or leaping from the docks. Ashes coated their armor and faces in heavy soot, obscuring any insignia or kingdom colors. Treckish, Elder, Jydi—Andry could hardly tell them apart.


Everyone looks the same against the ending of the world.


Only Valtik somehow escaped the ash falling all around them. Her shift dress was still white, her bare feet and hands clean. She stopped to stare at the burning city, every street echoing with death. Shadows moved through the smoke, lurching into the harbor.


“With me, Valtik,” Andry said gruffly, looping his arm through her own.


With me. The old battle cry of the Gallish knights returned some strength to his legs. Andry felt hope and fear in equal measure. We might yet survive this or we may be left behind.


“Without the stars, without the sun, the way is red, the path undone,” the witch chanted under her breath.


They ran together, toward a fishing vessel already moving, its sail unfurled. The old woman didn’t hesitate, stepping into seemingly open air. Only to land safely on the deck of the boat, not a hair out of place.


Andry boarded with less grace, leaping after her.


He landed hard on the deck, but his body felt oddly light. Relief surged through his veins as the little boat cut through the burning harbor, leaving behind the corpse army crawling on the shore.


The ship was barely larger than a river barge, big enough for perhaps twenty men. But the vessel was seaworthy, and that was more than enough. A mismatched band of soldiers, raiders, and immortals crewed the deck, urging the boat out to sea.


Smoke stretched far out over the waves, black fingers reaching for the horizon. But a single band of sunlight remained, gleaming low across the sea. A reminder that all the realm was not this hell.


Yet.


Grimly, Andry looked back to the city in ruins.


Gidastern burned and burned, columns of smoke reaching up into the hellish sky. Red light and black shadows warred for control, with ashes falling over everything like snow. And beneath it all were the screams, the howling, the sounds of splintering wood and cracking stone. The distant, shuddering beat of gigantic wings somewhere in the clouds. It sounded like death, or something worse.


“Corayne,” he murmured, her name a prayer. He hoped the gods could hear him. He hoped she was already far from this place, safe with Sorasa and the last Spindleblade.


“Is she safe?” He turned to Valtik. “Tell me, is she safe, is she alive?”


The witch only turned, hiding her face.


“VALTIK!” His own voice sounded distant.


Through his spotting vision, Andry saw her move to the prow of the little boat. Her hands gnarled at her sides, fingers curled into pale claws. Her lips moved, forming words he could not make out.


Overhead, the sail filled with a cold blast of wind, pushing them faster and faster out into the frozen embrace of the Watchful Sea.


Purple fish swam through the little pond in the courtyard, their fins creating ripples on the surface. Andry watched and breathed deeply. Everything smelled of jasmine and cool shade. Andry had never been here before, but he knew the courtyard anyway. This was the house of Kin Kiane, his mother’s family in Nkonabo. Across the Long Sea, as far away from danger as anyone could be.


On the other side of the pond, his mother smiled, her familiar brown face more vibrant than he remembered. She sat in a chair without wheels, wrapped in a simple green robe. Valeri Trelland’s homeland suited her better than the north ever did.


Andry’s heart leapt at the sight of her. He wanted to go to his mother, but his feet would not move, rooted to the stones. He opened his mouth to speak. No sound came.


I miss you, he tried to shout. I hope you are alive.


She only smiled back, wrinkles crinkling at the corners of her green eyes.


He smiled too, for her sake, even as his body went cold. The jasmine faded, replaced by the sharp tang of saltwater.


This is a dream.


Andry jolted awake like a man struck by lightning. For a moment, he hung suspended in his own mind, trying to make sense of his surroundings. The rocking of the waves, the hard deck of the boat. A threadbare blanket tossed over his body. The freezing air on his cheeks. The smell of saltwater, not smoke.


We are alive.


A short, broad figure stood over the squire, illuminated by moonlight and lanterns slung in the rigging. The Prince of Trec, Andry realized with another jolt.


“I did not know Galland allowed their squires to sleep on duty,” Prince Oscovko said, darkly amused.


“I’m no squire of Galland, Your Highness,” Andry replied, forcing himself to sit up.


The prince grinned and shifted, the lanterns illuminating more of his face. He sported a black eye and a good deal of gore all down his leathers. Not that Andry minded. They all looked worse for the wear.


Slowly, Oscovko held out a hand. Andry took it without question, hoisting himself to unsteady feet.


“They don’t allow you to make jokes either, do they?” Oscovko said, thumping Andry on the shoulder. “Good to see you made it out.”


Andry’s jaw tightened. Despite his easy manner, he saw anger in Oscovko’s eyes, and fear too.


“Many did not,” the prince added, glancing to shore.


But there was only blackness behind them. Not even a glimmer of the burning city remained.


It is no use looking back, Andry knew.


“How many men do you have?” he asked sharply.


His tone caught Oscovko off guard. The prince blanched and gestured along the small fishing boat. Quickly, Andry counted twelve on the deck, including Valtik and himself. The other survivors were just as battered as Oscovko. Mortal and immortal alike. Raider, Elder, and soldier. Some wounded, some sleeping. All terrified.


Off the bow and stern, in either direction, tiny lights bobbed along at their pace. Squinting, Andry made out black shapes in the moonlight, their own lanterns like low stars.


Other boats.


“How many, my lord?” Andry said again, sterner than before.


Down the deck, the other survivors turned to watch their exchange. Valtik remained at the prow, her face turned to the moon.


Oscovko scoffed and shook his head. “Does it matter to you?”


“It matters to all of us.” Andry flushed, his cheeks growing hot against the chill. “We need every soldier who can fight—”


“I gave you that already.” Oscovko cut him off with a wave of one bruised hand, slicing it through the air like a knife. His face fell, torn between sorrow and desperation. “Look where it brought us. Both of us.”


Andry held his ground, unyielding, even in the face of a prince. His days at a royal court were long behind him, and he was not a squire anymore. Courtesy didn’t matter. There was only Corayne, the blade, and the realm now. Surrender was not an option.


“Eat, drink. Tend your wounds, Trelland,” Oscovko finally said, sighing out his rage. His anger turned to pity, his eyes going soft in a way Andry hated. Slowly, Oscovko took his shoulder. “You are young. You have not seen battle like this before, you do not know the toll it takes.”


“I’ve seen more of this than you have, my lord,” Andry muttered back.


The prince only shook his head, mournful. Whatever anger he carried was eclipsed by pain.


“It is a longer journey home for you than it is for me,” Oscovko replied, giving his shoulder a squeeze.


Something caught fire in Andry Trelland. He shrugged off the prince’s hand and stepped into his path, blocking the deck.


“I have no home to return to, and neither will you, Oscovko,” he growled. “Not if we abandon the realm now.”


“Abandon?” Oscovko’s anger returned tenfold. “You’re right, Andry Trelland. You are no squire. And you’re not a knight either. You have no idea how much these men have given. Not if you’re asking them to give more.”


“You saw the city,” Andry countered. “You saw what Taristan will do to your kingdom, to the rest of the world.”


Oscovko was a warrior as much as a prince, and he seized Andry’s collar with blinding speed. He glared up at him, his teeth gritted, and dropped his voice to a harsh whisper.


“Let these men go home to their families and die with glory,” he snarled, his voice low and dangerous. “War is coming, and we will fight it from our own borders, with the full might of Trec behind us. Let them have this much, Trelland.”


Andry did not waver, staring back at the prince. He matched his furious whisper.


“You can’t die with glory if there’s no one left to remember your name.”


A shadow passed over Oscovko’s face. Then he growled like an animal denied a kill.


“A cracked glass holds no water.”


The voice rang out over the boat, cold as the icy wind. Both Andry and Oscovko whirled to find another figure standing close at the rail. She was taller than Andry, taller even than Dom was, with dark red hair plaited into braids. Her skin glowed whiter than the moon, pale as milk. And like Dom, she had the look of the Elders. Immortal and distant, ancient, set apart from the rest of them.


Quickly, Andry dipped his brow.


“Lady Eyda,” he murmured.


He remembered her arriving with the Jydi and the other immortals, their boats gliding out of the blizzard. She was fearsome as any warrior, and mother to the Elder monarch of Kovalinn. All but a queen.


Oscovko let go of Andry’s collar, turning his frustration on the immortal.


“You’ll have better luck speaking riddles to the bone witch,” he barked, waving a hand to Valtik at the prow. “The Wolves of Trec have no more patience for immortal nonsense.”


Eyda took a lethally quiet step forward. The silence of her movement was unsettling.


“The enclaves thought as you did, Prince of Mortals.” She said Oscovko’s title like an insult. “Isibel in Iona. Valnir in Sirandel. Karias in Tirakrion. Ramia. Shan. Asaro. And all the rest.”


Andry remembered Iona, and Isibel. Domacridhan’s aunt, the Monarch, with her silver eyes, golden hair, and stony countenance. She called the Companions to her castle, and sent so many of them off again to die. There were other Elders just like her, holed up in their enclaves, ignoring the ending of the world.


The high, cold halls of the immortals felt so far away now. Andry supposed they always were.


Eyda kept on, her eyes on the stars. Venom dripped from her words.


“All my kin, content to sit behind their walls and their warriors, like islands in a rising sea. But the waters will drown us all,” she spat, turning to Oscovko and Andry. “The waves are already at the gates.”


“Easy for an Elder to sneer at mortal dead,” the prince bit back.


Squire or not, Andry winced.


The immortal did not quail. She towered over them both, her eyes flashing like struck flint.


“Count our number, Wolf,” she sneered. “We gave as you gave.”


Like Oscovko, she wore signs of the battle all over her armor. Once-fine steel was battered and scratched, her dark red cloak torn to ribbons. If she had a sword, it was long gone. The prince looked her over then glanced out to sea, to the other boats fighting along through the night.


Despite Oscovko’s opposition, Andry felt bolstered by Eyda’s support. He locked eyes with the immortal lady, her unblinking gaze filling him with fierce determination.


“I must ask you all to give more.”


Andry barely recognized his own voice as it carried over the boat. He sounded older than he felt, and bolder than he knew himself to be.


Sighing, Oscovko wrenched his eyes back to Andry, meeting his glare.


“I cannot do that,” he said desperately.


This time, Andry took the prince’s shoulder. He felt the immortal lady’s attention boring into his back, her gaze like iron. It only strengthened his resolve. One ally is better than none.


“There is one Spindleblade now,” he said.


Andry willed Oscovko to feel the desperation he carried in his own heart. And the hope too, small as it was.


“One key to cracking the realm. And Taristan of Old Cor does not have it.”


The words landed slowly. Each like a knife in Oscovko’s armor.


“The girl does,” Oscovko muttered. He passed a hand over his head, disbelief in his eyes.


Andry leaned closer, his grip tight.


“Her name is Corayne,” Andry said, close to a growl. “She is still our last hope. And we are hers.”


To that, Oscovko said nothing. No agreement. But no argument either. And that was enough for Andry Trelland. For now.


He took a step back, releasing his grip on the prince’s shoulder. With a start, he realized all the boat was watching. The Jydi raiders, the Elders, and Oscovko’s men too. Even Valtik turned from the prow, her blue eyes like two stars in the night sky.


Once, Andry would have crumbled under so much attention. Not anymore. Not after all he had seen and survived.


“You don’t even know if she’s alive,” Oscovko murmured, low enough for only Andry to hear.


Andry fought back a wave of revulsion.


“If she’s dead, so are we,” he shot back, not bothering to whisper.


Let them all hear me now.


“You saw what a broken realm looks like.” Andry pointed back through the darkness, to the part of the sky with no stars. “You saw the city burning, the undead walking, the hounds of hell and a dragon bearing down on us. You know what fate awaits Allward, and every single thing in it. Your homes, your families.”


A ripple moved down the deck as the soldiers exchanged heavy looks and whispers. Even the immortals shifted.


“None of us can escape what comes, not if we give up now.” Desperation rolled through Andry’s body like a wave. He needed every sword and spear before him, broken and defeated as they were. “It may not seem like much, but we still have hope. If we keep fighting.”


Lady Eyda was already with him, but she offered Andry a single, grim nod. Her Elders reacted in kind and bowed their heads to Andry. The lanterns gleamed off their armor and furs, dancing among faces pale-skinned and dark, heads golden and jet. But their eyes were all the same. Deep as memory, strong as steel. And resolute.


The Jydi followed suit without hesitation, rattling their weapons.


Leaving only the Treckish warriors, battle-hardened and weary. And loyal. They looked to their prince for guidance, but Oscovko did not move. He surveyed Andry against the lanterns, tight-lipped and grim.


“I will return to Vodin with my men,” he said, his voice booming.


Down the deck, the Treckish soldiers seemed to deflate. A few sighed out in relief. Andry gritted his teeth, wanting to scream with frustration. He felt the last of his patience ebb away.


But Oscovko wasn’t finished.


“I must return—and raise the rest of Trec’s armies, to fight this war properly,” he said. “To defend my people—and the realm entire.”


Heat flushed across Andry’s cheeks, and he was glad for the shadows.


“Galland spilled our blood in Gidastern,” Oscovko roared, slamming a fist against his chest. His men nodded in reply, a few fists clenching. “We will return the favor.”


Andry startled when Oscovko threw back his head and howled, baying at the sky like a wolf. His men responded in kind. In the darkness, Treckish soldiers on the other boats matched the call, their howls echoing like ghosts on the water.


When the cold air hit his cheeks, Andry realized he was smiling.


Oscovko smiled back, and it was the smile of a wolf.


“What of you, Trelland?” he said, pointing. “Where will you go?”


Andry swallowed hard.


The others looked on, waiting for an answer. At the prow, Valtik stood firm, unblinking and silent. Andry hesitated for a moment, waiting for her infuriating guidance. It did not come.


Oscovko pressed in, eyes flashing. “Where will your girl go?”


With a will, Andry wrenched his gaze away from Valtik. He found Lady Eyda instead. But in his mind, Andry saw another Elder monarch.


He thought of Corayne too, and all he knew of her. With the last Spindleblade in her possession, she was even more of a target than ever before. She would seek out somewhere protected, strong enough to keep her safe from Taristan. Strong enough to fight back against him.


And somewhere we all know, he thought, remembering the ragged hope Corayne kept alive. She will only go where she thinks we can follow.


“Iona,” Andry said, all conviction. The great city of immortal Elders rose up in his memories, walled by mist and stone. “She will make for the Elder enclave, in the Kingdom of Calidon.”


And I will follow.
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Chapter 1


Northumberland Street, London (Spirit-side), England | July 5th, 2017 | 04:40 a.m.


So, there he was, barely conscious in the back of a black cab being driven down the Haymarket road on the spirit-side of London by a man who died seventy years ago, when Nneoma finally told Shigidi that she loved him.


He would have laughed if he wasn’t already half past dead.


The driver downshifted gears and swerved the hackney carriage so sharply and violently that the two left-side tires lifted off the ground. Shigidi lost his balance on the plush leather seat and toppled over into her thighs, pressing the open wound where his arm used to be and leaving an ugly red stain on her lovely blue dress. A smear of blood, clay, and spirit-particles. The contact made every muscle in his body contract. He felt like he was being torn apart from within, as if his insides were being separated from each other by an angry, pain-shaped animal. He was forced to lift his head out of her lap to shout out some of the hurt. The sound that came out of him was strained, strident, and strange. It was a sound he didn’t recognize, even though it was not the first time he had screamed out in agony.


The spike of pain cleared just enough for him to stop screaming. I don’t know how much longer I can hang on to what little consciousness I have left.


Bright light was spilling in through the windows, accompanied by a sound like the beating of the old Oyo empire war drums. It was almost funny because he had once used those same fearsome sounds as inspiration a long time ago, when the Ooni of Ife had sent him to give nightmares to six of his enemies. He was no longer a nightmare god but he still remembered what it was like to weave the disparate myriad threads of deep-seated personal fears into a tapestry of terror and pain and uncertainty. And he still knew what it felt like to be caught inside such a web, in a nightmare, desperate to wake.


Everything about this feels like a nightmare.


In the blur of movement and disorientation, he caught a glimpse through the rear window. The sky was a maelstrom of thick, neon-edged clouds and constant flashes of electric-white lightning set against a pitch-black sky full of thick, dark clouds.


No god could hope to reign over such wild spirit-sky.


Down on the ground, four bronze horses with flames for eyes were galloping madly behind them, leaving a trail of broken asphalt, sparks, and fire in their wake. A large angry figure rode behind the horses, driving them forward with vicious purpose. A bronze rope ran all the way to the horses’ strained throats and was wound tightly around the imposing figure’s forearm, his feet braced in the back half of a crudely bisected gray sedan, giving chase in a makeshift chariot.


Shigidi’s vision swam. The glare from the horses’ flaming eyes became nothing more than one afterimage superimposed on a million others that danced on his irises, but he could tell that their pursuers were fast – faster than any flesh-and-blood horses could ever hope to be – and drawing closer. But their cab driver was supposed to know the spirit-side of London better than anyone else, living or dead – or kind of both – and so Shigidi hoped that knowledge would be enough to get them to the rendezvous point before dawn. Before the life leaked out of him completely.


I don’t want to die in a foreign spirit land.


Just then, the driver swung the wheel wildly, forcing the car to swerve right, barely missing two ghosts in long gray frocks. The cab careened down a short flight of cobblestone stairs before reconnecting with an actual road and accelerating again. Shigidi fell back down into his lover’s lap, and his head bounced against the car door so hard he feared for a moment it had cracked open. His vision went blank, and he wasn’t sure if it was because he had closed his eyes or if the impact had damaged something in his head, but he didn’t really care. Everything hurt.


“Careful!” She shouted at the driver as she pressed her hand into Shigidi’s and pulled his head into her bloody bosom.


“Sorry! I’m doing my best here, luv,” the driver called back, “but in case you haven’t noticed, we are being chased by four living statues and one pissed-off giant.”


She ignored the driver and whispered into Shigidi’s ear, “Hold on, my darling. I love you. Do you hear me? I love you. Just hold on. Everything will be okay. We are almost there.”


Stunned, he forced his lead-heavy eyelids open and looked up into her large, wet eyes shimmering with a glaze of tears and the reflection of bright yellow spirit-particles. He wanted to embrace her and tell her he loved her too, the way he’d always imagined he would when she finally said the words to him, but he was short one arm and his mouth couldn’t form the words. His tongue felt swollen and numb in his mouth, saturated with the sharp taste of iron and clay. He could still hear her; he was still mostly there, but her voice sounded woolly and far away, and the galaxy of blurry lights reflected and refracted around him were becoming too bright. He could barely feel his arm or his legs or his face or his anything anymore.


I guess my time is running out even faster than I thought. He hacked out a bloodstained cough. But it’s not too bad. I suppose there are worse ways to die than in the arms of someone you love.


A force slammed into the vehicle with a deafening sound like an explosion made of other explosions. The driver let out a primal scream that Shigidi could barely hear above the cacophonous violence of metal crunching against metal, the shattering of glass, the screeching of rubber on asphalt. In that moment, he knew they were done for.


He focused on the thing that mattered most to him – her. His eyes remained fixed on her face as the world around them turned into a chaotic galaxy of smoke and metal and glass. And then, when he could barely see her anymore, he shut his eyes against the army of white lights invading his consciousness and braced himself for what he was sure would be the final, endless fall into nothing.


I love you too.


And I’m sorry, for everything.


This is not how I thought this would end.





Chapter 2


Three Days Earlier.


Perhentian Kecil Island, Terengganu, Malaysia | July 2nd, 2017 | 08:47 a.m.


The beach was beautiful in the bright light of late morning. Powdery white sand hugged the arc of the island, transforming through low surf into turquoise crystal where it kissed the water. A widely spaced succession of small, brightly colored boats – mostly fiberglass utility models and a few wooden long-tails with equally colorful sashes draped around their prows – rocked gently in the shallow water. They were tethered to the beach by a sparse web of colored synthetic fiber ropes and rusty metal anchors. A lovely sprinkle of reflected colors danced on the edge of the turquoise like it was bleeding rainbows. Beyond the beach line rose a lush green island. An array of bold, brown wooden bungalows, perched on the elevated rocks, peeked out of the forest like curious children.


There was a smattering of young people up and down the beach; mostly tanned Europeans and quiet South-East Asians in their twenties and thirties, lying on plastic beach chairs under colorful parasols or under the sun on the sand. Around them were the usual debris: seaweed, cigarettes, seashells, beer cans, and the charred remnants of a bonfire from the previous night’s fire dance.


Shigidi and Nneoma stood out on the ribbon of beach, and he was keenly aware of it. They were a pair of sable-skinned specimens, their bodies sitting still, side-by-side in the sand as the white surf washed over their feet never going beyond their knees. It had taken him a while to get used to the looks they drew in this part of the world, but Nneoma always seemed comfortable everywhere. She was leaning back on the sand in a red bikini, her torso propped up on her elbows. He was hugging his knees to his heavily muscled chest as he inhaled the salty smell of the water and watched it wash in and out like the coral bay itself was breathing. The roar of the surf licked at the brittle silence that had settled between them since they first camped out there, at dawn.


“She’s been staring at you for fifteen minutes,” Nneoma whispered, her eyes flicking to her left to indicate the person in question.


Shigidi swiveled his head, eyes hidden behind his sunglasses, to see a tall, toned, and tattooed woman who looked to be in her late thirties sitting on a pink beach towel and trying her best to pretend she wasn’t looking at him. He grunted.


“Maybe you should buy her a drink. Say hello. We could take her to our chalet later tonight and find out what her spirit tastes like.” Nneoma said it casually, like she was asking him what he would like for breakfast, her voice still low, but clear


“Hmm. Maybe we should take it easy for a while,” Shigidi said, remembering the blond German man whose bold, adventurous spirit they’d just shared a few days ago, after a drawn-out seduction back in Hanoi, on their way back from Ha Long Bay. “Maybe we should just leave the mortals alone for a while and enjoy each other’s company.”


When they’d first started their partnership, Nneoma had indulged in human spirits sparingly, preferring to play games with potential prey for days or even weeks, and consuming them only when she needed to, or occasionally when she spotted someone being abusive or abrasive. She had her own arcane sense of justice and fairness which he was still figuring out. But ever since they had incurred a debt to Olorun, chairman of the board of the Orisha Spirit Company, for saving their lives, Nneoma had changed. She’d become insatiable. Reckless. She didn’t need the spirits, but she was persistent – almost aggressive – in consuming them. Like she was using the urgency of the hunt and the high of spirit consumption to hide something.


“Maybe we shouldn’t become boring,” Nneoma retorted.


Shigidi raised his head, surprised at her sudden sharpness. “Boring?”


Out of the corner of his eye, he noted that the tattooed woman, whose stare had started all this, was gone. Her beach towel was still on the sand, its pink flamingo patterns now rumpled.


She said, “Oh. You know what I mean. I am a succubus, you’re a retired nightmare god. We are anything but normal. We need to keep our spirit-particles crackling, keep doing things that excite us.”


“We already excite each other enough,” Shigidi said, but deep down, he wasn’t so sure. He had hoped she would agree, but she just sat up on the sand, straightened her back, and flipped her long, braided hair over her shoulder. So, he added a hesitant, “Don’t we?”


“I’m just saying, I’ve been doing this much longer than you have, darling, and I know how easy it is to get bored when you have most of eternity to look forward to,” she said. “And boredom can lead to bad decisions.”


He looked down at the white sand, feeling the gentle heat of the rising sun against the dark surface of his perfectly smooth bald head, before responding. “Attachment isn’t always bad. Besides, eternity with someone you love cannot be boring.”


“Sure,” she agreed, “As long as you work to keep things interesting. And to be interesting, they have to keep changing, you know? I mean, think about the most enjoyable thing in the world. The thing you enjoy doing the most.”


His eyes drifted down her body and she caught the motion, acknowledging it with a laugh.


“Even sex. Imagine sex with the same person, forever. No matter how wonderful it is, how compatible you are as partners, even if neither of you age, or change, eventually it will get boring. It may take a year or two or ten or a hundred, perhaps even a thousand if you’re really creative, but it will. Eventually. Unless you can find a way to make it new every time. So that there is always something to look forward to. That’s all I’m saying. The humans offer us endless possibilities and permutations as we can play with them and then consume their spirits together. It’s fun. It’s exciting. It’s interesting, isn’t it?”


This was the third time she had made some variant of this argument to him, but he knew it was her way of avoiding the real question. Even though she’d been the one to seek out his companionship, the one who’d made the offer and drawn heavily on her power to make him her partner, she always held him at an emotional distance. First, she’d been preoccupied with teaching him the skills he needed to exist independently, as a freelance spirit, with her. Now she was diluting the time they spent together with seductions and consumptions. They were freelance spirit entities, free of the schedules and objectives and constraints that deities in the employ of the larger spirit-companies had to deal with, but Nneoma was obsessively consuming a new spirit or two every other day, like she was a spirit company employee with unreasonably high quarterly or yearly targets to meet.


“It’s fun, yes, but there has to be time and space for a couple to just be a couple. We can be interesting together,” he said.


She rolled her eyes and waved her sharply manicured, long and slender fingers at him. “This conversation is pointless, darling. Let’s not make this into more than it is. Do you want that girl’s spirit or not?”


Shigidi clenched his jaw. He suspected that having revealed the depth of his love for her, he had exposed something raw in their partnership, some deeper need or fear that she didn’t want to confront. There was no other way to interpret her actions. She’d been avoiding his attempts to spend more time alone with her, obsessively focusing on the tasks they had to perform to pay off their debt to Olorun, or wildly throwing herself into feeding on spirits like they were about to go out of stock.


He blurted out the question before he could stop himself. “Do you love me, Nneoma?”


The line of her mouth tightened, and she glared as though she was angry at him for asking the question. He held her gaze, despite a mounting fear that he’d overplayed his hand, and that she’d say “no” just to regain control of the situation.


The surf continued to lick at the new strained, silence between them. And then they heard a deep, low laughter. They turned together to see where it was coming from.


An old man in a flowing purple dashiki and matching trousers, who looked even more spectacularly out of place than they did, had replaced the tattooed woman on the pink flamingo pattern beach towel. He was laughing gently, deepening the crease lines that radiated from his eyes and bordered his broad nose and mouth. He watched them with a cool-eyed confidence, like he expected the world around him to bend to his will, as he toyed with a reddish-brown kolanut. His skin shone fiercely like polished iroko wood in the early sunlight, and the thick gray beard covering his chin was only a few inches longer than his perfectly groomed afro.


Shigidi lowered his head out of habit and sighed again, deeper and more audibly now. Nneoma drew in a breath. The old man looked different from the last time they had seen him, but there was no doubt. They both knew exactly who had come looking for them.


“Olorun,” Shigidi said as he looked up. “We were having a private discussion.”


Olorun seemed to have drifted closer to them on the pink flamingo towel. Shigidi could have sworn that the tattooed woman wasn’t nearly as close.


“I know, I know. I can see that you two are having a little, what do they call it, ehh … couples’ spat, abi lovers’ quarrel,” Olorun replied with a smile that constantly threatened to morph into a laugh. “Could it be the age difference? Dating older women is not easy, my boy. Or maybe vacations are not so good for your love life, eh? Too much free time?”


“That’s none of your business,” Nneoma snapped.


Her candor shocked Shigidi. He would never get used to the way she spoke to elder gods, though he supposed it made sense. She had known most of them since they were little more than abstract concepts first made manifest. Shigidi, however, only came to know most of them long after, and some like Olorun, only as his boss’s boss.


Still, the smile on the old god’s face didn’t falter.


“Rude,” Olorun said, “but true. Very true indeed. So, love-birds, let’s talk about my business then, eh? I have a special, urgent job for you. You have both done very good work so far, in Singapore and Thailand, so when this opportunity came up, I knew you were perfect for it. You have the ideal skill sets and profiles. This is not about your debt to me. You have almost completely paid that off. No, this is something completely different. In fact, if you take this on, you can consider that previous debt completely wiped out, in addition to receiving a substantial upfront payment and an even bigger bonus at the end.” He paused to take a bite of kola. “If the job actually gets done in time.”


“I don’t know if we want to enter another contract with you when we are already so close to ending the current one—” Shigidi started.


“But we are not going to refuse an offer until we’ve heard what it is,” Nneoma cut in.


Olorun smiled. “What I can tell you is that I need you to retrieve something for me,” he said between quick bites of kola, “something I once gave to someone you might know.” He turned to Shigidi who was salivating with memories of the kolanut’s bitter stimulation. “It was part of a business deal long ago. It was stolen from its storage place, and I ignored that loss of ehh … intellectual property until now, since I was supposed to be retired and hands-off on spirit business matters. But now that I’m back, well … I need it back.”


“What are you talking about?” Shigidi asked, clueless.


“You know your friend Obalufon used to be human, don’t you? Of course you do. Many of the minor orishas who worked at your grade level in the spirit company started their careers that way. He was the third Ooni of Ife, a long time ago. Back then, they called him Obalufon Alayemore, and he did fairly decently until he was ousted by his uncle Oranmiyan. That one was a crafty bastard. Anyway, in his exile, Obalufon made an interesting appeal to me, not unlike the one you made when you were in trouble.” He nodded at them. “When some of Oranmiyan’s assassins cornered him, he asked me to save his life and to give him power to take back his throne. In return, he would unite the people and unify their belief system so that we, the orishas, could grow stronger in their combined and concentrated faith. It was a good deal, so I gave him the power he requested, and it paid the spirit company huge dividends for a long time. At least until the Christians and the Muslims ati bebe lo showed up and started aggressively seizing our market share.”


“And this power you gave him, someone took it?” Nneoma asked.


“Yes, in a manner of speaking.” Olorun spat a red mass of masticated kola onto the sand. “They stole it.”


She raised an eyebrow and kicked a spray of powdery sand off her feet. “Care to elaborate?”


“No, I don’t care to, actually,” he replied, still smiling. “Not yet. All you need to know right now is that the power I gave Obalufon was contained in a physical form, a totem, which was buried with him when he died. A reasonable arrangement. I would have found and retrieved it eventually, when I was ready. But it was dug up and taken away to a foreign land where, as you are well aware, I cannot freely operate thanks to current spirit trade regulations and their globalist bureaucratic nonsense. That is why I need you, my two independent agents who owe me their lives.” Olorun drew out the last few words of the sentence and winked at them playfully, like it was all a game, not a matter of their very existence. “And why I am willing to forgive your existing debt and pay you with stock in the spirit company this time, guaranteeing you a virtually endless supply of spirits and even worship, if you want it.”


Reading a guileful look in the old man’s eye, Shigidi asked, “Is this going to be dangerous?”


Olorun smiled widely, showcasing unexpectedly perfect white teeth before he took another bite of his kola. “Very much so. I am an old god returned to a position of power that I left long ago. Every move I make is dangerous. If you fail, you will almost certainly be destroyed, or trapped forever.”


He paused, broke what was left of the kolanut in his hand into three chunky pieces and placed them on the beach towel to form a triangle.


“But if you take the contract, it will be worth your while.” He spread his hands and shrugged before he brought them back together in front of him and flicked his right hand over his left like he was spraying dollars on dancers at an owambe. “Worth even more than stock in the company. If you do this for me, I will end your exile and allow you to return to Yorubaland under my protection, despite the objections of your former boss.”


Shigidi and Nneoma looked at each other, unsure exactly what the other was thinking but knowing that neither of them would miss an opportunity at vengeance against the orisha of fire and lightning, Shango, the thunder god, had tried to kill them both and would probably try to do so again.


Shigidi liked the way Nneoma was looking at him, with a glint of excitement He suspected that she had already decided to do it but was waiting for him to show his hand. Perhaps the danger and unpredictability of a big risk like this would satisfy her instinct for adventure, and he wanted to give her that. Perhaps once it was done, she’d be normal again. And at least they would do this together.


Shigidi nodded.


Nneoma smiled. “We’ll do it.”


“Very good. Then be in London by noon tomorrow.” He stood up and walked over, leaving no footprints in the sand. When he reached them, he took Shigidi’s hand and placed a finger into his palm. A crackling of bright white spirit-particles erupted where he touched the skin, and they rearranged themselves into text that spelled out a number and an address as if he’d been tattooed with pure light.


When he was done, Olorun turned to Nneoma. “You know, succubus, I have had my eye on you ever since you started to operate around Lagos. I’ve always admired your ability to get what you want, even if, as I’ve told you before, I find your methods distasteful. But I will admit, I’m looking forward to this.”


“Err, thanks.” She cocked her head. “But I don’t think you’re in a position to judge my methods or my life, old timer. How many times do I need to tell you? I am what I am. I am true to my nature. Get over it.”


“Of course. No vex.” He put up his hands in mock surrender. “We are all what we are. See you in London.”


And then he was gone, like he had evaporated into nothing, leaving only the three pieces of half-eaten kolanut on the beach towel and a faint metallic smell like burning wires in the salty air.





Chapter 3


The Afrika Shrine, Ikeja, Lagos, Nigeria | June 20th, 1977 | 11:46 p.m.


Aadit Kumar was sitting on an uncomfortable metal chair close to the raised stage at the far end of a courtyard, surrounded by low buildings. Above, the sky was a dark purple, illuminated by a bright half-moon. The evening air was humid and fragrant: assorted foods, vaporized palm oil, perfume, sweat, cheap beer, and smoke. It all combined to saturate the air with a heady mix of lust, freedom, and marijuana.


He was at a cheap, unstable table barely held together by rusty nails and the efforts of a unskilled carpenter. A half-eaten bowl of pepper soup, a mostly eaten plate of suya, and three tall, brown, empty bottles of Gulder beer were sloppily spread in front of him like reluctant offerings. Everything around him vibrated, including his own head, pulsating with the loud music and the rising rush of alcohol. Up on the makeshift stage, where a yellow-painted board spelled out the words: Fela Kuti and the Africa 70 in dark blue letters, a thin, shirtless man in tight trousers with chalk markings on his face sang into the microphone while simulating sex with a sweaty, skinny woman in a gold miniskirt and bra, cowrie shell bangles shaking around her ankles and wrists. Fela’s voice strained as he sang in pidgin.


Aadit picked up a few words from the song. Something about a woman who didn’t like being called a “woman” and preferred to be addressed as a “lady.”


An army of musicians played guitars, saxophones, drums, danced, and sang backing vocals that echoed Fela’s voice. It all looked like chaos to Aadit but the resulting sounds were undeniably scintillating, and he unknowingly swayed his wooly, booze-addled head in time with it. He was glad he had taken his company driver’s recommendation to come here, despite his initial reluctance to attend a concert in Lagos on his own. He’d even worn the protective gold chain and peacock feather that his mother, ever the religious woman, had given him at the airport before he left for this expat assignment, just in case. But his concerns had been unfounded. He was having a good time. The apparent musical mayhem on stage was reflected by the gathered audience, a few of whom were sitting and smoking around crowded, clumsy tables of their own, some of whom were standing, singing along and laughing. Many were dancing to the music and bumping into other swaying dancers in a veritable sea of dark, sweaty bodies.


Fela kept singing about his African “lady” just as a woman extricated herself from the crowd and made her way over to Aadit’s table. She sat next to him and smiled. He stared back at her. His vision was not yet blurry enough from the booze to not immediately realize how stunningly beautiful she was. She had radiant ebony skin like polished midnight, and the edges of her frizzy afro caught the stray bits of light from the array of hanging bulbs, like a halo. She seemed, in his mind, to be Africa made flesh – dark, mysterious, and just a little bit dangerous. She started stroking Aadit’s face with her long, sleek fingers, running them through his hair. Her touch sent a shiver down his spine.


The song hit a high note.


Stunned, Aadit tried to process what was happening. This beautiful woman had ignored every young, nubile Nigerian here and had come to sit by him – the hairy man with the straight, graying hair, gold chain, wedding ring, and an American accent. Aadit was wearing an ankara shirt with khaki bell-bottoms, and he was the most out-of-place person there. He thought, charitably, that she had to be a very beautiful prostitute. His driver had told him that this was a good place to relax and find women to help him ease his loneliness, and so he let her continue to stroke his beard and smile at him as the space around them buzzed with electric lust. Fela continued to grind his hips against the dancer on stage, singing, moaning, and laughing with fevered ebullience.


Now Fela sang that there was more to the woman who wanted to be called a “lady.”


Aadit tried not to stare at her, but his eyes kept drifting to her face, her cleavage, and past her red tank top and leather miniskirt to her gleaming brown thighs. Sweat slicked his palms and forehead. What felt like a dozen eternities passed, with her fingers teasing him.


Aadit endured the aching in his loins until it became a mad pounding in the space behind his temples.


“Do you want to find somewhere more private?” A short, nervous laugh caught in Aadit’s throat, as he tried to mask his embarrassment and the urgency of hot desire that had possessed him.


She leaned in closer, letting her puff of hair brush against his face while her leg pressed against his. “Don’t be shy. Tell me what you really want.”


“I want you.” He was unable to bear it any longer.


“And you are willing to pay the price?” she asked.


His guess must have been right. “Yes. I’ll pay anything.”


She cooed, “Say the words then.”


“I will pay your price.”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes.”


She laughed sharply, as the song went on. There was something else about the “lady,” according to Fela’s song, but Aadit was no longer listening to the music.


He started for the entrance, where his driver had dropped him off, but she pulled him away and back, into the crowd. They pushed through the press of bodies until they were clear and entered a small building with crumbling and cracked walls behind the crowd. They navigated a maze of narrow winding corridors until they exited through what looked like a kitchen where a group of sweaty, heavy-set women, wearing an array of assorted ankara wrappers were turning large pots of rice, scooping up soft lumps of amala, and ladling generous helpings of pepper soup into ceramic bowls. They gave Aadit and the woman dirty looks, but the woman pressed on, leading him away from the kitchen exit, slipping a thin old security guard with glazed eyes a few naira notes to walk away from his post, and leading him down a dark, quiet alley behind the Afrika shrine.


When they were alone, she leaned against the brick wall of the alley. “Do you want me to start?” The way she asked made him feel like he had been set on fire.


“What’s your name?” he asked.


“Nneoma,” she replied. “You can call me Nneoma.”


He wanted to say her name but wasn’t sure he could mimic the sounds she’d made correctly, so he took her face in his hands. Her lips were full and parted. Her breath was sweet, with a hint of the metallic on it. He drew her in for a kiss in the darkness, but she pulled back at the last moment, just as his lips were about to touch hers, and turned her head away. When she faced him again, he thought he saw a flash of yellow in her eyes.


“Let’s be quick. I know what you really want,” she whispered breathily.


And with that, she turned around, thrust her hips back, and hiked up her leather skirt. She reached back and slid her fingers expertly down his loose trousers. She seized him. Aadit could barely breathe. When she drew him into her, it felt like every nerve in his body had been saturated with pure pleasure. He braced himself against the wall, closed his eyes, and let out a deep moan. She continued to thrust her hips against him. Saxophone notes echoed around them.


Time seemed to disappear as he drowned in her. A cornucopia of sensations overran him as images flitted through his mind like butterflies in a field.


Birds. Lips. Music. Flowers. Wings. Skin.


He began to shake uncontrollably as an explosion of pleasure erupted within him. The feeling intensified as she moved against him, constantly cresting. He was close to release. He tried to open his eyes, but he couldn’t focus his vision on anything through the blur of sensations, and so he shut them again. It felt like he was convulsing as he neared the peak but then … their faces appeared in his mind, as clear as though they had been projected onto a screen behind his eyelids. His wife Sachika and their three-year-old son Ravin back in Mumbai, playing in the backyard of his family home, laughing, and calling for him. Daddy, Daddy, come and play with us. The vision flooded him with a guilt even more intense than the pleasure he was feeling.


Sachika.


Ravin.


No.


He crashed back into coherence as his mind crystallized around the shame and guilt.


“I’m sorry,” he mumbled as he clumsily pulled out and away from her. She turned and stared curiously at him. He struggled with his trousers as he withdrew a fist full of naira notes and thrust them at her.


Nneoma looked first at the money, her lip curling with disgust, and then glared at him with eyes like dying coals. “What is this?”


“I’m sorry, I can’t. I shouldn’t have … I have a wife. This is your money. I have more, if you want, but I need to leave. I have a—”


Her voice took on the quality of an earthquake. “What is all this nonsense? You think you can just stop now? You think this is the price? Your filthy money? Stupid man. There are things that money cannot buy. Do you understand? You agreed to my price. We had a deal.”


Aadit’s guilt was being replaced by fear of equal magnitude. Perhaps greater. He glanced at the ground and noticed that despite the faint light of the moon hitting them at the same angle, his shadow was alone.


“You will pay the price.”


Aadit realized with all the abruptness of tropical rainfall that he had made a horrible mistake with something that was not quite human. Driven by a wild, mad need to escape, he snatched the gold chain hanging around his neck, removed the small peacock feather hanging from it that his mother had often told him would protect him from evil, and threw it at her. Nneoma hopped back to avoid it like it was toxic, but her back hit the wall, and she fell awkwardly. Aadit took his chance and fled for the entrance and the carpark beyond.


There was a piercing scream, followed by a tremulous cackling behind him, tainting the saxophone echoes in the air like black paint spilled on fine silk.


Aadit kept running. He did not look back.


Enjoyed what you’ve read? There’s more!
Click here to continue the story.
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Nomad woke up among the condemned.


He blinked, his right cheek in the dirt. Then he focused on the incongruous sight of a plant growing in fast-motion before his eyes. Was he dreaming? The fragile sprout quivered and twisted, heaving up from the earth. It seemed to stretch with joy, its seedpods parting like arms after a deep sleep. A stalk emerged from the center, testing the air like a serpent’s tongue. Then it stretched left toward the dim light shining from that direction.


Nomad groaned and lifted his head, mind fuzzy, muscles sore. Where had he Skipped to this time? And would it be far enough away to hide from the Night Brigade?


Of course it wouldn’t be. No place could hide him from them. He had to keep moving. Had to …


Storms. It felt good to lie here. Couldn’t he just rest for a while? Stop running for once?


Rough hands grabbed him from behind and hauled him to his knees, jolting him from his stupor. He became more aware of his surroundings: the shouting, the groaning. Sounds he’d been oblivious to in his post-Skip grogginess.


The people here, including the man who grabbed him, wore unfamiliar clothing. Long trousers, sleeves with tight cuffs, shirts with high collars all the way up to the chin. The man shook him, barking at Nomad in a language he didn’t understand.


“Trans … translation?” Nomad croaked.


Sorry, a deep, monotone voice said in his head. We don’t have enough Investiture for that.


Right. He’d barely reached the threshold for his last Skip, which would leave him nearly drained. His abilities relied on reaching or maintaining certain thresholds of Investiture, the mystical power source that fueled extraordinary events on most planets he visited.


“How much?” he croaked. “How much do we have left?”


Around fifteen hundred BEUs. So, in other words, under eight percent Skip capacity.


Damnation. As he’d worried, the cost to come here had left him destitute. As long as he maintained certain levels, his body could do exceptional things. Each cost a tiny bit of Investiture, but that cost was minimal—so long as he kept his thresholds.


Once he had over two thousand Breath Equivalent Units, he could play with his Connection. Then he could Connect to the planet using his skills and speak the local language. Which meant Nomad wouldn’t be able to speak to the locals until he found a power source to absorb.


He winced at the breath of the shouting man. He wore a hat with a wide brim, tied under the chin, and thick gloves. It was dim out, though a burning corona lit the horizon. Just before dawn, Nomad guessed. And even by that light, sprouts were growing all across this field. Those plants … their movements reminded him of home—a place without soil, but with plants that were so much more vigorous than on other worlds.


These weren’t the same, though. They didn’t dodge to avoid being stepped on. These plants were merely growing quickly. Why?


Nearby, people wearing long white coats pounded stakes into the ground—then others chained down people who didn’t have those coats. Both groups had a variety of skin tones and wore similar clothing.


Nomad couldn’t understand the words anyone was shouting, but he recognized the bearing of the condemned. The cries of despair from some, the pleading tones of others, the abject resignation in most as they were chained to the ground.


This was an execution.


The man holding Nomad shouted at him again, glaring through eyes a watery blue. Nomad just shook his head. That breath could have wilted flowers. The man’s companion—dressed in one of those long white coats—gestured to Nomad, arguing. Soon his two captors made a decision. One grabbed a set of manacles off his belt, moving to cuff Nomad.


“Yeah,” Nomad said, “I don’t think so.” He grabbed the man’s wrist, preparing to throw him and trip the other man.


But Nomad’s muscles locked up—like a machine that had run out of oil. He stiffened in place, and the men pulled away from him, surprised by his sudden outburst.


Nomad’s muscles unlocked, and he stretched his arms, feeling a sudden, sharp pain. “Damnation!” His Torment was getting worse. He glanced at his frightened captors. At least they didn’t seem to be armed.


A figure emerged from the crowd. Everyone else was swathed in clothing—male or female, they showed skin only on their faces. But this newcomer was bare chested—wearing a diaphanous robe split at the front—and had on thick black trousers. He was the sole person on the field not wearing gloves, though he did wear a pair of golden bracers on his forearms.


He was also missing most of his chest.


Much of the pectorals, rib cage, and heart had been dug out—burned away, leaving the remaining skin seared and blackened. Inside the cavity, the man’s heart had been replaced by a glimmering ember. It pulsed red when wind stoked it—as did similar pinpricks of crimson light among the char. Black burn marks radiated from the hole across the man’s skin, extending as far as a few specks on his face, which occasionally glittered with their own much smaller sparks. It was like the man had been strapped to a jet engine as it ignited—somehow leaving him not only alive, but perpetually burning.


“Don’t suppose,” Nomad said, “you fellows are the type who enjoy a comical blunder made by a newcomer to your culture?” He stood and raised his hands in a nonthreatening way, ignoring the instincts that told him—as always—that he needed to run.


The ember man pulled a large bat off his back. Like a police baton, but more begrudging in its nonlethality.


“Didn’t think so,” Nomad said, backing up. A few of the chained people watched him with the strange, yet familiar, hope of a prisoner—happy that someone else was drawing attention.


The ember man came for him, supernaturally quick, his heart light flaring. He was Invested. Wonderful.


Nomad barely dodged a mighty blow.


“I need a weapon, Aux!” Nomad snapped.


Well, summon one then, my dear squire, said the voice in his head. I’m not holding you back.


Nomad grunted, diving through a tall patch of grass that had sprung up in the minutes since he’d woken. He tried to make a weapon appear, but nothing happened.


It’s your Torment, the knight helpfully observes to his moderately capable squire. It has grown strong enough to deny you weapons. As usual, Aux’s voice was completely monotone. He was self-conscious about that, hence the added commentary.


Nomad dodged again as the ember man slammed his baton down in another near miss—making the ground tremble at the impact. Storms. That light was getting brighter. Covering the entire horizon in a way that felt too even. How … how large was the sun on this planet?


“I thought,” Nomad shouted, “that my oaths overrode that aspect of the Torment!”


I’m sorry, Nomad. But what oaths?


The ember man prepared another swing, and Nomad took a deep breath, then ducked the attack and bodychecked the man. As soon as he went in for the hit, though, his body locked up again.


Yes, I see, the knight muses with a conversational tone. Your Torment now attempts to prevent even minor physical altercations.


He couldn’t so much as tackle someone? It was getting bad. The ember man hit Nomad across the face, throwing him to the ground. Nomad managed to roll and avoid the baton and, with a groan, heaved himself to his feet.


The baton came in again, and by instinct, Nomad put up both hands—catching it. Stopping the swing cold.


The ember man’s eyes widened. Nearby, several of the prisoners called out. Heads turned. Seemed like people around here weren’t accustomed to the sight of a person going toe-to-toe with one of these Invested warriors. The ember man’s eyes widened further as—with teeth gritted—Nomad stepped forward and shoved him off balance, sending him stumbling backward.


Behind the strange warrior, blazing light warped the molten horizon, bringing with it a sudden, blasting heat. Around them, the plants that had grown so rapidly began wilting. The lines of chained people whimpered and screamed.


Run, a part of Nomad shouted. Run!


It’s what he did.


It was all he knew these days.


But as he turned to dash away, another ember man behind him prepared to swing. Nomad tried to catch this blow too, but his storming body locked up again.


“Oh, come on!” he shouted as the baton clobbered him in the side. He stumbled. The ember man decked him across the face with a powerful fist, sending him to the dirt again.


Nomad gasped, groaning, feeling gritty soil and rocks on his skin. And heat. Terrible, bewildering heat from the horizon, still building in intensity.


Both ember men turned away, and the first thumbed over his shoulder at Nomad. The two timid officers in the white coats hastened over and—while Nomad was in a daze of pain and frustration—manacled his hands together. They appeared to contemplate pounding a spike into the earth and pinning him there, but rightly guessed that a man who could catch the bat of an Invested warrior could rip it out. Instead they hauled him over to a ring that had been affixed to a section of stone, locking him there.


Nomad fell to his knees in the line of prisoners, sweat dripping from his brow as the heat increased. His instincts screamed at him to run.


Yet another piece of him … simply wanted to be done. How long had the chase lasted? How long had it been since he’d stood proud?


Maybe I’ll just let it end, he thought. A mercy killing. Like a man mortally wounded on the battlefield.


He slumped, the soreness in his side pulsing, though he doubted anything was broken. So long as he maintained around five percent Skip capacity—around a thousand BEUs—his body would be more powerful, more endurant. Where others broke, he bruised. Fire that would sear others only singed him.


Healing engaged, the hero says with a confident voice to his humiliated valet. You’re under ten percent Skip capacity, so your healing won’t be as efficient as you’re used to.


At times he wondered if the enhancements he bore were a blessing or another part of the Torment. The light increased with the heat, becoming blinding. That smoke in the distance … was that the ground catching fire? From the light of the sun?


Damnation. Damnation itself was rising over the horizon.


That light, Aux said. It’s far too powerful for ordinary sunlight—at least on any habitable planet.


“Think the light is Invested?” Nomad whispered. “Like on Taldain?”


A plausible theory, the knight says with a musing curiosity.


“Think you can absorb it?”


Possibly. We’ll likely soon see …


If he could absorb enough, he could Skip right off this planet and put even more space between himself and the Night Brigade. Wouldn’t that be nice for once? To have a head start? Still, something about the intensity of that light daunted Nomad. Worried him. He stared at it as the nearby officers—including the ember men—finished locking down the prisoners. Once done, they ran to a line of machines. Long and thin, they had six seats each. Open to the air, with a windshield in front and controls for the front left operator.


They kind of looked like … six-seater hovercycles? An odd construction, but he wasn’t sure what else to call them. You apparently straddled each seat—there was an opening for the inner leg—though they were all locked together along a central fuselage with no outer wall or door. Regardless, he wasn’t surprised when fires blasted underneath the first of these, raising it in the air a half dozen feet or so.


What did it matter? He turned toward the ever-increasing light as the plants—vibrant only minutes ago—browned and withered. He thought he could hear the roar of flames in the distance as the full-intensity sunlight advanced, like the front of a once-familiar storm.


He had a guess, watching the strength of that light, that he wouldn’t be able to absorb it. No more than a common cord and plug could handle the raw output of a nuclear reactor. This was something incredible, a force that would fry him before he could make use of its power.


Uh, Nomad, Aux said in his monotone voice. I get the feeling that trying to absorb and use Investiture from that is going to be like trying to pick out a snowflake from an avalanche. I … don’t think we should let it hit you.


“It will kill me if it does …” Nomad whispered.


Is that … what you want?


No.


No, even though he hated much about his life, he didn’t want to die. Even though each day he became something more feral … well, feral things knew to struggle for life.


A sudden frantic desperation struck Nomad. He began pulling and flailing against the chains. The second of the four hovercycles took off, and he knew—from the speed of the advancing sunlight—that they were his only hope of escape. He screamed, voice ragged, straining against the steel, stretching it—but unable to pull it free.


“Aux!” he shouted. “I need a Blade! Transform!”


I’m not the one preventing that, Nomad.


“That light is going to kill us!”


Point: it is going to kill you, my poor valet. I am already dead.


Nomad yelled something primal as the third hovercycle took off, though the last one was having troubles. Perhaps he—


Wait.


“Weapons are forbidden to me. What about tools?”


Why would they be forbidden to you?


Nomad was an idiot! Auxiliary was a shapeshifting metal tool that, in this case, he could manifest physically as a crowbar. It formed in his hands as if from white mist, appearing out of nothing. Nomad hooked it into the ring on the boulder, then threw his weight against it.


SNAP.


He lurched free, hands still manacled, but with two feet of slack between them. He stumbled to his feet and dashed toward the last of the hovercycles as the fires finally ignited underneath it.


He summoned Auxiliary as a hook and chain, which he immediately hurled at the cycle. It struck just as the machine took off. At Nomad’s command, once Auxiliary caught it, the hook fuzzed briefly and sealed as a solid ring around a protrusion on the back of the vehicle. The other end of the chain locked onto Nomad’s manacles.


The sunlight reached him. An incredible, intense, burning light. Prisoners burst into flame, screaming.


Oh, storms, the knight shouts.


In that moment, the slack on the chain pulled tight. Nomad was yanked out of the sunlight, his skin screaming in agony, his clothing aflame.


He was dragged away from certain death. But toward what, he had no idea.





2


Nomad slammed to the ground side-first, dragged with frightening speed after the hovercycle.


Your healing is engaged, Aux said. And your body has adjusted to the local environment’s lower air pressure. But, Nomad, you’ve got so little Investiture left. Try not to get too beat up by this next part, all right?


Even as Aux said it, Nomad ripped through barriers of withered plants and smashed repeatedly against rocks, dirt grinding into his skin. But again, Nomad was built of strong stuff. A base level of Investiture toughened him. Though healing would use Investiture up faster than other abilities, so long as he kept a minimum baseline, he might not need much healing.


He wasn’t immortal. Most advanced weapons would be instantly lethal to him—storms, even many primitive ones could kill him if used persistently, running him out of Investiture. However, where an ordinary man’s arms would have been twisted from their sockets—their skin flayed as plant detritus became like razors in the high speed—he stayed together. And even managed to heal from the burns.


Down to six percent, Aux informed him. That wasn’t too bad, all things considered. But … did you feel that heat? It was unreal. There was Investiture involved for sure, but I couldn’t grab any of it. Opening myself up to absorb that would have destroyed me. We will need a safer way to harvest it.


Nomad grunted as he crashed into the ground again. With effort, he managed to turn himself to put the brunt of the further damage on his thigh and shoulder. Though the wind put out the flames on his clothing, the force of slamming against things ripped the remnants of his jacket and shirt away.


His skin held, though. He didn’t mind the rough treatment of his escape. It was better than being left in that sunlight.


He closed his eyes, trying to banish a greater pain. The memory of the unfortunate prisoners’ screams when the sunrise hit them, turning them to ash in seconds. He was sure some of them had been calling to him for help.


Once, he’d have been unable to ignore that. But millions, perhaps billions, of people died each day around the cosmere. He couldn’t stop that. He could barely keep himself alive.


It hurt regardless. Even after years of torment, he still hated watching people die.


He tucked in his chin, protecting his face from the jolting chaos of being hauled across the rough surface of this harsh world. He could see the sky darkening. The fearsome sunlight vanished beneath the horizon as if it were dusk, though Nomad was the one moving. The hovercycle was fast enough to round the planet ahead of the rising sun, staying out of the dawn’s burning clutches.


This planet must have a slow rotation, the hero observes to his erratic valet. Note how these vehicles can easily outrun the sun.


Ahead, opposite the sun, an enormous planetary ring rose in the sky—a broad arc that reflected the sunlight.


Nomad had little opportunity to enjoy the return to safe twilight. Several of the people on the cycle tried to pry loose his chain, but at such speeds—and with him as a weight on the end—that would be difficult even if he hadn’t sealed the loop. He wondered if perhaps they’d stop to deal with him, but they kept on flying after the other cycles, never more than a few feet off the ground.


Eventually they slowed, then stopped. Nomad came to rest in a patch of wet soil, appreciating the sensation of something soft. He groaned and flopped over, trousers a mess of rips and tatters, freshly healed skin beaten and battered, hands still manacled. After a moment of agony—spent trying to appreciate the fact that at least no new pains were being added—he turned his head to see why they’d stopped.


He could see no reason. Perhaps it was just for the drivers to get their bearings—because after a short conversation, the hovercycles took off again. This time, they rose higher in the air, leaving Nomad to dangle. This was better, at least, because as they flew, he didn’t get slammed into anything. He assumed they stayed low earlier because they hadn’t wanted to risk rising too high into the sunlight.


They flew for what felt like an hour until they finally reached something interesting: a floating city. It moved through the landscape, an enormous plate, lifted by the thrust of hundreds of engines burning underneath it. Nomad had been on flying cities before, including one on a planet near his homeworld, but rarely had he seen one so … ramshackle. A motley collection of single-story buildings, like an enormous slum, somehow raised up above the ground—but only thirty or forty feet. Indeed, it seemed like even getting to that modest height was straining the city’s engines, their lift barely enough to clear the landscape’s obstacles.


This wasn’t some soaring metropolis of technological splendor. It was a desperate exercise in survival. He looked back into the distance, where the light on the horizon had faded to invisibility. Yet he knew the sun was there. Looming. Like the date of your execution.


“You have to remain ahead of it, don’t you?” he whispered. “You live in the shadows because the sun here will kill you.”


Storms. An entire society that had to keep moving, outrunning the sun itself? The implications of it set his mind working, and old training—the man he’d once been—started to worm through the corpse he’d become. Why wasn’t the weather on this planet, even in the darkness, a tempest? If the sun was superheating one side all the time, you’d never be able to survive on the other side. That they could was evident, so he was missing something.


How did they feed themselves? What fuel powered those engines, and how did they possibly have time to mine or drill for it while moving? And speaking of mines, why not live in caves? They obviously had metal to spare. They’d used some to chain those poor sods to the ground.


He’d always been inquisitive. Even after he’d become a soldier—pointedly turning away from the life of a scholar—he’d asked questions. Now they teased him until he beat them back with a firm hand. Only one mattered. Would the power source of those engines be enough to fuel his next Skip and get him off this planet before the Night Brigade found him?


The hovercycle roared, climbing toward the city. He dangled under the last of the four, weighing it down, the engines underneath throwing fire his direction and heating his chain. Auxiliary could handle it, fortunately. Curiously this small rise in elevation made Nomad’s ears pop.


Once the cycles reached the surface level of the city, they didn’t park in the conventional way. They moved in sideways and locked into the city’s edge, their engines remaining on, adding their lift to that of the main engines.


Nomad dangled by his hands and chain, his pains fading as he healed once again, though this healing was minimal compared to what he’d needed to recover from that sunlight. From this vantage, he could see lumps of barren hills and muddy pits below, like sludge and moors. The city had left a wide trail of burned, dried-out dirt behind it. Obviously, with a scar like that to follow, it was easy for those flying cycles to track their way home.


He was surprised how well he could see. He blinked, sweat and muddy water dripping into his eyes, and looked up at that ring again. Like most, it was actually a collection of rings. Brilliant, blue and gold, circling the planet—sweeping high in the air, extending as if into infinity. They pointed toward the sun, tipped at a slight angle, reflecting sunlight down onto the surface. Now that he could study it, a part of him acknowledged how stunning the sight was. He’d visited tens of planets and had never seen anything so stoically magnificent. Mud and fire below, but in the air … that was majesty. This was a planet that wore a crown.


His chain shook as someone began to haul him upward. Soon he was grabbed by his arms and heaved up onto the metal surface of the city, into a crooked street lined with squat buildings. A small crowd chattered and gestured at him. Ignoring them, he focused instead on the five distinctive figures behind them—people with embers in their chests.


They stood with heads bowed, eyes closed—embers having cooled. Two were women, he thought, though the fire that consumed their chests had left no semblance of breasts, only that hole stretching two handspans wide, bits of the ribs poking through the charred skin. Embers in place of hearts.


The rest of the people were dressed as he’d seen below: high collars that reached all the way to the chin, swathed in clothing, each wearing gloves. Several wore the white coats, formal, with open fronts but in-signias on the shoulders. Officers or officials. The rest wore muted colors and seemed to be civilians. Some of the women wore skirts, though many preferred long, skirtlike jackets, their fronts open to reveal trousers underneath. Many—both men and women—wore hats with wide brims. Why did they wear those when there was barely any light?


Don’t think about it, he told himself, exhausted. Who cares? You’re not going to be here long enough to learn anything about their culture.


Many had pale skin, though nearly as many had darker skin like his. A smaller number had a variety of shades between. The crowd soon stilled, then lowered their eyes and backed away, parting to make way for some newcomer. Nomad settled back on his heels, breathing in and out deeply. The newcomer proved to be a tall man in a black coat—with eyes that glowed.


They simmered a deep red color, as if lit from behind. The effect reminded Nomad of something from his past, long ago—but this was less like the red eyes of a corrupted soul, and more like something that was burning inside the man. His black coat glowed too, along the edges, in a similar red-orange shade. Nomad thought he had one of those embers in his chest as well, though that was covered with thin clothing. It didn’t seem to have sunk as deeply into the skin as the others, as he still had the shape of his pectorals.


His glow was mimicked by many of the buildings, the rims of walls glowing as if by firelight. Like the city had recently been aflame, and these were its ashes.


The man with the glowing eyes raised a thick gloved hand to quiet the crowd. He took in Nomad, then nodded to two officers and pointed, barking an order. The officers fell over themselves to obey, scrambling to undo Nomad’s manacles.


Nervous, they backed away as soon as the manacles were off. Nomad rose to his feet, making many of the civilians gasp, but didn’t make any sudden moves. Because, storms, he was tired. He let out a long sigh, pains having become aches. He told Auxiliary to stay in place as a chain; he didn’t want them to realize he had access to a shape-changing tool.


The man with the glowing eyes barked something at him, voice harsh.


Nomad shook his head.


Glowing Eyes repeated his question, louder, slower, angrier.


“I don’t speak your tongue,” Nomad said hoarsely. “Give me a power source, like one from the engines of those cycles. If I absorb that, it might be enough.”


That depended on what they were using as fuel—but the way they kept an entire city floating, he doubted their power source was conventional. The idea of fueling a city like this with coal was laughable. They’d be using some kind of Invested material, perhaps charged in that sunlight.


The leader, finally realizing that Nomad wasn’t going to respond, raised his hand to the side—then carefully pulled off his glove, one finger at a time. People gasped, though the move revealed only an ordinary, if pale, hand.


The man stepped up to Nomad and seized him by the face.


Nothing happened.


The man seemed surprised by this. He shifted his grip.


“If you lean in for a kiss,” Nomad muttered, “I’m going to bite your storming lip off.”


It felt good to be able to joke like that. His distant, former master would be proud of him. In his youth, Nomad had been far too serious and rarely allowed himself levity. More because he’d been too embarrassed and frightened by the idea of possibly saying something cringeworthy.


Get dragged through the dirt enough times—get beaten to within an inch of your life, to the point where you barely remembered your own name—well, that did wonders for your sense of humor. All you had left at that point was to laugh at the joke you had become.


The onlookers were really amazed by the fact that nothing happened when Glowing Eyes touched him. The man took Nomad one final time by the chin, then let go and wiped his hand on his coat before replacing his glove, his eyes—like the burning light of firemoss—illuminating the front brim of his hat and the too-smooth features of his face. He might have been fifty, but it was hard to tell, as he didn’t have a single wrinkle. Seemed there were advantages to living in perpetual twilight.


One of the officers from before stepped up and gestured at Nomad, speaking in hushed tones. He looked incredulous, pointing toward the horizon.


Another of the officers nodded, staring at Nomad. “Sess Nassith Tor,” he whispered.


Curious, the knight says. I almost understood that. It’s very similar to another language I’m still faintly Connected to.


“Any idea which one?” Nomad growled.


No. But … I think … Sess Nassith Tor … It means something like … One Who Escaped the Sun.


Others behind repeated the phrase, taking it up, until Glowing Eyes roared at them. He looked back at Nomad, then kicked him square in the chest. It hurt, particularly in the state Nomad was in. This man was definitely Invested, to deliver so strong a kick.


Nomad grunted and bent over, gasping for breath. The man seized him, then smiled, now realizing that Nomad wouldn’t fight back. The man enjoyed that idea. He tossed Nomad to the side, then kicked him in the chest again, his smile broadening.


Nomad would have loved to rip that smile off with some skin attached. But since fighting back would make him freeze, the best thing to do was to play docile.


Glowing Eyes gestured to Nomad. “Kor Sess Nassith Tor,” he said with a sneer, then kicked Nomad again for good measure.


A few officers scrambled forward and grabbed him under the arms to drag him off. He found himself hoping for a nice cell—someplace cold and hard, yes, but at least he could sleep and forget who he was for a few hours.


Such modest hopes were shattered as the city started to break apart.
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Dusk was falling over Even Greater London, and the night wind stirred under the purple pools of crackling sky where lightning skipped like stones.


Somewhere nearby, it whirled up and around the Tower, watching it cast its boundless energy into the heavens and outwards across the capital.


But here, by the Thames Glacier, the wind swept low, chilling its belly on the ice and launching up the snowbanks, pummelling the rickety houses that had the bad luck to be close by.


Inside, sensible folk kept their curtains shut and their bodies close to a toasty fireplace or radiator lamp. They curled up with a nice book or, far more often, an utterly gruesome book. Or they listened to a mandatory radio address on whatever topic of the day had piqued the Royal Interest of Queen Victoria. Or, at least, of the increasingly mechanical monarch that still insisted it was Queen Victoria. And it was best, and indeed legally quite important, not to argue about such things.


Kathleen Price, however, was doing none of these activities. Her lights were off, her best coat and mittens were on, and she was pressing herself against her draughty window, bracing it against the gale, watching the man waiting on the empty Blackfriars Bridge for the love who never came.


He was standing where he always stood: the fourth lamp-post along on the up-floe side. He was dressed as he always dressed: the same smart suit, the same shoes buffed until they shone like lamps themselves. And he wore the same firm expression, the same upper-lip rigidity, the same barely concealed abject desperation.


Every night he came, and every night Kathleen watched, fascinated by his obsession and failure.


‘He’s there again, Tommie,’ she said. ‘Think she’ll come this time?’


Tommie did not reply. Tommie could not reply. Kathleen had run a spear through some of his favourite and most critical systems when they both had spied a gold sovereign before them, not too deep down in the glacier. And then she had left his eight-foot-tall metal body to sink into the snowbanks, but not before taking the head to mount on her wall next to all the others.


Their own fault, Kathleen thought. Tommie Tons shouldn’t dig for shinies in the ice. That’s human work.


She turned to her nearest automaton trophy head and checked the clock she had installed in its astonished, terrified mouth.


Ten past eight.


She knew the man would wait until nine before giving up and leaving. She would only watch for a bit most nights, just in case. Even though it had been weeks like this, in her romantic heart she always felt that tonight might be the night. The man pulled up his collar against the flecks of ice the merciless wind was launching from the glacier towards him.


He shivered, but remained fixed to the spot.


I wonder what he did …


She recalled the message she had seen in the classifieds:


Alexandrina, do not forsake me! I will wait for you on Blackfriars Bridge every evening at eight.


Kathleen took one last look up and down the bridge, empty but for the poor man and the whirlwind of ice, and humphed.


You’re pretty forsaken, mister.


She closed the curtains and walked to her table to get on with polishing the trinkets she had unearthed from the glacier banks earlier that day.


She stopped.


Or is it ‘forsook’?


Before she could decide, she heard a sound through the howling wind. A distant rumble and clattering.


She walked back and opened the curtains to see a two-horse carriage speeding along the bridge. The man turned slowly towards it, as if reluctant to let his hopes be raised.


Kathleen’s pulse quickened.


Could it be her at last? Why tonight, of all terrible nights?


She watched as the carriage raced towards the man, the horses puffing clouds of breath into the cold air like the old steam engines she remembered from the days before the Tower.


The man waited, straightening his tie and tidying his hair. Soon enough, the carriage neared him, and slowed down to stop.


‘It’s her!’ Kathleen cried. She tried to peer through the carriage windows to see this fabled Alexandrina, but it was too far off, and the inside was unlit.


The driver jumped down from his perch. Curiously, he did not head back to open the carriage door, but instead walked to the man and said something.


Confirming who he is, perhaps.


The man nodded and replied. The driver nodded back. Then, suddenly, he lunged at the man.


Kathleen shrieked and dropped below the window frame, terrified that she might have been heard.


‘Get help!’ she whispered at her Tommie heads, before remembering they could no longer do anything at all.


She dashed onto the landing and down the staircase, grabbed her trusty ice-spear from the umbrella stand and turned the door latch. The wind burst inside, flinging her onto her back and compressing her lungs into an involuntary ‘Gnng!’, as ice blew through the space as though it were a shaken snowglobe.


She gritted her teeth, pushed herself up, said some understandable-but-unrepeatable things at the wind, and charged out of the door, leaving her home to the elements.


She darted across the narrow road, onto the bridge and towards the carriage. The man’s legs were kicking as he was dragged into the vehicle, and she could see now the windows were blacked out. There was the sound of shouted protests muffled by cloth, and the driver hurried out and climbed up onto his perch.


‘Stop!’ she cried, knowing he would not.


The driver flicked the reins and the carriage turned around and began to hurry back the way it had come, far too quickly to be caught.


Nothing else for it, thought Kathleen, lifting her ice-spear. With luck she would hit the driver, or at least a wheel. Hopefully not impale the man inside. That would take some explaining.


She sprinted, came to a sudden halt, and launched her weapon into the sky so that it arced towards the escaping carriage. Her aim was true, and her strength just enough. But the wind was having none of it, and whipped the spear around and around the frozen vortex and down over the side of the bridge, where it crunched into something digging away in the ice on a night shift, something metal and innocent.


Kathleen listened to the familiar sound of the impaled automaton first apologising for failing to finish its work, and then collapsing.


For once, it brought her no joy.


Hmm, she thought. Wasn’t even trying that time.


She looked out, far along the bridge, and watched, helpless, as the carriage raced on and vanished into the endless city and the cold, darkening, electric night.





Chapter 1


Inspector Archibald Fleet arrived at the bus mooring on the main road near his home at exactly the same time as the No. 61: it, eight minutes behind its posted schedule as always, and he, exactly on time for its delayed departure, as he was well acquainted with the actual schedule and how it related to the works of timetable fiction they displayed at the stops.


The voltaic omnibus glided to its best approximation of a halt, bobbing and listing slightly as it floated six inches above its copper tracks. Fleet hopped on through the open door at the back and found the rearmost seat, which gave him a view of the rest of the cabin, including – crucially – all of the newspapers on board.


‘This is the Number Sixty-one to Clay Lane,’ shouted the driver as the omnibus silently resumed its journey. ‘Calling at Willenbrook High Street, Old Road, Ratherbile’s, New Road, Swinford Bridge, The Thrikes, Friar’s Turn, Friar’s Leap, Friar’s End …’


The driver continued to list the three hundred or so stops he would be calling at between here and Clay Lane, but, like everyone else, Fleet had already stopped listening.


Fleet didn’t usually catch the bus to work. Detectives, if they fail to spend considerable amounts of time walking the streets, up close to the sights, sounds and smells of the city, tend to lose their appetite and fall ill, the way sailors come to find that they cannot sleep without the rocking of the waves, and grimly resent the land for being so still. Fleet was, technically, no longer a detective, thanks to an administrative problem he didn’t like to talk about. But regardless, he was a detective in his blood, and only taking the bus to work today to gather critical information.


Eleven other passengers were on board, distributed evenly through the cabin in the London fashion, which is to say: avoiding physical contact, avoiding eye contact, and, at all costs, avoiding emotional contact – although, to be honest, there was very little danger of the last one if proper precautions were taken about the first two.


On the strips of wall above the windows, squat advertisements blared their wares. Boarding houses. Greengrocers. Apothecaries that wouldn’t be beaten on the price of laudanum. Tickets to events at parks and other public spaces across the capital in celebration of Victoria’s golden jubilee. ‘Fifty years our Queen – 50 per cent off a hot towel shave,’ offered a Soho barber, presumably to the passengers rather than the monarch.


Fleet spotted a discarded newspaper on the seat in front of him: today’s Morning Chronicler. The visible part of the headline read ‘EVES STRIKE A’. At a speed born of reflex he uncoiled his wiry frame over the seat-back and grabbed the paper. An old woman reading The Graphic on the seat opposite noticed nothing, but the ageing Dandie Dinmont on her lap was severely startled and spent the remainder of the journey eyeing Fleet suspiciously as a possible threat to its entire universe.


A few months ago, Fleet would never have imagined that he would be reduced to gathering information on the latest criminal cases from abandoned newspapers on omnibuses. But that was a few months ago, and things had been much simpler back then. Fleet’s position at Scotland Yard had provided him with access to intelligence on matters felonious that was now beyond his grasp, and so, just like any ordinary member of the public, he was forced to rely on the press.


Still leaning over the seat in front, Fleet unfolded the paper to read its full headline: ‘BANK THIEVES STRIKE AGAIN’. A quick flick through the pages revealed eight sides of coverage. This came as no surprise to him. It had been this way after every bank so far, and for good reason, as the city had never seen such an audacious series of crimes. Nor any quite so exquisitely done, with the culprits leaving no trace of how they got into – or indeed out of – the impenetrable – and indeed inescapable – vaults. Yet, despite the extensive press coverage, police activity and public interest, no suspects had been found, which, given the lack of clues, Fleet could understand. But neither had there been a call from his former Detective Chief Inspector to draft him in to help figure it all out – which, to be honest, Fleet could also understand, never exactly having been in his good books, nor known him even to have any good books for someone to be in.


Fleet buried himself in the articles as the vehicle drifted through the streets like a low, metal cloud. Ahead, twenty minutes as the bus floats, a brick, steel and glass tower speared a mile upwards into the sky.


This was London in 1887. Even Greater London, to use its proper title, which nobody ever did. An uninterrupted urban plane encompassing the entire lower half of England, and, for complex reasons, only the upper third of the Isle of Wight.


It was a ravenous, sense-numbingly vast expanse of city: an ocean of homes, shops, offices and public houses, all stitched together with roads and criss-crossed by an untidy lattice of rail tracks, stretching off to what you had to assume would be the horizon if you could see past all the buildings in the way.


And at the centre of all of this growth, this commerce, this constant change and urban vitality, was the Tower. For over a quarter of a century it had been the symbol of London’s industrial mastery, beaming electricity outwards through the sky, across hundreds of miles of unbroken city, and allowing its citizens to let their imaginations run free and to charge forth into the future far more quickly than might really be sensible.


To live in Even Greater London was to be in a state of perpetual bewilderment, a bee in a tornado of innovation and progress happening at a speed and scale beyond human, or indeed bee, comprehension. It was best just to keep your head down and not really think about it all that much.


In the south-east of the city, Clara Entwhistle was doing just that, arriving for an early-morning appointment in a grand tearoom unforgivably named the Greenwich Observatea.


The Observatea had once been the site of the most powerful telescope in the city, and traded on this history without shame. The immense, domed ceiling had been painted in the deep blue-black of the heavens and decorated with the constellations of the night sky. A functioning orrery was rooted in the centre of the room, its metal arms of varying lengths slowly rotating above the patrons, carrying on their orbits all the planets of the solar system, with each planet spinning around itself however many moons it was believed to have. And there were functioning telescopes, elegantly but quite impregnably bolted onto every table, through which, if you were lucky enough, you might be able to witness the rather thrilling Transit of the Chef de Cuisine Across the Little Round Windows in the Door to the Kitchen.


It was a ghastly place. You paid for the pizazz; the tea was average.


Clara – having recently moved to London from Yorkshire – had never been in an astronomy-themed tearoom before, and found it quite interesting and exciting. Keen not to miss any of the details, she took her time traversing the room, delighting in the decor – not least an intriguing cluster of stars painted on the far side of the dome that she was certain she had never seen before, because they were the shape of an iced bun, and she would have remembered something like an iced bun in the heavens.


Eventually, Clara made it to the back of the tearoom, ducking carefully under Saturn as she came near to it, and approached a table where a sixteen-year-old girl was enjoying her tea along with one or two of the Observatea’s famed caramel Tycho Brahzilnuts. The girl was wearing an extremely fashionable dress of brilliant wine-red satin and floral silk brocade, topped off with a large feather-trimmed hat. Clara, ten years the girl’s senior, was by contrast in a plain grey-blue poplin day dress – and drew some raised eyebrows from the more couture-minded lady patrons of the tearoom with her unadorned and decidedly out-of-fashion straw bonnet, underneath which her dark hair was neatly tied up.


At the sound of Clara’s approach, the broad brim of the girl’s hat lifted to reveal a hopeful face.


‘Miss Entwhistle, so glad you could join me. Please, sit.’


‘I hope I find you well, Lady Arabella?’ asked Clara, as she lowered herself into a chair.


‘Tolerably well, Miss Entwhistle, thank you. Although I trust the news you bring will leave me feeling a little more than well.’


‘Of course. Your suspicions regarding your governess.’


‘Miss Louisa Smith, yes.’


‘No,’ Clara said gravely, keeping in check her own excitement regarding the information she was about to reveal.


Arabella rustled forward in her seat. ‘No?’


‘It seems your family has been duped, Lady Arabella.’


‘No!’


Arabella contorted her face in horrified delight. She held her teacup close, protecting it from this exquisitely shocking news.


‘She is very likely not named Smith,’ Clara continued, ‘and she is almost certainly not a governess. At least, not one with any record of having existed prior to her reply to your father’s advertisement in The Times.’


Arabella sat in silence for a few moments, cradling her teacup pensively. Clara sensed she was being weighed up, but could only guess at the details of Arabella’s doubts.


The difficulty was that Clara had been efficient. Could it be possible, Arabella wondered, that a stranger had been able to discover her wretched governess’s secret in a mere matter of days? How far could she really trust this peculiar Miss Entwhistle, whose services she’d engaged through a servant, who’d seen an advertisement in a newspaper? Arabella knew that one always had to be on guard against fraudsters, hoodwinkers and flimflammers, that she must take note of inconsistencies and contradictions. Indeed, she thought, the very service itself was an incongruity with the world: a sort of spy for everyone? A personal policeman? She could see that Clara was a gentlewoman, that much was clear: the way she held herself, the care in her movements – besides which, she enunciated too well not to have been taught. But her clothes, that bonnet. Her eyes, wide with excitement at such a humdrum old place. And serving as a secret snoop for a girl ten years her junior? She must have fallen on very hard times indeed, in which case, Arabella reasoned, she might say anything to gain favour from someone still in good standing.


Clara waited for Arabella to conclude that further scrutiny was required. Better to wait for the question than anticipate it: she would value the answer more. After a moment, Clara noticed a young couple at table three – near the centre of the room and directly under the perihelion of Mercury – who were staring nauseatingly into each other’s eyes as they fed one another forkfuls of the tearoom’s most chocolatey dessert, the Galileo Ganachilei. A rather severe older woman – their chaperone, no doubt – grimaced at the sight from her table nearby.


‘But her character reference, Miss Entwhistle?’ Arabella said finally. ‘The Luptons of St Neots?’


‘A forgery, I’m afraid,’ Clara replied, snapping her eyes back to her client. ‘The address was for a lodging house, and the proprietor confessed she had been paid to write a glowing recommendation – paid by a woman matching precisely the description of your governess.’


‘She just admitted it?’ asked Arabella, with the most suspicious eyebrows she could apparently muster.


‘Some of the proprietor’s correspondence was in view, and the handwriting was a clear match with the false reference. She confessed when presented with that fact.’


‘The charlatan!’ cried Arabella, appalled, but also – Clara noted happily – convinced. The young woman’s outrage suddenly vanished, replaced by the triumphant grin of someone whose long-held suspicions had been proved correct. ‘You’ve found her out, Miss Entwhistle. Very well done!’


Her hat feathers danced in approval.


Clara beamed. ‘All in a day’s work.’


Arabella’s face contorted more rapidly than should be possible from delight to hopelessness.


‘But Father will not believe me! He has been taken in. It was all for naught.’


She flicked a porcelain bowl of sugar lumps to punish it for something.


‘Fortunately,’ said Clara, ‘I was able to retrieve some other discarded written material from the proprietor. Your father can compare.’


She handed Arabella an envelope, which she had helpfully, and in her finest calligraphy, labelled ‘Proof’.


Arabella’s face instantly reverted to its previous state of pure joy.


‘Well done, Miss Entwhistle. Well done. You have my thanks.’


‘It was nothing.’


‘Of course, I knew all along,’ Arabella continued. ‘Competent at arithmetic, but her Latin and French were atrocious. I fear I know less than when she began tutoring me! And her accent. She sounded as though she was from Manchester! These things rub off on young people, you know. But now Father will have no choice but to dismiss her, and I will be granted a real governess. A less provincial one, I hope!’


‘Fingers crossed,’ said Clara with a grimace, before noticing the chaperone – entranced by the majestic conjunction of Mars and Neptune on the far side of the room – being lightly concussed by a passing moon of Jupiter.


A waiter dashed off discreetly for medical aid as the young lovers exchanged a knowing glance, quickly threw some money onto the table, and made their exit.


The bus glided to a halt. Fleet’s peripheral vision was good enough to tell him where he was, and he folded his newspaper and got up. He noticed the dog and its owner had alighted some time earlier, leaving her paper – The Graphic – on the seat. Further along, someone had abandoned a copy of yesterday’s Evening News. Fleet hurried down the bus to the front exit, accumulating papers as he went, narrowly besting a vicar in a race to The Herald and receiving a scowl of benevolent concern as a reward. He jumped through the open doors onto the street, the papers bundled under his arms whacking the doorframe as he went.


Fleet walked through a small square that was bounded on three sides by past-their-best stone buildings of shopfronts and offices, their eaves overlapping and colliding over ginnels that led to back alleyways that were also quite successful places of business, only for thievier, stabbier types.


A mass of people were criss-crossing the square: clerks in dark suits heading to work; shopkeepers in overalls carrying crates of produce; tradesmen with toolboxes and the occasional ladder; the crossing sweeper furiously brushing dust across the path of well-dressed folk in the hope of a few pennies to get him to stop.


Crammed in among the other buildings was London’s thirty-fourth most disreputable pub, the Grouse and Chisel, out of which some people having a bad time of it were staggering, and into which people having an even worse time of it were heading. A police wagon was parked up outside, as always, because the police had learned that when it came to the Chisel, it was just easier to have a unit on hand.


An enormous picture painted on the side of the wagon caught Fleet’s eye. Queen Victoria. Or, at least, what passed nowadays for Queen Victoria. Even the most devoted monarchists agreed she had seen better days. Not the days that had featured any of her eleven-and-counting assassinations – those had been very bad days. But they had been followed by the very good days when she had returned, just a tad more made of machinery than before, to the sound of exultant crowds. Not to mention the great relief of her Royal Medical Engineers who, frankly, were astonished that their efforts to revive her kept working, but felt safe in the knowledge that if they ever truly bungled it one day – if they ever failed to devise suitable mechanical replacements for her shot, stabbed, exploded or just good-old-poisoned organs – then their employer would be much too dead to reprimand them.


Truly, Victoria represented the limitless and somewhat frightening technological possibilities of the age, the extremely limited possibilities of who was allowed to benefit, and the ever-popular appeal of trying very hard not to think about things like that and just get on with your day.


And there were very few people as practised at not thinking about things like that and getting on with their day as Fleet, who merely shuddered at the image of the monarch and returned his attention to the front page of his Courier as he weaved his way across the square.


‘Paper, guvnor?’ a young voice asked.


Fleet looked up. The boy was standing next to a pile of newspapers, and didn’t seem to have registered that Fleet was well on his way to amassing an equal-sized stack.


‘Which one?’ asked Fleet.


‘What?’


‘Which paper are you selling?’


The boy looked puzzled. ‘Today’s.’


Fleet looked closer at the folded broadsheet the boy was waving above his head. He knew journalists roamed in packs when it came to high-profile cases – encircling any poor witness with notebooks and portable recording cylinders – so usually the papers had only the same information. There was always a chance, though, that one had happened upon an additional detail and managed to keep it from their rivals, so every paper was worth gathering.


‘Oh, you’ve got the Herald.’


‘Yeah, the ’Erald all right. International ’appenings, national goings-on and whatnot.’


‘I’ve already got today’s Herald.’


‘Then how ’bout a tip?’ asked the boy. ‘I’ve some shocking inside info on the four-fifteen at the electro-velodrome.’


‘It’s happening at half past twelve?’


‘No, no, it’s one of the mechanics in the stables.’ The boy leaned towards Fleet conspiratorially. ‘Got a new gear system, ’asn’t ’e? But who stands to benefit? Might be Twilight Sands. Might be Gibbous Moon. Might be Winter Complicity. Penny, I’ll tell ya.’


‘Tell you what,’ replied Fleet. ‘I’ll give you a penny if you keep an eye out and let me know about any crimes going on around here.’


The boy’s eyebrows shot up with excitement, pulling him briefly off the pavement. ‘Really?’


‘Yes.’


‘Penny per?’


‘Let’s try one and see how that goes.’


The boy considered this. ‘Am I allowed to commit the crimes?’


‘What? No, of course not.’


‘Bit of thieving, maybe I cut loose a carriage horse here and there?’


‘No!’ exclaimed Fleet. He had never known street lads to be particularly respectful to authority, but now he didn’t have any, it was clear they had previously been on their best behaviour.


‘All right, just pickpocketing then. Stick with what you know – that’s what the man who knifed my dad always said.’ The boy winked at Fleet to confirm the plan.


‘No! No crime!’


‘Seems like that’d be the best way for me to ’elp with what you’re after.’


‘It’s clearly not in the spirit of the idea,’ said Fleet.


‘It’s your fault for establishing perverse incentives, guvnor. Can’t fault water for trickling.’


Fleet pointed a disapproving finger at the boy. ‘You ought to be careful who you say that kind of thing to. I might be the police.’


A steely voice came from behind Fleet.


‘Impersonating a police officer is a criminal offence, sir.’


‘I didn’t say I was police, only that I might be,’ retorted Fleet as he spun round, immediately regretting this decision as he came face to face with a stocky man dressed almost identically to himself – the same simple shirt and necktie, loose-fitting trousers, brown flat-bottomed waistcoat and equally brown woollen overcoat – who was grinning with delight like he had just won a prize in a contest he didn’t know he had entered.


‘Archibald Fleet, it is you! As I live and breathe. And as you …’ The man prodded Fleet in the chest. ‘Whatever it is you do now on that front.’


Fleet stepped backwards and began fastening his coat. He had never cared much for Inspector Collier’s weaponised joviality, nor the fact that despite both of them having the same dozen years’ experience, Collier had a way of making him feel like he was a new recruit.


‘Hello, Collier.’


‘And you, boy!’ Collier barked past Fleet. ‘Show this man some damned respect. Acts of heroism, line of duty and all that, you know.’


The paperboy shrugged and turned towards other passers-by who seemed more likely to buy from him.


Collier rolled his eyes and reverted to grinning at Fleet.


‘Marvellous to see you, Insp— Well, I suppose it’s just plain old “Mr Fleet” now, isn’t it? Although better than “dearly departed”, I’m sure. Remarkable, what you’ve been through. Lucky for you Her Maj was in a generous mood vis-à-vis her … help.’


Fleet shuddered. ‘Keeping well, Collier?’ he asked, indifferently.


‘Me? Oh yes. Busy busy. The bank case is a beast, I’m sure you can imagine.’ Collier glanced down at Fleet’s bundle of newspapers. ‘Or perhaps you don’t need to imagine! What are you up to these days?’


Fleet tucked the papers under one arm.


‘I’m still detecting. Private cases.’


‘Oh, yes!’ said Collier, nodding enthusiastically. ‘I heard you had spun up a little police station of your own. Interesting idea. Good for you.’


‘Good for a number of people, really.’


‘I don’t doubt it! It’s a public service, if you think about it. Keeping all that sort of personal business away frees up the Yard to focus on real cases.’


‘They are real cases, Collier.’


‘Oh, Collier! Both feet inside the mouth, once again! Up to the ankles!’ Collier jabbed his fist halfway into his mouth and popped his eyes wide open in mock panic, before laughing. ‘I do apologise. What did I mean?’


‘Hard to say.’


‘I suppose I meant …’ Collier paused, smiling benevolently at Fleet. ‘Actual crimes.’


A waiter with a trolley orbited the tearoom, attempting to entice the morning customers with a variety of overpriced sweets.


‘She meant to rob us, Miss Entwhistle. I am sure of it.’ Arabella’s youthful face hardened into a scowl.


‘It is possible,’ said Clara, as a nearby diner selected a rather sad-looking tart the waiter explained was filled with something called Copernicustard. ‘Some criminals do jump from identity to identity as suits their needs.’


‘How appalling. But, Miss Entwhistle, you were as good as your word. I should discharge my end of the bargain.’


A delicate hand pushed forward an envelope that Clara assumed, but was too polite to check, contained monetary payment. She placed it carefully into her satchel.


‘I must say, Lady Arabella, your instinct that there was something amiss with your new governess – it showed remarkable intuition. Perhaps you’ll become a private investigator yourself one day.’


A laugh chirruped from Arabella’s lips. ‘Miss Entwhistle, how very droll you are.’


‘Why not?’ asked Clara. ‘I didn’t know I was going to be one. I wanted to be a journalist. In fact, I still am.’


She suddenly remembered the article she had promised her editor would be submitted yesterday, and felt a pang of missed-deadline guilt. Two jobs was a lot. She might have over-committed.


‘You are a journalist as well as a private investigator?’ asked Arabella.


‘At the Morning Chronicler, yes. I report on crime.’


‘Goodness!’


‘They overlap more than you would think.’


‘How so?’


‘The truth, Lady Arabella!’ said Clara, well above proper tearoom conversation volume. ‘They both concern digging out the truth from beneath all the knotted roots of intrigue and deception.’


‘How thrilling,’ said Arabella, studying Clara as though she were some particularly bizarre zoological specimen. ‘What an unusual life you must have led to bring you to this sort of grisly work, Miss Entwhistle.’


Clara considered this. As the daughter of an earl, her upbringing had, in truth, been almost identical to the one Lady Arabella appeared to be having. The only difference being that Clara didn’t want anything to do with it, and had given it up several months earlier to come to London to be a journalist. Her mother, Lady Lucretia Entwhistle, had responded unsurprisingly with bitter outrage but, with time and a great deal of effort, had managed to translate this into the far healthier abject grief. She could still be seen wearing full mourning dress months later – a significant improvement on the two weeks she managed when her husband, Lord Entwhistle, was lost at sea. Clara’s decision had seen her cut off from the family money, as she had fully expected – but this had had the opposite of its intended effect, affording Clara a freedom she had never before known, a freedom she was keen to proselytise about to others.


‘What do you want to do when you are older, Lady Arabella?’


Arabella looked puzzled. She did not seem to understand the question.


‘There’s nothing you want to do?’ continued Clara.


‘Of course there is. I plan to marry very well. Good land, hopefully some hunting grounds to keep him out of the house. Someone who isn’t too much of a gambler. And no industrialists. “Factory money is unsatisfactory money” – that’s what Mother says.’


‘Don’t you have a dream of any sort beyond marriage?’


Arabella thought about this for a moment. ‘I hear very good things about Tuscany.’


Clara was stumped. She stood up.


‘Well, it was a pleasure doing business with you, Lady Arabella. I must be getting back.’


The feather-trimmed hat nodded gravely. ‘And I must expel an imposter from my home. Thank you, Miss Entwhistle.’


As Clara walked out of the tearoom, a server behind the patisserie counter spotted his moment, and successfully convinced her to buy a green, ribboned box, decorated with stars and labelled ‘Kepler Kakes’, which Clara would discover on the train to her office were just what the Observatea called scones.


Fleet walked into Mrs Pomligan’s Coffee House, Beginners Pottery Studio and Museum of Nearby Horrible Murder: once a deteriorating café, now blossoming into its full potential as a deteriorating multipurpose refreshment and education centre.


Small, square tables with mismatched chairs kept their distance from one another around the room. A handful of patrons sipped their drinks, ate pies and cakes, and occasionally yanked their chair legs free of holes in the floorboards. Here and there, paint peeled itself off the walls in shame.


‘Morning, Archie,’ shrieked a crocodilian voice from behind a counter. ‘Usual, is it?’


The proprietor didn’t wait for an answer to her question, knowing full well that it was indeed the usual, and began filling a crooked mug with a thick, black liquid that smelled like it either should be, or already had been, used to protect ships’ hulls.


‘Good morning, Mrs Pomligan,’ Fleet replied into the copy of the Courier he was reading as he walked.


He dodged past half a dozen people enthusiastically, if clumsily, slapping their hands onto lumps of wet clay spinning on wheels in front of them, as they attempted to create coffee mugs that they did not yet know Mrs Pomligan would charge them extra to keep. Their inevitable refusal to cough up ensured her a constant supply of mugs to replenish her own, which smashed on the floor about once an hour, after slipping from a customer’s grasp due to their incompetent construction by the previous day’s novice ceramicists.


Fleet continued on, past several of the local-homicide-themed displays that lined the walls: ‘The Vengeance Axe of Miss Cordelia Harper’, clearly unused; a poster displaying the formula for ‘The Lord Batesford Poison’, which looked suspiciously like a recipe for béchamel sauce; and some framed strips of suit fabric labelled ‘Clothes of Poor Dead Dr Salik’, which Fleet knew for certain had absolutely nothing to do with the scientist who had been murdered nearby, and were probably the remnants of a jacket Mrs Pomligan had confiscated from a punter for taking too long to decide what to order.


One might say Mrs Pomligan was a serial entrepreneur. This, however, would be a cowardly lie: she was an unrepentant con artist. But she was a con artist with great affection for Inspector Fleet, who, while his mother had toiled away selling flowers on the street, had spent many a childhood day in her coffee shop, developing a lifelong addiction to caffeine, and associated sleeping problems so severe he didn’t really remember what it was like to be well rested.


‘You found my dog yet, Archie?’ screeched Mrs Pomligan, adjusting her volume not one bit as Fleet arrived at her counter.


‘Mm?’ replied Fleet.


He continued to read the Courier column. It was now hypothesising about why so little appeared to have been stolen from each bank: only two safe-deposit boxes broken into in each vault.


Suddenly, a muscular arm, strengthened by thirty-five years of grinding coffee by hand, swung down through Fleet’s armful of papers, sending them flopping onto the floor.


‘Hey!’ he cried, finally looking at Mrs Pomligan’s ruddy and wrinkled face.


‘You find clients reading all those newspapers, do you?’


‘Just keeping abreast of things,’ said Fleet, retrieving his papers. ‘Keeps the mind sharp.’


‘Sharp enough to find my lost dog like you promised?’ asked Mrs Pomligan, plonking the wonky coffee mug onto the counter.


‘I’ve had cases on, you know that.’


‘And now?’ pressed the proprietor, keeping one eye on Fleet and the other on some bacon cooking away on a large stove behind her.


‘Now? At this exact moment? No.’


‘Well you’ve got one, haven’t you? My dog!’


By now, Mrs Pomligan had raised her voice above both the sizzling and the increasingly long queue of people behind Fleet, who had begun to grumble quietly.


Fleet sighed. ‘I think we might not be fully agreed on what a detective actually is, Mrs Pomligan. And besides, you didn’t even like that dog.’


‘I loved that dog.’


‘No, no you didn’t. You kept trying to feed him your pastries and getting upset when he refused them.’


‘Neither here nor there. If I want rid of him, should be my decision. Can’t let him run off without me first casting him out.’


Mrs Pomligan waved her spatula at Fleet, flicking pork fat across her faded floral pinny.


By now the queue behind Fleet was quite considerable, largely city types who were anxiously assessing the length of the line and looking at the clock to determine whether there was time to grab a pre-work coffee, and all concluding that there probably was, but only because Mrs Pomligan always had the clock running ten minutes slow for this exact potential customer time/coffee calculation scenario.


Fleet ran a hand over his face wearily. ‘Didn’t that dog just appear here one morning, and come and go every few days? Is he even yours?’


‘He’s spent enough nights kipping under this here counter.’


Some bacon fat hit the ceiling.


‘I’m not sure that’s how pet ownership works, Mrs Pomligan.’


‘And I’m not sure this is how getting me to recommend your detective business to prospective clients works!’


Fleet threw up his hands. ‘I’ll keep looking.’


Mrs Pomligan nodded once to indicate he had made the right decision.


‘And I’ll keep you posted if I find any leads,’ said Fleet, with an eyebrow.


‘I should bloody hope so!’


‘Any leads, Mrs Pomligan.’


‘Yes! You’d better!’


Fleet stared at Mrs Pomligan, who stared back at him. He was not sure why he had attempted this.


‘Right,’ he said, shuffling his papers under his arms and picking up his mug of energising tar with a free hand. ‘I should be getting on.’


‘Archie,’ said Mrs Pomligan, softly.


‘Yes?’


‘I’m glad business is picking up.’


‘Thank you, Mrs Pomligan,’ said Fleet, warily. ‘I appreciate the supp—’


‘Picking up enough for you to start paying me some rent.’


There it was, Fleet thought. The world suddenly making sense again.


‘You’re a small business owner,’ he said, walking towards a staircase at the back of the room. ‘You understand how important it is for me to keep a close eye on outgoings.’


‘Look,’ Mrs Pomligan called after him, her voice returning to the volume of a gong falling into a cellar. ‘I didn’t mind helping you find your feet, for your poor mother’s sake, but I’m not a charity! If you’re earning, you’re paying, or you’re out!’


Already halfway up the stairs, Fleet shouted back: ‘If you chuck me out, who’s going to correct all these “museum” pieces you’ve got around here?’


‘Nothing needs correcting,’ Mrs Pomligan screeched defensively towards the room of customers. ‘It’s all legitimate artefacts of nearby ’orrible murders! Buy a self-guided walking tour pamphlet here at the counter.’


‘You’ve mixed up the order of things in “That Nasty Business With the Scientist Who Got Done In Just Out Front of the Grouse and Chisel”.’


Mrs Pomligan looked over at a wall-mounted, earthenware tableau depicting a medley of murder and deception.


‘You sure?’ she shrieked.


‘Reasonably sure, Mrs Pomligan. I died solving it.’


The detective, his mug of coffee, and his armful of crumpled newsprint vanished through a chipped wooden door at the top of the staircase, onto which was bolted a new and incongruously shiny metal plate. It read: ‘Fleet-Entwhistle Private Investigations’.


Enjoyed what you’ve read? There’s more!
Click here to continue the story.
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London always flooded, had done for decades. People had got the hang of it, moved upward, and started doing scuba diving tours of the lost lower floors for tourists. The jewellers round by Covent Garden kept boats moored at Farringdon Dock1 so they could move their stock fast if the waters rose, and just like they had in centuries past, shops and houses and restaurants had begun to populate the higher Thames bridges. It had become a trinkety sort of place, full of rare book shops and once grand theatres, and locals who were locked in a war with the massive cruise ships that kept knocking the frilly bits off the Houses of Parliament.


When January was little, it had been the sort of place where people came on holiday to see the glittering ruins at Canary Wharf that sank deeper into the river silt every year. He had grown up knowing that the city was sinking, but somehow he’d never thought it would one day be sunken.


April was flood season, and that April was even more determined than the previous ones. The night before everything really fell apart, the rain was already torrential, so he and half the company stayed late at the theatre to put sandbags down at the doors—even though a string of ministers and engineers had been on the emergency broadcasts to say the flood defences would be fine. The Royal Opera House leaned over Seven Dials Canal, which often broke its banks by a good few feet, floating the boats up to the ceilings of their alcoves. Seals had taken over the portico because they knew the kitchen people would be along with yesterday’s sushi soon.


January was enjoying it a lot, though. He didn’t have to use the front door of his building any more; the ferry driver stopped right outside his bedroom window and he just hopped onto the top deck and sunbathed the whole way to work, watching the orange tree blossom rain across the waterways. He did know he might be in trouble once the water rose above his bedroom window, but it was already thirty degrees out and it would not be the end of the world if he had to camp on the roof. He had one of those big umbrellas his mum had used to take fishing, and a camp stove, and an endless pig-headed ability to enjoy himself as long as he personally was mostly dry and he had a camera to take pictures of the dolphins with.


Although some businesses were shut, the theatre wasn’t. As one person, the company had agreed they’d all happily drown before they cancelled the show. It was Swan Lake, for God’s sake; as the director pointed out, cancelling a show about a lake because it was raining would be ridiculous.


So, once the sandbags were down, everyone cracked out the theatre’s supply of candles and matches, set out the big emergency candelabra, put mirrors behind those to make the most of the light—if you were going to go without electricity, there were worse places to work than a theatre—and carried on with the rehearsal.
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