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  Praise for Alan Campbell




  ‘His exploration of divinity, belief and religion are clearly meant as something deeper than a simple sword-and-sorcery tale . . . a richly

  imagined adventure well worthy of his impressive first novel’




  DeathRay




  ‘A big, bold fantasy . . . this is confirmation that British fantasy has another star in the rising’




  SFX




  ‘His decaying city is so well realized it could be a character in its own right. As for the characters, what a wonderfully original bunch of

  misfits and grotesques they are!’




  Starburst




  ‘Campbell’s novel neatly sidesteps all traditional fantasy stereotypes’




  Dreamwatch




  ‘A brilliant and richly imagined creation . . . hugely powerful and remarkable . . . Highly recommended’




  SF Revu




  ‘An impressive debut, a real page-turner’




  SFFWorld. com




  ‘With undead armies, psychotic armies and exploding airships, Scar Night is a gripping, yipping yarn which rattles along at a great pace.

  Tether all that to the knock-out image at the heart of the novel – Deepgate, a Gothic city built on a network of chains over a great abyss – and you have urban fantasy at its

  best’




  Hal Duncan, author of Vellum




  ‘A book really has to compel me – and right away – for me to finish it. Scar Night did that . . . I felt caught in

  Deepgate’s chains immediately – the action and suspense were nail biting’




  Greg Keyes, author of The Briar King




  ‘Stunning debut fantasy . . . Campbell has Neil Gaimen’s gift for lushly dark stories and compelling antiheroes, and effortlessly channels

  the Victorian atmospherics of writer and illustrator Mervyn Peake as well. This imaginative first novel will have plenty of readers anxiously awaiting his follow-up’




  Publishers Weekly (starred review)




  ‘Thrilling, chilling, and downright unputdownable’




  LiteraryMagic. com




  ‘Vampires, angels, assassins, priests and more . . . A terrific start to what promises to become a thrilling saga . . . Excellent!’




  Spinetinglers. co. uk




  ‘A chain-wrapped industrial city so real you can feel the iron and smell the fumes – and a violent tale told in murderously beautiful

  prose’




  Sharon Shinn, author of Archangel




  ‘Vividly imagined, visceral and intensely involving . . . a stunning debut. I can’t wait to see what follows in the next volume’




  Sarah Ash, author of the Tears of Artamon series




  ‘Scar Night is a strong, slyly written, and very assured debut from a fantasist to pay attention to. Campbell mingles action and atmosphere

  with the grace of a seasoned pro’




  Scott Lynch, author of The Lies of Locke Lamora
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  CODEX EXCERPTS FOUND


  IN THE WRECKAGE OF


  RECLAMATION SHIP TWELVE




  (FOLLOWS FROM REMAINING FRAGMENT BOFP, VOL. II, P. 783) . . .




  

    The god of flowers and kni(ves?) could not kill this foe. He flew above the burning town of Skirl. And among the fire and smoke walked an arconite.


  




  The corpses of [illegible] thousand Northmen filled the streets. And one hundred thousand more stood upon the backs of their [unknown term; trans. – cold?] brothers in order

  to reach the great winged demon.




  They hacked the arconite with steel and burned it. But the demon (laughed/howled?) and walked among them and slew the Northmen. All the men of Coreollis came forth to fight, and the men

  of Brownslough and those of [charred]. One half of the (handsome?) god’s men died beneath the arconite’s club. The rest tried to flee. But the god of flowers and knives

  was wrathful.




  

    [following two lines charred/indic. collateral PF impact]


  




  

    Chains of bane were brought forth from [unknown term; trans. – ‘city of voices’, see appendix 4a] to bind the arconite’s feet. It stumbled and fell and crushed

    many (dwellings?) in Skirl. But still it slew the warriors around it, for it would not return to Hell so easily.


  




  [Excised] from Oxos came to poison the fallen demon. It would not die. [Excised] brought worms to devour it. It would not be consumed. Slaves [charred] from the Riot Coast,

  and set about the beast with hammers and [illegible]. And after two moons the arconite had been pinned.




  Even then they could not slay it, and so they buried it under the earth.




  The god of flowers and knives brought forth a great rain to cleanse Pandemeria of [excised]. But in his castle he brooded, for his army had been decimated. And under the drowned earth,

  the arconite still breathed.




  

     

  




  PROLOGUE




  OBLIVION OR SLAVERY




  Saltwater fog had engulfed the old galleon for as long as her crew could remember. The briny air had warped her joints and planking, eaten holes in her decks and bulkheads, and

  turned her interior into a dank, rotting hive. Everything creaked, dripped and groaned in the gloom. Even the throne upon which Cospinol sat had wasted, its once finely carved surfaces now reduced

  to so much mulch.




  The old god was wearing his best armour, but the layers of hardened red crab shells had cracked and tarnished millennia ago and no amount of paint and glue had been able to restore the suit to

  its former glory. His wings slumped from his shoulders like the tattered grey and white sails this ancient vessel had once possessed. His eyes peered out through a bedraggled net of his own hair as

  he studied the axe in his hand.




  ‘My Lord?’




  This gradual corruption would be the end of him. Like the wooden axe handle in his fist, his vessel, the Rotsward, could only barely support her own weight. She simply would not survive

  another century. Her bones had atrophied, her skin had split, and now things moved through the dank spaces in her belly that had no right to be there. Cospinol lifted his eyes from the axe and

  listened for the patter of small feet.




  ‘My Lord?’ The slave girl kneeling before him clutched the hem of her smock. ‘Your brothers are here.’




  Cospinol made a dismissive gesture. A child sniggered in the passage outside the captain’s cabin, and then a shadow darted past an open gap in the nearest bulkhead.




  The old god raised his axe. ‘This runt has been pestering me for days,’ he growled. ‘I intend to have the little bastard’s head on a plate before they arrive.’ He

  rose from his throne and took a step towards the source of the sound. Planks sagged under his shell-plated boots. Looking down through a hand-sized gap in the floorboards in one corner of the

  cabin, he noticed a much larger hole in the Rotsward’s outer hull. A small figure clambered through this and slipped out into the fog beyond, followed by a chittering mass of living

  red crabs. ‘The boy is a damned spider,’ Cospinol muttered. ‘How is he able to climb underneath my ship?’




  ‘He has hooks for fingers,’ the slave girl said.




  ‘Hooks? Since when?’




  She shrugged.




  The sea god grunted. ‘This infestation is a conspiracy. The last thing I need is for my brothers to find such Mesmerist scum loose aboard this vessel. How do you imagine that would

  look?’




  She made no reply.




  ‘Those bastards might even try to supplant me,’ Cospinol went on. ‘They’ll say I’m harbouring the enemy, then call a vote and have me expelled from my own dominion.

  They’ve been eyeing the Riot Coast for centuries, just waiting for an excuse like this.’




  ‘The war in Pandemeria keeps them fully occupied, my Lord.’




  Cospinol opened one of the cabin’s rear windows and looked down upon the Rotsward’s stern and rudder. He could see little beyond the vague outlines of the scaffold that

  enveloped his entire skyship, the great floating nest of yards and ropes all wreathed in fog. A gull hopped along one of the timber spars and then took off, circling down towards the ground so far

  below the hull and scaffold, until it disappeared entirely in the grey mist. Cospinol could see nothing of the landscape down there, but he supposed the Rotsward must be drifting somewhere

  to the west of Pandemeria. ‘Evidently not occupied enough,’ he said, ‘as they’ve left mortal generals in charge of their armies while they’ve travelled out

  here.’ He closed the window again. ‘Besides, what does a dead girl know about the war? You weren’t Pandemerian, were you?’




  She lowered her head. ‘No, my Lord, I lived and died in Brownslough.’




  The god nodded. ‘Hafe’s realm. I suppose you’re one of the lucky ones. Just be thankful that Pandemeria is far from here, lass.’ He wandered across the cabin to inspect

  the banquet table set under the stern windows: the white linen napkins, the silver platters, cutlery, goblets and candlesticks – all far too ostentatious for his simple tastes. He picked up a

  knife, wondering how his slaves had restored the blade to such a high sheen, before he then noticed a rash of black spots along one edge. Not even his best-kept silverware had survived the slow

  decay.




  This endless fog was to blame, that dismal pall of brine on which Cospinol looked out every day, and which tumbled behind the windowpanes even now. Yet the god did not dare expose his vessel to

  the sun of this world.




  Not yet.




  His ruminations were disturbed by a thought. ‘Where are my brothers? What’s taking them so long?’




  ‘My Lord . . .’ The girl’s chin sank even lower onto her chest. ‘Your guests brought something overland with them. It is being hoisted up here even now. Your Lord

  brothers chose to pause and oversee the operation from the Rotsward’s yards.’




  ‘What is it?’




  ‘I do not know, my Lord. They found it in Pandemeria.’




  Cospinol felt suddenly uneasy. Nothing good had ever come out of that war-ravaged land. Whatever Rys and the others had discovered would undoubtedly have some wicked purpose. He sighed and made

  for the door, beckoning his servant after him. ‘Let’s go and see it then.’




  They left the captain’s cabin and took one of the aft companion-ways up to the quarterdeck. From here Cospinol could look out across the Rotsward’s upper decks.




  Fog wreathed the skyship on all sides. In Heaven she had been a square-rigged galleon made for salt seas – but her keel had not split waves in over three thousand years. Her mainmasts were

  missing: the tough oak had long since been cannibalized for vital repairs to other parts of the ship. Now her remaining tattered sails hung limply from the main starboard and larboard yards, far

  out beyond the ship’s sides. To reach these, the Rotsward’s crew were forced to clamber like ants among the lattice of greasy beams around the hull – a perilous task in the

  ever-present fog – with nothing but sky between them and the ground so far below.




  Work was under way amidships. Two of the crew were resting, exhausted, against the larboard winch handles, while six others wrestled a loaded net onto the deck. This net contained a spherical

  and dull-metallic object, like an oversized cannonball – and just as heavy, judging by the way his crew were struggling with it. Cospinol looked around for his brothers, but couldn’t

  see them anywhere.




  The Rotsward’s crew wore the same queer assortment of clothes they had died in. They had once been sailors on the seas below, hailing from Oxos and Meria and a dozen other human

  ports. Now their pallid faces evinced grim determination as they laboured to free the sphere from its net.




  ‘What is that thing?’ Cospinol mused.




  A harsh laugh came from above him. ‘It is the key to your freedom, Cospinol!’




  The sea god turned his gaze upwards to see his brother Rys flying down to join him on the quarterdeck, his great white wings cutting through the fog. His mirrored steel plate gleamed like

  freshly minted coins, while the naked scimitar and many tiny blades in his silver belt shone with the brilliance of starlight. He wore a cloak of Battlefield Roses, as red as the bloody ground from

  which they had sprouted – and just as poisonous. The god of flowers and knives looked every inch the champion – and Cospinol hated him for it.




  Then, from out of the misty sky behind emerged the others: Mirith, Hafe and Sabor. These three gods remained a respectful distance behind their elder brother: Hafe, obese and sweating under

  cauldrons of copper armour; dour, grey-haired Sabor in his dark suit of mail; poor mad Mirith in the motley of tin plates, leathers and garish velvets that Rys had given him to wear. It seemed that

  even their wings had grown to complement the stature of each god. If an ox could fly, its wingspan would resemble Hafe’s; while Sabor had the look of a rook; and Mirith’s wings were

  lopsided, and stitched with tiny bells.




  Rys landed lightly on the quarterdeck. ‘This floating gaol continues to amaze me,’ he said. ‘How do you keep it from completely disintegrating about you?’




  Cospinol noted the insult in his brother’s choice of words. Of all the five gods present, only Cospinol himself still lacked the power to leave his stronghold. This detail had forced the

  others to come here, and Rys would not be pleased about that inconvenience. ‘The Rotsward is tougher than she looks,’ he replied darkly.




  ‘As are you, brother,’ Rys said. ‘You appear so frail one wonders how you are able to remain upright without assistance, and yet somehow you stand here before us, tall enough

  to be mistaken for an equal.’




  The whole skyship gave a sudden lurch as Hafe landed with a mighty thump beside the god of flowers and knives. Sabor set down lightly, a short distance further back, before Mirith landed with a

  clash of tiny bells and a whoop of glee.




  Rys glanced over his shoulder and said, ‘Don’t feel disheartened, Cospinol, for I am now surrounded by cripples.’




  ‘I am no cripple,’ Hafe protested.




  ‘This airboat pitches and shudders with every beat of your fat heart,’ Rys remarked. ‘Your very presence here is likely to send this whole sorry vessel crashing down out of the

  sky.’




  The god of dirt and poison’s face reddened. ‘It’s not my fault,’ he grunted, ‘that this ship is rotten. A flock of gulls could tear it to shreds.’




  Mirith sniggered behind his hand, then gave a ridiculous jester’s bow. ‘But I am a cripple.’




  ‘And a lunatic with it,’ Rys agreed. ‘Yet we find ourselves in this floating wreck partly because of your uncanny foresight.’




  Cospinol’s mood darkened further. He was about to respond, when a commotion from amidships distracted him. Rys’s strange metal sphere had come loose from its net and rolled away,

  knocking a crewman to the deck and crushing his chest. The sailor wailed in agony while his companions struggled to roll the object off him.




  ‘Be careful with that,’ Rys yelled.




  ‘Perhaps,’ Cospinol suggested, ‘they would be more cautious if you explained exactly what that object is. It is a Mesmerist weapon, is it not?’




  ‘Much more than that,’ Rys said. ‘Come, brother.’




  The god led the others down the quarterdeck staircase to the wide mid-deck, where the remainder of the Rotsward’s crew had freed their trapped comrade, and were now jamming blocks

  of wood under Rys’s sphere to keep it from rolling away again.




  Cospinol now saw that the sphere was comprised of ill-fitting metal plates, triangles and trapeziums loosely bolted together so that a network of gaps ran between them like the broken earth in a

  dry riverbed. The metal shone dully, like old pewter, yet each panel was heavily dented and scratched, as though the globe had spent much time rolling across rough terrain. A faint geometric

  pattern could just be discerned behind the scrawls.




  Rys approached the globe and lightly ran a finger across the surface of one of these metal plates, as though tracing the outline of some obscure esoteric design. Then he pushed the panel

  inwards. It clicked once, and then sprung back out like a flap on its hidden hinges.




  Behind the open panel was a face.




  Cospinol stepped closer. The visage appeared human at first: an old woman with creased skin, a flat nose, and blind white eyes. But then her mouth opened to reveal a snakelike black tongue and

  three stubby yellow glass teeth. She gave a sudden desperate wail.




  ‘Close the sphere! The sun burns us so!’




  ‘There is no sun here,’ Rys growled. ‘Be silent, hag, until I give you permission to speak.’




  Cospinol’s eyes widened. ‘You found a witchsphere?’




  Rys nodded. ‘My soldiers discovered it after the battle in Skirl. This thing had been observing the conflict for its master.’




  ‘Menoa’s dogcatchers will be searching hard for this object.’




  ‘Let them search,’ Rys grunted. ‘It is far beyond their reach now.’




  The hag inside the sphere cried out again. ‘Traitorous dogs!We curse the sons of Ayen. We inhaled your blood in Skirl and in Pandemeria, and now we will exhale it in Deepgate. You have no

  more men to throw against us.’




  ‘Silence!’ Rys slipped a knife from his belt and plunged it through the open panel into the interior of the sphere. The hag screamed and spat blood at him, but the handsome god only

  twisted his blade and pushed it in deeper, until the wailing died away.




  Wincing, Cospinol turned away from the gruesome sight. ‘I see your talents of persuasion remain as keen as ever,’ he said to his younger brother. ‘But what did the witchsphere

  mean? How can the Mesmerists hope to attack Deepgate?’




  Mirith giggled manically. ‘All is not well on the other side of Hell.’ His tin-plate armour rattled like beggars’ cups as he danced away across the Rotsward’s

  deck.




  Rys wiped blood and spittle from his face. ‘Mirith is more astute than he appears,’ he said to Cospinol. ‘His madness masks a cunning mind.’ He then faced the old sea

  god, his eyes grim, and said, ‘Ulcis has been slain.’




  So startling was this news that Cospinol actually laughed. ‘Slain?’ he snorted. ‘A god slain? Impossible.’




  ‘It is true,’ Rys insisted. ‘Mirith had a spy in Deepgate, a hell-walker by the name of Thomas Scatterclaw. He stole through the Maze to confirm this witch’s tidings.

  Ulcis’s death has left a second door to Hell unguarded. Now King Menoa’s forces are gathering behind it.’




  Cospinol hissed. ‘But how could this have happened? How did our brother Ulcis become so lax?’ he asked. ‘How could he allow the Mesmerists to get a corporeal assassin into this

  world? How did they kill him?’




  ‘They didn’t,’ Rys said. ‘The god of chains died at the hand of his own daughter.’




  ‘His daughter?’ Cospinol stared at him in disbelief. ‘He had a daughter? And he let her live?’




  The god of flowers and knives nodded. ‘His folly has put us all in grave danger. The battle at Skirl has decimated our forces. We cannot spare the troops necessary to halt a second

  Mesmerist incursion. The portal beneath Deepgate lies wide open, and the lands around the abyss are undefended. Ethereal entities are already rising from Hell and moving into the chained city under

  a veil of bloody mist. Icarate shape-shifters will follow soon, and then the full force of the Mesmerist horde will pour out of the abyss at their heels. They will corrupt the Deadsands as they

  have corrupted Pandemeria.’




  While Cospinol considered this grim turn of events, Rys returned his attention back to the witchsphere. The hag inside was gurgling pitifully now, choking on her own blood. Rys closed the panel

  and then opened another flap on the top of the globe. A second hag peered out: a woman even uglier and more ancient than the first. Her single white eye lolled in a skull-like face as black as

  burned oak. ‘Mercy for my sisters!’ she cried. ‘Let us return to Hell, son of Ayen.’




  Rys grinned. ‘When you have told my brother all you know,’ he said.




  ‘We have told everything,’ the hag wailed.




  ‘Tell him.’




  The hag moaned. ‘Our master is building a second arconite, even greater and more powerful than the first. Forged of bone and iron and leashed to the soul of a powerful archon, it will move

  in sunlight and walk freely across unblooded earth.’ Her face twisted into a hideous sneer. ‘It will crush the remnants of your armies like ants!’




  Rys set about her with his knife. All the time the smile never left his face.




  The handsome god was panting when he finally finished with the witchsphere. ‘So far the Mesmerists have been confined to Pandemeria,’ he said, ‘simply because they cannot

  survive for long without drawing power from blood. In order to remain in this world, Hell’s creatures must walk upon the red earth of battlefields, or upon land already saturated by

  Menoa’s bloody mists. But these arconites . . .’ He balled his fists. ‘We could not kill the first one, Cospinol.’




  ‘And when the second one leaves Hell,’ Cospinol said, ‘you will lose your hold on this world.’




  ‘We will lose our hold,’ Rys said.




  But that wasn’t true. Cospinol owned none of the wealth or kingdoms his four brothers possessed. He had been trapped in this rotting ship for three thousand years, wreathed in fog to hide

  himself from the destructive power of the sun. Only Ulcis, the eldest of all the goddess Ayen’s sons, had been similarly trapped – hidden beneath the earth while he harvested souls to

  join Rys’s army. But now Ulcis was dead, leaving Cospinol as the last of the gods to remain imprisoned.




  ‘What has become of Ulcis’s reservists?’ he asked. ‘The hordes he harvested from Deepgate?’




  Sabor stepped forward. ‘Their flesh is lost,’ he said. ‘The Mesmerists will have already used their blood for their own purposes.’ Everything about the god of clocks was

  grey: his skin, his feathers, his hair, even his eyes. To read his shadowless expression, one required a degree of patient concentration. No wonder Sabor chose to wear black: a single item of

  coloured raiment might distract the viewer’s eye and thus doom any conversation. Sabor continued in dull, authoritative tones. ‘Yet the souls of his reservists remain in this

  world.’




  Cospinol frowned. ‘How?’




  ‘Ulcis’s daughter did not spill her father’s blood. She merely displaced the essence of it.’




  ‘She drank the fat sod,’ Rys confirmed. Cospinol could not help but notice a glint of satisfaction light up in Rys’s eyes. Should the mother goddess’s sons ever

  reclaim Heaven, Ulcis’s death left only Cospinol in line for the throne before Rys – a thought the old sea god found suddenly unnerving.




  Hafe slammed a fist against his copper breastplate. ‘You bastards do nothing but talk,’ he boomed. ‘When do we eat?’




  Cospinol’s slaves brought tray after tray to the captain’s table: corpse crabs from Gobe Bay and steamed kellut from Oxos; squid and cuttlefish and bowls of pink prawns. The god of

  brine and fog had chosen the very best from his larders for this occasion, but now he had no appetite. While his brothers ate and chatted, Cospinol brooded in silence.




  Ulcis was dead, his army lost, and his untimely departure had offered Menoa’s hordes a second route out of Hell. Rys’s armies had been decimated at Skirl. The survivors had retreated

  to Coreollis in a desperate attempt to defend that stronghold against Mesmerist attacks from the Red Road. Even if the god of flowers and knives could spare enough of his troops to make a

  difference, would they be able to travel to Deepgate in time to halt this new incursion?




  Cospinol doubted it. He began to suspect why his brothers were really here.




  Rys spat at one of the serving girls. ‘This food isn’t fit for a dog,’ he announced. ‘Fetch us something edible. Bring us a bowl of the soulpearls your master

  hoards.’




  She bowed and hurried away, without even a glance at Cospinol.




  Mirith sniggered. ‘Bowls of souls,’ he said. ‘Better than this filth. The dead can’t cook.’




  Hafe grunted in agreement without raising his face from the platter of eels he was devouring. Sabor glanced up at Rys, and then quickly back to his own plate, yet Cospinol noted the dark look of

  disapproval in the grey god’s eyes.




  Rys set down his fork. ‘Your slaves are tediously slow,’ he said to Cospinol, ‘and your whole skyship stinks of corpses, gull-shit and brine. Tell me, brother, do you enjoy

  living in such squalor?’




  ‘I survive.’




  ‘But it’s hardly a life,’ Rys commented. ‘Don’t you tire of roaming the skies like a vulture, picking up the souls we leave behind? Wouldn’t you rather sail a

  real ship upon a real sea? You must yearn to feel the sun on your face again, the wind in your hair. Would you not prefer to stand beside your own brothers as an equal?’




  Cospinol said nothing.




  The serving girl returned with a small bowl full of soulpearls. The tiny glass beads glimmered faintly in the gloom, while the whorls and loops etched into their surface seemed to writhe like

  threads of darkness. Cospinol tried to hide his dismay – he could not afford to thus squander so much of his hard-won power. Yet he dared not oppose Rys.




  ‘Some real sustenance at last,’ Rys said. He scooped up a handful of the priceless beads and tipped them into his mouth, before handing the bowl to Hafe. The fat god took most of the

  remainder for himself, then slid the container across the table to Sabor.




  The god of clocks said, ‘No, thank you.’




  ‘You refuse power?’ Hafe asked.




  ‘It is not your power to offer,’ Sabor replied.




  Rys snorted. ‘Sabor’s quaint sense of honour will be the end of him one day. His own swordsmen actually slay wounded Mesmerists on the battlefield, rather than leave them to the slow

  suffering they deserve.’ He nodded at Hafe. ‘Cospinol can always fashion more pearls. Give the dregs to Mirith.’




  Mirith lifted the bowl with both hands and upended it into his mouth. Then he giggled and shook his lopsided wings to make his bells chime. ‘Even these souls taste like brine.’




  ‘Enough!’ Cospinol rose from his seat and glared down at Rys. ‘I am the master of this vessel,’ he hissed. ‘And while you are aboard you will treat me with

  respect.’ His thin chest heaved beneath his shell-encrusted breastplate. ‘You speak of arconites and fallen gods, and a new threat to your forces from the west. Do you take me for a

  fool? You wouldn’t have come here unless you needed my help. Yet you evade the question and continue to mock me at my own table.’




  Rys scraped back his seat and stood up. He slapped Cospinol hard across the face.




  The old god recoiled, his cheek burning with the blow. The slaves stopped what they were doing, and the ringing in Cospinol’s ears diminished to a profound silence. Everyone was staring at

  him.




  ‘Get out,’ Rys said to the slaves.




  They left.




  The god of flowers and knives strolled over to the cabin windows and gazed out at the fog. ‘I will forgive your outburst,’ he said finally. ‘I realize life has been hard for

  you here, Cospinol . . . trapped aboard this skyship, denied the freedom we four have won for ourselves.’ He almost managed to sound magnanimous. ‘But I am now prepared to help you

  change all that. We would like for you to join us as an equal – to have the honour of standing with us, shoulder-to-shoulder, against Hell’s armies.’




  How generous of you. Cospinol’s cheek smarted. He felt bile rise in his throat, but he said nothing.




  Rys went on, ‘Only after we have defeated this Mesmerist threat to our lands here on earth will we be able to storm the gates of Heaven and reclaim our rightful inheritance.’ He

  smiled. ‘But you must prove yourself worthy first. This war with Hell threatens everything we have achieved thus far. Since our mother Ayen crushed our uprising in Heaven we have struggled

  back from the brink of oblivion. Our father Iril was shattered, the pieces of him scattered throughout the Maze. Do you think he can help us?’ Rys shook his head. ‘Iril’s

  dissolution gave this upstart King Menoa the opportunity to claim the title of Lord of the Maze for himself.’




  He sifted through a platter of shells, then wrinkled his brow in disgust. ‘And now there is no more room in Hell. The Mesmerists must extend their bloody Maze into this world.’ He

  gave a deep sigh. ‘If Menoa’s creatures win, mankind faces the same oblivion Ayen sought to bestow upon us.’




  ‘And if you win,’ Cospinol said, ‘mankind faces slavery.’




  ‘A kinder prospect, surely?’




  Cospinol ground his teeth.




  Rys stared at him for a while, then finally shrugged. ‘After our victory, you can possess as many slaves as you like. Keep them alive for all I care. Just don’t breed with them

  – don’t make the same mistake as Ulcis. One demigod loose in our world is quite enough.’




  ‘It was never our world,’ Cospinol said.




  Rys ignored this. ‘Take your skyship to Deepgate,’ he said. ‘And seal this new portal before the Mesmerists can gain a foothold there. While our enemy’s attention is

  focused on the chained city, the flow of demons into Pandemeria will cease. This will be the best chance we’ve ever had to attack the Mesmerists and drive them back into Hell.’




  Cospinol gave a grunt of derision. ‘You make it sound so simple, Rys. Yet you expect me to risk my life to secure your freedom, while I remain imprisoned here?What do you have to offer? A

  vague promise of solidarity between us? You’ll betray me as soon as the Mesmerists are defeated.’




  ‘You prefer oblivion?’




  ‘If I am doomed to die aboard this ship, at least I’ll die knowing that you have failed.’




  The knives in Rys’s belt glittered suddenly. ‘But we intend to offer you the means to free yourself.’




  Cospinol shifted his gaze between his brothers, looking from Rys’s hard stare to Mirith’s drooling grin; from Hafe’s sweat-crumpled brow to Sabor’s darkly serious frown.

  How could he trust any of them? Nevertheless he said, ‘Explain.’




  Now Sabor rose from the table. ‘Ulcis had feasted for three thousand years,’ the god of clocks explained. ‘He had harvested enough power to leave his abyss, yet he was murdered

  before he could realize his escape. All the souls in his veins have now passed to his daughter, Carnival. Imbibing her blood would provide you with enough power to leave the shelter of the

  Rotsward.’




  Cospinol felt his heartbeat quicken. Three millennia of souls just for the taking? If Sabor was speaking the truth, and Cospinol could capture this girl and harvest her blood, then he would be

  free of his prison at last. He would feel the sun on his face again.




  ‘The witchsphere is capable of guiding you towards her,’ Rys said. ‘It is my gift to you.’




  Mirith sniggered. ‘Beware of lies, Cospinol.’




  Rys wheeled on the crippled god, a silver knife already in his fist. ‘Don’t test me, Mirith. You rely too much on your fool’s face to shield you.’




  The crippled god jerked away from the blade. His chair fell back, striking the floor, and Mirith rolled backwards out of it, wings-over-heels. He squawked and came to rest on his rear.




  Hafe boomed a laugh.




  Rys turned back to Cospinol. ‘Why should we betray each other when mutual cooperation benefits us all?’ he growled. ‘Seal the portal under Deepgate while we fight the enemy in

  Pandemeria. Kill the girl and use her power to shed this rotting carapace of yours. Then join us as an equal.’




  An equal? Like poor Mirith here?




  The sea god realized now how much his younger brother needed him. Rys’s armies could not withstand an assault from a second arconite; he had no choice but to offer Cospinol the

  demigod’s power in payment for his aid. ‘The daughter . . . Carnival,’ he said, ‘she’s already murdered one god, and she’ll be vastly stronger now.’




  ‘She’s savage and untrained,’ Rys continued. ‘No match for your slave . . .’ He gestured at the floor. ‘What do you call him, the barbarian who drags this

  ship?’




  ‘Anchor.’ Cospinol barely noticed Hafe’s guffaw in response to this. ‘You suggest I use my slave as an assassin?’




  ‘He is already an assassin,’ Rys replied. ‘How many has he killed for you now? A hundred thousand? Half a million?’




  ‘More.’




  Hafe chuckled. ‘Half a million souls!’ The god of dirt and poison thumped one fist against his huge copper breastplate. ‘And you call me greedy? Goat’s balls, this human

  slave has eaten more souls than the Maze.’




  ‘Indeed,’ Rys agreed. ‘While we fostered legions to break free of Ayen’s bonds and win our own kingdoms here on this world, our brother has invested the bulk of his power

  in one single mortal.’ His eyes narrowed on Cospinol. ‘And yet he himself remains weak, trapped here aboard his own airboat. It seems he has been feeding the choicest morsels to his

  pet.’




  Cospinol’s shoulders slumped. ‘It’s the weight,’ he explained. ‘The corpses . . . I take their souls, but the dead refuse to leave my ship. They cling to the

  rigging, masts and yards; they wander the decks and haunt my steps. I hack them off the gunwales, send them screaming to the ground below, but they always return. Each new cadaver slows the

  Rotsward further, and so my Riot Coast barbarian needs greater and greater strength to pull the ship behind him. I must give him his share of souls or else remain grounded and

  helpless.’ He sighed. ‘Ayen was clever in her choice of prison for me.’




  ‘Our mother’s cunning was evident in the design of all our gaols.’ Rys flashed his teeth. ‘Yet we four escaped ours long ago, while you remain here and starve.’




  ‘I do not starve,’ Cospinol snarled.




  ‘But you are a prisoner.’ The god of flowers and knives leaned closer. ‘A slave.’




  Cospinol’s heart filled with despair. Rys was right: he was a slave, as pathetic as the hook-fingered boy who clambered through the rotting spaces of his skyship’s belly. This

  floating wreck offered him no future. Yet with the Mesmerist witchsphere to guide him, he might find the power to be free of his skyship . . .




  ‘I’ll do it,’ he said at last. ‘I’ll travel to Deepgate and seal the portal. I’ll kill the girl and return to Coreollis.’




  Whatever happened now, Cospinol had joined his fate to that of mankind: if he failed, he faced oblivion at the hands of the Mesmerists; while success would only bring him slavery under

  Rys’s rule. To be truly free, he would have to defeat both his enemies and his own brothers.




  Rys must have seen something in Cospinol’s expression for he said, ‘Do not think about betraying me, brother.’




  Cospinol placed a hand against his stinging cheek. The decaying skyship creaked and shuddered around him. He sensed the impossible weight of the great vessel, the legions of dead clinging to its

  greasy timbers, and he envisioned his slave striding across the ground so far below, dragging it all behind him. If Cospinol could leave the Rotsward, then Anchor would also be free.




  ‘Your barbarian is strong,’ Rys said. ‘But even he would be crushed under the tide of our combined armies.’




  Cospinol allowed himself an inward smile.




  You haven’t seen the bastard fight.
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  MINA GREENE’S CIRCUS OF HORRORS




  From the window of their tavern room, Rachel Hael watched a small flotilla of fishing skiffs jostle past a barge at the bend in the river. Gulls swooped around the clutter of

  boats, their cries like harsh laughter, or perched on yards and basked in the late afternoon sun. The larger vessel carried sandstone from the quarry at Shale, twenty leagues further up the Coyle.

  The skiffs were local and manned by louts with robbery in mind.




  She had watched them use the same tactic on a Dalamoor palace barge yesterday morning. The Dalamooran captain and his men had been so busy yelling from the stern at the apparently hapless

  sailors responsible for the river jam that they’d failed to notice a small boy climb out of the water and steal inside the pilot’s tent.




  Now Rachel was watching a replay of yesterday’s events. Amidst all the raucous confusion, the shouts and curses and steering poles knocking against hulls, nobody saw the young swimmer drag

  himself up and over the barge’s stern bulwark. Once aboard, the boy moved quickly. He darted into the wheel-house and emerged a moment later, stuffing a roll of paper into a waxed tube as he

  hurried back to the edge of the deck.




  The captain’s mercantile licence, Rachel knew. The thieves would ransom it back to him shortly after his vessel docked. And the captain would be forced to pay whatever fee they demanded or

  risk facing the Avulsior’s justice on the killing stage – for the Spine had brought martial law to Sandport.




  Faced with this new and rigidly enforced system of order, the local thieves and cut-throats had added blackmail and extortion to their list of crimes. Sandporters, after all, looked for profit

  in any situation.




  The presence of so many temple assassins in the town made Rachel uneasy. She had abandoned her own leather armour for a gabardine and wood-soled sandals, even weaving beads into her hair in the

  local fashion, but her pale complexion and striking green eyes still drew inquisitive gazes from the men who inhabited this desert settlement. She was clearly an outsider here. Despite all her

  efforts, she still looked like a Spine assassin, the image of the very people who now hunted her.




  Of course Dill could not leave the room at all, nor even show himself at the window. Rachel had been fortunate enough to smuggle him unnoticed into the heart of Sandport in the first place, but

  she could not risk exposing him now. She glanced back to the bed where her friend was still sleeping. He was lying on his stomach, his wings furled against his back like a thick feather cape, still

  wearing the tattered chain-mail vest that had once cost him his life. His sword lay on the floor beside the bed, its golden guard gleaming in the morning sunshine.




  Down on the river, the barge was approaching one of the deep-water pontoons where two Spine Officiators waited to check its cargo. The captain gave the men a cheerful halloo. The temple

  assassins stood perfectly still in their black leathers, and did not respond.




  Behind the harbour, the town of Sandport rose in tiers of brown adobe dwellings, like an amphitheatre built around the bend in the river Coyle. Over the cluttered houses and streets hung a thin

  pall of dung smoke, the smell of which almost masked the odour of boiled fish and crab from the harbour broth shops. A unit of Spine moved through the market crowds on Hack Hill, ignoring eager

  calls from the costermongers’ stalls. Rachel took an involuntary step back from the window, before she stopped herself. The assassins were much too far away to identify her.




  Three knocks sounded on the door, followed quickly by another two: a code Rachel recognized at once.




  She went over to let the tavern proprietor in.




  Olirind Meer carried a tray laden with a jug of water, some bread and two bowls of cold milk chowder, which he set upon a table by the window. A small dark man, he came from a small village

  – little more than a trading post – on the northeastern fringes of the Deadsands. His hair and eyebrows were raven-black and his skin was the colour of amarid bark: nomad blood.

  ‘Another day without pay,’ he said brightly, showing his small white teeth in a grin.




  ‘And very much appreciated,’ Rachel said with genuine affection. Meer had sheltered them from the Spine for almost a week now, although Rachel’s coin had run out after the

  first two days. ‘I will pay you back as soon as I’m able to,’ she added.




  ‘Pah.’ The tavern proprietor dismissed her comment with a wave. ‘You are welcome to stay here as long as you need to. Friendship means more to the Ban-Heshette than profit.

  Unlike these quick-fingered Sandporters, we repay our debts of honour.’




  She had met Meer after the slaughter in Hollowhill, where she’d beaten a Deepgate Regular into a coma for what he’d done to the captured tribeswomen. One of those women had been

  Meer’s wife.




  ‘How is the angel today?’ he asked.




  ‘Much the same,’ Rachel replied. ‘Quiet, sullen, evasive. I think, in his own way, he’s still struggling to come to terms with what happened.’ She gazed down at his

  sleeping form. ‘I’m not sure he’ll ever fully recover.’




  ‘Archons are resilient,’ Meer observed. ‘Have faith in Providence. The boy is sane, which is more than most people could have hoped for after a visit to Hell. He’ll talk

  when he’s ready to.’




  Rachel was responsible for Dill’s present condition. She had used angelwine to bring him back from the dead, plucking his soul back from the Maze, but then she’d pushed him to

  remember the experience. Her foolish inquisition had unearthed a horde of painful memories which now haunted the boy.




  ‘You must not keep blaming yourself,’ Meer said. ‘There are too many other things that must concern you here.’ He hesitated. ‘More and more Spine arrive each day by

  airship. And they have offered a substantial reward for your capture. It is no longer safe for you to venture outside.’




  The former assassin nodded. They should not have lingered in Sandport as long as this, but Dill needed food and rest, time to recover from his ordeal, and Rachel hadn’t known where else to

  go. The Deadsands were brutally unforgiving to travellers, and the tribal villages still harboured resentment against those from the chained city. Olirind Meer remained one of the few people she

  could trust. The scarred angel, Carnival, had spat when Rachel had announced her intentions, and then deserted them without a word of farewell. Despite all the dangers they’d shared together,

  Rachel had not been sorry to see her former enemy go. Carnival was unpredictable and her intentions could still not be trusted.




  ‘I have another room in the back.’ Meer moistened his lips. ‘It’s a bit smaller and darker, not having windows as such, but it’s cosier, and more . . . private.

  People will be less likely to notice you there, less likely to ask questions. I’ve already had a dozen enquiries about the availability of your current room. It’s very much in demand

  among some of my better clientele, you see? They like the view.’




  Rachel liked the view too. It allowed her to see who was approaching the tavern. Swapping it for a cramped, windowless cell lacked any appeal. ‘Are we inconveniencing you here,

  Olirind?’ she asked. ‘I wouldn’t want your business to suffer because of us.’




  ‘No, no, no,’ the small man replied. ‘Business is fine. Don’t concern yourselves with that. I was only thinking of your security.’




  Yet Rachel had noticed a difference in Meer’s attitude of late. As the days had passed, his light-hearted remarks had increasingly hinted at his fragile financial situation, his

  responsibilities to his regular guests, and how pleased he was to be able to offer his two stowaways the finest and most expensive accommodation on the south bank in repayment of his debt of

  honour. Rachel suspected he was beginning to consider that debt already paid. The steadily diminishing quantity of fish in the chowder he brought them each day suggested as much.




  Nomad blood might run in his veins, but Meer had become a Sandporter at heart.




  ‘Just a couple more days,’ she said. ‘Then we’ll be out of your hair for good.’




  The proprietor tutted. ‘I wouldn’t hear of it. Let the boy recover in his own good time.’ Grinning again, he headed for the door. ‘I shall continue to deflect persistent

  guests with the skills for which I have become famous. Enjoy your breakfast.’




  ‘Thank you.’




  Once he had gone, Rachel took one of the chowder bowls over to the bed and gave the young angel a gentle shake. ‘Dill?’




  The angel opened his eyes, and jerked away from her with a start. But then he seemed to realize where he was, and his panic subsided. ‘A terrible dream . . .’ he sighed, running a

  hand through his lank hair.




  ‘The same one?’ she asked.




  He nodded. ‘I dreamed I was this room. The walls were my skin and bones, the windows my eyes. My blood ran through wooden veins in the floorboards. My nerves . . . I could feel you walking

  through me and . . .’ As he looked up at her, the colour of his eyes darkened from white to grey. ‘Meer? Was he here?’




  ‘He just left.’




  Dill stared at his own hands for a long time. ‘I dreamed of him, too.’




  ‘The Mesmerist?’




  ‘He was outside this room, outside me, but searching for a way in. I couldn’t see him, but each time I peered out of the window I spotted something odd: a house that

  hadn’t been there before, a new pontoon in the harbour, a crooked tree. Are there any trees in Sandport?’




  ‘No,’ Rachel admitted. ‘And there aren’t any trees out there now. It was only a dream.’




  Her friend’s nightmares had been consistent since his return from Hell. He dreamed of becoming the environment around him, whether it was a room in Sandport or a petrified glade or a sandy

  hollow in the Deadsands. And in each case the same shape-shifting figure waited nearby, disguised as a part of the wider surroundings. Dill had started calling him the Mesmerist, though he could

  not say why.




  ‘You need to eat something.’ She handed him the bowl, noticing now that it contained little more than milk. ‘And we should consider leaving here soon. I don’t know how

  much longer we can trust Meer.’




  Dill looked exhausted. ‘Where will we go?’




  ‘As far away from the Spine as possible. The missionary ship, Herald’s Voice, left Clune two weeks ago and should arrive in port any day. With Spine martial law now in place,

  it may well be the last temple ship to sail out into the Yellow Sea. The missionaries have a settlement in a village called Baske, one hundred and twenty leagues east of the Pocked Delta. If we can

  get the Herald to take us there, we’ll be safe.’




  ‘Would the priests shield us from the Spine?’




  ‘They might shield you,’ she said. ‘You’re a fugitive, but you’re still an angel, and I can’t imagine many of Deepgate’s priests endorse the

  Spine’s recent rise to power.’ She thought for a moment. ‘Yes, I’m sure they’d protect you.’




  ‘But what about you?’




  An airship droned somewhere overhead. Rachel listened to it for a moment, but was distracted by another, closer sound: a ruckus in the street outside. She went back to the window.




  A gaily painted box-wagon, pulled by an ox, was rumbling along the wharf in front of the tavern. It had a red roof and yellow slatted sides, and boasted wheels with garish green and gold spokes.

  Emblazoned across the nearest side were the words ‘Greene’s Magical Circus: Witness all the fearsome horrors of Iril!’ A crowd of people jostled around it, following its progress

  towards the centre of town. Rachel realized that it must have disembarked from one of the barges at the deepwater dock that lay out of sight around the harbour peninsula. Curious. Normally that

  dock was used exclusively by Deepgate’s military to bring troops downriver from its outlying airship ports. Had the wagon originally arrived by airship? Or had it merely stopped to pick up

  cargo from one of the airship ports? Then she spotted a scrawled notice pinned to the rear of the wagon, and her breath caught.




  See the slavering shape-shifting Maze demon here tonight!




  The crowd of followers chattered with excitement. Groups of bare-footed children ran ahead of the wagon, shrieking and clapping and chasing each other. Rachel sat on the windowsill and watched

  as the wooden vehicle wound its way up the hill behind the tavern wharves and disappeared in the knot of lanes around Market Square.




  Travelling magicians and freak shows were not unheard of in Sandport. So-called shamans and thaumaturges sometimes arrived from Clune and Dalamoor with a veritable cornucopia of disturbing

  objects preserved in pickle jars. Yet Rachel had never heard of anyone claiming to have possession of an actual demon before. A shape-shifter? The timely relevance to Dill’s recurring dreams

  seemed too unlikely to be merely a coincidence.




  ‘I’m going out,’ she said to Dill.




  But the angel had fallen asleep again.




  By the time Rachel reached Market Square, the sun had fallen behind the low houses and the sky gleamed like gold fish scales. The wagon driver had almost finished setting up her sideshow in the

  centre of the square, where a rude stage of crimson boards had been erected beside the wagon itself. A small crowd had gathered on the brown flagstones around it, while others stood further back in

  the shadows of the surrounding houses. Flies buzzed around the fringes of the quadrangle, where fruit from the weekly market festered in the gutters and Sandporters sat on their own doorsteps and

  sipped fig wine. The wagon driver had evidently conscripted two burly men from the audience to unload a large crate from the rear of her vehicle, and she now stood to one side, petting a small dog

  cradled in her arms. As the crowd looked on, the two helpers manhandled the crate up some steps and onto the stage, under the woman’s direction.




  Rachel instinctively scanned the crowd of onlookers for likely pickpockets, before she remembered that she didn’t have any money. Smiling, she returned her attention to the unfolding

  spectacle at hand.




  The wagon driver was young and slender and wore her dark brown hair in thick curls which tumbled heavily over her narrow shoulders. Her oval face and dark eyes suggested Dalamooran origins, yet

  her skin was lighter than that of most northern desert dwellers. She wore a vibrant, if somewhat garish, rainbow-coloured dress adorned with beads of glass.




  Once her helpers had finished positioning the box and stepped down, the woman placed her puppy on one of the wagon’s running boards, and then turned and raised her hands to settle the

  crowd.




  ‘Hello,’ she called out in a cheerful voice. Her accent sounded Deepgate. ‘My name is Mina Greene and I have come to Sand-port to bring you magic, horror and wonder! If you are

  amazed by what you see here this morning, make sure to tell your families and your friends. And if what you see sickens or appals you, then tell them anyway. Just be sure to tell

  someone.’




  A laugh from the crowd.




  ‘And please return after dusk, for what you are about to see is only a little glimpse of my circus. I’ve travelled to the ends of the world looking for monstrosities, and later

  tonight I’ll present them for your pleasure.’ She sounded like a child reading from a script she had prepared. ‘I’ve got ghosts and mazewights trapped in amber, and the

  corpses of unspeakable demons from the darkest depths of Hell, even the bones of gods and stone monsters from under the earth.’




  One of the onlookers yelled, ‘Yeah, we seen all that last year,’ which triggered more laughter.




  Mina Greene frowned and stamped her foot. ‘Yes, the stitched-together things . . . the fakes. Jars of mermen and spider babies, the pickled oxen calves. You’ve seen it all

  here, haven’t you?’ She seemed to realize that she’d lost her composure, and made an effort to control her temper. ‘But today I’m showing you the real thing –

  not tricks or lies, but living, breathing demons.’ She ended with a dancer-like flourish. ‘Behold the horrors of the Maze!’




  She lifted the lid from the crate, then reached inside and fiddled with an interior clasp or lock. The crate’s four side-panels fell away like opening flower petals, revealing the fleshy

  thing inside.




  Rachel watched from the fringes, her face partially concealed by a silk scarf, as a gasp went up from the crowd. Several people backed away from the abomination on the stage. Then Rachel saw

  clearly what had caused the commotion, and she felt her stomach buck.




  ‘This monster was captured in Deepgate four nights ago,’ Greene called out. ‘The Spine Avulsior allowed me, a humble show-woman and entertainer, to display it here so that I

  might make you aware of the true dangers of the Maze. Look at its limbs, see how it weeps and suffers. This is what happens to heretics and blasphemers.’




  Had the Spine hired her to preach their message for them? Rachel wondered if Mina Greene believed a word of the Avul-sior’s lies, or if she’d just agreed to work with him in

  order to obtain this poor wretched creature.




  It looked vaguely like a child, but Rachel could not see precisely how its twisted arms and legs connected to its torso. She couldn’t even be sure it was human. Parts of it appeared to be

  fashioned from the same wood used to make the crate. It was like a knot of muscle and bone intermingled with white-pine joists. Watery, weeping eyes lolled madly in its hairless skull. Clearly it

  was distressed. A pitiful wail issued from its drooling mouth, and Rachel turned away in abhorrence and shock.




  How could the Spine ever stoop to this?




  Rachel began to thread her way back through the crowd. But the show was not over yet, for worse was still to come. Mina Greene lifted her hands again and addressed the audience. ‘This

  horror, when left alone, tries to mimic its environment. You can see how it has copied the crate. It’s like a seed that doesn’t know which plant to become. Now watch closely.’




  ‘No!’ The thing on the stage wailed in a voice made thick by saliva. ‘Please don’t do this.’




  Rachel glanced back to see Greene stooping over the creature and whispering to it. What she saw next stopped her in her tracks.




  The creature’s shape began to change. Its limbs grew longer while its head sank, like a bubble of pink mud, back into its neck. As the crowd looked on in amazement, its torso swelled and

  split into two amorphous lumps. These then stretched and flattened, the skin darkening all the while. In moments, the creature began to resemble something else entirely.




  Cries of disgust and alarm went up from the audience, and then suddenly there was complete silence. Nobody in the crowd uttered a word.




  The thing on the stage had now finished its transformation. The hideous knot of muscle and bone had disappeared. In its place stood an ordinary wooden chair. Greene scraped it forward and then

  sat down in it. ‘You all have these in your homes, right?’ she said. ‘Chairs, I mean, not demons. Well, don’t try this with them.’ She produced a knife hidden under

  the folds of her gaudy dress, then stabbed it into the wooden seat between her thighs.




  Blood dribbled from the damaged seat and spattered against the stage underneath it, accompanied by an eerie sound, like the distant echo of a scream. Coming from the chair? The shape-shifter was

  still conscious?




  ‘This is how demons are formed,’ Greene said. ‘It’s a type of Mesmerism, and there are things in the Maze that use such techniques to mould your souls into any form they

  like.’ She paused for a moment, and Rachel saw her glance at a small prompt card pinned to the side of her wagon. ‘The Maze of Blood is aptly named,’ she went on in an overly

  dramatic voice, ‘for its halls and corridors exist as incarnations of living souls. The dead don’t wander Hell; they are the bricks and mortar from which it is built.’ She rose

  from her chair and made another flourish with her hands. ‘Thus Iril is both the Maze and the shattered god who lives within it. Similarly, when this pathetic creature died, it became forever

  a part of the Maze – a living, breathing, thinking piece of Hell.’ She paused, observing her silent audience. ‘So, have you seen a show like this before?’




  Rachel pushed her way out through the crowd and hurried back to the tavern. With Spine agents about, she had risked much by attending such a public spectacle. The show-woman’s words echoed

  in her mind. It is a type of Mesmerism . . . there are things in the Maze that use such techniques to mould your souls into any form they like.




  Had the young angel been a victim of this unholy Mesmerism himself? And what had it done to him? She tried to shun gruesome possibilities, but the image of the weeping creature on stage

  gripped her imagination.




  A part of the Maze – a living, breathing, thinking piece of Hell.




  Walking briskly back through the darkening lanes, she dodged showers of fetid brown water thrown out of the doors of the mud-brick houses on either side, and she wondered how Mina Greene’s

  demon had come to be in Deepgate at all. Wraiths and shades were known to haunt the darkest parts of that chained city, but those were ethereal, phantasms attracted by past violence and shed blood.

  Yet this shape-shifter had been corporeal. If it was truly what the show-woman had claimed it to be . . .




  Perhaps the recent death toll had caused a larger or more permanent rift to open between the chained city and the Maze of Blood? After all, tens of thousands had died when Alexander Devon had

  brought his monstrous machine to Deepgate’s doorstep. Rachel didn’t much care what would become of the crippled city, for when she’d seen it last, it looked all but ready to

  collapse into the abyss beneath it.




  ‘Miss Hael!’




  The former assassin almost collided with Olirind Meer as he emerged from a side street. Sweating and dishevelled, as though he had been running, he now stopped short, clearly startled by her

  presence. ‘What are you doing out here?’ he enquired in tones which verged on panic. ‘It’s almost dark. Why aren’t you in your room?’




  ‘Keep your voice down, Olirind, please. I had to go out. There was something I needed to do.’




  The tavern proprietor glanced behind him, then back at her. ‘Quickly now,’ he whispered. ‘You must come back with me at once. There are Spine everywhere.’




  With barely another look in his direction, Rachel strode on ahead of him. ‘You can’t afford to be seen with me,’ she reminded him. ‘I’ll speak to you

  later.’




  Leaving Meer standing bemused at the junction, she hurried on back to the tavern.




  Dill was sitting on the edge of the bed, staring at his sword, when she entered the room. He hadn’t even touched his bowl of chowder. ‘I feel better now,’ he said.

  ‘I’m sorry I’ve been . . . distant lately.’




  ‘We’re leaving,’ she said.




  He accepted this decision without complaint. ‘Did you discover something while you were out?’




  ‘Only that Olirind Meer is a slimy, black-hearted wretch. I think he’s just betrayed us.’ She opened the wardrobe and took out the satchel containing her leather armour and

  knives. ‘I met him out on the street,’ she went on. ‘He was hurrying back from the direction of the Avulsior’s residence, and he did not look happy to see me.’




  ‘Maybe he happened to be in that part of town on normal business, and when he saw you, he was just worried that you’d be spotted.’




  ‘We’ve passed each other on these streets before, and he knows well enough to look the other way – nothing more than a passing glance between us. Otherwise he’d implicate

  himself if I was discovered.’ She laid her leather vest and breeches on the bed, then opened the dresser drawer and began stuffing loose clothes into the empty satchel. ‘But this time

  he didn’t seem concerned about being seen with me. He even offered to walk me back to the tavern.’ She snorted. ‘He was far more worried that I wasn’t safely here in our

  room, where he could—’




  She stopped speaking suddenly, listening, then rushed across to the room door and turned the handle. The door remained firmly shut.




  ‘Shit,’ she hissed. ‘Did someone come here while I was out? Dill, did you see anybody tamper with this, with the frame around this door?’




  ‘I . . .’ He looked helpless. ‘I don’t know. I was sleeping.’




  ‘Get ready to fly. We’re leaving right now.’




  But just as Dill rose from the bed, the ceiling above his head collapsed in a shower of broken plaster. Something huge and metallic, like a spike, crashed down through the roof and embedded

  itself in the floorboards. Through the clouds of dust, Rachel spotted a trembling chain and a flexible tube leading back up through the hole above. Then she heard a low hiss and realized what was

  happening. ‘Poison gas,’ she cried. ‘Don’t breathe.’




  Ferrets, Deepgate’s aeronauts had called them. Fired from warship grapple guns, the huge iron spears were capable of delivering toxic gases more effectively into sealed buildings.

  They’d used them on the Southern Clearances to pump lime gas into an underground network of Heshette tunnels, killing thousands without ever having to land one of their warships. Even now

  such a vessel would be hovering overhead, pumping invisible fumes into Dill and Rachel’s room. The gas leaked through holes in the shaft, while the barbs along its length could be detached

  and repositioned to determine more precisely how deeply the missile embedded itself into a building. The process to seal the door had been more subtle: a chemical solution painted on the inside of

  the frame designed to foam and swell upon contact with some silently administered catalyst vapour.




  Rachel cursed her own foolishness and she cursed that bastard Meer for his treachery. Why had she trusted him? Why had she trusted anyone in this godforsaken town?




  The Spine had known she would hear their footsteps in the hall outside, and they had used her recent excursion to prepare this trap. And now they knew she must try to escape through the window.

  Hacking through the walls or floor would take too long.




  Holding her breath, Rachel threw open the windows, then leapt quickly aside. The expected flurry of bolts did not appear in the ceiling above her. Were there no Spine in the street below?

  No crossbows trained on the tavern? What did that mean? She had not yet breathed and yet she was already disturbingly confused and disorientated. A poison designed to permeate the cornea?

  She turned towards Dill, but the young angel had already collapsed and lay sprawled on the floor beside the hissing metal missile.




  She dragged him closer to the window, not knowing if he was already dead or not, yet desperately hoping that the lack of a secondary attack meant that the temple assassins had decided to take

  their quarry alive.




  He was heavier than she expected. She noticed how much his wings had grown, what a broad wake they left in the dust-covered floor. And then she was forced to drop him and lean out of the window

  to take a breath of clean air. A whiff of poison gas reached her nostrils, and she gagged; she didn’t recognize the toxin.




  Something new?




  From the effect that one tiny sniff had on her senses, it was more virulent than anything she’d experienced before. Sandport harbour swam before her eyes, a swarm of lights upon the dark

  river. She saw boat masts brawling, buildings melting into one another, the last blush of sunset. She heard the distant hum of an airship at high altitude.




  They flew high so I wouldn’t hear their engines, she thought. And then consciousness left her.




  

     

  




  2




  THE HAUNTED CITY




  The Spine warship thundered over furrows of brown smoke clouds, her envelope flashing like a polished steel shield under the blue sky. In her wake came a flock of carrion

  birds: crows, eye-picks and blackgulls, all shrieking and feeding on the corpses suspended from the ship’s aft deck and ballast arms.




  She turned to starboard. Sunlight slanted across her gondola, granting the scrawls and abrasions in the metal hull a moment of crisp definition. Portholes gleamed dully like old men’s

  eyes. Sandstorms had stripped her deck timbers of any varnish; had scoured the arcuballista, net and grapple guns down to their metal bones.




  With her rudders hard to port and twin propellers blurring, the vessel turned until her bow faced east. Then she waited, her cooling engines ticking, while the crew moved inside to prepare their

  air scrubbers for descent into the turmoil below. Fumes tumbled under her gondola, curling around the feet of the hanging corpses and reaching across the empty decks, cables and rails –

  lingering, it seemed, at the locked portholes and hatches.




  The ship’s engines growled with a sudden surge of power. Elevators slammed back into dive position. Birds scattered, screaming, from the gruesome ballast. Reclamation Ship Three

  shuddered, purged air from her buoyancy ribs, and then sank into the boiling clouds.




  Darkness engulfed the warship. Buffeted by turbulence, she rolled and pitched in upward-rushing eddies of smoke. Cables shivered and moaned under the stress; her envelope shook and creaked. Ten

  heartbeats passed, then twenty, and then a thin, grainy light suffused the air. Three whistles shrilled within the gondola. The sound of thumping pistons rumbled through her superstructure, as

  engines pumped hot exhaust back into the ship’s exterior ribs. Her envelope swelled, slowing her descent.




  She emerged in the amber twilight beneath a brooding ceiling of cloud, a hundred yards above the Deadsands, dragging corpses along like strung puppets.




  Deepgate lay to the west, now half a league behind the airship. Torn and burning in a thousand places, the city hung in her surviving chains like a great blackened funnel over the abyss. Swathes

  of the League of Rope quarter had been reduced to a smouldering crust, or had crumbled entirely into the pit below, exposing further webs of chain. Ash skirled between the metal links. Fires raged

  out of control in the Workers’ Warrens, in Ivygarths and Chapelfunnel, and on the fringes of the Scythe, where vast rents could be seen among the shipyards. Gases poured from ruptured aether

  vats and from the coalgas depositories around Mesa’s chain, forming ochre and white layers between docking spines and buckled gantries. Trunks of black, red and silver smoke uncoiled from the

  Poison Kitchens, feeding the expanding clouds above, while the city below lay veiled in crimson vapours. The sun glimmered faintly, a copper-coloured smudge.




  A camp had been built on the eastern curve of the abyss, where Deepgate’s foundation chains met the desert bedrock and the surface pipes from Jakka curled over the lip of the pit. It was

  to this ad-hoc shamble of pulpboard shacks and bunkers that Reclamation Ship Three began to drift. Still with her stern facing the city, she relaxed the power fed to her twin propellers and

  allowed the howling gales to suck her into the low-pressure areas around the updraft. Orange sand fumed around her, battering and scouring her hull. The hanging corpses swung madly under her

  ballast arms.




  There were no longer any docking spines available for use, but men appeared from bunkers and rushed over to guide the ship’s grapples into anchor hoops fixed into the desert floor. In time

  she came to rest and was secured. Her port hatch opened. Nine Spine assassins in leather armour and sand masks disembarked: eight Cutters carrying light steel crossbows, and an Adept with a sword

  slung across his back. Their mirrored goggles reflected the burning city. Through the boiling dust, two of the Cutters carried the body of an angel towards the edge of the abyss, to where a wooden

  walkway dipped away into the district called the League of Rope. The Adept meanwhile dragged a manacled woman from the airship and threw her to the ground.




  Rachel Hael spat sand from her mouth and glared up at the masked figure. He had an unusually rough manner for an assassin of his high rank. The process of tempering normally removed all

  aggression from an assassin, along with the bulk of his mind. These temple warriors killed more efficiently without emotional burdens or base human desires.




  The Adept removed his sand mask, then pointed to a stand-pipe set alongside the walkway. ‘Drink there,’ he shouted above the howling wind. ‘Water is scarce in the city, and you

  will have no more until we reach the sanctuary of the temple.’ He tapped the mask against his hip, dislodging sand, then pulled it back over his head so that its copper grille again covered

  his mouth.




  Rachel Hael staggered over to the water tap, her tattered gabardine flapping against her shins. She could barely stand in this ferocious wind, but she managed to crouch by Dill’s insensate

  form and inspect him. ‘He’s barely breathing,’ she said. ‘He could die before we reach the temple.’




  ‘His lungs reacted unexpectedly to the gas,’ the Adept replied, his voice now muffled by the sand mask. ‘Nevertheless, his death will be bloodless. We will then cast his body

  down to our Lord Ulcis.’




  ‘This is madness.’ She pointed down into the smouldering bowl of the chained city. ‘Ulcis is dead. There’s nothing left down there.’




  The Adept’s mirrored lenses surveyed the scene. ‘Reconstruction is under way,’ he said. ‘Deepgate is as eternal as the abyss; it cannot be destroyed.’ His pale

  fingers touched the tiny metal talisman fixed to his collar: the Knot of Ulcis, awarded only to the highest-ranking Church assassins.




  Rachel had, until recently, owned a similar talisman. Her captors had demanded its return, but she had already sold it to buy food in Sandport. ‘Reconstruction?’ she cried in

  disbelief. ‘Half the city is on fire. The Warrens, the Temple Districts – most of it has already fallen into the abyss, and the rest looks like it’s going to follow at any moment.

  This city is not eternal . . . it’s royally fucked. The League is little more than charcoal, and the temple . . .’ She wiped dust from her eyes. ‘Where the hell is it?’




  ‘The loss of some support chains caused the Church of Ulcis to invert,’ the Adept replied, his tone flat and emotionless. ‘The bulk of the building remains intact, however,

  only now suspended beneath the city.’




  Rachel snorted. ‘And you’re going to pull it back upright, are you? With what? Horses and camels? How will you forge new chains to keep it in place? Didn’t you see what

  happened to the only machine capable of doing that? It’s now lying at the bottom of that fucking pit!’




  ‘The logistics do present some problems.’




  ‘You don’t say!’




  At least one third of the foundation chains had snapped, or had pulled their anchors out of the abyss bedrock. Collapsing chains had shredded miles of ordinary homes. Gashes ran from the

  outskirts all the way down to the hub, where, through the billowing fumes, Rachel glimpsed a mound of huge metal rings and spikes. The base of the temple? She recognized it now. The great building

  had indeed flipped over entirely, and had punched a ragged hole through sections of Bridgeview, Ivygarths and Lilley quarters. Most of the other foundation chains had twisted over each other,

  buckling entire neighbourhoods for miles. Whole districts of townhouses had been compressed to rubble. Cross-chains punctured roofs, windows and walls. Bridges and walkways dangled like banners

  over the open abyss, while entire sections of the city hung from the sapperbane links like monstrous chain-wrapped pendulums. The only city quarters that didn’t appear to be burning were

  those missing altogether.




  Rachel therefore felt inclined to agree with her captor: the logistics involved in reconstruction would present some problems. Evacuating survivors would have been difficult enough, yet she saw

  no evidence that such an operation had been attempted. The newly constructed camp seemed scarcely large enough to hold a fraction of the population and, apart from the Spine who’d helped moor

  the airship, it appeared to be deserted.




  Far below, a bright silver flash lit the area around the Poison Kitchens. The spreading fires had just claimed one of Deepgate’s airship-fuelling vats, exploding a hundred tonnes of aether

  in an instant. A cloud of flames and debris mushroomed skywards into the smoke above the city. Tiny metal shards spun out over rooftops like a shower of stars.




  A moment later Rachel heard the crack of that distant concussion, and the ground beneath her trembled. The walkway shook; its support poles rattled against the edge of the precipice and tugged

  at the massive chain anchor buried in the rock below. Puffs of dust rose all over the hanging city as parts of Deepgate simply disappeared into the abyss. The gale seemed at once to strengthen and

  to wail in approval. Down beside the Scythe, flames leapt higher up one side of the Department of Military Science. Rachel took an involuntary step back.




  ‘The incendiaries in the Poison Kitchens,’ she shouted, ‘you can’t have had time to remove them all?’




  ‘Fires and noxious fumes within the Department of Military Science have precluded retrieval,’ the Adept said. ‘The Poison Kitchens are inaccessible at present.’




  ‘You haven’t moved any of the stuff out of there?’ She was thinking about those vast caches of poisons, chemicals and explosives that Deepgate’s chemists stored

  inside that building. They barely had time to evacuate a quarter of it before Devon’s monstrous cutting machine had reached the city perimeter. ‘What about the workers?’ she

  asked. ‘There must have been six thousand people in that building when the Tooth attacked.’




  ‘All dead.’




  ‘Shit,’ she said. ‘You’d better hope they had the foresight to start dumping all that crap into the abyss as soon as the fires reached them.’




  ‘Such action is forbidden by Codex Law.’




  The mirrored lenses revealed nothing of the Adept’s expression, but Rachel already knew his face would be devoid of emotion. Spine tempering had rendered him so thoroughly conditioned to

  serve the temple and the god of chains that he remained unable to reconcile himself to the loss of either. He would stay here in Deepgate until the very last chain-link snapped apart.




  ‘Now drink,’ he said.




  While Rachel slaked her thirst, she considered their position. The Spine had declared martial law. Desertion was now decreed a crime against god, and therefore subject to punishment under Codex

  Law. Even if she could prove to them that their god was dead down in his abyss, it wouldn’t make much difference. The same tempering process that had peeled away their human desires had also

  ensured that their faith remained unassailable and inviolate. Rachel could not bargain with them. She had to hope for escape or intervention. And soon . . .

OEBPS/html/docimages/image3.jpg
[IRON aNGEL





OEBPS/html/docimages/cover_ader.jpg
VOLUME TWO OF
THE DEEPGATE CODEX






OEBPS/html/docimages/logo.jpg





OEBPS/html/page-template.xpgt
 

   
    
		 
    
  
     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
		 
    

     
		 
		 
    

     
         
             
             
             
             
             
             
        
    

  

   
     
  





OEBPS/html/docimages/image2.jpg
iROD
gDGEL





OEBPS/html/docimages/image1.jpg
IRON
Iémc%EL

ALAN CAMPBELL

THE DEEPGATE CODEX
VOLUME II





