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  A boy was given a riddle and told that if he worked out the answer he would understand the secret at the heart of the universe and thus know god. The

  riddle went like this:




  A man and his new wife step down together from the altar of a church, walk hand-in-hand along the aisle, and reach the door at the same instant. During that short march, which one of them

  travels the greater distance?




  Scribbles from the Severed Hand of Polonius. Deepgate Codex ch. 339




  When I was dying on that battlefield, I got set upon by ticks. I had enough life left in me to pull the tiny paddle bodies off, but the heads stayed in and I lived, so the

  wounds healed right over those heads and now they’re part of me for ever, like canapés for the soul.




  The Tale of Tom Granger. Deepgate Codex ch. 88322
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  In the dark heart of Cospinol’s great wooden skyship they boiled a demigod. Her wings and legs had been broken with hammers to fit them inside the iron cooker – a

  witchsphere now strengthened to resist steam at high pressure. It was clamped in a mighty vice set upon a brazier. A lead pipe fed carbolic water in through a nozzle in its panelled shell. Another

  pipe channelled the demigod’s spirit to a glass condenser, for collection.




  For fifty days the slaves had pumped water and stoked the brazier while red shadow-figures loomed over them like some infernal puppet show. Centuries of heat had blackened the planks behind the

  cooker and its flue. Steam issued from valves and moiled the tarry bulkheads, but the workers neither perspired nor complained. They moved with the mute efficacy of men long used to a task. All

  around them the Rotsward juddered and pitched, her joints sorely tested by her captain’s desperate flight westwards.




  The slaves observed as sparkling liquid gathered in the condenser flask like a colloid of starlight, then crept up the glass and cascaded back down in furious scintillations. It whispered to

  itself in voices edged with madness. They paused to study the vice clamps each time the cooking sphere rattled or boomed. Yesterday they’d brought their hammers and laid them out on the floor

  where they could be reached in a hurry, poor weapons as they were. And then they added more coke and curried the furnace with blasts of air from bellows. The booming sounds intensified as Carnival

  continued to kick within her pressurized prison.




  A boy with hooks for fingers watched the stewing process from a crawlspace above the chamber ceiling, his small red face afloat in the gloom up there. Why didn’t the demigod just die? He

  had never seen Cospinol’s workers take so long over a boiling. Only after the light had bubbled clean out of her would they tip out the water from the sphere and let him fill his kettle. The

  black tin vessel was the only one of his meagre possessions that he had not stolen, and he glared at it now accusingly. It remained mournfully empty.




  He looked on for a while longer then scratched another line into the ceiling joist, joining up four vertical gouges with a long diagonal. Then he turned and wriggled back down the passage in the

  direction he had come.




  Smoke from the burning city below the skyship had leached freely into her tattered wooden hull. Air currents buffeted her endlessly. She rolled and creaked; she sounded as though she would not

  survive for much longer. The boy hummed a fragment of a battle march he had once heard, repeating the same notes over and over again just to block out the other frightening sounds. He blinked and

  rubbed his eyes with his sleeve. His shirt smelled of brimstone. He crawled onwards, deeper into the maze of filthy ducts and passageways.




  Urgent voices came from the stern: the god of brine and fog himself, clearly angry; and a woman with a strange soft accent. The hook-fingered boy wormed around another bend and found a place

  where he could peer down through one of the many perforations in the floor.




  ‘. . . the assassin saw everything,’ Cospinol was saying. ‘Coreollis is levelled, Rys’s palace reduced to ashes by some unknown cataclysm. Are my brothers dead or simply

  scheming?’ He paced before a bank of windows at the far side of the room, his crab-shell armour clicking with each step. Lank strands of guano-coloured hair fell back from his noble face and

  rested in the hollow between his wings. Behind him the windows framed nothing but fog, cross-hatched by the dim lines of the Rotsward’s gallows. ‘All Rys’s Northmen are now

  slain or have fled,’ he went on, ‘Pollack’s Outcasts, too. The war was over when King Menoa released his arconites.’




  A female voice responded: ‘The war is not over, Lord Cospinol. Have some faith in providence.’




  The hook-fingered boy adjusted his position over the hole to see who had spoken. Directly underneath his hiding place sat a woman in a cowled grey robe, red gloves clutching a tiny scrag of a

  dog to her chest. But then the boy peered closer and saw that the gloves weren’t gloves at all: the woman had glass scales for skin.




  A Mesmerist witch?




  Cospinol halted his pacing, his pinched expression evidence of this verbal lash against his pride. ‘Whose providence? My mother Ayen’s?’ he snapped. ‘Or were you

  referring to my missing brothers? Are they truly lost or just scheming? It matters little. Mirith is a mad coward and knew nothing of warfare. Rys, Hafe and Sabor possessed some skill on the

  battlefield, but they were all in Rys’s bastion when it fell. Likely their souls are now lost in Hell. And Hasp is useless to us.’ He looked away from the woman. ‘No offence

  intended, Hasp.’




  From up here the boy could not see the room’s third occupant, but the reply sounded gruff and fierce. ‘I am well aware of my value to you, Cospinol.’




  The woman glanced back at the hidden speaker before returning her gaze to the old sea god. ‘Your own providence, Lord Cospinol. You must seize control of this wayward

  situation. Many of Rys’s Northmen fled the battlefield at Larnaig. Hafe’s troops are now leaderless and there are militia abroad. Tens of thousands of men, armed and ready to

  fight.’




  Cospinol threw up his arms. ‘To what end? Menoa’s arconites cannot be killed. We learned that in Skirl.’




  ‘If you do not recruit them, Menoa certainly will.’




  He snorted. ‘Menoa will simply disband them, or murder them.’




  ‘He’s not that much of a fool. Rys’s disappearance has robbed these warriors of their leaders, their purpose, and their income. How will they earn wages to feed their

  families?’




  ‘You really think these soldiers would actually turn traitor and fight for their sworn enemy?’




  ‘They will unless they prefer to starve.’ She set the dog down on the floor, whereupon it pissed and then sniffed at the pool it had made. ‘Menoa uses lies and persuasion on

  people. In Hell he turned the dead to his purposes, and he will do the same in this world. Lord Cospinol, if you yourself do not recruit these men, the King’s arconites will soon

  acquire a formidable foot army. We do not need any more foes.’




  The sea god shook his head. ‘How can I be expected to maintain an army? They will devour the Rotsward’s stores like an infestation of weevils, and then empty my coffers of

  gold. And when we’re out of turnips and coins they’ll come looking for soul-pearls, mark my words.’ He gave a short bitter laugh. ‘Yet I must employ these purposeless men

  simply to prevent them from being used against me – legions of combatants who are entirely useless against my real enemies.’




  ‘They cannot fight Menoa’s arconites, but they can still fight.’




  ‘Fight who?’ he exclaimed.




  The witch’s dog growled, and nudged her leg. She picked it up again. ‘Since we are defeated, ill-equipped and presently fleeing for our lives, I propose we pick a fight with a new

  foe.’




  Cospinol just stared at her, but a great gruff laugh came from the back of the cabin. The boy could not see the room’s third occupant, but he heard Hasp’s deep voice booming out;

  ‘I think I see where this is going. Oh, Mina, you’ve offered us an end that will shake history!’




  The conversation went on, but the boy had lost interest. He was watching a beetle crawl along the dank wooden passageway. He stabbed his steel fingers down around it, trapping it in a cage.




  The beetle tested its prison. The boy watched its antennae moving, and its gossamer legs. He scooped it up and ate it, then slouched back a bit and began to scratch a maze into the passageway

  wall. Then, bored with that, too, he crawled further down the rotting conduit into deeper gloom, and on through a ragged hole that snagged his sailcloth breeches. He found Monk waiting for him in a

  narrow gap between an inner bulkhead and the Rotsward’s cannonball-chewed outer hull.




  Monk claimed to be an astronomer, but he wore an old musketeer’s uniform and looked like a gravedigger’s apprentice. He squatted there with his filthy knees poking through the holes

  in his breeches, like partially unearthed skulls. His eyes were as fat and moist as globes of frogspawn, their black pupils trembling as he searched the shadows. He clutched a wooden bowl and

  spoon. ‘Who’s that?’ he said. ‘Boy? Don’t skulk in the dark. Where is my soup?’




  The boy shrugged. ‘They’re still boiling her,’ he said.




  ‘After twenty days?’




  ‘Fifty days. She’s still kicking at the inside of the pot.’




  Monk frowned and set down his bowl and spoon. ‘You could kill me a gull,’ he muttered.




  ‘Ain’t any gulls here,’ the boy replied. ‘The air’s too smoky. There’s crows, though, down there on the battlefield and in the city. You can hear them from

  the lower gallows.’




  Monk said, ‘I wouldn’t go to the gallows, not to hear no birds cawking.’




  The astronomer had been dead for a hundred and fifty years, or so he said. He wouldn’t return to the Rotsward’s gallows, not ever. Not after all the time he’d spent

  hanging out there on a gibbet next to that wailing filibuster from Cog. Besides, they were liable to just string him up again if he went outside, weren’t they? No, it was best to hide in

  here, stay quiet, and keep his head down. Work with the boy and share all the beetles and birds’ eggs they found between themselves.




  But Monk never found any beetles or birds’ eggs. He never left his hiding place, never got up except to stagger down to the big hole in the hull where he kept his musket and his battered

  old sightglass.




  Monk followed the boy’s gaze. ‘No stars last night,’ he said bitterly.




  ‘Maybe there aren’t no stars no more,’ the boy replied. ‘Maybe they all fell down like Cospinol did. What if Pandemeria is now full of gods, and the skies above are black

  and empty?’




  ‘I don’t think we’re in Pandemeria anymore,’ Monk said. ‘Last I saw of the world was when they cut me from my gibbet to fight at Skirl.’ His gaze now focused

  inwards on his own memories. ‘Needed us old veterans to stand against the Maze King’s first giant,’ he said. ‘Guaranteed freedom for those who took up arms against that

  thing.’ His tone became animated and mocking, ‘“No more gins or nooses and that’s a promise.”’ He spat. ‘Fat lot of use, anyway. You can’t kill a

  thing that can’t be killed. And we couldn’t even see to shoot at it in this damn fog.’




  Monk had been in Pandemeria during the uprising, attached to Shelagh Benedict Cooper’s Musketeers. He said he’d read the stars for Shelagh herself, and shot seven Mesmerists too.




  ‘Never saw the stars neither,’ he went on. ‘None of us could leave the fog without just melting away into Hell. We started to fade as soon as they lowered us from the

  Rotsward’s deck, and when our feet touched the ground we were nothing but ghosts on the battlefield, spectres dragging muskets we could hardly lift. We were about as effective against

  the Skirl arconite as a fart blowing round its heels.’




  ‘Because Cospinol ate your eternal souls?’




  Monk nodded. ‘He stole the stars from me.’




  ‘I don’t want to leave anyway,’ the boy said. ‘I like it here.’




  ‘You like tormenting the god of brine,’ Monk observed. ‘He’ll chop your head off if he catches you.’




  The boy just grinned. ‘Then I’ll make myself a new head, a metal one.’




  ‘Shape-shifters.’ Monk sighed. ‘You all think you can do what you like. How are you going to make yourself a new head if you don’t have a mind to imagine the shape and

  feel of it, eh? It’s not like forging those fancy new fingers of yours.’ He made a chopping motion with his hand. ‘One deft shnick and that’ll be the end of you.

  Cospinol won’t be bothered about losing one soul to the Maze, not when he has so many hanging in his gibbets already.’




  The boy shrugged. He hadn’t thought of that.




  ‘Don’t see why you can’t change yourself into something useful for once,’ the astronomer said. ‘Something to help your old friend Monk pass the time.’ His

  eyes narrowed, the pupils like pinholes into some cruel realm of night. ‘A weapon, maybe . . . or something softer.’




  ‘I’m not a shiftblade!’ the boy cried. ‘I’m not like them.’




  The old man chewed his lip. ‘No, you’re a good lad who brings his friend Monk kettles of soup. Except there’s no soup because that scarred angel just won’t die in her

  cooker. Fifty days? What the hell is wrong with her?’ He looked at the boy. ‘You wouldn’t be holding out on me?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘You wouldn’t be lying to your old friend Monk?’




  ‘No.’




  ‘So you won’t mind if we go take a look together?’




  ‘But . . .’ The boy took a moment to assemble his jumbled thoughts. ‘You don’t go anywhere.’




  ‘And you were counting on that?’ The old man surged forward and grabbed the boy by the nape and dragged him back down through the sloping inner space of the hull, his grey

  hair as wild as a busted cord of wire.




  The boy panicked and began to change his shape, willing his bones to wilt and flow out of the man’s grip.




  Monk punched him in the face. ‘None of that,’ he growled. ‘You’ll keep the bloody body you were born with, for once.’




  The shock of admonishment emptied the young shape-shifter’s mind. He scrabbled against the inner bulkhead, his fingers scraping gouges in the wood. But Monk simply stuffed him back into

  the narrow conduit and pushed the boy ahead of him like a clot of rags. ‘Which way now?’ he demanded. ‘Larboard or starboard?’




  Not knowing, the boy turned left, and they bumped and shuffled onwards in a noisy brawl of knees and elbows.




  Once they reached the crawlspace Monk shoved the boy aside and peered down through the spyhole. The brass buttons on his epaulettes shone dully in the light of the brazier below, while the

  hooked tip of his nose glowed like a torch-heated spigot. He was silent for a long time.




  The boy looked at the kettle on its hook above the spyhole, and then he looked at the astronomer’s head.




  ‘A witchsphere,’ Monk whispered. ‘And they’ve reinforced it.’ He frowned. ‘Witchspheres don’t open from the inside and they don’t break. They were

  designed to contain a whole world of torment.’ His frown deepened. ‘So why bother to reinforce it?’




  From the chamber below came a mighty boom. Steam blasted up through the gap. The astronomer flinched.




  ‘That’s why,’ the boy said.




  Monk stared into the shadows for a moment. ‘She just kicked like a babe in a womb.’




  ‘Told you,’ the boy said.




  The old man rubbed condensation from his brow. With a grim expression he went back to studying the cooker below. ‘The vice plates have been arranged to keep pressure on those core

  panels,’ he said. ‘But those braces set against the top curve haven’t been welded properly. Witchsphere metal won’t take welds. That’s the weakest point. Come here,

  boy, look where I show you.’




  The boy did as he was told. He saw the witchsphere clamped in its vice over the brazier, the hot coals, the pipes, wheel-valves and a whole nest of steaming iron braces. Cospinol’s slaves

  were shovelling coke and pumping in air through leather bellows. White light boiled inside the condenser flask and threw long mechanistic shadows across the floor.




  ‘Those plates are held together by bolts through opposing corners. You can see where they fused the nuts into the flanges. That’s just normal steel.’ The astronomer scratched

  his chin. ‘But the braces are only fixed at their outer ends, and those joints have already started to rust in this steam. A good whack with a hammer would break through them quick

  enough.’




  ‘But she’ll get out.’




  Monk looked back down at the witchsphere for a long moment, chewing his lips again. ‘The sphere will leak enough for us to fill our kettle, before the slaves reinforce it again.

  That’s all.’ Then he shrugged. ‘But if she gets out, she gets out.’ He grinned. ‘That’s what they call someone else’s problem.’
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  Twelve angels had been released into the world from the Ninth Citadel of Hell and would return there only in the wake of all mankind. The earth shuddered and broke apart under

  their heels of ironclad bone. Engines pounded in their skulls and from behind armoured ribs still steaming from the portal through which they had passed. They crushed Rys’s Northmen on the

  battlefield at Larnaig and then moved on to Coreollis and stove in the gates of that gaunt city. Shadow-angels on thin legs trailed them across the rolling acres of darkly stubbled grassland and

  burnt forest and corpse-strewn mud. The cames of their wings made stark black silhouettes against the bloody dusk, the low sun blazing through like a leadlight vision of apocalypse.




  Those defenders upon the city ramparts who had remained loyal to Lord Rys now lifted their catapults’ pawls and swung the wooden machines inwards. Sulphur pots arced up and burst against

  the giants and then fell in flaming yellow showers over innocent homes. But the battle had been fought and lost at Larnaig and these doomed buildings were now home only to widows and fatherless

  children.




  And thus bathed in red-gold radiance and dragging chains of brimstone through the streets of Coreollis, the Twelve converged on the palace of a besieged god. Gables broke against their advancing

  shins and roof joists shattered. Chimneys toppled; the slates flew spinning or slid in clumps and sheets to break on flagstones under a veil of red dust and lemon-coloured sulphur fumes.




  Half a league to the east Rachel Hael stood on the battlement of an abandoned keep set atop a motte. Rys’s men had built this timber-and-sod outpost an age ago to watch the Red Road, and

  the heads of Pandemerian traitors and Mesmerist demons still adorned the spiked palisades around its bailey. She had laid out a simple picnic of bread, butter and fruit on a bench behind the

  rampart wall.




  Now gripping an apple between her teeth, the former assassin raised her sightglass to follow the eyeless gazes of those grim sentinels arrayed on their spikes. She searched the road where the

  soil had been churned black under the armoured boots of King Menoa’s legions, and then she swept the lens over the metallic pink waters of Lake Larnaig. Stands of white willow dotted the

  scalloped shoreline like silver pavilions, their ancient trunks crowded underneath in dens of red shadow. To the east the steel curves of the Skirl railway shone as brightly as lines of quicksilver

  beneath the ink-dark heavens. The track bisected a hamlet of burned station buildings and sheds near the northern bank, before terminating at the end of the Larnaig pier. The steamship Sally

  Broom had once carried Menoa’s treaty of peace towards that same stone dock. Now the battered vessel lay at the end of a deep gouge in the Larnaig Field, three hundred yards from the

  point whence she had been thrown.




  Beyond the lake, the Moine Massif reared up into the clouds in gaseous blue layers of scarps and saws and cones like simmering temples. A closer and less natural mist blanketed broadleaf

  woodland just a league to the northeast, indicating where Cospinol’s skyship was creeping away from Coreollis. For a long moment Rachel watched the Rotsward’s sorcerous cloak

  recede, before turning her sightglass towards the west. Here the Larnaig Field was strewn with many corpses and uncountable parts of corpses, both human and Mesmerist. All burnt and spattered with

  mud, figures sprawled in attitudes of death across the blasted earth like fossils of men and beasts uncovered by a sudden cataclysm.




  Veins of darker mud connected one tableau of violence to the next, so that it seemed the very skin of the world had grown old and thin. Dust sifted through metal wheel-spokes and blades and

  spears and pikes, or hammers, flanged maces and hobnailed bludgeons still gripped in gauntlets or claws. It scoured ridges of bone and dry teeth and the iron limbs of altered men sheared, or bent

  as if windblown, and cages of ribs and scorched flesh as dark as petrified leather. Engine parts lay scattered everywhere: cogs, bolts, chains, brackets and snarls of wire, all dark with mineral

  grease that soiled the ground. Scraps of steel plate or mail glimmered dully amidst white-and-blue plumed helmets and filthy rags and entrails.




  Most of the battlefield was littered with butchered horses, war hounds and jackals with pink-and-black tongues, and the partly eaten hulks of armoured siege aurochs, and uncounted heaps of

  blue-lipped warriors with their clammy faces and eyes seething with flies.




  Rachel took a bite from her apple.




  Menoa’s portal to Hell formed a red crater in the heart of this killing ground, but its perimeter had already begun to crust and shrink inwards like a wound. Soon it would close

  completely. A hundred thousand warriors had died to open that rift. Twelve arconites had drained all but the last breath of power from it.




  Tails of smoke were now rising from Coreollis and drifting through the bones of those terrible giants.




  They had finally reached the palace. Now the mightiest of the Twelve stepped over the sixty-foot-high rampart girdling Rys’s courtyard and gazed down at the white pinnacles and rose-decked

  balconies of the besieged god’s own inner bastion. The others held back, their shins laced by flames, their wings as thin and luminous as sheets of rain. Embers harried them with the

  persistence of wasps. The lead arconite stooped and picked up something from the courtyard and examined it.




  Rachel tried to focus on the object, but the giant had already crushed the thing and let it drop.




  It waited. Twelve priests in Hell would be gazing through the Maze-forged eyes of these mindless ambassadors, just as Rachel herself now peered through her lens. She expected Rys to attempt to

  bargain for his soul. Yet what could the god of flowers and knives offer that King Menoa could not simply take by force? The events to come would certainly not be decided in this world.




  The assassin took another bite from her apple, then focused the tube and scanned the bastion windows for signs of life.




  Smoke clouded her narrow field of vision. She lowered the sightglass in time to witness a score of projectiles make fuming arches across the rooftops of Coreollis. From the city walls the

  defenders had renewed their onslaught with the vigour of men who had abandoned all hope of saving their homes. Explosions bloomed. A series of distant concussions sounded, followed by a furious

  crackling noise and then silence. Fronds of yellow sulphur smoke wilted in the breeze.




  Rachel spat out an apple pip.




  One of the arconites was burning. It remained motionless, its cavernous eye-sockets fixed on Rys’s palace. And the others stood rigid beside it, towering over the palace like raw-boned

  citadels themselves.




  Down in the bailey beneath the motte, Rachel’s mount whickered and pulled at its tether, stamping its hoofs like an impatient master demanding attention. She pressed a finger to her lips

  and then quickly lowered it and shook her head. Horses. This animal had belonged to the Heshette raiders, and had been ruined before it was passed to her, all knees and ribs, and swaddled in

  a filthy cloth saddle. Yet, despite its sorry origins, its white eyeballs still rolled with an inbred contempt of Spine. It recognized her as one of Deepgate’s temple assassins. At each step

  on the track to the outpost it had bucked against her clumsy attempts to steer it, almost throwing her twice.




  She took a last bite from the apple, then threw down the core to the miserable beast.




  A sudden change in the texture of the sunlight brought the Spine assassin’s attention back to Rys’s palace. Eleven of Menoa’s arconites were moving back from it, their wings

  turning in the twilight like great lucent sails. The first and greatest of them, however, now knelt before the god’s bastion as if in supplication. Rachel trained her sightglass on the palace

  itself.




  On its highest balcony stood a white-winged figure in shining steel armour. He wore a cape of battlefield roses as vividly red as the living blossoms that cascaded over the balustrade around

  him. The glass doors to his quarters had been thrown open behind him, and the myriad panes shone blue.




  Rys had come to plead for his life.




  Rachel saw the god gesturing angrily, but even with her sight-glass fully extended, she could not discern his face with enough clarity to read his lips. Whatever words he spoke to the kneeling

  giant went unheard. Yet after a moment the arconite’s reply resounded across the heavens, as deep as an echo reverberating from the throats of all of the world’s tombs.




  ‘King Menoa rejects your proposal outright, Lord Rys, for he suspects that your brothers’ souls are not truly yours to bargain with. Furthermore, he demands that they present

  themselves before these assembled ambassadors as a gesture of goodwill. The Lord of the Maze is magnanimous. He will not punish such worthy adversaries. He simply requires that all sons of Ayen

  enter Hell before the portal expires. As guests of the Ninth Citadel you will be spared all the horrors of the Maze and denied none of its pleasures.’ The arconite’s maw was an

  affectation, for it could not speak as men do. The voice issued from a metal simulacrum of a larynx, and yet the thoughts behind those words were born in the depths of a citadel built under a

  different sky.




  It was talking about Rys’s brothers: Mirith, Hafe and Sabor. Rachel was hardly surprised that the god of flowers and knives had attempted to sell his own kin, or that King Menoa now

  purported to offer them sanctuary. Should the sons of Ayen be killed in this world, their souls would become lost in the endless reaches of Hell. Clearly the King wished them nearer to hand.




  Rys must have recognized this offer for the lie it was. He turned his back on the angel and gazed through the balcony doors. And for an instant Rachel spied another archon within the

  building, an armoured figure identical to Rys himself. It could only have been a reflection in the glass doors. Rys inclined his head. His cape of roses ruffled and lifted in a hot updraft from the

  burning city. He suddenly stepped from the balcony, back into his own chambers.




  As the sun’s lowest edge touched the rim of the world, Rys’s palace imploded, evaporating into white powder before that great motionless, kneeling observer. The concussion that

  followed seemed to crack the air apart and left Rachel’s ears ringing. The falling bastion and its sentinel towers became ghosts of themselves that bent leeward in unison, and began to drift

  away in the breeze.




  Rachel spread butter on a hunk of bread. Had she truly observed the last clash of gods in the world of men? Those deities whom the ignorant claimed to be fallen stars had seemed to her to

  sacrifice their souls too easily. She sensed trickery here. The glimpse she’d caught of Rys’s own reflection had looked . . . odd. Something about it troubled her, but she

  couldn’t say exactly why. Had Cospinol sent her forth from his fog-bound skyship to deliberately witness this very display?




  The kneeling arconite now stood and joined its eleven fellows. Sulphur fires clung to the shins of two of these automatons, and yet they appeared to be untroubled, perhaps even unaware of the

  flames. The Twelve moved north towards the walls of Coreollis over which the haze of Cospinol’s fog glowed dimly in the final light.




  King Menoa had at last turned his attention to the Rotsward.




  Rachel stuffed the hunk of bread into her mouth, gathered the remains of her picnic into her satchel, and then descended the log steps from the motte rampart, jogging down a further set of steps

  to the bailey, where she unhitched her horse’s reins.




  The animal tried to bite her, but she slipped past its neck and, grabbing its mane and placing a foot in the cloth stirrup, swung up into the saddle. She pressed her heels into the beast’s

  flank, whereupon it snorted and sidestepped.




  ‘Natch.’




  The horse blew and stamped a hoof.




  She whipped the reins. ‘Natch.’




  Her mount began to walk backwards.




  ‘Nach. Natches. Forward, you obstinate Heshette . . .’ She dug her heels in sharply. ‘You know the command I’m trying to say. Ha!’




  The beast lurched towards the bailey gate.




  But time was against her, for the arconites now shared her destination and Cospinol’s scouts would have noted as much. To reach the Rotsward before her foes she would have to ride

  quickly. She urged the horse into a gallop and clung on for her life. It bolted down the earthen track, throwing up clods of muddy grass, its worn hide sliding over ribs gripped between

  Rachel’s knees. The path rounded a conical grass mound, the remains of some earlier fortification now overgrown with birch and black brambles, and veered northwards again towards a gloomy

  tunnel in the misty broadleaves. With long slow strides, the arconites traversed swathes of ground at a pace Rachel’s mount could not hope to match, but she had half a league or more start on

  them – and she had the help of a thaumaturge waiting onboard the Rotsward.




  Or so she hoped. Now would be a really good time, Mina.




  From the battlefield to the west arose a new mist. It poured from the mouths of ten thousand slain men and demons like a final cold exhalation. A little blood yet remained in those warriors and,

  aboard the Rotsward, Mina Greene had used this to her advantage. Tendrils of fog intermingled above the corpses to form a thin grey pall that swelled and heaved and then rolled out over the

  Larnaig Field like a seawater tide. It consumed the slopes and the railway buildings and the lake and plains beyond in sorcerous mist. It billowed against the walls of Coreollis and swamped the

  forest where it merged with the Rotsward’s own shroud of fog.




  Rachel rode into the misty gloom of the forest. The sound of the horse’s hoofs grew duller as it thundered down the tunnel-like arboreal passage. A faint nimbus of light defined the gap in

  the trees through which she had entered the woodland, but the fog ahead hoarded a deep and varicose darkness. She could not see the path clearly and her flight into those grey and flinty shadows

  felt like a plunge through the borderlands of delirium. Black branches intertwined the mist around her, limp with dank brown foliage and lines of gossamer, like leering youths. The boles of oak and

  elm leaned over the narrow track or stood back in the greyness like sullen old men. Twigs stabbed at Rachel’s eyes and the rushing air felt cold and damp against her face. The horse blew and

  huffed; its unshod hoofs bore down upon a carpet of sodden mulch, kicking up leaves that smelled of worms and spiders.




  From somewhere behind came the long low drone of horns. Rachel urged the horse on faster and, to her surprise, it responded. Perhaps that hunting call had finally given the beast the wits to

  share its rider’s urgency, for it now thundered along the track like the true Heshette war horse it must once have been.




  They leapt over a collapsed tree clad in plates of white fungi, like the armour of a fallen Icarate. Rachel felt herself begin to slip from the saddle. She clung to the steaming animal’s

  neck. The rich odour of its hide filled her nostrils. Its breathing came in hot quick gusts. But, rather than bucking, the horse eased up a little and allowed the assassin to drag herself back

  upright in the saddle.




  ‘Thanks,’ she whispered.




  The beast surged forward again, almost throwing her a second time. She gritted her teeth.




  The track skirted a huge lichen-spattered boulder and then opened into a glade of beer-coloured ferns, young hazel and grass flourishing among granite outcroppings. The surrounding trees hung

  back in the mist like meshes of steel. Rachel heard singing. She reined in.




  John Anchor was sitting on a rock in the centre of the clearing, muttering a tune while he sharpened a stick with a short sword that, in his big hands, looked to be no larger than a simple

  knife. In the forest gloom he looked like a huge black bear.




  The great hemp rope that tethered him to his master’s airship rose skywards from the harness on his back, but otherwise there was no evidence of the Rotsward’s presence here,

  nor of the many passengers floating in the fog above him. He was quite alone. He looked up and grinned.




  ‘Rachel Hael.’




  ‘I thought you abhorred blades,’ she said with a glance at his handiwork.




  ‘Only when they are used in battle,’ he replied. ‘The Heshette gave me this weapon as a parting gift. It belonged to Ramnir’s father and his father’s father, and so

  on. It is very useful, as you see.’




  ‘What are you making?’




  ‘I had not thought that far ahead,’ he replied. ‘Kindling, perhaps.’ He stood up and peered into the gloom behind her. ‘The Twelve are in pursuit of us now,

  yes?’




  She nodded.




  He waited a moment, his ear cocked to the heavens. The rope on his back gave a sudden vibration. ‘Cospinol asks if Lord Rys attempted to sell out his brothers.’




  ‘Naturally.’




  ‘And what has become of him now?’




  Rachel described how the palace of the god of flowers and knives had fallen to dust. John Anchor listened carefully, and then waited. After a long moment he inclined his head towards the sky.

  ‘Now they are arguing,’ he said. ‘This may take some time.’ He went back to sharpening his stick.




  The former assassin shrugged. ‘Take your time, Cospinol,’ she muttered. ‘We only have twelve arconites moving this way.’ She dismounted. The horse huffed and began

  to graze. She patted it, uncertainly, and then scanned the fog for signs of Dill. Despite his current vast size, she saw nothing in that bleak greyness but the merest sketched outlines of trees.

  Cospinol’s mist enveloped him as thoroughly as it would shroud a mountain.




  A horn lowed in the west; it sounded close. Rachel dug out another couple of apples from her satchel and handed one to Anchor. ‘They’re moving quickly,’ she warned, taking a

  bite. Her gaze lingered on the tethered man’s harness, on the bulwarks of muscles covering his broad chest. The rope above him thrummed again. Rachel slung her satchel back over her shoulder,

  then tossed the apple core to her horse and wiped her hands on her leather breeches. ‘How fast can you drag that thing?’




  ‘I can run with the Rotsward when Cospinol needs me to,’ Anchor said, chewing. ‘But now your Deepgate thaumaturge has extended the reach of the fog. The land is

  completely hidden, yes? All cloaked in mist from earth to sky. There is no need for me to run, and with luck we can reach Coreollis by stealth.’




  ‘Coreollis?’ She looked at him, and then back over her shoulder. ‘What do you mean, Coreollis? John, that’s where they’re coming from.’




  John Anchor slid his sword into a gap in his wooden harness, examined the stick he had been sharpening, and then put that away too. Then he said, ‘Menoa’s arconites do not tire, nor

  can they be killed. So we must go to Hell and slay the priests who control them, yes?’




  Rachel just stared at him.




  ‘It is fortuitous that the portal leads directly to King Menoa’s citadel.’ The big man beamed. ‘So we do not have to walk far.’




  ‘Surely you’re not going to take the Rotsward, and everyone aboard her into Hell?’




  ‘Not everyone,’ Anchor said. ‘Alice Harper will lead Cospinol and me to the Ninth Citadel, since she knows Hell so intimately, but your thaumaturge stays here with

  you.’




  Rachel had met Harper briefly on the Larnaig battlefield, a dead woman who had seemed more at ease among the remains of Mesmerist demons than she had amongst the living. Since then Harper had

  kept herself hidden in one of the Rotsward’s cabins, choosing to have little involvement in the ensuing arguments and decisions. ‘Harper agreed to go back to

  Hell?’




  Anchor nodded. ‘She’s dead. She belongs there.’ His eyes brimmed with mirth. ‘But Mina Greene has devised another mission for those who choose to remain here. Cospinol

  agreed – how you say . . . ? Whole-headedly? – with the thaumaturge’s idea. We must divide our party. Cospinol has decided to declare war against both Hell and Heaven.’
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  In the last moments of twilight a heavy gloom settled upon the forest. An owl hooted, and was answered by a distant cry from deep in the fog. Rachel waited beside John Anchor,

  and yet in this darkness she could discern little of the giant but the whites of his eyes. He remained as still and as darkly imposing as the oaks around him. They had moved a quarter-league

  further north, to rendezvous with Dill. The bone-and-metal angel was somewhere nearby, but Rachel could not have said where exactly. He might have been standing just ten yards away.




  She heard the Rotsward’s elevator creaking before she saw it descend out of the murk, materializing amidst the forest canopy overhead. It was a simple basket suspended from ropes

  hauled by slaves on the midships deck. The elevator’s two occupants, Mina Greene and Hasp, looked like a strange pair of heavenly ambassadors in their grey cowled robes, their bloody

  glass-scaled hands clasped before them.




  The basket landed with a soft thud. Hasp leapt out, seemingly unconcerned that a single crack in that Maze-forged armour would have spilled his life blood and returned his soul to Hell. Rachel

  realized she was staring. She looked away. Mina lifted out her demonic little dog, Basilis, and set him on the ground before cautiously climbing out after Hasp.




  The pup sniffed at Anchor’s feet and then bounded off into the shadows.




  ‘Cospinol’s slaves have transferred provisions and gold from the Rotsward,’ Mina said. ‘Our friendly arconite made an impressive packhorse. They’ve stored

  tons of wheat and dried fish inside his ribs, and caskets of coins in his jaw.’ She smiled. ‘Cospinol wasn’t happy to see that gold go. His mood now suits this sorcerous

  weather.’




  Rachel glanced at Hasp. The Lord of the First Citadel scowled, lifted his hand inside his cowl, and pressed it firmly against the side of his glass helm as though a sudden headache had gripped

  him. His red eyes flinched, and he bared his teeth.




  ‘Hasp?’ Rachel ventured.




  He ignored her.




  Hasp’s pain had grown steadily worse since King Menoa had implanted that parasite inside his skull. This tiny demon of brass and flesh compelled the Lord of the First Citadel to obey

  Mesmerist orders. And poor Hasp, who had once stood alone against Hell’s armies, had already been abused by the weakest of Menoa’s servants.




  His mouth tightened. He muttered soft curses to himself.




  Such a cruel punishment. Menoa had stripped Hasp of everything that defined him, denying him even the glorious death in battle Hasp had coveted. She looked up, but she couldn’t see

  or hear anything of the work going on overhead. ‘What about Menoa’s Twelve?’ she said to Mina. ‘Can you sense their presence?’




  The thaumaturge inhaled a deep breath of the misty air, and then hesitated. ‘I can observe them while they remain in this fog,’ she said. ‘Four are waiting at the western edge

  of the forest. Another two stand in the Larnaig Field south of Coreollis, guarding the Portal. But the remaining six are moving north. They’re following us.’




  ‘Who are they after? Dill, or Cospinol?’




  ‘Both, I imagine.’




  ‘How long can you maintain this fog?’




  She shrugged. ‘That all depends on Basilis.’ She picked up the hideous little pup, cuddled it in her arms, and kissed its ear. ‘Doesn’t it, sweetie?’




  The dog growled.




  Anchor beamed. ‘I must be on my way to Hell now. The priests who control these golems won’t kill themselves, eh? Good luck with Ayen, Mina Greene.’




  Rachel looked between the two. ‘Hell is one thing,’ she said, ‘but Heaven is an altogether different matter. Even Ayen’s own sons didn’t consider themselves

  powerful enough to intrude in their mother’s realm. The goddess of light and life will butcher us all.’




  A myriad of tiny glass scales around Mina’s face crinkled. ‘But she’ll kill the enemy, too.’




  The young thaumaturge wanted to use Dill to attack the gates of Heaven, reasoning that if the goddess of light and life perceived a threat from one arconite, she might destroy the rest of them.

  Yet not even her son Cospinol knew exactly how to find the gates of Heaven, nor how to breach them in order to reach the goddess shuttered within. His kin had never been ones to share their

  knowledge, it seemed. The thaumaturge’s plan was nothing more than a leap into the abyss. Yet it was still the best plan they had.




  ‘We’ll search Sabor’s palace,’ Mina explained to Rachel, ‘and then Mirith’s. If anyone knew how to reach the goddess, it was them. They had to know something

  if they were planning to storm Heaven themselves.’




  A hunting horn lowed somewhere to the west.




  John Anchor stepped forward. ‘Hasp, Mina, I will not shake those glass hands of yours, but I must go now. Hell awaits.’




  Mina rushed up and hugged him, while Rachel merely nodded. Hasp fixed his dark eyes on Anchor. ‘Give my regards to King Menoa,’ he said.




  The tethered man laughed, and strode southwards across the glade and then faded into the misty trees. The great rope trailed after him, cleaving a path through the forest canopy. The sound of

  snapping branches could be heard long after he vanished from sight. And then he started singing.




  That’s his idea of stealth? Rachel shook her head. The fog hid him and the skyship above, but it couldn’t hide the noise of his passage. How can he hope to slip past his

  hunters and drag that vessel into Hell unnoticed? Rachel didn’t really believe he expected to. King Menoa would know the precise moment when the portal was breached but, from what she had

  seen of Anchor, the big man from Riot Coast relished confrontation.




  And so Rachel found herself standing there in a forest in a strange land with a thaumaturge, a dog, and a debased god in glass armour. The hunting horns called again from somewhere closer. Hasp

  winced at the noise and clutched his head, but he said nothing.




  They encountered Dill several hundred paces to the north. Or rather, they found his shins rearing among the boles of oak and elm. The rest of him stood obscured in the misty grey heights. They

  stood beside his heel and looked up. From the heavens came the distant sound of machinery.




  ‘Dill?’ Rachel called.




  A bony fist descended, snapping through branches, and formed a cradle on the ground. The three climbed into his upturned palm.




  And then they were rising up through the chill damp air. Rachel clung on to Dill’s knuckle as they surged through the forest canopy. The trees soon fell away below them, dissolving into

  the mist. Huge bones wrapped in metal tubing loomed on her left as they soared up past the arconite’s pelvis and spine – their pitted yellow surfaces etched with the same complex whorls

  she had once seen on the hull of Deepgate’sTooth. A citadel of machinery shuddered behind the giant’s ribs, composed of dark metal forged in Hell – perhaps from the broken chains

  of the city she had been born in. The mechanics of it were vast and unknowable. She smelled oil, and another ripe and coppery odour like that of butchered meat or the killing fields of Larnaig, yet

  tainted in some chemical way she couldn’t identify. Lime? It reminded her of the poisons in Cinderbark Wood. She sensed the pressure of tons of blood and hydraulic fluid within those piston

  housings and tubes and vats.




  Dill’s skull finally came into view – huge and naked and hideous, and devoid of anything that suggested a living mind inside. The cavernous eye sockets held naught but echoes and

  pools of dank water, providing shelter for birds or bats, whose shit spattered the lower ridges of bone. His jaw was partially open and the yellow teeth stood motionless. Green moss clung to the

  underside of his jawbone. Rachel could see the barrels Cospinol’s slaves had unloaded heaped in the darkness deep within that maw – enough coin to buy an army.




  Dill’s hand came to a halt beside his mouth and Rachel realized that he meant for them to step inside, beside the gold. Tears pricked at the corners of her eyes but she could not say

  exactly why. They climbed from the hand and into the giant’s mouth.




  Mina set her dog down and headed into the gloom at the back of this dim bone-and-metal cave. Her glass-shod feet echoed on metal floor panels. Hasp stood looking up at the golem’s palate

  above his head, his face in shadow. Rachel sniffed the damp air. It stank of the battlefield, of iron and blood.




  ‘Dill?’ she whispered.




  For a moment she imagined that the floor had trembled, yet there was no answer but the echo of her own voice.




  Mina looked up. ‘I warned him not to speak,’ she said. ‘He has a voice like thunder, quite loud enough to betray our position to our enemies.’




  Rachel stared at her. ‘I need to talk to him.’ She hesitated. ‘I need to know that he understands where we’re going.’




  Mina beckoned her over and then took her hand. The thaumaturge led the Spine assassin over to the very back of the oral cave, where a dark crawlspace led up out of the main chamber. ‘This

  leads to the topmost vertebrae of the spine,’ she explained. ‘From there you can climb up into the skull.’




  ‘His skull?’




  ‘It’s not a living creature,’ Mina said quietly. ‘The arconite is simply a machine, a golem, a rude simulacrum of an angel. King Menoa chose this form to ease the

  stresses put upon the soul trapped within. This way Dill’s subconscious can still function. He can move his limbs without having to consciously direct any unfamiliar mechanisms. It is a suit

  of armour for his soul, brash and hideous, yet functional.’ She stared at the crawlspace above her, perhaps unwilling to meet Rachel’s eye. ‘Climb up inside the machine and

  you’ll find your friend’s soul. Speak to him there.’ She looked at the floor. ‘He won’t need his larynx to answer you.’




  Rachel climbed. Crystals encrusted the walls, less like jewels than chunks of tarnished glass. The passage rose steeply, then opened into a dark atrium a little wider than her shoulders. She

  reached out in the darkness and felt a tangle of arm-thick pipes running vertically, more crystals, hexagonal metal pins. She stood there in the dark for a long moment. It isn’t you.

  It’s just a prison . . . like Ulcis’s abyss or Cospinol’s ship.




  Mina was right. This was armour: a suit created by the Lord of the Maze to allow his servants to walk freely among mortals and to destroy them. When her eyes grew accustomed to the gloom she

  noticed a dim light shining overhead. The passageway now rose directly above her head. She gripped the pipes and pulled herself up.




  A room had been created inside the arconite’s head. There were no windows. The light she had previously seen came from another source entirely.




  Rachel put her hand over her mouth and began to sob.




  King Menoa allowed the Ninth Citadel to glut itself with power from the Maze, and then he gave the walls and steps within that living stronghold his permission to breed. Eons

  had passed since these Mesmerist constructs had been human, but their souls remembered lust and had exulted in the freedom granted to them. Flesh born of subconscious thought flowed and changed and

  melded with uncountable partners in an orgiastic frenzy that pushed thousands of souls over the brink of madness. They produced sentient offspring to strengthen the citadel’s own hive mind,

  but occasionally they birthed mutants: fragments of dreams or memories that could not think in any useful way and merely mimicked the shapes of the faces around them. And these faces shouted and

  barked or simply licked their teeth and stared.




  Whenever such deviants were discovered by functioning constructs they were murdered and absorbed back into the citadel. Hunters with fists grown into knives flowed through walls and ceilings in

  pursuit of imperfection. The whole process of unfettered copulation continued until Menoa’s fortress had grown by almost thirty levels and the House of Faces set high upon the

  building’s teetering summit had sprouted many new chambers, stairwells and eyes.




  When it was over, the citadel exhaled. Bloodmists hissed from vents in the foundations, and then drifted out over the great wet labyrinth of the Maze.




  Menoa stood upon a freshly birthed balcony high on one side of the House of Faces and watched the mists recede. Ribs of new bone and crystal eyes glistened in the platform floor and made the

  surface uneven, and yet he was prepared to allow that for the moment. He would wait and see how it matured before determining its value to him.




  Far below him a witchsphere was rolling through the Maze on its way to the citadel. Barges lolled in deeper channels, their decks crammed with cages full of souls for the Processor. The great

  inverted pyramid continued to whisper and issue gouts of steam, but its forming ovens and arconite pens were empty now.




  All of the King’s children had now left Hell, yet the instrument of their passage still dominated the skyline. Menoa’s portal writhed above the Maze like a vast ribbon of flies. From

  a fixed base of scorched and blasted stone the portal rose to impossible heights, becoming narrower and narrower until the last thread of it vanished somewhere inside that dark sun that lay at the

  very heart of the Maze. Both ends remained fixed in place, but the length between them undulated like a whip. It had lost most of its substance since the arconites had passed through, Menoa noted.

  He could almost see through it in places.




  A fly settled on one of the claws of Menoa’s black gauntlet. He glanced down and changed the tiny creature from living flesh to glass, then crushed it. And then his reverie was broken by

  an unspoken query from the citadel. The witchsphere had reached the base of the fortress and it wished to speak to him.




  Admit it. Allow it to pass through the citadel unmolested.




  A short while later the witchsphere rolled onto his balcony. Menoa had no name for this construct, but he recognized it nevertheless. Its scraped and dented metal panels were evidence of the

  many years it had spent in the living world.




  ‘We bring word from the Prime,’ it said in the voices of numerous hags. ‘They have confirmed your expectations. The thaumaturge has conjured a mist to hide the traitorous

  arconite. It engulfs Cospinol’s own fog and reaches far across the lands beyond.’




  ‘And the portal, too?’




  ‘Yes.’




  Menoa sensed his glass mask contort as it mimicked his own expression of grim contemplation. ‘I did not expect this fog,’ he admitted, ‘but certainly treachery. Cospinol cannot

  kill my warriors, so his agents must attempt to kill their controllers.’ Menoa’s Prime Icarates were ensconced within the Bastion of Voices deep inside the Processor, their minds

  watching the living world through the eyes of his arconites, their thoughts steering those vast iron limbs that had crushed Coreollis. He had already taken steps to protect them. The

  thaumaturge’s fog was an unnecessary precaution, amateurish. Did they truly expect that he had not anticipated and planned for an attack on the Maze? ‘This is a smokescreen engineered

  to allow an assassin to enter the portal.’




  ‘They will send the Arconite Dill?’




  The King shook his head. ‘That young angel alone possesses enough strength to resist my own warriors. Cospinol needs him to remain on earth.’ He turned back to the portal. The vast

  ribbon writhed and spun, the twelve angels had all but drained it of power. It was growing weaker with every passing moment. ‘Cospinol owns another assassin, the Riot Coast barbarian who

  drags his skyship. That is who he will send.’




  The balcony had not yet grown itself a parapet, but the witchsphere rolled closer to the edge of the precipice. ‘Without Anchor, Cospinol will be grounded and helpless,’ it

  declared.




  ‘He cannot allow himself to be stranded,’ the king agreed. ‘And so the god of brine and fog must accompany his slave. After all, he has an entire army of men hanging from the

  gallows of his ship. No doubt he plans to set them upon us as some form of distraction.’




  ‘Shall I instruct the Icarates to stoke the furnaces within the flensing machines?’




  ‘Yes,’ Menoa said. ‘All of the furnaces.’




  John Anchor took a deep breath. He relished the smell of this old woodland, the wet leaves, the cool rain-laden air. If he was ever required to walk across the bed of an ocean

  again, then this was the sort of air he’d prefer to fill his lungs with. It was a fine place in which to take a stroll. The soft brown mulch compressed under his feet and bounced back up in

  his wake. As he walked he scooped up a handful of soulpearls from the pouch at his hip and tipped them into his mouth. Then he began to hum a tune.




  The rope thrummed.




  He laughed. ‘You worry too much, Cospinol. My voice is no louder than the sound of these snapping branches. And we can’t silence the woodland, eh?’




  His master’s voice came through the rope. The arconites are bigger than you, John.




  ‘But not stronger.’




  Now is not the time to test that theory. Save your strength for Menoa’s Icarates, I beg you.




  ‘But I am quicker than the golems, Cospinol. Like a rat around their ankles, eh? I jump in the portal and pull you down after me while the giants stumble after us. Easy as swinging a

  boar.’




  You are tethered to me, John. Do not forget that.




  Anchor grinned. In truth he hoped to confront at least one of these arconites. He felt strong today: a million souls howled in his blood, their voices like a war cry at the back of his mind . .

  . so long as he didn’t listen too closely. If he concentrated too hard on it, he would recognize their moans and pleas, and that would take the edge off his good humour. He ducked under a

  low-hanging branch and then heard it catch on the Rotsward’s rope behind him and snap loudly.




  A hunting horn again bellowed in the west.




  Anchor altered his direction subtly, moving more in that direction.




  I’m warning you, John, Cospinol said. Mina Greene conjured this fog to disguise our own camouflage. Don’t ruin it by trying to confront these things. I want to reach

  the portal without incident. Turn back to the southwest, away from that horn.




  ‘You are reading my mind now?’




  No, John. I just know what you’re like.




  The big man sighed and did as Cospinol had instructed. Fog shrouded the view ahead, but he could see that the woodland here sloped down towards the south. In places he spied low walls among the

  oaks – the remains of some long-abandoned settlement now soft with moss and wrapped in snarls of black bramble. Fungi clumped in earthen hollows like bones protruded from graves. He could not

  recall if he had visited this place before, and he wondered what tragedy had befallen the owners of these dwellings. As if in response, a lone soul cried out in the back of his mind. Anchor frowned

  and ignored it, not wanting to know. He began to hum again, half-singing under his breath.




  

    

      

        

          

            

              One summer’s day on Heralds Beach,


              I met a girl who had no teeth.


              I kissed the collar of her pretty frock


              and she—


            


          


        


      


    


  




  The rope shuddered. Please try not to enjoy this, John. That’s all I ask.




  Anchor snatched up a stick and swung it before him like one of the swords he so despised. ‘Since you deny me the arconites, Cospinol. I can only hope that all Hell awaits, and that Menoa

  has had the good sense to arm them.’




  That, Cospinol said, is something I can promise you. The Lord of the Maze will not have wasted the souls of all those he slaughtered.




  The tethered man left the wood not far from the place where he had first entered it. The rope snagged on the last of the branches and then tore free. Anchor’s eyes were long used to this

  grey gloom and he saw a series of low humps in the ground, and the remains of a palisade wall to the southeast. Earthworks dug by Rys’s Northmen. He was near the edge of the Larnaig

  Field.




  He scanned the mists all around, but saw no sign of Menoa’s Twelve. He frowned. ‘Why would Menoa leave the portal unguarded?’ he said. ‘A smarter man than me might

  suppose the King wanted us to enter Hell.’




  There was a pause before Cospinol answered. I suppose it’s possible – perhaps even likely. If I were to die here on earth, my soul would become lost somewhere within the Maze. His

  spies might search for it for years. But killing me at the door of his Processor would spare him all that trouble. The Ninth Citadel is the seat of his power. It will not be undefended.




  ‘Good. Then we needn’t waste any more time being stealthy.’




  We were being stealthy?




  Anchor began to jog down the slope towards the Larnaig Field.




  Soon they came upon the dead. Armoured bodies covered the killing field like some queer steel crop, harvested but then left to rot. The metal took on the dull lustre of the surrounding fog,

  scattered weapons and shields as grey as stone. Gas had distended the bellies of soldiers and now whistled softly through punctures in their flesh. Ravens cawed and hopped through the stink,

  pecking at lips and eyes. Here and there the colourful blue and gold plumes of helmets stood out like exotic birds come to feast alongside their ragged black cousins. And there were Mesmerists,

  too: machines of flesh and iron, jackal-like beasts, dark stains left where Non Morai had dissolved. They had been butchered in their thousands. Anchor stepped among them, his good mood rapidly

  fading.




  Rys’s warriors had been cruel men, but they had not deserved to die in this way. A waste of too many souls. That he would soon face their souls in battle offered Anchor no consolation.




  He had proceeded less than a hundred yards when he spotted Silister Trench. The First Citadel Warrior who had possessed Dill’s body lay partially buried under the summit of a huge heap of

  Mesmerist scrap, his dead eyes staring at Heaven. He had lost most of his teeth. Something blunt had cloven in his skull.




  Anchor walked up the pile and then gripped the corpse’s shoulders and dragged it out. It was incomplete, for Trench’s legs remained inside the crush of broken machine parts.

  ‘He fought well,’ Anchor said. ‘There are many more Mesmerist corpses here than elsewhere. He was making a hill out of them.’




  Up ahead, said Cospinol. The portal.




  And Anchor saw it. It had indeed been left unguarded.




  A large chamber occupied the inside of Dill’s skull, yet there was so little space among the crowded machinery that Rachel could barely move. Banks of gears surrounded

  her in the semi-darkness, the cogs clicking like hundreds of little black teeth. Wheels whirled inside wheels. Piston shafts heaved up and down in a sequence of irregular whooshes and thumps.

  Crystals hummed and threw out gouts of white light that splayed briefly across the metal surfaces. The whole room smelled vaguely like the air after a thunderstorm.




  Rachel sensed all of this at the periphery of her vision, for she was staring at the glass sphere in the centre of the chamber.




  Almost all of the illumination came from this device, or from the phantasms within it.




  So many!




  She counted at least a dozen of them trapped inside that sphere: human men and women, all naked, a brawling knot of figures crammed into a space hardly large enough for one or two people. All

  were struggling against their confinement, and against each other, yet there was no substance to their gaseous forms. Their fists passed easily through each other’s faces and torsos. Their

  lips mouthed silent cries or curses. They grinned and frowned and spat. Forks of light rippled and flashed between them like manifestations of unheard revilement. She glimpsed Dill’s tortured

  expression before it became lost again in a tangle of elbows and legs. His mouth had been open wide, as if pleading.




  But there was no sound in the room bar the persistent tick and thump of machinery, the icy crackle of crystals. The sphere grew momentarily brighter and then diminished. Wreathed in lightning,

  the ghosts continued their silent brawl.




  Rachel had seen soulpearls, the beads John Anchor consumed to give him such great strength, and she knew that ethereal consciousness did not necessarily need body shapes to exist. With the right

  technology a soul could inhabit almost anything. Alice Harper’s Mesmerist devices had once been alive, and still remembered fear. Yet it seemed to Rachel that some deliberate action had been

  taken to keep these particular figures here in their physical forms.




  She wormed through the banks of machines, stepping over cables as she approached the sphere.




  Reaching it, she pressed her palms against the glass wall of the globe—




  

    

      killed him . . . move to that place . . . no I can’t do . . . my head, stop shouting at me . . . no . . . me . . . and it

      was so dark in there . . . I hate you, I hate you . . . I don’t want to remember that . . . isn’t me . . . its you, stay away . . . no knives

      . . . liar, I talked to her . . . nothing but the dark . . . the murderer . . . don’t speak, don’t . . .


    


  




  —and then jerked away, her head reeling from the cacophony of voices that had assaulted her mind. She took a deep breath. ‘Dill?’




  The whole room gave a jolt to the left. Rachel squatted instinctively. From below came the hiss of steam. The room turned again, more gently this time, in the opposite direction.




  The faint sound of the young angel’s voice came from the glass sphere. Rachel? Once more the chamber yawed from side to side as the arconite looked around him. She saw his face

  reappear among the struggling phantoms.




  ‘Dill, I’m not outside. I’m . . . in your head.’




  There was a pause, and then Rachel heard her friend whispering inside the glass. You can hear my thoughts? He sounded worn out. Your voice is . . . odd.




  ‘Can you see me?’




  I see fog, he said. Trees down below.




  Inside the sphere the angel’s lips moved, but his glazed eyes stared inwards, betraying no awareness of her, or the sphere, or the room.




  Gingerly, Rachel touched the smooth surface of the sphere once more, but the voices in her head remained silent. ‘I’m with your soul,’ she said. ‘I can see it before me.

  It’s trapped in a sphere of glass like a huge soulpearl.’ She hesitated. ‘Dill, there are other souls in there with you.’
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