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One


The man stumbled towards the castle, emerging from the fog like something escaping from a dream. The toll of the warning bell, and the shrieks of the people gathered around her on the battlements, jarred horribly in her ears. Freya did not scream, but even she shrunk back from the edge as the man approached, for the plague was clearly rampant within him.


The body beneath his ragged vestments was an emaciated ruin, his long hair and beard streaked with tell-tale grey. The skin of his face was cracked and papery, as though at any moment it might split apart to reveal the grinning horror beneath. When he finally sank to his knees at the foot of the Enclave’s huge gates, he scarcely seemed to possess the strength to raise his sapling-thin arms in supplication. The look in his sunken eyes was more one of resignation than of hope.


He sat like that for perhaps an entire minute, his breath misting in the chill air, before the archer’s arrow caught him in the throat. A great cheer went up, drowning out the stranger’s soft gurgle as he sagged sideways to the ground. Freya watched as his corrupted blood began to gush out of this new orifice, as though the sickness was rushing to escape its damaged vessel.


“Don’t worry, Freya,” said Maxwell, who stood close beside her, a relieved look on his face. “We won’t have to look at it for long. The angels will soon take that rancid heap away.”


“How do you know?” she replied, her eyes still fixed on the transgressor’s corpse (was it a corpse, yet? There was a precise moment, she supposed, a specific instant when enough blood had leaked out onto the dusty ground, when the man would cease to be a person, and become instead a sack of meat and bones.)


“Because they always do.”


The bell ceased to chime, and after a while everyone drifted back to their usual duties; even Freya, whose intrigue made her loiter long enough to receive a scolding when she returned to the kitchens.
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The angels did not come the next day. Freya was able to sneak away from her duties for long enough to stand atop the castle walls once again, as she often liked to do, staring out towards the horizon to try to catch a glimpse of the distant Monoliths that were sometimes visible when the mist was thinner than usual. She often dreamed about those glittering, unfathomable structures, imagining herself striking out towards them, plague be damned.


That day, the Monoliths could not be seen through the swirling fog, so instead she stared down at the dead man until the guard’s patience wore thin and he told her to get lost. Her mind continued to tug insistently at the same thread: what if the angels never came, and the cadaver just stayed there? Maxwell had told her that bodies left in that state started to decay, rotting like bad food.


She had felt sure this was something she’d once known but, like so much of her memory, it felt diluted, dissolved into mush inside her head. Fleeting glimpses still came to her: the spectres of other places, other people. Like Raoul, her husband, who had abandoned her to disappear into the Wastes countless days ago. Had he, too, appeared at some other castle, ravaged by plague and mercilessly shot down by the bowmen at the gates? They had heard nothing from Asyla — the neighbouring town whose twisted cathedral spire jutted upwards into the skyline like a crooked finger — for longer than she could remember. Still, as Maxwell loved to tell her, it was best not to worry about such things.


Besides, if the angels did not come, running out of food would be a far bigger concern than the fate of the dead man beyond the castle walls.


So it was with a strange mix of relief and disappointment that, at first light on the following day, she heard the bell ringing once again, and hurried outside to watch the familiar phalanx approaching, their armour sparkling in the light of the rising sun.


They were said to come from the Monoliths, but Freya could make no sense of this, as those inscrutable edifices seemed impossibly far away — but then again, the angels were magical creatures, and travelling at such speed might be as easy for them as it was for her to stroll across the castle’s main courtyard. Yet their pace as they drew near seemed almost sedate, walking ponderously in their usual inverted arrowhead formation, as though they had an endless supply of time.


Which, of course, they did.


She and Maxwell would argue about whether it was the same quintet each time. Freya was convinced that the dents and scratches that marred the thick plates of their armour appeared in different places, suggesting a legion of the white-clad golems dwelling somewhere beyond the fog. Maxwell disagreed, preferring to think of them as five dedicated protectors, steadfastly devoted to the Enclave’s defence. He had even named them, but refused to divulge the monikers to her.


“You’ll only mock me,” he said, and she laughed and agreed.


As the mysterious beings drew near and she beheld their shimmering apparel, she tried to compare the patterns of cracks and markings to those of their most recent visitors; but once again her memory proved too clouded. She wondered at the damage the creatures had sustained, at the madness that must surely possess anyone who tried to attack such deities. The angels carried no visible weapons and were barely taller than a man; but the deep, rhythmic clanking as they advanced towards the gates suggested that their suits were impossibly heavy, that whatever forms were hidden beneath the bone-coloured plates and smiling, identical face masks were mighty beyond belief.


Or perhaps, as some believed, there was nothing under the armour at all. She gazed down upon the Enclave’s mysterious benefactors, feeling a chill rattle her bones, and hoped they couldn’t sense her unease.


The angels stopped when they reached the man’s body. The rearmost of the group had, as always, dragged an enormous cart across the dirt, the two-wheeled chariot crafted from the same ivory-hued material as their own apparel; although it must have been immensely cumbersome, the creature held it as though it weighed nothing at all. The other four turned and moved towards the wagon, one of them peeling back the layer of silvery fabric that covered its precious cargo. Carefully and patiently, the five of them removed a series of foil-wrapped packages and placed them on the ground, stacking the gifts in neat, gleaming piles.


Many people had gathered on the ramparts once again and Freya heard a few murmurs of relief and gratitude, as though others had perhaps shared her foolish concern that the angels would forsake them. Someone shouted “praise the angels,” and others reciprocated, and before long the voices of the Enclave were joined in joyful exultation of these strange heralds, these avatars of God.


When all the parcels had been removed, one of the creatures finally turned its attention to the man’s body, scooping the broken thing from the ground with one hand as though it was a handful of twigs. Gently, the corpse was lowered into the cart, and Freya was struck by the dignity afforded to the pitiful, arrow-skewered husk as the covering was drawn over its sightless eyes, its withered limbs, its disease-cracked skin. The angel’s gaze seemed to linger over the forlorn bundle for a moment, the smile etched permanently on its masked helm seeming sympathetic, or perhaps oddly remorseful.


Without a glance towards the assembled castle-dwellers that still sung their praises from the ramparts, the five silent sentinels turned, hauling their sad cargo back into the mist. Despite their bulk, they left no footprints, although whether that was because of the firmness of the ground or some sort of celestial weightlessness, Freya did not know.


As a mark of respect — or possibly fear, thought Freya — the gates were never opened while the angels went about their business. Only when their bewildering forms were lost from sight, subsumed into the fog that had seemingly spawned them, did a cacophonous grinding sound signal that the Enclave’s knights were setting out to recover the deposited bounty.


Knights indeed, she thought wryly. The conceited thugs in their ramshackle chainmail were less than shadows of the towering warriors she had just observed. She watched as the oafish braggarts scurried from the gates like…


…another fragment of memory, of scuttling cowardly creatures, once abundant but now lost to that same mist, to the void that seemed to close in around her, around all of them, numbing them with interminable repetition, with endless days and nights, days and nights, days and nights…


They would be drinking in the great Hall later, boasting about half-remembered conquests and alleged feats of bravery in defence of their great, white fortress. A castle whose walls had never been breached, whose stone was the same colour as the angels that attended it, suggesting divine origins and blessed sanctuary for all who dwelt within.


Yet she knew that cracks were appearing, even if it was blasphemy to speak of them. Violence in the streets, the peasants unhappy with the distribution of the angels’ gifts. A shaven-headed man accused of removing his locks to disguise his grey hair, executed and burnt as a plague-carrier without so much as a trial. Another suicide not long ago, this one not daring to brave the Wastes but instead hanging herself within her own quarters.


Still, she thought as she watched the knights loading the precious harvest into their hand-carts, their faces shielded from the plague’s vapours by crude cloth masks, there was more food to go around if there were fewer people left.


436 people, to be precise.
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“Look at those gluttons,” whispered Maxwell as they took a moment’s respite behind one of the Hall’s stout pillars. The column stretched above them to where it met the great domed ceiling arching across the cavernous chamber; an impossible mass of sculpted stone. “I hope there’s some meat left over for us at the end. Still, praise the angels and all that.”


“Where does it come from, do you think? Do the angels make it all? Might it run out?” Meat, bread, fruit … all were words she had known forever, words she felt had perhaps once held meaning, beyond describing these magical gifts brought by God’s inscrutable messengers.


“Your questions will get you into trouble,” Maxwell admonished. “Our lot is not to ponder such things. It is merely to serve, and to persist. Such curiosity is what drives people out into the Wastes!”


“You mean … like Raoul?” she replied. Maxwell frowned, not angrily, but as though he didn’t remember who she was talking about. Before she could probe any further another summons rang out, and she rushed to fill the hoisted flagon with more of the angels’ wine.


Hours later, the feast was still in full swing, the Kitchenmaster shrieking in desperation when she appeared for a fourth time to request yet more fare.


“These Nobles will have gobbled the angels’ riches in a single night!” he ranted as he turned to toss more meat onto the blazing grill. The air down in Egbert’s kingdom was hot and oppressive, his bulky frame glistening with sweat beneath his apron. “Don’t let me catch you nibbling any,” he yelled over his shoulder, and she remembered a time when she had done exactly that, a time when the cantankerous bastard had cracked a heavy rolling pin across her fingers and made her cry out in pain and surprise. Still, she would rather face the temper of the beleaguered chef than the appetites of the drunken knights and other Nobles, who had started to grab and paw at her each time she passed them, or make cruel remarks about her face.


As Maxwell would doubtless remind her, such was the lot of an Unskilled. If your abilities at fighting, cooking, governing, singing, fucking, or any of the other professions that helped life to function inside the Enclave’s walls were not deemed sufficiently exceptional, servitude was your allotted role. Unless of course, she thought as she glanced enviously at the giggling face of Letitia, who had scrubbed the castle floors alongside her for so long, you could convince one of the Nobles to marry you.


She thought again of Raoul, angry that his face would not crystallise in her mind, its image shifting and fragmenting every time she tried to visualise it. He had been an Archivist working for Lord and Recordmaster Gwillym, and as such would have been granted a seat amongst the Lower Nobles. That meant she must have sat alongside him, enjoying such lavish banquets as this, laughing and cavorting while she glugged the angels’ nectar. She looked down at the tattered rags she wore, so ancient and stained that their original colour was long forgotten. Why couldn’t she recall her former finery? Such memories would give her succour at the very least, would help to distract her from this life of silent obedience.


“Wench! Don’t stand there dawdling when my tankard is empty!” yelled Bernard, one of the knights. His height and broad frame was the envy of his peers, and when he was drunk — as he was now, swaying as he rose from his seat, knocking his chair to the ground behind him — he would inevitably cause trouble, fighting with other knights or beating servants for the smallest imagined slight. “Now then,” he slurred as she hurried over to top up his vessel. “What’s a gormless bitch like you doing pouring my drinks? They should keep monsters like you downstairs, out of sight.”


Hearty laughter erupted around the table. Freya didn’t know who she hated more: those who found genuine humour in her disfigurement, or those that simply laughed out of cowardice. Her head bowed, she poured Bernard’s wine, and turned hastily towards the sanctuary of one of the Hall’s dark corners. But she felt the knight’s hand clamp roughly on her shoulder, hauling her around to face him once again.


“Don’t turn your back on me, monster,” he hissed, his liquor-infused breath hot and foul in her nostrils. The flickering torchlight gave a red tinge to his face, making him seem like something demonic. “You’ll leave when I’m finished with you.”


“Give her a break, Bernard,” said one of the other knights in a good-natured tone. “Come on, I’m up for another round of dice.”


The larger man rounded menacingly on his comrade. “If I want your opinion, little Thomas, I’ll ask you for it,” he said in a voice like rumbling thunder, his hand shifting a single, suggestive inch towards the hilt of the sword slung across his back. Thomas held up his hands, becoming suddenly fascinated by the patterns in the wood of the table.


“Now then,” Bernard snarled, returning his venomous gaze to Freya. “Where were we? Oh yes … you were going to tell us all how your face got split in half.”


The scar ran from her chin to her forehead, bisecting her lips and one of her eyes along its sinuous route. Yet despite its serious appearance, it didn’t cause her any problems with speech or vision, and on some days she forgot about it altogether.


When she was permitted to.


“I…” she began, her breath coming in frightened gasps. She could see Maxwell in the corner, watching with mounting horror in his face. “I don’t…”


“Leave her be, Sir Bernard,” intoned a deep, commanding voice. A few tables away, a man rose from his seat; he was slender but tall, and authority seemed to radiate from him, a silence falling upon the surrounding revellers as he spoke. His eyes were a piercing, vibrant blue, as though lightning danced around the rim of his pupils. They matched the colour of the gemstone he wore around his neck, the only embellishment to his plain grey robes. “She has suffered enough,” he added gravely.


Bernard scowled and released his crushing grip on her collarbone. “I just asked her a question, Lord Gwillym,” the knight said testily. “I merely wanted to know the story behind her hideous deformity.”


The words stung her and she felt hot tears jab the backs of her eyes, angry at herself for being so weak. All around the Hall, stares were turning towards them; she fixed her gaze on the black and white pattern on the floor, wishing that the dark tiles would expand to engulf the white, forming a great abyss to swallow her up.


“Her husband did it, you idiot,” Gwillym retorted. “He mutilated himself, then attacked this poor wretch, and departed for the Wastes the very same night. Don’t you remember Archivist Raoul, once my most apt recordkeeper?” The Lord glanced despairingly around the room. “Doesn’t anyone remember anything anymore?”


Freya could feel her heart beating faster and faster, like something trapped in her ribcage that was scrabbling to burst out. It was all she could do not to sink to her knees and begin to sob.


“Lord Gwillym, please sir, Bernard didn’t mean any harm. He’s just had a bit too much to drink, haven’t you, big man?” Sir Thomas beamed warmly at the Lord, who sighed despondently, and sank back into his seat like a man defeated.


Freya stood there, trembling, until Maxwell sidled over to lead her quietly away. She didn’t know what made her more distraught: the tale that Master Gwillym had recounted about her, or the fact that she remembered none of its events at all.
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The night had devoured the day by the time the last revellers had tottered off to their beds, the first amber flickers of dawn’s inevitable counterattack beginning to gather on the horizon. But there would be no sleep yet for Freya, nor for Maxwell and the other Unskilled; not until every last plate was cleared away and every surface polished to a lustrous shine. The servants were permitted to eat their fill from the remnants of the banquet, but Freya was so exhausted that her appetite had evaporated completely, and she didn’t touch a single morsel. She felt weak, scoured raw, vulnerable, as she watched the other Unskilled feasting hungrily, two dozen men and women shovelling food into their mouths as greedily as the beasts in the stories she half-remembered.


There was so little left by the end, the waste could fit into a single wooden pail.


“I’ll take it,” she volunteered, knowing that the descent to the Pit was an unpopular chore, and wanting any excuse to get away from her colleagues.


“I’ll come with you,” offered Maxwell.


“No you won’t,” grunted Oswald, the Chief Hand. His seniority didn’t grant him Lower Noble status, but there were some privileges, foremost amongst which was the ability to delegate the bulk of the labour to his downtrodden crew. “It only needs one pair of hands. You can stay here and start washing the cutlery.”


“It’s okay, Max,” said Freya, forcing a smile as she hoisted the bucket of bones, rinds, and other assorted gristle. She turned and left the Hall as quickly as she could, the echoes of heartless words resounding in her ears.


The Enclave’s interior was a maze of passageways and spiral staircases, but Freya had committed her well-trodden routes to memory so that she easily navigated the stone corridors, barely needing the dull glow of the lantern she had collected from the servant’s quarters. Still, there were plenty of areas of the castle she had never visited, and she liked nothing more than when her duties took her to some unfamiliar room or quiet, forgotten corner. She explored the stronghold whenever she could, but the restrictions placed upon her as an Unskilled — as well as her endlessly demanding work schedule — meant that such frivolous excursions were extremely rare.


She had made this particular journey countless times, and the Pit had long since lost the horror it seemed to incite in her fellow servants. If anything, she found the area fascinating, and wondered as she descended the long staircase from the kitchens whether any of Nobles even knew it was here: a forgotten, underground realm, buried beneath an aeon of muck and detritus. Only the Unskilled had reason to tread these treacherous, well-worn steps, made uneven and slippery over time, into the castle’s reeking bowels. The metaphor lingered with her for a while; of the Enclave as some colossal creature, its denizens no more than bacteria helping to break down the food that flowed into its monstrous intestines and away to who knew where perhaps out into the distant, treacly waters of the sea that bordered the castle’s rear, where the land plunged away in jagged white cliffs.


At its end, the narrow staircase opened into a vast, circular chamber. Its diameter was even larger than the great Hall above, but the darkness and low ceiling made it seem much more cramped and oppressive. The space was utterly empty except for the gaping chasm at its centre, also circular, turning the chamber into a ring-shaped walkway around an enormous, round pit. The Pit, into which the Enclave deposited the effluence of a kingdom.


All of the castle’s garbage ended up here; its rubbish was cast into the unspeakable chasm, all of its toilets draining into the noxious orifice through holes in the ceiling above. Despite its familiarity, the stench grew almost unbearable as she approached its edge, and Freya wished she had a hand free to cover her nose. Still, she couldn’t resist peering down into the Pit, noting with alarm that once again the level of the festering trash pile seemed to have risen. She recalled a time when torchlight wouldn’t have penetrated far enough to glimpse anything other than a black, stinking void; whatever process emptied this cesspool seemed to be slowing down, perhaps clogged with waste.


She unloaded the bucket, glancing to her left where another spiral staircase led around the rim of the Pit, gradually down towards the heap’s fetid surface. She still remembered the day she had traversed it, when she had taken a few tentative steps across that congealed upper crust, coughing and gagging yet unable to deny her curiosity.


She remembered the face she had beheld, smiling up at her from the filth. It was reminiscent of the fixed benevolence of the angels, but devoid of their beauty, a vulgar approximation of their beatific joy. Unlike the pure, divine hue of the angels’ faces, this likeness was cast in some ugly russet-coloured metal, or perhaps simply caked in layers of shit and rust. She had at first thought it was some sort of mask, until she noticed the arm jutting upwards alongside it, crafted from the same dark and tarnished material. A grasping hand seemed to reach for her, crudely-jointed fingers frozen into a claw as though the obscene thing had died trying to haul itself out of the quagmire.


That day she had dumped the contents of her bucket right onto its loathsome face, and ran. She hadn’t dared to mention the incident to anyone, not even to Maxwell. Now she squinted down into the Pit, wondering if the strange effigy was still there, or long since buried.


Instead, she saw a different figure. It was close to the stairs, sprawled on its back like a discarded marionette, arms and legs horribly askew. Before she knew it, she was hurrying down towards it, desperate to prove to her troubled mind that it was imagining things, that this was simply a bundle of unwanted rags, a trick of the sputtering light. But as she approached, the Pit’s miasma growing so thick she could barely breathe, she saw that this was no illusion. A sob of horror burst out of her as she stared down at the ashen robes splayed open around the body, almost as distinctive as the ice-blue eyes that rolled slightly backwards in their sockets as though pondering some beguiling mystery.


It was the corpse of Lord Gwillym, his bones snapped like twigs either before his fall into the Pit, or perhaps by the violence of his landing.









Two


Chief Hand Oswald had already retired to bed, and refused to believe Freya’s story when she and Maxwell roused him. A string of profanities spewed from his mouth as they led him down the long staircase. His disbelief was so intense that Freya felt almost relieved when poor Gwillym’s broken body appeared beneath the light of his lantern, then felt an immediate and terrible guilt wash over her as Oswald’s eyes bulged and his curses were replaced by incoherent screeching.


Soon after that, the castle was alive with shock and outrage.


Lawmaster Alessa was the first of the other three Lords to rise, groggy from wine and too little sleep, to accompany Oswald on the same harrowing descent. Once Gwillym’s death was confirmed, Alessa and the now-awakened Warmaster Valeria demanded the entire population gather in the main courtyard. Valeria’s knights relished the opportunity to manhandle people out of their beds (they did not, however, dare to rouse Prayermaster Cedric, the final Lord having drunk himself into a stupor, snoring loudly on the floor of his chamber).


Now, as the rising sun blazed its accusations down upon them, the people of the Enclave gathered in a bleary-eyed, resentful throng. The tips of swords forced High Nobles, Lower Nobles, and Unskilled servants to stand shoulder to indignant shoulder.


Valeria knew that, at times like this, fear would only work for so long. Her knights numbered just twenty-nine, which meant that even if she contributed her own considerable fighting skills to the equation, her forces were outnumbered almost thirteen to one. The situation required delicacy and humility, an apologetic tone, and a politician’s tact.


Which was why, after yelling an apocalyptically loud instruction for the those assembled to cease their jabbering, the burly Warmaster fell silent and let Alessa do the rest of the talking.


“Citizens of the Enclave,” the Lawmaster cried, her slight build and bespectacled, affable face a stark contrast to the stern demeanour and intimidating bulk of her fellow Lord. “We are sorry to subject you to such treatment, and at such an inhospitable juncture. Just a few scant hours ago we were celebrating together the bountiful provisions that God has once again seen fit to graciously bestow upon us. Praise the angels!”


Dutifully, the crowd repeated the mantra.


Now she has them, thought Valeria, marvelling not for the first time at the eloquence of her diminutive colleague. A few honeyed words can be worth a hundred soldiers.


“And yet, sadly, that gratitude was not shared by at least one of our number.” Here she allowed her face to fall, her tone becoming sombre. “Our beloved Lord Gwillym lies in the infirmary, his skull and body pummelled by vile blows before he was callously dumped into the Pit like the bloody remnants of a meal. Despite her immense skill, there was nothing Ailmaster Frances could do, and she has recently pronounced him…” Here she allowed her voice to crack, just a little, to convey her sadness without appearing weak. Masterful, thought the watching Valeria. Alessa paused for a moment before continuing, bringing her fist to her lips as she composed herself. “Lord Gwillym is dead,” she said eventually.


There was a respectful gasp from the congregation, as though the news had not already spread like wildfire around the castle.


“Lord Gwillym is dead,” she repeated, raising her voice commandingly, “and the Enclave demands justice!”


A roar of support erupted from the multitude, fists thrown passionately into the air. As the light of vengeance flashed in almost a thousand eyes, Valeria felt like applauding.


Freya, meanwhile, felt sick, as though something toxic was wriggling inside her belly. She had told Oswald of her suspicions, but the Chief Hand had replied with a furious glare and told her she had already done enough damage. Now, jostled by the baying masses, her eyes scoured the faces of the surrounding knights, fearful of the lengths to which Sir Bernard might resort to ensure her silence.


Alessa held up a hand, and the chanting of the crowd gradually faded. “But justice, in turn, demands knowledge,” she said solemnly. “And it is only by imparting our individual wisdoms that our great city is able to thrive. Only through the sharing of truth can I, your Lawmaster, ensure that justice is done, here on this day of our almighty God.”


The people, sensing what was coming, began to shuffle uncomfortably, casting suspicious glances at one another. Alessa’s gaze hardened as she surveyed them, almost as though her eyes possessed the power to compel the truth from a sealed mouth. “And so I implore anyone that has any valuable information, any insight that will help us to resolve this most heinous of crimes, to impart it now.”


A hush settled across the courtyard, punctuated by unintelligible snatches of conversation, by hushed whispers and the occasional clanking of weaponry as the knights shifted at their posts. But no-one spoke up, despite the razor sharpness of Alessa’s stare and the looming threat of Valeria and her warriors. Freya continued to search the faces of the knights; some were obscured by armoured helmets, but none of these seemed to possess Bernard’s heavily muscled physique.


Then she saw a pair of eyes fixed on hers, eyes that burned with a hatred so intense her breath caught in her throat. Sir Bernard was up on the raised dais, just behind and to the left of Lord Valeria. He was wearing the same apparel he had worn at the banquet and carried the same cruelly-curved sword, which was drawn and held out in front of him as though to ward off any potential threats to his Warmaster.


Or any potential indictments against him.


The sight of that blade, and the raw malice in his eyes, crushed her remaining spirit like a trampled eggshell. Like the rest of the congregation, Freya stayed quiet.


And then.


“I know who did it!”


As though part of the same organism, the heads and eyes of the crowd turned as one towards the three knights who emerged from a nearby tower.


“I hope you’ll forgive my absence from the assembly, my Lord,” the first knight continued, standing ahead of the others, his blade sheathed and something clasped in his hand. “But my theory demanded urgent, and covert, investigation.”


The creature in Freya’s stomach seemed to cavort with malicious glee. She sucked in deep breaths, feeling ever more certain she was about to vomit.


“Explain yourself, Sir,” commanded Lord Alessa, her eyes burning with fascination.


The knight, whose short stature was emphasised by a slight stoop as he walked, stepped forwards. He did not reply, but instead held aloft whatever was in his hand. It was at that moment — as a dazzling jewel fell from his palm, its perfect blue colouring seeming to mirror the cloudless morning sky as it hung, dangling from a chain — that she realised this was Sir Thomas, the man who had tried to calm Sir Bernard the previous night.


“We found this in the quarters of the culprit,” he declared. “I’m sure you all recognise this gem, and that you, Lawmaster, can confirm it was missing from beloved Gwillym’s body?”


There were gasps and mutterings from the crowd. Freya couldn’t help but glance towards Bernard, whose eyes seemed to be swivelling in his head, the skin of his face clammy and grey.


“Can you vouch for this?” Alessa asked, directing the question towards the two other knights. Solemnly, they both nodded. She returned her gaze to Thomas. “Then I must ask, Sir, that you divulge the identity of this culprit, against whom you make a grave and compelling accusation.”


Sir Thomas extended a finger. The thing in Freya’s stomach twitched ever more frantically, as though in the throes of death.


“You,” said the knight. Freya felt a sudden, terrible hollowness, as though she had just looked over the edge of a precipice. The bile that had been threatening to eject from her stomach disgorged itself abruptly, spattering across the back of the Lower Noble that was crushed against her.


Sir Thomas was pointing directly at her.
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“You there,” repeated the knight. The world seemed to be spinning. Freya felt blood swelling in her ears, as though it might be about to explode out of them from the sheer pressure in her head. “Can you please explain what happened at my table last night, at the feast?”


She blinked. Her mouth opened and closed, the words like alien substances in her mouth. Then, to her horror, Lord Alessa interjected. “Come up here, woman, so we can hear you better.”


Her heart seemed to plummet through the earth; but what choice did she have? Dutifully, her head bowed and hidden for now beneath the hood of her ragged vestments, she moved through the seething masses, who squeezed aside to allow her passage. She was glad at least to be away from the Noble she had vomited on, who chittered his outrage and disgust behind her.


Each of the half dozen steps leading up to the two Lords and their retinue of knights felt like an impossible journey, her legs weighted with dread. Freya made sure that she went towards the opposite side of the podium from Sir Bernard, with whom she was now destined to be thrown into conflict. Swallowing thickly, she turned to face the onlookers, who had fallen into an expectant hush. Sir Thomas had also made his way through the crowd, his eyes fixed on Bernard as he ascended. The brawny knight held the smaller man’s gaze, jaws clenched so tightly his teeth looked as though they would shatter.


“Speak, Unskilled,” commanded Alessa, although the Lord’s expression was not unkind. “Tell us your story.”


Freya stared out across the assembly, her mind emptied by the sheer enormity of her situation. Then her eyes settled on Maxwell, towards the back of the crowd. His face looked taut with worry, but he offered her an encouraging smile. She tried to focus on him, remembering happier times in this courtyard, blossom falling from the trees that now stood bare and joyless in its corners like sombre monuments.


“I…” she began, her voice quaking. “I came to pour your drinks…”


“Speak up,” said Alessa. “And remove your hood.”


This was the moment Freya had dreaded. She had spent such a long time waiting on these people, cleaning after them, serving their food. But how many had truly seen her? How many were expecting the scarred visage that lurked beneath her cowl? Swallowing again, her mouth so dry it felt like she was gulping back sand, she slid back the hood. There were murmurs and intakes of breath from some of the onlookers, each gasp or whispered remark like a knife thrust into her heart.


She couldn’t continue. The feeling of nausea returned, and it was all she could do not to void her guts, right there on the dais.


“Perhaps I can help,” offered Sir Thomas, who moved to stand beside her. “This waif came to our table to serve us wine. She was beset by one of our number, who cruelly mocked her ravaged face. Is that correct, Unskilled?”


She nodded, thinking only of words like ravaged, mutilated, monster. Then she felt his arm around her shoulders, and stiffened.


“Lord Gwillym intervened to stop this pitiless display,” he continued. “I regret that I placated the culprit, anxious in the moment only to avoid a confrontation. But later that night, when the Recordmaster took his leave, my comrade suddenly disappeared from our table and did not return. I know now that he had the blackest intentions, driven by a deadly mixture of liquor and humiliation. My recovery of the Lord’s pendant proves it.”


Thomas seemed to be basking in the rapt attention of the audience, savouring every moment. Still, his claim would be greatly strengthened if it was corroborated by his star witness.


“Unskilled,” said Alessa gently. “You will now point out this man. If it is the same person Thomas indicts, I will consider this adequate proof in the eyes of the law.”


I ought to be happy, thought Freya. Her tormentor would be brought to justice, his stinging words turned back upon him with a single jab of her finger. Such power ought to send joy surging like lightning through her veins. Yet she only felt hollow, as vacant as the dead Lord’s glacier-blue eyes, as she began to raise her arm.


Before she could accuse him, Bernard rushed suddenly forwards, a guttural snarl bursting from his throat as he drew back his sword. For a man of his size, he seemed impossibly fast, and she was dimly aware of Thomas stumbling backwards at her side, releasing her from his hold as he fumbled for his own weapon. As movement erupted around her, she stayed very still, transfixed on the advancing knight, on the blade that arced downwards towards her, on the eyes that blazed with unrestrained loathing.


There was a silvery blur, and Bernard’s sword clattered to the ground. Freya’s eyes were still fixed on the knight’s, but his gaze had moved to his own elbow, a look of confusion twisting his features as he stared at the ragged stump where his forearm should have been. As if similarly shocked, the blood in his cleanly-separated veins seemed to freeze in place for a moment, before spraying across the podium in a bright crimson fountain so fine it was almost like mist.


Bernard’s head came next, severed neatly at the neck like a pruned rose. The crowd, stunned into a stupefied silence, finally came alive as the gore-spewing thing bounced into their midst, screams and shouts echoing around the courtyard as the remaining knights wrestled to maintain order.


The last thing Freya saw before she collapsed in a sudden faint — its oblivion blacker than the gurgling waves that churned far beneath them — was Valeria, calmly wiping her axe on the cloth she had produced from one of her pockets.


Now there were only 434 of them.









Three


Once again, Freya had risen early to visit the battlements. The wind howled around her as she approached their edge, hurling freezing rain into her face like bitter tears, its demented wailing a cry of disbelief.


The Monoliths were hidden from her once again, but the distant skyline was not her focus. The Enclave’s supplies of timber were dwindling, as was everything else, but a substantial amount had been used to make Lord Gwillym’s coffin as ornate as Woodmaster Lenora could fashion. A procession had carried the casket out into the Wastes, as far beyond the castle as they dared without risking exposure to the dreaded plague. It had been a sombre affair, watched from the walls by the Enclave’s entire populace.


The separate parts of Bernard’s corpse, on the other hand, had been unceremoniously dumped, just beyond the gorse thickets that grew like coils of barbed wire around the castle’s perimeter. Still, his rotting head stared back at her; the slow tightening of its skin and the sheer affront of its persistence gave its expression the appearance of a contented grin. How she wished the head had landed facing in another direction. How she wished the angels would appear to haul the hateful pile away. But still Bernard leered, and still Gwillym’s white pine box glinted on the horizon.


This was the twelfth day with no sign of the angels, and the Enclave was growing restless.


A favourite topic was to debate the lengthiest stretch there had ever been without a visitation — some said there had once been a fifteen-day gap, while others insisted hysterically that this was already the longest, that doom and abandonment had surely come upon their kingdom.


Others believed they had done something to offend God Himself, that the sentence carried out against Sir Bernard must have been in some way gravely unjust, although they would never dare utter such ideas in front of the Lords. As if to quell any rumblings of rebellion amongst his subordinates, Prayermaster Cedric was pushing the Unskilled to exhausting levels of performance, extending the length of their working days and demanding almost impossible standards of cleanliness and punctuality.


Life, suddenly, seemed much harder in the Enclave. Winter’s onset, which that morning had made the ground sparkle with frost and reminded Freya of the Monoliths and their elusive promise, only served to fray tempers even further. The air’s deepening chill seemed to be working its way into hearts and minds, making them as cold and hard as the earth itself.


Freya tried to remain as anonymous as possible, but every so often she’d catch a sneering remark when people passed her in a corridor and recognised her scar.


“There’s the one.”


“It’s her fault.”


“I heard her and Sir Thomas were secretly bedfellows.”


But she didn’t complain. How could she? Our lot is merely to serve, and to persist, as Maxwell was fond of reminding her.


It was on the eighteenth day, when the food had begun to run out and the Lower Nobles joined the Unskilled in receiving rations for the first time, that a mob gathered in the main courtyard. Freya and Maxwell had been assisting the Archivists to clear out an old wing of their vast library, marvelling at the ancient tomes whose paper was as fragile as desiccated skin. When no-one was looking, Freya ran her hands across the cracked leather covers of the books, breathing in their dusty odour and trying to remember Raoul, the man she knew she had once loved, the man she knew had disfigured her. But the ghost of his memory had moved on, lost to the fog that encircled the Enclave like a besieging army.


One of the Archivists had bustled into the neglected chamber, so frantic he had tripped on a stack of parchment and sprawled to the ground in a heap of scattered pages. As he was helped to his feet, he stammered about the growing rabble outside and how he was worried they might be planning to set the Archive ablaze. Unable to contain her inquisitiveness, Freya had followed the panicked Nobles outside, trailed by a reluctant and grumbling Maxwell.


The group was perhaps sixty-strong, comprising mainly Lower Nobles, although some of the Unskilled had also joined its ranks, and even a few knights that she recognised. They brandished torches whose flames cast a lurid glow across the cobbles, illuminating the throng’s faces in shades of fiery rage.


But the tower containing the Archive was not the focus of their ire; rather, they had gathered around the Lords’ tower in the opposite corner, enabling the recordkeepers to watch quietly from their entranceway. Freya and Maxwell loitered at the rear, straining to hear the crowd’s angry shouts. She did not know whether any of the Lords were even inside the tower, although she had not seen newly-promoted Recordmaster Mycroft in the Archive, and there was little reason for him to be anywhere else.


The protests seemed to be growing in volume and Freya realised they were being led by Oswald himself; the Chief Hand brandished a makeshift club as he approached the tower’s sturdy doors, stopping on the steps to address his newfound followers in an angry, unintelligible frenzy. Freya wondered how ruthlessly Valeria would be prepared to defend the keep if it came to it, whether she would be prepared to turn her infamous cauldrons of boiling oil on her own people.


Instead, the Warmaster answered with arrows. A pair of them, to be precise, which hit Oswald in the back. He pitched forwards down the stairs to land in a motionless heap, like a lump of skewered flesh ready for Egbert’s skillet.


“You will desist, or you will die,” might have been the cry from an upper window, but it was made nearly unintelligible by the clamour of the crowd as they scrambled backwards and began to disperse.


“This city is going mad,” muttered Maxwell, half to himself.


Freya nodded as they followed the Archivists back inside, no-one knowing what to do other than to continue their work, as though nothing was wrong.


As though the castle wasn’t starting to devour itself in its hunger and desperation.
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They came for her in the night. The castle contained so much unused space that even the servants’ quarters were generously proportioned; this gave the knights plenty of room to manoeuvre around her as she slept. Freya awoke only when coarse hands encircled her wrists and ankles, and a hood was thrust over her head as though their destination was in some way a secret.


The prison keep was the most distant tower from the courtyard, close to the city’s rearmost wall, overlooking the tumult of the sea. It was the domain of Painmaster Wilfred, whose techniques were almost as feared as the plague itself. In these times of uneasy peace, it was rare to hear of castlefolk being hauled off to his dungeons, and the infamous chambers had gradually passed almost into legend. Their reclusive overseer was rarely seen at the banquets or other public events, although when he did make an appearance he was always disturbingly jolly, a plump and affable man whose good-natured quips belied the brutality of his employ.


And so it was with understandable discomfort that Freya found herself face to face with the Enclave’s chief torturer.


She was tied to a chair before the hood was removed, and she first beheld Wilfred prodding at a roaring fire with an iron poker. She stayed silent as he tended to the flames, watching as he approached and sat opposite her, steepling his fingers on the table that separated them.


“Hello,” he said from beneath a bristling, beardless moustache. His head was completely shaven, reflecting the light from the small room’s fireplace in a manner that reminded her of an exposed skull. “Freya, isn’t it?”


She nodded, feeling strangely calm, as though her brain hadn’t yet accepted that this was anything other than a bad dream.


“I hope the knights weren’t too rough with you. Their profession attracts people who are prone to being a little … overzealous. I remember you, you know, from the last feast.” He chuckled wryly then, perhaps realising the unintended significance of the word ‘last’. “For my money, that knight deserved what happened to him, whether he killed Gwillym or not.” If the words were intended to give her comfort, they did not; instead, they brought only echoes of pain and shame, and of the dead Lord’s dreadful stare.


“But that’s beside the point,” Wilfred continued. “The point is that we are facing a crisis, because God has seen fit to forsake our Enclave. I’m actually surprised it’s taken this long to boil over. People don’t seem to realise that in a few more days we’ll have to start eating each other.” He laughed again, although the haunted look in his eyes suggested the remark may not have been made entirely in jest. “So, as you can see, something must be done. And the Lords, in their boundless wisdom, have decided that a retrial is the answer.”


“A … retrial?” Her tongue struggled to shape the words, feeling thick and numb inside her mouth.


“Indeed. They aim to address the growing concern that Sir Bernard’s death was a miscarriage of justice. An error of law so grave that it has incurred the wrath of God Himself.”


“But … how could it be? Sir Thomas found the pendant in Sir Bernard’s quarters!”


“Very good. You’re asking all the right questions.” Wilfred nodded encouragingly. “Now, if you can be trusted not to attempt anything foolish, I might be able to share some answers with you.”


The man she hadn’t realised was standing behind her stepped forward then, bending to release the knots that secured her hands and feet to the wooden chair. Without a word the wiry, tobacco-smelling attendant then reattached the ropes around her wrists, this time behind her back, and hauled her upright. She felt something press into her ribs from behind, and pictured a dagger expertly wielded in his dextrous grip. Its tip urged her to follow Wilfred as the High Noble turned towards the door.


“You know, I have a slightly different theory,” he said as he opened it, leading her out into a narrow corridor lit by smouldering torches. She had never been inside the keep, Wilfred preferring to keep his own cortege of Unskilled who dwelt within its upper chambers, rarely venturing out. Keeping the place clean was clearly not one of his priorities; the walls and floor were coated in dust and grime. The air felt hot and oppressive, and she wondered for the first time whether she was underground. Somewhere, she fancied she heard a distant scream, before the sound was choked off abruptly.


Seemingly oblivious to the squalor of their conditions, Wilfred continued in a jovial tone. “I don’t think this is a crisis at all. I think this is a test.” He led her and her escort past several other doors, one of which responded with the sound of frantic hammering from the other side when she glanced at it, startling her.


“God wants to see how we react to this complication; how we as a people respond to not having our arses wiped, if you’ll forgive my vulgarity.” Wilfred was becoming more animated as he spoke, a note of religious zeal entering his voice. They reached a set of steps, and the Noble absent-mindedly removed one of the torches from its bracket before he began to descend, still talking as he did so. “So, personally, I think our predicament has nothing at all to do with the sordid matter of a murdered Lord and a stolen gemstone. But, you know what they say: each to their Skill and the Enclave stays wealthy.”


The staircase traced a confusing, right-angled spiral as they descended, and by the time she reached the heavy-looking door at its end she felt thoroughly disoriented. Even Wilfred seemed momentarily confused, before muttering “Oh, of course,” and producing a set of keys from somewhere within his voluminous black robes.


“My own Skill lies in the practical application of pain,” he said merrily as he fumbled a series of keys into the lock, finally turning the tumblers on the third attempt. The door creaked open and Freya was assailed by a smell of death so strong it almost made her reel backwards. But this was not the sickly-sweet fetor of the recently-deceased, the acrid tang of burnt flesh, or even the pungent scent of freshly-spilt blood; rather, this was the accumulation of countless seasons of torment, as much an aura as it was a stench. As Wilfred’s torchlight illuminated the first of his torture machines, she realised that this was a temple of suffering almost as old as the castle itself.


“This device is one of my favourites,” he pronounced as they approached the battered, circular apparatus. “Nothing fancy — you simply lash the guilty to the breaking wheel, and assail them with cudgels until their limbs are thoroughly smashed. A few days left hanging in that state and they’ll confess all their crimes.” She shuddered, wondering which of these appalling contraptions would be her own fate, wondering if a great reservoir of panic and revulsion was about to burst through the dam of her inexplicable calm.


Or perhaps part of her brain had simply shut down, overwhelmed by the horror it had endured since the day the angels last came. If so, such an incapacity would serve her well if she was to spend the last of her days in this dank oubliette.


“Perhaps a little too unsophisticated for your tastes? Let’s try another.” Wilfred bounded eagerly towards another dark alcove, Freya compelled to follow by the blade jabbed into her back.


“Now this is a real specimen,” the torturer enthused as they approached a large, metallic box, about as high and wide as a large person. Indeed, its ornate decoration gave it the appearance of a smiling man, whose hands protruded from long sleeves and were clasped at his chest. “Have you ever heard of an iron maiden?”


She shook her head dumbly, and excitement twinkled in Wilfred’s eyes.


“Apparently this model dates back to their original use,” he continued happily. “And I’m pulling your leg, a little: it isn’t really an implement of torture at all.” He reached towards the box’s sculpted hands, pulling them apart as though the grinning effigy was opening its cloak. She was reminded, just for a moment, of the strange metal man she had seen buried beneath the garbage in the Pit, what seemed like a lifetime ago.


Inside, the box was hollow, but lined with enough cruelly sharpened spikes to turn its occupant to a bleeding, screaming pincushion.


“Far too unpredictable to be of practical use; there’s too high a chance of killing the guilty outright. It’s more for the final coup de grâce, really, if the executioner has a flair for the theatrical.”


She had become aware of a soft moaning, off to her right, where the room was still swathed in shadow. Wilfred seemed not to notice the sound at first, as he continued to prattle about the psychological benefits of such a device, enabling the torturer to be less directly involved in the suffering they dispensed. His continued insistence on using the term ‘the guilty’ to describe his victims only increased her abhorrence.


If they were already guilty, what was the need to torture them?


But she said nothing, concentrating on the groaning sound, and trying not to absorb too much of the vile arcana that gushed from Wilfred’s lips like undiluted evil. Then the Painmaster stopped, mid-sentence, slamming the iron maiden shut in a sudden tantrum.


“Gideon, will you please silence that infernal whining?” he barked. She felt the knifepoint disappear from her back, heard footsteps disappearing into the gloom.


“Forgive me,” Wilfred said, recovering his ghastly smile. “Perils of the job, you know. It can be hard to keep to a schedule in this line of work. Still … perhaps it wouldn’t hurt to give you a glimpse behind the curtain, as it were.”


He grabbed her by the arm, leading her towards the darkness and closer to the source of that ominous whimpering. As they approached, she heard a cracking sound, moments before the light of Wilfred’s torch illuminated his associate rubbing his knuckles, standing over the prone form of a man.


Gideon was compact and lithe, as thin and dangerous looking as the dagger at his belt, his face a latticework of scars that made Freya feel a fleeting, momentary affinity. But her attention did not linger on Wilfred’s frightening accomplice. Instead it was grabbed, violently, by the sight of the man he had just knocked unconscious. The man was strapped face-down to a frame, suspended horizontally at waist height by a thick, rusted chain that held the structure to the ceiling. He was completely naked, his back a tapestry of livid bruises. But two other aspects of this hideous tableau disturbed her the most, drawing an involuntary gurgle of horror from her throat.


The first was the man’s right arm, which rested limply across the scaffold, its skin removed all the way to the shoulder. No, not removed — it still hung there, dangling from the upper joint in tatters like strands of frayed ribbon. How it had been peeled back, revealing his glistening musculature — biceps, tendons, sinews, all laid bare in excruciating detail — she could not begin to fathom, any more than she could imagine the agony that must have accompanied such a sadistic procedure.


The second was the realisation that this forlorn, mutilated figure was Sir Thomas: the knight who had tried to aid her at the feast, and had successfully prosecuted Sir Bernard.


She staggered backwards, trying to bring a hand to her mouth before she remembered they were bound behind her back, and sunk defeatedly to her knees instead.


“Too graphic, I suppose,” said Wilfred in a disappointed tone. “A good job I’m not recruiting your replacement, eh Gideon?” She did not look up to see how Gideon reacted to his master’s jibe and instead fixed her gaze on the floor, trying not to picture the gallons of blood that must have saturated its stones over the countless days that Wilfred had plied his gruesome trade.


“What happened to him?” she asked in a trembling voice, her reserves of calm blasted apart like shattered limbs.


“Well, the process of flaying a human alive is actually much more complex than you might think—”


“I mean why is he here?” she hissed as an anguished sob shook her body.


“Ah, forgive me. He’s here because he’s guilty my dear. Of framing his fellow knight, Sir Bernard, by planting a stolen pendant in his room. His co-conspirators confirmed it, after they were subjected to a similar procedure. Now we merely await Thomas’s confession.”


Her mind whirled and spun, like cinders in a billow of rising smoke.


“But why would he kill Lord Gwillym?”


“That is precisely what we seek to ascertain.”


She glanced up at the atrocity of Thomas’s excoriated flesh.


“But if you torture people like this … how can you trust their confessions?”


Wilfred was silent for a moment, and she was worried she had enraged him. She did not want to try the patience of this maniac, certainly not here, in the heart of his merciless empire. But after a few seconds he began to chuckle, quietly at first, then gradually rising to a roar of amusement. Gideon joined in, and Freya knelt there amongst their hellish machinery, weeping while the two of them cackled and howled with laughter.


“My dear,” Wilfred said eventually, almost breaking down into another fit of giggling. “You don’t seem to understand.” He paused to dry his eyes, the mirth evaporating from his voice as he continued. “Once they end up down here, everyone is guilty; sooner or later.”


“Is that what is to become of me?” she whispered, battling to keep the terror from her voice.


Wilfred composed himself, tilting his head as he looked down at her. “My lady, that depends upon you. Our beloved Prayermaster asked me to give you the guided tour, in case it helped to make up your mind. You see, he has a proposal for you.”


“A proposal,” she repeated in dazed bewilderment. The word seemed to have lost any significance. Like everything in her life, it had been reduced to background noise, an underscore to her suffering.


“Better get her to her cell, Gideon,” Wilfred said with a sigh. “I think she’s had a bit too much excitement for one night.”


She did not struggle as Gideon hoisted her easily over his shoulder, the smell of his tobacco-suffused clothing providing a merciful distraction from the concentrated stink of human misery.
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